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A Kingy in Exile

BURNLEY IS A TOWN in the County of Lancashire in the North of England.

It was once a famous and wealthy (for some) Mill Town, but with its now closed mills and factories once veritable blots on the considerable landscape. Nowadays, the town is mainly characterised by and equally famous for its sloping streets, which have row after row of little terraced houses built onto the steep hills of the Lancashire Moors.


Little Joey Thomas lived on Freckleton Street, which was one of the steepest streets not just in the town, but in the whole County.

‘See ya later!’ shouted Joey to his parents, after coming in from school, wolfing down his tea and dashing out of the house. He was off to join his pals and play his daily game of marbles. For Little Joey Thomas, the game was to last less than a minute.
His friends had gathered as usual at the bottom of the street. Trying to hit your marble up the slope was part of the excitement for all the boys of the area, especially Joey. 


They played two different games with their marbles, mostly the more regular game of ‘Ollies’, where the larger type marbles, even steel ones known as steelies, were used as targets, but today the boys had decided on Taw: this was when the marble had to be flicked with the thumb, and land – if they could manage it, into a goal. This could be anything from a tin can, a bucket, or, as was the case on this particular day, into a little hole in the road caused by wear and tear – and an inefficient Highways Department.


As the hole was some distance away, it was necessary to flick the marble from the hand while standing, rather than bending to flick it along the ground.


‘Let’s draw for first’, said one of the boys, who had acquired several straws from a barn on the edge of town. As usual with straw drawing, it was all to do with the inherent irony of trying to avoid the short straw, despite the method being ultimately to find the one that did indeed end up with it. 


Going first in a game of Taw was a definite disadvantage, as it was difficult to judge the distance, speed and trajectory needed for success. This was gleaned, sometimes, by the players throwing later, watching those who had already done so.


‘Here y’are, Joey, take one.’

The straw-bearer stood in front of Joey. He only had two straws left. The bearer always knew if the shortest one had already been drawn or not, but it was part of the game to keep it a mystery to the last and stony-faced to boot.

Joey drew a tiny, tiny straw and groaned. Although academic, the last straw was then drawn.


‘You first, Joe, good luck,’ said the straw-bearer.


‘Huh! Flippin’ need it as well,’ groaned Joey.


The other boys stood behind and to his side, as Joe squinted his eyes, looked up the street, lifted his arm – then immediately lowered it again  and stood to one side to let a van pass. (Traffic is the universal annoyance for marble players.) Joey lifted his arm again, opened out the palm of his hand –  and flicked. 

The marble shot out of his hand, but it immediately veered left, hit a lamp post,  glanced off the rounded metal casing, and went diagonally across the road, landed in the gutter – and plopped straight down into a grid. Joey groaned again.

‘Flippin’ ‘eck! That was me last one! Me kingy as well!’  


The marble in question was Joey’s last one, as he had lost all of his others the day before. What was worse was that it was a giant marble, a speckly bluey-green giant marble – a kingy. 


‘‘Ard luck, Joe,’ said the straw-bearer. ‘Next!’


There was not much camaraderie or esprit-de-corp among Burnley’s Olly players. Little Joey Thomas had lost his last marble – a kingy at that. Tough. He sloped off home. 

But his disappointment was not to last long; by the next day, he had bought a brand new supply, and was back on the street ready for the next game of Taw. Joey’s enthusiasm made up for the fact that in all honesty, he wasn’t all that good at the very game he seemed to live for.


As for the lost kingy, it had gone on a meandering journey through inland sewers, finally ending up at a sewage outlet somewhere along the Lancashire coast. 

Not long after, the marble was bobbing merrily along in the Irish Sea; it had been about to sink to the bottom but had inadvertently cadged a lift off a small piece of driftwood, seconds after being jettisoned out of the sewer pipe. The marble’s very own adventure was under way.

*

Pat Flynn and his two young sons had had a good day out on his small fishing boat.  What  made it even better was that it was Liam and Ben’s first trip.


After teaching his two sons how to fish for Ling, the weather, which had been fine and dry all day, began to turn and so Pat headed for home.


Pat began to get worried. They were still more than twenty miles from home, the fishing village of Dunlamore in the County of Wicklow. 


‘Best get in the cabin, lads, and hold on tight. Looks nasty to me,’ said the worried Pat Flynn.

The weather worsened from being quite breezy with a few showers, to a nasty storm. As the boat tossed and rolled, Pat held on to the small mast, while checking on his sons every few seconds. 


As Pat wiped the airborne surf from his eyes, a huge wave engulfed the boat, and the top of the cabin was ripped off its fixtures and swept away. 


Luckily enough, the cabin was lifted high and clear of the two boys, now holding tightly on to the side rails. Another wave came right over, which engulfed the boys for a few seconds, but they still held on.
‘Dad!’ yelled the terrified Ben, while Liam chanced freeing one arm to reassure his younger brother.


‘Hold on! I’ll be there in a second!’ shouted Pat. He ran to his sons, embraced both of them for a second, and then held on to the rails himself. 


‘Will we be ok, Dad?’ asked Liam, trying to sound brave, but not quite managing it.


‘Sure! Sure we will!’ replied Pat, although far from convinced that this would be the case.

For over an hour the storm raged unabated. The boat continued to toss and roll, but gradually the storm passed, and calm returned. But they were still not out of danger.

At the same time that the cabin had been dislodged, a small harpoon, more ornamental than practical but still with a sharp point, was thrown up in the air due to the violent lurching of the boat back and forth. 

In the true traditions of Murphy’s Law, it came back down point first, and landed on the only part of the small boat where the stern and the deck were as one. The harpoon had only made a small hole, and the amount of water it was letting in was negligible – at first, and could be easily fixed as soon as it was noticed. The trouble was, it was not noticed.


Very gradually, the hole began to worsen and widen with the pressure and the relentless battering, and was letting in more water by the second.


Eventually it became clear to Pat that there was a problem, a big problem. The boat had now let in so much water that it gushed along the bottom of the inside of the boat and around the ankles of Pat and the boys.


‘Right, lads, now no matter what happens, you must stay here and hold tight against the rails. I’m going to plug that hole. Ok?’ said the worried Pat Flynn.


‘Yes, Dad,’ replied Liam, while Ben just nodded, unable to speak.


Pat went to try and stop the flow as best he could, but as he walked back along the deck, he slipped on oil which had leaked from a burst oil can and which had mixed with water to form a very slippery oily slick. As Pat tried to steady himself, he banged his head hard on the side-rail and was knocked unconscious.


After seeing their father fall to the ground, the two boys began to row. 

‘Ben! Let go of me! I’ve got to help Dad!’ yelled Liam.


‘Don’t go, please, don’t!’ cried Ben, while clinging onto his brother, who was every bit as scared but knew not to show it. 


Liam did not know what to do, but in the end, despite his brothers screams, he knew he had to help his stricken father – but catastrophe struck again. 

As Liam reached his father, the mast, which had already been damaged, snapped in the middle and crashed down onto the deck, but not before giving Liam a sickening blow to the side of the head. He was instantly knocked out      and collapsed right on top of his father. Ben screamed and screamed, not only for his father and brother to wake up, but because he thought they were all going to die.


Ben’s screams became sobs as the water came through the hole, slowly but surely. Ben now knew the exact meaning of this phrase in such a terrifying situation.


Time went by. The little boat began to list as the water gathered on the Port side. 


Ben thought this was it. His father and brother were still unconscious, with their faces almost covered in water. Ben’s sobs continued, but were now interspersed with prayer.


Suddenly, the boat lurched even more threateningly to port, and Ben screamed again. Pat and Liam were now totally immersed, as water flowed strongly and freely all over the boat; but bobbing along the deck on the invading waves, was something large, round and speckly blue and green – the marble. It continued to roll along and as it reached the hole made by the point of the harpoon, it simply rested on the rim. Seconds later, the half empty oil can rolled over the marble, wedging it tightly in the hole. 


This immediately stopped some of the in-take from the hole in the keel, but water was still coming in over the port side. But the arrival of the impromptu stopper did enough to slow down the boats descent into the abyss, and long enough for Pat to finally come round, splutter and cough, rise from his almost watery grave and gently move his son off his chest.

 
‘Dad! Dad! You’re alive!‘ yelled Ben.


‘Er – yes, son, I think so,’ replied Pat Flynn, who could still manage a joke and a smile, despite the dire circumstances.

He gently tapped Liam’s face. ‘Come on, son, wakey, wakey – there’s work to do.’ 


Liam slowly began to stir, coughed up several spurts of sea-water, and then he sat up.


‘Ok?’ asked His father.


‘I think so, aching a bit, though.’


‘Well, see if you can stand. Come on, I’ll help you.’


Although Liam was still a little groggy, and although sporting an aching, bruised and slightly bleeding bonce, he was otherwise ok.


Pat and Liam made their way over to Ben, who was still sobbing, as he was still scared – and now very cold. But he managed a smile as his brother and father moved back along the deck to embrace him.

With the high winds dying off and with the return of a calm sea, Pat and Liam were able to bale out as much of the excess water as they could. The boat stayed afloat. 


As they finally limped back into harbour,      an exhausted Pat misjudged both angle and distance on the final approach. This caused the boat to thud against the harbour-wall, and the marble to become dislodged from its resting place. Seconds later, the marble rolled along the deck, over the side, and dropped back into the sea.


As Pat and the two boys were back on terra-firma, and as they managed weary grins as a tearful but highly relieved Mrs Sinead Flynn ran towards them, a few gurgles and glug-gugs were the only audible signs that their boat had just sank. 

But they were safe.

Hours later, Pat, Liam, and a greatly relieved Mrs Flynn, who had earlier watched the storm from her bedroom window with her hands clasped tightly, sat around the hospital bedside of Ben Flynn, who had caught a bad chill but would be fine in a day or so. 
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The Wanderer Returns

KIERAN DEVANEY was a keen golfer. Although from Dublin, he made frequent journeys further down the east coast of Ireland so  he could  play at  his favourite  course,  Waterford Links, a golf-course on the Wexford coastline.


He always took Ruffles, his large, ferocious looking but in reality very friendly German Shepherd dog along with him. He loved Ruffles, as did all of his family, but he took him to Waterford Links for one purpose and one purpose only – to retrieve his frequently mis-hit golf balls. Kieran loved to play golf, but he was terrible.


‘Oh dear!’ sighed Kieran, as his very first drive from the first tee sliced that badly it did not go north in the general direction of the fairway, but east, and straight towards the sea. ‘Ruffles!!’ shouted Kieran.
‘Whoof!’ Ruffles did not need any further        encouragement. He looked up at the golf ball flying across the sky and out to the open sea. 
This was going to be tough, thought Ruffles, if dogs do indeed think, but if they do, then this is undoubtedly what he was thinking at that precise moment.


He bounded over the course, onto the rough, jumped a little perimeter fence, over the sand dunes, and raced down onto the beach; ‘too late’, thought Ruffles. The golf ball plummeted down from the sky – and straight into the surf.


Ruffles was well used to the movement of waves. He knew the waves rolled in, then out, then in again – all day long.


He waited in the vain hope that the tide would bring the golf ball back into shore. As the next wave lapped around his paws, he looked around him, panting, tail wagging, and giving gruff little barks. The wave did not bring the golf ball back, nor the next one, nor the next one after that, but then. . . .  

‘Hello?’ thought Ruffles. ‘What’s this?’ 


Ruffles felt something solid knock him on the ankle. He looked down. It was large, shiny, and round.


‘Semantics,’ thought Ruffles, who barked in triumph, picked up the speckly blue-green marble with his teeth, ran back to his owner, and plopped it into his golf-bag.


‘Thanks,’ said Kieran. ‘A bit quicker next time, fella, ok?’

‘Whoof!’ replied Ruffles.


Kieran arrived home to find that his wife, Eilish, was on the telephone to his identical cousin. This is a billion to one chance, dependent on twins marrying partners who were twins and then having twins themselves, and even then, not every instance of this produces indentical cousins.


‘ . . . Ha! Ha! Kieran, yes, I remember! And to think she’s now a Mother Superior! Oh, here we are; they’re back!’


Eilish handed the receiver to Kieran. ‘It’s Kieran – er – Kieran.’


‘Hello, Cous’, still drinking the English dry?’ said the Irish Kieran.


The cousins went on to talk about the bit of luck that Kieran had had; the Kieran living in Burnley, that is. He had entered a local newspaper competition and won a weekend’s golfing at St. Andrew’s Golf Course in Scotland – for two.


‘ . . . and of course, you had best come over a few days early, we’ll need to practice as much as possible before we travel up there. Eilish?! What about her?! For Pete’s sake, Kie’, buy her some new knitting needles or a new pan, that’ll do the trick!’ said the English chauvinist.


‘Er. . . . ’ replied the meek and mild Kieran.


It was a few days later. Although Kieran was threatened with a brand new shiny sharp knitting needle – and was almost hit over the head with a new pan – Eilish eventually relented and let her golf-mad husband go.


‘Whoof!’ said Ruffles, rather hopefully.


‘Sorry, fella, not this time,’ replied Kieran.

Kieran flew to Liverpool, took a coach to Burnley, and then a taxi to his cousin’s house on Threlbail Street, not far from the Thomas household a street away. But Kieran had to walk the last twenty yards up the steep hill because the road had been blocked off for re-tarring. 


He sweated and huffed and puffed, and although his cousin’s house was in sight, he just had to stop and rest. He placed his suitcase against the little brick-wall at the end of a front garden, and then he did the same with his portable golf-bag – or he thought he had.


The bag slid down the wall and careered back down the street, went over a raised paving slab, smashed into another brick wall, and every single golf club and golf ball and assorted accoutrements flew out of the bag and were soon rolling all over the place. The clubs came to rest at different points on the road; the golf-balls rolled right down the hill and out of sight, while a speckly bluey-green marble rolled along the gutter, stopped tantalisingly close to a grid, and came to rest on a clump of rotting leaves which had gathered in the gutter the previous autumn.


Little Joey Thomas couldn’t believe his luck. He was on his way home without a marble to his name – again. ‘A kingy!’ yelled Joey, who picked up the marble and dashed back to his friends who were playing a game of Taw. ‘Not again!’ yelled Joey, less than five minutes later – as     the giant speckly blue and green marble disappeared down a grid.
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Message in a Bottle

THREE MONTHS AFTER both Kierans had mingled with the golfing world’s Top Drawer at St. Andrew’s, the famous adventurer, Arnie Goodspear, finally gave up the struggle to keep his small, storm-ravaged boat upright and   dived into the Pacific Ocean seconds before it commenced its descent into the deep. Unlike the Flynn’s of Dunlamore, Arnie did not quite have the luck of the Irish; although he was alive he was thousands of miles from home.


After drifting for hundreds of miles on a piece of driftwood during which he lapsed into unconsciousness, Arnie awoke and found himself marooned on a remote desert island. After sitting up, rubbing his eyes and looking around, Arnie realised he did not have a clue where he was – at first; but his knowledge of the South Pacific was extensive and his scientific ingenuity when in a spot of bother or worse, was legendary. 

Despite suffering from sunstroke as well being very hungry and dehydrated, Arnie knew time was of the essence. He quickly surveyed the island interior, and concluded that the indigenous sources of food, mainly a variety of strange tropical fruits, were not suitable for long-term survival and nor was the water in the interior’s lakes as fresh as the human body prefers. However, both would do in the short-term; but if he was not rescued soon, their inherent toxins would then take deadly effect. Arnie sighed, and commenced the task of locating his current position on the map.


He first of all set up a pendulum, using a piece of bamboo as a stand, twisted reeds for the cord, and for the weight – or plumbob, he used a large, heavy, lumpy fruit – a Chafchan. Then, noting the shadows cast by the pendulum in relation to the position of the sun in the day and the moon at dusk, although timing to utilise the twilight was essential – he concluded that he was stuck on one of the uninhabited Hillmore Islands. These were right in the middle of the South Pacific, and hundreds of miles from anything that could be even remotely considered to be civilisation. 


These islands are well charted, as most if not all remote islands are these days – but they are not inhabited. No-one will check to see if anyone is stranded on any one of the islands – without reason. And all potential visitors are first of all supposed to register with the Micronesian Research Bureau. But – Arnie Goodspear was not a potential visitor in the usual sense. His yacht had broken up in a storm and drifted so far off his known course, that for would-be rescuers there was no reason at all for them to consider the Hillmore Islands as being even a remote possibility. 

Arnie knew he was in trouble; but he also knew he had one last chance to make it – a slim chance – but a chance; he had a bottle. This was the only thing that had survived the shipwreck apart from Arnie himself. No, he wasn’t going to try and eat it, but he could leave a message and send it away in the surf to where hopefully someone would see it and come to the rescue. Arnie then managed to write what he thought may well be his last words. This was on a large leaf. The ‘pen’ was a small piece of hollowed bamboo, sharpened at one end – and the ‘ink’ was his blood, gathered in a cupped leaf from the drips from his deliberately cut hand. The message said:

‘Hillmore Islands. Come and get me 

— Arnie Goodspear.’

But there was another problem. Arnie did not have a stopper, cork, top, or anything to hand to keep the message safe and dry inside. 



He tried every natural resource available. He used leaves, bamboo, fruit, wood from the trees, dead wood from the shore, anything and everything.
The trouble was, he knew that they would all act fine as stoppers for so long on land, but couldn’t rely on them to survive intact once the bottle had been thrown in the sea. Arnie looked forlornly out across the ocean. Nothing – nothing at all. He knew he wanted a peaceful death, but this was ridiculous.

Arnie continued to gaze pointlessly out to sea as the tide began to come in. He felt the waves gently lap around his feet. Then he felt a short sharp pain on his ankle. Thinking he’d been bitten by some sort of beached crustacean, he looked down and saw a giant speckly blue and green marble.


He smiled to himself, picked it up, and immediately wedged it into the top of the bottle. It was a perfect fit. It was so tight, he could not take it out again.


He was about to throw it out to sea, but stopped himself. The tide was still coming in. His best chance for success was when the tide was going out.
He walked off to the interior and braved a couple of the tasty, juicy, but not really suitable strange fruits from the equally strange trees growing in the island’s interior. Afterwards, he even braved a few sips of the not so sweet fresh water. It was either that or die anyway – Hobson’s Choice.


The sun was still burning brightly an hour later as he checked his providential bottle stopper, walked out into the sea as far as he dared, and threw the bottle with all his might.


A week later, a small fishing boat drifted slowly along on the becalmed waters. Muboa Hatam a Fijiian fisherman, sighed, decided to call it a night, and pulled his nets up. It was a poor night’s fishing, but an excellent night for catching a message in a bottle. It was lucky for Arnie that in Muboa’s village, there lived an eccentric old Englishman who possessed a short wave radio transmitter. Not long after Muboa had sailed back into harbour, a message was urgently transmitted across the Pacific Ocean.

Radio operator Huck Broody of the New Zealand Royal Navy dashed up to see the Captain on the Bridge of the HMNZS Hesperus, which, fortunately for Arnie, was far from being a wreck. Not long after, the ship was speeding on its way to Muboa Hatam’s island to verify the message; Professor Hilary Kipps of the Commonwealth Natural Sciences Commission, passed the bottle, the note and of course the marble, to Captain Seymour McDevitt of the Hesperus. As soon as the tide was favourable, the ship turned around and sailed onwards to the  Hillmore Islands. 

Arnie Goodspear was very near death when he was found by the crew of the Hesperus – but – as long as he was transferred as soon as possible to a hospital which specialised in tropical diseases, he would live.

Junior Rating John Kent sent an urgent signal for medical aid, and threw the now broken bottle away – but kept the marble. He then wrote a letter to his parents and his younger brother, Peter – and using a small piece of cardboard, secured the marble as best he could in the little envelope with the letter. The medic from the hastily dispatched helicopter smiled and nodded when asked if he would post the letter when he got back to base.

‘What about the patient, yer dunderhead?!’ shouted Captain McDevitt, as the pilot waved the letter in the air and turned back to his helicopter as if he had all the cargo he came for.

‘Blimey! Sorry, Skip.’

A drooling and sickly pale Arnie Goodspear was finally put on board the helicopter.


A week later, Arnie had almost fully  recovered from Chafchan toxosis, food poisoning, dehydration and sunstroke; as ever with Arnie Goodspear, almost was good enough for him and he discharged himself from Wellington Hospital – and flew off to the South Pole on a hang glider. On the same day, a postman walked up the path of Number 9 Violet Street, Harristown, North Island, New Zealand, and delivered the Kents’ morning mail.


‘Get the mail, Peter, there’s a dear,’ asked Mrs Kent of her young son.


Peter put down his hand-held video game, and went to pick up the mail that had dropped through the letterbox onto the hall floor. It was just one small envelope.


‘Funny letter this, Mum, it’s lumpy.’


‘Lumpy? What do you mean – lumpy?’


‘Dunno,’ said Peter, who was not the remotest bit interested. He was only ever interested in his hand-held video games, particularly Count Thraxx and the Pirates of Jupiter, and – marbles. A minute later, he most definitely was interested; and thirty seconds after that, he was out of the house, in search of his equally marble-mad friends. Poor old Count Thraxx. He was stood almost stock still, his fuzzy paused countenance glaring out of the small screen, slightly shimmering – with his laser-sword held aloft as he was about to wage war on the Corsairs of the Evil Quadrant.


As enthusiastic as Peter was at marbles, he did not have any more luck than Little Joey Thomas. Less than ten minutes after leaving his house, he had lost his marbles, every single one of them, including the giant speckly blue and green kingy. Geoff Banner, the outright victor of the game, refused all demands from the rest of the boys to be given a chance to win all their marbles back. He had won every single marble belonging to every boy in the street. What was worse for the boys was that Geoff Banner was leaving for home later that day. Worse again – for the boys of Harristown, anyway – Geoff’s home was in England; his holiday with his parents to visit his Aunt and Uncle was at an end.


Geoff carefully packed his marbles away ready for the journey home, but his luck when playing marbles did not extend to sauntering through an airport without having his baggage opened by the New Zealand Customs Service.


‘Open your bag, please, sonny,’ said a particularly miserable looking Customs Officer.

Geoff had not packed his marbles as carefully as he thought he had. Within seconds of plonking his case down on the counter and undoing the straps and zips, thirty five marbles were rolling around the airport departure lounge – apart from one – a giant speckly blue and green marble – a kingy. This fell into the suitcase of the Purchasing Manager of an English Teddy Bear manufacturer. The kingy plopped into his case just as the man zipped it up after it was checked by Customs.
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An Eye for an Eye

A FEW DAYS LATER, a still jet-lagged Mel Matthews dashed out of his house, caught the train into town, walked along the High Street, and into his company’s Head Office. It was his chance to impress the boss – the big boss, after his long-distance bartering.


‘And what have you brought back,      Matthews. . . . ?’ asked the Managing Director of Teds for Zeds, at one of the monthly meetings to discuss the acquisition of new materials, or even new brands entirely.


Mel Matthews emptied the contents of his case onto the huge Board Room table.


‘Well, Sir, I have a sample of a new synthetic fur, far cheaper than what we have been using; some ideas for a range of Teddy Bear Trousers, and – er – well. . . . ’

‘Yes, Matthews. . . . ?’ came the prompt from the impatient MD.

‘ . . . and – er – an eye – Sir. . . . ?’ meekly replied Mel Matthews who racked his brain as to how he had acquired a giant speckly blue and green marble. 


The marble was swiftly dispatched to the rubbish bin, which was then emptied into a large dumpster, which was already filled to the brim with rejected Teddy Bears and assorted trash generated by the staff of the Teds for Zeds factory. This was right next door to the Head Office. 


One such bear was called Prudence. Her right arm had been torn off when a machine had jammed, and her left eye was missing.


Kay Potts the cleaner, puffed away on an illicit cigarette as she scoured the bins for repairable Teddies. 

As Kay Potts was an excellent sewer, it didn’t take long to realise that Prudence was easily salvageable, and of course came with a huge staff discount – a 100% discount. As Prudence was lifted clear of her fellow amputees and soggy stewed tea-bags, Kay Potts also found that her fingers were hurting. The cause of the pain was a marble jammed between two of her fingers.


A fews later, Prudence had had her right arm stitched back on, and sported a rather stunning new speckly blue and green left eye. Her proud new owner was an eight year old girl, Mary Potts, who lived in Grimsby.


But Mary was to have her heart broken. Her jealous fiend Trudy asked if she could play with Prudence. Mary said yes, but after half an hour she wanted Prudence back, but Trudy would not give her back. In the ensuing struggle right in the middle of the road, Prudence was torn to shreds, her left eye fell to the ground, rolled along  the gutter, and dropped down a grid.


Some time after, the marble was hitching a ride in the nets of the Trawler ‘Sargasso Sammy’, which had left the Port of Grimsby to trawl for cod in the North Sea. A month later it nestled snugly in a box of frozen cod, in the freezer of a supermarket in Burnley – until a young mum decided it was fish for tea.


‘Don’t be too long, Joey,’ said Mrs Lily Thomas to her son Joey, ‘tea will be read— what on earth!’


As Mrs Thomas took the frozen fillets out of the box, a giant speckly blue and green marble rolled out onto the worktop next to the oven.


‘A marble! One of us could have choked on that! Right, Joey, fetch the notepad and an envelope!’


But of course, Little Joey did not fetch a notepad and envelope. There would be no letter of complaint to ‘Freddy’s Frozen Fish.’
Little Joey Thomas left the house with one extra marble – a kingy.


A young boy from a different neighbourhood drifted through the streets one day, looking for someone worthy enough to play him at marbles. He had been so successful that he could no longer get a game around where he lived, and so he had to travel further afield. His quest to find someone who would give him a decent game – or to be more honest, someone who was totally unaware of his exceptional skill at the game of marbles – took him well out of his own area, and into little Joey’s.

It was inevitable. Joey got thrashed – again – every marble lost to this upstart from another manor.


The upstart in question, one Graham Roberts, ran off with his large haul, arrived home and immediately packed a suitcase ready to go off on holiday with his parents. They were going to Scarborough, a holiday resort on the Yorkshire Coast.


‘Maybe the Scarborough lads can give me a decent game,’ thought Graham.


It was the next day. Not long after booking  into a  guest house with his parents, Graham left his parents to go to the pub, his parents that is, not Graham, while he went to the arcades. He had his marbles with him, just in case.


Graham walked into the first arcade he came across, a small, grubby affair where surly unkempt local boys vastly outnumbered any tourists.


He looked around to see who was who and what was what, only to find the place almost empty, almost –  but not quite. In the middle of the arcade were two rough looking gangly youths in black leather jackets, playing table football. They looked up to see who was encroaching on their domain, sneered, and went back to their game.


But this did not deter Graham.


‘Hiya, lads, any good, this Scarborough lark?’


‘Rubbish, mate. I aint on ‘oliday, I live ‘ere. Scootin’ out of this dump as soon as I’m old enough,’ replied one of the lads. But as Graham had distracted him, the ball shot out of the machine, and as it was only hollow thin plastic, was accidentally crushed under foot by Graham.


‘Oh, jus’ great!’ said the other youth.


‘Well ask the fella if he’s got any more?’ replied Graham.


‘He aint, mate, the old git never bothers replacing the proper balls, so we use our own ping pongs, and that was me last one!’


‘Hang on,’ said the expedient Graham, upon noticing threatening scowls on the two boys’ faces, ‘this might do,’ he placed the giant speckly blue and green marble in the centre circle of the table. ‘‘Ere, try that.’
The rough boy gave it a whack. It worked a treat  – until the second rough boy scored. The marble disappeared, and did not appear again, as it had become jammed in the workings due to it being slightly bigger than the standard size used for table football games.


‘Oh, well, easy come, easy go, see ya!’ said Graham, who then left – rather quickly – to see if he could find a game elsewhere before dinner.

A few moments later, the two boys knew it was pointless and they too left the arcade, but not to go home for dinner, but to commence their nightly ritual of hanging tough along Scarborough Promenade.


Bob Illing, proprietor of The Golden Saloon Amusement Arcade, was finally rid of the boys who had slowly but surely ruined his business by frightening most other punters away. He closed the door and pulled down the shutters – for the very last time. Bob Illing had been declared bankrupt. Frantic last minute attempts to save his business had failed.

The very next morning, Mr and Mrs Illing stood, arms around each other, and Mrs Illing was crying. She spoke in between sobs.


‘Oh, Bob! We worked so hard for this, and it’s all come to nothing.’


The bankrupt Illings watched as their arcade was stripped bare of all its games and amusements by the official receivers, ready to be sold off at a public auction, and probably for far less than the true value of these historical artefacts of post-war Britain on holiday.


Not long after, a British Rock star in Hollywood became the proud owner of his very own 1950’s Table Football Game. 

5
Rock ‘n’ Roll

FREDDY ROCKET, (Frederick Higgs from Rochdale), lead singer of Freddy and the Rockets, stood in his luxury apartment on the fiftieth floor of the Waterman Building in Los Angeles. He watched the team of porters as they began to bring in his latest acquisitions to feed his addiction to old arcade games and novelties. He was particularly impatient to play his first game of table football on his very own table.


But as both Freddy and his ‘brother‘ Ronny Rocket, (Jim Dibley from Gateshead) and drummer for The Rockets – went to turn the bars upon which were glued little plastic football players, the building began to rock and sway. It was an earthquake.


‘Just great!’ moaned Freddy, as he and Ronny went to leave the building as per the safety regulations in the event of the frequent but thankfully minor earth tremors – most of the time.

Freddy had initially decided to settle in San Francisco, but changed his mind and decided on LA, as it had less tremors than its more hilly neighbour further up the coast – but less did not mean never.


BOOM! The building rocked a little more, as Fred and Ronny waited for the elevator.


‘Mmm, a bit stronger this one. . . . ’ said Fred.


‘Yeah, they come and go, though. it’s a waste of time this mustering. No sooner do we get to the ground floor, than we get the all clear.’


‘I know, I’ve a good mind not to both—’


BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! CRASH! 


‘Whooaaaahh!!’ yelled Freddy as the building lurched both left and right, with the roof falling in and plaster, bricks and other bits of masonry falling all around them. Then, after a few seconds, calm returned.


‘Chuffin’ ‘eck! That was for real! Let’s get out as fast as we can!’ yelled Freddy.

‘Yeah, but how?!! I aint chancin’ the elevator, you’ve seen the film Earthquake!’ shouted Ronny.


‘Well I am, you know there’s usually a long lull before the next one, so we should make it down ok. And anyway, it was Towering Inferno,’ said Freddy.


‘Wasn’t,’ replied Ronny.


‘Was,’ insisted Freddy.  

But – both were right.

Ding! went the elevator. One of the marvels of high tech’ construction in high risk areas is that most modern buildings are designed and built to withstand quite a high degree of seismic activity. But what the two men did not know was that the last tremor had been so strong, it had put a great strain on the elevator cables which were now stretching badly, with strand after strand zinging away from its core every few minutes.


‘Come on, we’ll be down in a minute,’ suggested the hopeful but still worried Freddy Rocket.


Although Ronny was still reluctant, he took a chance and got into the elevator. Freddy pressed GF and the elevator sprang into life, just as the building rocked once more due to another powerful tremor. 


ZTHWUCKUSH!! went one of the cables as it snapped in two. CRASH! went the elevator. 


The elevator crashed against the sides of the shaft, and came to a halt at an angle. One corner was wedged in a deep gash in the shaft wall, while the remaining three cables were also very near breaking point.


Meanwhile, in the now devastated apartment, the floor had collapsed, leaving a huge gap in the middle, with all of Freddy’s distractions and rich man’s toys befitting his Rock Star status, careering down the slopes towards the gaping hole. The furniture was first to go: sofas, chairs, tables, cabinets, Hi-Fi’s and more – all careered down into the now fiery chasm, caused by hundreds of gas appliances exploding on many of the lower floors. It was lucky for Freddy that he had already thrown his huge wide screen plasma TV out of the window the day before.


Seconds later, five pinball machines and three one-armed bandits, followed by a punch-bag, a trampoline, twisty lamp-post lamps, lightening bowls, and even a miniature steam train and track which took Freddy from his bedroom to the kitchen each afternoon for his breakfast, all plummeted down the hole. 

Freddy and Ronny were still stuck in the elevator. The huge gash in the rear wall of the shaft had crumbled away leaving just one thin ledge of broken brick upon which the listing elevator rested on its right side. This was the only thing keeping the elevator still and in one piece, and the two terrified Rock Stars alive – but seemingly not for long. A little more of the ledge gave way, and the elevator dropped down two inches, causing the two men to scream for help and bang on the elevator doors. 


Luckily, each drop down was at an angle, causing the elevator to again wedge itself on one side against the wall after each drop, but it was only a question of time as the impromptu safety barrier gradually crumbled away.

The elevator dropped yet again, which resulted in more frantic screams, and more frantic banging. 
Then, after a few seconds silence, a long low groaning noise let Freddy and Ronny know they may be off to their biggest gig yet. They banged on the doors again, which suddenly opened.


‘Yes!’ yelled Fred. ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ he yelled again, as he commenced an Irish Jig around the cramped elevator.


‘Er – Fred?’ said Ron. ‘Can you save your silly dance until we’re safe on the ground?’


The elevator was about half way down from where it should be, but the gap was climbable.


But as they strained to lift themselves clear, the groaning sound returned, most of the groove in the shaft-wall crumbled away, and yet another drop down put paid to the opportunity to climb free and clear. Both the singer and the drummer now hoped that St. Peter could play the guitar.

Back in the apartment, the last thing to slip down the slippery slope and into the chasm was the table football game. As it neared the hole in the middle of the floor, it crashed against the rubble of a collapsed wall, its legs snapped clean off, and with a clatter, did one complete somersault before it too went down the hole; but not before the jolt of the crash had loosened a large, round, speckly blue and green object – the marble. It was jettisoned from the workings of the football game at an incredible speed.


The elevator lurched yet again but immediately came to a grinding halt. A mili-second before, something had pinged past Fred and Ronny, straight through the smashed window above their heads, crashed against the wall of the shaft, dropped down, and became wedged in the tiniest of gaps in what was left of the now wafer-thin ledge. Luckily for Fred and Ron, the marble jutted out just enough to stop the elevator plummeting to the ground – but not for long.


As the two men finally, although frantically, climbed up and out of the elevator, who should be at the window at the end of the corridor hovering in a helicopter, but Rico Jamozi, the Rockets’ long time friend and manager.


Fred and Ronny dashed along the rubble strewn, pot-holed roofless corridor, just as the elevator commenced its express journey to the ground.

 
With the floor collapsing behind them, they reached the window, dived through it, and scrambled in through the open side-door of the helicopter. 


‘How did you know we were here?!’ asked Fred, in between huffs and puffs.
The olive tanned, dark spectacled Rico turned to his friends, and smiled.


‘Crying at your funeral in an Italian suit is one thing, losing a Fifty Mil’ investment is quite another.’


Rico flew his Fifty Million Dollar investment to safety.

As for the marble, it  stayed snug and warm in the middle of five tons of rubble for over a week, survived a breaking machine which made aggregate for the building industry, and then hitched a ride on the back of a truck which was bound for a small town, high up in the mountains of North Applachia. 

6
Cold Comfort

IT WAS FRIDAY AFTERNOON, and home-time was rapidly approaching for the bored pupils of Elmore Elementary School. Keith Dunwoody heard the bell, ignored the teacher’s shouted request to read pages thirty-one through to seventy-six of his basic science text book; stood, slowly pushed his chair underneath the desk, picked up his bag, slung it over his shoulder, took his coat from the rack, and trudged wearily out of the classroom door. Attempts by his school-friends to goad Keith into a bag-fight or to pull the pig-tails of tiny first year girls were ignored.


He walked along the corridor, out of the double doors into the yard, and through the school-gates. All the while, his classmates as well as the rest of the school were running, laughing and shouting – and throwing snowballs – as they dashed off into the foggy-white shrouded twilight, and freedom, for a few hours at least. But Keith Dunwoody did not feel like running, nor laughing, nor shouting.


He pulled his collar up, and put his head down. It was just under a mile to his home, right on the edge of the small North Appalachian town of Elmore. The only thing which made things a bit easier, thought Keith, was that his school was at the top of a steep hill, which meant the journey home was always easier than the early morning hike to it. But then again, thought Keith, he couldn’t care less either way, not at the moment.


None of the other children lived anywhere near Keith, so it wasn’t long before their boisterous shrieks faded away, leaving him with nothing but the sound of his own trudging through the deep snow, and the whistling winds howling over the barren fields. 

The town of Elmore was a town always on the outside of everything that was supposed to be great about America. The almighty Dollar was  in short supply in these parts. Their rural environment had been ruined many years earlier by a brief industrial boom, and once boom had turned to bust, there were no bucolic saviours, ready with plough and scythe to return the town and surrounding rural district to its former glory. It is hard to find farmers prepared to till poisoned soil. There had been a chemical factory and a steel works, but both had closed five years earlier, leaving the whole town in dire straits. For Keith Dunwoody, this meant his out of work father and mother could no longer afford the luxuries that they had dreamed of. The family’s very first vacation had had to be cancelled and since then the Dunwoody family had struggled with debt. But in the last month, things had become even worse. Keith’s father had died of a massive heart attack. This left Keith and his mother in more debt, and they were expecting their home to be repossessed any day.


Keith arrived home. He did not offer an ‘I’m home!’ type greeting, nor did his mother rise from the sofa, ready to batter him with small-talk concerning his day in school, or her day at home. There was just silence. But Keith’s reticence to talk was not through somehow resenting or blaming his mother, it was purely out of worry for her. He took off his coat and hung it on the rack in the hallway, put his schoolbag in the cubby-hole under the stairs, went straight over to his mother, and gave her a big hug. His mother burst into tears and buried her head in her son’s arm.


‘It’ll be ok, Mom, honest,’ said Keith, without any belief or conviction in his own words.


His mother raised her head. ‘I know, son, I know. I’m sorry.’

‘You’ve nothing to be sorry for,’ said Keith, with an understanding and wisdom belying his tender age.


Mrs Dunwoody kissed her son and rose from the sofa. ‘Right then, Keithy, burgers ok?’


‘Fine, Mom, fine, but don’t call me Keithy!’


After a very meagre dinner of burgers and peas, Keith dragged out his school bag, tried to remember what his homework was, couldn’t, and so put it back in the cubby-hole, and went and sat on the only armchair left, opposite his mother who was sat on the sofa. The only thing that either could do was sit and listen to an old battered radio, as the TV and the Hi-Fi had been seized two days before. Even the heating had to be rationed and so both covered themselves with blankets while Jack Frost made his nightly call on the Dunwoody residence.


Their relative snugness was disturbed by     the dull thud of something being thrown into        the front yard. Mrs Dunwoody looked apologetically at Keith. ‘Be a love, Keithy, and fetch the paper. There may be jobs in it I can apply for.’


Keith groaned, a little, removed the blanket and immediately felt the night chill. He dashed out into the yard, retrieved the slightly soggy free sheet the Northern Appalachia Gazzette, and dashed back in. They could no longer afford the usual local, state or national papers, so the free weekly sheet was much appreciated, by Mrs Dunwoody, anyway. Keith didn’t even read it – normally. He handed the paper to his mother and quicky covered himself with the blanket to get warm again.

‘Thanks, Keithy,’ said Mrs Dunwoody, who immediately went to the jobs section, but in less than a minute she sighed, and put the paper down on the table next to the sofa. She was that fed up she didn’t even close it. 


Keith did not like Country and Western music one little bit. He looked over to his mother and was going to suggest finding another station, away from the incessant warbling by such    good ole boys as Mervyn Dandelion or Milt Buckweed, and perhaps turn over to Grunge K. E. A  and catch the last of the live concert by Hammy Slashmaster and the Axe Murderers. But as Keith glanced over he happened to catch the article on page 29 of the Northern Appalachia Gazzette. It read:

‘Make the biggest snowball this winter 

 – And win $50,000!

Beat last years winners. . . . 

. . . and an all expenses paid holiday to Acapulco 

 – Is yours!’

Hammy Slashmaster and the Axe Murderers were forgotten in an instant. 


‘Mom! Mom! Look!’ Keith jumped up and out of the chair, nearly tripping on the blanket. He grabbed the newspaper and thrust it right into his mother’s face.


‘For Pete’s sake, Keith! I may be depressed but I’m not blind!’ protested Mrs Dunwoody.


‘Sorry! But Look! LOOK!!’ This time Keith held the paper up a foot away, but poked the article with his finger so badly, he tore the page.


‘Now look what you’ve done! Pass it here before it ends up in shreds.’


Both Mrs Dunwoody and her son read the article together. 

‘ … Last day for entries. Friday 30th January. . . . 

 . . . If it doesn’t snow, don’t blame us!!

Final Helicopter spotlight check

 – Saturday (weather permitting ) . . . . ’

It was Thursday the 29th January. Many entries had already been logged, and one, two states away, had registered a snowball which was twenty nine feet in circumference, one foot more than the previous years winners. It did not matter if the snowball melted to nothing in the meantime, the claim had been verified – barring a miracle, this family had already bagged      both prizes. Mrs Dunwoody’s short-lived hopes   were now well and truly gone. She distinctly remembered the largest snowball that Keith and his father in happier times had ever managed to build : it was just under twenty feet and had taken almost two full days to build it – they had no chance. Even Keith’s attempts to at least try were stopped in their tracks as his mother barred the way to the back door.

‘It’s five below out there; there’s probably more ice than snow; and it’s way past your bedtime. Now please, son, just leave it be.’

But Keith wasn’t beaten yet. After both mother and son had retired for the night, Keith forced himself to stay awake until he was certain his mother would be asleep. He quietly went downstairs again, filled in the competition entry form which he would fax the next day from the school secretary’s office to ensure it was registered in time, put it in his trouser pocket, and then went outside to commence building the biggest snowball that Northern Appalachia had ever seen. But one creak of the back door was all it took for his plan to be thwarted.

‘I thought you’d try that! Don’t be daft – we’ve no chance! Now get back to bed, you’ve school tomorrow!’ came the angry shout from his mother’s bedroom.
It was doom and gloom once again for Keith, who closed the door and trudged wearily upstairs.


At breakfast the next morning, Keith was surprised to find that his mother was already up and about and had already prepared his breakfast. Mrs Dunwoody also seemed to be able to read her son’s mind.

‘Mom, can’t we at least just—’


‘—If it was still snowing, then yes, but have you looked outside? It’s all gone,’ interjected Mrs Dunwoody.


‘What?! It can’t have! It can’t have!! Well maybe it will snow again today – tomorrow even!’ hoped the now desperate Keith.


‘Sorry, son,’ sympathised Mrs Dunwoody, ‘the forecast says it will be fine. Please, son, just forget it, it won’t do you any good carrying on like this, please, just . . . just . . . ’ Mrs Dunwoody could not say anything more and once again burst into tears.


Keith once again came back to reality, and once again hugged his mother.


‘Now get along to school, and don’t forget, it’s benefit day, so a nice dinner tonight, ok?’ said his mother, pulling herself together and drying her eyes.


‘Yes, Mom,’ sighed Keith, who put on his coat, picked up his bag and walked out the door and up the lane to school.


Keith paid less attention in lessons that morning than he usually did. As he looked out of the window and surveyed the peaks of Appalachia, he longed for the clear blue sky to white over and commence the snowstorm of the century. But this did not go unnoticed.

‘Keith?’ said his teacher, Mrs Allbright. No answer. ‘Keith!’ she repeated. No answer. ‘MR DUNWOODY! WOULD YOU BE SO AWFULLY KIND AS TO ANSWER ME! NOW LOOK AT ME AND PAY ATTENTION!’


‘Mr’ Dunwoody, stunned from his day-dreaming, turned right around to face his teacher. ‘Oh, sorry, Mrs Allbright. I was miles away.’


While the rest of the class laughed, Mrs Allbright gave a deep sigh. 

‘Only two kinds of ten year old boys are allowed to day-dream in my class – namely: dunces – and future best-selling poets who will one day have the hearts and minds of the  world  hung  upon  their  every  word.  Are  you  a  dunce,  boy. . . . ?’


‘No, Mrs Allbright,’ replied Keith. The class laughed again.


‘A future best-selling poet, then?’


‘No, Mrs Allbright,’ replied Keith, this time with a chuckle himself, as he knew that Mrs Allbright’s bark was far worse than her bite.


‘I didn’t think so. Now, bearing in mind you do not meet the criteria for taking in the delightful vistas of our wonderful region during lessons, can I depend upon you to pay attention from now on. . . . ?’


‘Yes, Mrs Allbright.’


‘Very good! Now, where were we. . . . ’


Keith did his best to concentrate, but soon his mind had drifted again. Mrs Allbright looked across to see Keith Dunwoody yet again staring out the window; she sighed, and carried on. Mrs Allbright was not only a good teacher, but she had a heart of gold, and decided if staring out the window helped Keith with the grieving process in some way, then, despite her earlier chastising, that was fine by her.

Keith continued to stare, and stare, and stare. Then his face lit up. Then he was up out of his chair with his nose pressed against the window. The forecasters had got it wrong! It was snowing, just a little at first, then it became heavier and heavier, and what’s more it was sticking.


‘Faces this way, please, and noses I might add! We have much to get through,’ said Mrs Allbright, as the whole class looked over to see what Keith was up to. But then she noticed Keith return to his chair and commence looking in his pockets for something, find it, and then his hand was up in the air.


‘Yes, Keith, what is it?’
‘Excuse me, Mrs Allbright, but can I just go to the secretary’s office for a few minutes?’
‘I don’t suppose I will get a sensible answer if I ask why, so, yes, you may – but please be as quick as you can.’


The normally polite Keith simply shot off from his desk and raced to the door.


‘Ahem!’ came the cough.


‘Sorry! Thank you!’ came the reply, from twenty feet down the corridor.


With a rapidly worsening snowstorm, and   one entry form duly faxed to the Northern Appalachia Gazzette, Keith was satisfied he had done all he can – until he could get home to commence making his giant snowball. Despite some serious clock watching, Keith did manage to catch the gist of the remaining lessons, and even jotted down what was required for homework. But the yo-yoing of emotions were not over yet. Keith left school to find that due to the relentless efforts of campaigners who had canvassed both the Town Council and even the State Governor’s office after the previous bad winter, the town was swamped with an army of snowploughs and gritters. 

There was not an ounce of snow left on the lane, and even the neat banks of snow to the sides had so much salt and grit in them, that     he knew it was pointless to commence the traditional rolling of the snow. Even the fields had been gritted to prevent or at least control flooding in the event of a sudden thaw.

A very angry and upset Keith Dunwoody stormed into his house, flung his bag down in the hallway, and dashed upstairs. He collapsed on his bed, where he commenced thumping his pillow, and then buried his head in it, and sobbed uncontrollably.


A few minutes later, he was sitting up, being cradled by his heartbroken mother, who was again in tears herself. She eventually laid her son’s head down on the pillow, and walked out of his room and into her own. She was still crying.

*

The convoy of trucks bearing building aggregate salvaged from the rubble of the LA earthquake which almost saw Rico Jamozi don his best Italian suit, finally made it to the small town of Gehuna, high up in the Appalachian Mountains. This was about ten miles away from Elmore, and if one faced West from the town, one could see Elmore quite clearly – weather permitting, of course.


‘Ok, Mac, just drop it there!’ shouted the foreman of the building site to the truck driver. The lorry backed up to the edge of the foundations of a new shopping mall, and tipped the contents of his truck in one large pile. The foreman gave the thumbs up, the driver lowered the tipper, and then jumped out of his cab and went off for a cup of hot, steaming Joe with the builders.


As the aggregate poured out of the back of the truck, a round speckly blue and green object dropped to the ground, had its fall cushioned by the mound of ground rubble, and rolled away. It was of course – the kingy. 


It was still snowing – high up in the Appalachians, anyway. The marble slowed down and almost came to a full stop, but then rolled over a frozen puddle on the steep winding lane, sped up again, went over a thin layer of fresh snow – some of which stuck to the marble – and  began to roll down the slope. The marble gained momentum and continued rolling, and soon disappeared from view as it was rapidly encased by more and more snow as it thundered along.
The now ever-increasing round, white ball of compacted snow again gathered pace, left the winding lane at the first big bend, crashed through a fence, rolled right across a field, and was now on a very long journey down the mountain side and onwards towards the town of Elmore.


A new day dawned – and a fine morning it was, too. Too good to mope, thought Keith, despite his and his mother’s desperate situation. 


Keith was up and about early, and soon realised that despite the town gritters unwittingly ruining their chances of winning the competition, their back yard still had enough snow on the ground to at least make a small snowman. As Keith began to gather up the snow, he suddenly felt a thud on his ear, which went very cold and then began to sting. He turned around to see his mother standing there in her winter coat, hat and scarf, and ready to throw another one. A delighted Keith ducked   as the second snowball missed. He quickly gathered up a handful of snow, gave it just a quick pat so as not to turn it into ice, and threw it – right in his mother’s face.


The ensuing snowball fight saw mother and son shouting, laughing and screaming as four red ears stung very badly, and heavy winter clothing began to get saturated. Fun had returned to the Dunwoody household, and Keith was glad that his mother could live again. Debt and possibly losing their house could wait – that was later – now was all about getting battered with snowballs. The joyful cacophony was so loud that neither heard a helicopter circle overheard, then hover, then land in the field opposite.


There wasn’t much snow left in the back yard, as the temperature rose quite fast and the snow began to thaw. Keith looked around him. There was nothing but slithers of white surrounded by pools of water. What clumps of snow there were, were no longer thick enough to gather up – but that was where Keith was standing. His mother, standing nearer the back wall of the house, still had enough snow around her for several more generous snowballs, and she was standing there holding one such snowball with a wicked grin on her face.


‘Keeei–thy,’ she said, taunting her son.


‘Keithy’ had only one option, and that was to run for it. He dashed off down the side of the house, with his mother in cold pursuit. Keith kept his head down, and suddenly veered left to take himself out of the line of fire.


Mrs Dunwoody let fly. The snowball flew through the air, down the side of the house – and splattered all over the face of the editor of the Northern Appalachia Gazzette.

Keith looked up, and his face dropped. His mother, not yet realising she had visitors, hastily scooped up another  handful of snow. This was to be the very last snowball before breakfast. She dashed along the side, ready to fling the snowball to her left as she reached the front of the house, but got the shock of her life when she saw a stunned Len Kozowlski wiping the snow off his face while two cameramen and a  personal assistant chuckled away merrily. Mrs Dunwoody tried to stop, but couldn’t. She skidded on the now slushy snow, and collided right into the newspaper editor. The pair of them found themselves sitting in a strange mixture of white mush and black slimy mud.
Mrs Dunwoody scrambled to her feet first. ‘Oh, I am so sorry, here, let me help you up.’ She helped the stunned journalist to his feet, and apologised again.


‘No need, madam,’ replied Len Kozowlski, ‘in fact, it’s quite apt, really. Now, I assume you know who I am and why I’m here?’ he asked Mrs Dunwoody.


‘Erm – no, sorry,’ said an awkward and slightly embarrassed Mrs Dunwoody.


‘Oh – er – I see,’ replied Len with his ego duly deflated. ‘Well now, are you – er – K Dunwoody, oh – er – pardon me, where are my manners? Are you Mrs – er – K Dunwoody?’

‘Yes, of course I am! What is this all about? And who are you all?!’

‘Well, Mrs Dunwoody! It gives me great pleasure to tell you that you have won the Northern Appalachia Gazette’s Biggest Snowball Competition!’


‘What?! I don’t believe it! How?’


‘Come, now, Mrs Dunwoody! No need to be modest! Now, let’s see. Ah, yes, let’s get a picture of you and your son around the snowball, that’ll do for starters. Out of the way, you lot.’ 


The cameramen and assistant stood aside to reveal a huge snowball, more than thirty feet in circumference.

‘I don’t believe it!’ exclaimed Mrs Dunwoody.


‘Wow!’ yelled Keith.

‘Now, young man, please come and join     your mother by the snowball!’ shouted Len Kozowlski over to the shocked Keith Dunwoody.


Mother and son, still shocked and both now speechless, were placed either side of the giant prize-winning snowball.


‘Smile, please! This will be on TV as well as in all of the papers! Come on, you can do better than that!’ said the photographer, while the TV man’s digital video camera was already rolling 


Keith and his mother did the best they could to smile for the cameras. When asked if they could go inside to give an interview and to discuss the finer details concerning what they had won, Mrs Dunwoody just nodded, and walked off like a zomby, ahead of her equally astounded son – followed by Len Kozowlski, the assistant, and the Associated Press film and photography crew.


Keith Dunwoody was a very, very lucky boy. The competition was aimed at families, and as the prizes were over a certain value, by law the entry forms for such competitions had to be sent in by an adult. Mrs Dunwoody’s first name was Kathleen, and so the entry form in the name of ‘K Dunwoody’ was deemed acceptable, which was even more fortunate as in his panic to get the form sent off in time, Keith forgot to specify if he was a Mr or a Mrs. As for the interview, this did not last long at all.

‘Now, sonny (‘my name is Keith’), er – Keith, how did you and your Mom manage to build a snowball that big?’ asked Len Kozowlski.

‘I – erm – we just hoped I would be able to, you see, I—’

‘Sorry, son – er – Keith,’ interrupted the PA, ‘time’s cracking on, Boss, and that sky looks bad.’ 
‘Well – er – yes, I think we’ve got what we need,’ said an awkward looking Len Kozowlski, as he stuffed his notebook, upon which was written ‘Boy – hoped,’ into his pocket. The interview was curtailed due to the helicopter having to return to base quickly because of the worsening weather, and it was now the job of the slick copy writers back at the newspaper and TV offices to simply trump it all up in time for their respective evening edition and news broadcast. 


The still shell-shocked Keith and Mrs Dunwoody, now clutching two large purple envelopes tied in red bows, stood and watched as the press crew dashed out of the house, ran over to the field, and into the helicopter which had already fired up its rotors.
Both mother and son looked at the rapidly melting snowball, and then to each other, and grinned. By the time the entire community of Elmore had dashed out of their houses and ran over to the Dunwoody residence after reading their evening papers and watching the evening news, the snowball had disappeared – so too had Keith Dunwoody and his mother.
But one thing remained from the rapid descent down the mountainside – the kingy.


Twelve year old Lonny Harper picked it up, put it in his pocket, and went home. . . . 

7
Lost and Found

LONNY HARPER WONDERED what it was he had found. He did not play marbles and in fact did not even know it was called a marble; but he liked this strange, speckly blue and green curio. 


Lonny Harper was the strangest boy in Elmore. He did not have any friends his own age, he did not play sports, nor did he watch them. But he did have a fascinating collection of strange           objects filling out both his bedroom and much                   to his parents’ annoyance and occasional embarrassment, much of the lounge downstairs as well. 


Lonny now had a speckly blue and green ‘crystally-like thing’ to add to his collection.

He was lucky. He only found the marble because he was returning from Professor Meyer’s mansion, a little further on than Keith Dunwoody‘s house. 

He had not been part of the pointless stampede across Elmore to gawp at the prize-winners.

Firstly, he knew nothing about such matters, nor would he have been moved to break off from his helping the professor recreate the tomb of Tutankhamen in papier mache if he had have known. He reached home, gave a muffled greeting to his parents, who had only just arrived back themselves from a rather wasted trip to the Dunwoody household, ran upstairs, put the marble in a drawer, and sat down to draw dinosaurs on his sketchpad.  


After an hour or so, he put the finishing touches to his picture of a stegosaurus, and then decided to check on his EBay auctions on his PC. 


Lonny had a large collection of dragons and crystals from the ‘Legend of Zargonia’. This is a well known ever-growing series of bronze models of warriors, bejewelled swords; and of course, dragons as well as a variety of other mythical monsters who are the custodians of ‘The Magic Crystals of Xiax’. 

The attraction with these is that each holds a little glass globe – a ‘crystal’ – in their paws, or even in little ceramic nests. These were all based on an original comic book story which saw the Warriors of Zargonia fight the dragons to claim the crystals, which would then give the warriors magical powers to become invincible in battle. Unfortunately, the latter did not extend to Lonny, who had recently suffered one black eye and a dip in a stagnant pond by louts from the year above in school. This was for being ‘the biggest geek in Applachia’ – North or South.
Lonny scrolled down to his longest running listing. This was for the bronze dragon named Zultaa. 

The reason Lonny was selling this, was because quite often a variety of aunts and uncles and even his grandparents, would buy Lonny a new addition to his collection, only for Lonny to already have it. 

He actually had three Zultaas, but could not afford to list both spares, especially if it failed to sell – he found to his parents’ cost that failed online auctions were an expensive affair. Sadly. the one he currently had listed had not sold either.

‘Five bucks down the drain!’ sighed Lonny to himself. 

He was about to turn off his PC, but thought he would check out whether anyone else was selling Zultaa, and if they were having more luck than he was. They certainly were, but this was for a reason. 

At the top of the page was an auction which was about to end. 

The starting price had been ten dollars, there had been thirty nine bids, and the winning bid was currently fifty dollars. 

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Lonny. ‘Why didn’t mine sell?’ he added, but still to himself. But then a closer look revealed why. 

Lonny read out the details.

‘Zultaa. Chief Dragon of Zargonia.

Deluxe edition with crystal

Made from coloured Waterford Crystal Glass.

Only 1,000 made.’
‘Coloured crystal!’ moaned Lonny. ‘Coloured crystal!’ he yelled.


‘Be quiet up there! I’m trying to finish the crossword!’ came the shout from his father downstairs.


Lonny yanked open the top drawer of his bedside cabinet and took out one of the bronze models of Zultaa. He lifted it close to his face, and stared at the crystal in the palm of the dragon’s paw. 

This was a large, plain white glass ball, not even shiny. 

He hastily checked the other two Zultaas – but these were just the same. 

‘Huh! No wonder!’ said Lonny.

He sighed again and replaced the last Zultaa back in the drawer. 

As he was about to close it, his gaze was taken by something round and shiny, a speckly blue and green type shiny – the kingy. . . . 

*

Within hours of the online auction for this unique edition of Zultaa being set up, there were 11 bids, and the starting price of $30.00 US had been more than doubled. . . . 

*

Ten days later, Lonny checked his online Paypal account. ‘Yes!!’ he shouted. ‘A hundred bucks!!’

*

The day after this, Lonny was at the counter of his local post office. ‘No!’ he shouted, as his carefully packed but very heavy parcel bound for Burnley in England, was taken off him, and he was given his ten cents change from a hundred dollar bill.


8
Trouble at Mill

IT WAS FRIDAY AFTERNOON. 


At a building site in Burnley town centre, the builders all downed tools the moment the foreman left to have his weekend skinful, but only after the suits had left for their weekly round of golf and informal chat at the Nineteenth.


Despite being in full view of the general public, the builders just lazed around on bags of cement, smoking, and discussing which pub to start off their traditional week-end pub crawl. 


‘Well, I aint goin’ to the Crow’s Nest again, the ale’s cra—, what’s goin’ on ‘ere?’ Tosh Kenny’s mind was taken off foul tasting beer, as he and his mates looked over to where a post office van had just collided with a black taxi cab.

Luckily no-one was hurt, but the post van’s back doors had been wrenched open and several parcels were flung all over the road. After exchanging details the taxi driver went on his way, while the post-lady picked up her     parcels, one of which was ripped badly, and, unbeknown to her was now missing a certain speckly blue and green object. She placed them back in the van, tied the damaged doors together with rope, and drove off.


With the excitement over, the builders went back to making their plans for the weekend. 


After general agreement was reached that the Crow’s Nest was to be avoided at all costs, one of the lads looked over to the only thing they had managed to build so far. This was a concrete slope, going absolutely nowhere. His eyes lit up as he looked to the slope, and then over to his best mate from the little gang.


‘A Fiver I can reach the top before you, while pushing a wheelbarrow full of grit?’ boasted Jack Murphy, known for many years to all in the trade as Murphy the Mix.


‘You’re on, old timer. You shouldn’t make boasts, or bets that you can’t keep,’ replied Mick ‘The Hod’  McCann.


‘Without falling off?’ added Murphy, ignoring Mick’s sneering.


‘Don’t be daft! Of course without falling off!’


After drafting in one of the lads to give the signal, Jack Murphy and Mick McCann lined up with their fully laden barrows while the rest of the amused gang sat around waiting for the outcome of the daft wager.

‘3! 2! 1! GO!’ came the shout.

Mick got off to a cracking start, and soon left Jack behind, huffing and puffing on the steep slope, but Jack  was smiling with it – a sly smile.


The race was one sided – or so it seemed. Mick neared the top; although he knew to slow down to ensure he met the conditions of the bet – it was too late. Unlike Jack, Mick did not know that the slope not only levelled off slightly at the top, but for the last five yards dropped quite steeply. Jack knew this, because he had been in work the day before when the last section of the seemingly pointless slope had been built – Mick was not – he had called in sick.


Mick felt the sudden lurch forwards of the barrow and strained to stop it from rolling down. If he had only stopped at the highest point, he would have won, but the wise, and sly old Jack had gambled on Mick not being able to do so – he was right. 

A disappointed Mick knew he had blown it as the strain made him let go of the wheelbarrow. This rolled away down the little slope, and careered over the end. A second later, one wheelbarrow full of grit was spread all over the building site. Jack won the bet.


Neither Jack nor Mick saw a speckly blue and green marble drop from the barrow to the ground, roll away down a grassy slope, onto the road, along the gutter, and stop right by a bus stop. This was at the same time as Joey Thomas’s mother was waiting for the bus to get home from work. She saw the marble, a little worse for wear but still in one piece, picked it up, boarded the bus, and presented it to her son as the family sat down together at the tea-table.

‘More of these made than I thought. . . . ’ muttered Joey to himself. 

‘Pardon, son?’ asked his father from behind the pages of the Burnley Chronicle.


‘Oh, just thinkin’, nothin’, really.’


His father did not reply further. He was now reading about a soccer match. This was Burnley Town versus Blackburn Rovers, two teams from two similar towns in the same county, with an intense rivalry to match. But Mr Thomas’s interest in the match was perhaps a bit more intense than most, as Mr Thomas had been head groundsman for Burnley FC for five years, after starting as a boot boy for the club straight after leaving school. Mr Thomas had not missed a match home or away from when he was first taken to Turf Moor (the club’s stadium) by his equally football mad father when he was 7 years old.


Joey, still with gravy on his mouth and sauce on his shirt, burped, apologised, and dashed out to join his pals. Joey was not overly keen on football and often wondered how the game could hold such a strong attraction for his father.

Shortly after, Mr Thomas left to make the short walk to Turf Moor, and as he walked along, wondered why his son could possibly be more interested in marbles than football.


Today had been declared ‘swaps day’. This is when all the boys from the street, and many other streets, gathered before the game to swap marbles.

Some swaps days were better than others, but this was not one of the better days.


‘What you got, lads?’ asked Joey.

Most just had the standard size blue, a few had speckly black, one had matt black, and one, Joey’s schoolmate and neighbour, Len Burrows had a giant golden coloured marble.


‘Swap ya!’ said the eager Joey.


‘What for?’ said Len.


‘This,’ said Joey, holding up his own giant marble.


‘Nah. It’s good, but this is better.’


‘Ok, this, a bluey, and one of my all blacks,’ suggested Joey.


‘Done!’ agreed Len.

The trading was over, the game was underway, but, the only other real threat other than      traffic to the neighbourhood’s marble players, appeared on the horizon. 
Big Barry Bretherton the Bully Boy of Burnley, came and swiped the lot, as he was wont to do on frequent occasions.

No-one argued with Big Barry Bretherton.

*

Turf Moor was heaving to the rafters. It is not often that the club can boast a full house, even with a relatively small crowd capacity of 23,000. But a Quarter Final FA Cup replay after an exciting 5 - 5 draw in the first game at Blackburn, had whetted the appetite of even the most unshiftable armchair supporters who had long-deserted going to matches in the most inclement weather, and which usually saw a miserable trudge through the sludge back home after yet another defeat. But this game was different. The cold, grey misery of a Lancashire winter was gone, and the excited crowds hurried through the terraced streets and poured out of the town’s pubs to find themselves under a clear sky and a pale but warm sun. It was a fine spring evening.

In the first match two Saturdays previous, Burnley had led Blackburn 5 – 0 by the end of the first half. After re-emerging from the tunnel for the second half, a series of bizarre decisions from the referee and both linesmen saw the game end in uproar. Burnley were denied six goals, all of which were declared offside; they also had five penalty claims turned down despite the football pages and TV soccer programmes the next day showing the same Blackburn defender pinning down the same Burnley striker with a wrestling hold for three of the penalty claims; and another Blackburn defender handling the ball and throwing it out of play for the other two. As for Blackburn’s goals, three of them were awarded despite the ball being carefully in the hands of the Burnley keeper at the time, and the other two were clearly offside to even the most neutral of observers. 

What made matters worse, it turned out that the referee, Frank Clayton, and linesman Percy Dougan had the same surnames as two of Blackburn Rovers’ most famous players from a former era; the cry of ‘fix, fix!!’ abounded, and the excitement in the town generated by a thirst for revenge, was now at fever pitch. 

Joey’s father was a tad more fortunate than the ground stewards, as his groundkeeper duties ended before kick off and allowed him to watch the match undisturbed, although he did have to take up his grabber and rubbish bag after the game, as a combined army of cleaners, stewards and groundsmen set to in restoring the   stadium, and sometimes the pitch, to a relatively presentable state. But for now, Joey’s father sat back, opened his flask, had a quick sip of stewed tea, and then settled down to watch the match - for all of 39 seconds. Blackburn won the toss and opted to kick off but seconds later, all 22 players were involved in the biggest melee ever seen in British football, never mind at Turf Moor.

From the very first tackle of the game, it was obvious that the Corinthian spirit was not to going to be on show today. Each ankle tap and elbow shove, normally accepted with the     irony of a philosophical grace, was on this        occasion met with immediate and considerable retribution.

As punch after punch was thrown, and as reinforcements for both sides were called in from their respective benches, who in turn made frantic calls on their mobiles to the Reserves, B Teams and apprentices, and as it was now impossible to tell who was getting the better of whom, the crowd decided to join in, to some degree, anyway. Amid a cacophony of noise the like of which had never been heard, even from the famed terraces of the Glasgow, Liverpool and Newcastle clubs, cushions from the seats were first to go, followed by the uneaten and perhaps inedible pies and assorted fancies, with many rushing off to the snack bar to buy more, purely to throw them as well.

The referee knew things had gone too far when a rock hard Cornish pastie hit him right in the mouth. He was about to declare the game abandoned when things became even worse. Big Barry Bretherton, who had no interest in football whatsoever but was never going to miss this grudge match, had already spent his meagre delivery boy’s wages on a variety of             pastry products to throw, when he suddenly remembered something, and duly rustled in his crumb and congealed gravy infested pockets. Ten seconds later, the referee was head down on the ground, out cold. Next to him were a variety of marbles, including a speckly blue and green marble – a kingy. This infuriated the other linesman, who happened to be the referee’s brother-in-law. He lashed out at the nearest player, assuming him to be the assailant, and a situation which was about to be brought to order, was now totally out of control.

Although the match was well and truly over and with the fans now on their way home after exhausting its supply of soft furnishing and culinary projectiles, the problems were then compounded by the arrival of the not entirely local police. Some years previously, separate police divisions had been combined to form the Lancashire Police. Unfortunately, the twenty strong squad duly dispatched to Turf Moor, were themselves made up of nine Burnley fans, eight Blackburn Rovers’ fans, and with the remainder having no interest in football, but were nevertheless on their last warning for inciting violence on their respective community beats.
It took the hasty intervention by unpaid Special Constables from Bolton, (yet another former giant of the textile industry), drafted in by the Home Secretary, before order was restored. 

It was the next morning. At exactly the same time as the milk-man trundled up the hilly street in his cart just as dawn was breaking, Mr Thomas finally arrived home. He opened the front door, yawned, went upstairs, quietly placed the bag of grass and mud covered marbles on Joey’s bedside table, and went to bed.

That evening, a jubilant Big Barry Bretherton, still cockahoop after the best scrap he had even seen or been involved in, once more sauntered up Freckleton Street, and less than five minutes later, his pockets once more bulged with his ill-gotten gains. Not long after that, the windows of the recently closed hat factory were smashed – with marbles. 

The demolition men came in the next day, and knocked down the lot. Most of the debris was loaded onto barges, to be sent down the river to the nearest coastal rubbish dump. As the giant shovels moved the debris from the barge to the quayside dump, the giant speckly blue and green marble plopped into the dock. 

9
Snookered

‘HIYA, SKIP, last trip that wasn’t it?’ asked one of the dockers, idling along the quayside of Fleetwood Docks. He was speaking to a middle aged man with a weather beaten face, and wearing a dark blue uniform with a gold-braided cap.


‘Almost,’ replied Captain Ian Garrett with a smile, ‘for old Tuggy that is, not me.’ Captain Garrett was the Skipper of an old tugboat, affectionately known as Tuggy.


‘What will happen to her, then?’ asked the docker.


‘She’s sailing down to Liverpool tonight. Then she’s being broken up, finito.’


‘Sad,’ mused the docker. ‘I used to come and sit here as a kid, waiting for my dad; I used to watch you bring her in – perfect, every time.’

‘Thank you,’ smiled the amused captain, but then he remembered something. ‘Hey! You’re not that kid who used to try and throw pebbles in through the bridge window, are you?!’

‘Er – yeah, it was; sorry,’ replied the docker.


‘So you should be! I had to have seven stitches once!’


As the sailor and the docker continued to reminisce, the Marine Wrecking Crew arrived to take Tuggy the Tugboat on her final voyage. They had their own captain, and so Captain Garrett was not needed. He broke away from the docker for a moment, and with tears in his    eyes, patted Tuggy on the side. He whispered, ‘Twenty eight years together. I know you better than my wife. Bye, old girl.’


An hour or so later, Tuggy the Tugboat embarked on her last trip. She had one extra passenger not listed on the manifest. A giant speckly blue and green marble, wedged deep in the rubber of its Portside Bumper.


Less than a week later, Tuggy was no more.


On Hankinson Dock Number Three, the Liverpool dockers gathered up the last remnants of the old tug, and threw them all in a huge metal skip. Something wedged inside a huge piece of thick solid rubber came loose, and rolled towards a young boy, a son of one of the dockers, sitting on an old tractor tyre, eating a banana.


He looked down, and saw a large, round shiny speckly blue and green object – the marble.


Tony Marchant put the marble in his pocket.


Tony didn’t like the game of marbles, but he did like snooker. He shouted goodbye to his father and went home. No sooner had he finished his tea, than his friend Johnny Gillespie called round. Not to play out, certainly not to play marbles, but to play snooker. He didn’t like marbles either.



Tony invited him in, and they both went into the kitchenette, where a small, toy version of a snooker table was set up in the tiny space between the dining area and the back door.

‘Here! I can’t break with this! It’s a marble!’ complained Johnny.


‘You’ll have to, it’s all I have. I lost the last white the other day.’


‘Oh, ok, then.’ Tony smashed the marble, which scattered all of the other balls. They leapt from the table, and were soon all over the floor.


As Tony and Johnny crawled around the floor trying to find all of the missing balls, Johnny went to stand after finding the brown and one of the reds, and smacked his head on the underneath of the small plastic snooker table, which split right down the middle.


‘That’s great!’ yelled Tony. ‘Me snooker table!’


Johnny was soon on his way home, under no illusions whatsoever about how Tony felt about a snooker table he no longer had.


The bin-men turned up the next day. They moaned and groaned about having to carry a little more from No. 12 than usual, but the Marchants’ rubbish was soon disposed of, which of course included the ruined snooker table, and the snooker balls – and the marble to boot.

As the driver and his weary crew wended their way back to the depot, a bank robbery was under way a mile up the road. Three men with stockings over their heads dashed out of the Mid-National Bank in Allerton High street, and into a waiting Ford Capri with its engine revving. The trouble is, the West Lancashire Bank on the opposite side of the road had also just been robbed by a different gang.


As both getaway drivers jumped the grass verge separating the lanes on Allerton High Street, they smashed right into each other. 

Within seconds both cars had been upended and were now twisted wrecks.

Both gangs were able to scramble out of the vehicles, and as the tell-tale sirens let them know the police were on their way, they ditched their ill-gotten gains as it was too heavy to carry, and ran off in all directions.

The bin lorry stopped at a set of traffic lights. One of the robbers opened the door of the cab, climbed in and brandished a sawn-off shotgun. 


‘What the—now, easy, pal, easy,’ exclaimed the driver.


‘M6 North – quick, if yer know what’s good for yer,’ threatened the robber.


‘Easy, pal, easy. M6 it is. No need for anyone to get hurt.’

A tense journey followed. The robber was like a statue, with his gun trained on the driver as they sped through Liverpool, joined the M62 Motorway, and after half an hour or so       turned onto the North-bound lane of the M6 Motorway. Although the gang of refuse men heavily outnumbered the robber, they knew one false move could have terrible consequences, so they did nothing.


After instructing the driver to come off the motorway on the outskirts of Burnley, the robber was confident the coast was now clear, and opened the door of the cab.


‘Slow dahn, that’s it. Fanks, lads. Tell yer mates in the pub, yer ad the pleasure of Cockney Charlie in yer cab. An’ yer know the bes’ fing? The busies ’ll blame you robbin’ Scouse Gits! Ha! Ha!’


Cockney Charlie jumped out and into the grey drizzle, and was not seen again. Not even by the law.


As for the driver and men of Pantechnicon Number 17, or ‘Henrietta’ as it had been named by the lads, they now had the problem of making a fifty mile journey back to Liverpool on twenty miles worth of diesel. 

‘Only one thing for it, lads – cough up,’ said the driver. 


After a whip round, there was enough money to buy fifteen miles worth of diesel.


‘‘Ere, we use more when were full. What if we drop our load ‘ere, we might just make it back ‘ome then?’ suggested one of the gang, and with a little more upstairs than the others. This was Billy Hunt, known to the others as ‘Brains’.


Twenty minutes later after one unscheduled drop at a Burnley rubbish tip, a much lighter Henrietta was back on the M6, heading towards Merseyside.


As for the globe-trotting kingy, it was now nice and snug as it nestled on top of a pile of rotting rubbish. 

10
Melt Down

THE NEXT DAY, Mr and Mrs Thomas were taking an old wardrobe to the rubbish tip. Mr Thomas had to drive a lot slower than normal. This was because the wardrobe was far longer than even the extended luggage area of their large Estate car, which meant the rear door had to be left open, and the wardrobe, which was jutting out by more than a foot, had to be secured with rope.


Mr Thomas pulled into the Burnley North Rubbish Tip, and surveyed the different bays for the different kinds of rubbish, and the amount of cars waiting in line at each. At the bay for wooden items, more than twenty cars waited in line, with their impatient drivers pulling faces, with some even beeping their horns. The bay for general household rubbish was clear. Not only that, the nearest attendant was busy arguing with someone who wanted to fling their dead cat down into the dump.
Mr Thomas pulled out, manoeuvred into the bay, and both he and his wife shot out of the car and dragged the wardrobe over to the rails, heaved it up to rest on the top rail for a second, and then pushed it over.


The wardrobe smashed and clattered against the wall and then careered onto the ground and crashed into a pile of rotting domestic rubbish.



But then Mrs Thomas let out a scream.


‘Ernie! My jewels! I forgot I’d left them in the coat I was throwing out! The coat’s in the wardrobe!’


‘I don’t believe this!’ yelled Mr Thomas, who scrambled over the side and down into the rotting rubbish piles.


‘Here! What’s your game?!’ yelled one of the workers. ‘You can’t do that! Aint allowed!’


‘Sorry!’ shouted back Mr Thomas, but I need to get something back that we didn’t mean to throw out!’


‘Well, why didn’t yer say?! Here!’ The worker simply opened a gate in the wall, and walked down a little set of wooden steps. Mrs Thomas pointed out the now smashed up wardrobe to the attendant, while an embarrassed Mr Thomas struggled to remove several rotting pieces of fruit, and an unidentified globule of purple goo which had attached itself to his coat.
The attendant looked at the wardobe, then to the piles of domestic rubbish, and tutted. ‘You shouldn’t have dumped that ‘ere!’ he moaned.


‘Sorry, dyslexic,’ lied Mr Thomas.


‘Mmm. . . . ’ mused the attendant, who then retrieved the errant jewellery. He walked over to Mr Thomas and passed him a varied pile of necklaces, broaches, rings and bracelets. ‘Sorry, mate, summat’s come loose,’ added the man, noticing something large and shiny mixed in with the jewellery. A loose pearl? Maybe – but not quite.


Mr and Mrs Thomas did not speak to each other on the journey back home. 


‘I wish my pocket money would keep coming back as often,’ mused Joey, as he was given yet another giant marble.


Joey had dramatically improved at flicking marbles when playing Taw, and the day before, for the first time ever, he had cleaned out all of his friends’ entire collections of marbles. 

 
With his confidence sky high. he ran down  the street to his friends who had already commenced the drawing of straws for the day’s game. As they saw Joey running up towards them, there were frantic whispers, something along the lines of ‘give him the short straw, its our only chance of winning our ollies back.’


Joey duly picked the short straw, which was also  the last straw. Seconds later, it certainly was the last straw, as Joey was ‘accidentally’ nudged as he flicked his marble.


‘Hey, you! Yer cheat!’ yelled Joey.


‘Sorry,’ said the cheat, ‘it was an accident.’


‘Yeah, some accident,’ retorted Joey, as his marble ricocheted off a lamp-post – and straight into the back of a Burnley Council Pantechicon. 


Not long after reaching the rubbish tip – again – the marble fell out of a torn bin-bag, and rolled onto the ground and away from its destiny with the incinerator, as was the fate of many items loaded onto bin wagons – or pantechnicons – during the weekly pick-up by the refuse service. But other open-backed lorries, as well as many other vehicles, whether municipal, trade or private, are often driven fully-laden, to tips all over the country with a mind-boggling array of domestic and garden rubbish. 


The marble was soon buried beneath one such pile, as a householder gleefully said goodbye to A chair with only three legs, a rickety cabinet, as well as the entire contents of his university-bound son’s bedroom.


No sooner are these vehicles emptied, than the ‘scavengers’ – both professional and amateur – set to work.


Mostly, these are the various trades which can both save and make money from recycling      and salvaging. The workers meticulously sort through what is worth reclaiming from the piles of wood, glass, plastics and metals, all in their varied forms and states of disrepair – although some discarded items are far from unserviceable. Never a week goes by without someone hastily snatching up a discarded hedge trimmer, or even an expensive radio, and then simply replacing the fuse on the plug. 


The boys from the Burnley Glass Company loaded their raw materials, free of charge, onto the back of their lorry. 


‘Hang on!’ shouted one of the lads. ‘That wardrobe door will do for my allotment.’ He dashed over to the other bay, ran down the steps, dragged the wardrobe door free from the pile, and stood on the marble which became wedged between the treads on the sole of his left boot. He struggled back up the steps, manoeuvred  the door onto the truck, climbed in the cab, and the van drove off.


Back at the factory, windows were put with windows, bottles with bottles, ornaments with ornaments, and so on. This made it easier to keep similar grades of glass together, and, like the Phoenix rising from the ashes, this often determined what brand new product would be made from all of the old, unwanted or broken glass.


On this occasion, the giant marble did not escape a date with a fiery furnace. After being picked up off the floor by the furnace-man, the marble, along with many others, was melted down and the resulting molten glass was then poured into a mould and left to harden.

A day later, the moulds were emptied, and out came — a hundred brand new shiny speckly blue and green giant marbles. These were all then packed into a large box and sent to a novelty wholesaler.

Days later, the contents of this box, as well as many others containing many different sized and different coloured marbles, were repacked into hundreds of small, clear-plastic bags. Soon after, the bags were on the shelves of     hundreds of sweet shops, toy-shops and even supermarkets all over Lancashire. One such bag was bought by a boy from the town of Oswaldtwistle, which was another former textile town, carved out of the slopes of the Lancashire Moors.


Big Tommy Joseph dashed out of his house to the bottom of the street, promptly drew the shortest straw, and seconds later, saw his speckly blue and green kingy disappear down a grid.

The End
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