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About the Book

Bernie mutters to me‚ No way. Who’d go into the mangroves at night?’

I swallow. Not me. Not into Sebastian land. No one would head into crocodile heartland in the middle of a dark night. No one, unless they had a very good reason.

Andy and his best friend Eli live in a small coastal town in far north Queensland.

When Eli’s cousin Jacob is arrested for a jewellery theft, Andy and Eli both know he is innocent.

The police have evidence. But something is not right, and Andy and Eli need to work out what, and fast or Jacob will end up in jail.

So, with the help of twins Bernice and Fletcher (AKA Bernie and Fletch) and Andy’s trusty sausage dog, Washington, they set out to hunt for clues to what really happened. The trail points to a mysterious red-bottomed boat rumoured to be hidden deep in the mangroves.

Does it hold the evidence they need to prove Jacob’s innocence?

Can they find it without getting lost forever?

And how will they outwit Sebastian, the legendary gigantic saltwater crocodile?

Charlie Archbold’s action-packed new middle-grade adventure is a fun story of sleuthing, courageous deeds, the triumph of good over evil — and the power of friendship.
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For Mom and Bama


Facts

 1. Jacob Wilson is one hundred per cent innocent.

 2. Saltwater crocodiles love the colour red. It’s never been proved—like in a science way—but Dad tested it. He took two big barramundi and soaked one in beetroot juice and the other he left normal fish colour. When he threw them in the mangrove creeks, every single time the crocs went for the red fish first.

 3. Harvey is a show-off.

 4. Washington is an escape artist.

 5. Turtle is not Eli’s grandmother’s name, but no one knows her real one.
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Jacob Wilson Is Cool

Bad things happen to good people.

This is a hard truth, and it hits everyone at some time.

It’s hitting my best friend, Eli Kelly, right now. I watch it sting him like a hornet. The shock of it blisters as tries to eat his birthday cake. It’s meant to be a happy family party, but the yells from the grown-ups are just too much.

‘No way. You’ve gotta be kidding me!’ His Uncle Samson has just got a call from the courthouse. ‘Jacob’s trial is in a month! Why so quick? That’s not enough time to get a proper defence together!’ 

Eli scrunches up his mouth in an I’m-okay face, but I know he’s not.

Jacob Wilson is Eli’s cousin, and he was arrested for theft last week.

The adults flood in from the front yard, Eli and I sit stunned on the lounge. Beside us Baby Morris starts to howl and Eli’s grandmother, Turtle, hauls him up. Baby Morris is covered in green icing. Turtle spits on her hand and wipes it over his growling face before carrying him into the kitchen.

‘What else did the lawyer say, Samson?’ she asks.

Samson’s deep voice vibrates. ‘They are going to hold him until the trial. He can’t come home.’

I glance over at Eli. ‘Do you wanna go outside?’

He nods.

I know he’s upset.

 Two things.

It’s meant to be his day and it’s ruined, but that’s nothing compared to the fact Jacob could go to jail. Jacob is only nineteen and he’s like Eli’s big brother.

We sit on the porch. The heat of the afternoon sticks my T-shirt to my back. Turtle’s front yard is wild. In the middle there’s a massive fig tree, and all the leaves of the shrubs are different shades of green like a giant fancy salad. From the base of the trunk the roots splay out like octopus tentacles. We’ve spent hours playing and climbing on them. The big, dropped leaves are all around it and they stop the grass growing underneath.

There are always things growing and flowering and mulching here. I like his yard better than mine. Mine’s like a show house. You can’t move a rock without my stepdad, Terry, losing it. If there’s even a leaf loose he goes ballistic. Our coconut palms have the coconuts cut off them, so they don’t drop on your head and kill you. In Turtle’s yard it’s every coconut for itself and once they nearly lost a cat. 

‘You okay, mate?’ I ask Eli.

‘No. I’m mad, Andy. Mad that Jacob has been charged with something he didn’t do! I’m worried about him. And I’m sad for Turtle. This whole thing is breaking her heart.’

I don’t say anything. I shrug in agreement because I feel terrible for my best friend.

Eli has a pack of little cousins, including Baby Morris. There’s screaming and they all charge in front of us. They all seem to be about the same age, all boys, and all they do is wrestle each other. With all the grown-ups inside they’re going even crazier than usual, running round and round the house. One has a bit of chicken poo on a stick and is chasing the rest of them.

‘Will he really throw it?’ I ask Eli as they charge past us.

Eli nods and we both smile, at least a little bit.

There’s a howl from the backyard, and we hear Samson bellow at them from the kitchen. ‘Inside all of you. This is no day for fighting!’ 

I kick a flat soccer ball. It thuds away and my legs swing into the empty space between the porch step and the ground. Last year Eli and I dared each other to crawl under Turtle’s house hunting for pythons. But I’d got bitten by something and my arm swelled up so much Mum had to take me to the hospital. Terry was furious and said I could never play there again. Of course, Mum made him give in, but by then Eli and I both realised it wasn’t such a great idea to be crawling around under the old Queenslander. If you accidentally hit the wood cladding it kinda crumbles away. Terry says it’s white ants. He always has something smug to say about Turtle’s place.

I don’t know what to say to Eli.

I don’t know anyone who has been arrested and locked up. And I definitely don’t know how the bag of jewellery ended up in Jacob’s locker.

Eli looks awful.

 ‘You wanna come to my place?’ I offer.

He shakes his head and stands up to go back in the house. ‘Nah, thanks. Better stay here.’

Turtle’s crying has stopped. There’s just the mumble of adult talk and the squabbling of the cousins.

‘You know, I know he didn’t do it, right?’ I say.

‘Of course.’

‘Happy Birthday, eh.’

‘Yeah, thanks, Andy.’ Eli sighs, opens the flywire door, and goes inside. As it springs shut the new fishing rod I gave him rattles against the wall.

I get up and go find my bike.

Riding home from Turtle’s place I think about Eli and Jacob.

Jacob lived down south but he used to come up every summer to stay with Turtle and Eli. As soon as he was sixteen he moved up here for good. He loves the tropical weather and being out on the sea. It was a dream come true when he got the job working with the Royce Marine Company, as a deckhand, out on the luxury boats. He wants to work his way up to being a skipper. 

Something’s super suss with this whole theft thing. Not once, through footy training, taking us fishing out on the reef, mending our bikes, has Jacob ever done a wrong thing. He volunteers at the youth centre and supports Turtle at home. He’s always the first to help and the last to leave if a job needs doing or somebody is in trouble. So how the heck did that stuff end up in his locker? It just doesn’t make any sense. Jacob Wilson is a seriously good person.
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The Bug Shelf

I take a detour on my ride home from Eli’s and go to the bridge on the edge of the township. We call it Croc Bridge. The dark green rainforest rises up behind me but before it meets the shore the plains are as flat as. Acres of cane fields, mangroves and swamps. The long bridge carries the highway over the river. In the wet season the water thunders underneath it, but in the dry season the water shrinks into a thin brown stream, like a scab all dried up along the edges.

 The tide is out of the estuary and three girl crocodiles are lazing in the sun on the muddy bank. They are smaller than the males I’ve seen. And much smaller than the gigantic monsters I’ve heard stories about, including a mighty croc called Sebastian who rules the mangroves. I watch them, still as giant logs, big jaws wide open. It cools them down and in Africa sometimes birds sit in there and clean their teeth. I’ve never seen any dentist birds here.

I hadn’t been mates with Eli long when we came out here with Jacob for a bike ride. ‘It’s their habitat. Respect them.’ Jacob had said to us. Wise words and true for a lot more than crocs. You see, when Jacob speaks, you listen.

It’s stinking hot and I’m dripping as I finally sweep round the corner into my cul-de-sac. This is the kind of sticky weather where you have to choose: am I going to fight this or just sweat and accept it?

I spot Terry hauling bags of groceries out of the car and I hear Mum shouting at him from the door to hurry up because the ice cream is melting. Both of them are red as. Turtle is a heat acceptor. Mum and Terry are most definitely not. 

Mum sees me. ‘Andy! Hurry up and help Terry.’

I let my bike fall on the lawn, but Terry snaps at me. ‘Not there, mate! I’ve just watered and seeded it! Grow some brains, would you!’

This is one of his favourite things to say to me. He says it in a joking way, but I know he means it even if Mum doesn’t. How was I supposed to know he’d just watered the lawn? I move my bike onto the drive, pick up a bag of shopping and carry it past Mum into the kitchen.

Now don’t get me wrong, Terry isn’t a bad sort of stepdad. He’s bossy, that’s all, and he wants everything done his way. He’s a refrigeration mechanic and, basically, if the air conditioning breaks down anywhere in north Queensland it is the end of the world, so he always has heaps of work. Terry totally adores my little sister, Frankie, who is two. He loves Mum and he’s good to me, but, really, I think Mum likes him because he’s the opposite of my dad. 

Watching Terry stack the jars in alphabetical order I shake my head, he couldn’t be more unlike Dad if he tried.

Dad and Mum had met all the way back in high school, and so after all those years it was like they just ran out of love for each other. No one did anything bad. I remember when Mum told me they were going to split up. I was about six, and I wasn’t surprised. They only talked to each other when they were talking about me. I was sad and all that, mostly at night-time. I liked the way Dad read me stories. And it was hard at first not knowing where I was going, as Dad is a bit useless and would forget to pick me up from school and stuff. So, in the end it made sense for everybody that I stayed with Mum and every other weekend I’d go to Dad’s. He loves it when I come up.

 Dad couldn’t wait to move away from town. He bought a big piece of land up in the rainforest. It’s a cleared block fighting off the jungle and everything that lives in it. It’s full of all kinds of creatures and bugs.

Terry pushes the soft-close pantry door onto his neat rack of jars. He pats me on the back and starts a conversation. ‘Too bad about Jacob, Andy.’

Everyone has been talking about Jacob being arrested. It was in the local paper, the Shire Times: ‘Young deckhand from Raymond Royce’s luxury yacht company arrested for jewellery theft.’

We live in a small town.

I don’t say anything, but Terry carries on anyway. ‘I always thought he was an honest lad; I never took him for a thief. But there’s no smoke without fire, Andy. He probably did it. Anyway, how’s Eli going?’

Are you kidding me? Eli’s rubbish, Terry, how do you think he’s going!

 But I don’t say that. I don’t say anything. I just stomp and walk out.

Behind me Terry is moaning to Mum. ‘See, Julie? I was just trying to talk to him, but he won’t talk to me.’

I hear her tut. The heat is really getting to her. She yells after me, ‘Andy, don’t be rude to Terry!’ And then I hear her snap at Terry, ‘Why isn’t this house cooler? Frankie’s roasting!’

I slam my bedroom door shut, flop on the bed and look at my collection shelves. I’ve always collected things. Ever since I was little. My favourite shelf, the one Mum and Terry hate the most, is the bug shelf. Not fake bugs: real, dead ones. A whole dead bug is pretty hard to find—mostly they get eaten by ants or other things. It’s tough in the arthropod kingdom, so when I find one it’s pretty cool. It started when Dad gave me a rhinoceros beetle. It’s as big as a matchbox and I only topped it last year when I found a bigger one in his shed. I’ve got butterflies, a Hercules moth, a range of beetles, ants, bees, hornets and even a few spiders. I’m saving up to buy a case with a glass lid like the ones in the museum. I need to be prepared because Frankie’s been eyeing them off, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned from watching Eli’s cousins it’s that there’s nothing toddlers like more than eating weird stuff. 

Tap. Tap.

‘Come in,’ I say.

Mum walks over and sits beside me on the bed. ‘You know Terry’s only trying to connect with you. You shouldn’t be rude.’

We’ve had this conversation a thousand times.

‘I’m not, Mum. But Jacob didn’t do it, and everyone thinks he did.’

She shakes her head and carries on in her quiet voice. ‘There was a lot of evidence, Andy, not only the rings and bracelets in his locker, but cash…anyway enough about that. Did Eli like the fishing rod?’

‘Dunno. It wasn’t the best party.’

 ‘Well, I’m sure he will.’

She gives me a hug I don’t want. I go stiff.

She ignores me ignoring her. ‘How about we start getting you packed for the weekend. You know you always leave it to the last minute. A break with your dad is just what you need.’

Finally, she’s making sense. Roll on Friday.

‘Mum, could Eli come with me?’ I ask.

She smiles as she opens my top drawer and starts sifting through my clothes. ‘I’d have to check with Turtle, but I don’t see why not. Do both you boys good to get away from town for a while. As long as you promise not to bring home any more creatures.’ She pulls out a clean T-shirt and throws it at me.

I throw it back. ‘You know I can’t promise that, Mum.’
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 Flying Mangoes

Friday at last. Sylvie is already late picking us up. I’m waiting for Eli in the schoolyard. He’s gone back inside to get his overnight bag for Dad’s.

This has been a tough week for him. Everyone knows about Jacob. Eli didn’t come to school Monday or Tuesday, and since Wednesday he’s been even quieter than usual. You see, there’s one thing about Eli I forget but other people notice. He doesn’t talk heaps.

He talks to me, and the twins, and his family, but he gets shy in front of grown-ups and new kids. 

Eli started at our school in grade three. When he first arrived, he hardly said anything. For weeks. Just kept himself to himself. But even though Eli didn’t talk much we’d partner up for projects. We laughed at the same stuff, and he’s super smart. Then Harvey, the show-off, started to make fun of him. I’d hear Harvey call him Stonefish. Stonefish live out on the reef and have this droopy downturned look on their faces. I kept out of it at first. But one day I’d had enough. That recess Harvey called out to Eli, who was shooting hoops on the basketball court, ‘Stonefish, get back under your rock!’

Eli lost it and ran right up to Harvey and shoved him.

I yelled, ‘Good on ya, Eli. Rack off, Harvey. You thick grouper fish!’ And I went and stood next to Eli.

Everyone looked surprised. Harvey went all purple and puffy—just like a fat fish—and glared at us. For all his tough talk he wasn’t that tough and besides Mrs Cummins had sensed trouble and was hurtling across the yard towards us. 

I could see a smile starting to creep over Eli’s face. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

‘No worries. Want a game?’ He grinned and chucked me his basketball and since then we have been best mates.

Mrs Cummins is on end-of-school yard duty today. She marches over to me checking her watch. Mrs Cummins is pretty old and she’s taught everyone in town under the age of forty. She’s firm but fair and she can still move fast.

‘Who is collecting you boys?’ she asks.

‘Sylvie,’ I reply.

Sylvie is my dad’s girlfriend. She’s always late. She was going to town before picking us up to get dried milk and mealworms for the animal sanctuary where she works.

Mrs Cummins shakes her head. ‘That’s unfortunate. She’s not a punctual person. Well anyway, you’ve been a good friend to Eli this week, Andy. You know, I’m very fond of Jacob too. Then he got that job with Royce…’ She screws up her face. Raymond Royce is not popular in town because he wants to build a massive hotel. ‘It’s just such a shame all of this.’ 

Mrs Cummins stops. She realises the playground is almost empty. Eli is jogging towards us and she heads off to check on the other schoolyard stragglers. Eli comes over with his backpack and we shoot some hoops.

Fifteen minutes later Sylvie finally pulls into the car park. Mrs Cummins was about to call Mum when she screeches up in Dad’s old yellow Landcruiser. He’s had it forever. It’s a four-wheel drive, rusty as, but strong enough to tow his boat. It looks rough, all beat up, dented and, judging by the open windows, the air conditioning isn’t working. Another job for Terry—not.

‘Hi boys. Jump in,’ Sylvie calls. ‘It’ll be a squash because I’ve got fruit in the back for the animals.’ 

She waves and smiles at Mrs Cummins like her being super late isn’t a problem. Mrs Cummins glares at her and storms back into school.

We squeeze ourselves in the back seat with our bags beside two crates of the most massive mangoes I’ve ever seen. Their sweet, super-ripe smell fills the car.

‘Hi, Sylvie,’ I say.

‘Lovely to see you, Andy.’ She turns and blows me a kiss and almost drives into the fence.

I’m glad Mrs Cummins missed that.

‘And you too, Eli.’

He smiles up at her in the mirror and she winks back at him.

‘I’ve got meat for a barby tomorrow,’ she says proudly, as if meat is a new invention.

‘Nice one.’ I give her a thumbs-up.

Sylvie is a mega vegan. If she’s got meat, she must really want Eli to know she cares about him. The one thing I’m not keen on is Sylvie’s food. Dad will be excited because meat is a treat for him too. 

Sylvie doesn’t have any kids or rellies, but she is a crazy animal lover. She specialises in fruit bats at the animal sanctuary. Mostly orphans but sometimes ones that have got caught in barbwire, entangled in fishing stuff and nets, or who’ve just had an accident. If anyone finds one injured, they call Sylvie. Most times I go up to Dad’s she’s got some type of baby animal wrapped in an old towel. Terry thinks it’s disgusting having wild animals in the house, but I like it.

‘Bliss ball?’ She throws an open paper bag full of brown coconut-covered balls back to us. Eli saves them before they smash on the mangoes. We both take one and settle back for the drive up to the farm.

I watch Eli staring out the window as the fields of high green sugarcane roll out on each side of the road. I wonder what he’s thinking.

 Sometimes I wish we could go back to when we were little. Dad would let us play in the young sugarcane. We loved it. It came up to our bellies and was like running in a green sea. Then as it grew taller it was like a forest and then it grew too thick and dangerous to play in at all. When I got older, Dad told me about how badly people from the Pacific islands got treated working the cane fields. They were taken from their homes and families and made to work here. He’s good like that. Tells me tough stuff. Dad doesn’t pretend bad things didn’t happen.

Dad’s place is at the end of a long driveway. There’s lots of them, peeling off the highway like bones off a barramundi backbone. With most country properties you have no idea where the driveway will end and what you’ll find when it does. Dad’s block is a good half a kilometre from the road. Sylvie swerves onto the dirt track to the house. She does it too fast and the mangos on the top of the box fly across the car. One smashes into the door and splatters me in sticky juice. Eli loses it. When Eli laughs, he really laughs. It’s like all the words he doesn’t say pour out in great big cackling chuckles. He’s cracking up and this makes me laugh. Then Sylvie starts giggling too. 

I peel some of the splattered mango off my leg and chuck it at him.

He chucks it back and soon smashed mango is flying across the back seat. You’d think Sylvie would care, but she doesn’t. She just laughs harder. We throw some at her. ‘You’ll have to hose it out tonight! Ah, the joy of having an old car!’ she grins.

As Sylvie pulls up at the main house Dad comes running out of the shed. He doesn’t care that the car smells like fruit salad. He hauls me out and gives me a hug. ‘Good to see ya, Andy my boy.’

Then he goes straight round to Eli, who’s only just got out of the car, and gives him a hug too. ‘I’m so sorry about Jacob, mate. Try not to worry. The truth will come out.’ 

Eli stumbles forward from his enthusiastic back pat.

I love Dad, he’s always positive even if things are terrible.

Washington charges out of the shed barking his head off. Washington is Dad’s sausage dog. He wriggles up to us, his tail flicking like a baby snake. He won’t stop until we notice him. He’s probably the worst type of dog to have up here—for his own safety. He’s short, small, slick, tan, and you can’t see him in the long grass, but somehow, he holds his own. He sidesteps danger, and has a bark that sounds a lot fiercer than he really is. Eli and I both reach down and give him a pat and he stops barking. He loves fruit and he’s licking our legs.

Dad realises we’re covered in mango. He shoos Washington away and wipes his hands on his overalls. ‘Eli, you’re the guest,’ he teases. ‘You should use the shower first. Before the hot water runs out.’ And he picks up Eli’s bag and heads for the house. 

Eli follows him, but I stay a moment. It’s the outside of Dad and Sylvie’s place that’s the best. There’s a shed on one side of the block. It’s long enough to fit four cars, but it’s nothing like Terry’s. For a start Terry’s is a garage: it has four walls and a big lockable door, which Terry loves to lock. Dad’s has just three walls. They’re made of corrugated-iron sheets nailed onto pine posts. It kinda looks like an open tent. I’ve asked Dad why he doesn’t build a wall to close it in so he can lock it up. But he just laughs at me. ‘And why would I want to do that, Andy? Who knows what might get in.’ I know what he means: if a snake or big lizard is lurking in the shed at least this way it can get out before you go in. Plus, I know it suits him and Sylvie. They’re just not lock people.

On the other side of the house is Sylvie’s animal-rescue area. It’s one of those transportable huts you see next to big building sites. It even has an air-conditioner, which Terry put in for them. It was the one and only time Terry has been to Dad’s and he only did it because Mum thought Dad was going to make me sleep in it. When Terry got home all he did was moan that he smelled of bat poo and mung beans. 

Dad always mows the lawn around the house. Where the lawn ends the wild grass is long, then there’s thick knitted forest and beyond that the mountains rise up. Not rocky cliffs like in films, but mountains covered in deep green jungle. The trees are so thick and knotted they look like wool on a sheep and around them swirls white mist. If there were any dinosaurs left on earth, undiscovered and doing their own thing, they would live up here. Sometimes when the sun is going down I look up at the mountains. I swear I’ve seen pterodactyls flying. I’ve shown them to Dad, and even he said he can’t be sure they’re not.
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 The Legend of Sebastian

I love waking up on the farm. Eli is still asleep, so I sneak into the kitchen. I pour myself a glass of milk. Dad is already up. I hear the tractor going outside. He wants to clear a bit of paddock so he can develop his cacao plantation. It’s not really a plantation but he’s always dreamed big. He’s got three avocado trees and he calls that an orchard. Terry is wrong about Sylvie and Dad—even though there are animals in the house they keep it clean. Sure, it’s old and that, and Sylvie likes to experiment with colour, but it’s clean and tidy. 

Sometimes it’s tough having a blended family. But I can’t imagine not knowing Sylvie and her bats or not having Frankie.

I open the door onto the veranda.

The thing about a rainforest is that it is super noisy. Birds squawking and chirping away, insects in a frenzy eating each other or getting eaten by bigger things, rustles and winds, and the further north you head the air smells different too. There’s less saltiness to it here—it’s all pure green. You breathe it in and you can feel it doing your lungs good.

There are a couple of old chairs out here and an upturned crate for a table. I plonk down my glass and sit.

Washington is dirtier than most town sausage dogs because he’s so low to the ground that his stomach gets dragged through a lot of grimy farm stuff. He’s dusty but I pick him up anyway and he settles on my lap. He makes throaty little sounds almost like a purring cat. He’d hate it if he heard me say that—cats are his enemies. When Dad and Sylvie go away, we get to look after Washington. Frankie and I love it, but let’s just say Terry and his cat, Constable, aren’t fans. Constable is the strangest-shaped cat you’ve ever seen. He looks like a giant peanut. 

The Landcruiser isn’t there, so Sylvie must’ve gone to save a creature or to yoga. On the floor is last week’s local paper, the Shire Times. In the centre of the front page is an article about Jacob. I pick up the paper and prop it up against Washington. He huffs a bit but doesn’t try to get down.

Young deckhand Jacob Wilson will face the court at the start of next month on three counts of theft. Inspector Phillipa Jones states, ‘Reports of missing items from luxury vessels have escalated since his employment commenced at the Royce Marine Company.’

Jacob Wilson’s former employer, Raymond Royce, is reported to be devastated at thenews. He has a policy of providing employment opportunities for young people. He was not available for comment.

Then there’s a picture of Jacob. It’s the worst picture they could have chosen. He looks so dodgy. I remember when it was taken. A kid had been swimming out in the ocean swim nets. Those big nets set up off the beach to keep stingers out, so it’s safer to swim in jellyfish season. Jacob, Eli, and I were swimming too. The kid had got himself caught in the net and was starting to panic. The waves were thumping him hard. Jacob swam over. Hauled him out and carried him back to the shore. The mum of the kid was so grateful. She took Jacob’s picture with his shaggy long black hair all covered in sand and his face exhausted and sent it to the Shire Times to publicly thank him. They didn’t use that picture a year ago to show him as a hero but now they’re using it to brand him as a criminal.

The flywire door creaks opens and I put the paper down. Eli comes and sits next to me in the other old chair. Washington squirms off my lap and thuds to the floor. He sidles up to Eli who hauls him up and dusts off his belly some more. ‘Good dog,’ he says quietly to Washington, and then, to me, ‘It’s a shame you can’t have him more.’ 

‘To be honest, I’m lucky Terry even lets him stay at all,’ I say, pulling my chair close to him. ‘What are you thinking, Eli?’

I wait. Words don’t always come out easy for Eli. But he always watches and listens. He sees and hears stuff I never even notice is happening. He wants to be a forest ranger. When he was little, Turtle took him to a fancy doctor in the city. Eli told me that the doctor had smelled of tuna sandwich and had kept asking why he didn’t speak. In the end Eli pointed at the doctor’s notepad and wrote on it.

I’m fine. I just don’t want to.

Apparently, the doctor went all huffy and gave the note to Turtle who gave a laugh. I think doctors are so used to fixing things that they get antsy when they can’t. Since then, no one’s worried about Eli not talking much. 

We have this thing. It evolved over the years. It’s a look. A look and a tiny nod that says he’s all right for me to talk instead because I know what he’s going to say.

‘Andy, we don’t have long,’ Eli says. ‘It’s just over three weeks now to Jacob’s trial. If we can show someone else put the jewellery in his locker then the police would have to let him off, right?’

‘That’s exactly what I was thinking!’ I reply.

‘We need to find out why someone wants Jacob locked up. How they set him up. And…’

He stops. He looks all brainy like Velma in Scooby Doo. He takes a big gulp of air and continues in his quiet thoughtful voice. ‘And then we need to get the real crooks caught.’

‘We’re kids though. How can we do that?’ I ask.

‘Because we are kids no one will notice us. We’ll be like detectives, and we’ll have Washington.’ 

‘I don’t think he’s very smart!’

‘I know, but he’s a decoy.’

‘But Eli, shouldn’t the police be doing this?’

‘Andy, why would they bother, they already have a culprit and evidence the jewels were in Jacob’s locker. Jacob is going down unless we do something to stop it. And to do that we’ll need some help.’

‘The twins?’

‘Uh-huh. It’s time to gather the gang. We’ll tell them on Monday.’

After tea that night the four of us are sitting out on the back veranda. Sylvie is burning incense sticks to keep away the bugs and to get rid of the meat smell. It was a delicious barbie and Dad has just sucked his last chop bone. There’s no moon but the sky is full of star dots. Eli and I have mugs of chocolate soy milk. Washington is curled up on my bare feet and I tickle his belly with my toes.

 ‘Tell us a story, Dad,’ I say.

Eli nods. Even though we’re older now it’s still good to hear a story. When I go to bonfires at Turtle’s, she always tells us stories from her country.

Dad gets his storyteller face on. ‘Well, I found out something about this place recently…’

Sylvie rolls her eyes; Dad’s stories can be long and it’s very likely she’s heard this one before. ‘I’m going to bed,’ she says. ‘I’ll leave you boys to it.’ She smiles. ‘Night, Eli.’ Then she kisses me on the head. ‘Night, Andy.’

Dad squeezes her hand and whispers, ‘Thanks, Sylv.’

Once she’s inside, Dad picks up his tale.

‘So, I was chatting with an old bloke at the servo. Apparently, this place used to belong to a man called Big Nigel. He owned it before I bought it from Raymond Royce.’

Eli’s face tightens. That name reminds us of Jacob. I feel bad. Raymond Royce has been so quick to blame Jacob. Everyone calls Royce the Orange Shark, because he’s orange spray-tanned, fake blond-headed, gym-buffy and clever like a great white shark. You can’t trust him, and the way he’s treated Jacob is woeful. 

Dad glances at Eli to check he’s okay. Eli gives him a tight smile.

Dad continues. ‘Well, legend has it Big Nigel died here in this house.’

‘Great. Which room?’ I groan.

‘Not yours, Andy,’ Dad replies without much confidence. ‘The one where I’ve got my home brew.’

‘Was Big Nigel big?’

‘Good question, Eli. No, he was small. It’s one of those opposite names. Very confusing. Anyway, he was a pirate.’

‘Nah, no way, Dad.’

‘Yes, Andy, but not like in the movies. He’d steal stuff at sea or on the docks. Big Nigel used to sail his boat through the harbours at night thieving stuff.’

 Does this mean Jacob is accused of being a pirate? I wonder, but I don’t say it out loud.

Dad clears his throat. ‘Big Nigel was never caught, though. There was a storm, a terrible cyclone and it swept down the Cape. He’d taken shelter on land, but his boat was caught up in the winds and tides and she ended up lost in the mangroves. Big Nigel moved inland up to this place and never sailed again.’

‘But, Dad, why didn’t he try to get his boat back?’

‘Well, he did. As soon as the weather calmed he rowed the creeks searching. Battling logs and storm debris and coconuts. He found her upturned and lodged in the mangroves, with half her bright red hull submerged in the murky water. But…’

Dad loves to string out the suspense.

‘But what?’

‘She’d been claimed by another, Andy.’ And there’s only one thing big and fierce enough to claim anything in the mangroves.

 Eli and I shudder as Dad whispers a terrible name: ‘Sebastian.’

Eli and I grip our mugs tight. Sebastian is legendary. The king of crocodilians. If he wants anything he’ll take it.

Years ago, the crocodile rangers had relocated him around the furthest tip of Queensland and all the way into the Northern Territory. But six months later he’d swum back. The rangers try to keep an eye on him but he’s stealthy. No one knows how wide his territory is but Big Nigel’s boat must have been in it. No wonder he gave up. No one would dare to challenge Sebastian.

‘But that was a long time ago. That would make Sebastian very old, Dad.’

‘Seventy years old and seventy years mean, boys. Anyway, enough. You two right to get to bed?’

Eli finishes his chocolate soy milk and smiles at Dad.

‘Don’t let the spirit of Big Nigel haunt you,’ Dad teases and he goes inside. 

I pick up Washington to bring him in for the night.

‘Do you know anyone who has ever seen Sebastian?’ I ask Eli.

‘Nope.’ He shudders. ‘And I don’t want to. People don’t come back from those mangroves, Andy.’

I shiver.

Time for bed.

The only noise around us is the frenzy of the rainforest. It’s really loud. But not loud enough to drown out my thoughts of Big Nigel and Sebastian.
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Riding in Formation

I’m waiting at Croc Bridge. It ended up being too hard to talk to the twins at school, so we’ve arranged to meet here. Harvey has flappy ears like an elephant and he is always way too interested in what we are doing, so we decided to meet here before tea.

When the twins first turned up at school, Eli and I thought they were a bit annoying with their posh names: Bernice and Fletcher Montgomery. Their mum and dad are from New Zealand. Mrs Montgomery is Māori, and she coaches women’s basketball and fitness in the city. The whole family is mega sporty. Terry and Mum have them over for tea sometimes and it’s funny because I hear Terry showing off about his sporting knowledge and Mr Montgomery is so polite when he gets it wrong. ‘No, Terry, I think you’ll find that is not right, but I may be incorrect…’ 

Eli and I started playing four square and basketball with the twins and from there we just started hanging out. We couldn’t keep calling them Bernice and Fletcher, though, so now they’re Bernie and Fletch. For a girl and boy they look pretty similar except Bernie has a heap of dark brown freckles across her nose and long dark hair she puts in a ponytail. They get on well but sometimes they have these mini blow outs. Apparently, when they were little, they used to wrestle it out. Probably because they both play sport. Bernie is brilliant at basketball. Harvey always gets antsy when she’s not on his team. She’s the best in the school, in the shire, actually, and next term she’s going to play for a club in the city. Fletch could be good at anything but he’s a lot more chill. And both of them don’t care if Eli doesn’t say much. But when he does, they listen. 

I’m first here. I lean my bike against the fence and look down. The tide is in: there’s nothing to see but murky brown water.

I hear the ring of a bell and the twins and Eli pull up on their bikes.

‘Formations first?’ Bernie asks. ‘Classic square?’

Eli nods.

‘Yeah, why not,’ I say.

In single file we ride away from Croc Bridge. We take a turn onto the flat land between the mountains and the sea where the sugarcane paddocks run almost to the beach. We go to a really quiet street in a brand-new housing estate. The council has just laid smooth black bitumen so it’s like riding on a racetrack. For a month or so we’ve been practising riding in formations, switching from one to another, like those aeroplanes that do tricks in the sky. 

We check for cars. None. Then start riding off in a perfect square.

‘Switch!’ shouts Fletch. He’s the caller because he’s got the loudest voice and Eli doesn’t like to do it. ‘Diamond!’

Fletch goes forward and Bernie drops back, and we ride in a perfect diamond shape. I bet from up above we look really cool.

‘Switch!’ he calls again. Eli and I slow up in the centre and the twins swing out to the sides.

We all swerve when we’ve finished and pull up.

‘We’re getting better,’ Bernie says. ‘A few more moves and we can show this on the playground for Celebration Night.’

‘Shame we can’t do Arrow,’ Fletch says.

Arrow is the ultimate formation. But it takes five riders and there are only four of us.

‘You could put Washington on a trike up the front, Andy!’ Fletch jokes. 

‘Ha! No way. That little sneak can’t be trusted. He chased Sylvie’s car for ages before she even realised. And he snuck into Terry’s ute. He loves wind in his ears.’

We follow the roads of the new estate as they cut through the cane paddocks on their way to the ocean. At the end of the last road is a path to a beach park. When we reach it we throw the bikes on the ground and sit around the picnic bench. Fletch pulls out a big packet of chips. You get a good view of the winding coastline here. The thick fuzzy green of the mountains whooshes through cane fields, then down to the crystal blue sea. Shadows of reef make the water darker blue in places. Like someone was painting with water paints using one colour and then dribbling more of the same in a different spot. Around us the palms and shrubs sound itchy with the chatter of cicadas.

‘What’s going on?’ Fletch asks, shoving chips in his mouth. ‘Why couldn’t you tell us at school?’

 ‘It’s Jacob,’ Eli states.

Fletch stops eating. ‘I’m sorry about that, eh.’

‘He’s innocent,’ Eli continues.

‘I know, that’s what we think,’ Bernie says. ‘Mum and Dad too.’

‘Well, we’re going to do something about it,’ Eli says in his hushed serious voice.

Bernie and Fletch lean in to Eli who has gone into determined mode. ‘But Andy and I are going to need some help. Are you two in?’

The twins look at each other with exactly the same face. Sometimes their expressions and gestures make them seem like the same person.

‘Depends,’ Bernie says.

Eli is disappointed. ‘On what?’

‘How dangerous is it!’ She grins at me.

‘Very. We’ll probably get in a lot of trouble. I understand if you don’t want to help…’ Eli says flatly.

Bernie pokes him. ‘No, of course we’re in! Aren’t we, Fletch.’

 Fletch is still eating. He nods, and bits of chips spray out all over the table. It’s a bit disgusting. ‘Sure. But don’t tell Mum and Dad, eh,’ he splutters.

I agree. ‘No grown-ups, and that includes Turtle. Even though she’s cool. They’ll only try to stop us.’

Fletch scrunches up the empty chip packet into a tight ball and throws it at the bin. It misses. Bernie jumps up and picks it up then stands even further back and tosses it straight in for a dunk. ‘Yass!’ She grins, then turns to us. ‘So, what’s the plan?’

Eli gives me the look to talk.

‘We don’t have hardly any time. Jacob’s trial is in three weeks. So here’s what we need to work out. First, the motive. Why would anyone want Jacob to go to jail? We reckon it’s to cover up a crime and get him blamed for it.’ This is what we talked about at Dad’s. ‘Jacob’s been framed. Isn’t that right, Eli?’

 Eli has his deep-thinking face on like a mini-Sherlock Holmes. ‘Yes, my Uncle Samson went to see Jacob. When he came back I overheard him talking to Turtle. He said Jacob had seen a black book with details of stolen things like jewellery, who stole what, and how much they were worth. Thousands and thousands of dollars’ worth. Jacob told the police that he’d seen the black book on Raymond Royce’s best boat, the Lancelot. But they didn’t believe him because they couldn’t find it.’

Fletch has got his mouth croc-wide open. ‘What? The guy on the council, Raymond Royce? His boat. No way!’

‘Yes, way,’ Bernie adds. She’s so clever she gets things quick, ‘That’s why it could be dangerous.’

‘What? Do you think the black book belongs to him?’ Fletch asks.

She snaps, ‘We don’t know! But Jacob saw the black book on the Lancelot.’

‘Well, we can have a look on Sunday then,’ Fletch says smugly. 

‘How!’ Bernie quizzes him.

Fletch sits up and says, ‘Because, sister, there’s going to be a big party on the Lancelot. A council party to thank people who help in the community. Mum and Dad got an invitation. We can beg them to take us. Mum likes to show us off.’

‘That’s a brilliant idea,’ I say.

Even Bernie has to admit this is smart thinking from Fletch.

‘Okay. As long as she doesn’t make us wear matching outfits!’

‘That was only when we were little,’ Fletch says, grinning at her.

The thought of them in matching outfits is actually very funny. They’d look ridiculous.

Eli is quiet. He suddenly looks tired. Over it all. His brown eyes are a mixture of angry and sad.

I sum up. ‘So, you two are going to get onto the Lancelot and try and find the black book.’

‘It’s a start,’ says Bernie.

 I carry on, ‘And we’re going to talk to Jacob’s girlfriend, Jacinta Pines, and suss out Royce Marine. After the jewellery was found in his locker and he got arrested no one heard from Jacinta. Not Turtle. Not even Jacob.’

‘Yikes,’ says Fletch.

‘I know, right,’ I carry on. ‘Eli has only seen her once at Turtle’s place but he’s going to try to find her. And I’m going to do some detective work on the Royce Marine Company. Maybe somebody saw something suspicious. And we need to get going asap.’

I liked adding that, asap—as soon as possible. It sounds important. And it is.

The sun’s starting to drop down from the top of the sky, like a golden fried egg on a bright blue plate. When it sets, it sets quick—Queensland style. I’m hungry. ‘We’d better go. Mum likes me home by five,’ I say.

‘Yeah, us too,’ says Bernie.

Fletch gets on his bike. ‘Can we have a name, or a code word, or something?’ 

Bernie hits him. ‘Don’t be so dramatic.’

But Fletch ignores her. ‘What do you reckon, Eli?’ he asks.

Bernie and Fletch always ask and include Eli even if he’s in a no-talking mood.

Mini-Sherlock scratches his head. He clears his throat. ‘If we need to talk about Jacob or this at school, then we’ll call it…’ He stops and looks at Fletch who has got on his bike. He’s balancing, no hands just back-front pedalling. ‘Arrow.’
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Jacob’s Hut

Two days later Eli got Turtle to invite me over to his place for tea. Mum was more than happy about it because she wouldn’t have to listen to me complaining about the mackerel they’re having. Apparently, oily fish is important to sooth Terry’s irritable bowels, but I’m not a fish fan.

There’s been no good news about Jacob from the lawyer. In fact, no news. The trial is just getting closer with no defence other than Jacob’s word.

 As soon as Mum drops me off I feel the sadness. It hangs over Turtle’s house like a saggy tarp. Baby Morris is over to play and if he can’t cheer Turtle up nothing can. Turtle finally gets him to sleep in the porta cot after feeding us all homemade spring rolls. The kitchen door is propped open and a breeze blows on Baby Morris through the flywire door. Turtle, Eli and I sit dozy at the kitchen table.

I like the way Turtle speaks. She and Eli talk to each other in Bahasa Indonesia, but mostly Turtle speaks English for me when I’m here. She came here from Indonesia with Eli’s grandpa when they were young. There’s an old black-and-white photo of the two of them on the dresser. Eli’s grandpa is holding a surfboard with one hand, all shaggy long hair and beard, and he’s hugging Turtle with the other arm like he’ll never let her go. She’s tiny—still is—and she’s smiling up at him with perfect straight white teeth. She’s wearing a sarong and she has a flower tucked behind her ear. Her hair is dark and straight like Eli’s. Eli’s grandpa died of lung cancer. He could never give up the smokes. Turtle said he’d be furious over all this: he’d say it was because of the way Jacob looked that they’d been so quick to arrest him. That’s probably right. It does seem to be the way things go. 

Turtle gives us some juicy cut-up pineapple for dessert and we gobble it up. Even though she’s small she makes you feel safe. Like she’s a super possum that could quadruple in size and protect you, scoop you up in her tail, and claw away any danger.

‘It will be okay. Jacob never did a sneaky thing. Not ever,’ she says more to herself than to us.

Eli shrugs like he doesn’t believe it will be okay.

She glowers at him. ‘Don’t you do anything silly to help him.’

How can she tell?

‘Promise me, Eli!’

 He nods vigorously.

‘Good boy. You too, Andy.’

I nod the tiniest bit into the sweet fruit. Pineapple drips from my chin.

We sit and listen as Baby Morris gurgles his pigeon sleep sounds. Coo. Coo.

A tiny stream of water drips down from the kitchen air-conditioner and puddles on the floor. Turtle is sleepy. She closes her eyes, crosses her arms and lets her head droop towards the table.

‘Come on, let’s go out the back. We’ll come back in half an hour to check on her and Baby Morris,’ Eli whispers.

We carefully open the flywire door. For an old door it has got a strong spring. Eli eases it shut behind us to stop it banging.

On the back steps I stop. ‘I don’t like lying to Turtle,’ I mutter to Eli.

‘We didn’t lie.’ He frowns.

‘But I nodded?’ I whisper.

‘We didn’t say anything, though. But anyway, the truth would make her worry even more.’ 

That’s true.

It’s really humid outside.

Out past the raised veggie gardens is Jacob’s hut. Eli heads for it and I follow. It’s an old shed with the same peeling white weatherboard and stained dark grey roof as the house. It is Jacob’s place to hang out when the house is in a frenzy and all the kids are over. He and Eli used to share a sleep-out on the side of the house, but when Jacob started working with Royce Marine he moved in here. I can understand it. Even Eli gets exhausted trying to defend his things from the cousin pack. It’s bad enough for me with Frankie.

I’ve never been in Jacob’s hut and I’m not sure he’s let Eli in a lot either. Eli starts fussing and digging up the ground near the padlocked door.

‘Should we be doing this?’ I mumble as I glance back at the quiet house.

Eli digs for a few more long minutes, then turns to me holding a shoebox with an old plastic drink bottle in it. It’s full of brown gunk. 

‘Ant trap,’ he hisses. ‘Doesn’t work, but this is where he hides the spare key.’

Triumphantly Eli holds up a muddy brass key. ‘The police have been through his shed. They didn’t find anything, but they don’t know him like I do,’ he says.

The padlock is rusty, but the key works. The door opens and Eli pulls a string to turn on the light. From the back of the shed comes a rustle. Something got disturbed. I ignore it. You can’t panic over every noise when you live up here.

We go inside.

The floor is concrete and on it is a worn blue rug and there’s a two-person sofa facing some crates with planks on top on them to make a table. It’s very clean. A single bed is made up neatly against the back wall. Besides a fridge humming away in the corner attached to the house by an extension cord there’s an old bookcase shoved against the wall. Jacob’s team sport photos and his certificates, like his diving course, are all propped up on it. 

‘Over here, Andy,’ says Eli.

I creep over. There’s a picture of Jacob when he first got the crewing apprenticeship with Royce Marine. I look at Jacob and the rest of the cadets in front of Royce’s huge yacht, the Lancelot. I read the names under the picture. One of them is Jacinta Pines. ‘Is that her?’ I ask.

‘Sure is, Andy.’

‘She looks nice?’

Eli tuts at me. ‘Blue-ringed octopuses look nice—until they kill you.’

‘When are you planning on talking to her?’

‘I don’t know. Turtle has her eyes on me all the time. She’s like an owl with a swivelling head. And now Samson is taking us all to the city on Friday. He and my aunt are working with the lawyers. Turtle and I are in charge of my cousins.’

Yikes. That’ll be a tough job. ‘Will you see Jacob?’ I ask.

 Eli sighs and shakes his head. ‘No, only the grown-ups are allowed.’

For the next half hour, we search Jacob’s shed. The only thing we find is a cap. In a box of Jacob’s work uniforms. The cap is a Royce Marine one, and scribbled on it in pen are the initials JP.

‘This could be Jacinta’s. She probably left it here when she was hanging out with Jacob,’ Eli says.

He hands it to me, and I get an idea.

‘How about I take this to the Royce Marine yachts on Saturday. If Jacinta still works there, I can return her cap and it will be an excuse to talk to her.’

Eli’s eyes light up. I see excitement on my best friend’s face.

The back porch light flicks on. The flywire door slams. Turtle is staring at us with her hands on her hips. ‘What are you boys doing in there! You’re as slippery as sugarcane sap. Out! I want that shed nice for Jacob when he gets home!’ she shouts.

I shove the cap under my T-shirt and follow Eli outside. He pulls the shed door shut and locks it. Then he goes to put the secret key back, but Turtle just stands there and shakes her head like a security guard with her hand outstretched. We walk back to the kitchen and he puts the key in her palm. 

‘Your mum is out the front. Andy, time to go.’ ‘Thanks for tea, Turtle,’ I say, and clutch my belly, so she doesn’t see the cap.

Turtle notices and gestures at my stomach. ‘Too much food?’

I squirm my way past her and into the lounge.

‘Oh no, just too much delicious food,’ I say.

She smiles. ‘Ah, good boy.’

Baby Morris whimpers and she bends into the cot to fish him out. Eli follows me to the front door. I stop before going out to Mum’s car.

‘I’ll speak to Jacinta Pines and the twins will get on the Lancelot. I hope it goes okay in the city. When you get back we’ll have some news, I promise.’
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 Hello, Jacinta Pines

Saturday morning. Eli has left for the city. I’m ready to track down Jacinta Pines. And Bernie and Fletch are all set to explore the Lancelot on Sunday.

I bound down the stairs two at a time from my bedroom. I’ve got Jacinta’s cap in my backpack under a packet of chips and my beat-up school diary.

‘Mum, I’m going to the skate park,’ I call out to her. I’m being super normal, so she doesn’t suspect anything. 

She pops her head out of the kitchen. ‘Okay, but be back for lunch. Terry wants to go furniture shopping.’

Yuck. I hate furniture shopping. ‘Do I have to go?’ I shout out.

‘Yes!’

‘Can I take Washington?’ At the sound of his name the world’s best dog wriggles out of the lounge room where he’s been having a nap. He’s here for the weekend because Sylvie and Dad are at a music festival.

‘Please do!’ Terry yells from the downstairs loo. ‘He’s a little rodent.’

Washington looks like a tiny horse as he gallops past Frankie. She could ride him into battle. As I pick him up, she starts to cry. Not only am I going out but I’m taking her favourite friend. See, Terry—we all like Washington but you.

‘Just go, Andy. Now you’ve set her off,’ Mum snaps.

 I steer Frankie round in Mum’s direction. ‘Biscuit, yum, yum,’ I whisper in her ear. She gets it and she makes for the food. Mum glares at me but gives her a scotch finger to keep her happy.

I put on Washington’s little harness. Now he’s like a miniature chariot horse. He charges through Constable’s enormous cat flap. Terry had to enlarge it because Constable is so ridiculously big. I follow Washington out and get my bike.

You’d think riding a bike with a sausage dog on your lap would be a bad idea or impossible. But Dad cut a piece of floorboard wide enough for Washington’s bum then he clamped it to the cross bar of my bike so Washington sits there and I can still pedal. Washington puts his front paws on the handlebars. He owns it. He sits still, lets his ears flap in the wind and his pointy nose sniffs the afternoon around him.

We ride alongside some sugarcane fields, just a small stretch lining both sides of the highway before I take the turn that leads to the marina. Saturday morning is the perfect time to catch anyone who works down here. Buses have come up from the city and they fill the car park. Masses of tourists make their way to the big catamarans that take them out to the Great Barrier Reef. 

Bernie said I should take Washington as a distraction. She’s right. He is the perfect cover for me to find Jacinta Pines and explore the marina because everyone wants to pat him. As soon as I park my bike and clip the lead to his harness it starts.

Two American tourists in matching pink tracksuits rush over. ‘Oh, my gawd, he is soooo cute. What’s his name?’

‘Washington.’

‘Oh, my gawd, he’s named after our most famous President, soooo cute.’

I nod but that isn’t true. Washington is actually named after an old American crop-spraying pilot who taught Dad how to fly a microlight. Wilbur Washington is lean and, like dog Washington, as slick as a seal. He drives one of the big sugarcane harvesters part-time. He always smells sweet. Wilbur is old and quick like Turtle, not old and slow like a lot of old people are. Dad takes me to see Wilbur once a year. He lives in a blue shack by the ocean. One time we went for a walk in the forest behind his place and I saw my first—and only—cassowary. No surprise really, as it is called Cassowary Glade. Up here they live wild too, but I’ve never seen one. 

The American tourists are called away by the tour leader. Washington is relieved. As well as the big dive and snorkel boats loading up, the rest of the marina is also busy. Lots of the boat owners charter out their boats for fishing and cruising. Wooden docks extend out from the main marina building and boat after boat bobs in its berth. The biggest boats are all moored at the back at the deepest end of the marina. At the end of the walkway is the Lancelot and the other boats in the Royce Marine fleet. I pull down the peak of my cap as I walk towards them. People are loading and unloading boxes and hosing them down. 

I stop at the gangplank of the first boat where a huge buff man is supervising the work. He’s dressed in a Royce Marine uniform. He smiles at me in that jolly I-love-my-job kind of way. His leg muscles are straining out from under his tight navy shorts. ‘Can I help you?’ he booms.

‘Err…yes. I was wondering if you know a person with these initials, JP?’

He looks Washington and me up and down. Washington is pulling on his lead.

‘JP, you say?’ the big man asks.

‘Uh-huh.’

He grins. ‘And why are you after one of my best team members? Jacinta Pines. You’re in luck. I’m the captain of the Lancelot and she’s one of my crew, but we’re helping out on this boat today.’

‘I found this cap with those initials in it. It’s Royce Marine—everyone knows your uniform. Can I give it back to her and have a look round? I’m going to be a rich captain one day,’ I say, sucking up to him. 

He belly laughs and his whole body ripples under his tight clothes. ‘I admire your spirit, son. But it’s not as well paid as you’d think. You’ll find Jacinta in the galley, but I’m only letting you on board because I’m a sucker for a dachshund.’

The big guy gives Washington a good pat. ‘You’ve got ten minutes. Straight down to the galley and the crew quarters. If anyone asks, say you’re Barry’s nephew. Be quick we’ve got guests coming.’

I glance at his gold name badge. It says: Barry Man, Captain.

I pick up Washington, step onto the boat and then go down the stairs. The thing about boats is, big and small, they sit in the water a lot deeper than you’d think from looking at them on the land. They’re nearly the same size under the water as above it.

‘Hello?’ I call out from the steep stairs. ‘Hello!’

 No answer. Washington is squirming wanting to get down. But I can’t risk it. He’s such a little sneak he’ll be rolling on one of the beds before I can stop him and I don’t want to get on the wrong side of Big Barry.

Down here there are no windows. One cabin door is open: it’s tiny, with narrow bunk beds with cupboards underneath that are no bigger than the back of Sylvie’s car. I actually lied to Barry. I don’t like boats much. I feel sick and the rocking makes it worse. I went in a moored submarine once. It was awful—so squashy and smelly and claustrophobic. I chucked everywhere.

It’s quiet down here. I turn the knob of one door. It’s locked. And another. Locked too.

There’s a clatter and the smell of cake. I think I’ve found the galley. The door is open and I go in.

And there she is, Jacinta Pines. She has a gold name badge on her white crew top, but I recognise her anyway, from the photo in Jacob’s hut.

‘Hello,’ I smile.

 I put Washington down and he heads straight for the bin. I start scrambling in my backpack for the cap.

‘Who are you?’ she says.

‘I’m…Andy.’

‘Andy? Why are you down here?’

‘I found your cap.’

I pull it out and thrust it at her. She looks surprised. ‘Where did you get this?’

‘From Jacob’s shed,’ I offer. Then the words tumble out. Bernie would be so much better at this than me. ‘Jacob Wilson is my best friend’s cousin. He’s been arrested but he’s innocent. He could go to jail.’

She puts her hand up to stop me talking. ‘Shush!’ She beckons me in close to the fridge, grabs my hand, and whispers straight in my face. ‘I know Jacob. We were…you know…’

‘No.’

‘You know!’

‘No.’

 ‘Dating.’

‘Oh yeah.’

‘But you can’t go around talking about him. There’s more going on here than you can imagine.’

‘We are going to prove he didn’t steal the jewels,’ I say quickly.

Bang. There’s clattering on the deck.

Jacinta’s eyes flick up at the stairs. ‘It’s complicated,’ she mutters.

Big Barry’s voice booms. ‘New nephew with the cool dog! Time to go. Hurry. Hurry!’

I scoop up Washington. I don’t know if Jacinta is scared or angry. She straightens her uniform, reties her long hair and she calls upstairs, ‘He’s down here, Barry. I’ll send him up! He found my cap. How cool is that!’ And then to me she whispers, ‘You need to find Ruby.’

‘Ruby!?’

‘Yes. I can’t talk. Tomorrow I’m back crewing on the Lancelot permanently.’

She turns away. And I struggle up the yacht steps with Washington. 

At the top I meet Big Barry.

‘Everything okay?’ he asks.

‘Sure. Thank you,’ I say a little too brightly.

I put Washington down. Big Barry pats him, and then I jog away from the marina with Washington trotting along beside me.

I have the afternoon’s furniture-shopping expedition with Terry to think all this over.
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The Party on the Lancelot

It’s Monday morning, and Eli is back at school. Unfortunately, he picked a rubbish code word. On my desk just at first bell is a piece of scrap paper with the word Arrow scribbled across it in huge letters. It’s in Fletch’s writing. Harvey sees it and starts laughing.

‘Are you still working on that bike formation thing?’ he teases.

‘Yeah. What of it? Are you jealous you don’t have a crew?’ I answer back.

 Mrs Cummins is sensing trouble and she does that teacher thing where they just wander around. ‘Everything all right, boys?’

‘Yep,’ Harvey and I mumble.

‘Good. Then open your books.’

I glare at Fletch who shrugs in his who-me? way. Bernie is shaking her head. She was right about code names. Obviously, Bernie and Fletch have important information but Fletch needs to be more careful. This is a secret operation. We’ve got an excursion tomorrow and we will need to watch Harvey. Give him a sniff of anything interesting and he’ll be all over us like heat rash.

It’s an age and an insane amount of equivalent fractions before recess. What is the point of them? You can hear sighs of relief when the bell rings. In the rush to get outside I whisper to Eli to meet at the pipes. Then I catch up to Bernie and Fletch and wave them to follow me.

Normally we’d head straight out to the oval to play footy, or the basketball court if Bernie is in training, but you can’t talk out there. Everyone would come over for a listen. 

We hang back until big-ears Harvey has made his way to the oval, then make a dash for the far side of the playground and the pipes. Mostly just little kids play here. At some point, the school got a whole load of massive concrete pipes like the ones that carry away stormwater. They’re big. Your average five-year-old can stand up in one. They were arranged into tunnels and then a mound of dirt was dumped on them and over the top there’s grass and plants. It looks like the place where hobbits live. For a while no one played in them because a rumour went around that a kid had a wee in here. There’re actually pretty dirty and they do smell but at least it’s private inside. Fletch and Bernie and I crawl into the deepest one. The twins are really tall and they sit round-shouldered, their backs curved around the side of the pipe.

‘I feel like I’m going to catch something in here,’ Bernie moans.

 I don’t say anything, but I agree, and I point at some spiderwebs caught in her hair.

She yanks her ponytail free. ‘Yuck.’

Fletch opens his chips. ‘It is gross. But I’m starving. I’ll chance it.’

There’s a rustle at the entrance. Eli wriggles in and finds a spot in the cold concrete tube.

‘How did you go at the weekend, mate?’ I ask.

He frowns. ‘It was long. My cousins are exhausting. And Samson could only see Jacob once. He said he wasn’t looking too well.’

Bernie wriggles closer. ‘Is the trial still in two weeks?’

‘’Fraid so.’ Eli shakes himself together. ‘How did you guys go?’ He smiles.

‘Well, I met Jacinta Pines,’ I say and quickly swallow a bit of banana.

Eli’s face brightens a bit.

‘She said we needed to find someone called Ruby. But she was a bit weird and intense.’

‘In a good way?’ Eli asks thoughtfully.

 I shrug. I honestly don’t know.

Fletch points at Bernie. ‘You tell ’em Bernie, I’m eating. We got on the Lancelot, she’s a big kahuna.’

She tuts at Fletch but starts up. ‘So, yesterday was the party on Raymond Royce’s yacht. There were about fifty people: families and kids. But we were only allowed on the deck and in the sun-rooms. Raymond Royce was so keen to talk to Mum about the basketball finals that he didn’t see us sneak off to check out the rest of the boat. I made out I needed to go to the toilet really badly. The top deck ones were full, so one of the girls serving let us go to one of the guest bathrooms near the saloon.’

Fletch leans in closer to pick up the story. Maybe it’s a twin thing the way they can just carry on each other’s conversations. ‘It was super plush down there. All white walls and leather sofas, big tinted windows, dark shiny wood shelves, and the carpet was so thick Washington would be up to his knees.’ Fletch scrunches up his chips packet and shoves it in his shorts pocket. 

‘But did you find anything?’ I ask.

Bernie shakes her head and answers. ‘So, bad news. There was no black book. No books at all in fact. There were photos, though, of a lot of rich people like the ones Mum reads about in her magazines. And there was a monstrous painting of an African safari hunt. Elephants and lions and rhinos all roaring and old men aiming guns at them. Sylvie would have a fit.’ Bernie pauses like she’s finished.

Eli is quiet, taking it all in. Then he sighs. ‘Oh well, at least you tried.’

Fletch cracks up laughing and play punches him. ‘You are way too easy, man. Of course, there’s more.’

Eli’s eyes twinkle for a second.

‘On the big coffee table was a map.’ Bernie’s talking fast now, excited by their story. ‘It was laid out. A fishing map of this coastline and all the mangrove creeks and rivers feeding into it from the rainforest. There were dots on some of them. And pens and glasses, like someone was looking closely at it. But it’s weird because a big boat like the Lancelot would never get into those narrow fishing channels.’ 

Fletch is back in. ‘So, we snuck up to get a closer look and then there was a yell behind us: “Hey! What are you two doing!” shouted a short stumpy guy who looked like a potato. Beside him was a tall stringy guy. So thin his clothes were hanging off him. “Who let you go to these toilets!” the potato one shouted and he charged over to us like a little bull and rolled up the map. “No snooping around! Now get out. I’m watching you!” Then the girl who’d let us down there came running out of the galley with a tray of cakes. And they looked delicious too.’

‘Enough with the food, Fletch.’ Bernie pokes him and carries on. ‘The chunky guy snapped at the girl. “I’ve told you before, no one but crew is allowed down here. Do you understand, Jacinta?” “Sorry, Levi,” she said and went back to the galley.’ 

‘Jacinta!’ Eli and I say at exactly the same time.

‘Jinx!’ we both yell.

‘Yep. It was Jacinta Pines! So, we met her too,’ Bernie says triumphantly. ‘She had a name badge and she looked like a girlfriend.’

Now this is getting interesting. I feel like Shaggy when he’s about to unmask one of those ghost villains. Little shivers run down my back.

‘So, we’ve got a map the potato dude didn’t want you to see, and someone called Ruby Jacinta wants us to find,’ I sum up. ‘This is good.’

Eli—mini-Sherlock—is processing it all. He has his deep-thinking face on.

Then the bell rings.

There’s the scuffle above us as the kids playing on the pipe mound rush back to class. Little kids can’t wait to get back. We’re much slower now that we’re older, but Mrs Cummins is tight on lateness and I don’t fancy picking up rubbish at lunch. 

As we start wriggling to get out Eli stops. ‘Can you remember anything else about the map?’ he calmly asks the twins.

‘Don’t have to remember, man.’ Fletch grins. ‘I had Mum’s phone so she could message us if she wanted to leave the party. And I’d taken a sneaky little pic just before those guys sprung us. Me and Bernie will make a copy of that map asap. And then we can look at it closely.’

I like the way Fletch says asap too.

Eli and I squash out. We wait for the twins and we all go back to class together. Safety in numbers. The playground is almost empty.

Then Fletch remembers something else. ‘After we got sprung by Sausage and Mash we—’’

‘Hang on. Who are Sausage and Mash?’ I interrupt.

‘The potato guy. I’ve called him Mash. The skinny dude is Sausage.’

 ‘Excellent names,’ I can’t help saying.

‘Thanks, mate,’ Fletch beams. ‘Well, as me and Bernie were going up to the deck, we heard Mash saying to Sausage, “I can’t believe those kids saw the map. The boss will be wild if finds out. We’ll have to keep an eye out for them.” It was intense.’

Eli has been taking this all in. He swallows and we wait for him to say what he has to say even though Mrs Cummins is glaring at us from the door of our building and tapping her watch.

‘Thanks for doing this for Jacob and me and Turtle,’ he says in his thoughtful way. ‘We’ve got a map and we need to look for Ruby.’ Then as an afterthought he smiles, which is good to see.
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Hunting for Ruby

Mrs Cummins is in a frenzy. She’s taking us out on the excursion today. It’s really humid already, and when she gets stressed, she gets big rashy welts on her neck. I get it—we’re a nightmare. She likes us nicely boxed-in at school. Not loose and exploring, scattering like bull ants when you stomp on a nest.

It’s Enviro Week and we’re going up to Kaylam Beach to do a litter pick-up and then to a marine animal-rescue sanctuary. I’ve been there a few times before with Sylvie, it’s mostly sea turtles. It’s terrible what happens to the sea turtles out in the ocean. Getting tangled in fishing gear and plastic, and getting rubbish in their stomachs, let alone poachers catching them for shells and eggs. No wonder they are endangered. 

‘Hurry up. Everyone on the bus. Quick!’ Mrs Cummins orders.

Harvey is onto us. I can’t say exactly how I know but I sense him sniffing around like a dog after a bone. He’s offering Fletch some sour squirms as we get onto the bus. Fletch better not tell him anything in exchange. I glare at him and he shrugs, shaking his head, with two fat lime tails hanging out of his mouth.

It’s too hot to rush. Eli and I hang back. Even though it’s nearer Mrs Cummins I’d rather sit up the front. I get carsick, and the tightly packed minibus is gross up the back. Bernie hauls Fletch away from Harvey to sit behind us.

We begin the drive. Bernie sticks her head through the gap between the seats. ‘I’ve got the photograph of the map—you know—from the Lancelot,’ she whispers. 

That was quick.

She shuffles in her backpack and pushes a folded-up piece of paper through the gap.

Harvey spots her and yells out from the back. ‘Mrs Cummins, Andy, Eli and Bernice are passing notes about me.’

He’s such a liar. As quick as I can, I shove the map under my shirt.

Mrs Cummins spins around like a ninja. ‘That better not be true!’ she says. ‘I won’t have that. And, Bernice Montgomery, I certainly expect better from you, a state champion and school captain!’

Bernie nods. She looks shocked and sad like she’s let Mrs Cummins down. Bernie is such a good faker. She knows just how to play teachers. ‘We weren’t. Honestly.’ She smiles at Mrs Cummins with big innocent eyes. ‘We would never write notes about Harvey.’ 

Mrs Cummins is relieved her star pupil isn’t up to mischief. ‘No, of course you wouldn’t Bernice.’ She glares at Harvey. As soon as she turns round Harvey smoulders and makes angry gestures at us. Then Mrs Cummins snaps at the bus driver. ‘Mary, turn up the air conditioning!’

Mary drives the school bus and runs the canteen and the uniform shop and lost property. She flicks a switch, but sadly nothing happens. ‘Sorry, Carol. It’s broken,’ she says. Looks like another job for Terry.

At Kaylam Beach, it’s six bags of filthy plastic rubbish and two pairs of super sweaty plastic gloves before we can finally look at the map. Tourist are disgusting. They can’t even carry the recyclable bottles and soft plastic to the bins in the car parks. We’re having our lunch break at one of those run-down playgrounds where the paint is all peeling and the swings creak. We’re sprinkled in little groups finding shade under straggly palm trees or under the ragged playground shade cloth. Harvey and his group are mucking around over by the toilet block, but Mrs Cummins doesn’t have the energy to stop them. The four of us slink off to the start of a path that winds down to the beach. True croc country. You’d think you’d just see crocs in riverways and swamps, but up here the salties also swim like giant logs out in the oceans too. Morning and evening are bad times because the sun reflects off the water and you can’t see what’s underneath. I’ve been tricked a few times. What I thought was a drifting log in a calm sea paradise flicks with a gentle splash and you realise it is one of the planet’s supreme predators out for a cruise. 

Eli puts his lunch box away and glances around. No one is interested in what we’re doing.

He taps my arm. ‘Let’s have a look at this map then, Andy. Have you two had a good look at it already?’ he asks Bernie and Fletch.

They shake their heads.

 I pull it out from under my shirt. It’s all curled up and damp with sweat.

Bernie scrunches up her nose, ‘Nice, Andy—not!’ But we unfold it anyway.

It shows the mangrove creeks spreading out like branches of a monkey-puzzle tree from the marina. Some of the big channels I know. Dad has taken me along them fishing for barramundi. Others are dead ends, and some so knotted together you’d get lost before you’d even begun. There are dots marked on some of the more complicated channels deeper into the mangroves but nothing more.

‘Sausage and Mash were furious we’d seen this map, and you don’t put dots on a map for no reason. They were up to something,’ Bernie says.

Eli nods.

Fletch chomps a bit of apple. ‘And what about Ruby?’

We look at the map again. Closer this time. Hoping one of us will be able to work out what the dots are. 

As we’re thinking how impossible this all is something pokes me in the back. ‘Ouch!’

Harvey is standing behind me with a big stick, grinning. We should’ve heard him or had a look out. He could’ve heard anything.

‘Look at you with your little treasure map. Still playing pirates,’ he teases and grabs the map out of my hand.

From near the bus, I can see Mrs Cummins packing the bus. ‘Five more minutes!’ she shrieks in her warning voice.

‘Give it back,’ I snap.

‘Or what?’ he jeers.

‘Look, just give it back, okay.’

But he doesn’t. Instead he tears it up and chucks it on the ground. ‘You’re such a bunch of fools. Those dots are boat wrecks. Ruby isn’t a person. Ruby’s a boat. She got capsized in a hurricane years ago and washed into the mangroves. She’s all jammed into the swamp, upside down with her big red hull sticking up out of the water. Don’t you know anything?’ 

I remember Dad’s story. ‘Did Ruby belong to Big Nigel?’ I ask.

‘Uh-huh,’ answers Harvey.

I can’t help myself. ‘And how come you know all about it?’

‘Because, Andy, my dad goes fishing too. I don’t know where Ruby is but all those dots are in Sebastian’s territory,’ he adds smugly. ‘He’s the biggest croc in the mangroves. Everyone knows that. Anyone who goes near Ruby has to go past him.’ He laughs and struts off to the bus.

‘Great, Ruby is in the territory of a prehistorically huge and deadly mega croc,’ Fletch adds unhelpfully. We’ve all heard of Sebastian. You don’t live in a small town and not know its legends and monsters.

The four of us stare at the ripped-up map. We can print another one, but I can’t help myself, I yell out, ‘Mrs Cummins, Harvey threw rubbish all over the ground! I’m picking it up.’ 

‘Thank you, Andy!’ she calls back. ‘Harvey, that’ll be detention for you! How could you do that when we are here to protect the environment?’ We tune out of her lecture and pack our lunch things away.

I stare at Eli, wondering what my mini-Sherlock mate is thinking. Jacinta told us to find Ruby, but she didn’t say why. We know what Ruby is and where she is, but not why we need to find her. There’s only one way to find that out.

‘We need a boat,’ Eli says thoughtfully.

It seems impossible. Where are we going to get a boat from?
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A Red Herring?

It’s the evening after the excursion and it’s almost dark. There’s a massive beep from a car horn. I know the beep. It’s Dad and Sylvie pulling up in the driveway. Washington has stayed with us longer than expected because Dad’s car broke down at the festival. You can feel Terry bristling.

‘They are always late, Julie. They are so disorganised.’ Terry always talks about Dad just loud enough for me to hear but quiet enough for him to pretend he doesn’t mean for me to hear. ‘I mean, that disgusting dog has been here two days longer than they said. I’m keeping track. It has licked Frankie head to toe about twenty times. You sure she won’t catch something?’ It actually has been gross. Frankie and Washington have been eating food off each other for days. 

‘It’s fine, Terry. Calm down,’ Mum soothes.

Dad doesn’t bother ringing the doorbell, which also annoys Terry. He just walks straight in the back door doing what people do at his place.

‘Terry,’ Dad says. He smiles and shakes Terry’s hand. ‘Jules.’ He kisses Mum on the cheek. ‘You both all good?’

‘Fine thanks,’ Terry mutters. Dad’s cheerfulness is another thing that annoys Terry heaps.

‘Thanks for having Washington,’ says Dad.

Everyone stares at Washington and Frankie. Both of them are covered in pink playdough. ‘And I see this little mite is growing like a weed,’ Dad continues.

It’s a weird thing to say about Frankie, but Mum smiles and shakes her head. ‘She certainly is, Rob.’ 

It’s funny. Some kids I know whose parents have split up and got remarried say their parents hate each other and won’t talk, but Mum and Dad are okay. Sylvie swishes in. She’s wearing a white cape dress thing and looks like a good witch. She blows a kiss at Mum and goes in for a hug, but Mum is tense. Mum is allergic to tea-tree oil, and Sylvie coats herself in it.

Dad and Sylvie both give Frankie a kiss, and Frankie glares at them because she knows they’re taking Washington.

Terry clears his throat. ‘I have to say, Rob, we have had a few issues with Washington this stay,’ he says in a posh superior way.

Uh-oh.

‘He has been using Constable’s cat flap to get out and I’ve had to retrieve him from Victor’s yard several times. He and Victor’s poodle have even struck up a friendship.’

 I haven’t even told Terry how many times I’ve had to retrieve Washington. He’s been sneaking out and following me every chance he gets.

I can see Dad is not sure what to say. He coughs. ‘Well, it is an unusually large cat flap, Terry.’

Terry puffs up like a bush turkey.

‘It’s all good,’ Mum soothes. ‘It’s just Constable doesn’t like him using it.’

‘Oh, I can fully understand that,’ says Sylvie. ‘Animals are very particular about their territory. We will speak to Washington.’ Now, Sylvie is the animal expert in the room, and she seems to calm things down.

‘Well, thanks heaps for having him. Maybe Constable is jealous of him and Frankie,’ Dad jokes.

No one laughs.

‘We’d better be going, then. Andy, could you bring Washington out to the car?’ Dad says.

‘Sure,’ I reply.

‘Blessings, everyone. Peace and love,’ Sylvie sings as she follows Dad out. 

You can hear Terry sigh with relief. Frankie starts to howl when I pick Washington up and take him outside to the car.

Sylvie snuggles Washington on the front seat, and Dad and I stand at the back of the Landcruiser. Behind us the night-time bugs are gathering around the porch light. Hordes of midges and tiny flies. I feel a sting on my arm. Even in the middle of this housing estate the mozzies still get you.

‘Sorry we didn’t get back sooner. I wanted to have a word about Eli and see how he’s going. Jacob’s trial is getting close, eh,’ Dad says to me.

‘Ten days, Dad.’

‘That’s not long. Poor lad. Jail is a bad place for young ones.’ He shakes his head.

‘And I suppose Eli is taking it hard, and poor Turtle. There’s not much anyone can do.’

I don’t know why but hearing Dad talk like this makes me cross. He’s meant to be the positive one. ‘He’s not going to go to jail, Dad! We’re going to prove he didn’t do it.’ 

‘All right, sorry Andy, calm down.’

‘We’ll prove he was framed! We’ve already got some leads.’

Dad sighs in that grown-up way that means it will never happen. ‘That’s good then. But Andy.’

‘Yep?’

‘I think it’s a good idea if you prepare for the worst, eh.’

I bite my lip.

For some reason the fact Dad doesn’t really think we can prove Jacob is innocent bothers me. It also makes me even more determined to help Jacob and Eli.

‘Dad,’ I say. ‘What was Big Nigel’s boat called? You know the one Sebastian claimed?’

‘That’s an odd question, Andy. She was called Ruby. People say Sebastian guards her like an evil tyrant.’

I’m not sure I wanted Dad to confirm what Harvey said.

 Dad pulls me in and gives me a tight hug. ‘Sorry, mate, I didn’t mean to upset you. Remember I’m doing the full-moon cleansing with Sylvie on Friday night. Mum’s going to drop you at the sanctuary Saturday morning.’

I’d forgotten that.

‘Love you,’ I mumble.

‘You too, mate.’

I wait outside as the Landcruiser splutters away up the street. Washington has his nose out the window, saying goodbye.

It must be hard for him going between families too.

Mum swings the front door open. ‘Time for bed, Andy.’

‘But it’s only eight. And Frankie’s still up!’

‘Well not long, eh. You’ve got school tomorrow. Get inside or you’ll be bitten to death.’

I slouch inside out of the savage night.

Sometimes things get so hard that you feel like you can’t keep going. By Friday I see it all over Eli’s face. We’re no futher along with the Save-Jacob project than we were on the excursion. I wait for him while he parks his bike. It’s funny, isn’t it. Where do people find that little bit extra to keep going and keep trying. I think about one of Mrs Cummins’ resilience posters hanging on the wall in class: Never give up—even when things are tough. Easier said than done, Mrs Cummins, but we need to remember that now more than ever because things are looking very tough for Jacob. 

Bernie and Fletch sweep in on their scooters and lean them in the corner where the little kids won’t knock them over. Fletch is a lock monitor. He’s in charge of locking the bike shed when the bikes and scooter are in at the start of the day, and unlocking it before home time.

Bernie comes straight up to us. ‘I’ve been thinking. You know this Jacinta thing?’

‘Yeah.’ I shrug.

‘Well, if she told us to find Ruby there has to be a good reason? But I don’t think we should even think about going near Ruby or Sebastian unless it will help Jacob.’ 

I see where she’s going. ‘Are you saying she may have given me a red herring?’ I ask.

‘What’s a red herring? Why would she give you a fish?’ Fletch asks.

‘A red herring is a decoy. Something to throw us off the trail. We don’t know if she can be trusted, yet. Maybe finding Ruby will help Jacob or maybe not,’ Bernie explains.

‘But why a red herring. That’s nuts. Red herring. Red herring. Red herring,’ Fletch keeps muttering to himself.

Bernie looks like she’s going to explode. ‘Enough with the red herring, Fletch! We need more information about Ruby from Jacinta herself. She’s one of the crew on the Lancelot. So how about a stake-out at the marina? We can ambush her.’

Sometimes Fletch says weird stuff, but sometimes he says something spot on. ‘It’s Friday. Our parents and Turtle won’t know if we’re out late if we say we’re staying at each other’s places!’ He turns to Eli for confirmation. 

Eli has been listening hard. He gives us his I’m-pleased face.

Action at last!

And, luckily for me, I’m not going to Dad’s tonight.

Fletch locks the bike shed.

‘Are we agreed? Stake-out tonight? We’re going to ambush Jacinta Pines?’ Bernie checks.

We all nod.

‘Yep,’ says Eli.

The bell rings.

Another boring school day.

But this one is heaps more interesting because we’ve got a stake-out to organise.
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Stake-out

Bernie, Eli and I are sitting crouched behind bins and crates on the wharf. Fletch is beside us, lying flat on his stomach with a pair of binoculars pointed at the Lancelot. It was actually a lot more complicated to organise a stake-out than you’d think because parents and Turtle are sharp as snake fangs.

‘Are you sure you’re having tea with Bernice and Fletcher, Andy?’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘Eli, is Julie happy you’re going to their house to hang out with Andy?’

‘Yes, Turtle.’

‘Turtle has a lot on, Bernice and Fletcher, don’t go making more work for her this evening. Are you sure she wants you both over for supper?’

‘Totally.’

It was hard work, but somehow we managed to swing it and we’ve all got until ten to be outside each other’s houses ready to be picked up. We’ve pulled the wheelie bins around us in a cage. I brought the binoculars that were a present from Dad. Bernie has a notebook and pen—she’s the best writer and speller. Eli has a mega torch. We’ve been here since six and I’m starving. Fletch had snacks, but ate them all, and Bernie has given us each a new copy of the mangrove map.

The wharf was busy between five and seven. All the tourists want to do is get back to their posh hotels for tea. No one noticed four kids mucking around on bikes. And no one cared that four kids were moving the bins to set up our camp. 

The Lancelot has been quiet since we began the stake-out. It’s odd, though, because all the other boats are being hosed down by their crews. There are lights on inside the Lancelot, but not a soul on deck.

The yacht club is closing for the evening. There’s just the faraway clatter of tidying up ready for it all to begin tomorrow. The last of the tourists and workers are wandering to their cars.

We wait.

It’s heaps uncomfortable.

Time ticks.

Then, hooray, the door of the Lancelot top deck opens. Light floods out, and a figure emerges.

‘No way,’ hisses Fletch. ‘That’s Mash!’ Mash is short and built like an Olympic wrestler.

Then another person comes on deck. We all nudge each other. It’s Jacinta Pines.

Jacinta crosses the gangplank with a pile of flattened boxes. Fletch practically inhales the remains of a corn chip stuck in his teeth. She’s heading straight for us. Then she changes direction and moves away from our bins, which aren’t the recycle ones. To be honest we should have gone for the recycle bins, as it is smelly here. It’s always hot and real rubbish loves to sweat. 

Eli leans forward. ‘Jacinta,’ he loud whispers. ‘We need to talk to you.’

It’s hard because in the dark I can’t tell if she heard him. She doesn’t respond, just walks back to the Lancelot. She says something to Mash and goes inside.

‘Now what?’ moans Fletch.

‘We wait,’ says Bernie. ‘She might come out again.’

‘What if she heard you, Eli, and told Mash and he comes over?’ worries Fletch.

‘Then we’ll know for sure she’s up to something and we can go to the police.’ Eli sounds confident when he says this and we all relax a tiny bit.

We wait some more.

 It’s heaps more uncomfortable.

Time ticks.

I check my watch. For the last hour the Lancelot has been quiet as, which makes me think Jacinta didn’t hear Eli. Or, if she did, she didn’t say anything to Mash, which is a good thing. There is only the lapping of the water on the dock and against the hulls of the boats.

Only a dim streetlight now lights the wharf. I lie on my back and look at the stars. This is boring just like in films.

Fletch wriggles closer to Bernie, who squirms away from him. ‘Personal space, please!’ she grumbles.

‘I need to fart,’ Fletch says.

‘You are truly disgusting.’ Bernie scowls.

‘I know, right.’ Fletch loves it. ‘How ’bout you, Andy? Bet my fart smells better than these bins. Get a whiff.’

I shove him away. ‘I’m not going to test it!’

‘Shush!’ snaps Eli. ‘Listen.’

 We stop laughing.

There’s the grunt of an approaching motorboat. The whir of the engine is loud in the quiet night. There’s a lone headlight on the bow. We watch the boat enter the marina from the open sea channel. It slows down and putts into the marina towards the Lancelot. The engine cuts down to a purr. The boat is small but it’s got one heck of a big engine on the back. It could power through anything. It pulls into a small gap between the Lancelot and another Royce Marine yacht moored next to it.

No one moves.

A tall lanky figure clambers out of the boat. He climbs over the tyres that stop boats crashing into the wharf, then up the ladder.

‘That’s Sausage,’ gasps Bernie.

If you put shoes on a sausage, it would look like this guy. He is the same width from head to toe. We watch as he ties ropes to secure his boat. He’s carrying an empty dry bag, like the ones Dad takes canoeing, a big waterproof sack. He boards the Lancelot and knocks on the cabin door. 

‘Psst. Psst,’ Sausage hisses.

Nothing happens. He repeats it again, much louder.

‘Psst! Psst!’

The door flies open.

‘Shush!’ a voice barks—it’s Mash. ‘Get in here. Do you want everyone to know what we’re up to?’

I catch my breath. Beside me I can feel Bernie’s chest thumping. Eli and Fletch are rigid.

Sausage and Mash disappear into the Lancelot.

‘Wow. This is intense. What are they up to?’ Fletch whispers.

On the other side of me Eli reaches for the binoculars. ‘I’ll try and see what they’re doing.’

He points them at the big window.

This has suddenly got very real. I nudge him. ‘What’s happening, Eli?’

‘They’re in the main saloon. There’s that gross hunting picture like you two said. Sausage is taking it off the wall. There’s a safe behind it.’

 ‘A safe?’ quizzes Bernie.

‘Yep.’ We’re hanging on every word of Eli’s commentary. ‘They’re taking stuff out of it. I can’t see very well. They’re stuffing it all in the big bag Sausage had. Someone else is in there. It’s not Jacinta. I can only see the back of a guy. He’s blocking my view. He’s massive. Wait!’

We do.

‘I think it’s the black book!’ Eli cries.

Then the big light goes out. A dimmer one goes on in one of the back portholes. We all shuffle down onto our bellies, heads up, eyes on the scene, hardly breathing.

The door on the top deck swings open. Jacinta rushes out jangling her car keys. She skips over the gangplank. She doesn’t come towards us. Instead, she runs the long way to the car park.

‘Aww, no way! Missed her,’ complains Fletch.

Eli points the binoculars on the small porthole. That light goes out too. The Lancelot is in darkness.

 Then there’s a clatter. Sausage and Mash come out on deck. They walk across the gangplank. Sausage is clutching the dry bag. It looks heavy. It’s definitely full of something.

‘Take that to Ruby. Tonight!’ Mash orders him.

‘Ruby! No way. I hate Ruby. Especially in the dark. He might be there,’ Sausage whines.

‘What, that old croc, Sebastian? Don’t be silly. He’s just a big lizard,’ Mash scoffs.

‘But you haven’t seen him. He’s enormous. I know he watches me,’ Sausage moans.

‘Well, that’s what the boss wants. It will be safe there. No one’s going to find it in the hull. We can’t risk leaving anything on the Lancelot. This would put us away for years if anyone found it. That Jacob kid has the boss very twitchy.’

Sausage mutters something under his breath. Mash holds the bag while Sausage clambers into his motorboat. He passes the bag down to Sausage, then unties the rope.

 Bernie mutters to me, ‘No way. Who’d go into the mangroves at night? They’re crazy.’

I swallow. Not me. Sebastian is lurking in there somewhere. No one would head into crocodile heartland in the middle of a dark night. Crocs are supreme ambush predators. No one would go to Ruby—unless they had something very valuable to hide.

‘Are you sure I have to go?’ Sausage whines again.

‘Yes, you do. And shut up! This is supposed to be a quiet operation!’

Sausage pulls the cord of the engine and it rumbles into life, shattering the quiet of the marina. He backs it out and spins it round. He turns on the enormous spotlights, and we watch him head into the mangrove channels.

Then loud as loud there’s a beep. Beep!

Beep. Beep.

The noise blasts across the wharf.

Beep. Beep.

 It’s my watch alarm. The alarm to remind us to head home.

We jolt up. My heart is pounding. If we’ve been startled, so has Mash.

‘Oi!’ he yells. And he starts pounding towards us like a runaway train.

‘Run!’ Fletch screams.

Like Ninjas we leap up.

Split up.

Scatter like broken glass across the wooden dock.

Bernie knocks over the bins and they clatter to the ground. Eli is fastest and he races round the back of the toilet block. I hurtle after him. Bernie and Fletch are as fit as, and they run for the car park.

Mash is built for outbursts of speed, like a rhino, not endurance. He gives up the chase and howls into the night. ‘I’ll find you! I always remember faces. I’ve seen two of you before. You bunch of little brats…’

 Eli and I get to the bikes first. Gasping. Hands on knees, catching our breath. Out of the shadow of the looming marina building Bernie and Fletch streak towards us.

‘That was so close,’ Bernie pants.

‘I know, right. But what’s with the alarm, Andy? Could’ve had us all done in!’ Fletch gasps.

‘I know. Sorry. I didn’t want to be late back. Terry will crack it. But that was cool, eh.’

It was horrible. True. But also a thrill.

Eli has got his breath back and his deep-thinking face on.

‘You, okay?’ I ask him.

‘Uh-huh. At least now we know there’s real evidence. I saw a black book and if Sausage and Mash are prepared to hide it in Ruby, at night, it must be important,’ Eli says with his eyes twinkling like an evil genius. ‘But we’ve got the advantage now: Ruby. All we need to do is find her, get that bag and we’ll have the evidence to uncover the real thieves and save Jacob.’

 ‘But we’ve still got one big problem,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to be a downer but we don’t have a boat.’

Bernie is thoughtful for a second. ‘True. But I’ve got an idea. Let’s ask Harvey. He’s always out on his dad’s boat.’

If Fletch still had chips in his mouth he’d spit them out.

‘Are you serious?’ I gawp.

I can’t believe she’d suggest such a thing.

Eli shakes his head.

‘Sorry. Just a thought,’ Bernie carries on. ‘Jacinta then? She was on the Lancelot with Sausage and Mash?’

Fletch shrugs. ‘She was helping us. Not giving us a red herring.’
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Half-truths

‘Andy, would you pass me a cloth, please?’

I’m at the animal sanctuary with Sylvie. We all made it home last night without any of the grown-ups catching on to what we’d been up to.

Sylvie is sitting at the feeding table under an open-air terrace. I pass her the cloth. She wipes the face of juvenile fruit bat she’s just fed. This one’s fully furry and the size of a small pineapple. His big black wings are folded around him keeping him warm.

 ‘How come he’s here. He looks okay?’ I ask.

Sylvie adjusts his position and replies, ‘Looks can be deceiving. His wing is damaged, not sure how. Probably got caught on a fence.’

Fun fact is fruit bats have very sharp teeth and super long tongues they can curl up around their rib cages.

Sylvie scoops her fatty batty up and sings him a few rhymes, just like when I held Frankie when she was a baby. He dozes off.

‘Are you okay to wait here for a bit while I put him back in the treatment cage?’ she asks.

‘Sure.’ I smile.

The sanctuary is quiet. It’s been dark-grey cloudy today and it’s only getting gloomier. When people think about living in the tropics they think of sunshine and palm trees and beaches. That’s part of it, sure, but the other part is the rain and the humidity. Sometimes it pours for weeks on end. It’s not called a rainforest for nothing. I watch the weather roll in. Clouds taking over the sky.

 A few fat drops fall straight down. There’s no wind to blow them off course. On the grass in front of me snails and worms and bugs start to come out. Some are slithering about in the mud and some are sliding on the plant stalks. Wet-skinned bugs love the rain, the moisture in the air helps them breathe. The rain gets heavier. It’s gushing over the gutters like a curtain in front of the veranda.

The sanctuary is surrounded by sugarcane fields. Narrow tracks for the sugarcane trains criss-cross the roads, and little square engines pull open-cage wagons to and from the sugar mill where the raw cane gets processed. You have to be careful driving and cycling up here. You have to watch out for trains. They’re harvesting at the moment. Dust from the paddocks and smoke from the mill makes the sky even blotchier.

Beep. Beep.

It’s Dad. He gets out of the car and lifts Washington out. They both run over to me and get soaked by the fat plump drops. Washington looks grumpy. He’s not a fan of bats. He whines and flounces, wanting me to notice him. I pick him up. 

Dad’s dripping in front of me. I watch him thinking about going inside, but then he pulls up a chair beside me. ‘Bit of weather watching, eh,’ he says.

‘Something like that.’

‘I see Sylvie’s been working you hard.’

We both grin. Daydreaming and watching her with the bats is hardly work.

Dad bends down to pick up my sleepover bag but stops. Before I left Mum’s I’d shoved the copy of the map Bernie gave me in the front pocket. It’s sticking out.

Dad’s sharp. He knows a map when he sees one.

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s private,’ I mumble. I can’t grab it back because Washington’s on my lap.

 Dad doesn’t listen, he takes it out and his face frowns. ‘Where did you get this from?’ He’s stern, which is rare.

‘Bernie.’

‘And where did she get it from?’ Dad’s not happy. His voice has that slow tell-me-more tone.

‘Fletch took a photo of it on Raymond Royce’s yacht and Bernie printed it.’ Washington stirs on my lap. He can sense tension.

‘I see. And why did they do that?’

‘It’s a fishing map…for the tourists who cruise on the Lancelot and want to go fishing. They thought we could try the spots near town.’ I’m talking fast and smiling a lot.

‘You’re not thinking of following any of those mangrove channels, are you? They’re very dangerous, Andy. Really dangerous. People get lost in mangroves, mate. They can be as bewitching as deserts: every turn can look the same. Then there’s tidal streams, snakes, not to mention the crocs. And, as well as all that, I see this map covers Sebastian’s territory.’ 

I swallow. I remember his red barramundi experiment. ‘No, of course not, Dad. The twins were just playing. We wanted to fish somewhere different, that’s all, but it is just a rubbish map.’

‘Good. Then I’ll keep it.’

‘Yeah, you go ahead. We’re not going near any mangrove creeks.’

He looks half-convinced.

I stroke Washington. ‘Anyway, how can we go in there? We don’t have a boat. And you’re right, it is super dangerous,’ I add for extra emphasis.

It’s very hard lying to Dad, so I almost never try it. He can see through me like he’s Superman. The last time was a few months ago. He’d told me to lock up the chook house for the night, but I’d got distracted playing with Washington and I forgot. That night a python crept in and ate all the eggs. Dad found it in there the next morning. All curled up. At first, I told Dad I had locked the chook house. He just waited and waited while I blubbered my lie. I couldn’t cope with his disappointment, so I broke down and told him the truth. Then I got a lecture that it is always better to be honest no matter how bad it is. 

I avoid looking at Dad. This time I can’t risk telling him the truth. Jacob needs us to find Ruby and he needs us to find her fast. Jacob’s trial is only getting closer.

‘Andy,’ Dad says seriously, ‘I’m going to have to let your mum, Turtle and the Montgomery’s know about this map. We’ll all be asking you about your fishing spots from now on.’

‘Sure, Dad. Of course, we have nothing to hide,’ I manage to say.

He doesn’t see my fingers crossed tight behind my back. But Washington frowns up at me. If anyone knows about half-truths and sneaky little trips he does.

Sylvie swishes back in. Thank goodness.

‘Ready to go?’ she says. ‘Let’s get some takeaway for a treat. Veggie burgers?’

 I put Washington down. Dad picks up my bag, and we head for the car. The map is securely tucked in his pocket.
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Back in the Pipes

Monday recess and we are in a pipe. It rained last night, and the ground is steaming up like a giant wet towel drying off in the sun. There’s soggy, hot air everywhere. In a week Jacob will be in court. We have to get to Ruby and find what is hidden there. The question is how, and we’ve been sitting here for ages, quiet as, trying to think it through. Plus, we’ve all been told off about having the fishing map—thanks, Dad—so whatever we do has to be super-secret from now on.

 Fletch is hunched up like one of Sylvie’s fruit bats, his arms and legs all wrapped awkwardly around him. ‘I’ve gotta get out of here. It stinks. And I feel sick,’ he moans.

The pipe does have a nasty feel today and, besides, two little kids are waiting patiently at one end to crawl through.

We all wriggle out and behind us the little kids squirm in. Fletch pops out like a cork. He stands up and, bat-like, unravels himself. ‘That’s better.’ He sighs.

It isn’t much better out of the pipe. In the stickiness everything clings to you and your clothes, hats, hair, socks. The air-conditioners mounted in the windows of the old transportable classrooms are thundering away. Water runs down the outside, staining the pale blue weatherboards in a treacly brown line. Even the playground noise is muted as kids try to escape the heat.

‘You know what I think?’ Bernie says. ‘I know you don’t like this idea, but Harvey has a boat at the marina, or at least his dad does. Maybe it’s time we talk to him. Because we don’t know anyone else with a boat, do we?’ 

I’ve been thinking about this. True, Harvey is the only person we know who has access to a boat at the marina, but the twins don’t know how mean Harvey used to be. Sure, now he’s just annoying, but we have history.

‘Harvey can be okay in small doses,’ Fletch suggests. He’s fine with Bernie’s idea because he and Harvey do rugby together. But for me and for Eli it’s different.

Bernie asks Eli, ‘This is really up to you. We all know something is going on but without finding Ruby and what she’s hiding we don’t have any actual evidence.’

Eli thinks it over. ‘If I have to put up with Harvey to help Jacob, then I just have to do it. Time is running out,’ he says decisively.

‘Great,’ says Bernie, and I agree.

After all, this is Eli’s fight, and if he can cope with Harvey, then I suppose I can too. 

‘Then it’s decided,’ Fletch says.

The three of us nod.

‘But how?’ Bernie asks.

We turn to Fletch. He knows Harvey best.

‘Well, Harvey’s certainly not going to help you, Andy. You got him another detention.’

That’s true, and he was pretty annoyed about it.

‘And he won’t help you,’ I say to Eli. ‘Because he’s still not over the whole Stonefish thing.’

‘And I don’t think he likes me because I’m better at sport than him,’ Bernie adds.

True too.

We all stare at Fletch. He has got himself the job. He splutters at us, ‘What? Me?’

‘You don’t seem to mind him when he gives you sour squirms,’ I remind him.

‘That’s different.’

‘He half-likes you,’ adds Bernie.

‘But not enough to take me out in his boat. He could toss me overboard and feed me to the piranhas.’ 

Bernie shoves her twin. ‘We don’t have any piranhas in Australia.’

Fletch snaps back, ‘Well, we could have. Those mangroves could have anything in them.’

Things are getting tense. I step between them. Most times Bernie and Fletch get on all right, but every now and again they have a massive brother-sister blow out.

Eli’s quiet voice stops them in their tracks. ‘Fletch, I don’t think anyone else can do it.’

Fletch frowns. ‘I’ll do it then. But only for you and Jacob.’

Eli grins the biggest, most grateful grin.

‘And I promise we won’t let Harvey feed you to the crocs,’ I joke.

We all laugh, but only a tiny bit. You can never be casual with crocs.

‘I’ll start at lunchtime. At least he always has lollies,’ Fletch says.

 The bell goes and we head to class.

At lunchtime, the four of us stand right in the middle of the oval where Mrs Cummins can’t miss us. She’s on yard duty and she has the loudest whistle. We may need her back-up if the plan goes wrong. We start a pretend argument just as Harvey swaggers out with his soccer ball. He shouts as he gets close. ‘You’re in the middle of the soccer pitch!’

‘Whatever!’ I yell back.

Then Fletch and Bernie start shouting at each other in a pretend fight. ‘But I don’t want to play soccer,’ Bernie yells.

‘Well, I don’t want to play basketball,’ Fletch yells back.

Eli and I pretend to look bored.

‘Come on Fletch, let’s play basketball,’ I offer.

‘No! I want to play soccer today,’ he huffs.

Harvey loves it when there’s trouble between us. He’s always been jealous of our group. ‘You can play with us today if you want, Fletch!’ he calls out. 

Bernie storms off shouting, ‘Do what you want, Fletch, but I’m not playing soccer. Come on, Andy and Eli, let’s go to the basketball courts.’

Eli and I follow Bernie, and Fletch starts kicking the ball to Harvey.

Our plan is working.

At the end of lunchtime Harvey swaggers into class with Fletch.

Harvey is quite excited, showing off for his new friend. Actually, when I think about it, Harvey doesn’t have many friends.

‘So, Fletch, I never knew you were into fishing. You should come to the marina some time and come out with me and Dad,’ Harvey says.

As they go to their seats Fletch grins back at us, and I give him a thumbs up.

Harvey has taken the bait.
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Delicious Satay

Two days later we’re reviewing Project Harvey. Turtle is making us all afternoon tea in the kitchen as we sit out on the back porch. The smell of satay chicken is beautiful. We’ve already eaten a full tray. Eli says Turtle goes all out with her cooking when she’s upset.

Baby Morris is on a rug in front of us playing with sticks—well, sucking sticks—which Turtle says is fine. He doesn’t like spicy food yet.

‘Okay, Fletch, how did you go today with Harvey?’ I ask. 

‘He’s not as bad as you think,’ Fletch replies.

‘Please.’

‘No, Andy. He’s all right.’

I’m not convinced. ‘What do you think, Bernie?’

Yesterday Bernie played soccer with Fletch, Harvey and a few others and then they all went to a rugby clinic in the afternoon.

‘Same as you at first, Andy. But he was okay,’ she says.

‘I don’t know about that,’ I huff.

Eli picks up Baby Morris, who is crawling to the edge of the rug, and plonks him back in the middle. He hands him a branch.

Fletch sits back. ‘Well, he loves fishing. He was nice to the little kids at the clinic. He told us all about his dad, who got laid off by Raymond Royce. And he asked why we were looking for Ruby.’

I tut. ‘Course he did.’

 ‘What did you say to that?’ Eli says with his deep-thinking face on.

I’m beginning to think I’m the only one who’s anti-Harvey.

Fletch winces. ‘Sorry, Andy. I said your dad wanted to salvage her.’

‘Oh, no way!’ I shake my head. I’m cross with Fletch. ‘That’s embarrassing, mate. What did he say?’

‘He believed me. Everyone knows your dad collects stuff.’

Which is true. But even so.

Fletch gets up. ‘It was okay. He didn’t seem to care. I asked him some questions about Ruby and he launched into a full report.’

‘And?’ I growl at him.

‘He’s never seen her but says she’s big. Half-capsized with her hull half-stuck up out of the water.’

Eli has been listening intently. ‘Then how could the sausage guy hide anything in her, without full scuba action, and who’d do that with crocs lurking?’ 

‘They don’t have to. On the hull that’s still sticking up is a hatch. It’s painted red and locked with a little padlock. Harvey said you could miss it if you weren’t looking carefully. He told me he and his dad laugh about it because Ruby used to be a pirate boat.’

‘Big Nigel!’ Eli and I shout together. ‘Jinx!’ we also shout together and we high five over the head of Baby Morris.

Bernie looks confused. Even Baby Morris has stopped chewing sticks.

‘What are you talking about?’ Bernie asks.

‘Big Nigel,’ I explain, ‘who was actually very small, was the pirate who used to live in Dad’s house. He used Ruby for smuggling. That’s probably why she has a secret hatch.’

Bernie is thinking about it. ‘But wouldn’t everything in there get wet?’

I shake my head and reply. ‘Nah, if Ruby is still partially floating then all they have to do is hang things in a dry bag above the waterline, in the hull.’ 

‘Exactly like the one Sausage took out the other night,’ Bernie says.

Baby Morris attempts a second rug escape. He’s almost as sneaky as Washington. Behind us the flywire door bangs, and Turtle comes down the steps with another tray of satay. Baby Morris is free at last and fast-crawling for the roots of a small fig tree.

‘Eli! I told you watch him! Go get him,’ Turtle scolds.

Eli shuffles off and reclaims Baby Morris.

‘What are you all talking about so deeply you can’t watch the baby?’ Turtle quizzes. Her eyes are sharp like a night glider.

‘Nothing, Turtle,’ we all mutter. Turtle is supreme at making you squirm—lying to her is like lying to a truth dragon.

‘Not mischief. Not something silly to do with our boy, Jacob?’ She frowns. 

Turtle loves Bernie, just like Mrs Cummins. ‘You are sensible, Bernice.’ She winks at her. ‘You keep an eye on them.’

‘I will,’ says Bernie.

Little does Turtle know what Bernie is capable of, and intending to do. ‘Fletcher Montgomery, you look like you could do with more food,’ Turtle says and she plonks the tray next to him. Then she stops. She takes a breath and smiles at us. ‘Look at you all, growing so fast, like free wild cane. You used to play in it and now you looking tall and thin just like it.’ She shakes her head and mutters to herself, ‘Sugarcane kids.’

She is right. We are sugarcane kids. I glance at Eli and he grins. We’ve got a name for our crew at last, and it is so much better than Arrow.

Eli hands Turtle Baby Morris, who wriggles like Washington does when he wants to be free, but she’s got a good grip on him and he calms down. She looks like she’s going back into the kitchen, but then she turns back to Eli. She does what my nan does—forgets and then remembers. 

‘You know Jacob’s girl?’ she asks.

Eli nods. ‘Jacinta?’

‘She came by today. First time. She was very rushed. She phoned me after. She forgot to give me her letter for Jacob. For Samson to give to him. Go by the big boat after school tomorrow and get it. She says she can’t get away again.’

‘Sure,’ says Eli. His face is blank.

As an afterthought Turtle points at me. ‘And you go with him, Andy. Those boat people are not good people.’
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The Letter

After school Eli and I ride straight to the marina. The twins have got rugby training with Harvey. We park our bikes by the bins at the end of the wooden deck that leads to the berth where the Lancelot is moored. The marina is quiet. The tour boats don’t get in for an hour or so and it’s too early for the sunset-cruise crowd. I stare out across the turquoise blue water to the green mountains. There is a bunch of clouds above them as if a kindy kid had painted the sky with white blobs.

 Eli nudges me and pulls me over to the fence. ‘Wake up, Andy. Look!’

I jolt out of my daydream and lift my cap to see what he’s freaking out about.

It’s Sausage and Mash. They’re wearing Royce Marine uniforms and they are standing on the gleaming white deck of the Lancelot.

No way!

We flatten ourselves against the fence. Eli starts fussing with his backpack trying to look natural. I bend down and do up my shoelace. Sausage and Mash are arguing about something. Mash is poking Sausage. Prodding him off the gangplank. He’s scowling and stomping like a troll. On the wharf they split up. Mash heads for the back car park and Sausage heads straight for us.

When you know people are good you kinda like them before you meet them and when you know people are bad it’s kinda the same thing. Sausage doesn’t disappoint.

He moves fast but as he gets close to us he slows down. ‘Hey, you two!’ he snaps at us. ‘We’ve had trouble with kids down here. You better not be thinking about pinching anything! I’ve had enough of you kids hanging round here day and night!’ The veins in his neck are straining like vines. 

Eli stares straight up at him. ‘We’re just line fishing.’

Sausage stares back at Eli and says, ‘Do I know you? You look familiar? You got a big brother?’

‘No,’ says Eli, giving him a Mrs-Cummins-winning smile.

‘Well, I don’t want to see you around here again—or there’ll be trouble. There’s no line fishing near the big yachts,’ he warns. Then he snorts and storms off to the yacht club.

My heart is racing. You wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of Sausage or Mash.

I have a nasty thought.

‘Eli,’ I whisper. ‘Who knows who else is on the Lancelot? The big boss could be there. You go on your own and get the letter from Jacinta. And if you don’t come back, I’ll get help.’ 

He nods sternly, leaves his bag and makes for the Lancelot. I watch him cross the deck and knock on the cabin door. It opens, and Eli disappears inside.

I count the wooden boards in groups of five. I jump them waiting for Eli. Five, ten, fifteen, twenty. Over from the yacht club I hear a big booming laugh. It’s Big Barry. I look at the yacht club on the other side of the wharf. No way! Why is he laughing and joking with Sausage?

Just as I’m deciding it could be time to get some help, Eli rushes up to me. In his hand is an envelope.

‘Come on, Andy. Let’s get out of here.’

‘Did Jacinta say anything?’ I ask when we reach the bikes.

‘Nope,’ he says, frowning. ‘But she did seem super nervous.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ I say, putting on my helmet. ‘Especially if she has to work with Sausage and Mash.’ 

Eli didn’t risk putting the letter in his backpack as we rode to the twin’s place. Instead, he held it tight. We need the twins’ opinion about the letter.

The four of us are sitting on the deck beside the Montgomery’s pool. Their house is super nice. Bernie and Fletch have just had a swim. Wrapped in towels they sit opposite Eli and me. We are still in our school uniforms. On the dark wooden planks of the deck between us is Jacinta’s letter to Jacob. We all know it’s the wrong thing to do: to read another person’s letter.

Mrs Montgomery doesn’t do afternoon tea like Turtle. She throws Bernie a big packet of chips from the kitchen window. ‘Catch, Bernice. I’ll be back in a bit,’ she says.

‘Surf-club meeting,’ Bernie says like we should all know.

We hear the front door slam.

 Fletch pokes the letter with his toe. He’s still dripping.

‘Don’t do that,’ Bernie snaps. ‘You’ll make it soggy.’

He scowls at her and rips opens the chips. He offers the packet to Eli. ‘So, she gave you a letter for Jacob, and she told us about Ruby, but she hasn’t explained anything about it. And Sausage and Mash were there on the Lancelot?’

Eli nods. He munches on a chip and passes the packet to me.

Fletch is on a roll. ‘And you said she looked nervous but she didn’t say anything.’

‘Yep.’ Eli shrugs.

‘Well, I think in the circumstances and with so little time before Jacob’s trial we should open that letter,’ Fletch announces.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘It’s a low thing to do. To read a personal letter. We’ll all be carrying around her words to Jacob. Bernie, what do you think?’

Plus, I know Dad would be furious.

 Bernie is staring hard at the pool. I can see she’s torn.

‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I hardly ever say this, but this time I think Fletch is right.’

Fletch puffs up, chuffed like a lion, ‘Aww, thanks, Sis.’

Bernie shakes her head at him and carries on. ‘It could be nothing, or it could help us. Also, it could help her if she is scared on the Lancelot. I know I would be with Sausage and Mash hanging around.’

I glance over at Eli. I think the twins’ opinion has confirmed his own. With Jacob’s trial so close we can’t leave it unread. ‘Read it,’ he says.

Fletch reaches for the envelope, but Bernie snatches it from him. ‘I’ll do it. You’ll get food on it and you’re too wet. How about I don’t read it out because it’s private. If there is anything important, I’ll let you know?’

This seems a good solution. We all agree.

Bernie carefully opens the letter.

 She reads.

Super slow.

Shakes her head.

At one point her eyes well up with tears.

We’re hanging like fruit bats waiting for her to tell us what it’s about.

‘And?’ Fletch snaps.

‘It’s a love letter. She adores him.’

‘Yuck,’ Fletch mumbles.

‘Nothing to help him in court?’ I ask.

Bernie frowns and bites her lip.

‘Maybe just this bit,’ she says. ‘The things you told me are true. The stolen jewellery and cash is being taken to someone called Ruby. I can’t find the black book or a way to prove anything, yet. I’m being watched all the time and I won’t risk making it worse for you. I’ll find a way, though. Somehow. I promise.’

‘Wow, intense, man.’ Fletch shivers.

Eli stands up. ‘Jacinta can’t do anything more. She’s scared. But’—he pauses—‘we can prove it. We know what Ruby is, and where Ruby is: a red-bottomed boat in a croc-infested mangrove swamp.’ 

I wish I didn’t know that.

Bernie folds the letter back up. She puts it carefully in the envelope and licks it shut.

‘And,’ Eli continues, ‘We’ve got to get to her quick. We need Harvey’s boat. This weekend is our last chance.’
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The Sugarcane Kids

Eli and I are circling the oval like a couple of lions chucked out of the pride. Bernie and Fletch are in there playing footy with Harvey and some other kids. I have to say Fletch has done a brilliant job making friends with Harvey. Plus, they look like they’re having fun.

Fletch jogs over to us and Bernie is beckoning from the goal square.

‘Okay,’ he pants as he reaches us. ‘It’s now or never. Harvey—not me—suggested getting you two to come in for the game, to make up the numbers. What do you think?’ 

When there’s been bad history between you and another person it can be hard for either of you to make the first move. This sounds like a first move. We need to get to Ruby. I so hope that black book is there and at least some jewellery or we’ll end up with nothing. ‘I’m up for it if you are, Eli?’ I say.

‘Yep. Let’s do it,’ he replies.

We jog out after Fletch and take a spot on the oval.

It’s a good game, a fast game, and Harvey and Eli do some cool passes between them.

After the bell rings and we are heading back to class, Eli grabs Fletch. ‘Ask Harvey to come to the pipes at lunchtime.’

We’re already scrunched into the pipe by the time Harvey sticks his face in. He screws it up. ‘Yuck. Why do you sit in here? It stinks.’ He squeezes himself next to Fletch. 

‘I know,’ says Fletch, ‘but we only come here when we’ve got secret stuff to discuss.’

Harvey is interested. ‘Oh, yeah, like what?’ he asks, still suspicious.

‘Like crime,’ Eli replies.

Harvey stares hard at Eli. His eyes twinkle. He’s smart enough to work stuff out. ‘You’re talking about your cousin, aren’t you?’

‘Yep. And we need your help,’ Eli says seriously. It is hard for him to ask Harvey for help after all the teasing. It’s pretty brave.

I think Harvey senses this too. He squirms a tiny bit. His voice is curious. ‘How?’

‘Your boat, we need you to take us to Ruby. We think there’s evidence hidden in her hull that can clear Jacob of the jewellery theft and stop him going to jail.’

‘So, let me get this straight, you want me to take my dad’s boat and take you into the mangroves, so you can maybe find treasure, in a boat wreck, in the territory of the most savage croc in the swamps,’ says Harvey. 

‘Yeah, that’s about right,’ says Fletch as he bites into an apple. Juice spurts over Bernie, and she glares at him. ‘But we don’t want to go at night, do we, guys?’ he adds as if that will sell it.

Harvey starts to wriggle back out of the pipes. ‘Are you for real? That’s nuts!’

This isn’t working.

‘Is that why you started hanging out with me?’ he asks Fletch.

I thought Fletch would lie but he doesn’t. ‘At first. But Harvey, you know, I’ve got to like you. Sure, you can act like a bit of a tough guy, but I reckon you put that on.’

Harvey has his mouth scrunched up and is shaking his head.

Fletch pleads, ‘Mate, we think someone working for the Royce Marine Company framed Jacob. We have to prove it and we need your help.’

Harvey freezes. You can almost see the cogs turning in his head. Should he help his old rivals or not. ‘I don’t like the Royce Marine Company. My dad used to work for Raymond Royce. He got fired because he asked for a fair wage.’ 

Bernie jumps in. ‘Harvey, if you help us, then you could get back at Royce Marine for the way they treated your dad. Also, it will be an adventure!’

Bernie can sweet-talk anybody.

Harvey looks hard at Eli and me. ‘I like adventures. If I help, are we cool. The past is the past?’

We look hard back. ‘Yep. Done.’

‘All right, I’m in,’ Harvey says. And as an afterthought he adds, ‘You got a crew name?’

Eli grins. ‘Turtle call us the Sugarcane Kids.’

Harvey shrugs. ‘It’ll do,’ he says.

Bernie and Fletch cheer and fist pump.

Harvey grins a half-grin and shakes his head, but it makes all of us laugh.

‘You are all nuts! I can get us the boat, Saturday afternoon, at three. The back jetty. Dad’s going to a friend’s place to watch the rugby. Then we’ll go find Ruby.’ 

Fletch shivers. ‘And what about Sebastian?’

Eli’s got his deep-thinking face on. ‘I’m working on a plan. Leave it with me.’

The bell rings. Mrs Cummins is on duty. She sees Harvey half-hanging out of the pipe. ‘Hurry up, Harvey. The bell has gone!’ she snaps.

She waits for him to crawl out, then out pops Fletch and Bernie, then me, and finally Eli. ‘Whatever is going on in that smelly tube I don’t like it,’ she warns. ‘I thought you lot didn’t like each other.’

‘It’s a truce, Mrs Cummins,’ smiles Bernie flashing her most charming face. ‘We’re all good now.’
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The Lists

School was weird today. I’m glad I’m home now. The five of us were quiet like I imagine explorers are the day before they go off on a dangerous expedition. Mrs Cummins was suspicious all day and banned us from the pipes.

I shut my bedroom door and open my backpack. At the end of school Eli gave each of us a list of what we need to bring for the Ruby expedition tomorrow, and he ran through the plan.

He wrote the lists on pieces of paper ripped out of his maths book. Mrs Cummins will go nuts when she realises. Mine is neatly folded. I open it and flatten it out. 

Andy

 1. Frankie’s drum and tambourine to distract Sebastian

 2. One chicken

 3. One slingshot—the one I got you for your birthday—last-chance defence

 4. One fishing net

I read the list again. Most items will be fine, although number two could be a problem. I fold it up and tuck it under the scarab beetle Terry’s mum got me from Egypt. I’m reordering the bug shelf.

I shake everything out of my backpack and hide the contents under a pile of clothes. Now, I’m ready to pack it for Ruby.

‘Andy!’ Mum calls me from the kitchen. ‘Can you come down. Your dad’s here.’

What? I’m not meant to go to Dad’s until next weekend.

 This could be a bad complication. I don’t bound down the stairs like I usually do.

Washington rushes to the bottom step to meet me, and I scoop him up.

Dad gives me a kiss and ruffles my hair. Mum looks a bit tense. This is out of routine for her too. ‘Where’s Sylvie?’ I ask.

‘Well, that’s it. She’s fine.’ Which in grown-up speak means she isn’t. ‘But she might have broken her ankle. She skidded on a mango. I’m taking her to the city, to the hospital. So we’re leaving Washington here. We’ll get him tomorrow evening. Can you look after him? Terry and your mum are out tomorrow afternoon for a work picnic.’

Normally I’d jump at the chance to hang with my dog, but tomorrow is Ruby day.

‘I…’

Mum and Dad both look surprised and suspicious.

‘I…’

‘Andy?’

 ‘Sorry, Mum. It’s just I’ve got myself in a bit of trouble.’

I’m thinking fast.

‘I was going to go to Fletcher’s. We’ve got a project to finish about sugarcane impacting the environment. We didn’t do it yesterday—we’re a bit disorganised—and Mrs Cummins was furious.’ I added the bit about being disorganised because Mum likes it when I reflect on my shortcomings, and not doing schoolwork on time is definitely one of them.

Mum frowns. ‘That’s very disappointing, Andy.’

‘I know, sorry. I’m sure Washington will be fine for a few hours here on his own?’ I offer.

We both look at Dad. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine too. The worst he’ll do is bark. And as long as you take him out when you get back, all good.’

Dad smiles at Mum. ‘Thanks, Jules,’ he says. ‘I hope the rain holds off for your picnic.’

The forecast isn’t looking good. Bad for the picnic but even worse for us going into the mangroves. It’ll be harder to spot Sebastian in the rain. 

‘No worries, Rob. I hope Sylvie’s okay,’ Mum says.

Dad gives me another pat on the head. ‘And we’ll go on a bug hunt next weekend.’

But instead of giving him just a quick hug I hang on tight to make the hug a kind of apology. An apology for lying so he won’t be too mad when he finds out what I’m doing. Plus, I’m squeezing him tight because I love him.

‘Love you, mate,’ Dad says.

Over my head I see Mum and him share a look that says: he’s acting really strange. Then Dad leaves. I hear him share a few polite words with Terry, who’s sulking in the garage because Frankie got crayon scribbles on his white walls.

Frankie bumbles in from the lounge and Washington gives her a big lick. While she’s distracted, I run over to her toybox and grab the drum and the tambourine. I shove them behind the sofa ready to pack later. 

I hover round the kitchen.

‘Mum…What’s for tea?’

‘Pizza.’

‘And tomorrow?’

‘Spaghetti.’

‘And Sunday?’

‘Roast.’

‘Roast what?’

‘Andy, stop it. You are acting very strange! Is there more to this Mrs Cummins thing than you’re telling me?’

‘No. I like to know in advance, that’s all.’

She shakes her head and picks up Frankie to wash her face. I open the fridge door and check out the roast.
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All Aboard

This is it. Today is Ruby day.

Terry is still gardening out the front, as watchful as a security guard. He’s the king of Neighbourhood Watch. And Mum is being super slow getting ready. It’s two o’clock already and I’ve got to make my final move.

My bag is nearly packed.

Items one, three and four are in. The only thing missing is item number two.

I need to make my big move. Mum is busy in the lounge room defending Frankie and Washington from each other. 

‘I’m heading to Fletcher’s in a minute, okay!’ I call to her.

‘Sure, love.’

It’s now or never. I make a dash for the fridge.

Yes!

There’s the roast.

A big fat raw chicken.

He won’t get eaten by us on Sunday.

I grab the chicken out of the fridge and stuff him under my T-shirt before Mum can spot me. Then I leg it upstairs and ram him in my backpack.

He’s big.

Family-sized.

A bit damp and dribbly. And not easy to fit in.

Once he’s squeezed in, I run back downstairs and drop my bag at the front door. Frankie starts screaming and Washington starts barking.

So much for a quiet escape.

I rush into the lounge room and give Mum a massive hug. Same as the big one I gave Dad last night. I squeeze her tight because I hope she’ll forgive me. 

‘Andy,’ she says. ‘Calm down. You’re all over the place. We’ll be back about six and I want you home by then too.’

‘Sure, sorry,’ I mumble as I back out of the lounge-room door. ‘Love you, Mum.’

‘Love you, too. Hope you and Fletcher get your project done.’

I hope so too. But it won’t be the project she is thinking about.

And with that I put on my backpack, slam the front door and run to my bike.

‘See ya, Terry,’ I yell as I ride a shortcut across his lawn.

‘Careful, mate!’ he calls as I have a near miss with one of his prize roses and hurtle up the street.

Ten minutes later I’m close to the marina. The sky is clouding up and getting fatter with rain.

Then I hear it.

Woof. Woof.

Barking.

What?

I’d recognise that bark anywhere. It’s Washington. That little sneak.

I pull up.

Washington is bolting towards me. He’s panting and exhausted. He falls in a heap as he reaches my bike, but there’s a devious look in his eyes. I know he didn’t want to be on his own all afternoon with everybody out. I give him a drink from my water bottle and wait for him to get his breath back. He jumps into my arms and stares up at me. His little snake tail is wagging.

‘Don’t try and act cute,’ I mutter to him. ‘I’m cross with you.’

I put him on his platform.

Fletch, Bernie and Eli are waiting for me at the bins. They all look surprised as I pull up.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ I apologise. I help Washington down and lock up my bike.

 ‘No worries,’ says Bernie.

Fletch points at Washington. ‘Why is he here?’

We all stare at Washington.

Eli shakes his head. ‘He’s not part of the plan,’ he says.

‘I know, but I couldn’t help it. He followed me.’

Bernie checks her watch. She frowns. ‘Andy, we don’t have time for you to take him home and come back. You take him home and we go without you, or he comes too.’

This is hard but there is no way I am not going with Eli and the others.

I swallow. ‘He comes. We’ll just have to hope he doesn’t get in the way.’

‘Are you sure, Andy?’ Eli asks. He knows how much I love Washington. ‘It’s going to be dangerous.’

I nod.

Washington has changed his expression. Instead of being all full of himself, he looks nervous. He should be nervous. I am. Hopefully, now, he’ll do as he’s told. 

‘Right then, let’s go meet Harvey,’ says Bernie.

I pick Washington up. The big chicken in my backpack is pushing into my spine.

‘You got a chicken?’ I ask Fletch as we walk side by side.

‘Uh-huh.’ He smirks and lifts up the bag he’s holding. ‘I’ve got two in here. Mum gets them fresh with the heads on. Owls and hawks love chicken heads. She gives them to the bird park.’

I screw up my face. ‘Yuck!’

This is the first part of Eli’s plan. Bernie and I are going to lure Sebastian away from Ruby with plump juicy chickens. Apparently, crocs go crazy for chicken. And Harvey is the Sebastian-spotter and boat driver.

With our poultry-full bags we head to the back of the marina. At the very end of the boarded walkway Harvey’s waiting. Below him a boat is bobbing in the water. The boat is made of shiny grey aluminium. No roof but it does have a nice big motor on the back. A ladder next to the tinny leads up to the wharf and the boat is roped to a cleat. 

Harvey is holding something enormous. It’s massive. A giant round thing wrapped in a towel. By the way he’s crouched over he looks like he’s really struggling with the weight of it.

‘What the heck is that?’ Fletch calls out as we get close.

‘A turkey!’ Harvey says proudly.

‘A turkey!’ Bernie says, shocked.

‘I couldn’t get a chicken.’

They put down their bags to help him move it to the wharf edge. ‘It’s huge,’ says Fletch.

‘I know, right. Mum got it early, for Christmas.’

‘But Harvey! It’s frozen!’ Fletch laughs.

He shrugs. ‘It’ll be like a delicious turkey icy pole. Sebastian can suck on it for hours.’

Harvey has obviously gone to a lot of trouble. But crocs don’t suck food. They’re tearers, gorgers and shredders. 

Woof. Woof.

Washington’s wriggling. I pop him down. He’s half the size of the mega turkey.

‘Is that your dog?’ Harvey asks.

I nod.

‘Is he coming?’

‘Yep.’

‘Yikes. Well, if all else fails he can distract Sebastian.’ Harvey shrugs.

I swallow. Err. No way, Harvey. No one is using Washington as bait.

Eli is pacing. ‘We better hurry,’ he says tensely.

I get it. Every minute we wait is a minute less we have to find evidence that proves Jacob is innocent. And no wonder Eli is tense. You see, the second part of the plan is very dangerous. While Bernie and I keep Sebastian busy Eli is going to board Ruby. Fletch is going to hang onto him with ropes. Eli will find the hatch on the hull and hopefully pull out the dry bag Sausage stashed in her. I say hopefully because if there’s no black book or jewellery or cash or something, this whole expedition will be for nothing. 

Then from the far side of the marina there’s laughing and shouting. Commotion at the yacht club. I see three men. One big all over, one short and round, and one tall and skinny.

But there’s no time to think about them. We’ve got to go.

Harvey climbs in, makes his way to the back and sits on a milk crate next to the motor.

‘Get in,’ he shouts, not in a bossy way, but in a serious way. ‘And just for the record, I’m the captain. If I say we have to go, we go. We need to be in and out of those mangroves as quick as we can. Gets dark early in there. And we’ve got rain coming.’

He’s right. The clouds are thickening.

Fletch and Bernie climb down into the tinny. Harvey bends over and rolls the mega turkey towards the edge of the wharf. Fletch and Bernie get ready. 

‘Jumbo!’ Harvey shouts.

He pushes the turkey off the edge. It nearly misses the boat, but Bernie and Fletch manage to grab it and haul it in. The tinny shudders. They wrestle the bag of turkey to the middle and sit beside it. Bernie takes out a big version of the map. Eli gets in next and I pass him the other bags and Washington.

‘Untie us, Andy,’ Harvey orders.

I reach over and pull the rope away from the cleat and throw it to Eli. Then I clamber down the ladder into the boat. She wobbles underneath me as I push us away from the wharf. The tinny is bigger than it looks. It can fit us all in easy and the sides are nice and high, which I think is a good thing considering where we are going and our unexpected passenger. I sit next to Eli.

I glance back at the marina. The three men outside the yacht club have stopped arguing and are staring and pointing at us. I can’t make out their faces but the shapes of their bodies look very familiar. 

Eli has seen them too.

‘You don’t think that could be Sausage and Mash?’ he whispers to me.

‘Maybe,’ I say. ‘I think the other dude is Big Barry.’

‘Who’s he?’ Eli asks.

‘He’s the captain of the Lancelot. He’s the one who let me on the boat to speak to Jacinta when you were away. He seemed okay, but if he’s with Sausage and Mash maybe he’s in on this. I think it must’ve been him you saw in the Lancelot at the stake-out.’

‘He was big,’ Eli says.

‘I know, mate. He’s a whopper.’

‘Do you think they recognise us?’ Eli asks in his hushed voice.

I don’t want to put extra pressure on Eli, so I shake my head. But you know I do think it’s Sausage and Mash and Big Barry, and from the way they are pointing at our boat I think they recognise us too. 

But there’s no time to deal with that now. Behind us Harvey pulls the cord to start the motor. It splutters into life and, like a motorboat pro, Harvey steers us to a narrow creek opening, and into the inlets of the mangroves.
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Into the Mangroves

As we chug through the creeks, the hum of the motor kinda lulls you. I think what surprises me most about the mangroves are the noises, all the sounds of bugs and birds. We’re quiet. Washington was whining but now he’s curled up at my feet on a smelly old fish tarp.

I lean down and stroke his fur and he almost whines. He’d hate me if he heard me say it, but this is very dangerous for him. We all know of dogs who have been—I swallow—taken.

 ‘Do you know where you’re going?’ I ask Harvey.

He sits back on the crate and steers us. ‘This first bit, then I’ll need the map. You get to know the channels, the twist and the turns, even the croc territories.’

I have to admit he’s doing a really good job. On the other side of me, Eli is tight like a strung-out python. The twins are quiet, scanning the water and peering into the mangrove shadows.

It looks like there should be solid land under the mangroves but there just isn’t—well none that’s easy to walk on. Where the water is shallow you can see the little snorkels of new roots bursting up through the mud. As the water gets deeper the brown roots thicken like fat spaghetti fingers spidering their way through the water into the slush below. Above the roots, shoot the green trunks of the plants. Knotted and twisted and short and stumpy but dense like any forest. Like everything out here, the mangrove trees live with tidal surges, a mix of salty and fresh water, damp, they thrive where most plants can’t and the creatures that live in them do too. 

‘Frogs!’ Fletch calls out. ‘Over there.’

Harvey steers the boat towards where Fletch is pointing. Sitting on a mangrove leaf are two fat green tree frogs, they are the brightest best green.

‘Pretty hard to see,’ Harvey says. ‘Well, spotted. When Dad and I are fishing we hardly ever see them.’

From the banks of the creeks mudbars curve out into the water. They are the perfect resting, sliding, sunbaking spots for crocs.

As we approach a bend, Bernie whispers, ‘Over there.’

On the opposite bank to us a small croc is sunning herself. She’s frozen like dark mud stone. Her mouth is slightly open and her rows of crooked teeth look yellow against her green-pink gums.

‘She’s nothing compared to Sebastian,’ warns Harvey.

 That’s not comforting.

‘Do you need the map?’ Bernie asks him.

‘Yep, I’ll have a look now.’

Bernie passes it to him. He slows the boat to a putter as he looks at it.

‘Is Ruby far?’ she asks. ‘I don’t know how long we’ve been going for, but it feels like ages.’

Bernie’s right. The clouds give up holding their rain and drizzle lands on the surface of the water around us.

Harvey responds. ‘I wanna be sure. It’s different when you’re captain. If you take one wrong channel you can get lost pretty quick.’

‘Then you study that map, mate!’ The way Fletch says it makes us grin.

Harvey shakes his head.

‘What is it?’ I ask him.

‘Ruby is further in than I’d realised.’ Harvey frowns.

Uh-oh.

The drizzle is rippling out in light little circles as it hits the creek. 

Pitter. Patter. Pitter. Patter.

Washington stirs. He’s uneasy and squirms closer to my legs.

‘Have we got enough fuel?’ Bernie asks.

‘I hope so,’ Harvey says, but not with much confidence. ‘I’ve never been in this far before.’

Eli gives me a worried look. No wonder. He’s got his bathers on under a wetsuit top, and he’s clutching his backpack. I know what’s in it: ropes, a spanner, and a penknife. Harvey points to where we are and hands the map back to Bernie.

Water laps on the hull beneath us.

It’s getting darker, as if the afternoon has given up.

We keep pushing through the slimy creek. It’s thick like soup.

The mangroves get tighter, funnelling us in. Two boats would touch passing each other in here.

And then there’s the swampy humid smell. Damp things rotting. And the bugs and mozzies and flies are getting thicker. 

Fletch flicks them away. ‘This place is rank. It’s giving me the creeps.’

‘Shush. Ruby should be close,’ Bernie says. She’s been checking the map.

This expedition to find the half-submerged Ruby is suddenly getting very real. Washington can sense it. He’s squeaking and shivering, and he is trying to climb onto me, but I don’t pick him up.

‘Hush, little fella.’ I pat him. ‘Hush, mate.’

He gets it and goes as small and as quiet he can be. He draws his snake tail in tight around him.

Harvey shifts the motor to the lowest speed. ‘Everyone be on the lookout,’ he warns. ‘We’re in Sebastian’s territory now.’

Dark greenish-black vines and dead branches cling to the bank. As if even they are afraid to touch the water.

 I scan the water’s edge. There’s no sign of Sebastian.

And then I see her.

She’s upside down, lodged tight in among the mangroves, with her chipped red underbelly hull half sticking up out of the water.

Ruby.

Nearby is a large slimy bank with muddy tracks where something enormous has dragged itself up and down from the water.

‘This must be Sebastian’s lair. His main patch,’ Eli murmurs.

I look at Fletch and Bernie. They are sitting huddled away from the sides of the boat, eyes darting over the water. We’re all wriggling, shifting towards the middle. The tinny wobbles beneath us. It suddenly doesn’t feel very big. In the dark the mangroves look menacing and bend into each other like an evil forest pathway.

‘Is it good or bad the bank is empty?’ Fletch asks, grimacing.

 ‘Not sure,’ Harvey replies. ‘At least if you can see him you know where he is.’

You can’t see a thing in the brown water. Sebastian could be right underneath right now.

Eli stands up, putting a hand on my shoulder for balance. ‘It doesn’t matter where he is! We’ve found Ruby and I’m going to do what I came to do.’

His brown eyes glint with a power in them. Nothing will stop him from trying to prove Jacob is innocent. Eli has that strong I-will-do-this look to him and it makes us all feel braver.

Harvey cuts the motor.

With no engine noise, the sounds of the mangroves rear up around us: bugs and frogs and wind whispering in the leaves, lizards and snakes lurking in the branches. I flick another meaty mozzie off my neck. It scares Washington and he gives a little yelp.

‘Shush!’ I tap him on the back.

But Eli doesn’t care. ‘Don’t worry, Andy, let him bark. It’ll lure Sebastian out.’ 

‘Is that a good thing?’ Fletch winces.

Washington yaps again.

‘Yes, because a croc you can’t see is heaps more lethal than one you can see,’ Bernie adds.

Sneaky, silly Washington, why did you have to follow me?

‘Let’s get this done, eh,’ Eli commands. He stirs us into action. He’s right. It’s now or never.

Harvey squeezes past us to the front of the boat and throws the rope so it snags on mangrove roots deep in the water.

Bernie and Fletch start unpacking the bags. They lay out the chickens next to the monstrous turkey.

I hide Washington on the floor of the tinny and wrap him tighter in the tarp.

I take out the tambourine and the drum. Harvey frowns at me like I’m going to play some music or something.

Eli gets out his ropes and tools.

 There’s a bit of a current and our boat drifts away from Ruby. Harvey clambers to the back and throws another rope with a hook on the end into the mangrove trees. It catches on a branch.

‘Are you ready?’ he yells.

‘Yes,’ we call back. Then Harvey uses the rope to pull up to the side of Ruby.

‘Wait!’ screams Bernie. ‘Over there! I see something.’

Two piercing eyes on an armoured skull are leering at us from the water. Then with the slightest flicker they disappear. The creek is smooth except for the sprinkling rain.

We’re all stone still.

‘Where did he go?’ I swallow.

We look, but there’s nothing. No sign.

Then there’s a ripple. Croc eyes again. But this time they’re much closer.

Eli moves. It breaks my trance. I shudder.

‘That old croc is smart,’ he says quickly. ‘As soon as he realises I’m on his Ruby he’s going to get very angry. Fletch, tie this rope under my arms and if I fall in you pull me out. Harvey, if that happens get ready to get this boat out of here fast.’ Fletch pulls on the rope to test it. It’s snug under Eli’s arms, secured with some slipknots Fletch learned from his dad. 

‘You guys ready with the bait?’ Eli points at the chickens and the turkey.

Bernie and I nod.

This is serious now.

I lean into Eli. ‘Take care,’ I whisper to my best friend. ‘You’re doing a good thing.’

‘Thanks. We all are. This is for Jacob.’

Fletch pulls on the rope. ‘You better hurry, Eli,’ he warns.

Then something rises up through the slimy water. At first all we see is an enormous scaly body. Ridges of his skin so big they stand out in dark green spikes. There’s a flick of his muscular tail as thick as a sofa. Then out comes his long mighty snout.

 I can feel the fear. Everyone’s heart racing. Harvey is monitoring Sebastian’s every move. The giant croc is eyeballing us from the water. ‘I think you’ve got three chickens and one turkey worth of time, Eli,’ Harvey stammers.

Eli’s face is determined. ‘Get the birds ready, Bernie.’

Bernie picks up a chicken. She positions it at her shoulder like a shot put.

Eli takes a deep breath. ‘Let’s do it. Harvey, you call it.’

Eli has a spanner in one hand, the rescue rope in the other, a penknife between his teeth, and bare feet.

‘Three. Two. One. Go!’ Harvey booms.

It’s on.

Bernie is an excellent thrower. All the years of basketball. She launches the chicken as far as she can throw it. It smashes into the water just short of Sebastian’s snout.

I start shaking the tambourine and banging the drum. 

Eli leaps from the tinny. He scrambles onto Ruby’s hull. Searching for the hatch. He’s sliding on the red paint.

Sebastian flicks his tail and lunges at the chicken. His huge jaws open. Snap. He thrashes it. Gulps it down. Washington is whimpering.

‘Hurry, Eli!’ I scream.

Eli’s found the hatch. He’s bashing it with his spanner. It’s hard for him to balance on the slippery hull. Fletch pulls and loosens the rope as Eli moves.

‘One chicken down. He wants more!’ Harvey yells.

I thrust another chook at Bernie, who launches it into the air. Eli manages to bash open the hatch door.

But Sebastian isn’t interested in chicken.

Bernie throws another one but it just bobs on the surface.

Sebastian is circling our boat.

 Eli slips. He slides down the red hull, and comes to a stop with his feet just above the water.

Fletch is panicking. He’s yanking the rope too tight.

‘Stop pulling me back, Fletch!’ Eli yells.

‘Sebastian’s gone down again!’ Harvey screams.

He’s right. There’s no sign of the croc now.

He’s submerged.

We freeze.

Eli clambers his way back up the hull. He reaches for the hatch. Washington howls. Eli gets the hatch open. He leans into the underbelly of the red-bottomed boat.

‘It’s here!’ he shouts. ‘It’s the dry bag!’ He heaves and strains to pull the bag out.

‘Where’s Sebastian?’ Fletch yells.

Eli has the bag in his arms, but he slips.

He’s lying across Ruby’s red hull. And he’s sliding towards the water. He’s clutching the bag and his feet are scrabbling. One hand clings to the rope.

 There’s an almighty splash.

Sebastian’s head rears up. His enormous mouth is wide open.

I rush to help Fletch haul Eli back.

‘Get the turkey!’ Harvey screams.

Like a warrior princess Bernie whips out the frozen bird. It weighs a ton, but somehow she lifts it above her head. She hurls it at Sebastian.

It flies through the air and crashes into his snout. Sebastian is stunned—but only for a second.

We pull the rope and drag Eli across Ruby and he leaps into our boat with the dry bag.

Sebastian launches up out of the water like a titan. His white ripped belly is as high as the tinny. Fletch is pulling on the rope tied to the tree. Eli tosses him the penknife and he cuts us free.

Sebastian submerges, ready for a final strike. Next time I know he’ll smash into the tinny and bring us down.

Fletch throws the knife to Bernie who cuts the second rope.

 ‘Now Harvey! Now!’ I cry.

Harvey yanks the motor into action.

Sebastian makes another fearsome lunge. He’s thrashing in the water, ready to crush our tinny in two. He crashes down into the water. The whole of the mangroves shudder at the might and power of the belly flop. But he’s too late. We are safe and speeding away at top speed.
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What’s in the Dry Bag?

Harvey is powering us away from Ruby. He steers the tinny further and further away from Sebastian’s lair. The creeks are getting choppier and the drizzle is thinking about turning to rain.

My mouth is dry, and my heart’s still racing. I’m clutching Washington tight. He’s quivering like a jellyfish. Bernie and Fletch are grinning. They’ve been through a terrifying event. They can’t help it. They’re giggling with relief. Eli is beside me and he’s still dripping wet. He was

 amazing, and in spite of what just happened he seems okay. His face is satisfied because he’s done what he came to do.

The clouds have really brought the evening in early. It’ll be properly dark soon, when the big rain hits. Once we’re out of the smelly narrowest part of the mangroves it’s like we can breathe again. We list, side to side, as the tinny rolls on the dark green water.

‘Let’s see if all that was worth it. Shall we open the bag?’ Harvey says.

Eli nods and Bernie and Fletch turn on their torches. We gather round Eli as he opens the dry bag in the bottom of the tinny.

There’s a jewellery box. Inside it is an emerald necklace and matching earrings.

There’re bags of gold coins that look like they’re from the olden days—pirate style.

There are three envelopes full of money and little plastic bags with a diamond inside each one.

And then Eli pulls out what we really came for.

 Yes. It’s the black book.

‘Thank you,’ Eli says to us. ‘This will save Jacob.’

His eyes well up. Mine do too and I nudge him with a smile. Washington even gives him his special wiggle.

‘Go us!’ laughs Fletch and he high-fives Harvey and Bernie.

‘Open it, Eli,’ I say.

The book is full of lists of jewels and precious items. Beside each one is an amount in dollars, a date and a name. Some of the dates are old.

‘Wow,’ says Fletch. ‘This has been going on for years. No wonder they wanted to shut Jacob up if he’d seen this.’

Bernie points to an item on the list. ‘That entry, for a gold bracelet, has the name Baz next to it.’

‘Baz,’ I read out to them. ‘That must be Big Barry, you know, the dude who let me speak to Jacinta. His name was Barry Man.’

 ‘This is serious treasure,’ Bernie says. ‘And we’ve got to get this to the police fast.’

She’s right. We’ve got to get moving. Eli puts the heavy treasure back in the dry bag while Harvey balances his way to the back of the wobbly boat.

Behind us there’s an unexpected flurry of birds and a huge mob flies into the sky. ‘What’s that?’ Fletch asks.

‘Something spooked them out of the trees,’ Bernie says and she peers behind us.

I say what we’re all thinking. ‘You don’t think Sebastian is following us?’

‘No,’ says Bernie but not in a confident way. ‘Sure, he was mad, but he wouldn’t follow us. Would he?’

Harvey cranks up the motor. ‘Well, I’m not waiting to find out,’ he says.

Then it starts. The drizzle turns to all-out tropical rain. The drops are huge and heavy. They splash into the creek like golf balls. I look out the back of the tinny. For a horrible second, I think I see a flash of croc tail break the surface. I shake the thought away. It can’t be. 

Harvey is careful to steer us through all the overhanging branches. He reduces the speed. There’s a lot of water in the boat already. This rain isn’t stopping and the tinny is starting to fill up.

It seems an age before we see the dim lights of the marina through the downpour. A few of the boats have lights on and there’s a faint glow from the Lancelot.

There’s nobody around. The yacht club has closed its shutters to keep out the weather.

The wind gets stronger when we leave the shelter of the mangroves and head into the open water. The big boats clank into their moorings and our little tinny rolls in the wind. The masts of the sailing boats are crying. It’s the unstable sound of sea boats. A rattle of metal, ropes and knots, like wild animals tied to the dock, wanting to get away.

 Washington is sliding from one side of the bottom of the boat to the other.

Torches are flashing from the wharf we are heading to.

Bernie realises first.

‘Look over there,’ she cries.

‘We’ve got company!’ Fletch shouts.

Through the rain I make out the shapes of Sausage and Mash at the end of the walkway. There’s no way we can moor this boat and get out of the marina without going past them.

‘What’s their problem?’ yells Harvey over the rain. I forgot he hasn’t always been with us.

‘Those are the dudes who spotted us spying on the Lancelot. They work for Royce Marine. It was one of them who put the dry bag in Ruby’s hull,’ Fletch yells back.

There’s a splutter from the motor. ‘We can’t wait here. We’re nearly out of fuel. We’ll just have to deal with them when we get there.’

Eli is quiet, but he’s clutching the dry bag tight.

 ‘I’m going to have to run for it,’ Eli whispers to me.

I get it. He has to get the evidence away from Sausage and Mash or Jacob will go down.

We’re closer to the wharf when the motor splutters again. The boat stops. Harvey pulls and pulls on the cord to start it, but there’s nothing.

From the jetty Mash taunts us, ‘You can’t get in! We can come and get you.’

‘No thanks!’ Eli yells back.

Our feet are sloshing in the water. And the weather is getting worse.

‘Oh, come on kids. We just want to check you haven’t got anything that doesn’t belong to you,’ Sausage threatens in his high thin voice. It cuts through the storm.

‘What are you talking about!’ yells Eli.

‘I warned you I never forget a face,’ Mash yells. ‘And why would a group of nosy kids be heading into the mangroves on a terrible day like today, we thought? So, our mate Barry asked Jacob’s little girlfriend, Jacinta, some questions. He’d warned her to keep quiet for Jacob’s sake but it seems she has a big mouth and told you about Ruby. You’re a clever bunch, though, you worked out Ruby is a boat, and where she is. If you’ve found Ruby and taken anything from her, we’re coming to get it!’ 

‘No way!’ Eli yells at them. ‘You’ll get nothing from us.’

Then there’s a snap. A snap so loud even the storm seems to stop for a second. The snap of Sebastian.

In the mist and the dark and the thundering rain his mighty silhouette rises from the edge of the mangroves.

‘Is your cousin worth a fight with Sebastian!’ Sausage screams, taunting us.

‘You bet he is!’ Eli yells.

Harvey yanks the motor cord one last time.

The boat bursts to life and lurches forward through the storm. But he can’t control it in the rough water.

 It lunges into the wharf. Sausage and Mash collapse back, thrown off balance.

Sebastian looms again. Half his tremendous body ascends. He snaps his massive jaws in one last warning. Then he plunges back down and disappears.

This is our only chance. Fletch and Bernie clamber out of the boat and up the ladder onto the wharf.

‘Go Harvey!’ I bellow as I bend down to save Washington, who is now swimming in the bottom of the tinny. Harvey scrambles onto the wharf and I throw Washington to him. Eli is still on board trying to grab the dry bag. I yank him to the ladder just as he grasps the bag. Bernie and Fletch haul us both onto the dock.

Sausage and Mash are on us. Mash charges straight for Eli and tries to rip the dry bag from him. Bernie and Fletch are pulling him off as Eli struggles to hang on to it. Sausage is wrestling me and Harvey. Washington is snapping and biting at his ankles. 

Suddenly there are floodlights streaming down the wharf.

So bright we’re all blinded.

Sirens blaring in the distance.

Footsteps charging towards us.

Someone pulls Sausage away from us.

‘Get your stinking hands off my boy!’

It’s Dad.

Another guy wrestles with Mash. Bernie and Fletch protect Eli and the dry bag. ‘Leave them alone!’ a familiar voice warns.

It’s Terry. Terry!

Then more yelling from down the wooden wharf. Mrs Montgomery and Harvey’s mum are charging, puffing like dragons. No one’s a match for these two mums and they rush in to pin Mash down.

More pounding feet. Turtle, and Sylvie limping with her foot all bandaged, and Mum, who’s clutching Frankie, appear out of the blinding light.

 ‘Don’t you try anything. You…you…’ Turtle is in a rage. ‘The police are coming, and if you people so much as touch another hair on the head of any of these young ones you are…’

There’s a commotion on the other wharf. I look over and Big Barry is running along the jetty. Two police officers are chasing him. They catch him and roll him on the dock.

A police car sweeps in and the officers jump out and rush towards us.

And Eli clenches the dry bag in his arms like his life depends on it—actually not his life but his cousin’s—because in it is the black book and all our hopes of saving Jacob.
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Hot Chocolate

For the last hour, the five us, plus Washington, have been sitting on the veranda benches outside the yacht club. The owners heard all the commotion. They’ve given us blankets to keep us warm and hot chocolate to sip while the grown-ups finish talking with the police. Washington has even got a bone to chew on.

The marina has been like the set of a police movie. People everywhere.

Apparently, after Big Barry harassed Jacinta, and made her tell him what she’d told us, he locked her in the Lancelot. He’d been blackmailing her all along, telling her things would be worse for Jacob in jail if she said anything, plus she didn’t have any evidence. But Jacinta escaped. She called Turtle. Jacinta told her Big Barry and his gang were waiting for us at the marina. Turtle called everyone else. And it was Terry who thought it would be a good idea to call the police. 

Nice one, Terry.

With Big Barry, Sausage and Mash safely locked in the police van the officer in charge comes up to us. She sits down next to Eli and me. Eli still has the dry bag at his feet. Opposite us are Fletch, Bernie and Harvey.

‘So, your families tell me you’ve all been into the mangroves tonight,’ she says.

‘Yep,’ I mumble.

‘That was extremely dangerous, wasn’t it.’ She sighs.

Here we go, a lecture.

 ‘Only sort of,’ Harvey offers with a smile.

‘Well, I think I’ll leave that to your families to discuss with you. What I am interested in, though, is what you found on Ruby. Can you show me, please?’ she asks.

Eli hauls up the heavy dry bag and puts it on the bench between himself and the police officer. He opens it up and she looks inside.

‘There’s a lot of valuable stuff in here. And I know for a fact many of these items have been reported missing from Royce Marine charters,’ she says.

She pulls out the black book. She opens it and her face lights up as she reads it.

‘Is that enough to save my cousin?’ asks Eli.

She smiles at him. ‘It certainly is. Jacob was framed to cover up the real crimes. This is all the evidence we need to prove it,’ she says.

‘Then he can go free?’

‘He most certainly can, Eli. As soon as we tidy up the paperwork, Jacob is a free man.’

 Suddenly the outside of the yacht club is filled with cheers and clapping and tears. Everyone is hugging and happy. Dad swings me around, Mum twirls Frankie, Sylvie cries and Terry even picks up Washington. Turtle holds Eli like she’ll never let him go.

Jacob Wilson is free.
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Arrow Formation

A week later we’re at the brand-new housing estate and we’re waiting to try the new bike formation. Jacob has come to watch us with Jacinta. They’re waiting by her car which is parked at the end of the street. Jacob has pulled up pretty well. He’s a bit thin and tired-looking but still the same old Jacob. He was so grateful to all of us, and Washington, we all had our picture taken together for the Shire Times. Underneath the headline and our picture it said:

Local kids prove former Royce Marine deckhand Jacob Wilson was framed. He has now been cleared of all charges of jewellery theft. Three suspects have been charged with a number of counts of theft.

‘Is Harvey coming?’ I ask.

‘Yep,’ says Fletch, ‘but he’s sneaking out. He’ll be here. His mum just found out he’d stolen the Christmas turkey and she went ballistic.’

The massive turkey makes me think about Sebastian. I shudder. We were very lucky he didn’t get us. I wonder what happened to him that night. Did he stay and watch us, or did he cruise back home? Whatever happened, no one will ever go near the red-bottomed boat again, except perhaps the ghost of Big Nigel.

‘Hi! Sorry I’m late.’ Harvey rides over to us. He’s getting too big for his bike.

‘Let’s go,’ I yell. We cycle wild and free on the sticky bitumen, warmed from the afternoon sun. Behind us the sky is hazy over the rustling green paddocks of sugarcane. 

‘Right!’ shouts Eli. ‘Now you’re here it’s time for Arrow. Andy, you and Washington up front. Let’s do this, crew.’

Eli is our new caller. And, like clockwork we ride into arrow formation. I’ve got Washington steady on his platform with his ears flapping. I move to the front. Behind me to my right is Eli. Across from him on my left is Bernie and swinging out behind them are Harvey and Fletch.

Jacob and Jacinta cheer. Jacob leans in the car window and toots the horn.

It feels good to be together and to have Harvey with us. And good to have Jacob back.

Washington barks.

I glance over at Eli and my best mate rings his bell.
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