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Stealing is bad, kids.

Naughty.

Devious.

The sort of behaviour that is frowned upon with a tut-tut and a brow more wrinkled than a sun-kissed raisin.

But let’s face it, some stealing is worse than others.

I mean, pinching a biscuit from the tin when your mum’s back is turned is hardly the sort of thing that deserves ten years hard labour. And ‘borrowing’ a particularly hard answer from the smart kid next to you in a maths test doesn’t mean you should be exiled to a mountain prison and made to break rocks with your own forehead.
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That said, there are certain things you should never pinch, like someone’s bum when they’re not expecting it, and there are others that you simply can’t. I’ve never heard of anyone successfully shoplifting a rhinoceros by hiding it up their jumper, or making a whole country disappear using just the rubber on the end of their pencil.
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I did once, though, hear about a house that was stolen.

Don’t roll your eyes at me. It’s a strange tale, but true. In fact, when it happened it almost started a war, a war like no other.

You see, this house was special. So special that this wasn’t even the first time it had been stolen. And I don’t mean burgled. Anyone can be unlucky enough to have their belongings nicked by a stinking rotter with a swag bag and a mask.

What I mean is that this house had been properly stolen, twice: the bricks, the door, the roof … everything!

Don’t look at me like I’m a loon, and don’t throw this book on the fire, either. I know it sounds weird, but I promise you it happened.

This is the story of how The House That Was Stolen was stolen.

So settle back, open your mind really wide, and let the battle begin …
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It was a sunny morning on Storey Street.

Birds sang, badgers danced, and foxes picked the pockets of any dustbins left recklessly overflowing.

At Number 29, it was business as usual.

Coffee brewed, toast browned, while on the floor, two figures wrestled to the death. Well, not quite to the death, but with enough aggression to make a trip to the hospital highly likely.

‘Submit!’ the larger figure yelled, the sleeves of his crisp, white shirt rolled up to reveal arms the size of Russia.

From underneath this hulking, but impeccably dressed figure, came a defiant noise.

‘Never!’ it yelled happily, despite its mouth being pushed into the floor. ‘You’ll have to rip my arms out of the sockets before I give in!’

The larger figure laughed. ‘Who’ll clean my shoes if I do that?!’

Still he didn’t let go, instead twisting the smaller figure’s arm
further behind his back, before demanding, ‘SUBMIT!’ again.

What happened next beggared belief. Somehow, despite being three times lighter, the smaller figure managed to push himself first onto his hands and knees, then into a crouch, until finally, with sweat pouring off his shaven skull, Masher Milner stood beside his dad, Maurice, snarling like a Rottweiler with a toothache. What a fearsome pair they were. The scariest, most cunning bad boys, not only on Storey Street, but in the whole of Seacross.

‘I’ll never submit!’ Masher laughed, despite the effort and pain. ‘So get used to it, Dad. The next person to give in will be you!’

Well, that sort of challenge was enough to kick Maurice and Masher Milner into a new level of warfare. Across the kitchen table they tumbled, scattering plates and cutlery, leaving buttery slices of toast stuck to the seats of their trousers.
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Not that either of them noticed, or even cared. They were so caught up in their fight that they could’ve covered themselves in porridge and neither would’ve paused to lick their lips. Only the arrival of a third person in the kitchen brought them back to their senses, as the shrill shriek of a hearing aid threatened to shatter every glass they owned into a squillion pieces.

‘Masher!! Maurice!! How many times do I have to tell you? If you want to fight, do it in the garden like the other wild animals. Your granddad would turn in his grave if he could see the mess in here.’

Tentatively, Masher lifted his head to look at the trail of devastation behind them, not to mention the craggy scowl of his grandmother, Lillian. She may have only stood four feet tall in her wrinkly-stockinged feet, but he knew better than to incur her wrath. Others had done so and disappeared. (Granddad included.)

She had every right to be irked. There was cream on the walls, orange juice on the windows, and unless Masher was mistaken, half a packet of Frosties stuck to the ceiling with marmalade. Modern art, it wasn’t. Carnage, it was.

‘Don’t you be worrying, Ma,’ Maurice said as he pushed himself up off the floor. ‘Our Quentin will tidy it up, won’t you, son?’ And he flicked a globule of strawberry jam, which landed on the boy’s forehead.

Masher grimaced, and not just at the jam that was oozing into his eye. He hated it when his dad used his real name. He only did it to wind him up. Dad knew his true name wasn’t Que— (He didn’t even like saying it in his own head.)

His name was Masher.

It summed him up, physically and mentally. Mashing was what he did, to everyone and everything.

And he did it bloomin’ well. Everyone said so, especially his teachers. So when Dad called him by that other abomination of a name, it made him want to scream.

What kind of parent gives their son such a woofer of a name anyway?

Well, let me tell you. Maurice was the worst kind of person, and not only because he was an estate agent.

OK, he did make his money selling rubbish houses that were held together with double-sided sticky tape, but that wasn’t the worst thing about him.

No, what made him really smell of rotten chicken livers was the fact that he was also a snob.

A hoity-toity, nose in the air, looks-at-you-like-you’re-dog-doo- on-his-polished-shoe snob.

He hated anyone with less money than him, and he didn’t like rich people either. Because rich people had money that should really belong to him.

But not for long. Not if Maurice had it his way. He had plans, and all of them were more snobby than a traffic jam full of Rolls-Royces.

Reluctantly, Masher fell to his knees and began scraping Frosties into a pile, while his dad poured a steaming cup of tea.

‘How many houses are you planning on selling today, Maurice?’ Lillian asked.

‘At least a couple,’ Maurice bragged through a mouthful of toast.

‘Two? Is that all? When your dear old dad had his grocer’s shop he had to re-stock it fifteen times before lunch alone. ’

Masher watched Dad roll his eyes and tried to remember how many times he’d heard his grandma say that. He’d run out of fingers and toes to count about seven years ago, and had run the batteries down on several calculators since.

Dad pushed himself to his feet and smiled thinly at his beloved, irritating mother.

‘Now, now, my precious. I may only be selling two houses today, but they happen to have seven bedrooms each. By the time the suckers sign on the dotted line, I’ll be owed so much dosh the Bank of England will have to open a new money-printing factory. One they’ll name after me. In fact, they’ll have to take the Queen off the fifty-quid note and stick me on it instead!’

Masher chuckled to himself, imagining how it would feel to have his face on a note too. The ten-pound note to his dad’s fifty. How great it would be to walk into a shop and buy himself a new pair of boots with steel toecaps, using cash with his own mush on it. Everyone would know just how rich and important his family was.
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Just as his blissful daydream was gathering pace, Masher heard a familiar thud against the wall behind him. Then another. And another. Again and again.

Masher felt his temperature rise and his hands curl into fists. Across the kitchen, his dad was reacting the very same way. Only Grandma was oblivious, her hearing aid needing new batteries again.

‘You are kidding me!’ Masher grunted.

‘At this time of the morning?’ Dad replied.

Masher stormed out of the kitchen. ‘Why don’t you let me handle this?’ he said over his shoulder.

By the time Milner Jnr reached the front door, he was primed, ready and in full-on Mashing mode. It was a sight scary enough to have the Incredible Hulk screaming for his teddy.

‘Watch me, Dad,’ he growled. ‘Watch. Me. Mash!’
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Neighbours. Everybody needs good neighbours.

I’m sure that’s a line from the Bible. Or did I see it on the telly? Oh, I don’t know – either way it’s true. There’s nothing better than sharing a wall with people who like a laugh and a joke; friends you can grow old with, comparing denture cream and surgical stockings. You know, the important things in life.

Imagine living next door to the Milners, though. You’ve only had one chapter of their hoity-toitiness, but I can’t imagine you’d dare hang your Y-fronts out to dry with them sneering over the garden fence. Who would?

It seems fitting, then, that Masher and his family only had one set of direct neighbours, the Catt family, who lived on their left.

The Catts were so terrified of the Milners that they never went out of their house unless absolutely necessary. The curtains never opened, the front step was never scrubbed, the cobwebs were so huge that the spiders had spun a double garage and a conservatory on the side. Such was the family’s fear, the local kids had named them ‘The Scaredy Catts’. Never was a nickname more apt. Well, apart from Quentin Milner’s.

The house on the other side of Milner Mansions was … well … how do I describe it? It was a house like no other, mainly because it wasn’t a house at all. Except it was. Kind of. Confused? Me too. Let me try and explain.

The House That Was Stolen had been there for ever. At least, we think it had. Official records of its history and ownership had mysteriously disappeared just after the Second World War.

The House That Was Stolen was simply a gap, a void in the shape of a house, which sat between the Milners’ abode and the one belonging to the Christmas family. To the untrained eye, it looked like a sneaky burglar had whipped the house away, brick by brick, overnight. But instead of leaving no trace at all, this thief had left behind three things: a settee, a TV and a lamp, which sat where the living room should have been.

No one knew how or why these objects were there. It had been that way for as long as people could remember.

There were legends about how it all started. That the tooth fairy set it up as a crash pad as she twinkled her way across the country, sliding pound coins under pillows. That it was some kind of art that was meant to be all profound but just looked a bit … rubbish.

Either way, you can imagine how this annoyed the Milners, can’t you? There they were, with curtains sewn by their own enslaved silkworms and an eighty-carat gold doorknocker (well, almost), only to live next door to what looked like an open-air charity shop.

They’d tried endlessly to have the furniture removed, bombarding the council with emails until harassed workers came to take the stuff away.

But the weird thing was, no matter how many times the site was cleared, the next morning, the same items reappeared: a settee, a TV and a lamp.

How odd, and utterly, utterly wonderful. I mean, what kind of mischievous, impish, talented and handsome person would do such a thing … ?

Well, after years and years of trying, the Milners finally gave up, though the failure left its mark on Masher and his dad. They were uber-sensitive to anything and everything that went on there. A dog whistle being blown from The House That Was Stolen was enough to have them snarling and barking out of their windows.

The House That Was Stolen was a landmark on the road, more important to the residents than Number 10 was to the folk of Downing Street.

It was especially important to the kids who lived on Storey Street, who had adopted the space as their own; a place where they could escape their parents, kick back with friends and pretend to watch TV. Summer or winter, there was always someone occupying the settee, reading by the ‘light’ of the lamp. In fact, that constituted a quiet day at The House. All sorts of events were held there: impromptu art exhibitions, card schools, squash tournaments, acoustic music gigs. Moira and Marvin Marshall had met there at the age of eight, the latter proposing on the settee ten years later. And with that sort of history, there was only ever going to be one venue for the wedding, which saw a hundred people cramming into the tiny space, dancing the night away.

This morning was a little more sedate, but certainly not quiet, despite it only being eight o’clock. The bright sunshine had dragged the children of Storey Street from their beds like moths to a flame. (Not that anyone’s getting burned here, honest. It’s not that kind of story. It’s just a simile.)

On the settee, Polly Stagger, Anaya Shan and Eleanor Pulse were debating the merits of Justin Bieber’s new single (it was a very short debate), while next to them tutted Laszlo Di Bosco, who was watching the telly. (Poor lad never had grasped the concept of electricity.)

Behind them was where the real action was, though. A game of three-a-side footie had kicked off, with the Storey Street Trophy (a highly polished old tin of beans) at stake.

Leading the two teams were Elliot Tipps (son of legendary Seacross City Tigers goalkeeper, Tony Tipps) and hapless Danny Christmas (son of the local vicar, who lived on the other side of The House That Was Stolen).

Danny’s dad had been a vicar for as long as Danny could remember, a job that caused him no end of pain at school. Not because of his dad’s unshakeable beliefs – none of the kids batted an eyelid at those. Danny found himself the butt of so many jokes because of Dad’s name.

You see, the surname Christmas, plus a job as a vicar made Danny’s dad … FATHER CHRISTMAS.

I know that shouldn’t be funny snort … but it doesn’t matter how many times I hear it … giggle … it still tickles me … guffaw.

Danny was an enthusiastic footballer, but limited in ability. While a lot of poor players seem to have two left feet, it was as if Danny had twelve, and managed to trip over them every minute.

This morning, he found himself in goal, for which the posts were drawn in chalk on the Milners’ kitchen wall. In the ten minutes they’d been playing, he’d already let in seventeen goals, each one a rocket from Elliot’s left boot. It was this repeated sound of leather on brick that had Masher and his dad bolting from their house like a pair of rabbits who’d spotted a ten-metre carrot.
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‘Oi! Rudolph!’ Masher boomed in Danny’s direction. This was one of a number of hilarious Christmas-themed insults Masher regularly threw at his neighbour. ‘Elf’ and ‘Cracker’ were other favourites, though none stuck as firm as ‘Rudolph’ – helped by the fact that, all year round, Danny’s nose was as red as a baboon’s bum.

Masher saw panic flare in his prey’s eyes, and felt a surge of pride at his power.

‘What do you want me to burst first – your ball or that zit you call a nose?’

Danny instinctively covered his face, which unfortunately didn’t leave enough hands to shove the ball up his jumper. He’d already lost three that month to Masher, and he couldn’t afford another.

‘It’s not my fault,’ whimpered Danny. ‘Blame Elliot. Someone’s hidden dynamite in his boots … and it wasn’t me!’

But Masher wasn’t about to turn his attentions away from Danny. Not when he enjoyed terrorising him so.

‘Now listen here, bauble bonk,’ Masher growled. ‘My dad and me were in the middle of something important. But we can’t concentrate because of them leaky buckets you call hands …’

Danny looked glumly at his fingers, red and sore from trying to stop Elliot’s shots. He was worried Masher was going to make things worse by snapping them off, one by one.

‘… So you’ve got one option: STOP! IMMEDIATELY! Or I’ll tie you up in tinsel and strap you to that manky lamp. Understand?!’

Danny understood perfectly. He made it his business to listen very carefully when Masher spoke. Living almost next door to him was a daily, painful nightmare.

‘I’ll stop, immediately,’ Danny sighed, to the groans of the other players.

‘But we’ve only just started,’ said Elliot.

‘And anyway,’ piped up another lad, little Jack Boo, who for some ridiculous reason was feeling brave. ‘It’s not like you own this pitch. We’ve been playing here for years. My dad did too when he was little. And my granddad, and his dad t—’
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