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19 End Of The Summer Holiday––––––––It was the last Sunday of the summer holidays – the day we knew would come, but deep down, we had hoped it never would. We decided to end the summer in the treehouse.  Feeling a little sad, we walked through the forest. I felt like I was finally noticing how beautiful it was – sunlight streaming in rays between the branches and trunks. The open spaces were full of grass and wildflowers. Why was I only seeing this now, with the holidays already over?  There were five of us. The older lads weren’t there. We wanted to be on our own for this special day. Maybe they did too.  Liam carried our rabbit in a cardboard box. With school coming up, he couldn’t babysit our little hopper anymore. Besides, Brian was completely better and ready to return to the wild. It would be easier to deal with just little Brian and big Bryan again, without Brian the rabbit as well.  At the foot of the oak tree, where our treehouse hid among the branches, Liam set the box down. He tilted it slightly, and Brian hopped out at once. You’d think he’d dash off; instead, he sat in the grass, wide-eyed. His ears twitched in all directions as he sniffed the little, white flower of a wild strawberry plant.  "He has to get used to being outside again," Nick said.  It looked like it might take a while, so Eddy, our best climber, hoisted himself into the tree and lowered the rope ladder.  Through the branches, we could see the river winding towards the sea, which lay just out of sight. We talked about everything we’d done over the past few weeks in the places below us.  "The sandcastle on the beach," Brian said.  "The big boys chasing us," Nick added.  "Eddy disappearing and turning up in this very tree," Liam reminded us.  "The secret passage between my house and Liam's castle," I said.  "Brian kidnapped by the big bullies," Eddy grinned. "And us becoming friends with them anyway."  "And Brian the rabbit at the concert," Liam laughed.
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1 On the beach
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Reaching the top of the last, towering sand dune we had climbed, we could finally see the beach and behind it the endless sea. 
Eddy, tall and gangly with tousled dark hair, pointed to the waves, breathless, looking like he could hardly wait to get there.
“At last,” he said, his voice full of impatience.
Brian flopped down on the sand, his chest heaving as he wiped sweat from his forehead. 
“This was too much,” he complained. “I’m completely knackered.”
He was the youngest and smallest of our group of five and sometimes had trouble keeping up with us.
Nick's shout cut through Brian’s complaints. 
"Bet I can beat you all to the sea!" he yelled, already halfway down the dune. 
The rest of us scrambled after him, arms flailing as the dry, white sand slid away beneath our feet. I nearly lost my balance twice but managed to stay upright. 
[image: Afbeelding met kleding, verven, schets, tekening
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Eddy, not so lucky, landed face-first in the sand with a muffled groan. By the time I reached the shoreline—an honourable fourth—Liam was already there. He was too much a gentleman to boast about it and only asked what we were going to do next.
‘Let’s catch a fish!’ was Nick’s idea.
He was always full of energy and as the son of a farmer, animals were part of his life.
‘No, a seagull!’ screamed Brian.
After his defeat, Eddy wasn’t in favour of activities having to do with speed, so his idea was to build a sandcastle. 
‘What do you think, Mark?’ the other boys wanted to know.
I was still tired after the run, so I was totally fine with a calm activity. Liam was too. Which wasn’t surprising. After all, Liam lived in a real castle.
We found a nice spot, where the sand was moist and firm and we had a view of the white-and-red lighthouse. 
We built double walls and tall corner towers for our fortress. Nick, who was the strongest of us because he was used to helping out on the farm, dug moats two feet deep. Our loud discussion about the important issue of whether or not there should be an entrance gate drowned out the sound of the waves crashing on the beach.
Liam argued that a castle needed a gate; otherwise, the knights couldn't get in - or out. 
"Let's not exaggerate," Eddy suggested. "There are no knights after all. Our castle must be strong enough to hold back the sea. If we make a gate, the water will flood everything.”
We fell silent when suddenly four shadows fell over us. When we looked up, we saw four lads. They seemed four of five years older than us. Maybe they were fifteen or so. With cigarettes in their mouths, they didn't look like they were up to much good.
"Look how cute," said the biggest boy, in a deep, rough voice, flicking his cigarette ash onto the sand. “Those toddlers have built a castle. How long will this pathetic mess be standing?" 
"Not long," replied the smallest boy. He crossed his muscled arms and asked: "Do your mummies know you're here, boys?” 
His words hit like a slap, leaving a cold feeling in my stomach.
No, our mums don't, I thought. When Mum had asked me in the morning where I was going, I had told her we would stay nearby. After all,  we weren’t supposed to be at the beach alone. Now I knew why: no one would come here to look for us.
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2 Where is Eddy?
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Suddenly,  it wasn't fun anymore. The beach stretched out endlessly, not a soul in sight. There was no one to help us. The pounding waves no longer sounded like a nice, relaxing summer's day; the mood  was dangerous now.  
I noticed that Liam, who always seemed to be the calm and collected one, was digging his hands in the sand. He didn't listen to the tough boys who ridiculed our castle. What was he doing? Didn’t he care at all? 
One of the boys asked: "What shall we do with them?" 
"Bury the losers under their little castle," suggested another. 
"Feed them to the fish," was the idea of the biggest boy.
Why, oh why had we gone to the beach? Now I understood why it wasn't allowed, but it was too late. My stomach tightened as I looked around. What were we even doing here? I turned to Liam, who was digging in the sand like it was just another lazy afternoon. Seriously? He could boss us around for hours over the right way to build a sandcastle, but now, when it really mattered, he was doing... this? Just as I was thinking that, he whispered: “Follow my lead." 
With both hands, he grabbed a handful of sand, sprang to his feet, and shouted: “Now!" 
Liam’s handful of sand hit the biggest boy straight in the face. The boy yelled. Liam’s next throw was aimed at the smallest boy  - sadly,  he missed because he used his left hand. A second later though, I hit him with my sand, right on his mouth and spotty nose.  I could see the surprised look on his face before he even reacted. The others now understood and started throwing sand as well.
Of course, there was no question of us being able to beat those big boys. Still, surprise was on our side and we had to take advantage of that quickly.   "Run!" roared Liam.
And off we went. We ran across the beach and then up the dune, slipping and sliding in the hot, shifting sand. Behind us, we heard the boys screaming as they chased us. Finally, we reached the tall marram grass, where we could hide. Panting, we turned left and then right again and dropped down onto the sand, exhausted.
"We can't just sit around here," Liam said his eyes darting all over the place. "We need to be on the lookout. They're really dangerous." 
Cautiously, we looked out over the dunes. We only saw the marram grass swaying gently in the salty smelling wind. There was no one there. 
"Safe at last," Brian sighed. "What shall we do now?" 
"Hush!" hissed Nick. "I hear them!" 
Indeed, we heard the horrible, rough voice of the biggest boy barking: 
"See them anywhere?" 
He was pretty far away, by the sounds of it. Then, from nearby, another voice sounded: "No, I don't see them." 
We flattened ourselves on the ground. My heartbeat thudded in my ears. I
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