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FISHING FOR CLUES

When Jake and Candy go to stay on their dad’s new canal boat, they know the previous owner, Benjamin Fisher has disappeared. No one know where he’s gone – or do they? As Jake and Candy begin to find out more about Benjamin – and the people he knew – they start to think there might be more to his disappearance than meets the eye...
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“If we’re going to bump into a dead body on this boat,” Candy Everton announced, following her dad and younger brother, Jake, along the canal towpath, “I’m not getting on to it!”

“Not again!” her dad groaned. “I keep telling you, no one has died. The original owner simply abandoned the Baloo. The canal authorities finally claimed her, and they’ve sold her to me. It’s all perfectly legal.”

“And creepy,” Candy grumbled, not liking the idea at all. “I can’t understand why anyone would just abandon their narrowboat. Why not sell it if they didn’t want it anymore? Why desert it? Doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Questions, questions,” Mr Everton laughed as they trudged along the dusty track.  “She’s ours now and that’s official. And once we’ve spruced her up she’ll look magnificent.”

“Hey! Is that it?” Jake yelled as they entered a long, low brick tunnel spanning the canal.

At the far end of the tunnel, framed beneath the dark archway of brick, a long green narrowboat was moored to the bank, looking neglected and forgotten.

“That’s her,” Mr Everton sighed happily. “The Baloo - and she’s all mine at last.”

Jake ran on ahead, making loud whooping noises that echoed around the damp, arched brickwork. Reaching the far end of the tunnel he called back, “It’s a bit scruffy.”

“You’d be scruffy if no one had looked after you for over a year,” Candy shouted. Then, grinning, she added, “Actually, you already are a bit scruffy.”

Jake stuck out his tongue and clambered aboard the Baloo.

“Hang on,” Mr Everton yelled, quickening his step. “Life jackets at all times, please.”

He pulled out three bright yellow life jackets from his holdall and they slipped them on over their T-shirts. “Can’t take any chances. The water’s deep.”

“And murky,” Candy murmured, peering down into the muddy brown depths.

Mr Everton ran his hand along the peeling paintwork of the Baloo. “Well kids, what do you reckon? Think your mum will like her?”

Candy stood back from the water’s edge and gazed at the narrowboat. Despite the grime and the flaky paintwork, she could see that it had once been beautiful and that someone had taken infinite care over decorating it. Below the layers of dirt were painted scenes of castles, roses, boats and rivers, intricately designed and painted with love and care.

Mr Everton gazed happily at the boat. “Y’know, kids, I’ve always wanted this boat. First spotted her years ago, when you two were just babies.

“Did you meet the owner?” Candy asked, more puzzled than ever now she’d seen the boat. Why would anyone abandon something they so obviously treasured?

“Met him once,” their dad remarked, thinking back. “Big chap as I recall, with a bushy black beard. Quite an artist too; painted all these scenes himself.”

“Canal art,” Jake piped up, sitting perched on a wooden bench seat at the rear of the boat and waggling the long tiller back and forth. “We’ve done it at school. Can we go below now, dad?”

Mr Everton stepped on board, taking a set of keys tied to a chunk of wood from his holdall. “Good idea, eh?” he remarked. “If you drop the keys overboard, they’ll float.”

Candy followed him, gripping the rail with both hands. The Baloo dipped in the water. It was a strange, unsettling sensation and she hoped the boat was still watertight.

The cabin door was small, and they had to duck as they went down the two steps into the galley. There was a cold, dark chill to the long narrow cabin. The curtains were shut. Everything looked shadowy and unwelcoming.

Candy felt as if she were trespassing. As if the previous owner was still there, somewhere. Watching them. Angry that they were intruding on his boat.

Mr Everton opened the curtains and the August sunlight streaked in. The boat was furnished with a table and bench seats. At the far end, near the door which opened up on to the bow, were four bunk beds, two either side.  There were cupboards, a sink, a cooker and a cast iron wood stove with a chimney that went out through the roof.

“Well, what do you think?” he asked, smiling broadly.

“Brilliant!” declared Jake, poking about in the cupboards. “Except there’s a load of junk everywhere.”

“It wants a good clearing out,” his dad remarked.

Candy gazed around, holding on to the sink to keep her balance as the boat bobbed about on the water. It was quite pretty really, beneath all the dust. Every wall and door were decorated with canal art, bright pictures in reds, greens and yellows. Even the pots and pans were painted.

“Look,” she said, glancing at a bright red kettle sitting on old newspapers on the table. “He was halfway through painting a scene on this kettle. Look it’s someone fishing in the canal...”

“All his paints have dried up,” Jake interrupted, jabbing a rock-hard paintbrush on the table top.

Candy frowned. There was a mug and plate on the table too, and half a loaf of bread which was now just a lump of hard, green mould. What looked like the skeleton of a fish lay dried up on the plate next to a knife and fork, an unwashed saucepan sat on the cooker. A pile of ruffled bedclothes lay untidily on the top bunk.

“It looks as if he abandoned the Baloo in a hurry,” she murmured, glancing around the galley.

“He’s even left his clothes and shoes,” announced Jake, opening another cupboard. “Pooh! And his socks.” He shut the cupboard door quickly and opened the next. “Hey, look at this!”

“What have you found?” his dad asked, stooping down to take a look.

“Bottles of booze – brandy! Loads of it.”

Mr Everton picked up one of the fat brown bottles and read the label. “Mmm, excellent brand and pretty rare. Can’t buy it in this country. It must have come from the Continent. You wouldn’t leave this behind unless you had to.”

“See?” Candy murmured. “I told you it was odd.”

Jake continued delving through the cupboards. “This one’s stuffed full of papers, letters and things. Hey, was his name Benjamin Fisher?”

“Yes, I believe so,” said Mr Everton. “Just throw it all away. I’ve brought plenty of rubbish sacks.”

But Candy was still puzzled. Why leave everything behind like this? Clothes, letters, all that brandy... He was halfway through painting a picture on a kettle. He hadn’t washed up his dinner plate. It was just so odd.

Jake sniffed at a green piece of mould that had once been a slice of bread and butter and waggled the dried-up fish bones at Candy. “Mmm, nice. Fancy a sandwich?”

“No, you eat it,” she answered, smiling sweetly. But her smile soon turned to a frown. “He must have gone out after his dinner and had an accident or something. It’s so sad.”

“It certainly looks that way,” her dad agreed. “But these things happen. Bad luck for Benjamin Fisher, but good for us. I’ve always wanted to own the Baloo,” he gazed around the boat, smiling happily, “and now I do.”

“But aren’t you bothered about what happened to him?” Candy insisted. “This was his last meal. That was his last painting...” her gaze turned to the bundle of bedclothes. “It even looks like he’d been in bed...”

Her heart lurched. There was a definite shape to those bedclothes. An icy shiver crawled up her spine. “Dad... you don’t think...?”

A look of horror spread across Mr Everton’s face. “Died in his sleep, you mean? And no one discovered him?”

Jake’s brown eyes looked like saucers. He backed away from the bunks.

“Have a look, Dad,” Candy whispered, grabbing hold of Jake and holding him close.

Mr Everton looked distinctly nervous. “Don’t be so daft. Someone would have checked... wouldn’t they?”

“Maybe not, Candy breathed. “Make sure, Dad – go on.”

He hesitated nervously. “It’s just bedclothes.”

“It might not be,” Candy whispered, her skin beginning to crawl with horror.

Slowly, very slowly, Mr Everton inched along the galley towards the bunk bed. Cautiously his hand reached out towards the bundle of bedclothes.

Candy and Jake held their breath.

Gripping the edges of the grey woollen blankets, Mr Everton yanked them clean off the bed with a load, “Waahh!”

Candy and Jake screamed.

A second later their dad was doubled up with laughter. “You pair of nits! You didn’t really think old Benjamin Fisher was still lying in his bed? Give me a bit of credit, please.”

Candy gave her dad a thump. “You did that just to scare us, didn’t you? You’ve already checked the boat over, haven’t you?”

“Course
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