
Alfie’s Treasure Hunt

E.M.G Wixley

Dedication

This book is dedicated to my grandson Alfie and my family. The support they have given me throughout the writing of this story is beyond anything I could have expected.

Thank you for helping me make my dreams come true.

Treasure Hunt

E.M.G. Wixley

Copyright  E.M.G Wixley October 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved; no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted by any means, electronic, photocopying or otherwise, without prior permission of the author.

Cover Design: E.M.G Wixley

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Where real locations have been used, the settings and characters within them are entirely fictional.

Reading Material for all Ages

Fantasy Adventure

Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Chapter Twenty-nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-one

Chapter Thirty-two

Chapter Thirty-three

About the Author

The Fixers

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Alfie placed his two dinosaurs, Stig and Deno, on the hallway carpet. Kneeling, he rummaged in a toy box his mother had put under the stairs, ready to take to a jumble sale, for the remnants of a wooden train set that he’d enjoyed playing with when he was little. He’d spotted the engine the day before and was eager to see if the carriages remained. 

There had been excitement in the house all week. His mum, Tiffany, and his dad, Felix, had explained that tomorrow would be the day they could meet their new baby for the first time. Alfie was nine, and he’d longed to have a brother to play with and had decided he would willingly share his favourite toys. Smiling to himself, he pulled two carriages out from under an array of broken cars and miscellaneous plastic. His tongue stuck from the corner of his mouth as he focussed on joining the pieces of the train together. I must show this to Dad, he thought. He will like this and not want to throw it out.

The phone rang, and he heard his dad’s baritone voice answer. Something about the call held his attention. He was replying to the voice at the other end in his disappointed tone, which he only used with him when he’d broken the rules. 

“I understand, but we assumed you would have done sufficient research into the family to know of any potential relatives who might come forward.” There was a pause while Felix listened. Alfie abandoned the train, picked up his dinosaurs, and held them to his chest. “She will be devastated. We all will be.”

“Who was that?” his mother asked, the joy in her voice muted.

“The social workers,” his father murmured. “There’s bad news.”  

“Go on.”

“A sister has come out of the woodwork, claimed James. It’s a no-go.”

“So they allow us a glimpse of happiness and then whip it away,” his mother cried, choking on anger and pain. “Are you sure there’s no chance?”

“She’s been checked and has nothing to do with James’s mother.”

“They told us to go ahead and get everything ready. All the stuff we’ve bought, and I’ve given up my job!” Tiffany moaned.

Even at such a young age, a part of Alfie understood that the reflection of a different life was shattered. He listened to his mother’s weeping and his father’s comforting words and felt alone. He hugged his toys tight as a blizzard of confusion descended. The adult world was complicated, but the sweet melody of joy that had drifted through the house over the past two weeks held them together in excitement and a loving embrace. 

“I’m brokenhearted – I will never recover from this – it’s the third time.” The angry words resounded clearly around the house. “We might as well stop trying – the age gap between Alfie and another child will be too great, and we’re getting older.”

Alfie didn’t want to be by himself with the ghost of a wanted child hanging in the air. He stood, walked to the door that was standing ajar and waited under the frame. He saw his parents sitting in the centre of the black leather ‘L’ shaped sofa. Their bodies were mingled together in one large clinging shape, with their heads buried in each other's shoulders.

His dad glanced up, smiled sadly and beckoned. Alfie rushed forward, and his dad reached out and plucked him into his arms. He wriggled between his parents, who cuddled him and kissed him repeatedly on the head. Sheltered between strong limbs and buried in soft warmth, he listened as his dad gently explained.

“Mummy is a bit upset because the baby won’t be able to come to our house.”

“Don’t cry, mummy – you still have me,” he said as his own sorrow flooded in and tears rolled down his cheeks. 

“I know, sweetie, and I love you more than anything in the world,” she said, lifting her pale face and smiling through a watery veil. “We both love you to the stars and back.”

Alfie knew he was from a family of fixers, as it had been mentioned many times. His dad fixed all kinds of vehicles, and his gramps built houses and mended all his broken toys.

“Dad, can’t you fix it?” he asked. “You and Grampy fix everything.”

“Not this time, but I do have an idea,” he muttered, his eyes brightening at some thought. “I think you and I should go out. Leave mum to have a rest. We’ll go exploring in the woods,” his dad said, jumping from the sofa. “We could look for hidden treasure. How about it? We might also stroll to the café and buy ice cream.”

Alfie grabbed the giant's hand and beamed up at the kind face with the thick dark brown hair and beard. He allowed himself to be tugged up from the chair.

“We’ll get you chocolate mummy!”

“My favourite,” she said, smiling through her tears. “You two are everything to me.”

Somewhere inside, Alfie knew his father was tempting him away from the drama, and he was relieved the day wouldn’t stretch endlessly under a heavy cloud. He decided that he would try extra hard to be good and make them both happy. It was because of this that he put the toys back in the container without fuss. He wiped the tears from his glasses and got himself ready without complaint. 

“See you later, mummy!” he called as they stepped through the door.

“Be careful! And don’t hurry to grow up – love you!” his mother said shakily.

Holding hands, Felix and Alfie walked out of their tiny rented house into the spring light. Birdsong filled the air, and Alfie felt safe. “Let’s run, Daddy!” Together, they ran to the gravel path, which climbed steeply and gradually up to the woods. Little by little, they plodded over rocks through the curtains of dripping green, which stretched on either side up to the blue sky. At the top, they were free and turned onto a level mud path. 

“Daddy, I won’t be naughty ever again, and I won’t call you ‘poop head,’ a term which had made them both laugh when he was little. Today, he needed to go over past happy times to be younger.

“I’m not a poop head,” his father said in mock annoyance. They laughed, and Alfie rejoiced as his father picked him up in his strong arms and manoeuvred him onto his shoulders.

“Now you can touch the sky. What can you see up there?”

The sun was burning through the canopy, and Alfie’s skin glowed; he breathed in the warm air and smiled, satisfied.

“I’m a giant, and I can see birds and planes.”

“Goliath, I want you to know that you are very much loved, and you mustn’t bother yourself with grown-up worries. Mummy is sad now, but she is strong and will be fine. And daddy has a plan which will make her very happy.

“What is it, daddy?”

“It is a secret between us giants for now,” he said in his warm, deep voice. “You know daddy has to work a lot to make money?”

“Yes, and mummy.”

“I have been keeping lots of that money hidden like treasure, a bit like how dragons sleep on a pile of gold and jewels. I now have enough to buy us a lovely new house of our own with a big garden. Not one that slopes so steeply you can’t play in it.”

“Will that make mummy happy?”

“Yes, and you. Your school friends will love playing in your garden. If we buy and not rent, we could adopt a dog.”

There’s that word again, Alfie pondered as he allowed it to roll over in his mind. He’d heard it all his life. It was an important term because his mummy and daddy had told him he was adopted. It meant he came from another lady's tummy and that he was their chosen child and much loved.  If he had an adopted dog, it would be an extra special friend.

The Treehouse
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Chapter Two
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Some of the rooms in their half-demolished house were deemed unsafe, so Alfie spent much of his time playing in the densely overgrown garden, which stretched down to the pond where a cloud of insects hovered. There was only one other house down the narrow lane, which was attached to theirs and belonged to an old lady called Hilda Windwood.

Whenever he went out to play, he would glance over the low wall to see if Hilda was hanging out her washing. She’d told him she didn’t hold with tumble driers or dishwashers. Or she might be feeding her hens or tending to her wildflowers, which grew profusely in the borders. When he saw the crow sitting on the bricks and Bandit the kitten beside him, he knew she was there somewhere.

“Hello, Hilda!” he called.

“Hello there, Alfie,” she said, coming out from behind a white sheet and rushing in his direction, holding a plastic tub.”

“Hello Felix,” she shouted to his father, who straightened from breaking up pieces of wood, smiled and waved.

“What are you up to today?” she asked as she patted Arthur, the St. Bernard dog his mum and dad had collected from the dog’s home, who’d put his front paws on the wall, wagging his tail and begging for attention.

“I have a lot of work to do in my house.”

“Yes, I imagine you have.” She smiled broadly. “I’ve picked some strawberries. You could munch them while you work,” she said, handing over the container.

Alfie knew he wasn’t to take things from strangers, but his mum and dad had told him that Hilda was their friend. He looked up into her face and was spellbound. There was something magical about the old lady; her hair was silver and grey striped, just like Bandits, and she wore it pulled into a bun which curled on the back of her neck. Her skin was creamy white with hardly a wrinkle, and in the heat, there were rosy spots on her cheeks. Again, she smiled warmly, and her sapphire eyes sparkled as though every day was a joy.

“Stay away from those nasty nettles by the ladder,” she said, brushing a cobweb off the arm of her cardigan sleeve.

“I will,” he called as he walked away and immediately began stuffing the delicious fruit into his mouth.

The sun was sinking, illuminating his surroundings in amber light. Alfie ran through the gold heads of flowers and rough grass with his arms spread wide, like a bird floating on the thermals as the fruit rolled around the box. Arthur bounced after him with his tongue flopping out as they rushed to his favourite place, the rickety old tree house at the end of the garden.

Alfie bent over and, placing his hands on his knees, breathed deeply. He could smell the smoke from the fire burning in the background. His father spent most nights after work on the old house, pulling walls down and burning old furniture and rotten wood. He’d heard his mother describe the building as bleak and murky, but they all agreed it was better than their previous cramped home. It was also close to his school. 

He gazed up at the enormous tree, the overhanging branches dripping over the lawn. Two boughs forked in opposite directions supporting the structure, and buried within the leafy hand was his house.

“Remember not to use your tools until I can help?” Alfie’s dad called out.

“I won’t, Daddy,” Alfie replied, turning to face his father.

“Be careful,” he smiled. “I’ve made it safe, but it’s still shaky in places.”

“We will.” Alfie’s concern was Arthur, he was a massive dog almost as tall as himself and fat, getting him up the ladder would take all his strength. He got behind Arthur placed both hands on his bottom and pushed hard. Although his arms were strong, he couldn’t budge Arthur and quickly gave up. 

“You will have to wait here,” he said, scrambling up to his hide-out. The sturdy branches shuddered in their familiar way. He crossed the balcony and bent through the door. Glancing around at the cracked yellow paint and the faded flowers drawn by a previous owner, he decided his job for the day would be decorating. Clambering over his abandoned toolset, he went to the table placed in the centre of the room, lifted up the tablecloth and retrieved the can of peach paint. Down below, Arthur whined and made several attempts at climbing.

“Here you go,” his father said as he plonked Arthur on the balcony. 

Alfie had taken the half-full tin from the skip when his father wasn’t looking and had borrowed one of the many brushes from the kitchen drawer. He lifted the lid and stared at the sumptuous colour. With pride, he slowly moved the brush up and down, admiring his work as he went. Dad will be impressed, he thought. He was so occupied with his outstanding work that he didn’t notice Arthur trying to squeeze through the door. Not being the kind of dog to tread carefully to avoid obstacles, he burst through the entrance and slid into the can of paint.

The old tree creaked and moaned under the weight as Arthur came to a halt at the far end of the cabin. They stared at each other with a connected look of horror. 

“Look what you’ve done,” Alfie whispered. “We’re in big trouble now.” The dog’s eyes grew large, and then he hung his head in shame. “Never mind, I’ll think of something.” His eyes rested on the spade he used for digging in the garden, and he utilised it to scrape the paint off the wooden boards and trickle it back into the tin. After this, he turned his attention back to Arthur. Other than his pink-orange belly, the colour was mostly on his paws. 

“Come here, Arthur,” he said, reaching for the dog’s collar.

Arthur, afraid he was going to be told off sunk onto his belly and skulked under the table and stared up at Alfie with sad eyes.

Alfie withdrew and dropped onto his bottom and wondered what he could use to clean his friend’s thick coat. It would be a shame to use the pretty flowery tablecloth, but there was nothing else available. In one swift action, he pulled it off the smooth wood, bent under the table and grasped a brightly coloured paw. 

Arthur wasn’t happy and pulled back. There was a struggle, and Alfie banged his head on the underside of the rough planks, sending the piece of furniture toppling on its side. Rubbing his head, he assessed the situation. He saw his trousers and top were splattered with peach. It was then, as he imagined the look of annoyance on his father’s face that he spotted the box nailed to the bottom of the table. It was a wonky rectangle and loosely fixed in place with a gap at one end where it had started to come away. 

Curious, Alfie rushed to where his tools were still scattered over the floor but now also in a pool of paint and picked up the Chisel, which he liked best because when his dad showed him how to use it, his mum had complained that he was too young for such things. 

Remembering to be careful, he placed the sharp end in the slit and levered the rectangle of wood from the surface. A tingling thrill shot through as the box fell to the floor, and a piece of paper dropped out along with a small silver object.

He stretched his legs out in front of him and held the paper up to his face. “It’s a letter, Arthur!” he said, wanting his friend to know he wasn’t going to bother him anymore. “I’ll read it to you.” Alfie looked at the script, which was written in large, bright green letters. He was good at reading and read aloud to Arthur.

“My name is Amelia, and I’m ten. This is my house. I’m glad someone else is playing here. I’m moving a long way away. My daddy disappeared, and as I don’t have a mummy, I must live with my Nanny and Grampy. I found four pieces of treasure in the garden which I’ve hidden for you. Follow my clues, and you will find them. I’m leaving you my most precious things; keep them safe in case I return. I wish I could join in with you. Have fun.”

Alfie glanced down at the gift he had in his small hand. It was a silver sword with the name ‘Setting Sun’ engraved on the blade. It was a real treasure, and he thought it was beautiful. 

Outside, he heard his dad speaking, the grass rustling and twigs snapping. Quickly, he glanced at the writing written in red pen. Clue one: The magic sword is from a book. Find the book and read it, and you will know where to find the next clue. Underneath, she’d drawn a smiley face.

Something was stirring at the base of the tree. There were footsteps on the ladder, and the branches creaked. Alfie slipped the charm and letter into his pocket and, taking a sidelong glance, saw his dad stooping in the doorway.

“Oh, Alfie!” he said in a deeper voice. His eyes were sad, and his mouth turned down in disappointment. “It’s not the mess I mind so much. What really upsets me is that you took the paint without asking.” 

Alfie hated it when his dad was cross. It was the look and the solemn voice which caused his heart to sink into his stomach. “I’m sorry, Daddy,” a sob stuck in his throat, and he turned away as a tear rolled down his cheek. “I tried to clean it up, and I couldn’t find you to ask for the paint.”

“Then you should have waited.”

“I was careful. It was Arthur who knocked it over.”

“You can’t blame others for your mistakes,” he said with annoyance as he reached out with both hands and grabbed the dog. “We’ll wash him with the hose, and then you can jump in the bath. Then we’ll have to sort the tablecloth out before your mother notices. She went to a lot of trouble making that for you.”

Alfie sulkily slouched up the garden while his dad rushed to fix the hosepipe onto the outside tap before Arthur spread the paint to other surfaces. The crow harshly cawed causing Alfie to glance up. Over the wall, Hilda was holding his mother’s hand in both hers pressing gently like two pieces of bread holding onto a filling, she was smiling sweetly and looking at his mother sympathetically.

“It must have been hard for you dear, finding out your illness prevented you from having children,” she said in a whisper, trying to exclude anyone else from listening, but Alfie had exceptional hearing. 

“All I ever wanted was to be a good mother,” she brushed a tear from her face. “We’re so lucky that we have Alfie.”

“Yes, you’re blessed,” the two women smiled at each other. “He’s a lovely boy.”

Alfie felt happier; Hilda was always able to take away his mother’s pain and make her smile. She also cheered his dad up with her homemade cakes and offerings of bread straight from the oven. “It’s not often you get kindness and food like this anymore,” he would say. “It reminds me of when I was a little boy and my mother’s cooking.” 

The women suddenly burst out laughing, the crow flew to the treehouse, and Bandit tumbled off the wall. Alfie turned to see his father chasing Arthur around the garden, trying to squirt him with water.

“Alfie, grab his collar and hold him still for me, please.”

Taking up the challenge, Alfie joined the chase and then tried a different tactic. He slowed, “come here, Arthur,” he called, holding out his hand as if it held a delicious morsel. The bundle of fur came closer to sniff as, just in time, Alfie grabbed hold of his neck and wrapped his fingers around Arthur’s collar. The spray was then directed at them both. Alfie looked up and saw a gentle humour rising on Felix’s face. Then he gazed up and watched the sparkling droplets fall from the sky and laughed.

“Dad! Give the hose to me,” he said, running through the shower and towards his father. “I’ll wash him.” He took the hose from his dad and, as he ran to where Arthur was hiding behind a bush, turned and aimed at Felix. A water fight ensued as the giant found a bucket, filled it with water and chased after his son. Tiffany disappeared into the house, returning quickly with some towels.

“What am I going to do with them,” she said with mock annoyance as she returned to the wall and Hilda. “It’s the school summer holiday next week, and I’m not sure how any babysitter will cope with a wild boy and a large dog. I wished I didn’t have to work – I enjoyed being a stay-at-home mum, and if we’d had another child, I wouldn’t have had to leave our home.”

“Well, dear, I know I’m old, but I would be only too happy to look after Alfie.”

“That is so kind of you to offer, but the real difficulty is Arthur and the house,” Tiffany said as she looked at the drenched man and boy and the bedraggled dog. They had all stopped running and were all panting. “It’s a real concern. I can’t ask anyone to look after a small boy in our bombsite of a home. The dog walker said she would have the ball of fur but not Alfie as she has so many other dogs to care for.”

Felix turned off the tap, and the soaked humans walked over to the women while Arthur ran wildly around the garden, shaking his woolly coat. Alfie and Felix took the fluffy towels from Tiffany. 

“If Alfie agrees, he can stay at my house over the holidays, and Arthur would be very welcome too – I love animals, as you can see,” Hilda said, grinning.

The smell of wet dog filled Alfie’s nose, and he bent down and wrapped Arthur in his towel.

“What do you think, Alfie?” Hilda said.

Alfie rose and, remembering the letter, slipped his hand into his pocket. The paper was a soggy lump, but within it, he could feel the sword.

“Yes, I would love that. Thank you, Mrs Windwood.”

Amelia
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Chapter Three
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Amelia was emotionally numb except for the aching in her heart. She strayed alone up the hillside and stared over at the colossal cliff and the cascading waterfall which crashed endlessly down onto the beach far below. She marched on through the extending landscape which held no well-trodden paths or anything which resembled a straight line. The grass was spongy and sodden with sprouts of purple heather, and the leaden sky pressed down. 

Tears coursed down her cheeks as she shouted, “Why! Why!” Her cries bashed against the wall of the eternally wailing wind and sea. She resented her grandparents, Hugh and Peggy Granger, for pushing her into the furthest corner of the planet. A remote and abandoned Scottish island seemed a peculiar place to take on a building project for a stranger.

A forest emerged out of the mist to her left. Its blue-black gloom seeping across the land. Everything was shadows and rain. Ahead, she saw an old ruin on top of another hill and pressed forward, continually pushing her hair from her eyes and mouth. When she arrived at the remains of forbidding battlements, she pressed her back against the stone and, sagging, collapsed onto the cold ground. She covered her face in her hands and wept. “Daddy, please come back. I want my regular life with friends, shops, and my old school.”

The sun swept over the hills as if chasing the cloud away. Amelia calmed and gazed into the glittering brilliance of a stream which trickled along a craggy crack. Tiny fish darted in and out of the rocks and weeds. She scratched the mosquito bites on the back of her hand and quietly pondered her situation.

Amelia thought of her friend Hilda, the old lady who lived next door at their previous house. It was because of Hilda that she kept a diary. She couldn’t write to her as there was no letterbox. A tear dropped on her cheek at the memory of her kind friend. 

Sulking, she rested her chin in both hands and listened to the high-pitched revving of her grandad Hugh’s chainsaw cutting trees for the house. The new owner wanted it made from wood. Peggy would be close by, helping in any way she could. Amelia’s job was to collect dry firewood for the stove in the old croft where they were forced to live.

She knew it was important to hold her tongue about her true feelings as her grandparents were devastated by their daughter’s death and now her father’s disappearance. Their grief had been far beyond anything she had ever witnessed. Hugh was an architect and builder, and this was to be his last project before retiring. She’d been told they needed the money to pay off their own mortgage. It kept them focused and prevented their thoughts from wandering into the cracks where darkness and dread lurked. However, pretending to be enthusiastic about their adventure placed an added strain on Amelia. 

We must get this house built, her nan kept saying. It will mean we can return home and live a life without worry.

It’s only for a year, her grandfather had added. Nanny being a retired teacher can home-school you.

Amelia was abruptly roused from her thoughts by a strange wailing coming from behind her, from within the castle walls. It sounded real, not just the wind. Someone was crying out in desperation. Adrenaline shot through every vein in her body. She ran down the steep slope, re-tracing her footsteps with her heart pounding in her chest. 

Safely back in the cove she wandered along the beach to look for driftwood and remembered when they first arrived a week ago. The small boat had rocked under the weight of their possessions, and the thin, shrivelled man who was taking them from the mainland grumbled to himself, the air whistling through the large gap in his front teeth. I hope you know that the new owner is a crooked man and has nothing but dark intentions.

We’re just here to build a house, her grandfather had replied. We all need a distraction after a family tragedy, and it will be good for our granddaughter.

He helped them off-load their bags and then showed them the plot of land, which was thick with dirt and layers of rubble and surrounded by tall firs. I hope you know what you’re getting into – that man can’t be trusted. And people say this place is cursed. Few locals will venture here on account of the ghosts which haunt the abandoned village and castle.

We don’t believe in such nonsense, her grandmother had stated. Besides, our contractors are all friends of my husband's. He’s been in the building trade all his adult life.

Everyone was relieved when the boatman got back in his rickety vessel and headed back to the mainland.

That first night in the bare, tiny loft room of the abandoned croft was the worst of all. In the darkness, she heard unfamiliar noises, hoots, screeching and branches cracking. On the whitewashed wall next to her bed was the creepy picture of a graveyard outside a castle, and adjacent to it was a crucifix. She’d laid stiffly, hardly able to breathe, imagining all kinds of scary monsters coming to get her like they took her father.
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THE ONCE PRISTINE BEACH was littered with plastic and all kinds of flotsam and jetsam. Amelia picked up a couple of bottles, which she did most days. Her grandfather had said they’d most probably been thrown from ships. Then, she spotted an abandoned canoe. Gramps would be pleased with that, she thought, as she dropped the containers and grabbed the slimy sides. 

Using all her strength, she continued to drag the heavy craft back to the plot.

“Wow! What a brilliant find!” her grandfather shouted as he paused in his work to take off his hat, revealing his bald head encircled by the remains of his short, black, grey-tipped hair. He wiped a drop of sweat from his hooked nose. “We could use that for fishing,” he said, smiling. “We’ve made progress today, and the men will come on Monday to start on the foundations.”

Under the glow of Hugh’s praise, Amelia sat down by her nan, who was leaning over sticks and blowing to encourage the fire to take hold. As flames leapt into the air, she flicked her long, greying blonde hair over her shoulder so it flopped down her back like thick straw. “It’s not cold yet, but it’s easier to burn the rubbish,” Peggy said.

Staring into the fire, Amelia thought again of her old home, and the tree house Ed had made for her with such pride and wondered who was living there now. Would they love it and take as much care of it as she always did?

“Nan, will Dad ever be found?”

“Sweetie, I don’t know. It has been over a year now,” she said, looking away and gazing towards the hills. “It’s inexplicable. He would never leave us, just vanish.”

“Don’t worry yourself,” Hugh interrupted. “Your grandmother and I have employed the best private investigator, Mr Onassis. We will find out what happened.”

Treasure Hunt
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