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The Steamkettle Kids Save the Day

Dedicated to all the young dreamers, the builders, the schemers, the adventurers.

Our future is counting on you. Express yourselves and amaze the world!
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Game Over!

Cobble Street should have been named Topple Street, Christopher Cogan cursed as his boot-clad toe caught the edge of a pothole that almost sent him straight down on his face. “When I’m mayor this’ll be the first street I fix,” he muttered as he raced down the long road that cut straight to the center plaza of Steamkettle Bay.

He saw the plaza fountain up ahead, and quickly tried to decide his next move. The twelve-year-old boy was ahead of the game, though he could hear his street pals close by. Any moment now they would burst into Cobble Street, and there he’d be standing–looking confused and a rather deep shade of blue from the knees down.

That last hiding spot had been original, but honestly, what boy in their right mind would think to leap into a vat of wine-grapes during a game of hide and seek? At first, Christopher had commended himself for his cleverness. But, after climbing out of the vat and retrieving his boots from behind a box, his clever smile had faded. His ankle-high boots definitely wouldn’t cover the grape stains that reached his knees. Well, perhaps I shall start a new fashion, he thought, as he tucked his soggy, sticky pant legs tightly into his boot-tops.

At the very center of Steamkettle Bay, Cobble Street took a sharp curve as it wound past the working class trade shops and Bay Public School. But now the road aimed directly at the statue of Nikolas Bartlby Darngerad, the city’s first tycoon, which rose above the fountain at city center.  Cobble Street wrapped around the fountain, and emerged on the other side transformed into Center Street. Smoother, and with nary a pebble out of place, it rolled regally on, bordered by expensive shops, homes, banks, the library and the museum. Street games were frowned upon on Center Street, and all the kids knew it. Police patrolled the High Side streets regularly and didn’t have much of a sense of humor.

Christopher had noticed that old tycoon Darngerad was positioned exactly on his pedestal to allow him to smile kindly up Center Street, while sticking his slightly rounded tush out at all who gazed upon him from Cobble Street. Christopher’s parents had stifled their laughter at that sight and pretended not to notice. His mum had told him a long and rather boring story about Darngerad’s early days of growing up on the Low Side, and how his daughter had married a historian and raised two children who became bankers. “So you see?” she’d said, “he started on Low Side, but always looked towards High Side. That’s why he seems like he’s walking towards Center Street.”

Christopher thought about tycoon Darngerad’s backside for about two seconds as his purple-booted legs hurtled him around to the front of the fountain. He glanced up and saw Darngerad glaring down at him. “Well good afternoon to ye, Darn ol’ Darngerad, ya old coot. While you’re stuck up there, I’m down here winnin’ this game! Your fancy folk aren’t around so who’ll be the wiser if I borrow your fancy street for a few minutes?” He tried to sound important, but there was still a nervous quaver in his voice.

Behind the statue, Christopher saw his friends approaching at top speed, then suddenly screech to a halt just before reaching the fountain. As they stared gape jawed at him, he congratulated himself on his bravery and courage. His scaredy cat friends stuck to their side of the fountain, never thinking to venture beyond Low Side.  It was right about then that Christopher realized they weren’t staring at him, exactly, but over his shoulder towards something looming behind him. And the look on their faces was not admiration.

Christopher really didn’t want to turn around, but he did. With a resigned sigh, he mumbled, “Afternoon, Officer.”

Broom Duty

It took Christopher a full hour to sweep the Center Street sidewalks from Gearpoint Crossing up to Bankers Row. Officer Creakle leaned against a lamp-post, munching fried pastries from a waxed paper bag, keeping a sharp eye on Christopher the whole time.

“You’ll think twice about yer antics next time, young urchin!” the officer called out. “Get those steps outside Flora’s Florals, too!”

Christopher glowered, his cheeks growing redder and hotter with each whoosh of the broom, but he bit back the various insults he ached to yell out, lest the officer had him sweep his way around the whole city. No wonder High Side’s so clean! It’s unfair labor! You don’t see the fancy people cleaning up our streets every time their carriage horses drop a stinky load on our cobbles, now do ya? he thought to himself.

The Low Siders didn’t mix much with the wealthy folk of Steamkettle Bay. Those on the High Side shunned the poorer part of the city, but that didn’t stop them from sending their hired help down into the skinny, winding streets that everyone called ‘The Narrows’ to find the fishmongers. The lowest part of Low Side, right along the bay, was where the fishing vessels docked. Fresh fish was sold from ramshackle little sheds built right on the waterfront boardwalks.

Most every morning at the crack of dawn, fancy carriages would squeeze through the Narrows, bringing the household cooks and restaurant chefs down to purchase freshly caught delicacies. By afternoon, the sheds would have been picked clean of the finest fish, crab, lobster, eels and squid, but there would usually be enough lesser-quality fish for the Low Siders to purchase at bargain prices.

By the end of the day, those cobblestone streets carried the eye-watering scent gifted by dozens and dozens of carriage horses relieving themselves as they traveled through the Narrows. On a hot day, the combined aroma of horse poo and fishy fragrance actually made it hard to breathe. Low Siders grumbled quietly about the situation, but couldn’t do anything about it. Many of them were fishermen who desperately needed the money they made selling fish to the High Siders.

Christopher finished sweeping the last step leading up to Flora’s Florals, then trudged back over to where Officer Creakle was wiping sugar off his cheeks, having polished off four large pastries. “All done Officer, can I go home now?”

Officer Creakle crumpled his waxed paper bag and tossed it on the ground. “Better clean that up first, then you can return the broom to the broom barrel. After that, I am counting to five and if you’re still on Center Street, I’ll set you to washing windows!”

Red-faced with anger, Christopher grabbed the bag and stuffed it into the trash bin only ten feet from where Officer Creakle stood. Just next to the trash bin was a round barrel filled with brooms, ready and waiting for the next misbehaving child.  He stuck the broom into the barrel, imagining himself poking Officer Creakle in the belly, then dashed off as fast as his boots would carry him.

As he raced around the fountain, Christopher stuck his tongue out in anger at the statue of Nikolas Bartlby Darngerad, then turned a corner and vanished into the dirty narrow streets of Low Side.

Miss Pockets Has a Plan

Paisley Pockets perched atop a wooden packing crate in the old abandoned factory, and chewed on a big red apple. “Hide and Seek’s a stupid game anyway, Christopher. I can’t believe you went into Center Street to win it!” she said around a mouthful of apple. “Er, wait, silly me, you didn’t win. Payin’ broom-time means you lost!” Paisley swallowed her bite and laughed merrily.

Christopher kicked at a pile of boards in frustration. “It’s not fair! Why’s old Creaklepants got to be so mean?”

Paisley finished her apple and neatly tossed the core into a nearby rusty bucket. “Oh, that’s three points for me,” she giggled, making three marks in the air with her grubby index finger. “Everybody knows he’s acting like a big shot, so he can get a promotion and marry that Miss Lydia that works in the bakery. She sees him gobbling up her pastries and bossing people around, and he hopes she’ll get all impressed and fall for him.”

“How do you even know that?” Christopher puzzled.

Paisley dangled her legs over the edge of the crate and swung them, bashing her worn out boot heels against the boxboards. “Cause I know everything, silly. While you’re stuck in school, I’m snoopin’ around.”

The boy shrugged and said nothing. Paisley always did whatever she liked. Christopher figured she didn’t have parents but he was too timid to ask her about that. She was a tough, smart little girl but he sort of felt sorry for her. She always seemed to have a bit of food in hand, and never looked tired, so that was good. And if she got lonely after all the other kids had gone home for the night, she never showed it.

“Tell you something else I know.” Paisley looked around to be sure no one else could hear. “The Gormley brothers are makin’ fake coins in the back room of the Fitzsimmons Fountain Pen factory.”

Christopher stared at Paisley as if she were talking another language. “Huh? Those buffoons aren’t smart enough to tie their own bootlaces! I think you’re makin’ stuff up. They’d need machinery and metal and fancy designs and who knows what else...” he sort of ran out of steam with his protest, as Christopher really had no idea how coins were made.

“Saw ‘em nick a stamping machine from the delivery docks down by the river a couple weeks ago.”

The confused boy shrugged, not knowing what to say about that.

Paisley rolled her eyes and jumped down from her crate. She paced back and forth, waving her hands and explained. “You know how when you go to the theater,” she said the word ‘thee-ah-tah’ like the fancy folk, “you can pay with one of those theater coins? People buy enough to last all year long for theaters and concerts, ‘cause they’re cheaper than payin’ at the door.”

Christopher nodded. He’d seen a few of those coins now and then, even held one once. Very shiny, twice as thick as regular money, embossed with a bouquet of assorted flowers.

“Well, the Gormleys been churnin’ out those coins by the bucketful, and selling them to peddlers passin’ through the city, so they can resell them in other towns to people who want to visit Steamkettle Bay and see a show.”

Paisley reached deep into her drooping, frayed skirt pocket and withdrew not one, not two, but three shiny theater coins.  She flipped one with a practiced hand towards Christopher, who fumbled and missed the catch. The coin bounced on the stone floor, sending a sharp note ringing throughout the old factory. Christopher ran after it, grabbed it and turned it round and round in his fingers. It sure looked real enough.

“I snuck in last night and nicked those coins as proof.” All at once, Paisley’s face changed from her usual smug expression, becoming very serious. “We need to shut them down. Get them arrested. They can’t keep makin’ those. Christopher, they’re not only foolin’ the fancy visitin’ people, they’re cheatin’ regular folks too. Lots of those coins been showin’ up in the fishmonger’s and street seller’s pockets, some of them fools don’t know any better and take ‘em as real money.”

Christopher started to understand. “And those poor folk need a ticket to the theater like they need another hole in their boots.” He exhaled a sigh, knowing Paisley was right. He didn’t much like the idea of messing with the Gormley brothers, but what they were doing was awful, and it was hurting a lot of hardworking folk. “So how are we going to get them arrested? We’re just kids. The police won’t take us seriously!”

“We’re gonna smoke ‘em out!” Paisley grinned and reached into her other skirt pocket to pull out a dull metal canister topped with a fuse. “Helps to know people who make fireworks,” she said. The conniving girl did seem to have lots of ‘friends’ with useful skills.

“And then what? We’re going to tackle them to the ground and drag them kicking and screaming to the police station? Paisley, do I have to keep reminding you? We’re just kids!”

“Yeah, we’re ‘just kids’ but we got something the Gormley’s don’t have.” She tapped her tangled braids and nodded.

“Lots of hair? Yeah, Clyde Gormley is kinda bald as an egg, and Rufus doesn’t have much going on up there either...”

“No, you dolt, I meant smarts! We got a lot more street-smarts in our heads than those two, or any of the police, even!” She dropped the smoke bomb back into her pocket, so she could rub her hands together in a dramatic fashion. “All we need to do is make sure the police show up at Fitzsimmon’s factory while the Gormleys are inside makin’ those fake theater coins.”

A grin crossed Christopher’s face. “Just introduce them so they can become real good friends, eh?” He chuckled, but was also starting to realize that this was something they might actually be able to do. “So where do we hide so’s we know when the Gormley’s show up?”

“Pffft,” said Paisley while waving her hand in the air casually. “I was busy last night. I ran a wire from the house next door, through a crack in the big side window at the factory, and laid it across the doorway to their room. When they scuffle those big ole boots of theirs going inside, they’re gonna break that wire. When the wire breaks, a soup pot that’s tied to the other end of that wire will drop in the house next door. And when the soup pot drops, Jimmy Cupper will hear it ‘cause that’s his house. He’ll yank the wire and drag it back into his house to hide it, then sneak out, run over here and...”

Just that moment, Jimmy Cupper ran into the room, wheezing and gasping for breath.

“What are the odds of that?” said Christopher, turning to marvel at Jimmy’s perfect timing.

“Pot fell!” the younger child blurted out, then sucked in a huge lungful of air. “Soup pot fell! Where’s my brasser?”

Paisley pulled a real coin from her pocket. “This ain’t a fake, and it’s not for candy. You buy some veggies on your way home!” She squeezed his arm, making the skinny boy wince. “You’re like a twig, so get some taters and a bunch of spinach. Okay, off with you! We got work to do.”

The boy skittered out the door, clutching his precious coin tightly in his grubby fist.

“Come on, Chris!  No time to waste!” Without waiting for a reply, Paisley shot out the door and down the side alley. Christopher blinked, gulped and tore after the girl, who was smaller and quicker than him. Clattering boots on cobblestones up ahead told him which direction she’d turned and in a moment he’d caught up with her.


Fitzsimmon’s Fire!

The factory holding Fitzsimmon’s Fountain Pens was huge. The pen manufacturers only needed a portion of the building, so they rented out the extra space to smaller companies and inventors who needed the room.

The Gormley brothers bluffed their way into renting a small room near the back, saying they were inventing a machine that
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A Life Invented

“Where do grand inventors come from?
Why, small inventors, of course.”
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The Steamkettle Kids and the Lucky Tentacles


This story was written in 2016 for International Octopus Day, which is October 8th of every year. It was also a gift for people who struggled with Hurricane Matthew that year. Why not write your own story or poem for next Octopus Day?
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The Secret of Tarragon Alley

Horticulturist: An expert in garden cultivation and management.
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Pocket Door and Much More
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