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    To all those that remember to do the right thing, even if it might cost them dearly.
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They had only landed in the outskirts of London England thirty minutes ago. Now Bear is driving like he’s trying to win a road rally race, as Gayle gives him directions from the front seat. Uncle Gus and Tom are in the back seat. Even in the dim light of the passing street lamps Tom can see that Uncle Gus looks upset and worried.

“Uncle Gus,” Tom said softly, “What’s the matter? What’s so important that we’re racing to this person?”

“What?!...Oh, sorry Tom. What was the question?” Gus shook himself from his thoughts.

“I said, what’s so important that we’re racing to this person. Who are they?” he repeated.

“Oh yes, well I guess we have time to fill you all in before we get there.” He talked loud enough for everyone to hear. “The message came from Emma Westbrook. I guess it’s Emma Talbot now. I can’t believe that she married that prig even after all these years it’s hard to except.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “When I knew her, her name was Westbrook that was a lifetime ago. Back when I was a freshman in college. We were very special to each other then, before I left to finish college in the States. We almost got married you see but it didn’t work out.”

They all were in shock at that announcement, “You never told us you were almost married,” said Gayle, “What happened?”

“That’s not important. But what is, is who she married Reginald Talbot. I was shocked when I got the wedding announcement almost twenty years ago.  I didn’t even attend. How could I the way I feel about who she married.” Gus looked out the car window and took a deep breath. “Let me tell you what I remember about this guy she married. Then you might understand why I’m so worried about her now.”

“My freshman year over here I was the only Yankee in class. That fact caught the eye of a group of thugs led by none other than, you got it Reginald Talbot, self-appointed protector of British hierarchy. This guy and his thugs made my life hell that first year and not just for me but for some others that it turned out were great friends.”  Gus relaxed as he warmed to the story of his youth he was about to tell.

“There was Percy, he was very tall and pencil thin, his clothes didn’t fit well, and he came from a working class family. His father was a mechanic, and his uncle collected garbage. His mom was the greatest, she took all of us in like we were her own sons. Wonderful women. After the four of us hooked up we hung out at his place.”

“Then there was Charlie, he was built like a whiskey barrel. Reginald thought he was fat and short, plus Charlie was a scholarship kid. That made Reginald hate Charlie even more, but what he didn’t know about Charlie was that he was the son of a butcher and had been working in the shop since he was eight years old. He would carry the carcasses from the freezer to the cutting bench for his father and by the time he started college he would carry quarter cows and cut them up into roast. He was even tempered until he was pushed too far.”

“Then there was Tommy, a straw haired skinny dude very small for his age because he didn’t get to eat every day when he was younger. He was the son of a single mother that had the bad luck of not being able to keep a steady job. But this guy was a math whiz, and he did it with a quiet ease that was amazing to watch. He also was a scholarship kid, so that made him a target as well.”

“Now Reginald and his crew of thugs would roam the halls bullying anyone that caught their eye. But the four of us got the worst of it. While the other kids walked by just grateful that it wasn’t happening to them.”

“They would dump food on us in the cafeteria, trip us up as we passed by, destroy our homework assignments, or their favorite game was the ’surround and pound’. That’s where they would follow us to someplace ‘a little more private’, as they put it then they would form a circle around us, always with more guys than you could fight off. Then they would push us around the circle until we dropped our books then each push became a punch or kick. They would keep this up for what seemed like hours, but in reality only took five minutes tops. Then they would just disappear leaving you there on the floor bleeding and sore. 

Then they would laugh at you as you came into class late and make jokes about how you looked.”

“That’s how the four of us met you see, I was the first one that they used this tactic on. Then I noticed the other three got the same treatment. So naturally we became friends.” 

“We started hanging out together at Percy’s house after classes. It was during one of those afternoons after a really bad day for all of us that we became fed up with the whole thing and wanted to get even with them. Percy wanted to come up with some plan that would make them all fail their grades and let their parents deal with them. Charlie wanted to get them in a dark alley and get a little pay back as he put it. Tommy didn’t care what we came up with he was in because he would always help his new friends however he could.”

“I had been walking pass the bulletin board and had overheard two of Reginald’s thugs talking. They said that Reginald wanted to try out for the junior crew team because that would make them important in the eyes of the school, you know big men on campus and all that jazz. When I told the others about what I had heard, Tommy’s eyes lit up, wouldn’t it be sweet if we could make them look like fools in front of the whole school at that tryout?”

“That’s when we decided on our plan, the four of us would enter the tryout race unofficially and beat them so badly it would embarrass them in front of everyone. We would make our own shell and become a four man crew team.”

“Tommy got to work on the design for the boat we would build.  Percy would build it in his dad’s workshop, and Percy, Charlie and I would row with Tommy as the coxswain.”

Every day after class we would find the materials and work on the boat. About midnight on a Saturday Percy’s dad came out to the workshop, we were standing around disheartened, we couldn’t find the rollers we needed to place under the seats and without them we didn’t stand a chance of pulling this off. His dad told us to go inside and get some sleep.”

“The next morning when we went out to the shop we found Percy’s dad slouched over a drawing on the bench. He looked up with bloodshot eyes at us, ‘Sorry boys I couldn’t find the 12 bearings you needed but I do have 9 of them. I think I have a way of making it work with what we have’. 

We gathered around the drawing it was perfect instead of using four bearings per seat he used three on a U-shaped bar under each seat. Tommy took the materials and walked over to his bench. He measured, weighed, made calculations, then turned to us, this is perfect he stated. The total weight is less than what we designed saving us over half a pound weight. That lifts us out of the water, which cuts the drag, which should increase the speed by almost half a knot, like I said it’s perfect.”

“Charlie said, ‘yeah it is, if we had something more than a frame.”

“So what are you boys looking for to make the shell then?” Percy’s uncle Felix was standing in the doorway looking at us. Percy introduced us to Felix and told us he was a garbage truck driver. We told him we didn’t really know we were thinking canvas or fiberglass, or anything we could mold to the frame. 

“It’s got to be light, flexible, and strong I take it. easy to work with also righty’o I’ll keep my eyes open this week, no promises though.” Felix said.

We were sitting on the stoop after school the following day when Felix joined us and sat down, “So what’s with making this thing anyway,” he shoulder Percy, “you’re not turning posh on me are you kid.”

We told him our plan to make Reginald, and his thugs look like chumps in front of the whole school. 

Felix laughed loudly, “I would love to see that, and I think I can help.” He threw Percy his car keys, “Check out what I got in the boot, see if that will work for you.” We all ran to his car, when we popped the trunk we found a large roll of black material. 

Percy recognized it right off the bat, “Where did you find this stuff it’s perfect.”

“Now there are some long pieces but I don’t think they’re long enough so I rolled up the other big pieces I could find also can you make it work.” Felix apologized 

“You bet we can Uncle Felix, guys were in business this is carbon fiber clothe lighter and stronger than fiberglass and easier to work with than canvas. Check this out he picked the roll out of the car and threw at Tommy who looked scared as it came towards him until he caught it in his arms, then his grin split his face as he saw how light it was.

“This stuffs so light it be like the shell is made of spider webs,” Tommy said. “We won’t even know it’s there.”

“Great!” Charlie mumbled.

I asked Charlie what was wrong with him why wasn’t he happy for us.

“You all seem to be forgetting one very important thing here guys. We don’t know how to crew. We can have the world’s best shell but if we can’t crew we’ll be pushing it as we swim alongside it in the race.”

That hit us right between the eyes, Charlie was right if we didn’t know how to crew we were sunk literally.

“I might be able to help with that too guys, give me a minute,” Felix said as he got on his phone. We heard his half of the conversation, “Yeah Brian can you help my nephew and his friends out? Yeah it’s to put those posh bullies that I told you about in their place. You can? You will? Thanks I owe you one. Hold on I’ll ask.” Felix turned to us, “Brian wants to know how long before this happens what’s your timeline.”

Percy answered, “One week to build it, then we have a week long holiday, then back to school for a week and the following Saturday is the tryout. So that’s what 3 weeks’ time before the main event.”

“Three weeks with a week long holiday in the middle, can you do it?” Felix continued his conversation with Brian. He nodded his head, “Yeah they look like they mean business. Are you willing to help? Great we’ll meet you there next Friday night, thanks again Brian this means a lot to me. Bye.” He hung up. “You guys are in luck, Brian use to be an ocean lifeguard and he has just what we need to get you turned into a tight crew. But you have to be willing to put in the work and it won’t be easy on you.” He looked sternly at them. “You better get to work on that thing and get it built because you agreed to give up your holiday to learn to crew. I better go break the news to your mum and dad Percy.” He walked into the house.

That week we got the shell finished, working every night until we were exhausted. But it was worth it Percy took is time and pieced each piece together so you couldn’t find a seam with a magnifying glass. Tommy’s design was beautiful it would cut through the water like a hot knife through butter. Charlie and I helped where we could but those two are the ones responsible for that magnificent shell.

We left that Friday night, we piled into Felix’s car, and he drove us 20 miles south of London to a small cottage along the river. That’s where we met Brian for the first time. He was standing on the steps with his huge arms folded across his chest, his silver hair glowed in the fading light, his head would scrape the doorframe as he walked through. As we got out of the car he raised an eyebrow looking each
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