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Chapter One

It was a bright, breezy morning. The Famous Five – Jo, her dog Timmy and her three cousins Allie, Max and Dylan – headed out of Jo’s house. They had skateboards tucked under their arms.

Jo was in her usual tomboy gear: dungarees, hoodie and muddy boots. Allie, on the other hand, had gone for a pink outfit with matching top, tights, skirt, shoes and bag.

Max fancied himself as the best skateboarder among his cousins. He thrust back his shoulders and took a deep breath of fresh sea air. They were only a mile from the coast here. “Today seems like a day ripe for kickflips,” he grinned. “Kickflips and heelflips.” He dropped his board on the veranda and demonstrated. To the untrained eye, the two flips looked more or less the same. But in skateboarding, there was a whole world of difference.

“I beg to differ,” interrupted Max’s dark-haired cousin Dylan. “It strikes me as nosegrind weather.” Straightening his glasses, he checked out the handrail on the steps that led from the veranda down to the garden. A nosegrind needed something to slide down. The handrail was perfect.

“Wait a minute!” Allie squealed. Dylan almost dropped his board. “Don’t anybody move!”

Her cousins waited, agog, as Allie dashed back into the house. When she returned a minute later clutching a necklace, everyone groaned.

“I nearly forgot my ‘Hip Kitty’ medallion,” Allie panted, fixing it round her neck. “It matches my skateboard.”

That was Allie all over. Accessorise, accessorise, accessorise.

“You’re such a girlie-girl, Allie,” Jo sighed. She eyed Allie’s little skirt. “And you can’t do any moves in a skirt like that. It’ll blow up like a parachute.”

“I can do any move you can,” Allie said at once. “And I’ll look great whilst doing it.”

She went straight into a magnificent skating routine, kickflipping and heelflipping and nosegrinding perfectly down the handrail. Her cheerleader smile didn’t waver from start to finish.

“Woahh!” Allie squealed as she soared off the end of the handrail. “Ah!”

Max laughed. Allie was always full of surprises.

“There you have it, sport lovers!” said Dylan, speaking into an imaginary microphone in the style of a sports commentator. “The gauntlet has been thrown down, the challenge undertaken. Who will emerge victorious?”

Max assumed the stance of a valiant knight heading off to battle. “To the half-pipe!” he roared.

Laughing and joking, the cousins rounded the corner to where they had built a skateboarding half-pipe from an old metal drainage pipe. Max, Dylan and Timmy settled down at the edges while Jo and Allie took up their positions on the platforms at opposite ends of the half-pipe.

“I wish I’d had time to sell tickets to this,” Dylan murmured wistfully as Jo and Allie padded up and fixed on their helmets. He put on his commentator voice again. “The ultimate female cousin skateboarding contest – Beauty and the Beast!”

Jo stopped tightening the chinstrap on her helmet and glared at Dylan. “Hey!” she complained.

Dylan raised his hands. “I don’t mean it, Jo,” he said hastily. “But you’ve got to admit – it’s a grabber.”

At a nod from Jo, both girls rolled from their platforms into the metal half-pipe and immediately swooped up to the other side. They turned round and skated back down into the pipe, gaining momentum, then soared into the air in a pair of matching somersaults.

As they reached the apex of their somersaults, the half-pipe glowed a strange, sparkly orange. Before the Five’s startled eyes, it rapidly disintegrated into a pile of crumbling rust. It was as though a swarm of metal-eating termites had demolished it.

“Woaahhh!” Jo and Allie yelled, flailing in mid-air as their landing pad vanished. Jo came down in a patch of mud. Allie’s skirt fluttered and filled with air, gently dropping Allie on a drier patch of ground.
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“Hey, it did blow up like a parachute!” said Allie, looking pleased as she brushed herself down. “That was lucky.”

Rubbing mud from her face, Jo frowned. Then she asked the question they all wanted the answer to. “What happened to the half-pipe?”


Chapter Two

The half-pipe’s wooden launching platforms were still intact. The cousins gathered beside one of the platforms in a semi-circle, staring at the muddy patch that moments before had been the big metal half-pipe.

“Yeuchh,” Jo grumbled, getting to her feet. “A metal half-pipe can’t just disappear …”

“It didn’t just disappear,” said Jo’s mum George from somewhere behind them.

The Five turned. George was approaching from the house, side by side with a pony-tailed, denim-clad guy in his fifties.

Briskly, George brushed the mud off Jo and Allie’s clothes while the pony-tailed guy munched on the contents of a take-away food container he was carrying.

“Both in one piece,” George said. “Splendid. Technically, your skate thingy was eaten.” She smiled cheerfully, adding: “Chomp, chomp, chomp.”

Pony-Tail scraped some more food from his take-away box. “That’s right, little dudes,” he said in an American accent. He held up a small vial of some kind of gloopy orange substance. “It was gobbled up by my formula, which I call ‘The Gimble Formula’,” he said proudly. “ ’cos it’s a formula, and I’m a Gimble.”

George introduced her companion to the Five. “Professor Howard Gimble,” she explained. “We knew each other at university.”

Howard Gimble held up two fingers. “Peace,” he said. He waved his container at the kids. “Want some of this potato salad and pickled onions? It’s righteous. I know, ’cos it’s all I ever eat.”

“I helped Howard isolate the enzyme that makes his metal-devouring gel work,” George said enthusiastically. “It’s from ragwort!”

Jo’s mother was a botanist, famous for her greenhouses and her exotic plant-collecting experiments as well as for a youth spent solving crime.

“That’s pretty amazing gel,” Max said, impressed. “But are there that many half-pipes that need to be got rid of?”

Howard Gimble shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, dude-ling. We thought it was just an old drainage pipe.”

“Howard hopes to use his gel to get rid of all the rusty old scrap metal littering the world,” George explained.

The Five stared at the tiny vial. It was incredible to think that it had just turned a huge metal pipe into a pile of rust shavings.

“That gel must be awfully valuable,” Max said at last. “Aren’t you afraid someone – let’s say, aliens or the government – might try to steal it?” Aliens and conspiracy theories were big with Max.

Howard Gimble shook his head. “Dude-ling – negative vibe,” he said. “I’m a passenger on Spaceship Earth – next stop, world harmony.”

The professor scraped at his take-away box one last time. Then he upended it and gave it a shake. “Harsh – out of pickled onions,” he groaned. “Make that ‘next stop, the fridge’. Then my nap.”

Giving his peace sign again, the professor started back to the greenhouses. Never one to miss an opportunity to make money, Dylan hastened after him.

“Mr Gimble!” the others heard him calling as he ran after the professor. “I can help market this! You could call it ‘Dissolve-O!’ or ‘The E-Rust-icator’!”

Leaving Dylan to it, the others headed for the back door to the house.

“Since his gel doesn’t eat mud, could you hose off my shoes, Allie?” Jo asked, stopping at the outside tap.

Timmy picked up the hose in his teeth and handed it to Allie. As Allie turned it on and began squirting water at Jo’s feet, a handsome sixteen-year-old emerged from the kitchen door. He was studying a notepad in his hand and frowning. Looking up, he caught sight of Howard Gimble and Dylan heading back to the house. “Professor Gimble!” he shouted, in a deep American drawl. “I called the local dump. They’ll let us test the gel on the old cars there.” He gave the professor a smiling thumbs-up. “Our first step toward a more beautiful world!”

“Righteous,” Professor Gimble nodded.

Allie turned to see who owned the new voice. The hose in her hand squirted Jo full in the face.

“Hey!” Jo spluttered. She wiped the water from her face, smearing mud across her cheeks. As she did so, she caught sight of the boy on the back veranda. Her eyes widened. Then, astonishingly, she turned bright red.

“Kids, this is Gavin, Professor Gimble’s research assistant,” George introduced them airily. She hadn’t noticed Jo’s strange reaction. “Gavin – the Kirrin clan – ooh, minus Dylan.”

“Jo, I’m Jo, my name’s Jo, I’m Jo,” Jo squeaked
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