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Chapter 1: Hospital Heist

The best part of riding my bike home from school is
Stinky Hill. The guy who owns the house at the top of the hill is a
crazy gardener who loves to put all kinds of poop on his garden.
You name it – chicken, horse, cow – heck I reckon he would use
Zebra poop if he could get it.

Anyway, once I get to his place I escape from the
stink real fast by coasting downhill on the sidewalk. I go fast
because I like to speed and I hate the stink. But my fast downhill
days are over. A couple of weeks ago I was flying down Stinky Hill
when a car came out of a driveway. As soon as I saw the car I knew
I was headed for a world of pain. There was no way I could stop or
swerve in time.

After I hit the car I catapulted over it,
somersaulting as I flew. I landed badly, fracturing my leg in a few
places, I forget how many.

At the hospital the doctor showed Mom the X-rays
using a lot of funny words that Mom said were Latin, which is
strange because he didn't look Latino. I would have said
Chinese.

I had to have an operation and stay in hospital for
a while; no-one could say how long. One good thing is that I didn't
have much pain. The doctors and nurses kept asking me about
painkillers but after the first day I didn't need them, which was
lucky. The bad part was that I was stuck in a bed with my leg
attached to wires and pulleys. It's called 'traction'.

I was in a big room with three other kids. George
and Nicholas were recovering from knee surgery. They were able to
walk around a little on crutches. Ryan was in traction, same as
me.

George got kicked in the knee while he was playing
soccer. His whole family was soccer mad. His older brother and his
three younger brothers visited every evening and all they talked
about was soccer. How they could get so excited over such a lame
game beats me. Half the time neither side scores, or if they do,
it's a draw.

Ryan was a bit
of a crybaby. He kept getting itchy underneath his bandages and it
drove him crazy. Nicholas called him Cryin' Ryan but George and I thought that was mean.

Nicholas fell
off a roof trying to get a baseball. I don't know what he broke. I
do know he complained a lot. George and I called Nicholas
Picky Nicky
because nothing was ever good
enough for him. He kept telling us how rich he was. One day George
couldn't take it any more.

“If
you're so rich, why didn't you get one of the servants to get your
baseball off the roof?”

Nicholas took just a little too long to answer.
“Because I'm not scared of anything,” he said.

George and I both laughed.

“Yeah, sure,” said George.

Nicholas didn't often get visitors. Sometimes his
Mom would come in but we never saw his Dad. Nicholas said his Dad
was busy overseas. We did notice that Nicholas bought lots of stuff
from the hospital convenience store, so we didn't doubt he was
rich.

Each day was much the same as the next. An orderly –
so slow we called him the dawdly-orderly – delivered our meals. The
nurses often checked on us and once a day the doctor came by. Mom
visited every evening and Dad came at weekends. Usually they would
bring me some comics.

The routine changed the night my Mom brought me a
box of chocolate candy bars. She gave me one and put the rest in
the bottom of the chest of drawers next to my bed. I had to give
her the key to the bottom drawer. The key was on a chain which I
kept around my neck. That way I wouldn't lose it and could always
reach the key.

I only ate one square of chocolate during her visit
because I wasn't that hungry. George's family was visiting at the
time. His three little brothers kept staring at my candy. I put the
rest of the candy bar in the top drawer, which was the only drawer
I could reach but it didn't have a lock. After Mom left, I went to
sleep, even though there were still plenty of noisy visitors.

I woke up when I heard the orderly put down my
breakfast tray. He was standing right next to my drawers. After I
ate my breakfast, I reached into the top drawer for my candy. It
was gone!

Then I
remembered George's little brothers staring at my candy. Maybe one
of those critters swiped my candy. Wait a minute, I thought, the
orderly was right next to my drawers when I woke up, it could be
him. Or it could be one of the nurses. Yeah, there was one that we
nicknamed the Caterpillar because she bulged in so many places of her uniform she
looked like a caterpillar. I bet she liked chocolate.

It couldn't be Ryan because he was in traction, same
as me. It wouldn't be Nicholas because he could afford as much
candy as he wanted. It could be George, but I didn't think so. He
struck me as too nice a guy to do that.

Finding the candy thief wasn't going to be easy. I
couldn't ask Ryan or Nicholas if George's brothers had stolen my
candy because George would hear me and I know it is wrong to make
accusations without evidence. I read that somewhere. Maybe it was
on TV. Anyway, I needed some evidence because I wasn't short of
suspects.

I texted Mom and asked her to bring me in a brand
new mousetrap the next night. When she came I explained that I
didn't have a problem with mice, just a thieving rat. I asked her
to pull the curtain around the bed so no-one could see. She helped
me set the mousetrap and very carefully rest a candy bar on the
plate that holds the bait. Then she drew back the curtain. When she
left I pretended to doze, peeking now and then at George's little
brothers but they didn't come near me. Then I fell asleep for
real.

When I woke up the next morning the orderly had
already left my breakfast. I leaned over and carefully opened the
top drawer. The candy was gone again! The mouse-trap hadn't even
gone off. I slammed the drawer. Then the mouse-trap went off. I was
beginning to feel like I was the coyote and the thief was the
road-runner.

During visiting hours the next night I asked Mom to
get another bar of candy from my locked bottom drawer. Then, before
she left, I asked her to draw the curtain around the bed and
sprinkle some baby powder in front of my drawers. She did as I
asked, pulled back the curtain and left. Oh yeah, before she left
she said, “I think you might want to be a detective when you grow
up.”

That made me wonder, so I said, “Can you find out if
there is such a charge as Grand Theft – Confectionery?” She said
she would try.

I figured stealing a kid's candy while he is in
traction would be worth at least 6 months in the pen.

I again pretended to sleep. The problem was, once
again, I fell asleep for real. When I woke up the next morning I
casually looked around, so as not to arouse suspicion. Then I
glanced down at the baby powder. There were no footprints. So
imagine my surprise when I opened the drawer and the candy was
gone! And I was no closer to finding the dirty thief.

I needed to act like a real detective. I called
Nurse Caterpillar in for questioning. Actually, I just asked her to
adjust my pillow. Then I said, “Nurse, what do you like to get for
Valentine's Day, flowers, perfume or something else?”

“Well Harvey, I like flowers and perfume, sure, but you
can't beat chocolate. You can never have too much
chocolate.”

“Hmmm,” I said, nodding in agreement. I checked her lips and
fingers for signs of melted chocolate. She was clean.

Later, when George did one of his short walks on
crutches, I asked him about his little brothers.

“When your family goes to that game for lawn fairies you
call soccer, do you eat hot dogs?”

“Nah,” he replied, not at all offended by my insult. “We
usually eat nuts or pastries or something sweet.”

“What about candy?”

“Hmmm, my little brothers like candy. I prefer nuts.” He
kept walking on his crutches, doing his usual exercise
routine.

When the orderly came with my lunch, I offered him
the cheese and crackers that were on the tray.

“No
thanks, I'm a sweet-tooth,” he said as he slowly revolved and
pushed his trolley over to Ryan. I reckon if he moved any slower
he'd have cobwebs.

Now I was at a dead-end. Everything I had tried to
stop the stealing had failed. I couldn't even eliminate a suspect.
I needed a new tactic. But what? I looked at the ceiling, my leg
(for the 1000th time), the other guys, in fact I looked all around
the room, hoping for some inspiration.

Then it hit me. If I couldn't stop the creep
stealing my chocolate, maybe I shouldn't try. Maybe I should just
give him or her what they wanted – or let them think that.

I texted Mom and asked her to find some chocolate
laxative that looked like the candy she bought me.

The next night she drew the curtain around the bed
and took the wrapper off the chocolate laxative. It was a pretty
good match. You would just about need an eagle eye to spot the
difference. I put the laxative chocolate into a wrapper of the real
chocolate bar and put it in my top drawer. After Mom left, I
glanced at George's younger brothers and smiled. They smiled back.
“Just wait,” I thought, “If it's you, you won't be smiling
soon.”

It took me a little longer than usual to get to
sleep because I was excited about my new plan. When I woke up the
next morning everything seemed normal. I opened my top drawer. I
was actually glad the chocolate was gone. Now it was a waiting game
to find the candy bandit.

Nothing out of the ordinary happened that morning.
The dawdly-orderly looked normal as he delivered the meals, as did
all of the nurses. During Mom's visit that night I kept looking at
George's little brothers but they seemed the same as usual.

I couldn't see Nicholas's face because he was
reading a comic, which he did most of the time.

I was just telling Mom that my plan had failed when
Nicholas threw down his comic and shouted “Whoa!” He reached for
his crutches and clacked-clacked like a madman heading straight for
the restroom. Mom and I looked at each other, smiling.

“I
think we have a winner,” I said.

After about 10 minutes he came back, looking white
in the face.

“Are
you okay?” I asked. “Would you like some chocolate?”

He curled his lip and put his face into his
pillow.

After the visitors all left and Nick was once again
in the can, I told George and Ryan what had happened.

George said, “I could have told you he went over to
your drawers every night, but I thought you were sharing comics or
something. I couldn't see what he was doing.”

“He
kept telling us how rich he was but he steals candy. What a creep,”
said Ryan. Then he paused. “Hey, have you got any real candy to
spare?”

“Sure,” I said. I asked George to come over to my drawers
and told him how to get the real candy. When Nicholas came back we
were all eating it, agreeing how good it tasted.

“If
you want some candy, all you need to do is ask, Nicholas,” I said.
The next day he apologized for stealing my candy and gave me enough
money to buy plenty more. I could never work out why he did it.
George reckoned that Nicholas did it just for the thrill because he
was bored. He thought it was probably the reason Nicholas climbed
on to the roof, just for the thrill of it.

Anyway, with what he paid me for the candy, he sure
got a good run for his money.

 


Free-wheeling like mad down Stinky
Hill,

I hit a car and had a spectacular spill.

My problems weren't over, as I'll explain,

A candy thief was driving me insane.



I was stuck in hospital with my
leg in traction,

At the mercy of the crook's candy extraction.

Each day I awoke to find no sign of the candy,

Or for that matter, the thief's modus
operandi.



Subbing with laxative I thought
would be fun,

Watching the suspects for a rest-room run.

I knew there would soon be an obvious winner,

Leaving me a grinner and the thief a lot
thinner.




Chapter 2: A Whale of a Time

“Okay, turn those things off and
get into bed. It's lights out in 5 minutes,” said Ernie.

Nathan and Oscar looked at each other.

“Grandad, it's only 9 o'clock. Mom
and Dad let us stay up to at least ten,” said Nathan.

“Maybe, but we're going fishing
tomorrow and it's going to be an early start,” said Ernie as he
flashed his grandsons a smirk.

They both groaned. “How early?” said Oscar.

“Oh, about 4. I want to be in a
good spot by sunrise.”

Nathan and Oscar both closed their eyes as if in
pain.

“You're supposed to be looking
after us while Mom and Dad are on their anniversary vacation, not
torturing us, Grandad,” said Nathan.

“And don't say 'you'll thank me
later' like you always do,” said Oscar.

“Okay, I won't then. See you soon,
boys, very soon. Goodnight.”

When the bedroom light came on 7 hours later both
boys thought it was a bad dream.

Neither of them woke up properly until Ernie stopped
at a drive-thru and bought them some donuts and a shake.

Oscar hadn't finished licking the sugar off his
fingers when they arrived at the dock. It was still dark as they
followed Ernie along the walkways in the crowded dock.

“OMG, what's that stink?” said
Oscar.

“Oh, that'd be a mixture of dead
fish and diesel,” said Ernie as he paused and sniffed again. “Maybe
a touch of rotting seaweed too. Or it could be my bag of bait,” he
said holding up a plastic shopping bag.

“Do you remember where you parked
your ship, Grandad?” said Oscar.

Ernie laughed. “Yes Oscar, I remember where I moored
my boat.”

“You know I've never caught a
fish, Grandad, so don't expect me to today,” said Nathan as he
stepped into Ernie's boat.

“Today could be your lucky day
Nathan. You might catch a whopper.”

“Hah, whopper, as if,” said Oscar
as he readied himself to step into the boat. “Can't you hold this
thing still, it keeps moving!”

Ernie picked him up and swung him into the boat.
“Keep it down, willya, there are people sleeping in the
harbor.”

“For real? Is there a bed on this
ship – boat I mean?”

Ernie motioned toward the cabin door that was down a
few steps. “You'll miss the dawn if you go to sleep now Oscar,”
said Ernie.

“I'll miss my sleep more if I stay
up. You coming Nathan?” Nathan shook his head and looked over the
side of the boat. The water was black, flat and a little shiny. As
they moved away from the dock it looked like the boat was sliding
on crude oil.

After they cleared the harbor Ernie brought the boat
up to cruising speed. Nathan felt the increased wind and vibration.
The stars were fading. The night sky was a shade or two
lighter.

After an hour or so Ernie switched off the engine
and told Nathan to get out the fishing rods while he got the bait.
Nathan paused and looked around. There was nothing but flat,
blue/grey water in every direction. He collected the fishing
rods.

“How are you going at school?”
said Ernie as he tipped out the bait on to a big plastic
board.

“Barely passing.”

“What about the
saxophone?”

“I haven't touched it in
ages.”

“Gave up on that too,
huh?”

“I was never going to be really
good anyway.”

Ernie began chopping up the bait. “So if you can't
be sure of succeeding, better just to quit, is that it?”

“Maybe. Why put in all the effort
for nothing.”

“What if I told you that I knew
plenty of men who were smarter than me, or who started off with
more money or better connections than me, who never succeeded in
life whereas I did. They all had one thing in common. Want to know
what that was?”

“Bad breath?”

“No, they were quitters. Of course
some times, maybe many times, you won't succeed at what you're
doing. But sometimes you will. If you never try then you are
guaranteed to fail. Pass me that rod.”

The water was changing color as the light increased.
As Nathan reached for the fishing rod he noticed an area of water
that was behaving differently, as if draining away from something.
“Is there a sandbar here?”

“No way...” Ernie followed
Nathan's gaze, then he stared. “Jumping jelly beans, I think it's a
dead whale. Let's get closer.” Ernie started the engine and slowly
approached the whale.

The sun was just visible at the horizon. The water
turned sapphire blue.

“Can you snorkel?” said
Ernie.

“Yeah, but what about you? You're
the fisherman.”

“If anything happened to me,
there's no way you and Oscar could get back to port, so if anyone
is going to have a look, it's gotta be you. This is an opportunity.
Not many people get up close and personal with a humpback whale,
even a dead one.”

“Okay, but don't expect any
sushi.” Nathan stripped down to his shorts, put on some fins and
grabbed a snorkel mask. He sat on the side of the boat facing
forward and pushed himself off. The water was not as cold as he was
expecting.

He spat in his mask, rubbed the spit around and
rinsed it with sea-water so it would not fog up. After putting on
the mask and adjusting the snorkel, he swam toward the whale. For a
second he thought it was covered in cobwebs. Then he realized it
was severely entangled in fishing nets of some sort. But that
wasn't all. Nathan looked down and saw the fishing line was
connected to 20 or more traps of some sort and even some buoys. No
wonder the whale was dead, he thought, that stuff must weigh a
ton.

He got to within twelve feet of the whale's head.
Its eyes were closed and there were no signs of life. The scene
reminded Nathan of Gulliver's Travels. Even a giant could be
trapped with
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