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Laura's brother, Johnny, and his pals have great fun clearing the local tidal pool of some unwelcome visitors, and Laura gets to grips with some strange "goings-on" while camping with her friends on an island just a few miles off the coast from her favourite beach. Could the unexplained events on the island be linked to the arrival of two mysterious birdwatchers in Stokey's Woods? 



Laura McBean lives in the middle cottage of three with her brother Johnny and her mum on the edge of Stokey's Woods. Laura was quite a mischievous girl when she was growing up, and that is how she got the nickname of Laura McNaughty. She doesn't get into as much mischief now because she is that little bit older, but if she finds out that someone has been cruel to animals then that person, whoever he or she maybe, will have Laura and her friends to contend with.
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Fog was rolling inland from the sea just as Johnny arrived at the village shop, and by the time he left to start his morning paper round, the harbour had vanished into a misty oblivion. Visibility did improve slightly as he cycled uphill to the top of George Street, but he was soon cloaked in darkness again as he continued down the other side of the hill. For the next hour he was in and out of the fog until the last newspaper was delivered, and then he could head on home for breakfast.

This always happens, he thought to himself, as he cycled homewards leaving the fog behind. A week of sunny weather is often followed by thunderstorms and sea fog. Last night’s storm had been one of the best he'd seen for a long time, and he and Laura had been fascinated by the lightning as they watched the spectacle from his bedroom window.

During breakfast, the railway cottages were plunged into a smoky gloom as the sea-fog advanced inland like a big, magic cloak consuming everything in its path. Strangers to the area would not have known that the three railway cottages even existed as they made their way along the road towards the village.

“Mr Roberts told us a great ghost story about the fog when I was helping out on his boat last week,” said Laura. “He said the fog brings the ghosts of drowned pirates with it from the sea, and that’s the reason the fog is cold and damp to walk through.”

“Did you see any dead pirates wandering about in the fog this morning, Johnny?”  asked Mrs McBean.

“One or two,” laughed Johnny, winking at Laura.

“Do you believe in ghosts, Mum?” asked Laura, busily buttering a fresh slice of toast.

“Everybody enjoys a good ghost story, Laura, but that’s all they are, stories. Mind you, some stories can be a bit scary if you let your imagination run wild. But no, Laura. I don’t.”

“Let’s hope there’s no fog next weekend when you are camping out on the island,” teased Johnny. “The place is haunted enough already without an invasion of dead pirates as well.”

“Don’t take any notice of your brother, Laura. He’s just trying to scare you.”

“I know he is, Mum,” and she playfully poked her brother in the ribs.

Johnny choked on his porridge with laughter as he reminded his sister about the time, she actually believed in ghosts.

“I remember the time when you believed in all things spooky as well, Johnny,” laughed Mrs McBean. “I think it’s a phase a lot of kids go through as part of growing up.”

“Mum, there’s a few of us going fishing down at the harbour after tea. We’re going after that big conger eel everyone’s been talking about,” said Johnny.

“That sounds like a bit of a tall story to me. You’ll all be down there on a wild goose chase, much to the amusement of the men who work in the harbour. They’ll be laughing at you behind your backs.”

“Conger eels have been caught in the harbour loads of times,” said Johnny.

“Well just be careful because conger eels bite. Did I ever tell you about the time...?”

“Yes, Mum,” Laura and Johnny interrupted together. “Many times.”

Johnny and his pals had plans for the conger if they were lucky enough to catch one, but they needed to get down to the fishmonger's shop before it closed to ask for some leftovers to use as bait. Those hungry predators will eat just about anything.

“Did that big conger eel really jump out of the sink and chase Nanny Conks round the kitchen table barking like a dog?” asked Laura.

“Oh yes,” replied Mrs McBean.

“I’ve never heard Nanny Conks bark like a dog,” said Johnny, struggling to contain his laughter. “I didn’t even know she did animal impressions.”

“Not Nanny Conks,” Laughed Laura. “The conger was barking like a dog.”

“That story is a load of old codswallop,” laughed Johnny. And he was still laughing when he went out to the garden shed to prepare his tackle for the evening’s fishing.

“And do you know what’s really spooky about conger eels. It doesn’t matter what you do to them they will not die before midnight.”

Laura rolled her eyes in total disbelief, but she loved the way her mum told the story. She could picture the scene vividly with Nanny Conks, dropping her cup of tea in fright as the family’s supper leapt out of the sink and chased her round the table and out of the kitchen.

The fog began to clear during the early part of the afternoon, and Laura decided to spend some time in old man Stokes’ woods with her wildlife friends. And why not take the catapult along as well for a bit of target practice. 

She had half a dozen empty baked bean and soup cans hanging high in the trees from pieces of string as her targets. Normally she would score a direct hit at least five times out of six, and on a really good day she never missed once. Not even when the wind was blowing the cans about.

But this was not always the case. When she first started her target practice, she was just a little girl, and she never gave much thought to where the pebbles landed when she missed one of the cans.

One Sunday morning, old man Stokes was working in his vegetable garden when something struck the water butt by the greenhouse. He didn’t pay much attention to the noise at first and continued with the weeding. Then the sound of broken glass from the greenhouse brought him to his senses, and then another pane shattered, and then another.

Kids, he thought, as he looked inside and saw the small beach pebbles lying on the greenhouse floor. He was about to bellow at the top of his voice, when one landed right on top of his head causing him to stumble backwards into the water butt. He knocked the water butt off its stand as he fell to the ground and landed face down in a large pool of muddy water.

Laura ran out of pebbles about the same time as old Stokey stormed into his woods looking for the culprit, but the two of them never met that day. She ambled homewards without a care in the world, just missing him by a few seconds as she disappeared into the undergrowth.
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Daylight was beginning to fade as the sun sank deeper below the horizon, and Johnny made the final cast of the evening trying to get his float as close as possible to the wooden stanchions supporting the harbour lights. His cast was good, but the bait lying near the bottom of the murky harbour remained untouched by the elusive conger eel. He and his pals had been fishing for nearly two hours catching several mullet and loads of crabs, but no conger eels.

 “We’ll try again next Saturday,” said Johnny, returning yet another small crab back to the sea.

“I think we need some advice,” Paul said, packing up his fishing tackle.

“We could ask Janice's dad,” said Charley. “I bet he catches plenty of congers fishing from his boat.”

They went into the fish and chip shop on their way home for a much-needed bag of chips and a bottle of pop to wash them down with. Alan, the tall man who owned the chip shop greeted them warmly with a big smile on his face and only charged them half price for their supper.

“That’s for getting rid of those troublemakers from the next village,” the towering man behind the counter said, with a knowing look on his face and a slight nod of his head. “I wish I’d been there to see it.” He was still grinning at them when they left the shop with their bags of chips, this time tapping the side of his nose with one of his fingers.

“How did he know about what we did to Bazza and his mates?” asked Paul, shaking his head in disbelief. “We didn’t tell anybody, and the boys from the travellers’ camp wouldn’t have told anyone.”

“Nothing stays secret forever,” said Johnny. “He must have heard somebody talking about it in his shop.”

“We got our chips for half price,” said Paul. “And we did do the village a big favour by getting rid of them. They were chucking peoples’ bikes into the harbour and nicking sweets from the village shop just for starters.”

“Let’s hope that’s the last we see of them in the village for a while,” said Johnny, unwrapping his chips.

“How tall do you reckon he is?” mumbled Charley, through a mouthful of
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