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Chapter One

It was a warm night, and the Kirrin cousins were camping in Jo’s boat-house down by the beach. The doors were flung wide open to show the moonlit sea, and an assortment of camping gear littered the ground: sleeping bags, lanterns and a large supply of snacks.

Allie tossed her long blond hair over her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Won’t you come home, Bill Bailey?” she sang tunelessly, attempting a well-known old American song. “Won’t you come home? I cried the whole day long …”

A seagull flew into the boat-house. It landed on the ground, folded away its large white wings and studied Allie with interest. Briefly thrown, Allie stopped singing and stared at the bird. It stared unblinkingly back.

“I think it has your singing confused with a lady-seagull’s mating cry,” said Allie’s cousin Jo.

“Sorry, Mr Seagull,” said Allie, shooing the bird away, “I don’t have time for dating right now. I have to practise for Tommy Terwilliger’s Talent Tonight show.”

Jo sat up and pushed a hand through her dark brown hair. “What, that TV thing?” she said in disbelief.

“Yeah,” Allie said happily. “It’s coming to Falcongate. I’m singing on it tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow?” Dylan said, pushing his glasses up his nose. “You need a lot more practice.”

Ignoring him – after all, Dylan was the nerdiest of her cousins – Allie opened her mouth to sing again.

“Wait!” Dylan said, scrambling up as Allie took a deep breath. “Face the sea – it’s like singing in the shower, but there’s a lot more water.”

Allie shrugged and turned to face out of the door. When he was sure Allie couldn’t see him, Dylan grabbed a pillow and folded it over his ears. The last of the cousins, Max, leaped into a sleeping bag and zipped it over his head, so only the top of his tousled blond hair could be seen. Jo grabbed a long metal spoon, stuck a bread roll over each end, then bent the spoon handle to make ear-muffs and slapped them on to her head. Even Timmy the dog covered his ears with his paws.

“OK,” Jo said to Allie’s back, “full steam ahead.”

Allie enthusiastically resumed singing. “I’ll do the cooking, honey,” she trilled, miming a little stirring at the stove, “I’ll pay the rent …” This part saw her peeling invisible bank notes off a roll. “… I know I done you wrong …”

The seagull was back. It poked its head through the door again and listened for a moment. Then it shuddered and flew away with a peeved squawk towards the nearby cliffs that towered along the coastline.

On the top of the cliffs, a dark figure could be seen creeping towards a small building perched perilously close to the cliff edge. The figure peered through the windows, then took out a crowbar and smashed out the glass. An alarm sounded, blaring into the night as he climbed inside.


Chapter Two

“I know I’m to blame,” Allie belted on into the night. “Well ain’t that a shame; Bill Bailey won’t you please come home?”

The other kids cautiously uncovered their ears as Allie finished. Max poked his head out of his sleeping bag as the coastguard alarm blared in the distance.

“What’s that brain-piercing screech?” Max asked, looking fuddled as usual. “Allie’s not singing.”

“That’s the alarm at the coastguard station!” Jo said, scrambling to her feet.

Allie looked offended. “What do you mean ‘brain-piercing’?”

“Got to go!” Max shouted, running out of the boat-house with the others in hot pursuit.

They followed the sound up the cliff path to the coastguard station. Then they pushed open the door, found the switch and turned off the alarm. Blissful silence descended on the evening air.

A guard was tied to a chair. He was blindfolded, and appeared to be wearing earplugs.

“Lieutenant Smeade,” said Jo in concern, ripping off the blindfold, “are you all right?”
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Lieutenant Smeade just stared at the Five. Allie folded her arms and frowned.

“He’s not answering!” she said. “How rude is that? I mean, we’re rescuing him and everything.”

“He can’t hear us,” Dylan pointed out. “His ears have been plugged.”

Allie didn’t look the least bit mollified. “Still,” she huffed as Dylan removed the guard’s earplugs, “manners are important.”

“Don’t worry, Lieutenant,” Max said, studying the knots which tied the guard’s hands to his chair, “I’m an expert at knots. Let’s see, this looks like a sheet-bend with a clove hitch and half a sheepshank thrown in. Or is it half a clove hitch with a double reef? Hmmm …”

Timmy barked furiously outside the door. The kids turned to look. In the distance, a portly-looking figure was hurrying away, carrying a bag of loot over his shoulder.

“He’s got a big belly and a sackful of goodies, but I don’t think that’s Santa Claus!” said Allie.

Jo, Allie, Dylan and Timmy ran after the thief, leaving Max to struggle on with Lieutenant Smeade’s knots.

The stout man huffed and puffed as he pulled the bag along a dangerous rocky ledge, arriving at a low wooden fence running along the foot of the cliffs. Heaving the bag over the fence, he then struggled to get over it himself, managing to catch his trouser leg on the wooden palings. Unable to free himself, he was forced to leave his trousers behind, revealing white pants gleaming in the moonlight and knee-high black socks.

Jo, Allie, Dylan and Timmy gained a little ground as the figure wriggled out of his trousers. But just as they arrived at the fence, a huge wave crashed on to the rocks – sweeping Allie off her feet.

“Ahhhhh!” Allie squealed as she was pulled out to sea by the rough water.

“Allie!” Jo shouted in horror.

The thief scrambled up the cliff, getting away as Jo, Dylan and Timmy slid down the muddy slope to the rocks. In the water, Allie bobbed up and struggled against the tide.

“It’s cold!” Allie gasped as the waves crashed into her. “It’s hard to breathe! I’m wearing shrinkable fabrics!”

Jo ripped off her jumper and socks.

“Don’t go swimming in there,” Dylan advised. “Allie says the water’s terrible.”

“I’m making a rope!” Jo explained, tying her socks together. “Give me your clothes!”

Dylan took off his shirt and tied it to the rope. He and Jo threw it out to Allie – but it fell short of her reaching hands.

“Not long enough!” Jo shouted.

“Oh, well …” Dylan muttered. Looking embarrassed, he took off his trousers, revealing a pair of teddy-bear-print boxer shorts.

“I’m kinda turning blue out here,” Allie chattered over the crashing surf. “And blue skin doesn’t go with my accessories.”

Timmy seized the free end of the makeshift rope in his teeth and jumped into the water, carrying it to Allie. Jo and Dylan pulled hard, struggling against the violent tide.

“This is a lot of work,” Dylan panted, heaving desperately. “Let’s just fish for trout next time.”

Slowly, they pulled both Allie and Timmy back to shore.

“Thanks,” Allie gasped, flopping gratefully on to the rocks. “I’m sorry I fell in the water. That guy got away ’cos of me.”

“That’s OK,” Jo assured her. “We’ll get him in the end.” Her eyes widened
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