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Nobblers’ Bend is the sixth book in the Laura McNaughty Adventures series, where we join Laura and her family and friends in this snowy, Christmas adventure. Big Sue takes delivery of two homeless donkeys, but unexpected circumstances see the new arrivals stranded on a small island, called the Conker, where they have to spend the night before they can be rescued. A big snowball fight in the village lives up to its reputation, and the ice skating festival on Christmas Eve provides some exciting and heart-warming entertainment. 



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.



Welcome to the Laura McNaughty Adventures. The lost and nearly forgotten years of 1950’s childhood can be experienced within these pages as the author cleverly immerses you into their world. The stories are suitable for all age groups, from kids of all levels to teens and adults too. It’s just good family reading. The books can be read in any order as the stories stand alone.
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Laura and Johnny were hopping from one foot to the other as they struggled to keep warm against the cold, easterly wind, which was whipping through their winter woollies and stinging any area of exposed flesh.

“Blimey, Laura, this wind has come out of nowhere,” said Johnny, looking up the track towards Big Sue's smallholding for what seemed like the hundredth time. “Where is she?”

“She must be having problems with her animals in this gale,” said Laura, “or she would have been here by now. You know what she's like.”

“Five minutes early is on time,” they both said together and started laughing.

“It's pointless the two of us standing here getting cold. Why don't you run up the track and see if she needs any help. I'll wait here for the lorry,” said Laura, doing her best to keep warm.

“I was just about to suggest the same thing, sis,” said Johnny, with a big smile on his face. “I don't mind waiting if you would rather go. Her animals know you a lot better.”

“You go Johnny. I think she will be glad of an extra pair of hands in this weather, and you’re a lot stronger than me.”

Laura watched her brother sprint up the track in a cloud of steam as his hot breath mingled with the cold air.

Just as Johnny opened the big wooden gate into Big Sue's small holding, it started to snow. Laura loved the snow, but as long as she could remember, it had never snowed on Christmas Day. Every winter she wished for a snowy Christmas, but when she opened the curtains in her bedroom on Christmas morning and looked through the window, her day, once again, began with a tinge of sadness. Ever the optimist, she looked skywards into the snowstorm, crossed her fingers on both hands, and smiled as she wished for that magical winter wonderland.

It's beginning to stick, she thought, as she looked along the village road and watched the road's surface slowly turn white as the ever thickening snowflakes fell silently to the ground. She remembered being taught that all snowflakes are different and that no two flakes are the same shape or size. And as she ran around trying to catch individual snowflakes to keep warm, she remembered being told off by Snozzel Cartwright, one of her teachers at school, when she asked how the scientists knew that. She had pictures in her head of little men in white coats individually checking the snowflakes with magnifying glasses. Perhaps she shouldn't have mentioned that bit to the teacher.

Laura heard the lorry's noisy engine as it made its way along the village road, and every now and then she got a glimpse of the vehicle's headlights as they struggled to light the way for the driver. And then much to her relief, Johnny and Big Sue arrived, faces shining from the cold and slightly out of breath.

“We timed that well,” said Big Sue. “As soon as we get the donkeys bedded down with the llamas, we can get indoors and a have a drink. I've got hot chocolate keeping warm on the stove.”

The driver brought his lorry to a halt when he saw Big Sue standing in the middle of the road waving her arms.

“Good job I wasn't going too quick, or I would have run right into you. You're brave, I'll tell you that for nothing. Or bonkers.” He was chuckling to himself as he stepped down from the lorry and quickly closed the door to keep the snow out of the cab.

“I'm glad you made it safely in this horrible weather. I'm Sue, and this is Laura and Johnny.”

“How do,” said the driver. “I'm Cecil. I've heard all about you.” And then he suddenly burst out laughing. “No offence, Sue, but I was expecting a great big woman. The horse doctor told me to deliver the donkeys to Big Sue. I am sorry,” and he leaned against the side of his lorry to steady himself as he laughed until his sides hurt.

“He looks like the horse doctor when he laughs like that,” whispered Laura in Johnny's ear.

“Perhaps they're related, sis.”

“Don't worry,” said Big Sue. “I'm used to it, and I do enjoy the expressions on peoples' faces when they see how small I am.”

“Let's get them off the lorry,” said Cecil, and he patted Big Sue gently on her shoulder as he walked past to begin the unloading.

“They can be a bit stubborn, mind, but the secret is to keep them busy. And it's important to keep them together. They haven't been apart since the day they were born.”

Cecil carefully led the two donkeys down the slippery ramp and handed the halters to Laura and Johnny.

“That’s the ticket,” said Cecil, as Laura and Johnny began making a fuss of the new arrivals.  “As you can see they don't mind the bad conditions at all. Old Tom used to have them out in all weathers giving the youngsters from the orphanage rides along the beach. He used to say that the donkeys loved it as much as the kids did, but they must miss him now he's gone. Time, and kindness. That's all they need, and they'll soon get used to their new home.”

“And we’ve got plenty of both,” said Big Sue, accepting the new ownership papers from Cecil.

The donkeys responded happily to all the fuss and attention they were receiving and started to walk up the track towards Big Sue's without any encouragement from either Laura or Johnny.

“Looks like they want company,” said Cecil, through the opened window of his cab. “They can smell your animals up yonder. I didn't know what to make of the horse doctor when I first met him, but he was right when he said they'll be happy and well looked after at your place, Sue.”

“Bye, Cecil. Have a safe trip back, and thanks once again for making the journey in this horrible weather.”

“It's a pleasure and sorry again for laughing. I just couldn't help it.”

She continued waving until the lorry disappeared into the falling snow and then hurried up the track to catch up with the latest members of her animal family.
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Big Sue had asked Laura and Johnny to stop by the horse doctor’s wagon on their way back to the railway cottages and give him a fruit cake she had baked earlier. When she baked fruit cakes she always baked one each for her two llamas and one for herself. But this time she had baked two more, and the smells wafting about her kitchen, when the three of them were sitting together drinking hot chocolate, had Laura’s and Johnny’s stomachs gurgling like crazy.

“You'll both be ready for your tea when you get home judging by the sound your bellies are making,” laughed Big Sue.

“I didn't think I was that hungry,” replied Laura, joining in the laughter when her stomach started making embarrassing noises again.

“Too much going on to think about food,” said Big Sue, getting up to look through the kitchen window. “I think you two had better get moving because there's a lot more snow out there now, and I don't want you getting lost in the snowstorm.”

“We won't get lost, Sue,” said Johnny. “Between us we know every tree and bush in Stokey's woods. Don't we, sis.”

Laura nodded and picked up the cake Big Sue had given them to take home and put it in her rucksack. “Will you carry the horse doctor’s, Johnny?” asked Laura. “There's not enough room for two.”

Johnny picked up the cake and put it up his jumper to keep it dry.

“Better tuck your jumper in your trousers,” said Big Sue. “Otherwise it might fall out.”

“Good idea,” said Johnny, and he followed Laura from the cosy kitchen into a swirl of wind and snow.

“Thanks again for all your help. It would have taken me ages to bed them down by myself in this weather.”

“We loved helping,” shouted Laura, trying to make herself heard above the din the snowstorm was making.

“Say hello to your mum and tell Arthur to take care of himself during this cold spell.”

“We will,” said Laura and Johnny together, and they set off through the snow towards the big wooden gate.

“We'll never get the gate open in this wind,” said Laura. “Let's climb over it. Big Sue won't mind this one time.”

The wind had been busy, drifting large mounds of snow along the length of the track, like a line of sand dunes in a snowy desert. “Come on, Johnny, I'll race you.” And they charged through the snowdrifts turning what could have been a hard and wet slog down the track into a bit of fun.

They quickly crossed the village road into the relative calm of Stokey’s woods. The trees were acting like wind breaks, but the snow was still falling heavily between them, hiding the woodland paths from sight. They could smell the smoke coming from the stove in the horse doctor's wagon, and the light coming from old man Stokes's house, outlined the dilapidated pigsties and the snow-covered track to the travellers' camp.

This was the first year that the travellers’ horse doctor had decided to spend the winter in Stokey's woods because he didn't think, Lightning, his old horse, would be able to pull the wagon all the way to the south coast. Laura had been reading about a famous pirate called Blackjack when she had first met the horse doctor. He was big and had a black beard, just like the pirate in the book, so that became his nickname. The other travellers had left the woods for their winter campground as soon as the cold, easterly winds signalled the onset of autumn and would return next year with the warmer spring weather.

“Did you see the fox tracks, Johnny?”

“I did, sis. Do you think they’re using the old pigsties instead of their den?”

“It’s food they’re after. Their den will be a lot cosier than those draughty pigsties. Old Stokey has been putting food out for the wildlife. He puts his leftovers on the ground, and then he watches the animals through his binoculars from the balcony.”

“How do you know that, sis?”

“The horse doctor told me. They've been friends since they were boys, and he says that old Stokey loves animals just as much as we do.”

“Even grey squirrels,” laughed Johnny. “Can you remember the time when you had your first run-in with him over your squirrelly friends?”

“He shares his apples and pears with them now,” said Laura. “I think his old friend explained to him that squirrels have just as much right to be in the woods as the other wild animals.”

“Or that sore backside you gave him with a few well aimed shots from your catapult.”

Laura smiled at the memory. “He deserved it,” said Laura. “And now all is forgiven.”

Two coloured oil lamps illuminated the horse doctor's waggon, and the wonderful wood-smoke aromas greeted them as they entered the travellers’ camp. He must have been looking through the small, circular window in the wagon door because as soon as they arrived, the door opened, and out he came smoking his big, smelly pipe.

“Hello, young Beany,” said the horse doctor. “I knew you were not too far away because Lightning started making a fuss. Apart from me, you are the only other person he does that for. But you already knew that.”

“I love it when he calls you that,” Johnny whispered in Laura's ear.

Laura ran behind the wagon to where Lightning was in his winter home. Bales of straw were stacked on top of each other to make the walls of his stall, and thick canvas, laid over planks of wood, was used as the roof. The roof was sloping allowing the snow to fall to the ground.

“The stool's in the usual place, young Beany, so you can give him a right good cuddle.”

She quickly got the stool from under the wagon and stood on it to stroke the horse's head and neck.

“Hello Johnny. What you got stuffed up your jumper?”

“Big Sue's baked you a cake. And she said to tell you that if it gets too cold for Lightning there's plenty of room in the barn with the llamas and the donkeys. And you have to look after yourself during this cold spell.”

“She's a good woman, is Sue. And she means well,” said the horse doctor, taking the cake from Johnny. “Do you want to come inside out of this snow?”

“Mum will be cooking the tea, so we best get back.”

“Did the donkeys give you any problems?” he asked, tapping his pipe on the side of the wagon.

“They were as good as gold,” said Laura, coming from behind the wagon.

“They will be sad for a while,” he said. “Only to be expected when the person closest to them suddenly dies. Mind you, between Sue and the llamas, they'll be spoiled rotten.” And the echoes from his booming laughter momentarily brought the woods to life, as a nearby flock of wood pigeons complained noisily at being woken up.

“I won't keep you any
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