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Chapter 1

Friday 6th March 

‘What the hell are you supposed to be?’ asked Mrs Allen, a pretty, petite woman in her late thirties, trying to suppress a giggle.

Nick Allen, a fourteen year old schoolboy of average height, with a mop of light brown hair and twinkling blue eyes, stood their wearing black plimsolls, his black school trousers, a black V neck sweater over a black t-shirt and a black balaclava. On his face he had smeared black boot polish.  

‘We are on a special operation tonight’ he replied.
‘And what would that be Nick?’ she asked, biting her bottom lip to stop herself from laughing.

‘I’m afraid I can’t reveal that information, if I did I would have to kill you.’

Before Mrs Allen could reply there was a knock on the back door.

‘I’ll go’ said Mr Allen who was a year older than his wife and looked a lot like Tyrone Powell. ‘Hello Keith, go through, they are in the living room.’

‘Hello’ said Keith who was one of Nick’s best friends; they were in the same class at school. Keith was a good two inches taller than Nick and had black hair and a slight oriental look due to his mother being Vietnamese. 

The sight of Keith was too much for Mrs Allen and she burst out laughing, she had to leave the room for fear of wetting herself in front of her family.

Keith was dressed similar to Nick; he was wearing his best black shoes, a black track suit zipped up to his neck, a black balaclava and he also had black boot polish on his face.

‘I think we’d better be going’ said Nick ‘I’m glad we’ve amused you but we have important business to attend to.’

‘Have fun and don’t get into trouble.’ replied Mr Allen who was now used to Nick’s strange behaviour.

With that Nick and Keith disappeared through the kitchen and out of the back door. Mrs Allen re-appeared in the living room, streaks of mascara running down her cheeks.
‘Don’t you think it’s a bit strange that Nick is still dressing up and playing army games at fourteen?’ asked Mr Allen.

‘Perhaps, but we don’t want him to grow up to quickly. It won’t be long before he’s smoking and chasing girls and think of all the problems that will bring.’ replied Mrs Allen. ‘Let him play for a little while longer.’
Nick Allen lived on a council estate consisting of approximately 300 brick build houses. This estate was built after the war in the early 1950s and situated in a valley between Batchwood Golf course to the north and some waste ground at the back of the hospital to the south. There was a track between the back of the houses and the waste ground. This track was commonly referred to as “the Lane”; it was wide enough for a single small vehicle, anything bigger would get badly scratched by the thick hedgerows on either side. There was access to the back gardens of the houses from the Lane. Nick and Keith were rendezvousing with an older boy called Charlie Roberts at the end of the lane. Charlie was an ordinary looking lad of about sixteen years of age; average height, brown hair and a plain face, not the sort lad who would stand out in a crowd. But Charlie’s outstanding feature was coming up with bizarre money-making ideas. 

‘Good’ said Charlie as Nick and Keith approached him ‘you’re on time. What have you done to you faces?’

‘You told us to wear dark clothes so we won’t be seen, so we went the whole way.’ replied Keith.

Charlie shook his head ‘whatever, as long as you are here. Have you got the money?’

Nick and Keith each gave Charlie a shilling.

‘This better be worth it,‘ said Nick.

‘It will be’ replied Charlie ‘all part of your education.’

Charlie led Nick and Keith along the lane for about 100 yards.

‘Here we are,’ said Charlie standing beside the back gate to one of the houses. ‘The show should start in about five minutes.’

Nick and Keith quietly entered the garden through the back gate and climbed onto the brick shed situated to the right. There was a steep gradient down to the house which was about 80 feet away and from the top of the shed you would get a good view into the back bedroom. As they climbed onto the roof of the shed they noticed that two other boys were already there lying, facing the house. Nick was not familiar with the boys, but they looked about the same age and dressed all in black.

‘Hi’ said Nick ‘I’m Nick and this is Keith.’

‘Hello’ said the boy nearest to Nick ‘I’m Chris and this is Julian.

‘Been here before?’ asked Keith.

 ‘Fourth time’ replied Chris, ‘worth every penny’

So the four boys lay there looking towards the house. Nick and Keith had brought their binoculars. Nick noticed that Chris had an expensive looking pair whilst Julian had a large brass telescope.

‘What’s the format’ asked Nick.

‘Well’ replied Chris ‘she normally gets home in about five minutes, goes to the kitchen, puts the kettle on then goes upstairs to change.

They waited for about ten minutes before the kitchen light came on.

‘He we go’ said Chris excitedly.

They put the binoculars to their eyes and watched. The lady in question was in her mid-thirties with long brown hair and a very large bosom. The boys watched as the lady disappeared, moments latter the bedroom light was turned on and the lady entered. The boys were drooling as the lady stood in front of the widow and slowly unbutton her blouse, which she then removed and tossed it on her bed.

‘Warm tonight isn’t it?’ remarked Nick.

‘Quiet’ said Julian ‘this is the best bit’

The lady, still standing looking out of the window put her hands behind her back and unclipped then removed her bra.

‘Wow’ said Keith, ‘they are magnificent.’

The lady just stood there completely naked from the waist upwards staring out of the window. 

‘Is this heaven?’ asked Chris.

Their tranquillity was broken when a voice shouted, ‘you bloody perverts.’

Nick recognised the voice straight away; it was PC Adams, the older brother of Dave Adams who was in the same class as Nick.

‘Run for it’ shouted Chris.

Nick and Keith jumped off the shed roof and ran towards the house; Chris wasn’t far behind. Unfortunately Julian, who was slightly overweight and didn’t fancy jumping off the shed, was apprehended by P.C. Adams. There was an alley between the house of the garden they were in and the next house. As they headed towards it Nick looked up at the bedroom window. He saw the lady, bosom and all, waving as they made good their escape. 

When they thought it as safe to stop running they stopped, gasping for breath and laughing nervously. 

‘That was fun’ said Nick.

‘That’s never happened before’ said Chris. ‘Well it’s been nice meeting you’ and with that he was gone.   

‘Fancy a hot Chocolate back at my place?’ asked Nick.

‘Why not’ replied Keith, ‘by the way who is that woman?’

‘Don’t know her real name, but she is fondly referred to as “the body”. She’s an Avon rep, often comes round our house. Mum always sends dad to the living room while they talk in the kitchen.’ 

It took only a couple of minute for Nick and Keith to jog back to Nick’s house. As they entered the back door Mrs Allen shouted out ‘you’re back early.’

‘We achieved our objective quicker than expected’ replied Nick.

‘Didn’t get caught’ smirked Mr Allen.

‘It was close Mr Allen, very close’ replied Keith.

‘Go and wash that muck of your faces and I’ll make some hot chocolate’ said Mrs Allen.

The boys ran up the stairs to the bathroom, when they had finished they came down to the front room where Mr and Mrs Allen were waiting with their hot drinks.  

‘What’s wrong with your face’ enquired Mrs Allen looking at the red blotches that had appeared on Nick’s forehead and cheeks.

‘Think I’m allergic to boot polish’ replied Nick.

This time Mrs Allen, who has a wicked sense of humour, did have a small accident as she burst out laughing again. 
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Chapter 2

Saturday 7th March

It was about 10:00 am when Keith and Don, Nicks other friend who is a year younger and attends a Catholic school, called for Nick. The three boys liked to visit the market on Saturday mornings, browse the record shops and generally enjoy the hustle and bustle.  

‘How did you get on last night, did you see much, I wish I could have come’ said Don as they walked up Folly Lane towards the town centre.

‘You didn’t miss much’ replied Nick, playing down the excitement of last night so as not to upset Don too much for missing the event, ‘the police turned up so we had to leg it.’

‘Okay; have you got much to buy today?’

‘As a matter of fact I have, don’t forget its Mother’s day tomorrow and I want to get mum something special,’

‘Expect I’ll buy my mum a bunch of flowers, she’ll like that’ said Keith.

‘I would normally but she’s been a bit stressed later, what with me keep getting beaten up and having to go to hospital.’ replied Nick.

‘Good point’ said Keith ‘any ideas?’

‘Thought I’d have a look in that gift shop Kings, they do some nice stuff, but first we must buy a card.’

Keith and Don agreed and the three of them popped into Heading and Watts, the newsagents in Catherine Street, who stocked a large selection of greetings cards. Having each purchasing a nice card each they continued down Catherine Street, turned right at the Painters Arms public house into St Peters Street and the St Albans market. Nick always felt a buzz of excitement when he heard the cries of the street vendors. He remembered his mum pushing him in his pushchair to visit the cattle market on a Wednesday. She would take him to the fence so that he could watch the animals being paraded and listening to the ‘bellows’ of the auctioneer, which sounded like some foreign language. As soon as one cow had been paraded around the circular ring or `stall` and sold on, another would be forced in through the huge iron gates and the process repeated. And so it went on until all were sold.

Kings was situated just a few shops passed Adelaide Street, the boys entered and immediately started looking at the large selection of leather gifts on offer.

‘Well if it isn’t my favourite boy Nick Allen come to visit me’ said a voice from behind the counter.

The boys turned round to see a gorgeous girl in her late teens with dark brown hair in a bouffant style and big beautiful brown eyes. 

Nick’s eyes lit up as he recognised the girl, it was Jane Goldberg; she had rescued him when he was attacked two months ago. His mouth went instantly dry and tongue seemed to have swollen to twice its size. ‘Hello Jane’ he managed to say.

‘Not coming over all bashful’ she asked trying not to laugh. ‘Is their anything in particular you’re looking for?

Don came to the rescue as Keith had also been struck dumb ‘he’s looking for something special for mothers’ day.’

‘That’s nice,’ she replied ‘well, just have a look round while I serve this other customer.’

‘Okay’ croaked Nick.

The boys continued to look whilst Jane sold an expensive looking handbag to an elderly gentleman.

‘She’s a bit of alright’ whispered Keith.

Nick just smiled. At that point the shop door opened and an attractive blonde girl wearing black boots and a short black and white dress. She had blue eyes, a button nose and Nick thought there was something vaguely familiar about her. 

‘Another cracker’ gasped Keith ‘no wonder you wanted to come in here’

The new girl waved to Jane. As the elderly gentleman left the shop Jane said ‘Nick, I want you to meet my sister Veronica; you can call her Ronnie. Ronnie this is my good friend Nick Allen and his friends whom I don’t know.’

Keith reacted first, offering his hand ‘my name is Keith and this is Don.’

‘It’s nice to meet you all,’ replied Ronnie smiling, and shaking each of the boys’ hands in turn.

‘Well’ said Jane ‘this is nice, now have you decided what to buy?’

‘I quite like this purse’ said Nick as he regained his power of speech.

‘Excellent choice, would you like it gift wrapped?’

‘That would be great, thank you,’ replied Nick. 

The purchase was made and the boys said their farewells and continued their way through the market.

‘Let’s go to the Record Room, I want to buy a record,’ said Nick.

‘Another sloppy love song I expect,’ sighed Keith.

‘Absolutely, I Think of You by the Merseybeats. It’s a beautiful song.’

Don pretended to retch by putting two fingers in his mouth.

Whist the three boys were browsing through the LPs they were approached by a tall good-looking boy with brown shoulder length hair wearing a white tee-shirt and jeans. ‘Hi Nick, looking for anything special.’

‘Hello John’ replied Nick who recognised the boy as John Holland, a 4th year at Nick’s school. ‘Just looking, can’t afford LPs on my pocket money.’

‘Are you going to the dance at Mandeville School next Saturday? The King Bees are playing.’

‘Hadn’t thought of it, never been to a dance before. I’ll have to ask my parents, but they should be okay. Are you up for it Keith?’

‘Sounds great, but what shall I wear?’ asked Keith.

John laughed ‘Smart casual, try to make yourself look a little older, there should be loads of birds there; guaranteed to pull.’ 

John joined the boys as they shuffled through the LPs, showing each other ones they liked. ‘Who are Spurs playing this afternoon?’ he asked.

‘Home to Everton; will be a tough game already lost to them once this season.’

‘Did you read in the Herts Ad about those girls going missing?’ asked John.

‘No, didn’t have time last night we were a bit busy,’ replied Nick.

Keith sniggered and Nick gave him a quick kick on the ankle.

‘According to the paper three local girls all aged between 15 and 18, all blonde, have just disappeared. Apparently they all went clubbing or to a youth club and never came home.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Don ‘their parents must be worried silly.’

When they’d had enough of records the three boys said goodbye to John and decided it was time for refreshment so they decided to visit Christopher’s coffee shop in French Row. They found a table by the window and ordered three milkshakes.

‘Strange about those girls going missing,’ said Nick.

‘I know what you are thinking’ replied Keith ‘don’t get involved.’

‘I don’t know what you mean’ gasped Nick.

‘You nearly got yourself shot a few weeks ago.’

‘I know, but I just think we should be vigilant,’

Chapter 3

Monday 9th March

‘Did your mum like her present?’ asked Keith as he unlocked his bicycle.

‘She loved it’ replied Nick ‘we had a really nice day. Dad cooked Sunday lunch and then we went for a walk round the lake in the afternoon. Did your mum like her flowers?’

‘Of course, she loves daffs they’re her favourite.
‘Excellent. Oh have you heard where they’re playing the final of the Benevolent Cup?’

‘Well rumour has it that it’s being played on Good Friday at Clarence Park, the home ground of St Albans City FC.’

‘That will be fantastic, just imagine running out of the tunnel to the roar of the crowd and playing on a full size pitch with a proper referee and linesmen.’

‘Clarence Park is quite a big pitch so we’ll have to be really fit.’ 

‘Absolutely, so I think we need to do some extra training.’

‘Okay, what do you suggest?’

‘Well it doesn’t get dark till six-thirty so let’s get home quickly, get changed and I’ll meet you on the green.’

‘That’s a plan. I’ll call for Don on the way.’

So Nick and Keith cycled home from school, changed into their football kit and met later at the playing field at the edge of the estate, commonly known as “the green”  

‘Right’ said Nick ‘first we’ll run a couple of laps; then we’ll do some ball work.’

Nick led the run; they started with a gentle jog and then on his command they sprinted for ten yards. On the second lap Nick increased the sprints to twenty yards. 

‘Well done’ said Nick ‘now I think we should take turns in dribbling. I’ll start by attacking you two, and then you can have a go.’

Nick took the ball and started running with it towards Keith then swerved his body to his right. Keith thought he was going to pass him that side but Nick then swayed back to the left and leaving him off-balance slips the ball past him. He repeats the same procedure as Don tried to make the tackle. 

Feeling pleased with himself and grinning from ear to ear Nick says ‘That’s how you do it; now it’s your turn.’

For the next fifteen minutes the boys took turns in practicing their dribbling techniques. Nick also explained that if you go in for a tackle and lose the ball don’t lose you balance otherwise you will be in no position to recover and chase after the ball.

Feeling a little exhausted the boys decided to take a small rest. While they where talking they were distracted by the sight of blonde girl in her school uniform walking across the green. 

‘She looks nice’ leered Keith ‘do you know her?’

‘No’ replied Nick, ‘haven’t seen her around here before.’

As they watched her walk across the road to the foot path, a blue and white Ford Anglia pulled up beside her. The passenger side window was wound down and the driver lent over to speak to the girl.

‘Do you think he’s trying to chat her up?’ asked Don. 

‘Well he’s not having much, look she walking off.’ replied Nick.

As the girl started to walk away the driver of the car got out and grabbed her. With one hand gripping her arm he opened the passenger door with other and tried to force her into the car. The boys looked on in shock.

Nick was the first to react screaming ‘he’s trying to kidnap her; come on and bring the ball.’

The boys ran to the road; the car was about twenty yards away. The man had managed to force the girl into the car and was driving towards the boys. Nick grabbed the ball from Don and kicked it with all his strength towards the car. It hit the windscreen with such force it made the driver lose control of the car and the boys stood mouths open as the car mounted the kerb and hit a lamp-post.

‘Let’s go and rescue the girl’ said Nick running towards the car.

They quickly ran to the passenger side of the car, Nick opened the door and screamed to the girl ‘quickly get out your safe now.’

The girl hesitated and gave Nick a confused look. By this time the driver of the car had got out of the car and started screaming at Nick.

‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’

The girl hadn’t moved by the time Keith and Don arrived.’

‘We saw you try and kidnap this girl’ barked Keith ‘you’re in a lot of trouble now matey.’

‘Kidnap; you stupid boys; this is my daughter and she should have been home an hour ago,’ said the man, who was about forty dressed in a drab suit and had more than a passing resemblance to the girl

‘Oops’ said Nick.

‘And look at the state of my car.’

Nick looked at the front of the car and said ‘doesn’t look to bad, just a small dent in the bumper.’

‘And what are you going to do about?’ he screamed.

Nick looked at Keith, then Don. They looked back and both gave a small nod.

‘Run’ said Nick as the three boys ran as fast as they could towards the lane. As soon as they reached the lane they headed for a small hiding place which they knew. Once inside and completely out of sight Keith spoke. ‘That went well…I don’t think.’ 

‘Easy mistake’ replied Nick. 

Keith shook his head ‘you’re obsessed, kidnapping, murders, conspiracies, that’s all you see now.’    

‘That’s a bit tough’ said Don ‘it did look a bit odd and blonde girls are going missing. It’s best to be safe than sorry, that’s what I say.’

The boys were quiet for a moment before Keith said ‘well at least she can tell all her mates that she was rescued by three knights in shining armour.’

‘More like three nutters in muddy boots,’ smirked Don.

The three boys all burst out laughing; then they left their hiding place and walked home for their tea.

‘Actually she wasn’t a bad looker was she?’ commented Keith.

Chapter 4
Wednesday 11th March

It was a cold miserable afternoon when Nick and Keith made their way to the changing rooms for their favourite lesson of the week – games.

‘What do you think we’ll do this afternoon?’ asked Keith ‘it’s drizzling a bit so we might have to stay in the gym.’

‘I hope not’ replied Nick ‘with the cup final coming up soon I want as much practice as possible.’

The boys made their way to their usual spot in the changing room and started to change into the sports kit. The rest of the class were already their, having decided it was warmer there than in the playground. 

‘Have you heard?’ a voice whispered to Nick It was Gordon Booth, a tall, lanky lad with long hair who wasn’t a bad goalkeeper, ‘Mr Freeman’s been suspended.’

‘You’re joking’ gasped Nick ‘why?’

‘No idea, no ones seen him since last week.’

‘So who’s taking games?’

‘Not sure but rumour has it they’ve employed a temporary sports master.’

‘I hope he likes football.’

Nick’s question was quickly answered when the door to the sports office opened and a giant of a man appeared. He stood at least six foot four inches broad shoulders and slim at the hips. Any good looks that he might have had were spoilt by his cauliflower ears and twisted nose. He was carrying two rugby balls.

‘Quiet please’ he bellowed ‘my name is Mr Large and I’ll be your sports master for the near future. Are there any questions?’

‘When will Mr Freeman be back?’ asked Keith.

‘Oh, I don’t think you’ll be seeing him for a long time. I think our Mr Freeman will soon be looking for a new job. Now if there’s no more questions let us make our way to the playing field.’

‘Excuse me sir’ interrupted Nick ‘but I think your balls are the wrong shape.’ 

Mr Large turned and looked at Nick and said in a raised voice ‘what’s wrong with my balls?’

The class burst out laughing as Mr Large’s face turned crimson.

‘They are rugby balls sir, we normally play football and footballs are round.’

‘Sorry, I see what you mean,’ he replied ‘Well let me tell you, their will be no more football at this school while I’m sports master.’

The class gasped.

‘But sir’ said Nick ‘what about the Benevolent Cup final, we need to practice and we much prefer football to rugby.’

‘Well Sonny Jim you are going to be disappointed. The headmaster has given me a free hand, so my decision goes.’

There were groans from the rest of the class.

‘I’ll have to take this up with the Governors’ said Nick trying to sound a bit authoritarian.   

Mr Large wasn’t impressed and asked ‘What’s your name boy?’

‘Nick Allen.’

Mr Large laughed ‘so you are the famous Nick Allen. I heard all about you….the peoples champion; protector of the good, enemy of the bad.’

‘That’s a bit strong’ protested Keith.

‘And you must be his trusty sidekick Keith Nevin’

‘I didn’t come to school to get insulted’ groaned Keith.

‘Where do you normally go?’ asked Mr Large laughing at his own joke. ‘Now let’s get out there and play a proper game. Remember rugby is a game for gentlemen; football is a game for the lower classes.’

Although Nick quite enjoys a game of rugby his heart wasn’t in it. He could catch the ball, pass reasonably well and enjoyed making rugby tackles, but his mind was elsewhere. After the lesson as he walked to the bike shed with Keith he said ‘it’s no good I’ve got to go and see the headmaster and find out about Mr Freeman.’

‘Are you sure; it’s really none of our business,’ replied Keith.

‘We need to find out what’s going on; Mr Freeman is a good teacher, I can’t see him doing anything wrong. And besides if he doesn’t come back soon there’ll be no more football.’

‘I see you point; let’s do it.’

Nick and Keith made their way to the headmaster’s office where they met the school secretary Mrs Kelley an efficient but stern woman in her mid fifties with permed white hair. 

‘And what can I do for you?’ she asked.

‘We need to speak to the headmaster’ replied Nick.

‘It’s very urgent’ added Keith.

‘I’m sure it is’ said Mrs Kelley looking down her nose, ‘I’ll see if his free.’

She rose from her desk, knocked and entered the headmaster’s office. She returned within the minute.

He’s free now’ she said ‘but don’t be long he’s a very busy man.’

‘Thank you’ said nick sarcastically ‘you’re so kind.’

They entered the headmaster’s office, he was seated behind a very tidy desk; he ushered the boys to sit down,

‘Now lads, what can I do for you?’ he asked.

Nick felt very nervous, he took a deep breath and said ‘can you tell us why Mr Freeman has bee suspended?’

‘Straight to the point, I like that’ said Mr Mills ‘but no, I can’t tell you.’

‘That’s not fair’ said Keith.

‘Life isn’t fair and the sooner you realise it the better,’ said Mr Mills as he opened a draw in his desk and took out his pipe and started to fill it.

‘I can understand that but if you could at least tell us where he lives so we can visit him; it is very important.’ asked Nick.

A very serious look came over Mr Mills face and as he lent forward on his desk and said in a very loud voice ‘on NO circumstances must you ever try to find or attempt to contact Mr Freeman; is that clear?’

Both boys sat there, mouths open and nodded.  They left the office and walked in silence to the bike shed.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Keith.

‘We must find out where Mr Freeman lives,’ replied Nick.

‘We could look him up in the phone book.’

‘Not sure that would work; I think all teachers are ex-directory. Stops unruly kids pestering them; anyway their must be loads of Freeman’s in the phone book and I don’t even know what his first name is.’

‘Why don’t you phone your friend from MI5, I’m sure he could find his address, after all he owes you a favour?’

Nick, a short time ago befriended an MI5 agent called Arthur Martin when the school caretaker was recently murdered.

‘What other choice do we have, come on there’s a phone box at the end of the road. The boys quickly cycle the 200 yards to the phone box, jumped off their bicycles and rushed into the booth. 

‘Hope he’s there’ said Nick as he put the pennies into the box. 

It answered after three rings, Nick pressed button A. A woman answered.

‘Can I speak to Arthur Martin please,’ asked Nick.

‘Hold on, I’ll see if he’s available,’ she replied.

Nick heard a couple of clicks before a familiar voice said ‘Arthur Martin, how can I help you?’

Feeling very relieved Nick gasped ‘Thank god you’re there, its Nick, Nick Allen.’

‘Hello Nick, good to hear from you, I take it by you first remark this is not a social call?’

Nick gave a nervous laugh ‘I can see why you’re head of intelligence, no flies on you; but you are right I have, or we have a big problem at the school and I wonder if you could help.’

‘Go on, I will if I can.’ 

‘Well, our sports master Mr Freeman has been suspended and the headmaster won’t tell us why; and when I asked him for his address he got quite angry. He told us that we mustn’t try to contact him. But we must help him and the new sports master is vile and mean and he won’t let us play football.’

Arthur could tell that Nick was getting quite agitated and said in a soothing voice ‘okay Nick calm down, I can tell that you are upset so what do you want me to do?’

‘We need to talk to him, but we don’t know his address so could you please find out where he lives?’

‘That should be okay, I’ll phone you back, are you at home?’

‘No we’re in a phone box, but mum will be in getting my tea ready, so leave a message with her.’

‘Okay I’ll do that, but listen Nick, please be careful. It’s normal practice for someone who’s been suspended not to have contact with their work colleagues or students where teachers are involved, it could impede the investigation. So, if I get you the address make sure no one finds out that you are visiting him. Is that clear?’

‘Understand.’

‘Okay, I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Thank you’ replied Nick as he heard the line disconnect.

‘There’s a message for you’ said Mrs Allen when Nick and Keith walked in the kitchen 
‘I’ve written it down. Ah, here it is’ passing Nick a piece of paper with an address on it.

‘Thank you’ said Nick ‘Dalton Street, he lives in Dalton Street.’

‘That’s not far is it’ replied Keith grinning.

‘We’ll visit him this evening’ said Nick ‘as soon as it gets dark. Mum can Keith stay for his tea?’

‘Of course he can, we’ve got Shepherds Pie; so there is plenty to go round.’

Turning to Keith, Nick said ‘Mum makes the best Shepherds Pie in the world’

Mrs Allen blushed and said ‘don’t be silly.’

Nick laughed ‘that’s because she uses minced lamb and not minced beef like most people do.’

‘I’m looking forward to it’ laughed Keith ‘can I phone my mum to tell her I’ll be late home?’

Dalton Street is located off Catherine Street and consists mainly of terraced Victorian cottages. Nick and Keith stood outside number 39, nervously looking at the windows with all the curtains drawn.

 ‘Are you ready?’ asked Nick.

‘It’s now or never,’ replied Keith.

Nick rung the door bell and waited. He rang again and was just about to suggest to Keith that they should try again tomorrow when the door opened. Standing there was a tall plain woman in her mid-thirties, she had a stern face, no make-up, thick glasses and her light brown hair pulled back in a pony-tail. They both could tell that she had been crying. 

‘What do you want?’ she snapped.

‘We would like to see Mr Freeman, its urgent,’ said Nick in a confident voice.

‘I don’t think that’s possible,’ replied the woman’

‘Who is it darling?’ said a voice from inside the cottage. Nick recognised it as belonging to Mr Freeman.

‘Just a couple of snotty school kids, don’t worry I’ll soon get rid of them.’

‘Charming’ said Keith.

Nick shouted ‘It’s me Mr Freeman, Nick Allen. We want to help you.’

‘Just cause more trouble’ retorted the woman.

Mr Freeman shouted ‘quickly let them in before anyone sees them.’

Nick and Keith quickly entered the cottage, each giving the woman a little nudge as they walked passed her. From the front door they entered the lounge, a neat room with three comfortable arm chairs, a television on a stand and two floor-to-ceiling bookcases, either side of an open fire place, jam packed with books. There was also a small sideboard on which was stood a record player. Walking through the lounge they came to the dinning room where Mr Freeman was sitting, he beckoned them to sit with him at the table. The woman followed and stood arms folded looking at them. 

Mr Freeman smiled and said ‘it’s good to see you boys, please excuse my wife; this whole episode has shaken her up quite badly.’

Nick turned to Mrs Freeman and said ’we didn’t mean to upset you, we just want to help.’

‘And how can two schoolboys help my husband.’ she asked.

Mr Freeman smiled again and said ‘don’t underestimate these two, they can be quite resourceful. If anybody can help us it’s these two; Nick has friends in very high places.’

Nick blushed ‘that’s how we found out where you live, we only heard you had been suspended this afternoon.’

‘Hear that darling, I told you they were good, now be a good girl and make some tea.’

Mrs Freeman said ‘yes dear’ turned and went though to the kitchen. 

Mr Freeman looked at Nick and smiled. Nick could tell that he was worried, he seemed to have aged ten years, his face was gaunt and there were signs of grey in his hair. 

‘Can you tell us what happened?’ asked Nick.

‘Okay; it happened last Friday at about seven o’clock. I’d just finished my tea when there was a knock at the door, it was the headmaster. I was a bit surprised; he’s never called at my house before. I asked him in, but he refused, he just told me that there had been a serious accusation made against me and that I had been suspended. I asked him what sort of accusation and he said that I had acted improperly towards one of my pupils. He gave me a large envelope and said it was all detailed in there. He told me not to contact any other member of staff or students and contact my union representative.’

Nick could tell Mr Freeman was getting upset, but at that point Mrs Freeman came in with the tea. ‘Shall I pour,’ she asked.

‘Thank you darling’ he replied.

The tea was poured and they all took a sip. 

‘Go on’ encouraged Nick.

It was clear that Mr Freeman was struggling at this point; he took another sip of tea. Mrs Freeman walked over to comfort him. She looked at Nick and said, ‘look at him; you’re just making matters worse.’ 

Keith, who was just taking it all in then said ‘I know this is hard, but if he’s innocent he’s got nothing to worry about.’

‘If he’s innocent’ screamed Mrs Freeman ‘if he’s innocent, of course he’s innocent. My husband wouldn’t do anything like that. It’s disgusting.’

Nick stood up and said ‘let’s all calm down. Keith was just stating the facts, remember, this is England, the truth with prevail. Come on now,’ Nick encouraged ‘after all we invented the legal system; it’s the best in the world. Remember what Noam Chomsky said “The first step is to penetrate the clouds of deceit and distortion and learn the truth about the world, then to organize and act to change it. That's never been impossible and never been easy.”’

Keith, Mr and Mrs Freeman all put their cups down and stared at Nick with their mouths open.

Nick composed himself and said ‘sorry about that; got a bit carried away.’ He sat down, ‘now tell us what you can and who the students involved are.’ 

Mr Freeman composed himself and continued his story. It happened last Thursday, as you know class upper 4A have their games period last lesson. I was in my office finishing off some paperwork. I thought all the class had changed and gone home, but I noticed there was one set of clothes left. I looked in the communal showers and found Tom Clarke lying on the floor. I bent down to attend to him, he seemed unconscious. He then opened his eyes and started moaning. Then a voice from behind me said ’what’s going on here?’ I looked round to see Bob Newland standing there. At that point Tom stood up and said ‘I’m okay’ then walked into the changing room, dried himself, got dressed and left with Bob.’

‘I think I know who Tom is,’ said Nick ‘isn’t he that small ginger haired with a face full of freckles, bit of a nerd?’

‘That’s the one and Bob is about six foot tall and captains the school rugby 15.’

‘That’s right, wouldn’t like to cross him.’ Nick thought for a while then said ‘don’t you think they make a strange couple, wouldn’t think they had much in common?’

‘It sounds like a set up to me,’ intervened Keith.    

‘So what’s their version of events?’ asked Nick.

‘Apparently I asked Tom to stay behind on some pretext and when all the other students had left I told him to take off his clothes and go back in the shower. I then made him lie down and I started abusing him.’

Mrs Freeman started crying and fled into the kitchen. 

‘That’s bollocks’ exclaimed Keith.

Mr Freeman dropped his chin onto his chest. Nick got up and followed Mrs Freeman into the kitchen. She was sitting on a high-stool, head in hands. Nick put his arm around her shoulder, she didn’t pull away. Instead she turned to him, flung her arms around him buried her head in his chest and sobbed her heart out. He then put his arms around her and squeezed her gently thinking, what a cruel world this is sometimes. After a couple of minutes she seemed to compose herself, she eased away from looked up, smiled and said ‘I’m sorry.’

Nick smiled back and said ‘don’t worry, I’ll clear Mr Freeman’s name if it’s the last thing I ever do.’

As she looked up at him Nick thought, if she wore some modern clothes, had a fashionable hair-style and put some make-up on, she could be quite attractive.

‘Go back in the room’ she said ‘I’ll just make myself respectable’

Nick walked back to the dinning room and found Keith and Mr Freeman in deep conversation.

 ‘Why would they do something like that, what’s there to gain?’ asked Nick.

Mr Freeman just shook is head.

‘Okay’ said Nick ‘I think we’ve heard enough, just leave it to us.’

‘Yeh’ agreed Keith ‘we’ll do our best.’

‘No’ replied Nick ‘only wimps do their best, we’ll succeed.’

‘Oh’ said Mr Freeman ‘I forgot to tell you, I spent most of Saturday at the police station.’

Nick shook his head and said ‘it doesn’t get any better.’

Nick and Keith rose from the table and made their way to the front door. 

‘We’ll call you as soon as we hear something,’ said Nick.

‘You better not call here again in case someone sees you. I’ll give you our phone number, it’s safer to phone,’ replied Mr Freeman.

‘And I’ll give you mine, if you hear anything.’

They exchanged phone numbers, said their goodbyes and left. Nick noticed Mrs Freeman in the background; she smiled and gave him a little wave.

When they were outside Keith asked ‘what do you make of that?’

‘Something is seriously wrong; this is going to take some serious thinking.’

‘I agree. So what happened in the kitchen?’

‘Nothing much, I just cuddled Mrs Freeman and she cuddled me back.’

‘That’s nice; how did it feel?’

‘Strange, but nice; actually I think I felt a little twinge.’

‘Too much information.’

Chapter 5

Thursday 12th March 
‘You know, this is my favourite pudding, chocolate sponge with chocolate sauce, wonder if they do seconds?’ said Keith.

 Keith and Nick were sitting in the school canteen.  

‘Can’t you think of anything but your stomach? How are we going to help Mr Freeman, that’s what you should be thinking about,’ replied Nick.
‘I think better on a full stomach.’

‘I’m glad about that.’ Nick shook his head. ‘I think first we should have a chat with out friend Tom Clarke. We’ll have a wander around the playground, see if we can find him.’

‘No need,’ said Keith taking another spoonful of pudding ‘he’s over there.’

Nick looked over and saw Tom Clarke leave his table and make his way to the door. Nick stood up, grabbed Keith by the arm and said ‘come on let’s follow him.’
‘Let me finish my pudding first, he’s not going anywhere.’

Nick sat down and waited for Keith to finish his chocolate pudding. 

Nick and Keith eventually found Tom sitting on a bench by the side of the playground reading a book. They wandered over to him and sat down on either side.

‘Hello Tom’ said Nick ‘I think we need to have a little chat.’

‘Oh’ he said ‘I wondered how long it would take for you to find me.’

‘Why would you say that?’ asked Keith.

‘They said you would come. Anyway, I’ve got nothing to say to you.’

At that point Bob Newland appeared ‘Are you okay mate?’ he asked Tom.

‘Yes I’m fine. These two are just leaving.’

Nick looked up at Bob; he towered over them and had a menacing look on his face. 

‘As long as they are not annoying you then,’ he said.

Nick and Keith stood up and walked away. They found another bench and sat down.
‘What do we do now,’ asked Keith ‘we’re not going to be able to get close to him with that great ape hanging around. We could have tortured him a bit, and made him confess.’ 

‘You’re right, but the direct approach is out; I didn’t think it would be easy,’ replied Nick. ‘What we need is information about Tom Clarke. What are his interests, we need to find his weakness, and then perhaps we could blackmail him or something.’

They sat there in silence for a few minutes then Nick’s concentration was broken when a tennis ball hit him on the head.

‘What the ….’ said Nick as he looked up and saw Danny Fooks running towards him. Danny the stocky captain of the football team, with a mass of uncontrollable curly hair said ‘sorry Nick.’

Nick had an idea ‘have you got a moment Danny,’ he asked.

‘Yes, no problem’ he replied picking up the tennis ball and throwing it back to his mates, ‘how can I help you?’

‘What can tell us about Tom Clarke, he’s in you class isn’t he?’
‘Is this about Mr Freeman?’

Nick didn’t rely.

‘If there is anything I can do to help him, just ask. You can trust me.’

‘I know I can Danny, but we don’t want to involve too many people, it could all back fire.’

‘I understand, so just tell me what I can do?’

‘For the moment can you just tell us what you know about Tom?’

‘Not much really; a bit of a wimp, keeps himself to himself, not many friends, very studious.’

‘What’s his connection with Bob Newland?’

‘I don’t know; up to a few days ago I didn’t think Bob knew Tom existed; now they are inseparable.’
‘That’s strange, but does he have any interests outside school. What are his passions?’

Danny laughed ‘that I do know – rabbits.’

‘Rabbits,’ said Nick and Keith together.

‘Yes, strange isn’t it. But our friend Tom loves rabbits; he shows them at fairs. Won a few prizes I hear. Has a fine pair of French Lops, whatever they are.’

Nick smiled ‘Danny I think you’ve cracked it. Thanks a lot.’

Danny smiled ‘I’m glad to help, anything else you want to know just ask.’

‘Just one more thing – where does he live?’  

Nick and Keith decided to visit Sally’s café on St Peters Street for a milkshake before cycling home. They had also arranged to meet Don there. 

‘Okay’ said Keith ‘you’ve had time to think, what are we going to do?’

‘I given this a lot of thought but I need your input,’ replied Nick, ‘if this plan is to succeed it must be carefully planned and carefully executed. 

‘Go on,’ said Keith.

‘We kidnap his rabbits.’

‘Kidnap his rabbits? How is that going to help?’

‘Let me finish; first we kidnap his rabbits, then we send him a ransom note demanding he tells the truth, and then we release the rabbits.’ 

‘First thing, where are we going to keep the rabbits?’

‘Good question; that’s where I need your help. None of us can keep them, he’s bound to inform the police and the first person they are going suspect is me. So can either of you think of somewhere we can hide them?’

The boys thought for a moment before Don said ‘I like rabbit; my mum does a great braised rabbit. You need to cook it slowly, about four to five hours, so the meat starts falling of the bone; delicious.’
Nick and Keith stared in disbelief.

‘Sorry,’ said Don ‘got carried away.’

‘Thank you’ gasped Nick, ‘now back to the problem, where are we going to hide the rabbits?’

‘No problem’ said Don ‘my uncle, on my mum’s side, has a small-holding in Wheathampstead, I’m sure he will look after them for a few days.’

‘Excellent, but how do we get them there, we can’t cycle there and we might get seen on a bus?’

‘I shouldn’t say this, but my uncle is a bit of rogue. You know; a rough diamond. I’ll have a word with him and explain what’s going on and he’s got a van.’

‘It’s all falling into place’ said Nick excitedly ‘now listen this is the plan. Don, your job is to contact your uncle, talk him round and arrange for him to rendezvous with us at eight on Monday evening. Keith, we need two strong cardboard boxes and some strong sellotape. Also put some straw in the bottom of the boxes and make some air holes. I’ll buy some rabbit food. We’ll meet at my place at 7.45pm, wear dark clothing.’
Chapter 6

Saturday 14 March

Nick was really excited as he prepared himself for his first ever dance. His parents had given him permission to go as long as he was home by 10:30. Mrs Allen had bought Nick a new shirt especially for the occasion; it was white with a round collar and two buttons on the side, as worn by Dr Kildare and the Dave Clark Five. Nick thought he looked the business as he finished grooming himself in front of the mirror. The new shirt looked excellent with his blue suit. 

‘What do you think mum?’ asked Nick as he paraded around the living room.

‘I think you look very handsome’ replied Mrs Allen. ‘What time is Keith coming?’

‘He should be here any minute; shame Don couldn’t come, his parents said he was too young.’

At that point there was a knock on the back. Mr Allen answered it and escorted Keith through to front room.  

‘My, my’ said Mrs Allen when Keith walked in wearing a brand new dark blue velvet jacket over a white shirt and blue kitted tie and black trousers. ‘Don’t we make a pretty pair?’

Mandeville school was about two miles away, so the two boys put on their cycle clips, not wanting to get oil on their trousers and fifteen minutes later they were securing their bicycles in the bike shed. The dance was being held in the main hall and the King Bees were in full swing playing a range of Rock and Rhythm & Blues covers. Nick looked around, there was a large crowd of teenagers, many of which Nick recognised either from school or from the youth club. Many of the girls were dancing in a circle round there handbags, whilst the boys just looked on. Nick noticed that a few girls were wearing plain white t-shirts decorated with coloured iron-on tape. They had USA on the back and their names on the front. One girl, whose name was Pat, was attracting a lot of attention as the boys were taking the word literally and patting her bosom.
Nick and Keith were thoroughly enjoying themselves, talking to their friends or just listening and watching the band. They performed a lot of Rolling Stones numbers and the old classics like Poison Ivy and Love Potion Number 9. As the evening progressed Keith started to look a little worried.

 ‘Are you going to ask a girl to dance?’ he asked Nick.

‘I want to, but I’m a bit nervous. What’s happens if she says no, and if she says yes she bound to know I never danced with a girl before;  I’m bound to might tread on her feet.’

‘Good point, but we’ve got to try. We can’t spend all night just watching the band.’
‘I know, tell you what, when the next slow one comes on we’ll watch and see what the other blokes do.’

‘Good idea.’

They stood on the edge of the dance floor and waited for the next slow song. They didn’t have to wait long; two songs later the group played their version of You’ll Never Walk Alone. Nick and Keith starred in awe as the other boys just walked up to the nearest pretty girl, mumbled a few words and within seconds were in close embrace and shuffling around the floor.
‘Looks easy’ said Nick ‘can’t see what we’re afraid off.’

‘Absolutely’ agreed Keith ‘lets have a wonder around and see if what talent’s on offer.’ 

The boys started to walk around the edge of the dance floor looking for a suitable partner for their first dance. They had reached the back of the hall when Nick noticed a blonde girl talking to three lads.

‘Keith, isn’t that Jane’s sister…..Veronica? You remember, we met her in Kings when I bought my mum that purse.’
‘Cor, yeh, as if I could forget her,’ replied Keith ‘who’s she talking to?’
‘The large bloke is Bob Newland, you know him the one who’s supposed to have seen Mr Freeman groping Tom Clarke.’

‘Of course, didn’t recognise him out of school uniform, but I definitely don’t know the other two; but saying that the ginger one looks familiar.’

‘Oh, I recognise him alright, just look at that ugly grin. I never spoken to him but that’s Barry Prince, Alan Prince’s elder brother. I think we should stay well away from him, he’s trouble.’
‘Who’s the other bloke, he looks foreign, looks like an Arab, not many if any of them in St Albans.’

The boys retreated back to the other side of the dance floor. Something inside told Nick that something was wrong, he didn’t like the way those lads were acting towards Veronica. I keep an eye on her he thought. Nick looked at his watch, it was ten past ten.

‘If we don’t do this soon Keith, we’ll miss the boat and I don’t want to be late home.’

‘You’re right’ replied Keith ‘next slow one we grab the first available girl.’

 ‘As long as she’s not too rough.’

‘Goes without saying.’
It happened quicker than they hoped; the next song was A Taste of Honey, a personal favourite of Nick’s. A good omen he thought. Keith went to the right, Nick to the left. All of a sudden Nick saw a girl walking in his direction; her name, Margaret Russell. He knew her from the youth club; they had spoken a few times. A year older than Nick and absolutely gorgeous; she was a couple in inches smaller than Nick, with brown shoulder length wavy hair and hazel eyes. She was wearing a plain white t-shirt and denim jeans. He took a deep breath and approached her.

Nervously he said ‘would you like to dance.’

She looked at him, smiled and said ‘okay’.

She put her arms around his neck and he wrapped his arms around her waist. They started to move slowly with the music, shuffling around in a circle. Nick thought he was in heaven, never before had he been this close to a girl, the smell of her hair spray was intoxicating. Although the song only lasted two and a half minutes, it seemed an eternity. Half way through he realised that he had an erection and a big one at that. They were pressed together pretty close, I wonder if she’s noticed he thought, oh well to bad if she has. The song ended, she let go, looked at him, smiled again and said ‘thank you.’ Then she walked away back to her friends. Nick just stood their, totally dazed.   

 ‘How did it go?’ asked Keith, snapping Nick out of his trance.
‘I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. Did you have any luck?’

‘Yer, no problem, got a dance,’ replied Keith with not to much enthusiasm.

Nick chuckled ‘go on, tell me.’

‘Well she was okay, not as pretty as yours, but, got to start somewhere.’

‘And?’

‘She never stopped talking; I never thought someone could say so much in such a short space of time; gave me her bloody life story.’

‘Didn’t make a date then?’

‘Not this time; so what did yours say?’

‘Not a single word, it was wonderful.’

‘Lucky you, come on let’s go we’ve got ten minutes to get home.’

After saying goodbye to a few friends they made their way to the bike shed and retrieved their bicycles. When they arrived at the school gate Nick stopped and said,
‘Isn’t that Veronica getting into that flash car?’

‘I think so’ replied Keith ‘you don’t see those very often.’

‘What is it?’ asked Nick.
‘It looks like a Mercedes-Benz, SL 230 and it looks nice in Silver.’
Nick watched as Veronica, escorted by Barry Prince climbed in the back. Bob Newland sat in the front passenger seat whist the driver was the foreign looking man. Nick made a mental note of the registration number. 

Chapter 7

Monday 16th March
 It was 7.50pm when Nick came downstairs after finishing his homework and entered the living room. Again he was dressed all in black but this time without the balaclava which was hidden in his pocket. 
‘Going out dear?’ asked Mrs Allen

Before Nick could answer there was a knock on the back door.

‘I’ll go,’ said Mrs Allen as she made her way to the kitchen.

Mr Allen looked at Nick with a suspicious frown, and then looked up as they heard Mrs Allen burst out laughing.

‘Not again’ she howled as Keith entered the back door dressed all in black and wearing his balaclava.

She escorted Keith into the living room as said ‘guess who’s here?’


‘I told you not to wear the balaclava’ hissed Nick.


‘Sorry’ replied Keith.

‘So’ said Mr Allen as he took a Manikin cigar out of its packet and lit it.’ Night manoeuvres again is it?’

‘Something like that’ shrugged Nick.
‘Not doing a bit of bird watching are you?’ asked Mr Allen with a smirk on his face.

‘Why would you say that?’

‘Well if you were I wouldn’t mind tagging along.’

Nick understood what his father was getting at and blushed. ’No definitely no bird watching tonight.’ he replied

‘That’s a shame,’ he said attempting to blow a smoke ring.

‘Well, we’d best be off, got a busy evening’ said Nick pushing Keith towards the door.
Once outside they ran to the road where Don was waiting with his uncle, Peter Smith, who was sitting in an old yellow Ford van. Don opened the back doors and Nick and Keith made themselves comfortable in the back. Don sat next to Peter in the passenger seat.


‘Where are we going?’ asked Peter who was about 30 years old, tall, well built, with a mop of blonde hair and a weathered complexion.


 ‘Gurney Court Road, I’ll show you which house when we get there.’

Gurney Court Road comprises a mixture of large detached and semi-detached houses in a very middle class section of St Albans. Peter drove slowly along the road until Nick instructed him to turn right into Harptree Lane, which ran between Gurney Court Road and Charmouth Road. From Harptree Lane there was access to the rear of the gardens of both roads. Peter parked the van at the end of the alley. The boys got out of the van.

‘Peter’ said Nick, ‘you wait here and keep a look out, sound your horn if anyone comes.’

‘Okay,’ replied Peter.

‘This way’ said Nick as Keith and Don followed each carrying a large cardboard box.

‘Which garden is it?’ asked Don.

‘It’s the third one along; I came and had a look yesterday. They counted three houses and were faced with an ordinary garden picket gate with no lock. Nick motioned them to get on there knees as he opened the gate and crawled in. The rabbit hutch was situated by the fence to the right. There were no lights on at the back of the house but the hutch was just visible from the lights from the next door neighbours.  
‘I’ll grab the rabbits from the hutch and put them in the box and you close the lid and take them back to the van, got it?’ instructed Nick.

‘Got it,’ said Keith and Don simultaneously.

Nick opened the door of the hutch and reached inside, he felt the rabbit fur, felt his way under the rabbit and tried to lift it.

‘Bloody hell,’ he gasped.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked Keith.

‘It’s bloody enormous,’ replied Nick ‘it weighs a ton.’

‘Grab it by the ears and pull it out’ suggested Don.

‘Christ almighty’ said Nick.

‘What is it now?’ asked Keith.

‘Its ears, they must be over a foot long.’

‘Move over’ said Keith ‘let me do it.’

Nick moved away and Keith lent forward and managed to lift the first rabbit out and drop it into the cardboard box. The after a bit of a struggle he finally coaxed the second rabbit to the door and pushed that one into the other box. 
‘Well done Keith, now get these boxes into the van and don’t forget to sellotape the lids down we don’t want them escaping.’

‘What are you going to do?’ asked Don.
‘I won’t be a minute, just one other little job to do.’

As Keith and Don struggled to carry their heavy boxes back to the van Nick took out a sheet of foolscap paper and placed it inside the hutch. On the paper were written the words 

TELL THE TRUTH OR THE BUNNIES GET IT.
With the rabbits safely in their boxes in the back of the van and Nick and Keith crouched beside them Peter drove away.

‘Everything go okay?’ he asked.

‘Bit of a struggle,’ said Keith ‘those rabbits are enormous.’
‘What sort are they?’

‘No idea, but I’ve never seen rabbits that big before.’

Peter stopped the van, lent round and said ‘let’s have a look.’

Keith carefully peeled off the sellotape and eased the lid open so that Peter could see inside.

‘Well I never,’ he gasped’ that’s a French Lop. They can weigh up to ten pounds and look at those ears – magnificent. Someone is going to be bloody annoyed when they find out they’ve gone missing.’
‘That’s what we hope,’ said Nick who hadn’t said a word since the kidnapping. ‘He gets them back as soon as Mr. Freeman is re-instated back at school.’
‘Right,’ said Peter ‘now don’t you worry, I’ll drop you off home then I’ll take the rabbits back to my place. They’ll be as safe as houses; just let us know when they have to be returned.’

Nick returned home at 8.45 pm, his parents were in the living room watching television.

‘You’re home early dear’ said Mrs Allen.
‘Yes, bit tired, thought I might have an early night,’ replied Nick.

‘Mission go alright son?’ asked Mr Allen.  

‘It was interesting; kept us on the hop.’
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Chapter 8

Wednesday 18th March

 Nick was tired when he returned home from school Wednesday evening. Mr Freeman was still suspended and the temporary sports master Mr Large had put them through an intensive training programme – for rugby. Nick was now getting worried, the Cup Final was only nine days away and the team had received no training for a week. He’d just finished watching Coronation Street, a little indulgence that he hadn’t mentioned to Keith or Don. In the episode that he had just watched Laurie tells Len to tell Joyce there's a job for her at the club. Martha withdraws her savings for her fare to London. Ted didn't think she'd take him up on the offer. Ken tells Val he's got a new job as Head of English at Granston Technical College. Jerry worries as more furniture arrives at No.13. Ena pretends Ted has proposed to her to put Martha off but as far as Martha's concerned, she's going to London. 
‘That was good,’ said Mrs Allen as the credits started to roll, ‘anyone fancy a cup of tea?’

‘That’ll be nice,’ said Mr Allen.

‘Can I have a hot chocolate please mum,’ asked Nick.

Just as Mrs Allen left the living room there was a knock on the front door.

‘I’ll get it’ shouted Mrs Allen.

Nick heard the front door open and his mum saying ‘well you better come in.’

‘Who is it dear,’ enquired Mr Allen.

‘It’s the police’ replied a worried Mrs Allen.

Dick Allen, Nick’s younger brother, who was lying in front of the fire reading the Beano said ‘not the fuzz again.’

Nick recognised P.C. Adams whose younger brother attended the same school, but he was accompanied by a young looking plain clothes policeman whom Nick had not met before.

‘Evening all,’ said P.C. Adams, this is Detective Constable Higgins and he is investigating the disappearance of two valuable French Lop rabbits.

Dick jumped up and said ‘I don’t know who nicked them but Mum’s rabbit stew tonight was delicious,’

Mrs Allen blushed and gave Dick a clip round the ear and ‘don’t be silly, go up to your room. Take no notice of him, actually we had shepherds pie.’

‘With real shepherds,’ screamed Dick as he ran out of the room.

‘Right then,’ said DC Higgins nervously ‘Nick Allen, where were you on Monday evening between the hours of seven and midnight?’   

‘I was here for most of the evening, popped out for a walk with my friend Keith at about 8:00pm returned about 8.45 pm.’

‘That’s a very precise statement,’ enquired DC Higgins.

‘It only happened two nights ago, I’m only fourteen, and senile dementia hasn’t set in yet.’
‘No need to be lippy with me lad,’ said DC Higgins who was clearly not very experienced at interrogation.
‘What is this actually all about’ asked Mr Allen, trying to calm the situation.

‘Some time on Monday evening between the times stated two very valuable French Lop rabbits were stolen from a garden in Gurney Court Road. The owner, a Mr Tom Clarke suggested that your son Nick might have some information relating to the crime.’

‘How do you know they were stolen, they might have escaped?’ enquired Mr Allen.

DC Higgins smiled ‘rabbits might be intelligent but I don’t think they can write; a note was left.’ 

‘I see’ said Mr Allen ‘but I can vouch for Nick that he was only out for the times he stated. I think it would be very difficult for him to get to Gurney Court Road, kidnap two rabbits and get back here in forty-five minutes; and if my memory serves me correctly French Lop are quite big rabbits?’ 
‘Maybe,’ replied DC Higgins ‘but I would like to search the house and garden.’

‘Do you have a search warrant?’ asked Nick.

‘Why would I need a search warrant, do you have something to hide,’ sniggered DC Higgins.

‘No’ replied Nick casually ‘just always wanted to say that.’ 

‘Will you be lifting up the floorboards in here,’ asked Mr Allen.

‘I hope it won’t come to that’ replied DC Higgins.

‘Would be difficult, they’re solid floors’ laughed Nick.
Mr Allen smiled at Nick and gave him a high-five.

DC Higgins and PC Adams conducted a thorough search of the house and gardens but found no trace of any rabbit. When they had left Mrs Allen continued to make the hot drinks. 
When they were all settled, Mr Allen sipped his tea he said ‘where are the rabbits Nick?’

 Nick took a big sip of his hot chocolate and then said ‘they’re safe.’
Chapter 9

Thursday 19th March
Nick had arranged to meet Keith and Don at Sally’s coffee bar after school on Thursday to discuss their next move. 

‘Any news?’ asked Don as he sipped his strawberry milkshake.

‘Afraid not, Mr Freeman is still suspended and Tom Clarke still isn’t talking,’ replied Nick.

‘I’ve been watching him,’ said Keith ‘he looks really miserable, but I can’t get near him because that Bob Newland is always hanging around.’

‘It’s a total mess,’ sighed Nick ‘and the final is a week tomorrow.’
They sat there in silence deep in thought; Don had a banana milkshake whilst Nick had chosen a chocolate one.

Suddenly Keith said ‘there is not much more we can do at the moment and we need something to cheer us up.’
‘What do you suggest?’ asked Nick.

‘I know, let’s go and see that girlfriend of yours in Kings, she’s good for a laugh.’

Nick smiled ‘you know she’s not my girlfriend but it’s a good idea. Let’s go’

The boys finished their drinks, said goodbye to the attractive waitress whose miniskirt Keith had been trying to look up her every time she bent down, mounted their bicycles and cycled the short distance to Kings. The boys parked their bikes outside and entered the shop. I didn’t take them long to notice the very solemn atmosphere in the shop. Jane was in her usual position behind the counter and for once she didn’t seem overjoyed to see them.

‘Not a good time for visitors’ remarked Nick.

‘Afraid not,’ replied Jane.

‘Is there anything we can help you with, we’re feeling pretty down as well.’

Jane forced a smile ‘you are very kind, but unless you can find my sister there’s nothing you can do.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Keith.

‘We haven’t seen Ronnie since Saturday; she went to a dance but didn’t come home.’ 

Nick looked at Keith the said ‘we saw her on Saturday she left the same time as us.’
‘That’s right’ said Keith ‘she left in a Silver Mercedes 300SE.’

‘You must tell the police right away’ gasped Jane.

At that moment Don, who was standing by the door keeping an eye on the bikes said ‘thought you might like to know that a Silver Mercedes has just pulled up outside.’

Nick and Keith rushed to the door just in time to see the foreign gentleman climb into the passenger seat; Barry Prince was driving.  As the car pulled away Nick shouted lets follow them. The car turned left into Catherine Street, the boys once mounted their bicycles and furiously pedalled after it. The car continued along Catherine Street into Folly Lane which is situated on a steep hill. The hill helped the boys to keep reasonably close to the car. As luck would have the car pulled into the petrol station at the bottom of Folly Lane. The boys watched as Barry Prince filled the car with petrol.
‘What do we do now? asked Keith ‘whichever way he goes it’s a main road, we’ll never keep up.’
The boys pondered as they watched Barry finish filling the tank, replace the petrol cap and enter the Kiosk to pay. Then for some reason the foreign gentleman got out of the car and joined Barry in the Kiosk. 

Sensing the opportunity Nick rushed up to the rear of the car opened the boot and jumped in closing the boot behind him. Soon after, Barry and the foreign gentleman climbed into the car and drove off. As Nick tried to make himself comfortable in the boot of the Mercedes he thought what t he hell am I doing. He tried to visualise which way they were going without much success but after about five minutes he sensed that they had left the main road. He could not hear any other traffic and assumed they were driving slowly down a country lane. The car stopped, he listened; he heard the car doors open. A conversation started between Barry and the foreign gentleman which could not hear clearly. Then the foreign gentleman said ‘Barry get my shopping out of the boot.’

 Nick heard the click of the boot and as the rays of light stormed into his eyes he heard Barry say ‘well what have we here?’
Trying to get his eyes accustomed to the light he felt Barry grab him by the collar and drag him out of the boot.

‘What are we going to do with him?’ asked Barry.

‘Put him in the cellar with the girls. I might be able to find a buyer for him. Some of my clients have peculiar tastes.’

Nick looked around as he was forced into a large country house which he didn’t recognise. Once inside he was ushered through a grand hall with expensive looking paintings hanging on the walls. At the end of the hall Barry opened a door which led to a cellar and pushed Nick through. Nick stumbled but managed to keep his footing as he descended the stairs. When he reached the bottom he found another door, it was locked. Barry had followed him; he pulled out a key from his pocket, unlocked the door and pushed Nick through.

‘Enjoy yourself,’ he laughed as Nick heard the door being relocked.   
Nick gasped as he looked around at the sight that faced him. Four blonde girls were huddled together on the edge of one of two single beds. All girls were dressed as if going out for the evening and had not changed clothes for a week. There hair was unkempt, mascara had run down their cheeks, a sure sign that they had been crying. Big holes appeared in their tights. The cellar appeared reasonably clean with bare brick walls. Apart from the two single beds there was an old brown two seater settee and one matching arm chair. In the centre of the room a wooden dining table was surrounded by four wooden dining chairs. On the table stood a fruit bowl filled with apples and oranges; the room smelt musty with a tang of urine. Nick noticed a large bucket in the corner covered by a dirty cloth. Nick looked at the girls, all seemed very similar, late teens, good figures, pretty and all were blondes. Nick looked closely at one of the girls.
‘Veronica, is that you?’

The girl to the right of the group stood up and said ‘I know you.’

‘It’s Nick Allen, I’m a friend of your sister.’

‘I remember now, you came into her shop a few weeks ago.’

‘That’s right.’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve come to rescue you.’

All the girls laughed and one said ‘well you not doing a very good job.’

Nick felt insulted ‘At least I’ve found you which is more than the police have done.’

Veronica walked over to him and gave him a cuddle.’ There, there Nick we appreciate what you are trying to do but there is no way out of here. Don’t you think we haven’t tried?’

‘I promised your sister that I would rescue you and that’s what I intend to do. Now first of all tell me why you are here and how many of the enemy are there?’

Veronica went back to the other girls and sat on the bed. Nick pulled up a chair, sat down and listened.

‘First let me introduced my friends, this is Linda, this is Denise and this is Pauline.’

Nick smiled and said ‘hi.’

‘Each of us met Barry at a dance or disco, he offered to take us home, but instead we ended up here.’

I was coming home from the Market Hall and it started raining and they offered me a lift.’ said Denise.

‘I was at the Cavendish Hall, there was a new band called the Cortinas’ said Linda ‘my friend had got off with some bloke so I had to make my own way home and they offered me a lift.’

‘I met Barry at the Jazz Club and asked me if I wanted to go to a party. Some party that turned out to be,’ said Pauline.
‘But why?’ asked Nick ‘there has been no ransom demands as far as I am aware.’

‘We think from what we have heard they are going to ship us off to some Arab country and sell us as sex-slaves.’

‘Wow; in that case we have to get out as soon as possible. How many are there?’

Linda, who was the smallest of the four stood up and said ‘there are four of them or at least we have only seen four. Do you really think we can escape?’   
Pauline who had been shaking her head ever since Nick had arrived said ‘this is silly what can a kid like you do against those four?’
It was Denise’s turn to speak ‘let the kid finish anything is worth a try. I don’t know about you but I don’t fancy being shagged rotten by a greasy Arab in some remote harem. I mean you get all sand in your bits. I remember having a fumble on Margate beach it wasn’t that good; had to go back to the guest house to have a bath.’

  Nick was blushing.

‘Thank you for that’ said Veronica ‘I’m sure Nick doesn’t want to hear about your sordid love life.’

Denise laughed ‘I’m sorry, I expect young Nick’s cherry is still intact.’ 

‘For god’s sake I’m only fourteen,’ gasped Nick.

‘So you don’t have a girlfriend then,’ asked Denise.

‘Sorry, I thought we were supposed to be planning our escape not talk about my love life.’

‘Or lack of it,’ quipped Pauline.

‘Don’t listen to them,’ interrupted Veronica ‘they are getting a little frustrated being stuck down here without male company.’

‘You get us out of here Nick and I’ll take the boy out of you.’ said Denise. 

Nick was trying desperately to compose himself ‘thanks for offer but let’s us get out of here first. So, you say there are four of them, we have Barry, and the foreign gentleman, who else?’
Veronica replied ‘there’s a big bloke called Bob and a little creep called Igor.’

‘Igor’ enquired Nick.

‘That’s what we call him. He’s really creepy. He’s an Arab as well, with rotten teeth and bad skin. Has a bit of a limp. We call him Igor because he reminds us of one of those foreign servants in a Hammer Horror film.’

Nick got up and paced around the room. There was no natural light just a single light bulb hanging down from the ceiling. ‘How often do they come down here?’ he asked.

‘Just at meal times, Barry opens the door and Igor carries a tray in. He puts it on the table, once a day, usually at breakfast he removes the bucket. It’s so embarrassing and he always sniggers.’

 ‘What time is your next meal?’
‘Usually around six.’

‘Okay, that gives as about an hour. I want out of here because I don’t trust you lot to keep your hands off me during the night.’

‘You spoil everything,’ laughed Pauline.

 ‘First we need some weapons,’ Nick looked around, picked up a dinning chairs and grabbed one of the legs. The chairs were old and the joints had dried out, Nick easily pulled the leg off.
‘I think you could do some damage with that,’ said Nick tossing the leg to Pauline.

The other three girls quickly reached for another leg and pulled the chair apart.

‘This is what we’ll do’ said Nick, now getting a buzz of excitement. ‘As soon as Igor walks in with the dinner you attack him with your chair legs and I’ll deal with Barry.’

The group all of a sudden looked towards the door as they heard the stairs creek.

‘They’re early’ said Linda.

‘Okay’ said Nick ‘spread out and hide those chair legs behind you.’

The girls formed a circle and Nick stood behind the door. The heard the key turn the lock, the door opened, Igor walked in carrying a tray. He went to place the tray on the table and said ‘I bet you are hungry after you exertions with your new playmate.’

As the tray touched the table Linda took a swipe at Igor and caught him flush on the side of the head. He fell to his knees as the other three girls joined in and rained blows to the fallen figure. As this was happening Barry burst in but tripped over Nick outstretched leg. 

‘Get him,’ screamed Nick and the girls turned to face Barry. 

Before the girls could start their assault on Barry he had jumped to his feet and pulled out a flick-knife.

‘Leave him to me,‘ said Nick facing Barry, ‘when I’ve disarmed him, you can have him.’
‘I’m going to enjoy this’ said Barry tossing the knife from hand to hand. 
Nick motioned the girls to stand behind him; he noticed they were well up for a fight, each of them banging their chair leg into their other hand.  Nick frantically looked around for a weapon and grabbed a large Jaffa orange from the fruit bowl.

Barry laughed ‘what are you going to do with that, offer me a segment?’

Nick didn’t reply, he just kept tossing the orange up and down. When he had a clear view he let the orange drop and then volleyed it straight at Barry. The orange hit Barry on the jaw, the impact causing him to drop the knife and clutch his face.

‘Go for it girls,’ shouted Nick.

Nick almost felt sorry for Barry and he turned away as the girls battered him beyond recognition. 

‘I think he’s had enough, let’s get out of here,’ said Nick ushering the girls out of the cellar and up the stairs.
As the last girl left the cellar Nick looked round at the two bodies lying on the floor covered in blood and groaning. He saw the flick knife on the floor, picked it up and put it in his pocket. He climbed the stairs entered the hall and was immediately faced with Bob Newland and the foreign gentleman. The girls showed no fear; they had tasted blood and were looking for their next victims. The rhythmic banging of the chair legs into the hands was accompanied by a low moaning. Nick looked at the four girls, their eyes were bulging and their teeth were bared, they looked almost demonic. 

‘I didn’t sign up for this,’ said Bob as he turned and made a dash to the door. 
‘Come back here,’ screamed the foreign gentleman ‘I’m paying you to protect my investment.’
‘Stuff your investment’ shouted Bob as he opened the door and disappeared. Unfortunately as he stepped outside two police cars appeared and three policemen jumped out of the first car and chased Bob into the woods. 

Nick looked at the foreign gentleman, and then looked at the four girls who were baying for blood. He thought the police will be here any second, but what the heck. 

‘Get him’ he commanded, as the girls rushed towards him screaming like Banshees. The police entered the hall and dragged the girls away but not before they had each struck a couple of good blows.
When the girls were finally subdued and the foreign gentleman had been taken away Nick stepped outside and saw Keith and Don standing there, both were sweating profusely.

‘Alright?’ asked Nick.

‘Fine,’ said Keith and Don together, breathing very heavily.   

 ‘What kept you?’ asked Nick with a sly grin on his face.’
‘Up yours’ replied Keith and all three boys burst out laughing.
Friday 27th March


Nick sat on the bench in the home changing room of St Albans City F.C. and thought about the last seven days. Keith had explained that he and Don had frantically cycled after him in the Mercedes–Benz. Due to heavy traffic they had managed to keep the car in view. They just managed to spot the car turning into the Childwickbury Estate. They had just arrived in time to see Nick being dragged into the house. Keith had then cycled back out of the estate and phoned the police from the petrol station on the Harpenden Road.  The police had visited Nick on Monday evening; this time DC Higgins was accompanied by a senior officer called Detective Inspector James, whom both Nick and his father found very amicable. He explained that the foreign gentle man was called Hamdam  Al-Hamasin and was trying to impress his uncle Abdullah Al-Hamasin who is well known as a white slave trader. His idea was to kidnap young blonde girls and sell them to his uncle who in turn would sell them to wealthy Arab Sheiks. As it happens Abdullah Al-Hamasin didn’t take his nephew seriously and wasn’t even in the country. Hamdam  Al-Hamasin had met Barry Prince at university and they become friends. Hamdam recruited Barry with the promise of a great deal of money. Barry then recruited Dave Newland who is a neighbour of the Prince’s. By coincidence Barry had also persuaded Dave to help him frame Mr Freeman, as a favour for his brother Alan to get revenge over Nick and stop Sandridge Grammar School playing in the Cup Final. Once the word got round that Dave had been arrested Tom Clarke made a full confession to the Police and mysteriously his rabbits re-appeared the next day. Nick had asked what would happen to Tom. DI James informed Nick that no action would be taken against Tom, but his parents have taken him out of Sandridge Grammar and moved him to another school.

Nick’s thoughts were interrupted as Mr Freeman entered the changing rooms.

‘Right lads,’ he said, ‘this is it. I’ve picked the team for this afternoon. In goal Simon Francis, right back Pete Thomas, left back Andrew Hardy, right half Barry Dudley, centre half Roger Prime, left half Danny Fooks, outside right Mick Parsons, inside right Nick Allen, centre forward Keith Nevin, inside left John Wright and outside left Andy Graham; any questions?’

No one replied, as every player had known what the team was going to be days ago.

‘Now before you get changed I have a surprise for you, the headmaster has allowed me to buy some proper football kit. He thinks it will reflect badly on the school if we wore our usual rugby shirts.’ He opened a big brand new sports bag and produced a set of pure white football shirts with the school badge proudly stitched onto the chest.  This was followed by dark blue shorts and white socks.’
He looked at Nick and said ‘I thought you might appreciate the colours.’

Nick beamed from ear to ear and said ‘they are just perfect.’

As they were changing Nick noticed that Mr Freeman and the captain Danny Fooks were in deep conversation and kept glancing Nick’s way.

At five minutes to three a bell sounded in the changing room, it was time to enter the field of play. The players all stood up and formed an orderly line behind Danny Fooks.

‘Before you go lads, I have a small announcement,’ said Mr Freeman. ‘Because of all that has happened and Danny agrees, I think we should make Nick captain for the day.’

Spontaneously all the team clapped there hands and stated cheering. Nick was overcome with emotion as he walked to the front of the line. Danny handed him a ball and said ’well done mate, we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for you.’

Mr Freeman stuck out his hand and said ‘thanks for everything.’

Nick was struggling to see as his eyes filled up with tears. 

‘Go on son,’ said Mr Freeman ‘lead us to victory.’

Nick puffed out his chest as he led the team down the tunnel into the bright sunshine that was beaming down on Clarence Park. They were greeted by a loud cheer of about three hundred supporters. Nick looked around and spotted some very familiar faces in the stand. Standing together and cheering furiously was Mr and Mrs Allen, his young brother Dick, Mrs Freeman, Jane and her sister Veronica. Also there was Linda, Denise, Pauline and surprisingly Arthur Martin and Peter Wright. He had never felt as proud as he did that day.
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Did they win the cup????

Of course they did.

Nb: All characters in this novel are entirely fictitious and any similarity to actual people is purely coincidental
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