Uncle Arthur's Barbecue.

Introduction.
This is the story of Gareth, his sister Elli, their Uncle Arthur and a tiny germ. I hope you enjoy the story, but more important, I hope you learn a lesson. Food is a wonderful thing but if you don't look after it properly then it can cause all sorts of problems.

Chapter 1.
Beginnings.
There's an old, old saying that you sometimes still come across. You hear the old folks saying it in weddings, Christenings or funerals.  It goes:-"You can choose your friends, but you can't choose your family." They usually say it slowly in a deep, quiet voice. I'd often heard the saying, but never really understood it. 

Then I thought to myself, well, if you fall out with your best friend because he's run off with your football, you can always get another. You can always get another football too I suppose. But if it's your brother that you've fallen out with, then that's just hard luck. You're stuck with him. He's family. If it's a kid sister you've fallen out with, then believe me, you're double stuck. 

Kid sisters stick like glue.

Friends of mine had some amazing relatives. Michael across the road had an uncle who was really keen on Lego. Imagine that! His uncle's house was full of castles and tower blocks of flats with working lifts. Lisa next door had an uncle who won an Olympic Gold Medal. Amazing. There was nobody like that in my family but I really didn't feel sad about that. I had my Uncle Arthur and my Aunty Doreen. They were best of all, the greatest, the most amazing Auntie and Uncle in the WHOLE WORLD. Why was this?  I’ll tell you.

· They always brought a gift when they visited. A space rocket that flew or a skin diver that glugged up and down the bath. One day, they even  brought me a train set. 

· They would take you to just the sort of amazing places that boys love, such as a spooky cave or a trip on a paddle steamer.
· They would take you to the sort of café that Mum and Dad never visited. The sort with HUGE cream cakes. "Would you like one?" they'd ask. "Why not have another?"
· They had something that my Mum and Dad didn’t have. A lawn. A gigantic lawn, the size of a soccer ground…. and if I was really good, Uncle Arthur would let me push his mower.
· They had all sorts of other things that Mum and Dad didn’t have, like an old fashioned record player, Venetian blinds and fly-spray…. but this story isn’t about any of those things.

It’s about the terrible day when Uncle Arthur invited us all around for a barbecue. It was a day that I'll never forget. In fact, it was so awful that I wanted to call this story:-
The Dinner of Doom

But the publishers wouldn’t let me, so instead, so I’ve decided to call it..............
Uncle Arthur's Barbecue.
Chapter 2.

The Allotment.

At the end of Uncle Arthur's street you can see the local allotments. In case you don't know what allotments are, they're vegetable gardens. Uncle Arthur told me that they were really popular during the war. Food was in short supply so people would grow their own vegetables in their allotments. 


One day I asked him, "What sort of vegetables did people grow in the war?"

"Oh, all sorts Gareth," he answered. "Potatoes, carrots, cabbages, sprouts. "

"Sprouts," I said. "Yuck!!",

"Yes," said Uncle Arthur, "and the children would eat them and feel grateful for them. It was a lot better than starving. You know, children looked much healthier then. In those days, children couldn't get many sweets either."

Some days I thought Uncle Arthur was so full of fairy stories. I mean could you believe that? Children not having sweets but eating sprouts instead?   I don't think so.

Uncle Arthur's allotment was simply a joy to behold. You could see vitality in his vegetables. You could see power in his potatoes. They looked as though they had been down at the gym, working out for months. His beans grew high and thick, just like Jack's beanstalks. Some days you'd pick them and no matter how many you picked, there would always be thousands more. 


"Look at those marrows, " he'd say. "They're the size of Zeppelins."

He grew bright, brilliant strawberries, hale, hearty artichokes, lusty lettuce, big, beefy broccoli together with mighty, muscular marrowfat peas. Weeds wouldn't dare show themselves on Uncle Arthur's plot. Slugs simply squirmed away in fear of this marvellous display of vegetable health.

I always looked forward to visiting Uncle Arthur's allotment. There was always something new and exciting going on there. He was never happy with being normal. For instance, did you know that you could get beetroot that wasn't purple but golden? He grew carrots that were the shape and size of a golf ball. They were really delicious. Best of all was a tomato with stripes. Bright red with yellow stripes all over them. 

They really made Auntie Doreen's salads look amazing. 

In fact, they looked good enough to eat.

Chapter 3.
Tom Jenkins the Butcher.


At the end of our street, there was a butcher's shop. It was owned by old Tom Jenkins. He had been there for more years than anybody could remember. In so many ways it was really old-fashioned. He had special tiles on the wall. They had pictures of cows on them. Great big white cows with big black spots, all smiling. 

If they only knew. 

Tom was an excellent  butcher. He knew that when you handle food, especially meat, then you had to be really clean. He always kept his hands especially clean. He knew all  of the rules about which meats should be stored where and how to look after cooked meats and fresh meats. Tom also knew how to keep his counters spotlessly clean. By the side of his counter there was a big red bacon slicer that looked like it could be useful in a torture chamber. 

Every morning he'd take it apart. He'd clean and polish every part until it shone. The blade was so clean, you could see yourself in the reflection. He'd sharpen the blades of his knives using a stone, carefully rasping the blade until they were sharp enough to take out your tonsils without you even knowing that they'd gone.

People from far and wide would pop in to Tom's shop to buy the speciality of the store:- Tom's Best Beef Sausages. They were a sausage to be reckoned with, believe me. Each one was about three thumbs in thickness and about as long as a dinner plate. They also had just the right amount of bend in them; not so much bend as a banana, but certainly not straight.  A sausagy sort of bend. For years and years Tom had made his own Best Beef sausages using a recipe handed down to him from his grandfather.

"One pound of Best Beef sausages please," asked old Mrs Painter. "My Alfie loves them grilled. He says that they're better for your heart cooked that way. Is that true Mr Jenkins?"

"Well, that's what the doctors say Mrs Painter. Personally, I think that as long as you have a good mixed diet with lots of fresh fruit and vegetables, then it's perfectly O.K. to enjoy my sausages."

 His customers would  say, "They're marvellous sausages, you know, Mr Jenkins. They taste just the same as when I was a lad. It's nice to come across things that haven't changed over the years."

Tom's sausages were made with best quality fresh meat. He kept them on the bottom shelf of the fridge above the salad draw:- at the correct temperature, 0-5°c
If only his customers would do the same.

Chapter 4.

The Bug.

Now, we are getting very close to the crucial part of my little story, but I need to introduce one more character here. A very, very tiny little character that   found itself inside of a Jenkins the Butcher Best Beef  sausage. It was a germ. A tiny bug. Not the sort of germ that would give you the sniffs or a cough or a headache. No, no. Its real name was Campylobacter. This was what polite people call .........a tummy bug . Do you know, I really don't understand why anybody would give something as nasty as  Campylobacter,  such a polite name. 

Tummy bug.
 It sounds like something you'd find in a flowerbed, or wrapped around a baby's middle. After all, if you hear some of the conversations that people have when they catch this bug, politeness simply doesn't enter the conversation.


"OOOooooooooooooohhhhhh I've caught a right gut grumbler of a tummy bug doctor.“


"Have you now, Mr. Smith? Tell me the symptoms."


"Oh it's a real stomach strangler this one. It makes you feel as if somebody is wringing your insides hard and tight. Have you ever had the feeling that there is a troupe of Irish dancers dancing up your innards, doing a quick break-dance to the bottom of your bowel?"
    
"No, Mr. Smith, I can't say I've had that pleasure."


"Well this one’s a 'four toilet roll' a day bug, if you know what I mean. It makes you feel so weak and tired too. That's the problem you see.  When you've got to go, you've got to go......Full Speed All the Way."

Now, we'll find out later on in our story why these particular sausages had become infected with The Bug. For now though, you can go ahead and consider the problems that The Bug is going to cause. You’ll need a microscope to see The Bug because it's so small, but there will be no denying it. It will be there.
Lurking.           Scheming.          Planning.

Anticipating the great moment when it will become noticed. Looking forward to the time when it can start stomach strangling and gut grumbling itself. There are only two things that could stop it. 

1. A good dose of disinfectant; but when did you ever hear of anybody dipping their Best Beef sausage into a bucket of disinfectant?
2. Heat. Good strong heat. The sort that you find in a grill, oven or a barbecue that is burning well. Your sausage needs to be cooked until it reaches 70°c and this temperature needs to be maintained for at least 2 minutes.

And remember; keep your food stored correctly until you start cooking. 

Campylobacter was hoping for neither disinfectant nor heat. Instead, it was hoping for just a little warmth. A mild bit of warming would allow it to breed. It could multiply. 
He'd have millions of mates in no time, each one helping him on his stomach strangling mission.

Chapter 5.
The Horticultural Show.
Early in September, just after children go back to school, the allotment society holds its annual horticultural show. This is the great event of the year, where everybody compares their vegetables. The largest pumpkin wins the Cinderella Cup. The most handsome carrots win their owner a gift voucher from the local optician. The healthiest herb garden wins a gallon bottle of Dandelion and Burdock. I love seeing all of the vegetables, but best of all, I love just being there in the allotment, seeing Summer sunshine turning to Autumn gold.


Uncle Arthur came around one day. As usual, he was in charge of the barbecue and needed some advice to build up his shopping list.

"Don't forget the vegeburgers," shouted my  Aunty Doreen. She was on a vegetarian thing at the time.


"I want REAL burgers," I shouted. "Real red meat burgers. Ones that run with fat and sizzle on the barbecue."


"Make sure you get some low-fat ones Arthur," answered my Mum. "Lots of people are trying to be more healthy these days. 
Eventually we came up with this shopping list:-

1. 6 Packets of pork chops.

2. 3 kg of onions.

3. 10 packets of bap rolls.

4. 10 packets of finger rolls.

5. 5 packets of chicken legs.

6. 5 packets of half fat beef burgers.

7. 10 tins of hot-dog sausages.

8. Large bottle of tomato sauce.

9. Large bottle of barbecue sauce.

10. Huge roll of tin-foil.

11. Sackfull of bananas.

12. 5 tins of that squirty cream 
(Low fat : Mum's orders)

Just then, my dad chirped up. Strangely he hadn't said anything at all up until then. He said........and I can still hear the words rolling and echoing around in my head like a clap of thunder.

"Don't forget some of Tom Jenkins's Best Beef sausages Arthur. The barbecue just won't be complete without some of Tom Jenkins's Best Beef sausages."


"No problem," said Arthur. "I'll be picking them up on Friday night, the night before the barbecue."


If only I could turn back time.

Chapter 6.
The Big Day.

"Gosh it's hot." Said Elli. "Gareth, have you ever known it so hot? Hey Gareth......isn't it boiling? Is it supposed to be this hot at this time of year?"

"How should I know?" I answered.

"Well, you're older than me......you're supposed to know everything."

"Of course I don't know everything." Don't girls go on?  I was getting irritated now. Because of the heat, I suppose. It had been so hot I'd had to push the duvet off my bed, but I still couldn't sleep. The weather girl had said that we were having the warmest September weather in 40 years. Good news I suppose if you were organising a barbecue.

We were waiting at the allotment gate, hiding under the shade of a huge Bramley apple tree. Gosh those apples were enormous, and they still had a couple of months before they'd be ready for the pie. 

Suddenly we heard, "Peep Peep." It was Uncle Arthur's aging Morris. It was a lovely old car. It had wooden panels along the back. Inside, piled high to the roof, you could see the shopping. Right away, we helped unload the car, taking all of the food into Uncle Arthur's shed. We'd cleaned it out the night before. I'd had to clean all of the cob-webs from the corners. Guess why? Girls hate spiders. That's why. At least Elli had managed to clean the windows and sweep the floor. In fact, it was so clean in that shed, a doctor could have performed surgery there.  

We had borrowed about ten cool boxes, each filled with ice packs so that we could keep the food cool until the barbecue was ready. You can never be too careful with food you know. You have to keep it cool, or germs start to breed.

"Put all of the chicken pieces into the yellow cool boxes and all the pork chops into the red ones," said Uncle Arthur.

"O.K. " I answered.

"What about these low - fat burgers? " asked Elli.

"Put those in the green ones," said Uncle Arthur. 

In no time at all, everything was put away, all in the right place. 

"Ship shape and Bristol fashion," said Arthur giving us one of his winks. 

If only one of us had noticed a large packet of Tom Jenkins Best Beef sausages, hiding in the boot, concealed under a black plastic rain coat, where they were getting lovely and warm.

Chapter 7.

The Barbecue.


At about three o'clock in the afternoon Uncle Arthur decided to light the barbecue. We'd seen him do this before. It was always quite an exciting event; one that you needed to be very wary of. First of all he placed the barbecue firmly on the stone patio just outside his garden shed.


"Pass me the charcoal Doreen. It’s just behind the garden tools."


"No it isn't. I can't see any charcoal. What does it look like."


"There, in the corner. When did you say you were going to have your eyes tested?"


"There's nothing wrong with my eye sight Arthur. Oh......here's the charcoal."


The charcoal had been put inside a large sack marked, "Onions". I never could get to grips with Uncle Arthur's organisation method. He poured the charcoal into the barbecue and I smiled as Arthur was suddenly engulfed in a cloud of thick black dust. His voice emerged from the dust, "can you ....cough.... pass out the...cough cough...... lighter fluid Doreen?"


"Yes, here it is," she shouted, passing out a large red plastic container with a skull and cross-bone embossed on the side. Without thinking, I took three steps backwards. Elli followed me. Arthur started pouring on the lighter fluid. 


"Don't you think that's enough ?" I asked.


"Nearly there," answered Arthur. "We'll have everything shipshape and Bristol fashion in just a moment."


He took a piece of rolled up newspaper and lit the end. Then he threw it at the barbecue. It spluttered there for a moment, then,

WHUU-UMP !!!


Thankfully, the explosion was channeled upwards by the sides of the barbecue. The bad news was the charcoal had been fired into the air as if it had been shot out of a cannon. Elli and I had just enough time to dive under a gooseberry bush as the charcoal started falling out of the sky like a liquorice coloured hail-storm. 


Strangely, we were used to these sort of events. Living near our Uncle and Auntie, realised that things like this were always happening, like the day when they shut the tumble drier door on their cat. We just got up from the gooseberry bush, dusted ourselves down and started collecting up the charcoal. A few minutes later we were ready for lift-off again.


"Here Arthur, try using this" said Auntie Doreen. She had found a small brown bottle deep inside her hand-bag. It had a label saying, "Rubbing Liniment". It looked like it had been hiding for an awful long time. Remembering the earlier explosion, Elli and I took ten steps backwards. 


Arthur was really getting into the spirit of things. "Prepare for take-off," he said.  He lit his newspaper. " 3......2......1......Blastoff."

WHUUU......UMP


That was interesting. I've never seen a purple explosion before. Still, at least the charcoal stayed in the barbecue this time. In fact, as I peeped in, I could see that the charcoal was already alight. A roaring red glow in fact, but centered right in the middle of the charcoal.

And smelling like the smell that sometimes wafts from people who have backache.

Chapter 8.

"Let's eat."


In no time at all the food was flying out of the coolboxes. Chicken pieces, low-fat and veg burgers quickly all found their way onto the grill and soon people all over the allotments had a paper plate filled with items from the barbecue together with some of Auntie Doreen's salads. The allotment committee had put on all sorts of special events for the day. There was a bouncy castle for the children and a bar for the grown-ups. All through the afternoon announcements were being made over a megaphone.


" Hello......testing 1.2. I'd just like to take this opportunity to announce the winner of the  Cinderella Cup for the biggest Pumpkin."



It was quite late into the afternoon when our parents arrived. Quick as a flash they both had a drink in their hands and joined the queue for food.


"Hey Arthur. Got any sausages?" shouted my dad.


"Oh My word," answered Arthur. "I almost forgot." And he raced over to the  boot of his car and took out a large brown box.


"I hope they're Tom Jenkins sausages, " Dad asked.


"Absolutely," answered Arthur as he slapped a few onto the barbecue. "Come over here kids and try a real sausage. " ............so we did.


Elli and I sat down under our gooseberry bush air-raid shelter. Arthur had given us a sausage each wrapped in a roll and smothered in tomato sauce.


"This tastes funny," said Elli.


"Don't be daft," I said. "It's just the barbecue flavour. Trouble with you is that you're always going on about healthy eating. You don't know what good food tastes like anymore."


Elli took another quizzical look inside her hot-dog and touched the inside of the sausage with the end of her little finger. "Gareth," she said, "It's not cooked properly.....look, it's too cool in the middle and the meat hasn't cooked."


"Hmmmmmph, " I said. "Why are girls always so fussy about their food?"


"Well I'm not eating it ," she said. Taking a small trowel she made a hole under the gooseberry bush and buried her hot-dog. "There," she said, "Sorry about that Mr. Gooseberry, but I don't think it will do you any harm. Now, I'm off for a quick bounce on the castle."


Glancing around noticed that quite a queue had built up around the barbecue. Apparently word had gone around that some amazing sausages had just arrived. I took another bite of my hot dog. It was delicious, really delicious. Not too hot and with an outstanding flavour. 


"Hm," I thought, ”doesn't she talk a lot of nonsense. I can't see what all the fuss is about. If there was anything wrong with that sausage, then there wouldn't be a huge queue of people waiting for them. In fact.....I think I could force another one down."

Chapter 9.

The consequences.


Three days later, Elli came to visit me in hospital. It was a beautiful Autumn morning. The weather had started to cool. Sleeping was easier now. I didn't wake up sweating in the night and the stomach cramps had got better.


"I don't want to tell you ' I told you so'  ", said Elli.


"Yes, I know, " I answered, "but..... you told me so."


"How are you feeling?" she asked.


"Like I never want to see another sausage in my life," I answered truthfully. "Everything I eat just comes straight back out again. The nurses keep giving me this strange drink. It tastes salty and sweet at the same time. Sometimes it comes in a cherry flavour, but I haven't decided whether that tastes any better yet."


"Have you stopped rushing to the .......you know....."


"Toilet? " I suggested. "Sort of. But this drink makes me go for a .......you know....."


"I can imagine," she answered. "Are they going to give you any tea?"


"They want me to try a piece of dry toast. Can't wait.  Tell me, how many others were infected?"


"Oh loads," Elli answered." They had to send for ambulances from miles around. I think I counted about 12 in total. It was awful. People just doubled up groaning and rushing to the toilet. Some people couldn't make it so they used the compost bins."


We were silent for a moment, trying to think of something to say. She was trying really hard not to smirk and giggle. She had advised me to avoid the sausages after all. Then she reached into a carrier bag.


"I nearly forgot. These are for you." And she passed me a pile of comic books."


"Where did these come from?" I asked.


"Tom Jenkins the butcher," she said. "He felt dreadful about the whole thing. The health people went right through his shop and found nothing there. In fact, they said it was one of the cleanest shops in the town. They said the whole thing was Uncle Arthur's fault, storing the sausages in his car overnight. Can you believe that he forgot to put them in the fridge. They were in his boot all night. Do you remember how warm it was? I mean, asking for trouble or what? Anyway, old Tom felt so bad about the whole thing that he's sent a little something for the whole casualty list. Most of the grown ups got flowers."


"How are Mum and Dad?" 


"Oh, Mum's O.K. although her and Doreen are really worried. They think people will put the blame on them for not keeping Uncle Arthur under closer control. They're worried about people talking about them behind their backs. They didn't have any of the Beef Sausages of Death though. Both as fit as fiddles."

"and Dad?"


"He was really rough. He said he had terrible pains in his stomach, like little people clog dancing on his innards he said. He's looking better today though. He's upstairs in the next bed to Uncle Arthur, although they're not talking to each other much. Dad said that he doesn't know why they're trying to fix Arthur up because he's going to fix him good and proper as soon as he gets home."


"How is Uncle Arthur?" I asked.


"He's fine," answered Elli. "Ship shape and Bristol fashion. They might send him home tomorrow. He feels a bit glum about the mass poisoning, but I'm sure he'll get over it soon. In fact, he told me that he's going to take us out to do something special as soon as you're both out of hospital. A special treat."


"Oh," I answered, "Where's he going to take us? Down a cave? Up a mountain?"


"Out into the fields .............mushroom picking, " she answered with a sly wink.

