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Teacher’s Notes

Nancy Mortimer

Fragile Cargo in the Crime Waves series is an exciting adventure that tells the story of how two boys, Ricky and Duncan, come across an old launch when they moor their yacht in a bay they stop at on their way to take part in a regatta at Howard’s Point. The two are alarmed by piercing screams emanating from the old rusty vessel. They decide to investigate, and when they board the boat they find a cargo of animals and birds – many of them rare and endangered species – held in cramped and filthy conditions. They find a note with a rendezvous time and place and are about to leave the vessel when the owners return with another crate of creatures. The boys are frightened, but insist they have only just come on board and have not seen anything. They anchor for the night in the bay ready to continue sailing to their destination early the next day. However, on waking, they find themselves adrift in huge swells on the open sea right in the path of a container ship. Shaken, they reach their destination, determined to act to stop the smugglers and to show them they are a force to be reckoned with. How they do this makes for a gripping story that will be eagerly read by both girls and boys form upper primary to lower secondary levels as it has features that will appeal to both.
READING

· Where are we as readers when the story opens?

· What is the reason that the boys are there?

· Where are they going and why?

· What is the name of their craft? 

· What happens that makes them go over to the launch to investigate?

· Make a list of what they found on board

Look at the opening of the story and see what is established by the conclusion of the first chapter

· Note this information down

Ricky woke up and instantly knew they were in trouble (19)

· What trouble were they in?

· Why?

· What was the arduous challenge that confronted them? (23)
· What was the enormity of the adventure they had undergone? (26)

· Why was the place where they stopped called Monitor Island? Describe it.

· What does Jack say in response to Ricky when he asks who Jason de Thierry is? (34-35)

Duncan’s motivation for acting as he does is outlined here on page 70.

· What is it? 

· What is Ricky’s aim? (72)
· What is the reply to Carolyn’s question: what’s your plan? on page 74?
· What was the sight that filled Ricky and Duncan with relief? (95)

· What equipment do the boys have on board their yacht?

Vocabulary

Bill O’Brien uses many nautical terms in his story

· Make a list of these and state their effect.

· From the text, compile a list of words that have to do with emotions and feelings.

· Use the following words in sentences to show you understand their meaning: bought (33) / brought; practice (65) / practice (66)/; birth / berth (66); but / butt 

· cacophony, emaciated (11), determined (21), 

There are many ways of speaking - vehemently (70), sarcastically (90).
· Find more.

The English language has incorporated many words from other languages.

· From the text find some such words.

Sayings

· What is the meaning of these sayings? To sail close to the wind

Remember what I said about not blowing our cover (45)
Setting

· Where is Fragile Cargo set?

Characters

· Write a brief pen sketch for both Ricky and Duncan outlining their main characteristics and attributes

· Make a list of the other characters that appear in the novel and jot down a few words to describe each and the part each plays in the story 

Title

· How does the novel get its name?

Ending
· Make some comments about how the novel ends.

Genre

· What type of story is Fragile Cargo?

· Make a list of the elements that put the story in this category.

· Look at the other features of this story
SPEAKING / LISTENING

· From the novel, choose a portion that you found built up tension and relate this part to the class

· As a radio reporter, interview the teenagers about what happened.

Talk about:

· What were some of the risks the boys took?

· What are some of the perils of being at sea?

· Discuss the following subjects as they appear in the story:

· risk taking

· smuggling

· team work

· initiative

· mateship

· confidence

· tactics

· trust

· nicknames

· Local knowledge

· Role of females

· Look at the relationship between the characters

· Endangered animals and birds

· What is involved in trafficking in these?

· Why are they smuggled?

· What does this result in?

·  Outline some instances where the characters use their powers of deduction and detection.

· What were some of the dangers the teenagers faced during the course of the novel?

Ricky could see Duncan was every bit as determined as he was to outwit those on the launch below (29) 

· Tell how the two did this and achieved their aims

WRITING

· Describe Ricky’s yacht

· Describe the launch and the men on it.

· As a police reporter, do an article for your newspaper on the capture of this smuggling ring

· Write a blurb for Fragile Cargo

THE CRAFT OF WRITING

· Consider what an author needs to focus on when writing a novel in this genre.

· Look at the way Bill O’Brien captures the atmosphere of being at sea 

· Find some of the descriptions of the sea and what the author does to        make the scene come alive - look closely at the descriptive words and sounds he uses

· Look at how the author builds up tension and how it is transmitted

· Look at the graphic language used to create a mental word picture: lifted their small boat like a cork (20); like a tethered snake (29); in a kaleidoscope of patterns
·  Use such images in your writing

· Note the way the author changes the mood in different chapters, how he does this and what purpose it achieves. 

· Find examples of this from the story.

· Look at Bill O’Brien’s attention to detail and what this contributes to the overall story: examine for instance his use of body language  and his description of clothing

· Examine the way the author uses links to make his plot work

RESEARCH

Find out more about:

· endangered species

· trafficking in animals and birds

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

Bill O'Brien spent many years as an officer in the New Zealand Police, investigating serious crimes.  He has written widely for young people and adults, especially on crime-related topics. He is the author of Unmasked, in Lothian Books’ Crime Waves series. In writing for Crime Waves he draws on his long experience as a detective.
