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Chapter 1. Arrival.

The tracks are no longer there. Nature is reclaiming her land, but you can still see the miniature valleys carved all those years ago. It is more than forty years since I first saw the glistening curves of polished metal dancing away into the distance. And the smell! I can remember it now; that mix of smoky coal, cinders and oil, with a hint of summer flowers thrown in for good measure. It was another world.

Grandfather came to meet us at the station that morning. He was at work, but as this took him along the line, no-one was to know that this wasn’t where he was supposed to be. He was bigger than the engines themselves, standing there with the widest grin you ever did see. As the train eased itself out of the station, coughing and spluttering until it picked up speed, Granddad picked up the suitcases and stepped onto the tracks. With his long legs, it was easy for him to step from one sleeper to the next, but my mother and I found it more difficult. I probably managed better than she did, for I found that by jumping I could stay on the sleepers and avoid the cinders between them.

The house was about half a mile from the station, but it took a long time because Granddad and I kept having to wait for Mum.

“Come on! Hurry up!” he called, then added, ”There’ll be another train by yere soon!” Mum panicked, as usual, and tried to skip across the sleepers, but when that didn’t work she decided to walk at the side of the track. It wasn’t a lot easier. Granddad wasn’t joking about the train. I heard a far off whistle, and looking ahead I could see in the distance the plumes of smoke from its funnel. It was not that close. There were several bends in the track, curving behind rising woodlands and a common, before the train would reach us.

”Hurry now!” Granddad called, and my mother raised her skirt a little to be able to step out more quickly. The whistle suddenly seemed a lot closer, and I turned round and called to her.

“Come on, Mum, quickly!” The train was out of sight round one of the bends, but I could hear it now. The steam seemed to be puffing out of the engine faster than before: it was speeding up.

“It’s alright, don’t panic!” Granddad called, “Just get off the track and stand back by the grass. The train won’t touch you there, see.” We all stood back near to the brambles that grew wildly in a hedge of their own making. The train rounded the final bend, and for a moment I was frightened. Granddad put an arm across my shoulder, and the fear went away.

“It’s alright, boy. Do this all the time, they do. Nasty great noisy things that they are.” I laughed, but the noise of it was blown away by the approaching monster. Not only was there smoke pouring from its funnel, but there was steam seemingly hissing from every part of it. And yet, if it was a monster, it was not at all to be feared, I saw now. As it came rushing past us, I looked towards my mother. She had her fingers in her ears to shut out the noise, but otherwise she was not afraid. I had thought that she would be, and I was briefly ashamed of myself for thinking such a thing. Then the carriages blurred past us, with their own personal racket that clacked away as the train sped down the track and round the bend beyond.

“Two minutes early,” Granddad commented as he consulted his fob watch.

“Oh, Dad,” my Mum scolded, “I’m surprised that you brought us along the line at all, if you knew another train was due so soon.”

“Ach, Rose, never you mind about that,” he said, dismissing her complaint with a wave of one enormous hand. “You know as well as I do that we will come to no harm as long as we use a bit of common sense.”

”Yes, Mum; the trains aren’t dangerous,” I said, in support of my grand- father’s argument. Or so I thought. Grandfather rounded on me as quick as a teased cat. He looked angry too.

“Not dangerous, boy? Not dangerous? Of course they’re dangerous! You treat them with respect, or one of these days you’ll wake up dead!” This was the first time I had seen my grandfather for a year, and within ten minutes of meeting, here I was being told off by him! I was not too happy about it, I can tell you, and I’m sorry to say that I sulked for the rest of the walk along the line. Mum and Granddad talked about all the usual things that a father and daughter-in-law might talk about, such as how she was managing bringing me up on my own, and how Grandma was, and so on. It was almost as though I didn’t exist. I was referred to as “the boy” by my grandfather, as if I did not have a name. This was not a fine way to start a holiday, I can tell you.

Chapter 2. The House Below The Line.

“Here we are then,” my grandfather said, suddenly. We had walked past the house, or at least, past the roof of the house, and had come to a section of wooden fencing. The top bar was missing from the first section, and Granddad was climbing over it even as he spoke.

A path of crazy paving sloped steeply down past a tin hut and through a garden neat with all sorts of flowers, a few of which I knew, such as roses and honeysuckle, but many more which I could not identify then or now. I smelled them as I walked down that path, and I remember that they were all sorts of colours except blue. Which was strange, because my Mum didn’t like blue, but it had not occurred to me that other people might not like it as well.

The house was immediately below the railway line. It was  built from solid Welsh stone, and it stood alone on the hillside. Grandma was standing at the door to greet us. She looked as if she was built as solidly as the house, and I imagined the door frame needing to take in a deep breath to make room for her. Her cheeks were as rosy as Mum’s name, and she beamed at us both while keeping her arms folded across her chest.

“Come in you look as if you’re in need of a good warm drink Charlie will take your suitcases up to your rooms did you have a good journey?” she said, just like that, except for the wonderful Welsh lilt in her voice. She clucked and fussed around my Mum and I while she guided us through the kitchen, past the pantry and the stairs, to the sitting room, where she plonked us down in large homely chairs and rushed back to the kitchen to make us something to drink.

“Make a mug of tea for me too, Gwen,” called Granddad as he clomped up the stairs with our luggage.

“It’s so good to see you, Rose,” Grandma said, when the drinks had arrived. I drank in the smell

of sweet cocoa from my cup. It brought back memories of a holiday three years earlier. And for a moment I thought of my Dad.

“It’s good to be back,” Mum replied. Then there was silence. It was as if there was nothing else to be said, or that could be said. I remember that silence so clearly, and I know now why it happened. But I didn’t know then.

“Was it a good journey?” Granddad returned from dumping the luggage, and broke the silence. Mum smiled up at him and nodded.

“Bit of a wait at Hereford, but not too bad,” she said.

“We walked along the line, Gran,” I said, not wanting to be left out of the conversation.

”Did you, boy?” she said, and I noticed the look she gave to Granddad. I don’t think she was too pleased about it. Granddad just grinned at her. I have never seen anyone with such a wide grin. It started with a wrinkle under his nose and crept up his cheeks until it looked as if it would touch his ears.

“Quickest way,” he explained, “Besides, there was only the Brecon train to come this afternoon, and we stayed well out of its way.”

“It was good fun,” I said, then remembered my telling off and looked at my grandfather half-expecting another one. This time he just beamed.

“Yes, I expect it would be, if you haven’t spent the last million years walking those lines!” he laughed.

Conversation was a lot easier after that, but  noticed that no-one mentioned Dad, which was a bit strange because he was their son. I hung around for a while, enjoying Granddad’s laughter and Grandma’s scolding whenever he said anything she didn’t like. He knew quite a number of strange Welsh words that she didn’t like, and he wouldn’t translate them into English with me around.

Chapter 3. Getting A Buzz.

After a while, I decided to go out to explore the garden. We had come down the pathway from the line quite close to the house, but the garden stretched a long way on the other side of the path. It had the fence by the railway line as one of its boundaries, and a tall hawthorn hedge on the other side, which gradually got closer to the fence at the far end, giving the garden a long wedge-shaped appearance. Also at the far end of the garden, I could see some strange little buildings made out of pieces of slatted wood. I was curious, of course, and walked right up to the box houses. There were four of them. Two were in need of repair, with pieces of wood hanging off, but the other two looked alright. I picked up a stick that was lying nearby, and poked it into a gap between the slats of one of the boxes. There was a buzzing sound from inside. I dropped the stick and ran back up the garden, well away from the boxes. I didn’t know what the noise was, but it had scared me, that’s for sure.

I wondered whether to go in the house and ask about the boxes, but in the end I decided not to. I didn’t want to start my holiday by letting everyone know that I was scared, when it was probably something quite ordinary that had happened. I plucked up my courage and went back down the garden path.

“You don’t want to play around there, boyo,” said a strange, screechy voice. It seemed to come from the hedge.

“They’ll sting your behind and you won’t sit down for a week!” It was such a funny voice that once again my heart started pounding faster. It sounded like a mixture of an old, gruff voice and...

“Run along, boyo, run along!” This was a different voice! There must be creatures in the hedge! But I didn’t run. I think I was too ashamed of myself to do so, after the scare with the boxes. Then there was a giggle. And I knew! Girls! It was just my luck that some silly girls had seen me running up the garden.

“You can’t scare me, I know you’re there!” I cried, without realising that it was a silly thing to say. I didn’t know exactly where they were. Then there was laughter from the other side of the hedge, followed by the sound of running feet and more laughter in the distance. Two girls, talking in funny voices had tried to scare me! I’d get them for that!

I walked back along the garden path to the gate. It was a large metal gate, and it squealed as I opened it. Looking to my left,  I realised that the girls must have been standing in the narrow lane that ran along the other side of the hedge. It carried on beyond the hedge, past an old barn and on to another gate that seemed to stand guard over some large yew trees beyond it. I thought about running after the girls, but what was the point? On the other side of the lane, there was a wooden fence, too high for me to see over. I could see the red tiles and chimneys of a large house, set well back from the fence. I turned to look the other way. Gran and granddad’s house was attached to another one. I hadn’t realised this when we had arrived along the line. I walked towards the second gate. There was a man in the garden, digging.

“Hello,” I said. The man didn’t take any notice. Perhaps he hadn’t heard me. “Hello!” I called again, a little louder. The man stopped digging and turned to look at me.

“Heard you the first time,” he said. “What do you want?” His voice wasn’t particularly friendly.

“I’ve just come for a holiday with my Gran and Granddad; next door.” The man looked me up and down, but said nothing. He returned to his digging. I watched for a minute or two, disappointed by his unfriendly manner. I turned away, and was about to return to our house, when he spoke again.

“Don’t know why you’d want to come ‘ere. It’s no place for children. The sooner you get back ‘ome, the better. Charlie Walker ought to know better than ‘aving you ‘ere.” He said no more. I ran back home, very angry with the way everyone seemed to be treating me.

Chapter 4. “There’s Always Tomorrow.”
Tea was a grand affair. Gran had made lots of cakes and shortbreads, and they sat in state on a tiered cake stand while we ate beetroot sandwiches. I forgot about being angry when there was food to be eaten. Gran was a very good cook, and I don’t remember ever being given anything I didn’t thoroughly enjoy. But those cakes! I believe I may have eaten my sandwiches with indecent haste because of them.

“Got a good appetite, haven’t you boy!” Grandma cried, and there was a look of pride on her face as she said it. I smiled, and felt the blush wash up my face. I knew it was not polite to start on the cakes until everyone was ready, and so I sat eying them up, trying to make up my mind which one to have first. Grandma at least seemed to be on my side, because she offered them to me first. I chose a shortbread with icing on, and it was so sweet and delicious that it was gone in a flash.

“Please Gran, can I have another one?” I asked after what seemed like a decent time after I had had the first one.

“Another one?” she said, “Now don’t forget, there’s always tomorrow,  boyo!” I could not believe it! One of those beautiful cakes wasn’t enough! I could have eaten all of them!

But that was the way it was to be: one each night at teatime, and no more. Gran certainly knew how to torture a boy. I did not understand how rationing and the war had made people like Gran so careful, and I don’t think I forgave her for what I saw as meanness for some time.

“Always keep them wanting more!” Granddad smiled as he said it, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

“I had a talk with your next-door-neighbour,” I said, trying to change the subject and take my mind off the cakes. Granddad scowled at me.

“Old Owen? What did you go pestering him for?” he asked.

“Nothing in particular,” I answered, “only he was out in the garden when I was having a look around. He seemed to think that my being here wasn’t a good idea, though.”

“What?” Mum said, “Why ever not? And what’s it got to do with him,  anyway?” She was quite put out. Granddad chuckled.

“You don’t want to go worrying about him, Rose. He’s a bit of a strange one. Doesn’t like people, see. He says the daftest things sometimes.”

“It didn’t sound daft so much as downright rude!” Mum exclaimed.

“Now, Rose,” Granddad said, “it’s not worth you getting upset about.” The warm tone of his voice seemed to be enough to calm Mum down.

“Why did he say this was no place for children?” I asked.

“Did he?” said Granddad thoughtfully. “Look, he probably had his reasons. I don’t think you should take too much notice of Owen. He hasn’t been quite right in the head since...” He stopped and looked quickly at my mother and then at Gran.

“Since what, Granddad?” I asked.

“Oh, never you mind, boy; never you mind.” He got up from the table and picked his tobacco pouch up from the dresser, then his pipe, and walked out going towards the garden for his evening smoke. I wished that I could go with him, but I felt that he really wanted to be on his own. It seemed that no-one really liked me being there. Even Mum didn’t seem to pay me as much attention as she did at home. What a holiday this was going to be! But there was much worse to come. Much, much worse.

Chapter 5. Night.


Bedtime was eight o’clock. Mum had told me that before we had left home.  I was certainly not going to argue on that first night. I was tired and bitterly disappointed that I seemed to be almost invisible to the grown-ups in the house. No-one seemed to want to give me a little of their time to talk or play a game or anything.


My bedroom was small but very comfortable. It was dominated by an enormous glass-fronted bookcase which stood behind my bed. There was a small window in the opposite wall that looked out on the hedge that separated us from the railway line. The window was left partly open to let air into the room. There was a gas light in the centre of the room which Mum lit, but which I was to be allowed to put out myself after I finished reading.


I had brought a small number of books with me, and I chose one called “The Black Arrow” as my bedtime reading. I read for a while, getting well into the book, when there was a strange noise from outside the window. It was a kind of snuffling noise, like a pig might make, but there was also another sound with it. I listened for a few moments, more fascinated than frightened. Then there was a laugh. At least, it sounded a bit like a laugh, but it wasn’t at all funny. For the first time in my life, I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise. Something frightening was out there. 


I was glad the light was still on. Even so, I pulled the bedclothes up over my head. Then a thought struck me. The window was open. Whatever it was might climb in! I shoved the bedclothes back, leaped out of bed and rushed over the window to close it. The trick was to look at the window while closing it. Don’t look out. Look at the latch. The window banged shut, and I ran for the bed. I pulled the covers over me and lay there and shivered on a warm, summer’s night.


Then I heard footsteps. Coming towards me!

***


“Davy? Are you alright?” Mum called as she came up the stairs. What a relief! But then, what had I thought was coming up Gran’s stairs? Mum came into the room just as I poked my head out from under the sheet.


“Umm, I’m alright,” I replied, and hoped she didn’t notice me shaking.


“Why, you’ve closed your window!” she cried, going over to it and opening it again. “I don’t think that’s a good idea on such a warm night.”


“Mum,” I began, “did you hear something strange a few moments ago?”


“Strange? What do you mean, strange?” she asked.


“Like a pig?” I suggested, “or some other kind of animal?”


“I don’t think so,” she said, “but there are some pigs up across the common, above the line. Or at least, there used to be when we were here last time...” She broke off and I knew she was remembering the last holiday here. With Dad. I couldn’t remember a thing about it. I had forgotten almost everything, including the house, the lane, the next-door-neighbour, everything.


“That’s what it was, I expect,” I said, because I could see that she was going to cry if I didn’t say something soon. She smiled at me, but I could see the sadness watering the corner of her eye.

“Right!” she said, “Now it’s time for you to get some sleep...”

“I’ll put the light off in two minutes,” I said, wanting to be able to turn off the gaslight for myself. And I hadn’t finished my reading yet.

“Alright; two minutes it is. Goodnight, love.”

“Night, Mum.”

“Two minutes, mind.”

“Yes, Mum.” And she was gone. Back to the game of cards which took place every night (there was no television in those days unless you were very rich).

I lay back on my pillow and listened. I could hear the trees making their swishing noise in the wind, like a gentle tide at the seaside. There was no other sound from outside, and the game downstairs must have been a very solemn affair, because no sound came from there at all. There were no other noises, like the ones I had heard before. I returned to “The Black Arrow”, and was soon involved in the adventure again. About twenty minutes later, Mum called up the stairs to me.

“Davy; your two minutes are up! Light out, please.”

“Okay, Mum. Night.” This time I had to put the light out. I lay in the dark, listening to my own heartbeat pounding. Then I concentrated on the gentle swish, swish of the trees, and I was soon asleep. 

Chapter 6. Grandad’s Secret Place.

I should have mentioned the toilet before. It was a tiny wooden hut at the top of the garden shoved in the hedge next to the railway line. The toilet seat was made from several planks fixed together with an oval shape cut from the middle. Some kind of metal container, possibly a small bath, was fixed under the seat. It was boxed in with planks, and looked rather good for a home-made job. Grandad emptied it late at night or early in the morning; I don’t know which. Where did he empty it? Well, let’s just say he grew some of the biggest and tastiest tomatoes in his greenhouse and leave it at that. On the first day, I had used the toilet before going to bed, and had taken very little notice of it. Our own toilet was out of doors too, although it could be flushed by pouring a bucket of water down it.

On the second day, I really noticed the toilet.

I got up early, washed and dressed, and was outside before Mum had left her bedroom.  The warmth from the sun was just beginning to break through. I climbed the path to the toilet. The most horrifying thing about it was the fact that you could see through its walls! Many of the planks were warped, and the sun poked through in a very unsettling way.

While I was in there, I heard voices. Voices that I recognised. They were coming from the bank on the other side of the railway line. By peering through the wooden planking on the side wall of the toilet, I could make out two figures pushing their way through the ferns beyond the far fence.

“I tell you it’s too late,” said one of the girls.

“Of course it isn’t, soppy,” the other one replied.

They didn’t put on the scary old men’s voices like the day before, but I knew they were the same two girls. There voices sounded quite nice: Welsh, but a little posh too. I watched them as they walked up out of the bracken and ferns onto the grassy slope above. They were tall; both of them were quite a lot taller than me and I was supposed to be tall for my age. That meant that they were probably several years older than me. The taller of the two was dark-haired, and the other one was fair.

“Aunt Hilda will be very annoyed if we don’t get back for breakfast pretty soon,” the dark one said.

“Pooh! She won’t mind if we come back with the goods!” the fair one replied quickly. “Besides, it isn’t as if we have been told to be back by a certain time.”

“You know perfectly well, Jacqui, that breakfast is always served at eight thirty on the dot!”

“Yes, well, it won’t matter if we are just a teensy bit late, now, will it? And I think I know Mr Walker’s secret place.”

Grandad! They were talking about my Grandad! I wanted to shout out to them, to tell them that I knew what they were doing (which I didn’t), but there were embarrassing problems involved. What if they found out that I was sitting on a toilet? The shame didn’t bear thinking about. I had no choice. I kept quiet.

As the girls walked away, I could no longer hear their conversation.  This was annoying, as I still didn’t know where this secret place was, or why it was a secret. I decided to ask Grandad about it as soon as possible.

Chapter 7. The Grey Stuff.

When I returned to the house, there was a delicious smell coming from the kitchen. Gran was frying bacon and sausages for breakfast. There was something else being cooked too: there was a smell that I could not recognise. Whatever it was, I was sure I was going to enjoy it. Grandad came in from his morning chores, and was surprised to find me up.

“Oh, so you’re an early bird, are you boy?”

“Yes, Grandad,” I said, and smiled. I don’t think he noticed, as he began sniffing around the cooker with its appetising smells.

“Something smells good, Gwennie,” he said. She looked up and smiled. I noticed for the first time, but not the last, that she blushed when she smiled. The rosy cheeks were almost rose-red!

“Now stop that soft-soaping and get to the table, Charlie Watkins, before it gets cold. And you, boyo,” she said. I was in the dining room (which was also the living room or lounge) before you could say “boyo” twice! There was still no sign of Mum, so I guessed she had decided to lie in for a while. Gran came in from the kitchen with a plate piled high with steaming hot food. As she lowered it to the table, my heart sank. There was bacon and sausages all right, but there was something else besides. Something that was a very nasty grey colour, that looked all slimy.

“Umm, I don’t think I like that Gran,” I said, without thinking. Both of my grandparents looked at me in surprise and disappointment.

“Do you know what it is, boy?” Grandad asked.

“Umm, no.”

“Well, fancy you saying you don’t like something when you’ve never even had any I wouldn’t have said such a thing even if I knew I didn’t like it children these days what are they coming to,” Gran said, just like that. I didn’t know what to say.

“I tell you what, now,” said Grandad, and I noticed him wink at Gran, 

“I will eat your share if you do take one mouthful and you can still say that you don’t like it. How’s that, eh?”

“Well, what is it?” I asked. Gran looked as if she was going to blow her boiler! She began to say something, but Grandad stopped her by putting up one giant hand.

“That is a secret,” he said, “and where it comes from is a secret too!” I was beginning to tire of secrets. I know Grandad was only trying to tempt me in the nicest way, but I had had enough. I got down off my chair, my eyes blazing with anger (or so I am told!). First the girls and their secret, and now this!

“No!” I shouted, “I won’t eat it! It looks dirty and nasty! If I have to eat that every day, then I won’t eat breakfast at all!” My grandparents were so surprised at my outburst that they just stared with their mouths open. I knew then that I had said too much, but I couldn’t take the words back, so the only way was to keep going, getting myself deeper and deeper in trouble.

“No-one ever asks me what I really like or anything! I only...”

“Davy Watson! What on earth do you think you are doing? I am surprised and ashamed of you!” It was Mum. She had finally arrived, and right in the middle of the worst display of bad manners I had ever had in my life!

Chapter 8. The Singing Rails.

She must have come down the stairs very quietly, but now she reached out and grabbed me by the arm and shook me. She had never done that before, ever. I pulled away and ran through the kitchen to the garden beyond. I raced up the path that led to the stile and the railway line. I clambered onto the stile and was about to jump over the other side, when I saw something move among the trees at the top of the slope. Something greyish, like that food, but like a man as well...

“Davy!” It was Grandad calling from the bottom of the path. He had never used my name before. I turned for just a moment, and when I looked back, the shape was gone. I sat on the stile, sullenly facing the metal tracks as Grandad came up the pathway and stood behind me.

“Look, I think you owe everyone a bit of an apology, boy,” he said. “I don’t know what brought that gust of words to your mouth, but I would as soon see them blown away again.” I turned to look at him. he did not even look angry. There was something about the way he had spoken which I found almost amusing, but I knew there were tears in my eyes too. I stared hard at the rails. At that moment, I saw the rails move. Ever so gently, there was a blurring of the sharp edges to the metal. The tiniest of movements. I stared, and so did my grandfather. Then I heard the sound. High-pitched, and yet quite a pleasant sound.

“The rails are singing,” I said, barely above a whisper.

“You can hear it too, boy?” he said, and gave a long sigh. “Just like your Da,” he said softly, “Just like your Da.”

A long way off, I heard an engine whistle. It was a much deeper note than the sound of a moment before, and it covered the first sound like snow covers grass.

“There’s a train coming,” I said.

 “Just leaving Three Cocks,” Grandad said.

“How long before it gets here?”

“Should be by yer in four, five minutes.”

“Have I got to go and say sorry now?”

“No; five minutes won’t make much difference. We’ll watch it go by and then we can both go and make our apologies,” he said. And that’s what we did. As the train came round the final bend towards us, the sun shone on its crimson carriages, and the steam and smoke pouring from the engine seemed to almost sparkle in the sunlight. As it raced towards us, I felt the pounding of its pistons echoed in the pounding of my heart. The two seemed like one. The driver leaned out of his cab and waved to us, and we both waved back. Then the carriages were clattering past us, too quick to see any of the people inside. Until the last carriage. My pounding heart skipped a beat, and almost froze. There was someone, or something, grey and hunched sitting there. Someone who did not belong on the train. The image was gone in an instant, but it stayed firmly fixed in my memory. Grandad did not see it. 

Afterwards, we went back to the house, and I made my apologies as best I could. Gran had thrown the grey stuff away. Even Grandad had not had any, because it had gone cold and no-one liked it very much like that. 

Chapter 9. Talk of Adventures.

The morning began to unfold like a boring storybook, with very little happening. After half an hour or so,I decided to keep out of everybody’s way, and took “The Black Arrow” up to the stile by the line to read. It was quite a good adventure story, but a bit too wordy in places. I had read “Treasure Island”, also by Robert Louis Stevenson, and that had been much more exciting.

The best moments of the morning were when trains came by. There were four while I sat up there: two goods trains and two passenger trains. It was interesting to notice that the drivers or firemen on the passenger trains would always be leaning out of the cabs to wave, but the goods trains went by without anyone so much as glancing in my direction. The men on them seemed to be too busy stoking the boilers or just stared at the dials in front of them.

The last train to pass me had the same driver who had brought us to Glasbury the day before. I recognised his ginger hair. He waved and blew the whistle as well. I thought that I might like to be an engine driver one day, and ride one of those steaming monsters. The engines reminded me of nothing more than dragons, with their fiery breaths. The driver was like a knight keeping the dragon under control, and the fireman was the servant who kept the dragon fed.

Grandad spent some time in the garden with my Mum. He was busy digging, and she stood around, or picked a few of the flowers which she spent ages sniffing. They didn’t talk much. After a while Mum went back indoors, and Grandad wandered up the path in my direction.

“Have you heard them rails singing again, boy?” he asked. 

“No,” I said, “but I’ve been busy reading so I suppose I just haven’t noticed.” He looked disappointed for a moment, then he caught sight of my book.

“”Black Arrow” eh? Read that myself, oh, getting on for thirty years ago. Robin Hood, isn’t it?”

“Yes, partly,” I answered, “but it does seem very long-winded.”

“What, too many words you mean?” He sounded disappointed again. I had

the feeling he was trying to find out if I found it hard to read, which in a way I did. I didn’t want him to think I did not like reading, because that wasn’t true.

“No, it isn’t the number of words. It’s the old-fashioned ones that keep cropping up, like...”

“Robert Louis Stevenson isn’t good enough for you; is that it?” I was beginning to get angry again, because that wasn’t what I meant. Then I noticed a twinkle in the corner of his eye, and I realised that he was teasing me.

“No,” I laughed, “I like all sorts of stories as long as there is some kind of adventure in them. I thought “Treasure Island” was terrific!”

“That’s good,” he said, “and I’m glad you mentioned it because I’ve got a few little adventure stories tucked away somewhere, and I think you might like them.”

“Yes, please,” I said, “I think I’m going to run out of books to read before too long.”

“Oh, a fast reader we have, is it then?” I laughed and nodded my head.

“And there’s not much to do round here...” My voice trailed away as I said it, and I knew my tongue had got me into difficulties again. Grandad looked at me rather strangely, but didn’t say anything. Then he looked around the garden, and up towards the common above the line.

“Nothing to do, boy? There’s plenty of digging and weeding to be done in the garden. There’s lovely countryside to explore up by there, or you can go down by the rivers...” This time it was his turn to break off. A look passed across his face that was so sad. “Mind, you take someone with you if you go down there. You need a grown-up nearby when you get near the water. Now don’t you go saying there’s nothing to do, or your Mum won’t be very pleased with you,  will she?” 

“No, Grandad,” I replied. He smiled and went back off down the garden. I had got off lightly. My complaint sounding bored had not met with the same amount of annoyance as I usually got from Mum when I did that. I remembered the river then. Looking back, it’s difficult to understand how I could have forgotten the walks along the banks of the Wye when I had been younger. It was strange also that I had not taken the trouble to look at the river when I had been at the front of the house. From where I was standing at the top of the garden, I could see very little, because the house was in the way. It was time to take a look at the river. Perhaps there were adventures to be had after all.

Chapter 10. Secrets and Lies.

From the front gate, the River Wye could be seen winding its way across flat countryside, like a beautiful silvery snake. In places it was wide, and the morning sun glittered from its surface as it curved this way and that.  Beyond the river, a castle rose from a gentle hillside that was dotted with numerous houses. It was the sort of view that some people dream of, and to me it was the builder of new imaginings. The castle was the home of the knight-drivers who rode the dragon-trains. Beyond the hills roamed the untamed dragons, who frightened the people so much that they stayed locked indoors.

“Well, well; look who we have here!” My daydream was broken by the voice. It was one of the girls I had seen earlier: the one with fair hair.  She had just appeared in the lane, a few yards from me. 

“What’s the matter, boyo? Lost your tongue?”

“No,” I said sulkily, “and don’t call me boyo. Nobody’s really called that. It’s a daft word.” She looked at me, and I had to look away because she made me blush. She was very pretty, but that wasn’t why I blushed. She made me feel like I was just a silly little boy, and she seemed so much older.

“Well, I can’t call you by your proper name, because I don’t know what it is.”

“Davy. It’s Davy.”

“Hello Davy,” she said, and held out her hand for me to shake. I took it. She smiled and I smiled back. I couldn’t help it; I smiled and blushed some more.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said. We looked at each other and we both laughed.

“Is that better?” she asked, “Being properly introduced, I mean.”

 “Much better,” I agreed, “but a bit too grown-up, perhaps.”

“Oh, so you are not grown up yet, then?”

“No,” I laughed again.

“Well I am.”

“No you’re not!”

“Well, I’m more grown up than you, bach!” She said it quite seriously, but with a grin on her face immediately afterwards. I looked away again, not really knowing what else to say to her. What did girls talk about? They weren’t interested in adventures or trains or secrets...

“I know a secret,” I suddenly said, remembering.

“Oh yes, and what might that be?”

“I know Gran... Mr Watkins’s secret place!”

“Oh? Do you always call your grandad “Mr Watkins” then?” I had told a lie, about the secret place, and she hadn’t questioned me about it! But she knew who I was, even if she hadn’t known my name.

“No. I didn’t know you knew that.”

“What makes you think I don’t know about the secret place as well?” she demanded. She knew how to stand her ground in an argument. More like an adult than a girl, I thought.

“Well you don’t, do you,” I declared, “You were going looking for it earlier this morning!” 

“How do you...” she started, then looked past me, past the gate and up to the stile...and the lavatory. She must have guessed!

“I...I just know, that’s all,” I said, pretty unconvincingly.

“You were in the lavvy!” she said, and the biggest grin of all time crossed her face. “You were in the lavvy, listening to us up on the common! Well! Wait ‘til I tell my sister about this! Spying from the lavvy!”

“No, no! I wasn’t spying! I just... happened to be there when you went past!” I said desperately. She went into shrieks of laughter. I just stood and watched helplessly, seeing my life being made a complete misery by the girls whenever I left the garden after this. They would probably tell any other kids that were around too. She didn’t stop laughing until there were tears trickling down her cheeks, and she was having difficulty catching her breath. She kept smiling, even then. And that’s when I laughed too. I don’t know quite why, but suddenly it all seemed just as funny to me as it did to her. I laughed, and somehow she found the breath to start laughing all over again.

“What’s going on?” The other one had arrived. I actually saw her come out of a gate built into the tall fence on the far side of the lane. Her sister managed to stop wheezing and chuckling to introduce me. 

“This is Davy,” she said. The dark-haired girl was older, and seemed a lot more serious. She had the same bright blue eyes as...I suddenly realised they both knew who I was and yet I had no idea who they were.

Hello. I’m Barbara,” the newcomer said simply. She didn’t try to shake my hand. “What were you both laughing about?” We had both stopped laughing by now.

“I...I don’t know your name,” I said, turning to the younger one.

“Jacqui,” she said, “Jacqueline Jones. Sorry; I forgot to say.”

“That’s all right,” I said, trying to avoid looking at Barbara. With any luck she wouldn’t ask again.

“What were you both laughing at?” She didn’t let go easily. Jacqui looked at me, and I felt my face begin to burn.

“Oh, it was nothing really,” she said. She wasn’t going to give me away!

“Oh I see! You find a new playmate and suddenly I’m not good enough to know about your little jokes!” Barbara was really angry with her sister. “And after I took all the blame for us being late in for breakfast this morning!” I could see that Barbara didn’t know what to say. She was trying to stop me from becoming embarrassed, but was upsetting her sister by doing so.

“It was because of me,” I started to explain, “I heard you two talking about finding my Grandad’s secret place.”

“What’s funny about that?” She didn’t let go at all easily.

“I was in the toilet at the time,” I said, “and Jacqui worked that out and...and now you know as well.” Barbara stared at me, then looked at her sister.

“Why is it so funny? People have to go to the toilet, don’t they?” She didn’t seem at all amused.

“Well, well you have to picture it,” I said. There was a long pause, and very, very slowly Barbara’s face broke into a grin. The more she grinned, the redder my face grew. And I had actually told her myself! 

After a little while, she stopped grinning, and my face turned back to a more human colour.

“Umm, I don’t suppose you two can keep this story to yourselves?” I asked, “only the other kids will make life hard on me if they know.” They looked at one another with silly grins, and then turned to me with serious looks on their faces.

We won’t tell,” said Jacqui.

“Certainly not,” said Barbara, adding: “It’s not the sort of thing girls talk about, anyway.”

“Thanks,” I said sheepishly.

“Anyway, who else is there to tell? There are no other children on this side of the river. Just you, and two young ladies.” Barbara said that last bit rather grandly, but I didn’t take offence. They were older than me, after all.

“And by the way,” said Jacqui, “where is your Grandad’s secret place?”

My face fell. I’m sure both girls knew the answer even before I said it.

“I don’t know. In fact, I don’t really know anything about it. I don’t even know why you want to know.”

They were both very nice about it, and didn’t go on about boys who lie turning into toads for very long.

“Mushrooms,” Jacqui finally explained. “Your Grandad comes home with the finest mushrooms you have ever seen in your life. He sometimes brings some here to Aunt Hilda. They are huge and taste gorgeous!”

“They look horrible when they’re cooked,” Barbara chimed in, “but they do taste great!” A thought suddenly occurred to me.

“Do they look grey?” I asked.

“Of course!” cried Jacqui, “After they’re cooked, but they are a lovely brown and cream colour when they have just been picked!”

“Oh,” I said, “Do you want me to ask him for you?”

“Certainly not! We want the fun of finding out for ourselves,” Barbara

said.

“And he probably wouldn’t tell you anyway,” Jacqui explained, “because your grandad doesn’t like girls.”

“Oh? And how do you know that?” I cried hotly, determined to defend him from this attack.

“He said so,” Jacqui said simply: He said all young people should learn to stay out of the way of grown-ups going about their work.” Somehow, I knew she was telling the truth. He didn’t seem to have much time to give to me, either. Just short conversations that usually got cut short for one reason or another.

“Mind, he’s not all that bad,” said Barbara, sensing that I was a little upset with the turn in the conversation. “Not at all like that rude Owen man who lives next door.” She looked towards the other half of the house. I turned and looked too, half expecting Owen to be standing there listening to what we were saying. He wasn’t there.

Suddenly, there was a call from somewhere beyond the tall fence; a slightly frail but nevertheless clearly-heard lady’s voice.

“That will be Aunt Hilda,” Jacqui explained. “We have to go shopping into town for her.”

“Town?” I asked.

“Hay. Hay-on-Wye. We go in on the bus. We must go. See you later!” And with a flurry of skirts and shrieks of laughter, they were through the tall gate and gone.

“Cheerio boyo!” came a cry from one of them, as they slammed their way into the hidden house. I laughed and cried “Cheerio!” back, even though it was too late.

Chapter 11. School for Ghosts.

I didn’t see the girls again that day. Lunchtime was a very quiet affair. After my behaviour at breakfast, no-one spoke to me for the whole of the meal. Gran asked Mum politely if I liked this or that, but never once did she speak to me. I guessed it took more than a simple apology to get back in Gran’s good books! 

During the afternoon, I walked with my mother on the common above the house and the railway line. The sun shone, and all the unusual and slightly regrettable things that had happened so far suddenly seemed a million miles away. Mum told me about the time she had spent walking the common with Dad, both before and after I had been born. She didn’t seem to mind telling me, as if she was remembering and reliving the past. She was happy, and that made me feel happy too.

“What’s that there?” I asked, pointing to an old building nestled close to the trees on the far side of the common.

“Don’t you remember?” I shook my head. “That’s your Dad’s old school. He went there until he was eleven.”

“Was Dad any good at school?”

“Any good? What do you mean?”

“Well, was he good at Maths or English or anything?”

“He must have been pretty good, or he would never have been able to fly aeroplanes.”

“Yes, but that was later. What was he like when he was my age?” Mum stopped walking, and looked at me with her serious brown eyes.

“I honestly don’t know, Davy,” she said quietly, “You’ll have to ask Grandma or Grandad about that.” I thought, I would, but they don’t want to talk to me very much, so I said nothing. The grey-brown building looked as if it were only home to ghosts now.

“Is it still used?”

“Yes, of course! There aren’t a lot of children in the village, but they still go to it. Not now during the holidays, of course.”

“I’ve been told there are no more children of my age around here any more. By the girls.” She stopped, and looked at me in surprise.

“So you’ve met the girls,” she said. “And talked to them?” I nodded.

“Yes, they’re quite right,” she went on, “There are one or two very young children just a way up the road where they have built half a dozen new houses, but all of the children your age live across the other side of the river. They either walk or catch the bus to school. A bit of a shame, really. You could do with someone your age to play with.”

“The girls are alright,” I said. She looked amused at that.

“Well, Davy Watkins; that is a surprise. You getting on with girls. You always seemed more at home pulling their pigtails, from what Marigold...”

I wasn’t listening. Something else had caught my attention. Far off, in the blue distance, I could see the faint whirls of smoke from a train.

“Look! There’s a train coming! Let’s go down to the fence and watch it go past!”

“Alright,” she agreed, “but don’t expect me to run down the bank with these shoes on!”

“It’s okay, we’ve got plenty of time. It’s still a couple of miles away at least.” I turned to begin the descent, and as I did so I saw someone else, from the corner of my eye. Someone who quickly disappeared behind the old school house. I only caught a quick glimpse, but the figure seemed to be shadowy; almost like smoke. I thought of asking Mum who it was, but she was shading her eyes, trying to see the train. She would not have seen anyone.  And once again a shiver went through me. I was suddenly afraid again.

“Charlie’s Line” is entirely the work of Roger Bradley.










