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			Prologue

			Today - London

			My name is Harry James and I know what a real hero looks like.

			I was just ten years old when I was introduced to the quiet, elderly man who was to help me shape the values I still live by today.

			Everyone who already knew him was aware of the heroics he performed as a soldier in two world wars.

			That’s a given, but it was the courage he found within himself to defeat his demons that made me respect him so much.

			David Price had to dig deep inside himself to overcome the terrible feelings which isolated him from his home, his friends and his chosen life.

			He found that strength from somewhere and it took immense bravery. I will never, ever forget him.

			Back then I was a lad from Chelsea with the sort of posh accent which could have spelt trouble when I moved to Wales.

			It was early in the 1960s which even today, people think of as the era when the world changed from its old ways into something like the place we live in now.

			Here in Britain the decade was defined by London with its new fashions and young people who questioned authority: then there was Liverpool and that group called The Beatles!

			That all makes me smile because down in Aberglais our day-to-day lives were hardly any different from what they would have been in the 1950s or maybe even a couple of decades earlier.

			Phones were rare, cars or washing machines were luxuries for the few and renting a television was still something to brag about.

			The necessities of life seemed to be a 410-bore shotgun for rabbiting and a trout fishing rod to hang on the wall.

			I was taken to Wales by my grandfather, a retired history professor, who had discovered a manuscript in which a medieval monk had written about some relics apparently hidden locally.

			Those ancient writings took us to Aberglais and into the adventure of a young boy’s dreams. I am so grateful to that monk, whoever he was.

			My grandfather had become my guardian after my parents were both killed in a car crash leaving me orphaned.

			That was bad enough but then becoming the only English boy in a strange village was a tough call. It didn’t help that I wore my public school blazer, had polished shoes and spoke with that cut-glass accent.

			Luckily, I quickly made friends with my new classmates, Beth Jones and Tom Rhys, who were clever enough to see that being so different would single me out for trouble.

			It was Beth and Tom who introduced me to old David, a village character who looked like a tramp, but was more of a gentleman than anyone in a smart suit.

			David loved being out in the wilds and he turned a local forest clearing into a place where he taught local children country lore and woodcraft skills. It was better than school.

			David, Beth, Tom and I got caught up in the great adventure which I won’t share with you now as it has been written about elsewhere far more skilfully than I could manage.

			It was David’s intelligence and integrity during that escapade which set me thinking about what made him tick, so I asked my new friends to explain his strange, personal history.

			I was really curious about this remarkable man.

			Basically, I knew he had fought in both world wars and had finally returned home a decorated hero.

			Then he had developed cruel symptoms of what was then known as shell shock, but nowadays we tend to hear of post-traumatic stress disorder to describe the depression and trauma of war.

			Apparently, it had become so bad that David had built himself a hut in the forest and moved there from his cottage in the village to be alone with his troubled mind and odd behaviours. The poor man was embarrassed by his frailties.

			It was only when he discovered his two young friends, Beth and Tom, were in danger that he confronted the anguish which had made him hide away from the world.

			When Tom and Beth told me how he conquered his own fears and left the forest to save them I suddenly knew what courage looked like.

			It all sounds so simple, but the reality is a truly magnificent tribute to humanity at its best.

			I already respected David as an exceptionally good person, but once I knew the whole story I thought of him as a superhero.

			Today, as I look back over my own life, he is still my hero. His example has helped define me as a person.

			I have nothing sensational to share with you about my own life as I am now a reasonably successful senior partner in a London law firm with a nice house and a great family.

			Home for me is just outside London in a lovely South Buckinghamshire village and I always look forward to driving from the station and entering through the gates which lead up my driveway.

			I still see Tom who stayed in Wales to become a carpenter and craftsman. It is a great sight when his dirty old Land Rover Defender pulls into my drive. Perhaps the neighbours think I’m being robbed! Who cares.

			Beth shares her time between London, New York and Los Angeles as a highly regarded film-editor. She was always going to surprise us.

			They are wonderful people, but I will always be especially grateful to them for introducing me to David.

			It’s difficult to explain precisely what I learnt from his example. Perhaps the simplest answer is that it taught me to be decent and to try very hard to do what is right.

			What follows is based on the story I was told by Beth and Tom with an added sprinkling of what they call, colour, from what I knew about life in Aberglais. My little interpretations and guesses help the tale along.

			So I have taken one or two liberties in its telling as I have had to describe conversations I was not part of. Believe me, any invented scenarios and descriptions are true to the people I knew so well.

			Now it’s your choice. Read on if you want to know David’s story.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Aberglais, South Wales - 1963

			Tom looked at the present under the tree and knew exactly what was inside the box so carefully covered in Christmas wrapping.

			It had been the top of his list and for months he had dreamt of virtually nothing else.

			He felt a tingle of pleasure just thinking that in a few hours it would be morning and he would have the pair of light-tan coloured boots in his hands.

			He could not wait to rub his fingers along the raised animal paw prints on the soles. They would make great prints in the snow.

			Then he would take out the compass from the secret compartment in the heel. He knew that he would have to open the few presents left on his bed first.

			That would happen before his mother and father were up and about. Then they would join him downstairs. His mother, Rachel, would turn on all the Christmas lights and his dad, William, would sit in the comfy armchair to watch the presents being opened, never taking his eyes off Tom’s reactions.

			The family would be gathered in the main lounge which they just called the front-room and was only used for special occasions.

			First Tom would grab all the presents with his name on the tags and place them in a pile on the corner of the sofa. He had imagined over and over what would happen next.

			He would carefully unwrap the special box first and take out the boots.

			He knew the boots were there. After all, he had been begging for a pair for months. He remembered visiting the shoe-shop with his mother back in November, ‘just to see what the fuss over these new boots is all about.

			‘I’m not saying you’re going to get them mind.’ Good try, Mam.

			After savouring their feel and smell he would carefully put them on.

			Tom could never imagine ever taking them off again. He could hardly wait for the chance to run off to the forest to show David.

			He would look after those boots as if they were his own baby brother. Tonight he just had to be patient for a few more hours.

			It was Christmas Eve and the routine for the evening would be exactly the same as it had been last year and all the years he could remember before that.

			The fire had been burning in the grate all day and his dad was busy piling it high with fresh coal and a covering of coal dust to keep it burning steadily through the night.

			Soon he would slip on his overcoat and gloves to set off to the pub at the top of the street. It was a ritual Tom liked to watch in silence. It meant Christmas was happening and the next few days would follow familiar patterns laid down across the recent years.

			This evening William would remain at the pub for a little over an hour sitting in the bar with his mates. Tom knew exactly where his dad would sit in the group because he always sat in the same seat on those rare, occasions when he went alone to the pub.

			Tom had the scene stamped on his memory because whenever he called at the hatch in the hallway at the pub to get a bottle of lemonade for home he could see clearly into the bar.

			If his dad was there, he would raise his pint to Tom and then place it back on the table before touching his wristwatch with his finger. He would be home soon.

			Rachel knew the Christmas Eve ritual well and was aware what was about to happen next in the order of proceedings.

			‘Tom, have you eaten that sandwich? I didn’t spend all day cooking for you to waste it.’

			The smell of freshly cooked ham had filled the house and later it would entice friends and neighbours who came calling for their annual Christmas Eve tipple and a bite to eat in the company of the Rhys family.

			The turkey was staying cold out in the pantry and would be in the oven by six in the morning.

			‘Yes, Mam.’ He answered in the resigned drawl of someone who is fed-up of stating the obvious.

			In fact, it was not quite true. Half the sandwich was still in his trouser pocket. He would savour that later in the evening. Why was he never hungry at home but always ready for food when he got out into the cold?

			Later the family would all be together again in the little terraced cottage to greet the neighbours, extended family members and friends.

			Tom would be allowed to stay up late and even after going to bed he would lie awake and try to listen to the conversations from downstairs.

			There would be laughter and the singing of carols. All that would come later after darkness when the stars would sparkle in the late night sky above Aberglais. The sky always seemed to be clear on Christmas Eve.

			He refused to wear a coat. Instead he had on an extra jumper and on his head was the knitted balaclava he loved wearing. Tom thought it made him look like a knight-in-armour.

			His gloves hung loose as they were attached by a length of twine which went up his sleeves and across his shoulders. They would be ready to wear if it got too cold.

			Once outside into the silent village street he stepped out onto the middle of the road so he could stare up at the night sky. Traffic was rare and tonight there would be nothing apart from the late bus to town.

			If he was lucky, he would catch sight of a shooting star, or could it be the trail from Father Christmas’s sleigh?

			As he ran, he looked from side to side through the windows of homes where curtains had been left open to show off the brightly lit Christmas trees. It was all so wonderful.

			He stopped and caught his breath as he heard the local carol singers strike up their first song outside the pub. That was where they started every year and that was where they would finish their tour later on for a final drink.

			Tom had no time for carol singing tonight.

			Meredydd, the landlord of The Drovers, would be on the pavement in his shirtsleeves, despite the cold, with his arms folded across his chest. He would step back inside to pick up a tray of free drinks for the singers once the final carol was sung.

			Tom had slowed to walking pace as he neared the telephone box opposite the churchyard in the centre of the village. His friends were already gathered there.

			They were already chatting and ignored his arrival.

			‘Well, I can stay out until ten if I want to.’ It was Beth, the only girl in the group, who always wanted to get the better of the boys.

			Tom smiled as she raised her hand in silent welcome. He was her closest friend.

			They were always together and usually to be found up at the Caer which was the Welsh name for the clearing in the local forest.

			Caer translated as a stronghold and the remains of a castle hall stood at its heart. Local people said it was part of a castle which was never finished way back in the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries.

			It was there at the Caer that old David lived in his shed and spent his time teaching local youngsters how to fish, recognise different birds and trees or even use his tools to make things.

			David was their favourite teacher: much better than proper school.

			‘That’s fine Beth Jones, but I can stay up until the anthem’s on the tele tonight,’ boasted Jack.

			That silenced the rest as Beth was the only other one present whose family had rented their first set. It was a badge of honour to have one.

			Tom thought about the times he had watched that new programme called Dr Who in Jack’s house. He longed for the day his parents honoured their promise to rent a television of their own.

			Without any further conversation the group of seven pals moved off instinctively and silently into the churchyard and up to the main door.

			Inside the open porch was the nativity scene made of wooden effigies and lit by candles.

			The display was a little tattered nowadays but its presence in the porch was an Aberglais tradition and the friends always gathered to look at it on Christmas Eve.

			Soon they would be too old for the traditional visit as abandoning the Christmas Eve habit of gathering to look at the nativity scene was regarded as a sign of being grown up. You would never catch a teenager visiting the porch on Christmas Eve.

			After staring in silence for a few minutes the spell was suddenly broken and the first of the friends began to turn and move off with shouts of goodnight and reminders of plans to meet up tomorrow.

			Tom held back for a few moments so that he could walk back into the village with Beth.

			‘Remember, Beth, tomorrow.’

			She stopped and looked at him accusingly. ’Of course, stupid. Eleven o’clock at the playing field. I’ll be there.’

			‘We can’t be late.’

			‘I know, I know. Christmas Day. Yea, yea. I’ll be there Tom and you’d better be on time.’

			They moved on together. Tom was satisfied that the plan was confirmed.

			‘What have you got him?’ She knew he would want to keep it secret but could not resist telling her.

			‘Six fishing flies. I made them all.’

			‘He’ll love that.’ She looked genuinely impressed.

			‘And Dad has given me an old fly-box of his. I’ve wrapped it all up and put his name on a tag. What about you?’

			‘Not as good as yours. I’ve got a big box of chocolates. He never refuses a sweet.’

			‘Nice.’

			Tom could not supress a smile.

			He knew both their parents would send their own gifts which would be the usual biscuits and perhaps a bottle or two of beer.

			Later Meredydd would send up a Christmas dinner from the pub. There was no chance of David coming into Aberglais for the day. No chance.

			‘I wish he would come back,’ said Tom. ‘My mother is always offering him a place for Christmas dinner but he just shrugs and shakes his head.’

			Beth broke into a run. ‘Perhaps we could borrow the Tardus,’ she shouted back over her shoulder. ‘Transport him.’

			Tom stepped up his pace to catch up. ‘Bet he’s never even heard of Dr Who.’

			‘Or The Beatles.’ They were both laughing as they reached the high street to start searching for the carol singers.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Normandy, France – June 10, 1944

			It happened in a terrifying moment and the world stood still.

			Private David Price felt a sickening panic and urge to push away the dead body of his comrade now spreadeagled on top of him.

			What stopped him from moving or screaming in horror was the knowledge that it would mean his own death. He had to fight hard to resist the urge to scream. He was overwhelmed by fear and panic.

			The bodies of two other troops from his unit lay crumpled in the ditch which ran alongside the low hedge.

			David held his breath with a force which made his muscles strain: and he prayed.

			He had been talking to his friend and comrade, Charlie, when the crackle of machine gun fire shattered the silence.

			There had been no warning. They had not heard the German soldiers approaching silently through the gap in the hedge behind them.

			The deadly attack was a complete surprise as all five of the enemy troops opened fire.

			David had been standing directly behind Charlie and the burst of terrible sound had been immediately accompanied by his comrade’s body hurtling backwards into him.

			The weight which knocked him down felt like a lifeless sack full of coal. It was a miracle he had not been hit himself. Charlie had stopped all the bullets.

			In that instant he knew, he just knew, Charlie was already dead. The weight on top of him now felt incredibly heavy and every part of the body seemed to sag onto his own.

			Charlie’s chest was directly above David’s and he felt the sickening presence of his comrade’s head resting on his and forcing him to gaze sideways out onto the track.

			David felt the moist spread of what had to be his friends blood seeping onto his own uniform, hands and face.

			There had been hardly any cries or shrieks. The thud of bullets had been too rapid and deadly for any reaction or return fire.

			David desperately wanted to break free from the cover of the corpse but he knew that to move, or even breath, would mean certain death.

			His heart was beating like thunder and his mind was a turmoil of anger, grief, horror and sheer terror.

			‘Keep still or die. Keep still or die.’

			They repeated themselves silently inside David’s head. Although they remained just his internal thoughts to him, they sounded like shrieks at full volume.

			Surely the Germans would check all the bodies and then he would feel the pain of multiple bullets robbing him of his own life.

			He waited for the noise, pain and the whack of bullets he felt would surely come. There was nothing he could do.

			His only hope was to remain still and hope Charlies’ ultimate sacrifice would be his own salvation.

			Suddenly his ears were filled with the sound of conversation in German. He already knew there were at least five of them from the momentary glimpse he had taken as he fell.

			The voices were slowly moving away but by allowing his eyes to move towards the direction they were taking he could just see the dirty and mud-stained black boots of one soldier who was standing near the two corpses less than six feet away.

			Then those boots turned and after shouting something in German that soldier was on the move too.

			It felt as if a million thoughts spiralled through his brain in a moment.

			Just a few hundred yards ahead around a bend in the track the other six soldiers and friends from his own unit would be sipping lukewarm tea. They would be alert now, but in serious danger.

			He also feared that maybe they had not heard the crack of machine gun fire because the mortar bombardment over the nearby hillside was still raging. The sound of gunfire was a constant presence throughout the last few days.

			They would have expected to hear yells from David and his comrades if there had been any danger.

			The mortar firing was a tactic which was halting the British advance and costing many lives now in the few days since the D-Day landings.

			Along with three men from his ten-man unit David had been sent ahead to scout for hidden firing placements and check out the rumour of Panzer and Tiger tanks along the way.

			Cruel fate had meant the German soldiers had seen or heard them first. It might so easily have been the other way around and he would now have been staring down at a tangle of bodies.

			One rapid burst of gunfire was all it had taken and the four squaddies had tumbled over dead, their bodies torn apart by the multiple impact of many bullets: or so the Germans thought.

			David’s first instinct and anger wanted him to push the body away and start firing his Bren light machine gun.

			Five against one meant he would take one or two of them down but the others would have time to finish the killing.

			There had not been any conscious thought which stopped him apart from a vision of his own, inevitable, death.

			So he could just lay there with a growing fear of his own conscience if he failed to at least try to take his revenge.

			To do nothing would also leave the rest of his unit to face armed German soldiers who would be about to surprise them or at least confront them in a stand-off. They would know that four British soldiers were just an advance scouting group so they would be ready to find more troops ahead.

			He had no choice.

			It would probably be his final action on earth but he had to do it.

			David pushed the body slowly and as silently as he could to his left with one hand and took out his commando knife from its sheath with the other.

			He held his breath as he slid gently to his right to free himself from beneath the corpse and gently grabbed his Light Bren machine gun with his other hand.

			The scene in front of him when he slowly raised his head burnt onto his brain with searing clarity.

			Three German soldiers were stepping gently forward away from him with their guns held pointing forwards. They were ready to fire. The other soldier had only just moved off so was still only a few feet away from him.

			David felt his stomach tighten as he tensed all his muscles to raise himself slowly to a crouch.

			There was still the crack of mortar shells to cover his movement.

			He slung his Bren slowly over his shoulder leaving his left hand free while his other held the knife.

			He could not turn back now.

			The surprise of his attack was total. Before the soldier could yell out David’s left hand covered his mouth and yanked him back until he was holding his weight. David did not want him to shuffle or drop noisily down.

			He thrust the dagger upwards just below the soldier’s ribcage so that it would enter his heart.

			The soldier curled forward with a groan which made his three comrades turn suddenly in surprise.

			David had left the knife embedded in his victim as he shrugged his shoulder to let the Bren fall into his grasp. He caught it with his right hand and flicked it upwards so that his index finger locked onto the trigger.

			The weight of the now dead German felt immense but the adrenalin and fear seemed to give David the strength to hold him in place.

			His machine gun was already spraying bullets wildly as he let the dead German slump to the ground so he could grip his machine gun with both hands.

			He found his targets now and continued shooting as they crumpled and yelled in shock and pain.

			He was still firing as they hit the ground. He stopped a few seconds later when his bullets began thudding into lifeless bodies.

			Then he stared down at the German by his feet. He thought he could sense the man’s eyes still staring at him.

			Was that the last image the German would take with him into heaven or hell?

			David crumpled to his knees and flung the machine gun sideways so that it rattled along the gravel and earth path beside him.

			As the sobs and the uncontrollable shaking came his mind raced through memories of the last few days as if he was viewing a photograph album inside his own head.

			The D Day landing on Sword Beach was the first image which brought with it the smell of sand and surf mixed with the smoke of diesel and the arid aroma of gunfire and explosions.

			That beach was silent now and still only a few miles behind him.

			Then there came the sight of countless bodies followed by the gathering of small groups of troops cloaked with the invisible presence of adrenalin, fear and grief.

			Later there was the warmth and camaraderie of the ten soldiers in his tiny unit. He had known most of them throughout the war.

			The gathering of the bodies and the laying of them in lines amongst the dunes was an image he would never forget.

			Then the action had begun again with the constant thump of mortar shells being fired and then exploding in vivid flashes.

			The few days on inching forward and seeking out the pockets of German resistance was next.

			His commanding officer had warned of Panzer and Tiger tanks which had to be located and destroyed for the allied advance to proceed.

			His unit was in the forward position as they inched from village to village on the road to the town of Caen which they were told they had to take soon.

			All the images and memories were racing through his thoughts. They seemed to be burning into his memory.

			The last image in his showreel of personal recall was the moment he and his three best friends had set off to scout ahead of their unit.

			They should have been more vigilant. There had been an unspoken sense of victory already achieved after the awful battle to take the beach. That was a mistake.

			They had thought the Germans would have turned and vanished. They were wrong and paid an awful price for their lack of alertness.

			Their luck had run out: every soldier feared luck running out!

			Here he was, a man of 48 years old and it seemed all he had known in life was the fear of his luck running out. Too long a soldier!

			Now three more of his closest friends had been robbed of their futures.

			He was unmarked, uninjured, but grievously wounded nonetheless.

			Moments later the heard the clatter of boots on hard ground and he did not even raise his head to see who was coming.

			His mind lurched back into the present moment as he recognised the voices and their yells of horror and surprise.

			He stared into emptiness as they all spoke at him in horror as they took in the scene.

			‘David, Dai boy,’

			‘You alright?’

			‘John, Bill, they’re gone. Charlie. Oh my God, no.’

			The men of his unit stood still as if they were part of a posed photograph. Their eyes roamed the ground and took in the toll of the gunfire.

			David could not look at his dead comrades. There was no feeling of revenge taken, just loss, terrible loss.

			He was yanked up to his feet as he felt their eyes checking his body for signs of injury. There was blood, lots of blood, but that was from Charlie.

			Even the mortars seemed to stop shelling. Was that birdsong?

			He looked at the surrounding Normandy countryside. Farming country. He should have felt a warm glow of comfort in the sights

			It was lovely, all so lovely, but not to him now.

			He fiercely pulled his right hand down across his face to scrape away the tears and blood.

			‘David, David boy.’ The voice was gentle. It was his Geordie sergeant, Fred. ‘What happened here lad?’

			Fred looked around as he spoke his next words.

			‘They missed you. How the heck… but you did for them Taff. You did for the lot of them. You deserve a medal for this. You got them.’

			David stared into Fred’s face with a look of confusion.

			‘Fred, look man, our boys got it. The bullets missed me and poor Charlie took the ones that were meant for me. He didn’t even have time to realise he was dying. None of them did.’

			Fred raised both his hands, gripped David by the shoulders and gently shook him as if to shuffle away the images of horror he knew his friend was seeing.

			David looked into the sergeant’s eyes. ‘Charlie took my bullets and fell on me. I..I stabbed one and shot the rest. It should have been me. It was my turn, not Charlie. Not the other boys either.’

			‘We’ve seen this all before, David. We’ve been here before. This war, this is what it is. Keep it together now.

			‘You did right by them, David. You’re a hero. Always been a hero. No doubt now. 

			‘Remember that, David. Always remember that. They’re gone now. We move on. Simple. None of us can choose. If the bullets hit then that’s it. If they miss, we move on.’

			David’s eyes were closed and he was slowly shaking his head from side to side as he listened.

			The others took up the mantra and repeated the word hero. There were more pats on his back.

			How could he be a hero after feeling that terrible surge of fear and dread?

			David remembered the familiar trick which had carried him through the horrors of two world wars.

			He squeezed his eyes shut and he was back in the forest of Aberglais walking with the dogs.

			Then he looked up and saw Mog’s pigeons flying in a close group way above the canopy of ash and beech tree branches.

			He loved that forest. He felt it was his own domain. He even took on the woodland management chores that had been carried out there for centuries before he was born.

			There was the cutting back of old trees to let new ones thrive and the planting of sapling or the thinning-out of overgrowth.

			He felt the warmth of the countryside he loved, the enveloping strength of his village cottage and the sounds of chatter and laughter inside the local pub with Mog and Iestyn by his side sipping beers.

			For a split-second he was not in France and he was not at war and he was not on the march to Germany with more killing and fear ahead.

			Then he turned to help his squaddie mates carry the bodies of their three comrades away.

			He pushed the others aside and lifted Charlie up to a sitting position and then yanked him up with a strength which surprised the others.

			Charlie was slumped like a sack over his shoulders as he walked ahead of them back to the meeting point where the stretcher bearers would come to take away the corpses.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Christmas Day 1963 – Aberglais

			David stood just inside the treeline at the top of the bluff from where he could look down across the field to the track.

			He had spotted Tom and Beth leaving the Forestry Commission pinewoods as they pushed their bikes up the steep incline towards the first trees of the old forest.

			His heart lifted with a strong surge of pleasure which only made the guilt which immediately followed feel worse. It was always the same.

			At times when he knew he had reason to feel happy he was always struck by his own mental tangle of depression and pitiful remorse.

			What right had he to indulge in these feelings of despair when others in this world had real reasons to be sad and desperate?

			He knew his behaviours were just stupid at times but he could not shake free of the torment. It was part of him now.

			Apart from the numbing depression there were the silly repetitions he had allowed to dominate his daily life.

			When it was bad he would lock the gate to the field, walk at least seventy steps away and then turn back and return to check it was properly shut.

			He always knew it was properly closed but sometimes he made that return journey ten, twenty or even thirty times just to be sure. What nonsense!

			There were paths he could never walk because his twisted mind told him that to do so would bring bad luck. His damaged brain told him that he was still alive because he avoided those places. Stupid!

			These and countless other habits or repetitions and rituals were part of his life now: a pattern he was failing to break. He didn’t even try.

			Alongside these habits were the awful memories from his past. The deaths, the sights and the sounds all jumbled into dark images and noise.

			There had been nights when he woke up screaming and the explosions in his mind took him back to the battlegrounds.

			It was his yells of fear late at night which the neighbours heard. He could see it in their faces and hear it in their questions the next day.

			‘You ok, Dai?’ Those words accompanied by knowing stares.

			At least he was safe now. He had built his shed at the Caer and made the old clearing his home. The cottage was locked up. Forgotten.

			There were no witnesses to his torment out here.

			Anyway. It was Christmas Day. Time to be strong.

			He walked back down the sheep-track through the trees to the shed and waved at Beth and Tom as they saw him approach.

			David took the pipe from the pocket of his military trench coat and slowly filled it from his tobacco pouch before lighting up. It was one of those familiar rituals which helped sooth his mind. Simple tasks. Avoid pressure and stress.

			‘Happy Christmas, David.’ Both his young friends joined in the greeting: their voices merged.

			He took the pipe from his mouth and smiled. It always made him smile when the two of them spoke together as one.

			The three of them sat at the worktable benches in the middle of the Caer.

			David opened his presents in silence and stared into the eyes of his two young friends.

			‘You two. Thanks. Thank you.’ He smiled as he spoke but his words had a tone of sadness.

			‘You alright, David?’ Beth never shirked a direct question.

			‘Why don’t you come down with us?’ Tom was quick with the practical suggestion.

			David gently closed his eyes and turned his face up towards the sky. He took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. His eyes remained closed.

			Slowly opening them as he lowered his gaze his smile was warmer now. He looked about at the trees as if he was sharing a nod of recognition with close friends.

			‘This place has been good to me. Happy here. I’m good.’

			‘But it’s Christmas Day.’ Beth was challenging now. ‘Just today. Come back with us.’

			‘It’s back home for you two right now. Mered will be along later with a hot dinner. Perfect. There’ll be a couple of bottles of beer as well. What more for an old soldier like me.

			‘Don’t worry now. It’s me being selfish. I’m good. In the spring perhaps I’ll surprise them at the Drovers. Who knows?’

			He kept smiling but inside he felt a tremor of scorching anxiety as he thought about the streets of Aberglais. Too much. No way could he face those streets, especially today.

			He blinked away his worst thoughts and gazed at Beth and Tom.

			The two friends seemed disappointed. David quickly picked up his presents and admired them.

			‘I’m spoilt. Best presents ever. Mild today but I’ll treat myself to a log fire in the shed I will. Chocolates and fishing flies to help me dream of the spring. Wonderful. Perfect Christmas. Now be off, you two. Dinner’s waiting and presents, no doubt.’

			Tom and Beth nodded their agreement as they stood.

			There were no presents in return for theirs but they knew David was not one for the trappings of Christmas.

			He widened his smile as he watched them prepare to leave.

			The pals took their cue and the words tumbled out as they spoke over each other describing their Christmas gifts.

			Tom lifted his leg to show off one of the new boots.

			David was impressed.

			‘Done well you two. Now off back. Saturday mind, I’ll be waiting. You and your pals.

			‘It’s a forestry lesson. You’ll be sawing and swinging an axe. Plenty to learn. This forest needs help. Important see’

			He was shouting the final words as the two friends headed down and out of the Caer.

			David watched them go and felt a choke in his throat as he pressed his lips together to lock away his emotions.

			His relief at their departure was tinged with a nagging ache of anxiety in his stomach.

			There had been no nightmares or fits of anger for days now. The strange, compulsive behaviours remained but he had been calmer: until now.

			Christmas made him frightened.

			Every year now it was the same. His mind raced through the faces of lost friends and then the images got blacker.

			He heard the sounds and saw the sights which no young man should witness.

			They had been his best friends. The wars had given him friends he would never, ever forget.

			During the conflicts he grew to accept grief and loss as part of life. It was war.

			Then came peace and things gradually stopped making any kind of sense to him anymore.

			Life seemed pointless and he could not progress in any direction because of the anxiety, the terror and the nightmare images which plagued him night and day.

			Then came the uncontrollable tempers. He had tried to return to his old hobby and entered the boxing ring down the town.

			That was a move which fed his torment more than anything. Instead of revelling in the skill and courage of the contest he savoured the pain and the slaughter he could imagine inflicting.

			Whenever he felt his punches strike against the face of a man already beaten, he would not stop.

			Before the war he obeyed the ethics of the ring and always stepped back, but as his anxieties got worse, he expressed his torment in anger.

			That was it. He burnt his gloves and stopped.

			The decline after that had been quick and the thing he began to fear most in life was himself.

			There was no-one he could share this with so he sought out the only pieces of his existence which still made any sense to him.

			The forest, its landscape and its animals and birds. At least they forgave his moments of madness and helped him to hide away the worst of it from the villagers.

			Everyone who walked the woods told him he was wanted back in Aberglais. That was not the answer. Best he keep away and hide the worst of it.

			The youngsters were different. They never asked too many questions. If he was too ill to teach them then they just played for a while and then went home.

			They knew.

			Of course they knew, all of them.

			But the youngsters thought that being strange was just what he was all about. They forgave him because he was their teacher and their friend.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Spring, 1964 - Aberglais

			‘So, he’s a coward then?’

			Tom felt his jaw drop as he turned to stare at Beth in anger at her question.

			She saw they were all shocked.

			‘I mean, that’s what you’re saying.’ She suddenly looked defensive and shrugged her shoulders. ‘It is.’

			Tom looked around at the faces and saw that her plea for understanding was being answered with frowns.

			He stared into the flames from the crackling logs and used the temporary silence to think about where their conversation had led.

			It had been a great afternoon.

			The two families had each set off in their family cars to the regular spot by the stream where they held their picnics.

			Tom loved the familiar smell of the polished interior. His father loved that car. It was his pride and joy. For a miner to own his own motor was something special.

			As usual, he and Beth had been tasked with gathering wood for the fire while their mothers, Rachel and Enid, unpacked the food.

			Beth’s younger brother, Rob, had joined them scavenging logs as Will and Beth’s dad, Bryn set up their baited nightlines in the hope of catching some trout or eels to cook. They were usually lucky.

			The fun and noise had led to tired bodies which made sitting around the fire to watch and smell the sausages cooking on the grill seem a comforting pleasure.

			He had surprised the adults by volunteering to gut the three trout they had already caught. David’s teaching had already given him the necessary skills and experience.

			He knew they had expected him to grimace but he was used to cleaning fish now. He silently thanked David. This made him feel grown up.

			There were pats of butter to flavour the potatoes which were scorching in the embers around the edge of the blaze as well.

			Then the conversations had started.

			The two men had compared their cars as Tom’s dad praised the merits of the second-hand Ford Anglia while Bryn was always more reluctant to brag about his new Rover.

			It was Enid who turned the chat to her husband’s grand job at the town hall which inevitably prompted Will to speak out confirming his determination to remain a miner.

			That meant 6.30am starts waiting for the colliery bus to take the men the ten miles to the pit where he and his father before him had worked.

			‘Honest money, see, and friends for life,’ was his mantra. ‘We fuel the nation, keeps our country strong.’

			Beth had brought up the subject of David and Rachel had gladly encouraged the opportunity for the men to change the direction of the conversation she had heard so often.

			‘Explain to her, Will. It’s the war isn’t it?’ said Rachel.

			‘Wars, not war,’ Bryn corrected her. ‘What that man has seen would give anyone nightmares.’

			Tom and Beth had looked at each other. They already knew these bare details. They needed a fuller explanation.

			‘Why’s he living in the woods though?’ Beth had asked.

			‘What did he see that made him so, well, strange?’ added Tom.

			The three adults had all looked at Will for an answer. He was closest to David, what with their shared interest in the outdoors.

			‘You’re too young for the details. None of us need to know the worst of it.’ He spoke in a solemn tone as he stared into the fire.

			‘Enough to know that man got the Military Medal and for that you need to be a hero.

			‘Should have had a Victoria Cross,’ added Bryn. ‘A proper hero not like the soldiers in the movies dodging bullets and firing their pop-guns.’

			That’s when Beth had questioned the logic of what David’s life had become.

			Tom felt himself wince as he listened.

			‘Heroes are brave! He’s great with us but he’s scarpered from Aberglais. I think he’s great but… why?’

			She shrugged her shoulders in response to the silence which greeted her comment.

			Tom’s parents looked at her father and mother for one of them to respond.

			‘We can’t imagine what fears trouble him,’ said Bryn.

			‘Fears?’ Beth was genuinely confused and Tom knew she would not shy away from saying so.

			‘So he’s a coward then? Is that it?’

			Beth looked urgently around at all their faces.

			‘I don’t understand. I know he’s a brave man but he’s still frightened. How can you be frightened if you’re supposed to be brave?’ She was looking around the campsite as if she was seeking out more words to say. ‘He’s afraid of people. People like us.’

			She did not hide the emotion and confusion from her voice. Tom felt embarrassed by her questions but he wanted answers too.

			The crackle of the burning wood and the sizzle of the grilling meat became a cacophony of sound.

			Tom felt he had to help his friend.

			‘Me and Beth don’t get it. He won a medal for fighting the enemy but he can’t face his friends in Aberglais.

			‘The war was years and years ago. He can’t still be scared of bullets and things.’

			Beth was nodding her agreement. ‘It’s not fair. We need to know what you mean about the way he is.’

			Rachel leant forward to emphasise that her words were meant for Tom and Beth.

			‘Maybe we can’t understand. None of us have been through a war. We’ve seen the pictures but we weren’t there. We weren’t part of it.

			‘Look you two, David is one of us. It’s as if he’s family. We just have to help him in any way we can. We don’t need to know what makes him so anxious and sad.

			‘Just think about how hard it must be for him to help you lot with all the teaching up at the Caer. He has to fight off a lot of demons to get that work done.

			‘So,’ there was a panic in the tone of Tom’s interruption which he could not hide. ‘So we should stop. Leave him be.’

			Rachel smiled. ‘No, the opposite. You are helping him by just being your normal selves. It’s probably better than medicine a doctor could give him.’

			‘Never go to a medic anyway, ‘chipped in Enid. ‘Brave and stubborn, that’s our David.’

			Tom looked at Beth and was glad to see that her face showed the confusion he was feeling as well.

			If you were brave it meant not being scared, surely?

			He rose to his knees and packed sausages into two of the warm bread buns on a plate by the fire.

			Then he handed one to Beth and indicated with a nod that they should move off to sit together away from the fire.

			‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘we like David and we just want to help him.’

			Will raised his voice as he spoke to their backs as they strolled away from the campfire.

			‘Lots of suffering from those wars. It’s scary enough down the pit when you hear a creak but imagine day after day seeing your pals die around you. Takes a hero to keep fighting when that’s happening.’

			‘Hell of a lot to keep inside,’ said Bryn as he poked the fire into fresh life with a stick.

			Tom and Beth kept on walking as they heard Enid and Rachel start to quickly change the subject.

			They sat on the big rocks by the stream. They were still in earshot of the campsite, so they talked in whispers.

			It was several minutes before the sound of laughter from their parents showed them that their presence was forgotten, or at least being ignored.

			‘We have to help him, Beth.’

			She shrugged her shoulders. ‘We’re not doctors you know.’

			Tom stared at her with a look of insistence. ‘He’s our friend. He’s not frightened of us.’

			Beth took a few moments to digest his words as she finished chewing her own food.

			‘He’s happy in the Caer and he enjoys the teaching.’

			Tom nodded, but his face showed he was still troubled.

			‘Yes, I’m sure it helps him. but it’s not… I don’t know. It’s still odd living up there like that.’

			Beth nodded her agreement. ‘And he still does those mad things. You know, remember when he wouldn’t come out of the shed, a few days it was.’

			‘And have you seen how he always taps the table three times with his hand whenever he passes it?’

			‘Yea,’ said Tom, ‘he looks so worried and tired sometimes.’

			He turned sideways to look hard into Beth’s eyes. ‘We don’t even think about it now, but the tools, the way he packs them.’

			Beth clearly knew what he was about to say and finished the thought for him. ‘…always packs away the saw first, then the hammer, then the tape and the ruler…’

			‘No, it’s the screwdrivers and the pliers before the tape. Then he shuts the lid of the box and opens it again before taking the hammer and the saw out again.

			‘Always packs them twice.’ Beth was shaking her head as if in confusion. ‘He thinks we don’t notice, but it’s crazy.’

			Tom stood up with a handful of pebbles he started throwing into pools further down the stream.

			‘Then those days when he looks as if he has been awake in tears for hours. He looks so sad.

			‘We should do something.’ He looked back at his friend. ‘You and me Beth, we’re his best friends.’

			Beth had been thinking and she stood up now and gently grabbed his right arm to stop his throwing action.

			Tom turned to look directly at her.

			‘It would be so nice if he just moved back into Aber. We need to help him get back to the village. He’s never going to stop his worrying if he lives up there all the time. I’d be scared living in the forest all alone.’

			Tom nodded his agreement. ‘His cottage is just empty. Never sleeps there. My dad says he has been to the pub a bit, but sits alone like a stranger.’

			‘He won’t get better in the woods, Tom.’

			Tom shrugged his shoulders and resumed hurling pebbles into the stream.

			Beth had nothing more to say. She picked up her own pile of stones and began hurling them further downstream than Tom’s efforts.

			Tom lost himself in his own thoughts to try to make sense of it all.

			David seemed happy at times but it couldn’t be right to live the way he did.

			It was no wonder he seemed so miserable being alone like that.

			Nothing made sense.

			He listened to the crackling of the fire and the laughter as their parents chatted back at the picnic site.

			The sound of their happiness seemed to break the spell of serious thoughts about David.

			They could worry about him another time.

			‘Ok,’ he said, ‘best pop group?’

			‘Rolling Stones… no, David Clark Five,’ said Beth.

			‘Nah, The Beatles has to be.’

			‘First to hit that tree with a stone wins,’ she answered as she slung back her arm.

			They both threw. Hers missed and Tom’s hit the trunk of the tree across the stream with a crack.

			‘Beatles, had to be. Yeah’

			He stared at her as she answered his smile with a frown.

			‘Right, best footballer?’

			‘Jimmy Greaves. Easy,’ he challenged.

			‘George Best, he’s great.’

			‘Who? That Man U kid? No way.’

			They both took aim and threw. Beth’s rock clearly hammered into the trunk first as she screeched in delight.

			They both seemed to lose interest in the game and turned to head back to the picnic.

			‘Sausages are ok but I’d really love a pizza now,’ said Beth. Tom did not even answer as she knew he had never eaten one. The last thing he wanted now was to listen to her brag about her trip to London.

			‘What shall we do about David, Beth?’

			She shrugged her shoulders and ran off ahead of him to join the others.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			David had felt it coming.

			For days he had been losing interest in everything around him. Then there were spasms of guilt. What right had he to be depressed? Him a healthy man, not even seventy years old. A few years off that big one yet.

			He had sensed the familiar warning signs at times over the past few days. His energy was seeping away and he just felt weak and unable to carry out even the smallest tasks

			Food? He had eaten next to nothing in days and the cups of tea he brewed were just left untouched to go cold.

			He had tried doing some repairs around his shed but had just dropped his tools and crumpled to the floor. Then he just stayed there with his arms wrapped around his body for warmth.

			This is why he had to be alone. Nobody should see him like this.

			Meredydd had visited with his weekly basket of vegetables and he had managed to smile through the searching questions. Somehow!

			Mered understood. He would just go away and leave well alone.

			Today the morning had been bright and sunny so he had risen with the dawn.

			He recalled the nightmare which had plagued his sleep and forced himself not to relive the awful images of death and the terror-stricken faces of those lost friends.

			The horror of the dream had left him drenched in sweat and unable to think clearly about anything.

			There had been many different nightmares, but these days the same one seemed to repeat itself.

			He was crushed under the weight of his friend, Charlie. He felt the terrible weight pushing him down, down.

			The blood seemed to pour over him in a sickeningly warm and steady stream.

			Then the body twitched and Charlie’s face turned to stare at him with its dead eyes wide open. Those eyes were inches from his own and they seemed to be accusing him.

			Why was he alive while Charlie was dead? Come on, why?

			He had even tried to whistle a tune as he dressed but something inside had made him break off with angry shouts of frustration. It was all an act. He felt terrible. Guilty, angry and drowning in despair.

			As he left the shed, he shouted at the trees and took some comfort in hearing the birds scatter from their branches and set off shrieking into the sky above the forest canopy.

			He only made it as far as the table in the centre of the Caer before he collapsed to the sound of his own unrestrained sobs. His hands were shaking uncontrollably.

			He yelped in anger as he slapped himself in the face and looked around in fear at being seen by some poacher or early morning rambler. How could he stop this frightening spiral downwards?

			There was no-one to be seen or heard and he lowered his head to let the tears tumble onto his sleeves. He was wailing like a sick animal. No pride? Where was his pride?

			His sobs were quieter now as if he was using the sound of his own despair to slowly release the ache of emotional pain he felt in his chest.

			The familiar thoughts tumbled through his mind.

			You don’t want to die but if you did, well, so be it. Perhaps the folks back in the village would remember you then as the old David. The one before all this.

			Look at yourself now though. Your life is worthless. You’re a pathetic heap of misery. No good for anything.

			Stupid thoughts. Senseless. The anger and shame he felt only made the tears fall in a torrent. He was leaking despair.

			For goodness sake, you are only heading down to the stream. Get some water. Why is that a problem?

			More of the same old thoughts.

			Those comrades who had lost limbs, were blinded or suffered life-changing wounds to their bodies came into his mind.

			They were brave. They had no medals for courage to pin to their tunics like the one in his pocket.

			What did he deserve? Nothing.

			What a coward. Too afraid to live amongst his own people.

			The thoughts turned to emptiness and he let himself fall further into the despair which seemed to reach every part of his body.

			This was a well-trodden path.

			So be it David boy. If you are such a coward then just let the tears flow and let the despair go through you like poison.

			You have no right to let the people you grew up with see you like this.

			Just hide away and wallow in this depression. It’s too strong for you. You’ve met your match, boy.

			He placed his hands on the ground to his side and started to raise himself up but he just slumped back down and allowed his body to lie full stretch on the earth.

			He closed his eyes and smelt the innocent soil and felt the cool and mist-filled breeze touch his skin.

			If only God would take him now.

			No-one would know he had allowed himself to die.

			They would just say that daft old David had given in.

			He gritted his teeth and let out a shriek which would have been heard by anyone within half a mile of the Caer.

			He forced himself slowly to his feet and wiped away the tears from his face.

			Stop your crying, you shameless coward!

			Without another thought he marched off at pace towards the edge of the clearing and onto the path which led down to the water.

			He only made it into the treeline.

			Then he felt the tears roll down his face again as he made a sound which reminded him of a screeching engine.

			He slumped against the trunk of an ash tree and held his face in his hands.

			What the hell was wrong?

			Two wars, death all around him and not a single tear. Fear, yes, and despair at the waste of it all, but not this.

			He had spent all those years of war looking forward to getting back to life in Aberglais. Those images had kept him going.

			It had been a desperate yearning for the comfort of being amongst his friends. He loved fishing and shooting, tending his tiny cottage and making sure the coal and logs were stacked high in the outhouse.

			Then there was the boxing at the town gym and labouring on the farms. He had long realised that a factory or a mine was no place for him. His needs were few and he just loved the outdoors.

			He had missed home so much and now he could not even face living in the place he loved: the place where he should feel safe and satisfied.

			The pub. Listening to all those conversations. He rarely joined in but just enjoyed the feeling of warmth which surrounded him in the company of friends.

			But that was no help now.

			Once back after that second lot it had all started to go wrong.

			It had burst inside him like a shell exploding.

			Perhaps being at war had kept him going and kept the depressions at bay. He fought on and ticked over like an engine, a killing machine, devoid of emotion.

			When the killing stopped for good back in 1945 then it felt to him as if his resolve began collapsing too.

			There was nothing left to stay strong for. No enemy to face or comrades to fight for. No reason to keep the dark feelings locked away inside. No-one barking orders.

			He had no responsibility to anyone and the black thoughts had taken their chance and consumed his mind.

			Boy, had they taken over.

			Now it was 1964. How could this still be happening after all those years?

			Shell shock they called it. What did that mean? He was frightened by the bombs but so was everyone. But the sound of those explosions had ended more than twenty years ago. Why was he suffering now?

			At first he had kept it under some sort of control but then it had all got too much. More than a year ago now he had moved into the forest.

			They had all thought he was just going on an old man’s camping trip to indulge his love of the outdoors but he had never gone home again.

			He had nothing to fight back with and he lost it. Everything, his whole world, just collapsed.

			Yes, he could still smile and there were moments when he felt like a proper human being, but the darkness was always there: waiting.

			The nightmares and the visions tormented his sanity and the depression sapped him of any hope.

			He recoiled at the thought of how he used to walk around Aberglais in misery. What must they all have thought?

			It had not taken him long to decide that he had to escape; to hide away from prying eyes.

			They could not look inside his head, but they could all see the ridiculous behaviour.

			His face bore the scars of despair. He knew that.

			But they also saw how he was doing things which could only be described as odd and how embarrassed that had made him feel.

			At first it was just walking the few steps back and forth to his front garden gate to make sure he had shut it properly. He took those steps not once or twice, but dozens of times in one go.

			There were the streets he avoided walking down because his warped brain told him he could not use them anymore and the ridiculous habits of touching this tree or that lamppost whenever he passed.

			What forced him to do that?

			Young kids played at avoiding walking on the cracks in the pavement, but that was normal; they were kids. His twisted mind took that trivial game and made it into a set of absurd rules which controlled him.

			The only explanation he could give himself was that his stupid mind kept telling him how he needed to keep to the strange behaviour patterns in order to stay lucky. If he broke the patterns there would be a disaster.

			How stupid was that?

			If he stopped touching the posts, checking the locks and changed his routines then his luck would run out and the despair would take over and crush him.

			What a daft idea that was: but it was the only one which made any sense.

			The daily repetitions got so bad that people were noticing. He had imagined their laughter, or was it their disgust?

			Maybe that had been the final straw which made him move away to be alone with the sad life he was losing control of.

			Those tempers? What would he do if he lost control and attacked someone?

			He had given up boxing for just that reason. He had lost his dignity as a fighter and was becoming a danger to others.

			Anyway, what dignity was left?

			Sometimes he just could not stop shaking and he was terrified by the simple sight of someone walking towards him down a street.

			At least he had regained some kind of normality by escaping to his tiny shed in the woods.

			Nobody had to witness his decline now.

			But that did not mean he could just give in to it and fall into a well of madness: not yet anyway.

			Live with it David boy, get some kind of grip will you?

			He took a deep breath and stood to his full height. Again he wiped away the tears and shook his head to cast off the worst of his bad thoughts.

			Then he remembered what to do next. Think of the young ones. Those kids with no memories of the horror of war. The sheer joy they took in learning about life.

			Come on David, try man, try.

			After all, the worst of the despair came in waves and right now the exhaustion was calming his thoughts. He was over the worst of it for now: for the moment.

			He set off down the track and forced himself to think about what he was going to teach them next.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Beth glanced back at Tom who stood a few steps behind her staring at the door of Morgan’s terraced house.

			‘He won’t bite,’ she said with what he took to be an accusing tone.

			‘I know, I know.’

			He felt his heart jump as she ignored his answer and reached forward to turn the handle and open the door. Then she stepped inside.

			Tom followed as he inwardly tried to subdue the fear of a telling-off for taking an uninvited guest into Morgan’s domain.

			He bumped into her in the darkened hall section of the front room as she had unexpectedly stopped to stare at the wall to her left.

			‘Yes, I always look at that,’ he whispered as they both peered up at the bowler hat which hung on the rack next to the overcoats.

			Tom knew it was only worn for funerals and special village events but it still seemed like something from a previous era.

			Its presence on the wall seemed to confirm his belief that the elderly lived in a different world to villagers who were closer to his parents’ age.

			The older women were always cleaning windows, polishing doorsteps or chatting over garden fences as they hung lines of washing out to dry.

			The elderly men seemed to have a gentler existence with their focus on shooting, fishing, pigeons and sitting around talking.

			They all seemed to look the same to Tom. Each of them had a suit for best and a similar suit in a shabby decline which they wore every day, even if they were digging the garden.

			Their boots, which Tom envied, were always heavy-duty and highly polished while their collarless white shirts were worn beneath suit waistcoats.

			Some of the old men even still wore those watches on chains which were strapped to the waistcoat buttonholes. Tom desperately wanted one of those.

			The look was invariably completed with a battered cap set at a jaunty angle. None of the younger men in Aberglais wore hats.

			Beth shook him from his thoughts.

			‘Come on, let’s do this.’

			Tom nodded and they set off into the sparse room Morgan called his kitchen which led towards the tiny back garden.

			‘Look,’ she said in a loud stage whisper as she pointed along the room to the fireplace at the far end.

			There was a table set against one wall with three ill-matched wooden chairs.

			Opposite was an aged wooden sideboard with a couple of books and a small pile of letters spread across its surface.

			In the left-hand corner, next to the fireplace, was a metal stand with a solitary gas burner on top piped to a connection on the wall.

			‘Is that the kitchen?’ she asked in shocked disdain.

			‘Beth,’ he almost snarled at her. ‘Don’t be rude. I agreed you could come with me, but you promised, remember?’

			She was still gazing in wonder so he decided to add another image to her thoughts. ‘No bathroom either. The tin bath is hanging on the wall outside.’

			This was all new to her.

			He had often pointed out how these Sunday morning visits were special for him. If he wasn’t at the Caer with David he would be here.

			A year ago Morgan had asked his dad if Tom could help with the loft. From that day on his role was to scrape the pigeon droppings from the floor every Sunday.

			Although it was boring work with his paint-scraper, dustpan and brush, it meant he could also listen to the old men chatting outside.

			They sat with Morgan on the edge of the wall which bordered the raised platform outside the loft door.

			It was at the top of the rickety wooden steps which led up from Morgan’s tiny vegetable garden.

			Morgan had built the wooden loft above the row of three brick-walled sheds which were home to the ferrets, his three terrier dogs and the gardening tools.

			It looked like an unremarkable and ramshackle domain, but to Tom it was a kind of paradise.

			Morgan was the unelected sage and elder statesman of the village who held court from his perch.

			On Sunday mornings the birds were out training or racing and his friends would gather round him on the wall to discuss something or nothing.

			The conversation was joined by other older men and women from the gardens behind Morgan’s street. It was an unofficial debating society.

			The whole scene seemed to make time stand still. As they talked they became the most important people in the world. Their views mattered.

			Tom felt privileged to be part of it all.

			Now Beth was here invading his space. She had already turned away and was heading out of the back door.

			As soon as Tom joined her in the garden, he realised they had been spotted by Morgan who had stopped talking to his friend, Iestyn, and was staring down at them.

			‘Well, a newcomer. Need help with the loft do you, Tom?’

			The tone was warm and held no malice. Tom relaxed as he realised the rebuke he feared for bringing Beth along was not about to be delivered.

			He still felt he needed to explain. ‘Yes, it’s Beth. We have something to ask you. That’s why she’s here. We both have something to ask you.’

			He felt Beth nudge him in the ribs to stop his flow of excuses.

			Morgan was chuckling to himself.

			‘Don’t worry, boy. All welcome here, anytime. You’re the Jones girl, aren’t you? Enid’s girl?’

			Beth glowered at Tom before answering. ‘Yes, sir. Tom thought I needed a passport to come in here.’

			Tom opened his mouth to defend himself but was stopped by Morgan’s interruption.

			‘Yes, you’re Enid’s girl alright. Up here, both of you. What’s the trouble?’

			Tom made sure he was first up the steps until he and Beth were standing to face Morgan and Iestyn.

			‘Cost you mind. We don’t come cheap with our advice now.’ Iestyn could not stop himself laughing at his own joke.

			Morgan ignored the comment and pointed to a section of the wall where they both could sit.

			‘Must be serious so best get on with it. Tom here needs to get cleaning. Birds will be back, no doubt to that.’

			‘Yes,’ added Iestyn. ‘Dai Rees only drove them up the Nant valley. It’s just a training run, see.’

			Tom and Beth both looked at their feet dangling inches above the floor of the platform.

			They had agreed they should ask Morgan how they could help David. It had seemed simple, but now they had to frame the question.

			Tom was still thinking about what to say when Beth broke the silence.’

			‘Why do they call David, “The Silent Owl”?’

			Tom stared at her in confusion, but she just shrugged her shoulders and looked at Morgan to wait for his reply.

			The old man nodded slowly as if he was indicating how he understood the question. He took the pipe from his waistcoat pocket followed by the packet of tobacco flakes.

			The ritual continued in silence as he rubbed the flake into a ball of tobacco which he squeezed into the bowl of the pipe.

			Iestyn used the delay to answer their question with one of his own.

			‘Big fuss both of you coming to ask that isn’t it?’ He was always quick to see the practical point in most things.

			If Morgan was the elderly sage then Iestyn was the ageing handyman and penniless entrepreneur of Aberglais.

			Sometimes he toured the village selling vegetables from the back of his horse and cart. He would willingly clear gardens, build a shed or wallpaper a room.

			If there was a project which needed completing, he would be part of it somewhere, somehow: from cutting the cemetery grass to painting the old folks’ hut.

			It was Iestyn who kept his horses in the field on the way to the Caer.

			Tom often helped him cutting grass, loading hay or gathering buckets full of waste food from the village houses for the pigs.

			Iestyn knew everyone and everyone knew him.

			Morgan was ready to speak and ignored the question Iestyn had left hanging in the air.

			‘You two are here for more than his old army nickname, but it’s a good question. Our David’s a special man. You two both know that.’

			He struck a match and sucked the flame into the tobacco to complete the lighting ritual.

			Iestyn took a battered pack of cigarettes from his own waistcoat pocket and lit his.

			Beth and Tom were both nodding as they kept staring at Morgan.

			‘No birds like them really. Owls.’ He spoke with what Tom thought was a respect for the word itself. ‘Very quiet until they want you to know they’re around. Everyone knows the owls voice, see.’

			Even Iestyn was listening now. This was not the answer yet. There was more to come.

			‘All birds of prey are quiet: have to swoop for the kill, see. But owls, they’re quieter. Never a sound as they float through the trees.

			‘Big eyes, they’ve spotted their meal then in they go. Little mouse or vole doesn’t know what’s happening ‘til it’s too late.

			‘Nobody sees it happen though. That’s the owl, see.’

			Morgan took the pipe from his mouth and leant forward. He wanted his next words to be clear.

			‘It was the war, see. David was right there. Both wars. No desk for him.

			‘He had to do the dirty work to protect us all and he was damn good at it. He was a hunter, our David.

			‘Not like what you read it isn’t. Killing is never easy. You’re not killing a fish or a rabbit for the pot.

			‘Well, David did his work. No choice. But he was good see and the other soldiers knew it.

			‘The Silent Owl they called him. He never told us but that boy, Evans from the valley farm was in the same regiment and word got back to Aberglais.

			‘Don’t you ask David about it because you won’t get an answer and you’ll only upset him. So, glad you asked us, young Beth. Keep it to yourselves now. Hear me?’

			They both nodded.

			‘Now what is it you really want to know, you two?’

			He leant back and looked up into the skies checking for the flock of birds which would be circling soon.

			Tom turned to look at Beth. It was clear they were both trying to shuffle their thoughts into shape but when it came to be direct, Tom knew she was best suited to ask the real question.

			‘We like David, sir,’ she said. ‘but we know there’s something wrong with him.’

			She stopped her flow to stare at Morgan and Iestyn. Tom followed her gaze to make sure what she was saying was not overstepping herself. Their gentle nods looked like a sign of encouragement for her to continue.

			‘Sometimes he’s happy and, well, he’s great to be with but then he seems to become someone different sometimes.

			‘And why does he live in the woods? He should be here in Aberglais. His home is empty.’

			Tom felt encouraged by her openness and wanted to have his say too.

			‘We want to know how we can help. It’s not right him being so sad.’

			Tom stood up because he somehow wanted the two old men to realise how important his words were.

			‘How can we help him?’ He almost shouted out the words again to emphasise their importance. ‘He doesn’t want to be around any of the grown-ups but he likes us, he really does.’

			‘Tom’s right,’ said Beth who was on her feet as well now. ‘Someone needs to help him and we’re the closest to him but we don’t know how to. What can we do?’

			‘What?’ Tom pleaded.

			The silence which followed seemed endless as even Iestyn stared at Morgan to wait for an answer.

			Tom and Beth sat down again. Morgan was not to be rushed. He kept looking at the sky and seemed to be concentrating on finding his flock of pigeons. He blew out steady puffs of tobacco smoke.

			Suddenly he looked down and took the pipe from his mouth. He rubbed his chin and smiled at the two friends.

			‘You’re a credit you two. We old ones have been sitting here talking rubbish and you are worrying on serious matters. Should be the other way round.

			‘David’s been his own man all his life and perhaps we so-called friends of his didn’t worry enough when he moved himself up to that Caer.’

			He turned to face his old friend, Iestyn. ‘Blind we are. Blind, foolish and lazy. Left him to his ways thinking it’s right to leave him be.

			‘Sometimes you don’t see for looking and we haven’t been taking enough care of David. Complain we do about others, but we don’t look in the mirror, see.’

			‘What do you mean, Mog?’ Iestyn was used to being criticised in their conversations and he was used to hitting back as well. ‘He’s no child. David deals with his worries his own way. Always has.’

			‘Aye, you’re right there, Iestyn but these two here have seen things more clearly than us. He’s in a bad way, see.

			‘We all shrug it off as some old hangover from the 45 and the 18 but it’s not in the past. It’s happening now and we are doing nothing about it, see.’

			Beth had heard enough. ‘Nice of you to say that about us but we want to know what to do. He’s not right, is he?’

			‘What makes you so worried young Beth? What have you seen?’ Mog sounded concerned now.

			Tom was still determined to have his say. David was his friend too.

			‘Some days he’s happy, but then something goes wrong. We all know. We all stay quiet and just get on by ourselves.’

			‘Sometimes he just stays in his shed. He’s even shouted from in there to tell us to go,’ said Beth.

			‘And he’s always so strange. He doesn’t seem to think we notice when he does things over and over.’

			‘What over and over?’ asked Iestyn.

			‘When he’s sad it’s worse,’ answered Beth. ‘He’ll mutter to himself and keep doing the same thing. Silly little things they are. We laugh because it’s so funny. But it’s not funny, is it?’

			Mog tapped the pipe on the wall to knock the spent tobacco from the bowl and then held out his free hand as a sign for them to stop talking.

			He gave a deep sigh before raising his face to look at the three of them.

			‘Truth is none of us know. Shell shock we say, but’s what’s that? I don’t know that’s sure. Never heard the sound of angry gunfire, me.

			‘What we do know is simple. He’s in a bad way and getting worse. Living out there in a shed is wrong.

			‘He must be in a state to just walk away from Aberglais like that. Perhaps it’s because we know his ways that none of us saw it for what it really was. Maybe that’s why we let it be.’

			He raised the hand still holding his pipe and pointed at Beth and Tom.

			He stared along his arm as if he was looking down the gunsight of a rifle.

			‘There’s a job to be done in getting him to come home. Won’t do that until he’s better and none of us know how to help him from this problem of his.

			‘You lot, you young ‘uns. You are there with him. He welcomes you to the Caer. Trusts you. Here today you’ve shown us some things. Showed how bright you are and how you care.

			‘I don’t know what to tell you but I’m glad you’re wanting to help him. It’s really glad I am.

			‘He’s got good friends in you. Better friends than us. You make him feel safe, do you see?

			‘We old ones are quick to judge you know. We notice how people behave and poor old David thinks we’re laughing at him. Or worse than that, he probably reckons we think he’s mad.’

			Tom was listening to every word and studying every change in Morgan’s facial expression to look for clues about what it all meant.

			Morgan was staring back at him now as he continued.

			‘Just be yourselves. Keep being yourselves. Don’t try to be any different. You’re what he needs now.

			‘Aye, you’ve spotted how bad he is, but he escapes from that hell of his when he’s with you. You lot help him keep that stuff down. He trusts you. Just be yourselves.

			‘We are powerless see. We’ll keep looking out for him with Mered taking up food and the others doing their bit. But we can’t cure him.

			‘Be yourselves and the more he gets from your company then he might just mellow and get some strength back.

			‘If there’s more you can do then you’ll see it and do it. I know.’

			Tom kept staring as Morgan shrugged his shoulders before continuing in a whisper. ‘If anyone can bring him back to Aberglais it’s you lot. Don’t ask me how. Just be his friends. He’s worth it.’

			He did not say anymore but looked up at the clouds again.

			Beth looked as if she was about to ask another question but Mog raised the palm of his hand to her. It was an unspoken order not to speak. The discussion was over.

			Then he spoke with excitement. ‘They’re back, Iestyn. Look, boy.’

			They all stared up at the clouds and saw a flock of pigeons emerge like spray from a hose.

			Tom knew this sight well. He always thought it seemed as if they were circling to make sure they really were home.

			No matter where Dai Rees took them they always knew which direction led home. They never, ever got lost.

			He always believed they must have the same feeling about home he had when he returned from a holiday with his parents. He wanted the familiarity, the comfort and the protection.

			Any minute now the pigeons would begin landing.

			The birds were home safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Will stepped into the porch of the pub and opened the door to his right which led to the bar.

			He could not hide the look of surprise on his face when Bryn lifted a pint of beer as a signal of welcome to his friend.

			It was Monday and Bryn never came to the pub on a Monday.

			‘Bryn, she thrown you out at last?’

			The only other customer in the bar was a local labourer named, John who was also a Monday teatime regular.

			His shoulders twitched as he silently giggled at the joke but he did not stop reading the newspaper he was holding.

			Will stepped to the bar and indicated to Bryn that he was ready to buy him a refill. Bryn refused and stayed sitting at the table to the left of the fireplace. John was sat on the other side of the fire on a corner settle bench.

			Will stared at Bryn as he strolled the few steps across the bar to join him at the bench. He wanted to know why Bryn had made the effort. Monday?

			Bryn leant forward for a conspiratorial chat.

			‘Enid’s worried,’ he said it in a whisper and turned slightly to see if John had heard him.

			Will felt a mixture of confusion and dread. The last thing he wanted on a Monday night was a conversation about Enid’s emotional state or, worse still, the state of their marriage.

			‘Aye. So she has thrown you out.’

			Bryn seemed to bristle at the attempt at humour and leant in even closer to Will to have his next say.

			‘No, not funny, Will. Serious. It’s that picnic. Set her thinking and I need your view on things.’

			Will took yet another sip of his beer. He was drinking faster than he normally would on a Monday. This was his day for a quiet ale and a chat with Mered, the landlord and anyone else who turned up.

			He enjoyed his Monday drink as a relaxation. These days Will tended to avoid the weekends when the atmosphere in the Drovers was a little more boisterous.

			‘The picnic?’ He searched his memory as he spoke to identify what this conversation would be about. ‘What, that chat about David?’

			Bryn nodded and again looked across at John. Then he peered over Will’s head towards the bar.

			Will could hear the squeak of cloth on glass. Mered was still at the bar cleaning up. That was his favourite pastime when he wanted to listen in on conversations.

			Bryn looked threatened.

			Will took yet another sip of his beer. This was no place for a private conversation. If they were going to talk about David then Mered and John would end up being part of it.

			He spoke out loud. There would be no mistake. ‘Do you want to chat to me about David?’

			Bryn leant back in shock before looking slowly from John to Mered. He realised his cover was blown and he nodded.

			‘No secrets here, Bryn,’ said Will. ‘Mered knows everything that’s happening in Aber before it even takes place. The News of the World he is.’

			Mered laughed. ‘What’s up, Bryn? John and me are like a couple of those women who give advice in the dailies. We’re here to help.’

			John put down his paper.

			Will pulled his seat back slightly to indicate he was ready to allow Mered and John to be part of this conversation.

			‘No need for secrets here.’ he said to Bryn with words meant for the others as well. ‘We’re all friends to David. Is that what this is about? Our kids and the Caer?’

			Bryn sat more upright in his seat and his demeanour seemed to loosen. He had decided to share his thoughts.

			‘Sure, no secrets.’ He looked at the other two. ‘Tom and my Beth were asking about him. Those kids know he’s not right. Seems he acts a bit strange or even sinks into some kind of depressions sometimes.

			‘I thought the move out there would calm him down, him being a woodsman and all, but seems not.

			‘It’s my Enid. She raised it with me. Worried. Doesn’t like to think of the kids up there when he’s so, well, fragile. The man’s a troubled soul. Shell shock, bad.

			‘After what he’s seen and done you can say that again,’ said Mered. ‘Man’s been through more than we’ll see in a dozen lifetimes.’

			John was nodding.

			Will sat back and started to think through what he was hearing. Where was this conversation going?

			‘So, the worry?’ Will folded his arms and stared at Bryn to wait for a further explanation.

			Bryn looked at the door as if he was checking that no-one else was joining their private chat. He was satisfied they were not going to be interrupted.

			‘Enid thinks we should stop Beth from going up there. Says we can’t vouch for David. A lovely man, we all know that, but he’s not well and it’s not fair on the kids to let them be up there, you know, on their own.’

			Will wanted to challenge his friend. ‘Your point is, what’s the risk then. The man’s ill, but what’s the risk?’

			Bryn looked around at the other two as if he wanted some support in this argument which he was not entirely happy with.

			‘That’s it, Will. We don’t know. Look if he were to harm anyone it wouldn’t be those kids. I know that. They keep him sane with all that countryman stuff he teaches them. Good for him.’

			Will nodded but he wanted more.

			‘But, you know, the man’s at risk. What if he, you know did something?’

			‘Something?’ asked Will.

			Bryn shuffled awkwardly. ‘Well, to himself perhaps. You know, he’s depressed. People do things. What if the kids went up there and found… you know.’

			Will did not have an immediate answer. He frowned and returned to his beer which was going down faster than the normal Monday teatime pint. He normally only had the one drink.

			He emptied his beer, stood up and asked Bryn and John to join him in another. They both handed him their empty glasses and Mered started filling them.

			Will was at the bar and getting the next round was giving him time to think about what he was hearing.

			John broke the silence.

			‘Janice, my sister, Janice won’t let her boy Lloyd up there.’ said John. ‘I agree with her. We just don’t know, none of us do.’

			‘So you think he’s dangerous?’ asked Will as he put the beer down on the table in front of John.

			‘Not saying that. Like Bryn says, what if he did something to himself. Not a sight for children.

			‘I’m not one to talk down on David. Good, good man. I’ve had many a weekend rabbiting with him up country. Fishing too and watched him fight a few times.’

			Mered interrupted. ‘Aye, heck of a boxer. Only gave up when he lost it in the ring that time. That was the shell shock and fair play to David, once he knew he couldn’t control his temper he left his gloves and never touched them again. Now that’s a real man taking responsibility it is.’

			John was clearly anxious to concur. ‘I’m with you all the way but it doesn’t take away the worry now does it. Won’t see a doctor and if those kids are seeing how odd he is well living up there is not the cure.’

			Bryn sipped his new pint before joining in the conversation again.

			‘That’s it. You boys understand. It’s a worry is all. Enid is nervous and I… well I don’t know what I think.’

			Will sipped his beer and looked around at the other three as he thought through their arguments.

			His eyes rested on Mered.

			‘What do you say then, Mered?’ he asked. ‘You’re up there more than most. Must see his moods and all.’

			Mered rested both hands on the bar and nodded.

			‘You’d go far to find a better man than our David. A kind soul and a brave one too. A war hero.

			‘Could have stayed in Aber and let us all see him fall apart but that’s not David. Took himself off and he’s trying his best.

			‘I say he may be wrong avoiding the doctors but he wouldn’t harm a hair on any of those heads. He loves those kids and they do him good. Only medicine he’s got.

			‘Their sensible young‘uns those and if they raised it with you then they’re bright enough to see it for what it is. Just keep talking to them and they’ll let you know if there’s anything to worry about.’

			Will looked across the table at Bryn and smiled. He clenched his right fist and gently tapped Bryn on the shoulder.

			‘For you and Enid to decide it is. Me, I’m letting our Tom go up there and I won’t be losing sleep.

			‘All our kids have to see some bad sometimes and like Mered says, they’re bright enough to deal with it.

			‘My Tom is a better boy for the lessons he’s getting up there. Says it’s like school but better he does.

			‘Come on, Bryn. Can’t worry about everything. A bit of trust. I would trust David with my life I would. He’s a good, good man.’

			Bryn was nodding.

			He nursed his pint glass and took several small sips of beer. He was thinking about what Will had said.

			‘You’re right. You’re right, Will. Glad I raised it though. This has helped me think. Enid won’t be happy but I don’t think we could stop our Beth anyway.’

			‘You’ve got a sharp one there. Bright as they come,’ chipped in Mered.

			‘She can handle herself with the best of them,’ said Will. ‘Those kids are a tonic for David. He deserves a break.

			‘You were right to raise it, Bryn but we have to give that man a chance. My goodness he deserves one.’

			Bryn was nodding but had no answer.

			‘Come on, you too, John. Game of darts and I’m home for my tea.’

			Chairs scraped across flagstones as the three men rose to their feet and carried their pints across to the dartboard.

			Mered carried on cleaning glasses.

			Will put his arm around Bryn’s shoulder so he could whisper to his friend.

			‘You’re right though, Bryn. Need to keep an eye, you and me. If they have to be stopped we’ll do it together.’

			Bryn nodded but he looked worried instead of being reassured.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Mary gently pulled aside the curtain just enough for her to peer out into the night.

			The garden at the rear of her cottage led straight onto the field which bordered the woodland. There was a path there which led to the stream she loved walking along with her spaniel, Chip.

			Not nowadays though. Not since they came.

			Every day she heard the sounds of men, women, children talking or shouting and dogs barking or even horses snorting. Now she could see the fire burning brightly in the centre of their camp.

			Why did it have to be like this night after night?

			There was the bustling noise of a community during the day when she could stand back from the window and stare from deep inside her home, safe from view.

			Gypsies! Travellers! Whatever they were called they had no right to be here: so noisy, so close, so frightening.

			The men all looked strong and aggressive with grim faces and sinewy muscles covering bodies hardened by activity. She thought the women seemed physically powerful and shrieked like wild animals. Noise, always noise.

			Then there were the confident children who roamed around in groups and stared at her cottage from over the bottom hedge.

			She had tied a rope around her gate to secure it and ensure they knew that visitors were not welcome in her garden.

			Now she was afraid even to let Chip roam his patch. What if they stole him? Killed him?

			The young ones even followed her when she left with her shopping bag to head for the bus-stop. She always ignored their shouts and kept her eyes trained on the distance. She knew they sensed her fear.

			This was the first year they had chosen this spot. Or at least it was the first year since she had moved in. Nobody had told her that travellers might camp on that patch of land.

			She knew they travelled through this part of Wales in the summer. She had even seen them on the move with their pick-up trucks and their horses.

			She hadn’t been bothered then because they stayed somewhere out of the village. Not now. Not this year.

			Goodness knows why they always came back but they did, every year apparently and now they were living at the bottom of her garden.

			Some of them had even waved at her and seemed to expect some sort of response.

			She would never let them near her or her home. After all her cottage stood alone just away from the edge of the village.

			They knew she lived alone. Perhaps that is why had chosen to camp just outside her garden?

			Should she befriend them? Smile, perhaps or offer them lemonade or some of her chutney. Maybe make Welsh cakes and hand them out with a smile.

			Anyway, that is the response they wanted. Then her guard would be down.

			Well, she was no hypocrite. As far as she was concerned, they were illegal and unwelcome intruders.

			She had ignored them from the very first day; but that was more than three weeks ago now and they were still here.

			The phone call to councillor Evans had been a waste of time. He had even had the cheek to laugh down the line.

			‘Nothing to be done,’ he had said. ‘Just passing through. Live and let live. Steer clear and let them get on with it. Don’t want trouble.’

			With what? Get on with what?

			If only the police would do something.

			That nice young officer from the station in the town had spoken to them after she had insisted, but nothing had happened. Nothing.

			Then he had walked away with a wave as if he was signalling goodbye to his friends and then he had come round to knock on her front door.

			Don’t worry, he had said. No crime committed. Let him know if there was any problem.

			Yes, he said, of course he had reminded them they had a duty to keep the peace.

			Well, thanks very much, but that had not made any difference to the noise.

			How could the police intervene unless there was an officer here regularly to check on the noise levels?

			They didn’t realise how frightening it was for a woman like her.

			After all, she had moved to the cottage here outside this lovely hamlet to live a quiet life.

			Living with her sister in London for all those years had been fine, but then Mildred had found a partner and it was all so awkward.

			Two ageing sisters living together, especially after the war when so many men were lost, was not uncommon.

			But then Mildred had found George and good luck to her. She deserved some comfort. He was a good man and they both loved the cinema and visiting the museums.

			There was no way she could have stayed: got in the way.

			It was so emotional when she had told Mildred she would move. So emotional and yet? There was no plea to stay. She had been right. No regrets or blame on anyone. It had been time to move.

			‘Find yourself a friend, a man,’ Mildred had said. ‘You’ve kept your looks and Charlie would want you to be happy.’

			How many times had she said that down the years? Not for her. Never.

			Kept your looks, indeed, at her age?

			Her move to this village in Wales had seemed like the sensible option.

			She had never been to this strange country so near to England but she had always promised herself that one day, one day she would pay a visit.

			After everything Charlie had talked about in his letters she felt she already had a bond with the place.

			It wasn’t all coalmines and steelworks, he had said. There were mountains and forests and mile after mile of open country.

			A beautiful place apparently and a place where you could stand still and take in the views. Not like London with its traffic and crowds on the streets and the underground.

			After the war they could leave, The Smoke as he called it, and move to Wales.

			He wanted to train as a farrier and he was sure there would be plenty of work out in the fresh air with space to breath.

			He had made her feel as if they would create a little paradise for themselves: a place where they could become a real family.

			No more war and no more fighting, just the sun, the sky the seasons and peace.

			As she read those letters she had almost been able to hear the voice of his friend and comrade, David.

			She had never met David but she realised the man had become a symbol of a new life for her Charlie.

			In the letters he spoke of David, or Dai as he called him, and said his mind always seemed to be somewhere else.

			It made Charlie laugh.

			‘Oh, just thinking how the fishing would be good right now.’ Or in the depths of a cold late winter he would say, ‘muscles would be burning now. Lambing all night. Quiet here, missing it.’

			In the letters Charlie asked how David could be so distant and peaceful. It was as if his mind and his thoughts could take him out of the war to a better time and place. In his letters he had answered his own question.

			It was Wales and the way of life David had led away from the war and with his uniform tucked away in his closet. His daydreams took him back there.

			A good soldier and a brave man, Charlie had said. He had clearly idolised his Welsh comrade.

			But it wasn’t the man it was what he represented. He had become a living and moving emblem of Charlie’s dream for the future: a future he would never have.

			She had already formed a plan back then. When he returned from the war she would make his life back in London so special.

			She would make him realise that their life together could be wonderful as long as they had each other: and a family, of course.

			All this talk of Wales was just that: talk.

			Anything would have seemed like paradise when you lived your life surrounded by fear, conflict and death at every turn.

			Wales was just a dream and her job would be to make Charlie wake up from the fantasy and make a life for himself in London where they had met and fallen in love.

			It was not to be and Charlie was buried with thousands of others in a neat military cemetery not far from the beach where he had made his final landing.

			She visited and spoke to him every year. She could never let her Charlie go.

			Then, when Mildred’s life changed so dramatically she had started thinking about Wales all over again.

			Her life in London as a teacher was over and her circle of friends was so small as to be non-existent.

			She had never craved anything much out of her solitary life, only the comfort of routine and the company of her sister.

			There were the books she loved reading, the films she watched at the cinema and the wireless which created worlds and people who had become real and were part of her life now.

			She loved the gardening programmes and a move to Wales would allow her to have one of her own.

			Of course, she would also feel closer to Charlie, even after all these years. He would be with her.

			It seemed in some bizarre way to make perfect sense. It was as if she was being pushed towards Wales.

			Her career had not made her rich, but living with Mildred had allowed them both to be frugal.

			Then there was their parents’ money from the sale of the butchers shop.

			The cottage she had seen in the advert they had sent was right out in the countryside and when she had visited it had all felt so right.

			The move had been easy because it was just her and a suitcase to start with.

			Then she had made the cottage into a home and somehow the new independence had made her feel like a whole person again. It had been the right thing to do.

			She turned to look at their wedding photograph on the mantelpiece and lowered her eyes.

			This is what she always did when she wanted to speak to Charlie and ask him something personal.

			‘What can I do, Charlie? I know I’m being silly, but I’m frightened.’

			She folded her arms across her chest and sighed.

			‘I’ve never been strong without you, Charlie. You know that, but I’ve had a good life.

			‘You’ve been with me Charlie and I’ve had some wonderful memories.

			‘We know that five years of marriage with you away for most of it was still enough for us to understand what we meant to each other. You know that.

			‘Well, that’s all well and good, but now I’m in trouble Charlie and I don’t know what to do.’

			Her arms were still folded as she looked around the room and then gazed out the window where she could see the heads and shoulders of the men. She listened to the sound of their laughter and revelry.

			‘I can’t lie, Charlie. I’m afraid. They frighten me. I know you’d call me silly but I can’t pretend I’m not worried, worried sick.’

			She gripped herself tightly with her arms and pursed her lips. She was not going to cry.

			‘I can’t sort this myself, Charlie. I need some help and I don’t know where to turn or what to do.

			‘Silly old me but that’s the truth of it.’

			With that she unfolded her arms and walked briskly from the lounge back into the kitchen where she grabbed her coat and called Chip.

			With his lead in her hands she bent down and stroked his head as he eagerly wagged his tail.

			‘Come on boy, they won’t stop us living our lives. I’ll think of something. Come on.’

			Then she was out the front door and turning right to head into the village.

			She knew they would have noticed her leave but she did not turn her head to look towards the camp.

			Not a glimpse. They didn’t exist.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Tom stared at the pile of sweets and chocolate spread along the log in the centre of the den.

			It was a better offering than last week and his favourites were included in the pile.

			This was a village ritual he always looked forward to. Every Friday evening his friends would gather in the den on the riverbank to have what they called their Sweetshop Picnic.

			Anyone who came along had to bring a selection of their favourite sweets to share.

			After school there would always be a queue at the tiny shop which was basically the front room of Mrs Jones’ home on the high street.

			Tom always got there early to encourage his friends to buy his favourites for later.

			Then whoever was planning to join the group would gather on the river bridge to drop twigs and small branches into the water for the race.

			Tom had his own carved wooden riverboat which was a famous winner.

			All the makeshift vessels were dropped into the water at the same time and then the friends would race down to the riverbank and on to the den.

			It was a basic opening amongst bushes which bordered a kind of inlet from a bend in the river.

			Tom’s dad had told him that for generations kids would wait there to see if their boat or stick would float on the current into the inlet and safety. Tom had been lucky and his boat had never swept past to vanish downstream.

			The boats would sometimes take up to an hour to arrive so there was plenty of time for the picnic as each friend in turn picked three different sweets to chew.

			The talk would start off about which boat would win and the mood was always a little tense as some would simply float past never to be seen again.

			For the picnic this week there were Gobstoppers, Liquorice Strands, Flying Saucers which were sugar-filled orbs, Jelly Babies and a few Milky Bars of white chocolate.

			Tom was about to reach for his choice when he heard, ‘Ladies first,’ and stared at Beth with mock contempt as he withdrew his hand.

			He did not have time to think up any suitable reply. Beth never got her hand to her favourite.

			‘Hey, you lot.’

			It was a distant shout and it came from up at the bridge.

			Tom was first to his feet and he was soon joined by all the others outside the den as they stared up at the unexpected visitor.

			They all knew, Ed, the young postman who had taken over the village round a few months earlier.

			He was a familiar sight either being dropped off from the post van with his bag or turning up on the bus to carry out his delivery.

			Ed was holding an envelope in his hand and waving it at them as if it was a flag.

			‘What you want, Ed?’ Beth did not get a reply, but Ed gestured for the five of them to join him back up at the bridge.

			They left the sweets in the den and all ran to find out what this unusual interruption was all about.

			Tom wasn’t concerned, just intrigued. If it had been old Gerwyn Evans who had been the village postman for years then he would have been worried by the unusual interruption.

			Ed was still a teenager and liked to wave and shout at the gangs to strike up any kind of conversation which would allow him a break from trekking the streets.

			‘Come on, what you want?’ Beth always took command of situations like this and the others instinctively gathered around her in a huddle.

			‘Your round is well finished by now. What you doing in Aber at this time?’

			Ed looked around the faces until his eyes settled on Tom.

			‘It’s you, mate. A favour. Finished here this morning but I came back to find you. Off to the Drovers now to start the weekend.’

			Tom stepped through the gang to the front and waited for an explanation.

			‘Save me a long walk you can, Tom. Be an apprentice postman for a day.’ He wagged the letter to and fro as if to tempt Tom to possess it.

			‘You want him to do your work do you?’ asked Beth. ‘Deliver a letter. Why? And why, Tom?’

			‘You too, Beth. It’s for David. You two know him best. Always up there like he’s some kind of wizard up in the woods.’

			Tom felt a prickle of anger at the slur on David. ‘We’re all his friends, Ed. He’s a good teacher. Better than school.

			‘Anyway, I thought you had to deliver to the people the letters are addressed to. That’s your job.’

			Ed answered with a smug expression. ‘I’ve got better things to do than spend half a day hauling my bag up that road.

			‘By rights I should just post it in the cottage, but you know he’d never see it then.

			‘I’m only trying to be helpful, but if you don’t…’

			He shook the letter back and forth in front of Tom before swiftly withdrawing it.

			‘Sorry I interrupted you lot. It’s the cottage then.’

			He was turning away before Beth intervened.

			‘Wait, we’ll do it. Course we will.’

			She grabbed the letter from him and stared at the front of the envelope.

			Tom knew what she was thinking. ‘Don’t open it, Beth. It’s his letter.’

			She turned the envelope so that Tom could see the address. It read, David Price, Sgt Retired, Aberglais. Full address unknown.

			The address had been hand-written and the words ‘Private and Confidential’ had been added in the top left-hand corner of the envelope in capital letters.

			‘Who’s it from?’ asked Tom.

			Ed was about to answer but Beth was not to be stopped. ‘That’s a secret, dummy. Private and Confidential. Can’t you read?’

			‘But it’s David! Nobody writes to him, ever.’

			She shrugged and the others began chatting and whispering.

			Ed raised his hands in a signal for quiet.

			‘Ok, ok, but you’ve got to promise. You know I’ll be in trouble if they find out I gave it to you.

			‘Quick as you can. Today. Give it to him and don’t just leave it around in that Caer place. Into his hands, right?’

			Tom nodded as he took the envelope gently from Beth, folded it and placed it in his pocket.

			He waved and nodded at Ed who turned and headed up towards the high street.

			The sweets were forgotten for the moment as everyone turned to face Tom.

			‘Let’s go then,’ said Owen and the others nodded.

			Tom held out his hand in instruction.

			‘Hold on. Let me and Beth handle this. We don’t know what this is about and we don’t want to worry David. It’s probably some nice message from a friend, but we don’t know.’

			Barry stepped in front of him.

			‘Why should you take it? Ed shouted for us all.’

			Tom hesitated to answer as he knew this could lead to a problem and he was relieved to hear Beth intervene.

			‘No, Barry. Me and Tom know him best and we’re up there the most. If we all turn up he’ll worry it could be something important.’

			She looked around at the faces of their friends. Tom realised she was testing their response.

			He knew she would be prepared to argue back if she was challenged so he spoke up.

			‘Beth’s right. Look, all we’ll be doing is delivering the letter and then it’s for David to open it. None of our business. Probably nothing important so let’s not argue. Right?’

			There were nods, but Barry still looked hurt.

			‘We’ll tell you all everything when we get back.’

			‘We’ll leave our sweets. They’re yours,’ Beth jumped in quickly with the peace offering.

			Barry nodded although his face was still squeezed into a grimace.

			‘Fair enough. Who wants to scramble up there tonight anyway? You two are welcome.’

			He turned and led the rest of the gang back off the bridge to the path which led down to the riverbank.

			Tom and Beth stood watching them go.

			Then Tom took the letter from his pocket and they both stared at it.

			‘I’ve never known him have a letter,’ said Beth.

			‘Or any visitors either,’ added Tom.

			They stared at each other trying to search for an explanation neither of them could find.

			‘Come on,’ said Tom, ‘let’s go.’

			He noticed Beth was hesitating.

			‘We’re not opening it. No way. Come on.’

			Her lips were moving but no words were forthcoming yet so he spoke quickly to fill the silence.

			‘If it’s good news he’ll probably tell us and if it’s bad then we’ll be there to offer him help, just like Mog said.

			‘It’s probably some old friend from the army or something. That’s why they didn’t know his address.’

			Beth started walking. She had clearly decided it was time to move.

			‘Let’s get up the Caer while it’s light. I just worry about him, Tom. I don’t want him having bad news, not now.’

			He shrugged his shoulders as he got into step beside her.

			‘No choice. It’s his letter and he has to read it so let’s be with him when he does.’

			Soon they were running up the high street towards the road which turned left down to the lane and on to the forest track north of the village.

			They would be at the Caer within twenty minutes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			The sound made Mary turn from the book she was reading and stare out of the kitchen window into the garden.

			Although there was hardly a breeze the top branches of her apple tree were shaking violently back and forth.

			The accompanying laughter and screeching told a story.

			She dropped the book and rose to her feet. She could clearly see four young travellers picking apples and dancing around her lawn.

			The fury she felt surprised and even frightened her a little.

			She moved forward and tapped the window as hard as she could without worrying whether it would shatter.

			‘Out, out,’ she screeched while gesturing with her right hand almost as if she was throwing a punch.

			She blinked with shock at the realisation that she had lost her temper but failed to remove the scowl from her face.

			They’ve gone too far this time!

			The youngsters just stood and stared at her as she stepped sideways and quickly opened the back door of her cottage.

			They hadn’t moved so she rushed out into the garden and intensified her warning shouts.

			‘Go on, out. All of you, right now.’

			Two girls and a boy scuttled back to the garden gate and almost knocked each other down as they scrambled to climb over it to safety.

			The last boy, who was tallest of them all, although he still looked about ten or eleven years old, just stood facing her with his hands on his hips.

			‘You, you’re a thief. Out now, and don’t come back.’ She was aware she was shouting in a voice pitched much higher than she wanted it to be.

			He still did not move.

			‘Only a couple of apples. Your dog eats more than us.’ The boy spoke with an accent which sounded more Irish than Welsh but was clearly a mix of both.

			‘Don’t be so impudent. Move! Out.’ She pointed at the gate as she kept staring hard at him. She was aware her face was a mask of almost uncontrolled anger. What was happening to her?

			The boy wiped his fallen fringe off his face and looked at her with something she thought seemed like disgust before he slowly turned to head away.

			He moved defiantly slowly. It was insolence. A stance. He was proud of his disobedience. They were all a bunch of thieves.

			She stepped forward, grabbing his right arm at the bicep and began to drag him to the gate.

			‘Don’t you dare show your haughty defiance, young man. You may be allowed to be a scamp outside this garden but don’t try it with me.’

			Her voice was still high pitched but even louder now. She was bigger than her prey and his efforts to stand his ground were failing. He was almost falling forward as she continued to pull.

			As she kept tugging at his arm something inside her told her how she was becoming the loser in this battle. She had never behaved this way when she was a teacher. She had never let them win.

			‘Stop it, you mad old woman.’

			His voice was breaking now as if he was about to cry or even scream.

			She hesitated for a moment as Chip began barking in anger at her feet.

			This was a scene. She felt unseen eyes on her. This was not her. This was not her personality. Why was this happening?

			The loud voice of a man made her stop and instantly release the culprit’s arm.

			‘Enough now, please.’ Despite the volume it was a voice of someone in control and even horrified at what he was seeing.

			She instinctively brushed down her clothes and smoothed back her hair as if she was trying to put some dignity back into her presence.

			‘Sean, out of there.’

			She looked down at the boy and watched him lower his gaze to the floor and move briskly to the gate where, in one athletic movement, he vaulted out of the garden.

			He ran towards the man and then came to a halt standing safely behind him.

			The big man moved forward and Mary realised she was breathing hard from the unfamiliar exertion of the encounter.

			‘Sorry Mrs. They were only having fun. It was wrong.’

			He was standing just beyond the gate now and was only a few feet away from her. Chip was looking up at him and whimpering as if he did not know what to do next. She bent and stroked him reassuringly.

			She rose to face the visitor. The few moments spent calming Chip had given her the chance to regain her defiance.

			‘This is not acceptable.’

			She was about to continue but was interrupted.

			‘My name is Billy. They call me Billy the Gipsy. I kind of look after this band.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe I’m the boss.’

			‘Well you are not doing your job.’

			She was aware she was craning her neck to look up at the man who was well over six feet tall.

			He had combed back jet-black hair which looked as if it had been moistened to retain its shape. His face had a day or more of hard, stubbly, beard growth.

			His black shape was hidden beneath a black, woollen overcoat over a grey shirt and denim jeans. On his feet were a pair of scuffed but solid boots.

			‘Look, I’m sorry for their behaviour and they’ll be dealt with, but it’s no hanging offence.’

			His accent was clearly an Irish brogue and he spoke in a measured and polite tone.

			‘That’s not the point,’ she said in her sternest voice. ‘You people have invaded my privacy and now you are moving in my very own garden. Who do you think you are?’

			He took in a breath as he prepared to answer but she did not want a reply to her question.

			‘I… I realise I lost my temper somewhat but there’s a reason. You people come here and interrupt my life. Leave me living in fear with your screeching noise and your antics.’

			‘We mean no harm.’ He leant forward and placed both his hands on the crossbar of her garden gate. She stared at the size of his fists.

			‘You… you people must realise. You know… you know I am here alone yet you continue to behave in your… quite frankly your aggressive manner.’

			‘Aggressive?’ He looked genuinely confused.

			‘Yes, aggressive.’ She folded her arms across her chest and raised her chin.

			‘You’ll need to explain that ma’am.’

			She saw his eyebrows squeeze together as if he was upset or angered by her comments. No matter. She was in the right.

			‘Explain? Why should I have to explain. You… all of you. Your lifestyle, well, it upsets people like me.’

			He shrugged and shook his head slowly from side to side.

			‘You’re on the money there Mrs. We know what to expect. We’ve tried. We always try.

			‘We’ve given you our waves and smiles. Your only gift is a sour stare back. Just let us be, will you? Live and let live.’

			‘Let you be? Let you be? This is my home. Bought and paid for.’ She pointed into the camp where the youngsters who invaded her land had disappeared behind the vans.

			‘I’m not an intolerant woman, but this, this temper I’ve shown is what you people do to decent folk. You just trample over our lives and expect us not to react.

			‘You have reputation, you know. People say you thieve. Look at you. Look at the lives you lead.’

			She cast her arm around to show the spread of the camp across the common ground outside her gate.

			There were others now, standing around with arms folded as they looked at her with disdain, or was it raw hatred?

			She pulled her arm back down by her side as fear suddenly gripped her.

			‘You have nothing to fear from us Mrs.’ He had noticed the change in her expression.

			‘Can’t you just go and leave me alone? I don’t want you here.’ She realised her voice had become higher in pitch. She stopped speaking and stood to her full height to stare at him.

			He looked down at her with what she took as sympathy. She felt her temper rising again.

			‘Billy the Gipsy. Any trouble, let me know. Just ask for me. I won’t be far.’ He kept looking at her but pointed with his right arm back behind him to the camp. ‘They won’t trouble you again. None of us will.

			‘We’ll be gone one day. Can’t say when. Trouble is, Mrs, nobody wants us around. We’re different and nobody likes, different.

			‘Think on that. Think on it in your nice house with a nice garden. That’s what you’ve chosen. Your right.

			‘Well just because you’ve chosen to live in your cosy little postcard don’t get angry with us.

			‘People like you make my folk angry and scared. Fear, a bad thing it is. Makes people strike out.

			‘Go back into your kitchen and make some cakes for your friends. Don’t bother us and we won’t be bothering you. Good day, oh, and all our apologies for the theft of those few apples.’

			His last words were said as a barb to puncture her with.

			She folded her arms across her chest and watched him go.

			What was happening here? She felt her face flush. This was not her. She had never reacted like this to strangers before.

			Why did she feel she had let herself down? What was it with these people?

			Calm words from the big man, but how did they afford those vans and this life? They had no rules. They were a danger to decent people like her.

			It was her right to lose her temper. What would Charlie have done? He’d have seen them off. Even that man, Billy, no match for Charlie.

			She turned and went back indoors calling Chip to follow her and, once inside, turned the lock and put the key on the hook next to the door.

			Then she slumped into the nearest kitchen chair, crumpled forward and held her face in her hands.

			The sobs and the tears followed.

			There was a knot in her stomach too. That was the fear. In her own home and she was afraid.

			She had made herself the enemy now. What would these wild people do?

			She looked up at the picture of Charlie on the mantelpiece and through her tears she silently mouthed the words, ‘help me.’

			How was this going to end? They were enemies now, not just annoying strangers.

			She thought about the letter she had written. That was it. She had to hope he would help.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			They saw David from way back in the trees as they approached the Caer. He was sitting alone at the bench table in the centre of the clearing, smoking his pipe.

			Although he did not look in their direction Tom and Beth instinctively knew they had already been seen.

			He was like this sometimes: just sitting alone with his thoughts as pipe-smoke drifted and curled above this head.

			As they sat down opposite him Tom took the letter from his pocket and placed it on the table where David could see it.

			He did not respond and the two friends held their silence as they studied him.

			Their talk with Mog had sunk home. Tom felt his pulse racing as he wondered how best to talk about the letter. He knew how David did not like his routine disturbed.

			He noticed, for the first time, the taut skin which seemed to outline the very shape of David’s facial bones. He was unshaven and the grey hairs forming the outline of his beard made him look even older than he surely was.

			His face looked pale but there was a redness around his eyes which made him seem strained and tired.

			Tom thought his eyes looked strangely lifeless as he continued to ignore their presence.

			‘It’s for you,’ said Beth. ‘Ed, the postman, asked us to deliver it. Too lazy to walk up here.’

			‘Doesn’t even have your address in the village on it,’ added Tom as he pointed at the envelope. ‘Who’s it from you think, David?’

			‘Nice to have a letter,’ Beth was being positive. Tom thought she too had observed how worn David looked. He needed cheering up.

			‘Nice writing,’ said Tom. ‘Probably some old friend keeping in touch.’

			‘Or an invitation?’ offered Beth. ‘Perhaps someone wants to visit and have a chat about old times.’

			Tom looked sideways at her with a stare which said it was time for them to stay silent and let David respond in his own way.

			The silence seemed to last an age but was probably only a few seconds.

			David took the pipe from his mouth and placed it gently on the table as he stared down at the letter.

			He still did not touch it.

			All three of them just looked at the envelope as it lay unopened in front of them.

			‘Go on then,’ said Beth. ‘Open it. It’s your name on it.’

			Tom kept staring at David and sensed his eyes seemed to develop a new focus as he seemed to have suddenly noticed the existence of the letter.

			‘All these years,’ he even gave a soft and barely audible chuckle as he spoke. ‘Never had a letter from a real person all my life. Never, not once. Bills and such, call-ups, but that’s not people.’

			Beth sounded inspired by his reaction as she jumped to her feet. ‘Go on then, read it.’

			David stared at her and then down again at the envelope.

			The old man raised his hand and slowly pushed the envelope closer to Tom. He did it so slowly it seemed to Tom as if he was treating it as though it was alive.

			Tom took it as an invitation, picked it up and slowly broke the seal to take out a neatly folded piece of writing-pad paper. It had clearly been written with a fountain pen by someone with an accomplished style: someone used to writing.

			He made to offer it to David who shook his head vigorously and inched backwards as if to get away from the strange object.

			‘No, not me. You read it. I’ll listen. You read.’

			Tom was about to offer words of encouragement, but Beth took the letter quickly from his hand.

			‘I’ll do it, David.’ She studied the document closely as she slowly circled the bench while reading it to herself in silence.

			Tom and David followed her progress with their eyes staring at her face as if they were searching for clues to what she was reading.

			Beth lowered the letter slowly and looked at David.

			‘It’s a lovely note from someone who obviously knows you. A lady. She needs your help.’

			David seemed to crumple at the words and as he bent forward shaking his head his body seemed to shrink.

			‘I don’t know any lady. Can’t help. Who does she think I am? I… I don’t understand.’

			Tom noticed David’s breathing had become laboured and his eyes now seemed to be filled with a wild terror.

			‘Just listen to Beth, David.’ He spoke gently and encouragingly. ‘Just listen. No harm.’

			He turned back to Beth and nodded as a signal for her to start speaking.

			She acknowledged his request with a nod, raised the letter with both hands and started to read it softly and slowly.

			“Dear Mr Price

			I sincerely hope this oddly addressed letter finds you and with its delivery you accept my apologies for contacting you in this unorthodox way.

			Although we have never met I feel I know you as the man who so bravely avenged the untimely death of my beloved, Charlie.”

			Beth stopped reading for a moment and looked at David to gauge his reaction to that name. He seemed to be silently mouthing the name, Charlie, in shock. Then she coughed before continuing:

			“There is no need for me to elaborate on that name which entwines both our histories, but can I take this opportunity to belatedly thank you for your actions on that fateful day.

			I am sad to inform you that I am writing this letter to appeal for your help as I do not have anyone else I can turn to with the strength to resolve a problem which is tormenting me terribly.”

			She stopped again and spoke to David with a new urgency in her voice.

			‘What does this mean, David? Who’s Charlie and what is she talking about?’

			Tom tapped the palm of his right hand repeatedly on the table and beckoned her to continue reading with a shake of his left. She frowned at him before turning back to the letter.

			“Although making this appeal is against all my instincts and determination to stand alone in life, I have reached a stage where I feel I have no alternative.

			You will not be aware that Charlie was enormously inspired by your reminiscences of life in Wales and harboured an ambition for us to start our married life properly after the war by moving here.

			Well, I never remarried and on retiring from the teaching profession, which sustained me through life, I have achieved the aim of my beloved Charlie and now live in a village you will probably know of some twenty miles or so from your own.

			I won’t bore you with the details of my problem as writing about it will disturb my rationality. Suffice it to say that some people have settled in the locality and are making my life what can truly be called a living hell.

			I truly fear for my sanity and the sheer panic I now constantly live with is the reason I write this appeal in desperation.

			Of course I will understand if you are unwilling or unable to help, but if you are prepared to listen to my tale of woe then I would be extremely grateful if you could find me.

			Charlie always admired your sound philosophy of life and strength of character and I have a feeling you could at least help to offer me some comfort as I struggle to cope with the confusion my life has become.

			This probably all sounds silly and immature but, believe me, I genuinely worry that I will not be able to cope.

			If you are unable to help then please accept my apologies for the presumptions inherent in this letter and take all my best wishes as I hope you are now enjoying the retirement you deserve.

			Yours sincerely

			Mary Harper.”

			As she reached the end, she slowly lowered the letter and placed it back on the table.

			All three of them stared at it in silence.

			‘Wow,’ said Beth as she looked from one of them to the other. ‘Wow, wow, wow. What a letter. She really needs your help, David.’

			‘She doesn’t say what’s wrong.’ Tom could see that the old man looked tense and extremely worried.

			‘Look,’ said Beth as she pointed to the letter. ‘There’s an address in the top corner. Eglwysfach. That’s not too far. Easy.’

			David’s whole body seemed to be trembling and he was gripping the edge of the table as if he was trying to hold himself upright.

			He began shaking his head. He was breathing in and out as if he had just been for a long run.

			‘What’s wrong?’ asked Tom.

			‘She must think a lot of you. It’ll be nice to help out,’ Beth was trying to steer David towards the answer she wanted but Tom could see that was a forlorn hope.

			David ignored them both, rose from the bench, turned away and started walking back towards the sanctuary of his shed.

			Tom looked at Beth but neither of them could think what to say.

			When he was halfway to the door David suddenly stopped, turned and stared down at the ground.

			He gestured with his arm.

			‘Take it. Take the letter, Not for me. Can’t help.’

			Without looking at either of them he turned back towards his shed and continued the few steps he had left to take.

			Just before he got close enough to grab the rough wooden door handle, he stopped again and looked down with a shrug before turning back to them.

			He stood to his full height and stared at them. His mouth was closed tight and his hands were curled into fists.

			‘You two,’ he said in a gentle voice which was alien to the way he looked, ‘I’m sorry.’

			His face softened and Tom felt a surge of sorrow as he noticed how David seemed to be feeling a physical pain.

			‘I can trust you two. You know already. I… I’m not who I was. Not the man Charlie told her about. It’s the war see. He was with me was Charlie.’

			Beth answered before he had a chance to say any more. ‘We know you’re all sad about what happened back then. We know you feel scared a lot of the time. Don’t worry.’

			Tom nodded at her words but felt he needed to soften their meaning.

			‘We all think you’re great. You teach us so much. You know about everything.

			‘We know you’re not… not well all the time. No matter. We know you are a hero. Everyone says you’re a hero.’

			David held up his hands and shook his head from side to side.

			‘Enough you two. I shouldn’t talk like this. Bad thing.’

			He grabbed the handle and pushed the door open.

			‘No need to explain anything to that lady. Please take the letter and, I don’t know, burn it, as you like.

			‘I can’t be seeing Charlie’s widow. I can’t. Go now both of you. I don’t want to see that again.’ His face was a grotesque portrayal of fear.

			He pointed to the letter in Beth’s hand before turning to disappear indoors.

			Tom still had his eyes fixed on the closed door as Beth blew out a long whistle of surprise.

			For what seemed like an age they both stood in silence as they stared at the closed door.

			‘What happened there?’ she finally asked in a whispered voice.

			Tom turned to look directly at her.

			‘I don’t know what all that meant but I think… I don’t know what to think.

			‘Mog said he needs our help. Well he does.’

			He gently pulled Beth by the arm so that they moved towards the edge of the Caer where their presence was less of a threat to David.

			‘He’s not right. That’s for sure.’ He looked down at the letter Beth was holding.

			‘It’s only a letter. A nice letter. He should be pleased to hear from someone like that.’

			He shrugged his shoulders to show his confusion.

			Beth was obviously still in shock as she looked from him back to the letter and then back at him.

			Tom had her attention now so he continued.

			‘My dad, your dad, we could drive him to Eglwysfach and it would be nice for David to do something for a mate. This Charlie must have died in the war.’

			Beth suddenly seemed to have got a grip on her thoughts.

			They both stared at the closed shed door.

			‘He’s getting worse, Tom. This letter, it’s sent him crazy. How can we help him when he’s like this?’

			Tom had no answer to give.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Mog leant against the cold stone parapet wall in the middle of the bridge and closed his eyes.

			He smiled as he listened to the birdsong which sounded in harmony with the gentle burbling of the water flowing below his feet.

			Without even opening his eyes he reached into his coat pocket and took out the tobacco pouch and his favourite pipe.

			He went through the ritual of flaking the strip of tobacco into a ball as he held the empty pipe between his teeth and filled it.

			The matches were in his other pocket and a few moments later he savoured the first taste of flavoured smoke. His eyes were still closed.

			This was his time: his Sunday morning ritual after church. Rain or shine these days he always walked down to the riverbank for his first smoke of the morning.

			It felt as if he was allowing himself a slightly guilty pleasure after the warnings of the sermon and the formality of the service.

			A moment for himself before he got back to the pigeons.

			Since boyhood he had loved the early morning Sunday services. It always made him feel refreshed to walk out of the church feeling as if he had already done something good while the whole day still lay ahead.

			During the singing he enjoyed looking around the faces and secretly wondered what guilty memories were haunting the other worshippers.

			Some of the them were well known and there were a few skeletons to be pondered over.

			The thought always made him chuckle softly.

			Now this was his time. Come rain or shine he always visited the bridge for his smoke. He closed his eyes. Lovely.

			Just the taste and smell of the tobacco and the gurgle of the water beneath the stone parapet.

			Suddenly his eyes snapped open and his eyebrows furrowed at the sound of an unusual noise.

			His first reaction was to take out the watch from his waistcoat pocket to check the time.

			Yes, he was right. They shouldn’t be here.

			He stared down the riverbank and recognised Tom, Beth and their friends wandering up towards the bridge in a bored, group shuffle.

			He took the pipe from his mouth as they were still too far away for him to splutter his question through clenched teeth.

			‘What’re you lot doing here?’ He emphasised the meaning of his question by holding up his watch for them to see. They were too far away to notice the time but they would get his meaning.

			‘Nothing to do,’ came a bored sounding voice from amongst the gaggle.

			The phrase signalled a strange response as shoulders shrugged and some feet kicked out at the heads of pathside dandelions and cow parsley sending petals and seeds flying.

			They were bored, but it was Sunday morning and they should not be bored. They should be up at the Caer working with David.

			Tom would call back at the loft later and want to tell him all about what he had made or learnt that morning. Well, that was the usual form.

			The gang was clambering up the steep bank onto the bridge now and the first of them were only a few feet away from him.

			‘Why no lesson? David will be looking out for you.’

			His question was answered at first with bored shrugs and faces scrunched with disappointment.

			‘He won’t come out,’ said Beth in a tone which gave Mog a shiver of tightening fear in his stomach.

			‘What do you mean?’ he asked without hiding the urgency in his voice.

			‘We knocked, but he won’t come out.’

			‘He’s in the shed. Heard him, grunting, he was.’ said another voice.

			The comments painted a picture Mog did not like as he stared down at Tom with an expression which was an appeal for more information. Tom took the cue.

			‘We heard him shuffling about and then he just shouted. It sounded like a grunt and then he shouted again. He just said “Go.”‘He was kind of angry so we all just left him to it. Never been like that before. Have you read the letter?’

			Mog’s mind was a mixture of confused thoughts but his hand instinctively went to his inside coat pocket where the letter was still in its envelope.

			He nodded at Tom. ‘Yes, heard what you said and read it. Got it here, so it’s not forgotten.’

			‘You said you’d think about it,’ said Beth, ‘and now he won’t even see us. He always loves the lessons. We know it stops him from getting all grumpy and sad. Now he won’t even see us.’

			‘You should see him,’ said Tom in a voice which Mog took as an accusation. ‘We just don’t know what to do, but you’re his friend.’

			‘Everyone listens to you.’ Beth added her weight to Tom’s message.

			Mog turned away and placed both hands on the wall of the bridge. He looked down into the stream and focused on two small trout in a familiar slow-run next to some large sunken stones.

			The water ran slower there but the trout could spot anything floating down the greater surge in the middle of the stream and pounce.

			Mog could spend hours just admiring their patience and it helped him to think.

			This was bad. The letter had done this. He had got it wrong and thought it had just unsettled David’s routine and he would soon be back to his normal, if vulnerable, state.

			He raised his head to look at the distant hills on either side of the valley.

			‘Anything else? He say anything else?’

			He was looking sideways at their faces now for any response from any of the youngsters who might have noticed something.

			All he got was confused shrugs.

			He turned to face them again and forced his face into a smile.

			‘Off with the lot of you. Don’t worry now, just leave him be for a while. Never any shade of grey with our David. Up or down he is and you lot know that. Leave him cool down.

			‘Old men, we’re like old dogs. Try to pat us some days and we just growl or bite.’

			He chuckled at the word picture he had painted and then he pointed to the track which led up to the village.

			‘Off you go to your football. Enough of you for a good game before your dinners. Forget old David. He’ll get sorted.’

			He held up the letter. ‘Not used to getting letters. Keeps himself away from the outside world he does. Scared of his own shadow sometimes.’

			The group slowly and gradually turned away and started walking back up the hillside.

			Tom and Beth had not moved.

			When all the others kept wandering off with their backs turned away Mog stepped forward and tapped the pair on their shoulders.

			He silently beckoned them closer to him.

			Within a few seconds the others were running up the hill in a gang when their friend, Mike, stopped and turned back. ‘Come on, get a move.’

			Tom just waved a hand dismissively and replied, ‘Catch you up the field.’

			He got a grumpy stare in reply, but Mike then turned away and sprinted after his mates.

			Mog kept looking at the disappearing group as he spoke quietly to his two young friends.

			‘Won’t keep you, but I’m glad I came across you lot. I needed to know this. David gone silent then?’

			They both nodded.

			More shrugs.

			‘You told us to help him,’ said Beth, ‘but we can’t if he’s stuck in that old shed. Not a proper home for anyone.’

			Mog nodded and stared harder into both their faces.

			‘Look, I trust you two. Sensible and bright you two, no doubt. It’s a problem this.’

			They were staring at him with urgently expectant faces now.

			‘David’s always been a loner so maybe we, friends I mean, have been too patient: distant you see.

			‘Like looking at the pigeons you know. See them up there and nothing you can do, just wait see. Sit and wait.

			‘Folk are different. We need to get involved sometimes to solve each other’s little problems.

			‘You lot have helped him already. You’ve been up there and you’ve noticed things are wrong, see. Up to us. Friends we call ourselves, so we’ll have to do something now.’

			He took out the letter again but did not take it out of the envelope.

			‘This Mary Harper, her Charlie. He was killed in the war and David took his revenge on those that did it. Charlie was his friend.

			‘Took bravery that. Our David proved himself in those wars. Instinct and strength make your decisions for you when bad things are happening and you’ve no time to think.

			‘If you’re brave then you get it done. Comes with a price though. Builds up and stays with you.

			‘Our David packed away his fears and just got on with doing what his instinct told him to do.

			‘Well poor man paid a price for that. Courage they call it.’

			He had their rapt attention now. He hesitated before continuing. Could they understand this? Should he be honest with them? So young.

			He made his decision.

			‘Seems to me this letter from the widow brought back too much grief.

			‘Those things, those things that happened and he doesn’t talk about. They come back as nightmares. Bad, bad nightmares.

			‘All these years our David has been trying to move away from the things in his head and then… back it all comes.’

			He waved the letter in front of them now.

			‘This. It was enough.

			‘Poor old… well, you know. No man can cope with all that in one head. Those of us who haven’t lived it don’t now the power of it, see.

			‘Lots from the first and the second one suffering now. David’s not alone but he’s our hero, see.

			‘You’re doing your bit, you two,’ he managed a smile as he replaced the envelope in his pocket and took out his pipe instead.

			They watched intently as he lit the last of the tobacco in the bowl and blew smoke out over the river below.

			‘He can’t go to see Mrs Harper,’ Beth almost shouted. ‘He… he’s scared. I know he’s a hero, but he’s scared.’

			Tom was nodding his agreement. ‘Don’t try to make him do that. He was so upset by that letter. Don’t make him read it.’

			Mog took the pipe from his mouth and let out a long, slow sigh through gritted teeth.

			He shrugged his shoulders. ‘You’re right again you two. None of us know what’s best. All we know is we’ll be there for David. There to help him.’

			‘So, you’ll go see him?’ Beth spoke with an insistence which demanded only one answer.

			‘Yes. Yes. Now off you two, up to the football.’ He pointed the pipe in his hand at the hillside from where their friends had now disappeared.

			They didn’t move. They wanted more to clear the confusion.

			Mog sighed and looked back down at where the trout were still dancing in the stream.

			‘This Mrs Harper. She won’t know. Nobody knows except those that see him.

			‘For all she knows he never got the letter or could even be dead by now. No need to worry on her.

			‘I’ll speak to him. Try to calm him. Won’t cure him. That’s for you. When he comes out that door you lot should be there.

			’A bit of brightness is what he needs.’

			Tom and Beth hesitated for just a moment before turning and moving away slowly. They seemed to be silently considering what they had heard and then they began to run.

			Mog shouted after them. ‘Remember, Tom. The loft in an hour. Needs it’s clean.’

			Tom raised one arm in recognition of the question but did not turn to see Mog staring at them as they headed off.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			David heard Mog calling his name from way down the track before his friend even reached the Caer.

			It had given him time to roughly brush his hair and splash water across his face. There was no time to shave but Mog was used to seeing him with a few days’ growth of beard.

			There was time to tidy away the dirty plate, the mug, empty tins and assorted, used cutlery from the table and pat down and flatten the thick blanket on the bed.

			He still felt crushed by the overpowering sadness which had taken away his strength and rationality but somehow, he did not want Mog to see him at his worst.

			He was used to pretending and although he had sent the kids away as the depression deepened, Mog was different. He had to find the strength to make some sort of show.

			If he revealed his weakness in all its terrible form to Mog then it would be like some form of confession.

			Somehow if Mog thought he was reasonably well, well for a madman that is, then life could go on.

			He had to try.

			Bending forward he stared out of the window to make sure Mog hadn’t shuffled into sight yet.

			Then he opened the shed door and crudely tugged it back and forth in what he knew was a forlorn attempt to funnel some fresh air into his one-room home.

			He stopped as soon as he noticed movement in the trees from the corner of his eye.

			He leant against the doorframe as he tried to empty his mind of dark images and the gnawing despair which had drained him of life for days since that letter had arrived.

			‘David, boy,’ Mog’s shout and the accompanying wave were unenthusiastic in a way which made David feel the energy flow from his body.

			If Mog was in a serious mood, then there were serious words to follow. How could he cope with a visit like this? Not now.

			He stayed in the doorway as Mog walked slowly forward.

			Seeing Mog against the backdrop of the Caer and the forest was a rare sight. Mog seemed out of place away from the village, the pub or his pigeons.

			No matter, everything in the world was out of place right now. Life had lost its meaning.

			His friend had only visited the Caer once before since he had moved to live in the shed and that was in the early days.

			That was to check up on what was happening. Same now, he thought. He’s checking up on me. Checking I’m still breathing, no doubt.

			People should just leave me be!

			Stop it David, boy. He’s doing the decent thing. Not an easy walk for Mog with those old legs. Show some respect, boy. Try! Come on, try!

			‘Hello, stranger,’ he said in a voice he wanted to sound positive, but he knew it came out like an insult which seemed to ask, “what the heck are you doing here?”

			Mog was right in front of him now.

			‘Don’t need permission to visit the Caer. Came to see my old friend. You’re a stranger these days David, boy.’

			He nodded in response and pointed with his face to the bench in the middle of the clearing. Mog took the hint but before turning to lead the way he crouched to try to look around David into the shed.

			‘Been hibernating, is it?’

			David shrugged as he pulled the shed door shut behind him and walked off.

			He could feel Mog’s eyes on his back. His face was pinched into a grimace, but he managed to straighten his shoulders and step forward with a purpose.

			‘Sorry. Mog. Good of you to call up. Sorry I’m a stranger to Aberglais these days. It’s a tramp I am now, like a badger scuttling about in the night.’

			Mog did not reply as they both sat down opposite each other across the bench table.

			Mog just smiled. ‘Look David, boy, nobody asks questions anymore. Your choice it is to be here, and the kids love what you’re doing with them. Parents know it. Delighted.

			‘Youngsters say it’s better than school. Parents happy too.

			‘Their happy the kids are kept away from that stupid music they all want to hear and those televisions. Noisy damn TV’s everywhere.’

			David’s face crinkled into a genuine smile which stayed on his face for an instant before his eyes dropped and his face sagged.

			Mog seemed to be ignoring him and was busy lighting his pipe and staring around.

			When he finally removed the smoking pipe from his mouth and spoke it was in a gentle voice.

			‘I know about your letter.’ He stared at David’s face to make sure the revelation had not annoyed him. There was no response.

			‘Tom and Beth were worried, you know. Right to share that with me. Haven’t gone gossiping around the place. Just me, see.’

			David tried to shape his face into mock surprise. ‘Letter? Oh, aye. No trouble. Just a letter. Folk allowed to write to me even here.’

			Mog took the pipe from his mouth. ‘Look, David, friends we are. That letter hit you like a bullet, boy. Took you back it did and knocked you down.

			‘Not going to pretend I know what’s in your head, but you’ve got friends, see. We’re worried. Well, I’m worried and that’s why I struggled up here.

			‘Won’t catch me up here from choice you won’t. Legs not built for it now. Came to see you I did because it’s no secret you’re struggling, see.’

			David straightened his back and opened his mouth as he tried to think of the right words to defend himself. He was too slow.

			‘Don’t do your tough old act with me. You’re not one of those cowboys. No John Wayne or the other one, that Cooper. You’re David, our David.

			‘You’re struggling boy and I’m not here to lecture on how there’s no need for it. I don’t know what’s troubling you. I wasn’t there.

			‘I know you won’t see a doc about it and I’m not worried by that. You’re as tough as they come and you can sort out your own head. No doubt.

			‘But this? It’s hammered you, boy. Felled you like a tree. Sorry to be blunt but there you are.’

			David felt the energy of pretence drain from him to be replaced by a hidden surge of fear. He couldn’t weaken. Mog must not see him show the weakness.

			Why hadn’t his friend left him locked in the shed? A couple of days. Quiet he wanted. Time to get right, or as right as he could.

			Stupid reaction to a silly letter from some woman who should get on with her life and not bother him.

			Anger now began to flush through his brain and into his arms which made his hands clench into fists.

			‘Weak I am, Mog. Won’t hide it. Best I stay up here and down in the dumps. Let it all flow past.’

			‘No, David.’ Mog was in no mood to listen to excuses for what was happening.

			‘It’s not right, David. It’s not good. Doing yourself harm you are. You’re struggling, boy. No shame to that. Let us help, let someone help.’

			David sighed and clutched his head in his hands as his elbows rested on the table.

			There was no hiding place now.

			He realised his whole body was shaking and he found himself counting the Ash trees on the periphery of the clearing.

			Counting his way out of trouble, One, two, three…

			Not now! Not these stupid habits now with Mog across the table. Stop now.

			The counting continued as his gaze wandered slowly round the clearing and his lips silently mouthed the growing numbers in his head.

			Always count to the number nine and then start again. Up to nine and then repeat. Why? No reason.

			Keep going. Stop you crumbling it will. Stop you thinking. Stop thinking.

			He could feel the ache growing in his stomach and he felt as if he had no energy even to speak to Mog anymore.

			Mog leant across the table and lightly tapped David on the elbow. It was an attempt at being reassuring. All it seemed to achieve was emphasising how difficult this meeting was.

			David looked at Mog’s face and saw what appeared to be fear in the eyes staring at him.

			‘You’re bad,’ said Mog in a voice so soft it was barely audible with the noise going on in David’s head.

			David felt Mog’s eyes examining him. His pale face and pinched skin around red eyes. Unkempt hair and dirty fingernails. Crumpled clothes. A mess, a real mess.

			‘Can’t fight this on your own now, David. It’s the doctor you need or at least some decent food and folk to talk to.

			‘You need the normal stuff you do. Just sitting in the pub and nursing a pint as you listen to us talk rubbish. Stop that mind of yours from taking you back.

			‘You must have help. You can get over this. You will. You’re a strong man. You’ll get better.’

			David shook his head. ‘Doctor? No doctor. Pills and medicine to make you into a walking corpse. Not for me.

			‘Seen it, see. Mates and all. Not for me, Mog. Leave it be. I just need…’

			His voice trailed off as he looked around the Caer. This was his world now. All he had.

			Being here he could fall apart in his own way and if he got through it then fine. If not, then it was what it was.

			Those youngsters? He should never have let them into his life. Kept them away from his Caer he should have. Weak, David. You are weak, man.

			Mog was studying his face closely. ‘Alright, man. Won’t force you into anything.

			‘Just, that letter. I’ll answer it and tell the woman you can’t help. Wish her the best and all. Won’t be a problem. She’ll understand. Decent woman I bet. You can forget it then. Move on.’

			David felt the agitation and fear erupting inside his whole body. He rose from the bench and started to back away from the table.

			‘No Mog. No letter. Nothing. Let the woman think it never found me. I don’t want anyone getting involved.

			‘Understand me, Mog. I can’t be handling this. I can’t. I need my time to… build my strength, see.’

			He saw Mog rising from the table. He was nodding his agreement, but he looked defeated.

			‘Look, Mog. Thank you. Thanks for trying. I’m stupid, a coward, I don’t know. Not worth the trouble. Thank you, Mog but let me be now.’

			He watched Mog who was still nodding as he backed away from the table and began to turn away.

			There was a parting shot. Mog even smiled as he spoke.

			‘Don’t know what friends you’ve got, David. Won’t let you be. No letter, I promise, but I’ll be back up here, Mered too, and the young ones.

			‘A bit of normal life is what you need. You take care now. Get that mind of yours thinking of the good things. We want you back, David. We want the David we know back with us.’

			David felt his resolve crumble as he nodded his thanks and waved a hand without saying another word.

			It was too much.

			He turned and walked at pace back into the shed shutting the door with a thud.

			Then he rested against it, let his eyes close and his body slip down until he was sitting, exhausted and empty, on the floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			It was Wednesday evening, so Tom was looking forward to what had become one of the highlights of his week.

			He had first seen the television programme, Top of the Pops, last Christmas when he and his friend, Paul, had watched it from the street through the window of a neighbour’s house.

			Even though they could hardly make out the sounds of The Beatles, The Stones and, The Dave Clark Five, just seeing their heroes was enough.

			Those musicians must be so rich from being on TV and having records in the charts. What a glamorous world they represented.

			They seemed so confident and different. Nobody around Aberglais looked or behaved like those people.

			How did they become singers? How did anyone join a band? It was another world and all his friends were desperate to be part of it.

			Just watching them on the television or listening to them on the wireless allowed you to be with them. Part of it.

			Missing an episode of Top of the Pops would be a disaster.

			That is why, every week, he put up with Beth’s bragging about her favourite TV programmes so that he could join her in time to watch the 6.35pm show.

			There was so much to see on the television. He couldn’t wait to get one at home.

			He had seen the programme called Animal Magic with the presenter, Johnny Morris, pretending the creatures in the zoo could talk and then there was Dr Who.

			He still felt a chill when he recalled the episode when The Daleks made their first appearance.

			Well it was almost an appearance. He just remembered seeing the Dalek antenna or gun sticking out with a camera-view of what the monster was looking at.

			It was so frightening he had jumped behind the sofa in his friend’s house and hidden.

			He would never admit it to Beth, but his favourite was Blue Peter with Valerie and Chris. She would have laughed in his face.

			Anyway, his parents would be renting their first ever television soon and he could watch whatever he wanted. His father had promised.

			‘Aren’t you going to switch it on,’ he said. ‘be starting soon.’

			‘In a minute or two. Only takes a mo to warm up so we won’t miss anything,’ she answered.

			They were alone in the lounge of the house where the family only gathered to switch on the television for shows they wanted to see.

			Beth’s parents never watched, Top of the Pops, and the two friends knew they would need to have the sound down low to avoid critical comments from the other room.

			Tom was staring at the blank television screen and hardly noticed that Beth had crept away from her space beside him.

			He turned to see her crouching next to the partly opened door to the kitchen.

			He started to ask what she was doing but was silenced by her finger going urgently to her lips while her other hand waved frantically signalling him to be quiet.

			Tom crawled along the carpet to sit beside her as he shrugged his shoulders to form an unsaid question about what was going on.

			‘Listen,’ she whispered, ‘they’re talking about David. It’s Mog and your dad. They’re in there.’

			Beth pointed at the door in a way which emphasised her surprise, or was it panic, at the rare and therefore obviously important visit.

			They both bent their ears towards the gap in the door and closed their mouths to stop any sound of their breathing giving them away.

			‘…aye, it’s serious, that’s why we need to talk. Can’t just leave him be.’ It was Mog and he sounded serious and glum.

			Tom felt a surge of fear grip his stomach. They were discussing David.

			Beth’s dad, Bryn seemed to share the concern.

			‘Don’t get you calling a lot, Mog so we know you must be worried. We all are.

			‘Him going off up there in the first place was odd. Daft! No good was bound to come following. Now you say he’s taken a turn for the worse. Bad, very bad.’

			‘He’s a lovely man,’ said, Enid, ‘of course, if there’s anything we can do but, what? You have any ideas, Will?’

			Tom listened with even more piercing interest.

			At first he heard a shuffling sound and guessed his father had moved to cover his confusion as he thought about his answer.

			‘Mog here told the kids to help but what can they do? He’s going downhill and this letter thing seems to have sent him over. Won’t see a doctor and I bet he’s not eating.’

			There was a silence. Tom imagined them all looking serious as they nodded in agreement to his father’s comments.

			‘But he loves teaching those youngsters. He’s wonderful,’ Enid sounded sad at her own thought.

			‘Turned the young folk away,’ Mog said. ‘That worried me. Not like him. Even at his worse he would never keep them away for long. He loves those young ones, Will’s Tom and your Beth especially.

			‘Look, we came here because we want to do something. Sorry to share the problem, but who knows what’s for the best?

			‘Says he doesn’t want me answering that letter. I know there’s no chance of him setting off over there.’

			‘But it’s only a few miles,’ Enid chipped in. ‘Pass through there often in the car, don’t we, Bryn?’

			There was a grunt of agreement from Bryn, but he chose to answer Mog’s question and not Enid’s.

			‘Will, you and me, let’s go call on Doctor Humphries. He knows David. Wanted to get him help, what, a year back.’

			Mog had an instant answer. ‘Our David’s terrified of being taken away and locked up. Got an old-fashioned idea about those places he has. Old Humphries has tried his best.’

			‘We have to do something, Mog.’ Bryn had no other thoughts to offer. His words sounded like a verbal shrug of the shoulders.

			Tom and Beth stared at each other. Top of the Pops would have started by now.

			Will’s voice was loud and clear. ‘Seeing the doc is a good idea just in case he has an idea. We’ll do that, Bryn. Doesn’t mean he’ll be sent to hospital. Just a chat with the doc might get David out of his slump.

			‘Mog, you and Mered best take him up some grub. We have to set a pattern of checking him now. No avoiding that.’

			‘How concerned are you really, Mog?’ Enid’s question was loaded with grim thoughts.

			‘As worried as anyone can be,’ said Mog in a whisper. ‘His life doesn’t mean much to him now and that letter has turned his brain into a bad mess. Nothing would surprise me. There you are! Had to say it.’

			There was a combination of quiet voices as Tom and Beth crawled silently away from the door and sat in the far corner of the lounge with their backs to the wall.

			The television screen was still blank. Eventually after what seemed like an age Beth broke the silence.

			‘They think he might die,’ she said in a tone which made no attempt to hide her shock.

			‘What can we do?’ asked Tom. ‘Mog says to help him but David doesn’t even want us up there. We can try but if he’s this bad they’re probably right and Doctor Humphries will sort it out. Someone has to.’

			Beth nodded her agreement but said. ‘Doc Humphries won’t get anywhere. David won’t let anyone like that help. I bet he’s never even been to the docs.’

			She left her comment hanging in the air as she seemed to be thinking about something else.

			‘There is something we can do, Tom.’

			He stared hard at her, anxious to hear the idea.

			‘What, just say?’

			She was staring directly at him now and Tom recognised the familiar look of determination. Beth had made a decision and whatever it was he would have to work hard to dissuade her from it.

			‘Look, Tom, it’s the letter, that Harper woman has sent him crazy. It’s all about the letter.’

			Tom shrugged his shoulders but nodded at the same time.

			‘If we make that letter go away and we can tell David it’s all sorted then he can snap out of this. I know he will. It’s the letter that’s done this. He was doing so well.’

			‘But he doesn’t want us to interfere. Said so,’ said Tom.

			‘I know, I know but he doesn’t know what he’s saying. You know what he’s like when he gets down. Hard to know what he’s going to say or do. We’ve seen him, remember?

			‘He says he doesn’t want anyone to mess with this but if we just tell him Mrs Harper is sorted then I bet he’ll forget being angry and just get better.’

			Tom’s mind was racing through the implications. ‘Can’t tell that woman he’s gone loopy and lives in the woods. Too afraid to move so he can’t come and see her.

			‘She… she might be a busybody and turn up at the Caer to try to talk him round. He’d go bonkers. We’d be for it.’

			‘No, no,’ Beth was not to be moved. ‘We’re not daft. We’ll just tell her he’s busy or away or something and ask what the problem is. We’ll tell her David shows us his letters and we read this one. It might be something we can help with.’

			She stared at him with a new intensity before going on, ‘Got to try, Tom. Got to. Her problem might be so small that David will decide to get over there and help her himself. Who knows.’

			He gave yet another shrug. ‘Fine, fine, but how do we get to her. She’s, what, twenty miles away.’

			Beth stood up and looked down at him. Then she moved swiftly to the kitchen door and closed it as slowly and as silently as she could before returning across the room.

			She knelt down so that she could speak in a whisper and be heard

			‘We’ve just got to get there somehow. Find an excuse, say we’re off somewhere else and then head straight there instead. Got to.’

			Tom let out an audible laugh.

			‘Oh yea, “Sorry Mam but me and Beth are just going off for the day, night too probably to find a woman we don’t know to talk to her about David. Don’t worry, we know what we’re doing.” I’m sure our parents will be fine with all that.’

			Beth was thinking and Tom realised the danger was not over.

			‘We’ll have to lie. No choice. Remember they let us go camping up near the waterfall last year with Llew? Well that’s our excuse.

			‘We’ll tell them we’re doing it again. We leave Friday and we promise to be back by supper on Saturday.

			‘Nobody came to check on us last time, remember? They trust us and we can do it. Weather’s good and they trust Llew, he’s a Sixer in the cubs.’

			‘So Llew comes too?’ asked Tom. He realised he was weakening and his resolve to disagree with Beth was already too stretched to mount a challenge.

			‘No need. They never see Llew, our parents. They’ll think he’s camping with us and so we don’t even have to tell him. We just go.

			‘Do you want to help David or not, Tom? Might not work and it’ll be hard, but we have to have a go.’

			‘Twenty miles and that’s over the hills,’ said Tom in a desperate last effort to put her off the plan.

			‘I’m going with or without you, Tom Rhys. If I have to walk twenty miles there and twenty back I can. Town’s nearly three and we run that. Don’t be a custard, Tom. In or out?’

			Tom rose to his feet slowly. He thought about David alone in the creaky wooden shed.

			He felt a sickening fear about lying to his parents and taking such a big risk but there was a swirl of exhilaration as well.

			There may just be something he and Beth could do which would help David.

			The adults did not have a plan but here was Beth coming up with an idea they could make happen.

			It just might work.

			‘What’s the worst they can do if they catch us? Clip and no tele for a fortnight,’ she almost snarled the words.

			‘In,’ he said and was rewarded with a punch in the shoulder and a smile.

			He was about to say more but Beth had already headed to the television to switch it on.

			A moment later they were sitting back down together as the voice of the presenter named, Pete Murray, introduced a group called, The Hollies.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The speed at which Beth had insisted they pitch the tent to get ready for the journey had left Tom with an unsettling level of worry.

			It was all happening too quickly.

			Beth had done most of the talking to both their parents which had helped.

			He had never told a real lie to them and for some reason it hurt very badly to be part of this subterfuge.

			Even his mother had noticed how quiet and unsettled he had been.

			‘You sure you want to go?’ she had asked after Beth had departed for her last night at home before the adventure.

			‘Yes, Mam. It was Beth’s idea, but I really want to do it. Last time was great so I know I’ll love it.’

			‘Good for the boy,’ his father had butted in.

			Now it was still late afternoon and the sun was shining, but every time he looked at the hill they would have to climb he felt his body tense.

			She’s so keen, he thought. Does she really know what we are doing? The trouble we are going to get into?

			Beth was sitting on the ground in front of the two-man tent checking the supplies in their duffle bags.

			There were cooked sausages, sandwiches, crisps and chocolate and a plastic cup each for water when they found any.

			They each had a bobble-cap and an anorak although only Tom had brought along gloves.

			Tom had brought along his penknife and a torch.

			The pooled pile of money was mostly Tom’s as well. There was one pound note, one ten shilling note, a half a crown, a six penny piece, three three penny pieces and a farthing.

			She seemed satisfied with the array of equipment and supplies and split everything into measures of equal weight between the bags.

			When she looked up her smile turned into a frown.

			‘What’s the matter? Not chickening out?’

			He bristled at the accusation. ‘No, ready?’

			He forced his face into a smile and made a mental note to hide his concerns behind a happy mask from now on.

			She stood up and faced him. ‘Look, we’re doing this for David. I know we’ll probably get into trouble, but I don’t care.

			‘If you’re so worried about a slap or a row then don’t go. I can do this on my own, you know.’

			He picked up a pebble from near his feet, turned and hurled it into the stream.

			As he looked up away from the big hill, he peered hard through the trees which shielded the Caer from view.

			‘I said I would and I will. For David.’

			He was still staring up at the forest as she answered to the back of his head.

			‘Look, just the same as up and down to town six times. Back tomorrow. They may not even find out. Come on, let’s go.’

			Without hesitating he turned, lifted his bag and slung it onto his back like a rucksack before trudging off towards the big hill.

			Tom knew the track well because he had climbed the mountain often with his father. They had even taken Iestyn’s terriers a few times.

			The route took them up from the stream onto the road which led north out of Aberglais.

			They moved quickly but stealthily as they constantly looked around in case they were spotted.

			From the road they turned onto a sheep track which curved steeply up the hillside. It was a hard walk for twenty minutes or so before the slope became more gradual.

			Twenty miles? A few journeys up and down to town? Just wait.

			He looked behind at Beth and, just as he expected, she was breathing heavily.

			It made him smile knowingly. It was always hard to begin with but then you somehow seemed to get accustomed to the rigour.

			‘Come on, Beth. It gets easier.’

			She rushed forward to get beside him and then moved on ahead. ‘Not a problem for me. Been here before.’ She was not going to show any weakness.

			‘Not over the top you haven’t. It’ll be hard until we reach the summit then it’s a long path until we go down into the first valley. We’ll make good time.’

			She did not answer but picked up the pace and moved on.

			Tom kept looking at the height of the sun as they progressed. There were several hours of light left but there was no way they would make twenty miles tonight.

			Where were they going to sleep? How cold was it going to get? He felt the chill of worry return as he realised how little planning they had done.

			They could have brought the sleeping bags, but Beth had insisted they travel light.

			He tried to remember the car trips with his family over the picturesque roads to the east of Aberglais for picnics and even the occasional pub visit.

			There were plenty of farms and he tried to recall any barns or empty outhouses, but it had all been a blur of countryside past the car window.

			By the time they reached the summit they were both exhilarated but weary from the hard, uphill trek.

			It was cooler on the hillside but still not cold enough to put on the anoraks or caps.

			‘Lovely view,’ said Beth.

			They both looked back down over the valley and could clearly see the rooftops of Aberglais clustered in the distance.

			The village looked small and insignificant from up here.

			‘I wonder what the others are up to?’ asked Tom

			‘Football right now. Not supper time yet,’ she replied before adding with a stare. ‘Didn’t tell them did you, Tom? We’re done for if you did.’

			‘Don’t be stupid. Come on.’

			There was no time for silly arguments, so he marched off along the sheep track.

			She caught up until she was beside him. The walking was easy now, but the view ahead was unfamiliar and confusing.

			‘Where next,’ she asked.

			Tom felt a glow of what felt like pride. He was the expert who had walked this way before.

			‘Heading down soon and in a bit we’ll come to the road. You’ll know where we are then.’ He looked sideways to gauge her reaction to what he said next.

			He pointed to the end of a series of hills in the distance.

			‘You’ll see how far we’ve still got to go. We’ll be walking in the dark tonight, Beth.’

			‘For David,’ she said as she continued staring ahead. ‘We’ll get down into the valley and have a snack.’

			Tom took one final look back and could see the treetops of the forest. He tried to make out any sign of the Caer, but it just looked like a dense cluster of trees.

			There was a distinct line from the end of the Forestry Commission pines to the trees of the old woods.

			He worked out where the Caer was situated and scoured the treetops for any signs of smoke. David loved his log fires.

			There was nothing and he was left with the image of David locked in his shed staring at the rough, wooden walls.

			That was why he had come on this journey. That is why Beth was so determined.

			They were David’s best friends. Nobody else could help him. Only they could do something.

			He tried to imagine giving David the news that Mrs Harper was fine and wished him well.

			She didn’t need his help and wanted him to stop worrying about her.

			It would be a lovely moment. It would be special, like opening a present at Christmas.

			He ran past Beth at a jog and shouted back, ‘Come on, slow coach.’ She answered with a shriek as she powered past him along the track.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Rachel heard the miner’s bus cough and splutter its way down the high street and knew Will would be walking through the front door any moment now.

			She stayed in the kitchen and kept hold of the tea-towel which she had been clutching with both hands for almost half an hour.

			‘Hi, love.’ It was the familiar welcome as he stopped to take off his boots before walking across the lounge carpet into the kitchen.

			He always showered and changed at the pit, but the residue of the coal dust and the grime seemed to follow the miners home however much they scrubbed.

			Will wore a frown of worry when he stepped through into the kitchen and dropped his work bag onto the floor next to the hearth.

			In a moment she would wash the contents ready even though he would not need the kit until Monday morning.

			She knew she had not given him his usual warm welcome. It was Friday, Tom was away camping so they planned an evening out in town.

			The pictures. The Scala cinema in town. They had been planning to see the movie called Zulu for weeks.

			Tom was too young for all those war scenes, but she and Will had both been desperate for the chance to see it.

			Since its release a couple of months earlier she had read so much about it. Will always teased her about the star, Stanley Baker, who was from down in the Rhondda Valleys

			She wanted to see that Michael Caine who she had heard so much about, He was in all the newspapers and the magazines as a star in the making.

			Then there was the singer, Ivor Emmanuel, who was on the television with the programme, Gwlad Y Gân (Land of Song).

			Once a month she visited Enid to watch it and they always joked about what viewers in England must think of that singing in Welsh.

			She broke off from her thoughts as Will asked whether they could leave soon.

			‘Not ready, love? Starts at half past six and we can have a drink in The Crown straight off the bus if we’re sharp.’ His last few words trailed off almost to silence as he watched Rachel stare out the window.

			‘What’s wrong, Rachel?’

			She put the towel down on the sink and shook her head from side to side, but her gaze remained on the distance over the back-garden wall.

			‘It’s daft, Will. I know. Just worrying on Tom and the other two. Out there. Overnight.’

			Will sat down slowly and his mood seemed to drop as he slumped into the chair.

			‘We’ve had this talk, love. It’s just the one night. We let them go last year and there was no problem.’

			He looked up at Rachel as he repeated the reasons he had argued in their previous talk.

			‘Plenty of food, back tomorrow and we agreed it would give their confidence a lift.

			‘Those kids deserve some freedom. Good kids. The most sensible of the lot, those three.’

			‘I know, Will. I am being daft, I know, but they’re out there now and it hits home, see. It’s a worry, their age.’

			Will stood and joined her staring out of the window.

			‘Look, it’s the same spot as last year and David kept an eye. Remember, he told me down the pub they’d been good as gold and never saw him.’

			She turned sharply to look at Will. ‘That’s it see. David was watching for them. Nobody would get past him. He was always in those woods even before he moved up there. Any little scrape or fall and he’d have been down there like a shot.’

			‘Aye and he will this time too.’

			Rachel folded her arms in front of her. ‘He’s ill this time. Not himself.’

			Will sighed and ran his hand through his hair. ‘We’ve had this talk last night. David was ill then but that didn’t stop him. He loves those kids.’

			‘Have you told him?’ She raised her voice to more than a whisper. ‘Does he know they’re out there?’

			Will was exasperated but stayed calm. ‘Look you don’t need to tell David. Ill or not he never misses anything up there.’

			She replied with a nod but it was accompanied by a shrug.

			‘I know but he’s worse than he was. He is a very sick man now. Can’t leave his shed. Mog says he hasn’t seen him so bad.

			‘Can’t rely on him, Will. David needs to take care of himself now. We know that.

			‘I just feel there’s a gap somewhere. I know we can trust our Tom and the others but, we’re not taking care of them are we?

			‘Things happen, that’s all. I wouldn’t worry if David was a bit better but, well, you know.’

			Will nodded his understanding.

			‘Come on, love. This is our best chance to see the film. You’ve been looking forward.

			‘We’ve been through it all. Three of them up there. Good kids. If one got a problem then there’s one free to run for help.

			‘Five minutes the speed they go. Quicker than if they were playing down the river in the daytime.

			‘I know we’re bound to worry but they’re growing up and they need to be confident. Can’t lock them away, can we?

			‘I know David and if he heard a shout from down the stream he’d be there ill or not.’

			She turned her face to him and smiled. ‘I know, love. Being silly. Don’t mind me.

			‘Get yourself ready and I’ll be dressed myself in a minute. Come on let’s go.’

			They hugged before Rachel turned to climb the stairs to the bedroom to change.

			From the upstairs landing she craned her neck to look out of the window to face north.

			She knew all she would see was the tops of the houses, but it was a gesture.

			It felt as if she was sending her thoughts and her protection out to Tom and his friends.

			Come on Rachel, she told herself. Worrying over nothing. Think about what to get Tom for his Saturday tea. They won’t get much sleep tonight and he’ll be ready to eat a horse.

			A few minutes later she skipped back down the stairs, her mood lifted by the change of clothes and a dab of make-up.

			When she reached the bottom step she saw Will still staring out of the window as he sipped from an opened bottle of pale ale.

			He seemed to have sensed her arrival.

			He took a long swig of his beer and then turned to face her as he slowly squeezed his mouth into a smile.

			‘I’ll be up before dawn. They’re always hungry. Take some food with me. Check on David too. Come on, let’s go.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Tom ate his half a sandwich in two bites and still felt gnawing pangs of hunger.

			He started eating his chocolate bar immediately. No difference. Still hungry.

			Beth had insisted they only have a snack to save some food to eat before they slept for the night.

			They were both sitting with their backs against the dry-stone wall of the farm field as they stared back up at the hill they had descended.

			It was a significant moment. Aberglais was now out of sight and they were in new territory. Neither of them had ever been so far from home without their parents.

			Their silence was also fuelled by weariness and the aching limbs unused to hard trekking over rough country.

			Yet another reason for the lack of conversation was the growing feeling of dread neither of them dared to put into words.

			There were still a few hours of daylight left but the reality they both knew was that they were still far off their target.

			Tom felt like curling up and sleeping where they were. Perhaps they could even make it back to the tent before morning and have a proper rest. The thought made him feel guilty.

			He glanced sideways at Beth who was staring at him with what he took to be a scowl of accusation.

			‘What’s the matter,’ he asked with perhaps too much of a defensive tone in his voice.

			‘I’m aching too,’ she protested. ‘Remember why we’re doing this. Poor David can’t even make himself leave the shed.’

			Tom was about to give a defiant answer when a sound from behind the wall made them both sit up, alert with suspicion and fear.

			It was the sound of rubber wellington boots trudging along the tarmac road to their left just where the wall bent to veer along the roadside.

			Someone was about to stroll into sight. Were they caught? Was this the sound of failure approaching?

			They both sighed with relief when the figure appeared.

			It was Carwyn, the farm-boy, with his sheepdog Brychan. The animal had seen them both first and was looking up at Carwyn for instructions.

			‘Hi,’ Tom realised his brief greeting sounded strange and inadequate because they would never suddenly appear so far from home.

			Carwyn did not answer but just stood and stared as the two of them rose slowly to their feet with fixed smiles on their faces.

			Brychan seemed to realise they were no threat and padded up to them, anxious for a pat.

			The sense of relief Tom felt was almost overpowering because Carwyn was a friend, of sorts.

			Although his farm was in the next valley, he had attended the local school but was two years older than them and had already started in the comprehensive.

			That is if he ever bothered to attend. He was dressed in his usual uniform of worn denim jeans which were slightly too large for his thin frame and the customary check shirt.

			He spent more time tending his family farm than he did in the classroom and his quiet and shy demeanour had made him stand out whenever he bothered to turn up for lessons.

			It was that isolation which had made him a potential friend of younger children in whose company he felt safer and more at home.

			He stared at them in silence. They were the ones who needed to offer an explanation.

			‘We’re on a mission,’ said Beth.

			‘Our parents think we’re camping up the stream with Llew.’ Tom felt an urgent need to join. Just talking to a friend was a pleasure.

			Carwyn considered the revelations.

			‘Mission?’ He shrugged his shoulders in a show of confusion.

			‘It’s for David,’ said Beth. She let the name hang in the air and Tom also searched Carwyn’s face for a glimmer of understanding or sympathy.

			He knew David and often visited the Caer when he should have been in school although these days, he seemed to have more responsibility on his own land.

			Even though Tom and Beth could lay claim to being David’s closest young friends Carwyn had a special place in his affection.

			In Carwyn he recognised another countryman and he treated the boy as an equal. It gave Carwyn a special standing amongst the young visitors who frequented the Caer.

			Although he was hardly any taller than Tom and Beth he seemed to have a muscled frame which exuded strength.

			Carwyn also stood out now because although still a boy he was already a real farmer with the skills and knowledge to do a proper day’s work. That made him the victim of a misguided jealousy which sometimes fuelled the sniggers and bullying of the older boys.

			The other thing which defined Carwyn as a loner was the extreme poverty he endured and how that set him apart. Tom remembered how he had once turned up in school wearing his old football boots because he did not have a pair of shoes.

			Tom liked Carwyn. He could be trusted.

			‘You know David’s ill?’ asked Tom.

			‘That’s why he lives in the woods,’ Beth added her information with enthusiasm.

			Tom rushed to continue. ‘He’s got worse. Had a letter from someone asking for help and it made him have a real turn.’

			Beth was nodding as she added, ‘We’re going to see the woman who wrote to him, tell her he can’t help.’

			‘Then we can tell David not to worry,’ said Tom with what he hoped was a flourish. Saying this out loud had made him fear their reasoning was weak. Perhaps they were being stupid after all.

			Carwyn leant against the wall and peered over it across the farm field as he pondered what he had just been told.

			Eventually he spoke although he kept staring into the distance. ‘Where to is this woman?’

			‘Eglwysfach’ Beth pointed to the east as she spoke. ‘You know, it’s about ten miles over.’

			Carwyn turned to face her. ‘Fifteen more like. Easy by car over the lanes but a trudge on foot.’

			He studied the two of them closely. Tom knew he could not hide the wave of disappointment and panic he was feeling. He looked at Beth who seemed to be having similar doubts.

			‘How you going to get there?’

			Tom looked at Beth who seemed lost for words so he decided to outline their plan knowing his words would sound feeble to a seasoned country traveller like Carwyn.

			‘North along the lane past your farm and a few miles up we’ll take a Forestry road over the hills. We might even see Eglwysfach from up there.

			‘Anyway, we’ll know what direction to head in and then it’s an easier walk down. We’re bound to see the lake and that’s just a couple of miles off the village.’

			Carwyn nodded as he seemed to be visualising the trek in his mind.

			‘See this woman. Then how you getting back?’

			Tom felt tongue-tied by his lack of any real plan to share with Carwyn so he looked at Beth for help.

			She shrugged her shoulders. ‘No plan really. We’ll walk back this way. Only twenty each way. Nothing much.’

			The words were meant to be reassuring but her voice trailed off for the last few words and her whole body seemed to sag.

			Tom was desperate for Carwyn to offer some words of encouragement as he waited anxiously for him to speak.

			Carwyn folded his arms across his chest. ‘When you got to be back?’

			‘Tomorrow night really,’ said Tom. ‘Our parents think we’ll be home Saturday night so we’re hoping they don’t check the camp before then.’

			Tom searched Carwyn’s eyes which seemed to be locked on something in the distance. He was clearing pondering the weight of information they had landed on his shoulders.

			‘David’s real bad then? Big risk you’re taking. Trouble if you’re caught, see.’

			‘We know that,’ said Beth in a tone which had now recaptured some of her usual calm and strength. ‘So what if we’re caught? It’s for David and he’s bad, Carwyn.

			‘Mog says he gets on with us lot so we’re the ones who can help. Well, we’ve decided what we can do right now and we’re going to do it. We can’t do nothing.

			‘You should see David. He looks terrible and can hardly speak. He’s locked himself in that stupid shed. He might never come out again the way he looks, Carwyn.’

			She slumped with her back against the wall as if the emotion of what she had just said was overpowering her.

			There was no reason to hide the truth from Carwyn. They were scared and worried. The task ahead was huge and could so easily end in failure if and when they met the mystery woman.

			Tom dropped the duffle bag he was holding to the floor. ‘We’re… we’re scared Carwyn. Night coming and we don’t know where we’ll sleep.

			‘We’ve eaten a lot of the food we had and we can’t buy any snacks till we reach Eglwysfach and that’s if there’s a shop open.

			‘It’ll be night soon and we’re not even halfway. We… we don’t know what to do. We can’t walk much longer today. Just hope we feel better in the morning. We’ll have to start off early.’

			He knew he sounded desperate, but it was the truth.

			Carwyn suddenly turned away and began to head off back towards the lane.

			‘Meet me up at the farm gate,’ he said as he broke into a trot heading north up the road away from them.

			Tom stared at Beth who looked as puzzled as he felt. They picked up their bags and, without saying anything to each other, they set off.

			Their legs were aching with tiredness as they watched Carwyn disappear into his farmyard.

			They were almost at the gate when they heard the sound of horse’s hooves on hard earth and stone before Carwyn emerged pulling his beloved bay cob by the halter.

			There was no saddle but Carwyn nodded for them both to climb the stone plinth where they left the milk churns for collection.

			He pushed the horse gently backwards so it was alongside them and as he pulled the halter reins over the horse’s head.

			‘Carwyn, what you doing,’ asked Beth although his gesture spoke for itself.

			‘Help you on your way,’ he replied as he jumped up onto the plinth and began helping Beth onto the saddleless back of the horse.

			The animal looked around with curiosity at the unusual cargo as Tom joined Beth on its back.

			‘This is your mare,’ said Tom. ‘Your dad will go mad if you lend her out.’

			Carwyn patted the horse warmly on its flank sending a shiver through the horses’ skin.

			‘Good as gold is Seren. No problem for you. Straight up the lane about three mile. There’s a turn right onto a forestry track heading your way.

			‘There’ll be a gate right there off the track. Leave Seren in the field. Remember to lock the gate but you can leave the halter on.

			‘Dad’s away at market and, anyway, I often leave her in the field if I’m rabbiting up the woods.’

			Beth began patting Seren as she took up the reins.

			‘Thank you, Carwyn. You’re a great friend.’

			‘Yes, you’re helping David. We’re all helping him,’ added Tom as Beth tightened her grip on the reins.

			Suddenly Carwyn looked distracted.

			‘Wait,’ he shouted as he jumped from the plinth and sprinted back into his farmyard.

			A few minutes later he reappeared with a bundle wrapped clumsily in newspaper.

			‘Cooked bacon. It’s sliced. Some bread too, a big lump of cheese and a few biscuits. It’ll help.’

			Tom took the offering and pushed it into the duffle bag he then placed safely on his back.

			‘You got torches?’ asked Carwyn and they answered with nods. ‘It’ll be dark up the forestry. Scary mind, but you’ll be alright, the two of you.

			‘A stone hut on the roadside up top. You won’t miss it. Maybe some sheep in there and it’s a bit smelly and damp but you’re out of the breeze.

			‘Slept there myself so it can’t be too bad. You won’t be bothered, only a fox or two will come sniffing.’

			With that he tapped Seren gently on the rump and she started forward at a brisk walk.

			Carwyn’s dog went running ahead of them.

			‘Don’t mind Brychan. Make his own way home when he wants. Just excited to see something happening. Quiet up here it is.’

			Beth and Tom both looked back but Carwyn had already disappeared into the yard.

			Tom instantly felt a sense of regret at their friend’s departure. But he was revived too. His muscles were not aching and just be helping them achieve their plan Carwyn had given them a sort of approval.

			They did not speak but the sound of the hooves and the warmth from Seren’s body should have given them comfort.

			Instead Tom now began to feel the weight of the task they had set themselves and looked with trepidation at the darkening sky.

			There was cloud cover and a slight breeze down here in the valley. It would be a cold night.

			He thought of the sleeping bags in the tent and the warmth of his own bed back at home.

			The knot in his stomach was not from hunger. He recognised the gnawing tug of guilt but there was something else as well.

			It was a feeling of dread as if they were doing something that was wrong. Was it dread or guilt? They were defying their parents.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Night had fallen but it was not just the chill of the cold which made them shiver.

			Tom’s legs ached as if the muscles were empty and the food he had eaten was not enough to satisfy the hunger of someone who had walked so many hard miles.

			Their eyes had become accustomed to the gloom which meant the eerie dark had become a new grey daylight where noises and shadows made them both jump or freeze like statues in fear of the unknown.

			It was around 9pm and their progress suddenly came to a halt. They had been walking up the forest track for more than an hour and the effort had turned their trek into a silent journey.

			There was nothing to say as they just had to keep heading forward through the night.

			They stopped because the road ahead seemed to veer on two courses. To the right the solid track they were on swung around to turn back on itself as it continued to climb the hill. It may well have another turn somewhere in the distance to head back to the east but they could not tell.

			Their confusion was because ahead of them was a rougher track leading more directly on their chosen direction of travel.

			The track that turned upwards and back to the west was clearly a continuation of the forest road they were walking.

			But now, in the dead of night, this new route seemed more likely to be the correct way forward.

			‘He never mentioned this,’ said Beth, unable to hide the weariness from her voice.

			Tom ignored her and tried to look along the road which disappeared up in the wrong direction. Did it switch back to the east or not?

			Its progress was shrouded in trees so it was impossible to know whether it was simply a loop in the track or actually head back the way they had come but up along the ridgeway.

			If only they could see the shed Carwyn had told them about.

			‘Look how late it is, shall we just stay here for a few hours. We’ll gather some strength.’

			Beth took a moment to think about his suggestion but did not look as if she saw any merit in doing nothing.

			‘The left track continues gently upwards and it heads where we need to go. We need to find the hut. I’m freezing.

			‘Could go right and hope it twists back east but we could waste hours if we’re wrong. At least we know the other track keeps taking us closer to Eglwysfach. Perhaps the two roads meet again a little way further on?’

			Tom silently nodded his agreement even though she probably failed to see his gesture.

			She had suggested a realistic option and he did not have the energy to disagree. The left track was worth a try. If it just ended in a tangle of trees and bushes they could turn back.

			For the next ten minutes the track continued to show signs of vehicle travel but then they came to a wider section where trucks could turn. From there on it was still a clearly trodden path but was clearly less used. Perhaps it was only the sheep and mountain ponies that kept it in use. They could not tell.

			They had gone too far now and neither of them had the strength to suggest turning back.

			The track still had a gently upwards slope and headed forward to the east so they staggered forward into the night.

			They were holding hands now: something they never did.

			The trees and bushes seemed to have inched closer to them and every rustle made them turn and glare into the darkness.

			Tom was desperate to admit they had been wrong to come this way but he could not be the first to confess the failure.

			No shed. Surely they would have reached it by now?

			He tried to make himself think of David, his parents and what programmes would have been on television earlier. Anything to take his mind off the torment growing within him.

			He had never experienced the loneliness of a dark place like this in the middle of the night.

			The whole forest seemed to be trying to use everything in its power to make them frightened and exhausted.

			The track had disintegrated and large stones made them stumble and slide.

			Beth’s silence worried him too. She was the strong one. She always found a reason to stay positive.

			She suddenly stopped. ‘Any food left?’

			‘Only what we left for breakfast. Can’t touch that.’

			‘I know. I know.’ She hesitated for a moment before asking, ‘You scared?’

			He took a moment to look around and listen to the sounds which seemed to be the footfall of something close by and following them.

			He knew it was probably just the usual sounds of the wind in the trees at night but his imagination would not allow him to believe that.

			‘So tired,’ he answered. ‘Makes everything spooky. Suppose I am a bit, but more tired than scared.’

			‘Me too,’ she said. ‘What shall we do?’

			He took a moment to look around again and realised that now they had stopped walking they were both shivering.

			‘Got to be more than halfway there: two thirds. If we’re not lost we could get there, the hut I mean.’

			Beth sighed. ‘Come on. Can’t go back. No point. I think this path is still going in the right direction. Can’t tell. Come on.’ Her voice was resigned to their reality. Tom did not hear the positive tones he had hoped for.

			They continued on, slower now than before. Soon the path began to drop downwards. No hut yet so they were definitely on the wrong track.

			Tom could never remember being this tired in his life before. It was a tiredness which made him desperate to allow his eyes to close and his body to sink to the floor but he had to keep moving through the fatigue.

			The trees parted and they were on the edge of a small clearing. Although their eyes were accustomed to the night, they could not see how their track progressed. They were lost.

			They were amidst a woods of ash and beech trees so they had moved through the forestry land. Tom recognised the outline of a big and gnarled oak tree at the far side.

			There were shadowy outlines of limestone rocks which had probably been the reason for a treeless space in the heart of this forest.

			Tom knew this was the end of their road for the night. There was no clear path forward and at night they could never be certain of what direction to travel. They could end up going round in circles.

			Although there was no discussion it was clear that Beth thought the same.

			He led the way to a natural gap between two of the largest rocks.

			‘Stay here and I’ll try to find some branches with leaves on. This is it. Only a few hours and we’ll have some light.’

			She obeyed without any objection and started to check the alcove with her torch to remove any debris.

			The ground in the alcove was a mixture of grass and boulders but a few bushes would give them enough padding to rest on.

			A few minutes later they were huddled together with their anoraks fully zipped and their legs covered in a pathetic layer of branches which did little to cut off the cold breeze.

			Then they felt the first spots of rain. It was as if nature was determined to destroy any hope they had left.

			Beth had taken the last chocolate bar from her duffle bag and broke it in two.

			They chewed in silence for a moment. Beth switched off her torch because they knew they had to preserve the battery power.

			Tom was surprised at the surge of energy the morsel of chocolate gave him but it failed to raise his spirits as every raindrop which hit him seemed to steal away a piece of his body-heat.

			‘What do we do, Beth? We’ve had it.’

			‘You scared then?’

			He was about to deny the implication, but he was past pretending everything was alright.

			‘You know we got this wrong, Beth. We’re miles away and we’re lost in the middle of the night. We’re in trouble now.’

			He sensed her body sagging and noticed her head was bowing forward as he spoke.

			‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘Is this what David feels like? At least he’s got his shed and a bed. If only we’d found Carwyn’s hut.’

			They both stopped at the sound of rustling off in the trees nearby. Had their voices disturbed something or was there someone there?

			Tom felt his stomach tense and he could hear and feel the movement of Beth as she tensed and started breathing as if she’d just run a mile.

			‘What…?’

			‘Nothing, Beth. A fox maybe. Nothing.’

			She seemed to get control of her emotions again. ‘I can’t sleep in this cold, Tom. Let’s just go on. Anywhere but let’s move.’

			He did not hesitate before replying and almost interrupted her in his haste. ‘No Beth, we have to rest. Too tired to walk now.’

			There was no reply and the only sound was the patter of cold, hard raindrops hitting the leaves and branches of the forest.

			‘David has nightmares too,’ she whispered after almost a minute of silence. ‘We’re cold and scared but he’s so sad because of the war.

			‘I can’t think what it feels like: what he sees in the night.’

			Tom was glad they were talking about David. It seemed to make all their own misery make some sort of sense.

			‘It must be scary if he dreams about bombs and guns and then he sees his friends falling over and dying.’

			There was more silence. The weariness and fear meant talking posed an extra demand on their resolve and dwindling energy.

			Tom was trying to let his body sink into a slumber but Beth was not finished with their conversation.

			‘That’s why we’re doing this, Tom. Remember it’s for David and Mog said we should help him because we could.

			‘I know we’ll end up in trouble but so what if we fail. David will know we tried and he’ll know we’re his true friends.’

			Tom was going to answer but chose silence.

			He had seen an image of them being found frozen together here in the woods.

			This is how people died when they got lost in the mountains. They should have brought more food, clothes and sleeping bags.

			Grown-ups planned for these expeditions.

			The next image to flash through his mind was his father venting his anger on them for being so stupid.

			He felt himself hoping that could become a reality. How he longed for a row followed by a stern order to get to bed.

			He knew Beth was not asleep but there was no need for more conversation.

			Perhaps the silence would bring sleep.

			Maybe they had already been missed back home and they would be found soon.

			He looked around for the beams of torchlight and the cries of rescuers.

			The next sound in the forest could even be their parents. A car would make it up the forest track they had walked earlier.

			He focused on that thought and tried to use it to take away the cold and the fear.

			It was hard to concentrate on anything for long. He could hear Beth’s teeth chatter and he felt her whole body judder and shiver.

			No other night in his life had felt so long.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Will sat on the rock and crunched the apple he had brought with him as quietly as possible with slow movements of his jaw.

			His eyes were focused on the two-man tent he could clearly see down near the stream about fifty feet below him.

			Rachel had been asleep when he gently rose from their bed at 4am and tiptoed down the stairs carrying his day-clothes.

			With any luck he would be back home before she woke up and he could reassure her. Silly, but he knew how she worried and if he only admitted it, he was worried too.

			There was no movement from inside the tent but that was to be expected and even hoped for at this time in the morning. It was still not 5am.

			He had not thought of a plan so for now he sat on the rock to watch and listen.

			If he was lucky, he would see someone emerge and then he could just slink away into the trees and head back home relieved to know all was well.

			He knew Tom would be horrified to find him lurking around the campsite to check on him.

			They wanted independence so he had to let them have their freedom. Just a glimpse or a sound; that would be enough.

			He looked around the treetops in the grey light of the pre-dawn and wondered what to do.

			After coming this far he could not turn back without being certain that everything was ok. To abandon the campsite now would just make him worry more as the day wore on.

			Maybe if he padded down to the tent and listened or just undid the zip on the door a fraction he could get away with it.

			If he was rumbled it would ruin Tom’s standing with the other two. He had to use patience and care. Patience and care.

			As he slowly descended the slope to the tent he felt embarrassed about what he was doing. Poachers were often about this early or even David himself. He would look ridiculous.

			What had made him get up at this hour and come here?

			The same three youngsters had camped in this very spot for a night just a year ago and he had not bothered to check on them.

			It was all down to that moment with Rachel in the kitchen when he had arrived home from the pit.

			His worries had been well contained until that point but her concern had been like an emotional dam bursting inside him.

			He had to be sure: just be sure.

			Through the gloom he could see that no fire had been lit which surprised him although he knew they had enough cooked food to stave off hunger.

			They had probably not fallen asleep until around midnight or even later so they he would surely not wake for another hour or two at least.

			He threw away the apple core making sure it was hurled across the stream to fall silently on the grassy bank.

			Then he padded slowly across the flat ground of the bank towards the tent.

			Still no sound from inside and he frowned to note that there was no mess or discarded plates and cups outside on the grass. These were typical youngsters and being tidy was not on their agenda.

			He tried to stifle the first niggle of worry.

			Crouching onto his hands and knees he inched towards the tent and listened for any sound from inside.

			He controlled his breathing to avoid making any noise and also kept looking around to make sure his suspicious behaviour was not being overlooked.

			Although it was officially a two-man tent he knew there was plenty of room inside for the three of them to spread out on the groundsheet.

			No sound from inside. He had to check.

			He slipped his fingers past the outer overlap of canvas which marked the doorway of the tent and was surprised to find that the zip had not been pulled shut.

			The first door strap was untied as well.

			Gently lowering his hand he instantly discovered that the second one was untied as well.

			Then he reached the third which had been loosely tied. There was no need to undo it because he could slip open the tent enough to look through the top of the doorway.

			He held his breath.

			The darkness of the night had given away to a deep grey gloom but his eyes were well accustomed now and he could clearly see the inside.

			He blinked in shock as his jaw dropped open.

			He let out an involuntary grunt which broke the silence like a roar.

			The tent was empty and two sleeping bags were still curled into wraps. They had not been slept in.

			There was no third bag. Where was it? Where were the three friends? Where was Tom?

			His first instinct was to undo the door and search inside. He did not know what he was looking for but the rising panic he was feeling made him move quickly and noisily.

			As he scrambled around the tent picking up random items of discarded and unused cooking pots and plates his mind raced through countless possibilities.

			He forced himself not to panic. Those kids, they were off somewhere. Somewhere close.

			He tried to remember whether they had taken any fishing rods. Maybe they were just away gathering wood for the fire.

			Yes, maybe that was it. The fire had not been lit last night because they had been too busy playing and messing around to gather any.

			It was early, too early, but perhaps they really had woken up at some bizarre hour of the morning.

			Yes, they were off in the woods nearby. They were three friends out camping at an age when most youngsters only ever went out with parents or guardians.

			They would have been so excited they would hardly have slept at all.

			Don’t get angry, Will. Nothing wrong here. You let them camp and you have to accept that they won’t do everything properly and safely like grown-ups.

			But the sleeping bags? Not slept in. Only two of them, still rolled up and tied fast.

			Something was wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong!

			‘TOM… BETH… LLEW. COME ON. IT’S WILL.’ He started shouting before he had even backed out of the tent.

			So what if they were nearby and got annoyed at his presence. Too many questions. Too many doubts. Where were they?

			Once outside he stood in silence for a second or two but when there was no reply he felt his stomach tighten in panic.

			He started breathing heavily as if he had just sprinted a hundred-yard race.

			‘TOM’…

			After shouting he stayed silent and listened to the forest.

			‘TOM’…

			Again, he listened.

			‘TOM’…

			And again.

			He felt an urge to run, but in which direction?

			Calm down, Will, he told himself silently. Calm down. Nothing wrong. Don’t be daft now.

			Think. Think.

			What would the three friends have done? Perhaps they had got up early and folded their sleeping bags before setting off on an adventure further up along the stream.

			Perhaps they wanted to use one sleeping bag to keep warm further up in the woods.

			They could be fishing or perhaps an animal… yes, that was it… maybe they were tracking a fox or a deer.

			Or it was Beth. She knew a surprising amount about the plants and trees in the woods. Perhaps she was taking the other two for a lesson in woodcraft.

			No, no. They would have heard him call.

			Oh, my God, where are they?

			‘TOM…’

			Then silence.

			‘TOM…’

			Think, Will. Think!

			If they had gone up to the Caer they could have stayed with David. But then they would have heard him shout. There would have been an answer by now. David had probably heard him anyway.

			He would be wondering what was happening and why Will was shouting. He would have answered if they had been with him.

			If they weren’t then he would assume the friends had appeared and all was well.

			No point in racing up the Caer then.

			He set off along the stream, running and staggering over rocks or the bank as he climbed deeper into the old woods.

			Every few paces he shouted again but after about five minutes he stopped and filled his lungs for the loudest yell he could muster.

			‘TOM.’

			Yes, he knew he sounded as if he was panicking but so be it. He’d give them such a telling off when he found them.

			Nothing. No sound, nothing.

			Those kids. What had they done? A trick! They had planned some crazy adventure all along and never intended to stay in the tent.

			At their age? What were they up to?

			Money. Had they taken money. Were they all off on a bus somewhere?

			What was on? Any fairs or bit events? Perhaps it was some stupid plan to get to a city like Cardiff?

			Kids were always taking about the big city and made it sound glamorous. They had been there by car and Tom had been mesmerised by the size of the place and the people.

			Yes, he had begged to go back there. Cardiff?

			We’ll never find them. Cardiff?

			No. No. Too far.

			You’re being daft, Will. Daft. They’re here. They’re safe. Panicking you are.

			Horrific images flashed through his head as he could not stop himself from imagining something terrible happening here in the forest.

			He ignored his own thoughts and ran back down towards Aberglais as quickly as he could.

			The effort did not make him feel any easier but it gave him time to think.

			If only he could be in two places at once. Someone needed to be at the tent, waiting.

			No choice now. Had to tell Rachel, then Bryn and Enid and they could tell Llew’s mam and dad while he went to see Sgt Rees. No way round that. Had to find them.

			They would turn up for sure. All those people upset and then they would turn up. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

			I’ll go mad, he thought. That’s it for our Tom. No camping. No treats. Nothing, I swear.

			It was a hopeless effort to try to turn his panic into anger and it did not work.

			Cardiff? No, too far. Sgt Rees is the answer. Check the buses and descriptions. Yes, that’s it.

			What were they wearing? Did they have money? Yes, of course. Their savings. Rachel and Enid would know. Have they taken any money?

			So much. So much to do now and do it quickly. They’ll turn up soon and he can let his feelings go: turn his panic into anger. Boy, was Tom going to be in trouble for this.

			Then he ran harder to stop his chin from shaking and his teeth from grinding together.

			Please, please, if anything has happened to that boy, to any of them.

			Please let them be safe. Please let them turn up.

			Have to get home. Think it through. Talk it through. Bryn will help. Sensible, calm.

			Yes, Bryn would make him realise he was panicking over nothing. They were kids and this is what kids got up to.

			And Mog. He’d know. He was like a best friend to Tom. David too. He could help. He’d know.

			No, not David. He’s ill. Too ill.

			Will cupped his face in his hands and screeched an angry yelp through his fingers as he ran.

			There was just too much to think about. Too much.

			It wasn’t even six o’clock and Rachel was on the doorstep. When she spotted him running down the street, she stepped out onto the pavement with one hand clutching her stomach and the other lifted to cover her mouth.

			Her eyes told Will she knew. By the time he reached her and shuddered to a breathless stop he could hear her whimpering.

			‘No sign,’ he said between deep breaths. His hands rested on his knees.

			It was almost a relief to be able to share the anguish with someone else.

			Now he could be in control again. The voice of common sense.

			She seemed to freeze solid and made no sound.

			‘Now, now,’ he stood up and placed his arm around her shoulders. She was already dressed so it felt as if she had guessed the truth.

			‘No sign of them at the camp. Probably out fishing the little rascals. Should have been asleep. They’ll be exhausted later.’

			Rachel pulled away from him and stared into his eyes.

			‘No sign. Not at the tent? Where? Where are they, Will. Not our Tom. Not like them. They’re good all of them. Something wrong, Will.’ She just managed to keep control of her voice before it betrayed her real feelings.

			Will even managed a smile. ‘Look, you know me. Any chance of a panic. Nothing to worry about but we’ll go through the motions, see, until they turn up.’

			He clutched her hand and turned his body to indicate they should move off together.

			‘I’ll feel stupid when they turn up but for now we’ll just go through the motions to get them found.’ He was walking back up the street towards Beth’s home. They had left their front door wide open.

			‘Come on, let’s warn the others and then I’ll go and see Sgt Rees. He’ll tell me to stop panicking but he’ll do what he must anyway.

			‘Then there’s Mog and the whole village. Everyone will be out and someone will come across them. No time. No time at all, see.’

			He was still holding Rachel’s hand, but she remained silent. He sensed the energy seeping out of her body.

			They walked at pace until he stopped suddenly forcing her to twist and stare at him. It was as if she was hoping he would remember something important. Where they were perhaps.

			No, it was the money. He told Rachel to go back into the cottage to check.

			She understood and was gone in a flash.

			Once she had disappeared Will slumped down until he was leaning against the wall of a cottage and facing out into the silent and empty street.

			He was still breathing heavily but it was not from the run. Now he felt his stomach tighten with what almost felt like pain.

			He was about to put his head in his hands until he heard Rachel reappear behind him so he pushed himself upright instinctively and quickly.

			‘It’s gone. Only a few shillings, perhaps a pound. Not enough for any trip. More like money for sweets.

			‘Come on, Will. Let’s go.’

			She grabbed his hand again.

			Rachel had found her strength. There was no pretence at caution and silence now. They set off.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Tom knew had been awake for several minutes as he came to terms with the gnawing cold in his limbs and the ache of fatigue swilling through his head.

			The wind had dropped to nothing in the grey light of the damp pre-dawn and although he had stopped shivering, he felt the shackles of exhaustion.

			His hunger only served to worsen the feeling of desolation.

			He looked to his side to check that Beth had finally drifted into some sort of sleep.

			Had he even been asleep? He knew he must have been because the night had passed faster than he expected.

			Still, all he could recall were the endless periods of feeling exhausted but being unable to do more than drift into a troubled slumber.

			The noises of the night had given him countless waking nightmares of unseen animals and wild people in the trees.

			Gently easing his body away from Beth’s side, he slowly stood up and bit his lower lip to stop himself from groaning as his aching limbs unfolded.

			Cold sweat made him shiver but he walked around in a small circle which seemed to help, somehow.

			Then he stopped and looked up at the sky which was covered in a seamless blanket of grey cloud.

			It must still be very early because true daylight was still to burst over the forest. There must have been light from the moon behind the clouds because the forest already looked like a scene on a very foggy day.

			Where was the emerging sun? Which direction was west? Where was the trail they had walked in on?

			He was surprised to discover that he could not get his bearings and the thought frightened him.

			It was as if the forest was closing in on him and Beth and the birds and animals were smirking and laughing at their plight.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			The words spoken from behind him were in a voice weakened by the lack of sleep and exhaustion from the walk and the lack of food.

			He shrugged his shoulders and continued to look around the clearing.

			‘I don’t know. Just can’t make out which way to go. We’ll work it out.’

			The next sound made him jump.

			‘Ooohhh.’ Beth was supporting herself against the big rock as she got to her feet.

			‘Beth?’ He shouted her name as a question. She was clearly in some sort of pain.

			‘My feet.’ She winced as she spoke. ‘Blisters. I felt them yesterday. Owww. They must be bleeding.’

			Tom watched as she sat back down and slowly took off her walking boots.

			She peeled back her socks and Tom could see the loose skin of the blisters on her ankles and some on her toes. The bloodied blister marks looked raw and painful.

			Beth groaned again at the sight of both her damaged feet.

			‘I can’t walk, Tom, not with feet like this.’

			Tom felt a surge of despair. This nightmare was getting even worse.

			He looked around the clearing again both to clear his mind and in the vain hope of seeing some positive sign of civilisation. There was nothing.

			‘Can’t stay here, Beth.’

			‘I know, I know.’ She stretched both her legs so that her feet hung in the air. ‘Give me a moment. Should have taken my boots off last night.’

			She kept staring at her feet and the pain must have subsided a little as her face looked calm.

			‘We’ll have to make a move soon. You can walk barefoot if we find a nice track.’

			She nodded. ‘I need water. A stream. Cool the blisters and I’ll be fine. Which way?’ She looked around from left to right. Tom could see she was searching for her bearings so was just as confused as him.

			He stared up at the sky where the cloud blanket seemed lighter now as the light of the sun burnt down from above. The weak glow of warmth on his skin helped his body wake up and he sensed that the sun was rising to his left.

			He pointed in the opposite direction. ‘That way. It’s downhill as well so should be easier.’

			Beth was on her feet again. She was tying the laces of her boots together so that she could carry them over her shoulder.

			Her burst of activity was soon over and her whole body seemed to slump.

			‘We’re in trouble, right?’ She looked as if she was speaking into the ground around her feet.

			He searched for any bravado he could draw up from his thoughts but nothing came. ‘We’re lost. No food. Freezing cold and we don’t know how far we are from the village, any village.

			‘We don’t even know how far we are from any road.’

			He could see her head drop. ‘Still, we’ve got some money so if we make it down, we might find a shop. It’s Saturday.’

			Beth was still looking into the ground, then she slowly raised her head to stare at him.

			‘We tried, Tom. For David. We tried.’

			He stared at her in surprise and then slowly nodded his reluctant agreement. There was nothing he felt like saying.

			‘How you feeling? Ok?’

			He offered another shrug. ‘I’ve never felt this bad without being properly ill. I can’t get warm and I feel like lying down and just falling asleep.

			‘Trouble is I’m too hungry to stay still. I don’t think I’ve ever felt my stomach being this empty. Starving!’

			She nodded which gave him the confidence to say what he was really thinking.

			‘I just want to get home, Beth.’

			The verbal assault he expected for his surrender did not arrive and instead she offered a half smile.

			‘I don’t care about that. We did this for David and I’m proud that we tried something.

			‘Maybe some of the grown-ups should be doing more to help him. It shouldn’t be us trying to make him better.

			‘At least we’ve had a go. I’ll tell my dad that when he stops shouting.’

			She was staring hard at Tom and he stared back, surprised to find that her words did give him some comfort.

			He managed a carefree shrug. ‘Right. We’re going to be in trouble when we get home.

			‘We lied to our parents, Beth.’

			‘I know, I know, but we did it for a good reason. Nobody else is helping David and he’s very sick.

			‘I don’t feel guilty for lying. We’ve tried and when David hears that maybe he’ll feel that at least someone did. It might help him.

			‘Anyway,’ she looked around at the treetops before continuing, ‘we’re stuck here now and we’ve got to get out.’

			‘So, we forget Mrs Harper? The letter?’ Tom was pleased that at least they seemed to be agreeing on what should happen next. They just had to get out of this somehow.

			He had more to say but his thoughts were suddenly interrupted as he looked back at Beth.

			As he watched she blinked and a tear appeared from her left eye before drifting slowly down her cheek.

			Somehow it became the focus of all his thoughts. That tear was the first he had ever seen Beth shed.

			‘Come on, Beth. We’ll get out of this. Let’s get going.’

			She nodded her agreement and wiped her face with the sleeve of her anorak.

			She pointed by looking to her right. ‘We have to go east. Can’t face walking back the way we came. No point. Must be near a road now or something.’

			Tom realised she was right and it was the only way to go although they did not even know how far up the hillside they still were.

			Perhaps they could find a bus although he had no idea about any service which passed across the hills linking Aberglais and Eglwysfach.

			He winced inside as he realised that perhaps they should head for the nearest phone box they could find and call her parents.

			First they get out of the forest and off the hill. They were still lost with no idea how far they still had to go.

			Then there was hunger. He daydreamed about passing a cottage with an open door they could sneak through to find some bread or cheese. Anything.

			Beth picked up her empty duffle-bag and then threw it back onto the ground where they had spent the night.

			‘Nothing to carry in that now. We’ll swap yours between us.’ She reached out a hand to him. ‘Here, give it. I’ll go first.’

			He leant away from her while shaking his head. One more look at her feet had convinced him she had enough to contend with.

			Then he set off for a few steps before looking back to make sure she was able to follow. Beth was treading carefully behind him; her bare feet searching for flat ground.

			‘We’ll get out of this. I know we can,’ said Tom and he was rewarded with a smile.

			‘It’s ok,’ she said, ‘the dew is nice and cold on my feet. It helps.’

			He answered with a grin of his own until it suddenly turned back into a frown.

			Beth was turning pale as her smile vanished and her body seemed to sag.

			She was shaking her head and her mouth was moving as if she was searching for words which would not come.

			‘Beth, what’s wrong?’

			He rushed back to grab her arm in fear that she might just collapse in a heap.

			She bristled at his response as she struggled to find the strength to stand unaided.

			He kept holding her arm and noticed she was shivering.

			‘Stupid. Wait a mo,’ she said. ‘Don’t seem… don’t have any energy yet.’

			He steered her back to the crevice in the rocks where they had spent the night.

			She did not need to be persuaded and slumped down to sit with her back against the hard stone. Her eyes were closed but she was still awake.

			Tom sat next to her and kept staring at her. She looked drunk or half asleep.

			‘Just rest, Beth. Still early.’

			She nodded in response and her eyes opened. She was staring into his face.

			‘You ok, Tom?’

			He shrugged his shoulders and tried to force a smile.

			‘I’m still… I’m exhausted, Tom. No energy at all. My legs are empty. Feel terrible. I have no strength.’

			‘You’re hungry, Beth. We both are. It makes you weak. My mother always says we have to eat. Growing up.’

			He realised he was just saying whatever came into his head but he was anxious not to make her worried. She wasn’t ill. Just tired and hungry. He was too.

			‘Look Beth, it’s still early. Just rest. No point struggling now. We’ll be fine to go soon.’

			She nodded slowly and allowed her eyes to close again. Tom kept staring as she seemed to fall into a doze.

			He looked away and stared around as he wondered what to do.

			Nothing. How could he force her to set off like this. He felt tired as well. Suddenly he began to realise how hungry he really was.

			It was a deep ache inside his body and he realised his head was hurting. He never had headaches. Not him.

			He looked at Beth again and was about to say something until he realised she was asleep again.

			Fine. That was fine.

			He sat right beside her with his back firmly against the rock as well. Almost instantly his eyes felt heavy and his body seemed to sag with exhaustion.

			He struggled with a jumble of thoughts. Where were they? What should they do?

			Then the images and ideas vanished as he felt himself shut down.

			In a few moments he was floundering in a light sleep as well.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			David heard the distant sound of an engine and instantly knew that a motorcycle was heading up the rough forest track.

			The engine was a high-pitched screech as the machine struggled to find the power it needed.

			There was only one bike that sounded like that and with the engine working so hard it probably meant it was carrying an extra load.

			He imagined Iestyn with his head bent forward as he steered the old Triumph two-stroke bike as if he was racing in the Isle of Man TT.

			The bike dated from the 1930’s and showed its age in bodywork dents, rust and scraped paintwork.

			It was really built for one rider but David imagined Mog sitting astern on the frame meant for baggage.

			There was only one place they could be heading, but why so early?

			He released a long sigh at the prospect of another attempt to make him find a magic cure to his depression.

			David forced himself to a sitting position on his bed and rubbed his face with his hands.

			There was no time to wash and he was still wearing the clothes he had gone to sleep in the night before.

			He contemplated slipping quietly out the door and disappearing into the forest, but he was too tired to even try.

			For days, or was it weeks now, his mind had been a dark and empty space which he did not have the energy or desire to shake into anything like normality.

			His nightmares were vivid memories of horrific events from his past and the despair which hung over his world was endless and destructive.

			The panic attacks were frequent, terrifying and almost always ended in thrashing bouts of uncontrollable temper. Then the dark and lonely depression.

			He had felt like this in the past but somehow it was worse this time. Before he always felt that giving in to the depression would lead to a recovery of sorts. Time was the answer. Just let it pass.

			This one was bad. Strangely he almost felt he wanted it to go on: there was no point in trying to fight it anymore; just live it.

			Looking around the shed he realised it had become as filthy as a pigsty. So what.

			He sighed again as he raised himself slowly to his feet and tried to prepare for a confrontation with the outside world. At least it was Mog who never pushed too hard.

			As he opened the door the sound of the old 1930’s Triumph suddenly disappeared.

			He guessed they had stopped on the track between the forestry land and the old woods.

			So Mog was going to leave Iestyn at the bike and come through to the Caer alone.

			What was this all about? He suddenly realised it was still not seven o’clock in the morning.

			He raised his hand in a reluctant welcome as his old friend emerged alone from the trees and stepped slowly on across the clearing.

			David felt a familiar pang of shame about his filthy home as he walked to the table in the centre of the Caer and sat down.

			‘No cup of tea on offer then?’ asked Mog with his familiar brand of humour which sometimes had a gentle sting attached.

			‘Something up, Mog? Too early for a friendly visit.’

			Mog sat down slowly opposite his friend and eyed David across the table.

			‘Before all that, how you doing? Look awful you do.’

			David shrugged in reply so Mog let the subject rest.

			‘Big flap down in Aber. You need to know about it, boy.’

			David shuffled as his curiosity suddenly reared up.

			‘Serious? Why have you left Iestyn down the gap?’

			Mog’s answer was again delivered with focused calm.

			‘You’ve got some serious thinking to do so I didn’t want this to be a big reunion. It’s those kids, your friends, Tom and Beth, they’ve gone missing. Disappeared overnight.’

			David was suddenly frozen alert. He felt his heart pumping with a vigour he had not felt for days.

			‘What? Missing?’

			‘Aye. Will knocked my door less than an hour since. They went off camping,’, he nodded to his right, ‘down there at the stream.

			‘Will went checking early this morning and the tent is there alright but no Tom or Beth and their sleeping bags look like they haven’t been used.’

			David felt his mind swirl over endless possibilities. ‘Probably nothing. Deserve a clip they will but they’re probably off laying nightlines.

			‘Tom is sensible. Beth can be a handful but they’re both good ‘uns. Worry over nothing you ask me.’

			Mog took his time before replying. ‘Could be right but things don’t fit that easy, see.

			‘They had something planned because they said a white lie about young Llew being with them. You know Llew, up here a lot.’

			David nodded but said nothing as he did not want to interrupt his friend’s story.

			‘Will sneaked up early, just to check, see. You must have heard him shouting?’

			David rubbed his face and shrugged his shoulders. He had heard something for sure, but it had stopped and he had dismissed it as a call which someone must have answered. Nothing to worry him.

			‘It was Will calling. Recognised the voice. I heard that but folk camp out here overnight and think they can make any sort of noise they want. I ignore most of it. And…’

			‘I know, I know, David. No need to explain. I know, you’re going through it right now.’

			David felt a wave of embarrassment for his illness to be dismissed as a trivial hindrance.

			He would ignore Mog and pretend to empty his mind of thoughts if he went on about him being ill. His problems were matters he did not feel ready to talk about, with Mog, with anyone.

			But what was he here for right now?

			‘Will’s already spoken to Enid and Bryn, Sgt Rees too. Rees is like you and thinks they’re off on a jaunt and will be back with their tails between their legs soon.’

			He was studying David’s face closely before he continued. ‘Not me though. That’s why I’m here. I think different.’

			David was confused and posed his question with a slant of his head to express his curiosity. No words were needed. They were old friends. No need to waste words.

			Mog nodded. ‘Will and the sergeant think they must be up to something in the town or further, Cardiff even.

			‘I mentioned that letter of yours quietly to Rees but he shrugged it off. Couldn’t see how that would make them do anything.

			‘I told him the young ones might have gone off to speak to the woman who wrote you but he couldn’t see it. Wild speculation, is what he said.

			‘Gave me a lecture on how every know-all in Aberglais would be coming up with their own fancy tales until the youngsters turn-up home.

			‘He said Will had thrown it in as a bone as well so he was contacting the bobby who covers Eglwysfach, but that was it.’

			David stared deep into Mog’s eyes. The important point his old friend wanted to make was still lurking unsaid inside him.

			He tried to interpret the look on Mog’s face. It was like someone with something to confess. Something difficult to say.

			‘Ok, Mog. What you mean here?’

			‘That letter, boy. I’m not going to waste my time on excuses but you need to know I told them they should try to help you.

			‘You love it when the youngsters come up here for your lessons and it does you good too.

			‘They were worried and came to me for a chat. You’ve got some true young friends there David.

			‘Remember, they saw the letter and know it sent you spark crazy. You should have seen how worried they’ve been.’

			David got up from the table and walked around it. He needed time to think.

			Even when he had circled behind Mog his old friend had not bothered to turn around to face him. He was waiting patiently.

			David completed his walk and sat back down.

			‘Not fair to come up with a story like that and throw it in my face, Mog. Sounds a very nice fairytale to me. I’m with Rees.

			‘I know I’ve been bad of late but life goes on for those youngsters. They’re not daft. They know I’m a silly old bat and they just wait me out.’

			Mog nodded. He was not going to argue.

			‘I know, I know. Long shot perhaps but it’s given me a strong feeling in my gut. I can see those two thinking up some mad plan to help you.

			‘They saw how that letter hit you like a punch. Maybe they thought that the woman needed an explanation. Maybe they thought if she was alright about it then you could relax. I don’t know. Sounds daft but daft things happen.’

			Mog leant forward. The face had changed. It was pleading now.

			David felt panic rising. ‘Aye it’s a daft idea and you know it. Too simple and too daft.

			‘You come racing up there and throw this guilt on me when I don’t need it see, Mog.

			‘Those kids are probably home having breakfast right now and this visit… I don’t need it.’

			His tirade was answered by silence as Mog just stared at his own hands on the table between them.

			David lurched from one emotion to another. He felt a surge of anger which made him want to hit out with strong words and fists. Not at Mog. He would never hurt Mog, but at anyone: anything.

			Then he found himself looking hard at the edge of the Caer and testing his resolve to walk through those trees and at least take a look at the campsite: do something.

			No. That could not be done. He was haunted by this crazy despair and he was not capable of doing anything.

			Every waking hour was blighted now by the most horrific flashbacks which left him terrified.

			That was that. Will, Bryn, the police. Their problem now.

			‘Probably nothing to worry about. They’ll just turn up wondering what the fuss is about.’

			Mog nodded and then sighed before answering. ‘See David., I told them they were the ones who could help you.

			‘Didn’t tell them how but just said to help. They were worried, see. Worried for you.

			‘All I know is that the letter troubled you and they knew that. Beyond anything they’d seen it was. Made them think perhaps.’ He shrugged his shoulders and turned away.

			He walked off slowly with his hands in the pockets of his thick jacket. It was still early in the morning and the day had not had a chance to warm up.

			‘Had my say, David boy.’ He was near the edge of the clearing still heading off slowly as he spoke. ‘ Had to tell you what I thought. Not asking you to do anything.

			‘It was a risk telling you anything when you’re, you know… you’re so bad in yourself.

			‘I took the risk, boy because I respect you and I know that you’ll think on what I’ve said. I couldn’t leave it unsaid.

			‘If those two don’t turn up soon then something has happened for sure. They’ve been out a night and it doesn’t look like that tent had been slept in.

			‘Doesn’t make sense to me,’ he shrugged, ‘but who am I to say what’s happening.

			‘Anyway, I’m off for some breakfast.’ He had almost reached the edge of the Caer. His words were almost shouted at the trees as he still did not look back.

			‘Take care now, David.’ They were his final words so he raised a hand in farewell but did not turn to look back.

			David’s eyes pierced the vanishing form of his friend as his mind continued its whirl of emotions.

			What am I expected to do? Don’t folk realise I’m a mess. Can’t look after myself let alone go off hunting some runaways.

			Tom. Beth, great kids. Good, sensible youngsters. Bound to have had a plan. They can look after themselves.

			They’ll be back in no time. Kids are always vanishing. No sense of time. Won’t want their little trip found out, whatever it is.

			David rose from the bench and walked slowly back towards the shed but his mind would not let him rest.

			What’s happened? What’s happened?

			Raining last night. Cold as winter. Surely to goodness they weren’t just out all night.

			He dashed through the door of the shed and slammed it shut behind him.

			It could not be him. He could not help. They’ll turn up safe. How could he help? He was afraid of everything outside the door of his shed. They all knew that.

			He laid down on his bed but immediately sprang back up to a sitting position.

			He stared at the door and squeezed his eyes shut in a forlorn attempt to stop the panic overwhelming him.

			His mind was swirling though the possibilities. It was almost like a physical pain. He gritted his teeth and felt a sound emerge from his mouth like a wounded animal.

			He did not even hear the sound of the old Triumph bike starting up again as Mog and Iestyn headed back to Aberglais.

			Nor did he hear the names of the children called out in the woods by searchers already out looking for them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			They stood in a circle and stared at the tent as Rachel emerged from her search of its contents.

			Will, Enid, Bryn and Sgt Rees all waited for her to explain whether she had found any clues to the whereabouts of Tom and Beth.

			In the distance they could hear the shrill sound of the motorbike travelling back down the track towards the village.

			‘That’s Mog,’ said Will as he looked at Sgt Rees. ‘Been up to tell David.’

			Elsewhere from the forest they could occasionally hear the eerie sound of Tom and Beth’s names. Word had spread quickly and a clutch of miners and farmers were out searching the immediate vicinity.

			Around the tent they all waited and hoped for a child’s voice in reply: there was nothing.

			Sgt Rees had said it was probably a wasted effort. Will knew the policeman had left unsaid his theory that the two may have been hurt or worse in a fall or other accident.

			Rachel climbed slowly to her feet and brushed loose strands of hair away from her pale and worried face.

			‘As you said, sergeant, duffle bags gone, anoraks too and no sign of the food they had, oh, and no money left there either.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘That’s it.’

			She stared at Will with a look of desperation. If they were safe surely the two young friends would be back in camp by now?

			‘That’s good luv,’ Will made sure he wore a broad smile. He was about to add that at least there was no sign of a struggle., He stopped himself raising that spectre just in time.

			‘Gone off they have.’

			Sgt Rees had been carefully watching the faces of each of the parents. Will looked back at him with an intensity which silently pleaded for his thoughts.

			Instead the sergeant took a sheet of paper from his pocket and showed it to the others.

			In large crayoned letters it read: Beth and Tom, get home now. Parents very worried. Sgt Rees.

			‘I’ll leave this at the tent. That’ll shake them,’ he said and then placed the notice inside in the centre of the groundsheet.

			‘The stuff that’s missing,’ he was speaking with a reassuring calmness, ‘it’s clear to me they’ve scarpered on an adventure of some sort.

			‘A white lie about young Llew, duffle bags, coats and food all gone with them. They went somewhere of their own accord.

			‘Look, all of you, everything is being done. You can hear those up in the forest and David might have some ideas of his own.

			‘I’ve issued an alert and descriptions so we’ll find them soon enough. Certain as anyone can be I am. I’ll have the tent checked regularly too.’

			He was ready to continue his short speech but was interrupted by Enid’s cry of anguish as she burst into tears.

			‘Not like them. Not like them, sergeant.’ She turned away as Bryn placed his arm around her shoulders.

			Will gritted his teeth and stared at the sergeant. He was sure the police were not taking this as seriously as they should.

			‘Enid’s got every right to worry,’ he said. ‘This is not like our two. Not at all.

			‘Yes, they’re a bit wild at times but they know how to behave and they don’t just decide to vanish like this.

			‘I’m not saying they’re angels but we know our kids and we don’t like the feel of this at all.’

			Rachel moved slightly so that she was standing right beside her husband.

			‘That’s the point,’ she said. ‘We know them, what they like, what they dream about, the risks they take each day, all of it.

			‘But not this.’ She seemed to be searching for more words to explain her feelings but said nothing more.

			Sgt Rees clearly wanted to avoid another debate on all the worries and fears he had heard over and over in the few hours since Will had woken him up at the police house.

			He turned away from the group and bent to a crouch as he stared into the tent as if he was carrying out some sort of extra search with the eye of a policeman.

			‘Torches? Did they have a torch?’ he remained staring into the tent.

			‘Two, one each,’ Rachel was quick to answer.

			The sergeant nodded but did not turn away from the tent. ‘Means something. I think they went off early last night and they knew they wouldn’t be back until morning at least.

			‘Where could they get to in that time?’

			Bryn and Enid had turned back to face the tent.

			‘We told you,’ said Bryn. ‘Beth loved everything about the museum in Cardiff. The national. Loved all the stuffed animals.’

			Enid interrupted with, ‘…talked and talked to Tom about it too. We told you.’

			The sergeant stood to his full height. He made sure he kept a look of calm reassurance on his smiling face.

			‘Been checked already and they’ll be in touch if the pair turn up there today. Oh, and I put a call in to Eglwysfach.

			‘Jones is a good constable. Mal Jones. He’ll be down at Mrs Harper’s by now so that’s all covered. Don’t think that’s likely though. It’s a jaunt they’re on.’

			Will nodded his appreciation. He knew Sgt Rees as a friend and not just as a policeman.

			They had grown up together in Aberglais before Rees had gone off to the army and he had joined the Royal Navy for their national service.

			Rees would say little but work like a beaver behind their backs to cover off all their worries.

			‘Thanks Andy,’ said Will as he reached forward and patted the sergeant gently on the shoulder. ‘We appreciate all this. And so quick off the mark too.’

			It was a friendly gesture but it did not diminish the atmosphere of panic simmering through the group.

			‘You hear such bad things,’ said Enid, her voice raw with supressed emotion.

			‘Now now. I know we’re all worried and that’s the way it should be,’ said the sergeant, ‘but you have to take a breath to think this through.

			‘Everything we know points to the two of them going off on an adventure together. We don’t know where but we were all kids once and we know how stepping outside the boundaries can be exciting.

			‘You’ve got two lovely kids there and they’re not the types to do something stupid.

			‘Think about how carefully they planned all this and covered their tracks like… well like a couple of commandos.’

			He allowed himself a gentle laugh before continuing. ‘We’ll be laughing about this later. After you’ve given them what for, mind.’

			The others nodded; their heads lowered. Will felt the tug of mixed emotions he was sure the others felt too.

			Part of him wanted to scream in anguish and set off at a sprint to keep running until he had covered all the ground for miles around.

			Then there was that feeling which made him check himself. The sergeant was right. They had planned a jaunt and they would be back.

			If he had not got out of bed in the middle of the night to check on them then life would be unfolding as it normally did on a Saturday in Aberglais.

			‘Aye, we know you’re probably right,’ he said with a sideways look at the other parents beside him. ‘They’ll turn up safe soon enough.’

			Sgt Rees was quick to build on the positive sentiment. ‘Probably won’t see or hear from them until they’re due home tonight.

			‘They’ll turn up back here and have kittens when they read my note. I’d love to be a fly on the wall for that.’

			Rachel turned away, folded her arms across her chest and stared down through the fields and trees back towards the village.

			‘They’re our youngsters and they’re missing. All this fine talk is good sense but you don’t see good sense when your own are missing.

			‘None of us know. None of us really know and that is, well it’s killing us.

			‘I won’t rest until my boy is back home. Neither will my husband. Enid and Bryn won’t either until they have Beth back.

			‘We’re sensible folk and we won’t let ourselves fear the worse but those young ones have to be back today. They have to.’

			In an instant she seemed to lose some of her emotional control and her voice sounded a pitch higher and louder.

			‘Even on a jaunt, things happen. They’re kids. Young kids.’

			She stopped herself before her emotions cracked.

			Will felt a panic grip his stomach and his heart seemed to be swelling with an ache like the weight of a powerful grief.

			He looked at Bryn who was staring back at him. Neither of them knew what to do but they would not rest until this was over.

			‘It is what it is,’ Bryn said. ‘Sgt Rees here has it all covered and we’re grateful for that but we can’t rest.

			‘We’ll just get back to Aberglais and think about what we can do. Can’t do nothing. Not an option.’

			He looked straight at Will before continuing. ‘We’ll get in my car, Will and think about where best to look. The forest is covered.

			‘Don’t see much in that letter and Eglwysfach. Can’t see it.

			‘Maybe the museum, but truth is I don’t know where to start.’

			He stopped with a sigh and rubbed his forehead as if he was trying to squeeze his thoughts into shape.

			Will looked around. If there was nothing to worry about why were people out searching? Why didn’t everyone just laugh and tell them to stop worrying?

			He felt the words tumble out.

			‘Of course we’re worried sarge. Parents see and we know our youngsters.’ His eyes were ranging around the landscape. It felt as if he was trying to see into every crevice and behind every tree. ‘No sleeping bags with them. Freezing cold and wet last night.’

			Sgt Rees’s body visibly stiffened. Will knew the last thing the policeman wanted was a group of hysterical parents in blind panic.

			‘Lots of reasons for that, Will.’ Sgt Rees looked from face to face as he spoke. ‘Any friends outside Aber they may have gone to? Wouldn’t need sleeping bags for that.’

			The others all looked at each other but the only answers came in the shaking of heads and shrugging of shoulders.

			Sgt Rees continued in his reassuring tone.

			‘Look you do what you need to. Call the station if you’re out of touch.

			‘I think they’re safe but I’m covering all the ground. Straight from here I’m around the parents to see if any of their mates knows anything.

			‘We’ll find them.’

			The small group took one last look at the outside of the tent as if they all wanted Tom and Beth to suddenly peer out of the open front flap.

			Then they turned in silence and headed slowly back down the side of the stream towards the village.

			Sgt Rees was at the rear. ‘I’ll be at the police house most of the day. I’ll get any calls with news.

			‘No point in me scouring the hills and roads after I’ve checked the classmates. Check in with me as often as you like.

			‘I know you’ll want to be doing something, but just remember, this will end when they just walk back home safe.

			‘Try not to worry.’

			Rachel turned to him. Her face wore an accusing frown. ‘They were out all night. Freezing. No food. I can’t stop worrying.’

			They could still hear the occasional shout of ‘Tom’ or ‘Beth’ in the far distance behind them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The panic seeped into his body. It was no surprise.

			His calm had been shaken. Didn’t they understand? Didn’t Mog understand?

			The only way he could keep any balance was to lock himself away from stress and confusion. That’s what he had been trying to do.

			He had felt himself buckling under the first waves of confusion and fear as soon as Mog had started speaking.

			Now he was alone again the flashbacks and the mounting panic had got more intense.

			So young! The faces of the dead and the dying are so young.

			His head was filled with the nightmares which with the speed of a rocket took him back to the darkest days of war.

			He heard the noise of gunfire and explosions as loud as if he was in the countryside of France, Belgium or Germany.

			Don’t they know? Don’t they realise? This is why I lock myself away here in the forest. Peace. I search for peace.

			They weren’t there with a uniform on so they don’t understand. How could anyone who wasn’t there really understand?

			They didn’t hear the cries half smothered by the noise of battle and then those silences. Sometimes the silences were worse because the enemy became a creeping fog waiting to engulf you.

			Always push on. There was no break. No respite.

			War takes the youngest and the best. Bodies often left where they dropped.

			It was the eyes which always seemed to die first. The look in those eyes as life floated away will never go away.

			He rubbed his hands roughly down his face as if he was trying to squeeze the thoughts from his mind.

			He turned away from the window of the shed because he feared seeing the familiar grey uniforms of a ghostly enemy running at him.

			Some had faces pale with fear while others were twisted with a snarling madness bent on delivering death.

			Come on man. Stop this. You were never this afraid when it was really happening. Why so scared now? It was years ago. It’s over.

			He stood up, shook his head slowly and sighed with despair as he forced himself to look out over the Caer at the forest beyond.

			There was nobody there. He was alone. Just what he wanted. But now he could never be truly on his own, not even here in his safe haven. All because of that visit by Mog.

			The sound of warfare was replaced by the excited shouts and giggling conversations of youngsters. They were shadowy and ghostly forms running through the Caer.

			The innocence of true happiness. They never asked him about fighting and death. All they were interested in was how to make this or do that.

			They had no worries. No terrible memories to haunt them.

			They called him, David, not sir or Mr, just David.

			They all just wanted to learn and he could forget the past and the nightmares to concentrate on teaching them everything he knew.

			No need to make them sit and watch. Show them once and then let them have a go, make mistakes, learn.

			Those smiling faces and the looks of awe as they realised they could achieve success and create things all by themselves.

			He felt a flash of temper as he kicked at the wall with the hard leather toe cap of his right boot.

			His hands were shaking so violently it felt as if he was in the clutch of an earthquake.

			It was the returning nightmares, the fear and the draining despair which had forced him to send them away.

			He had to send them away. No-one should see him crumbling into the darkness.

			Go, all of you, go! What had he done? Where were they? Was it his fault that those two precious youngsters were missing?

			Could they really have spent a night alone in the woods on the cold hillside.? At their age. So young. So inexperienced. Every shadow was a ghost: an enemy.

			The very thought made him remember those frightful nights from the dark times. The hunger that was made worse by no prospect of food. Then the creeping despair of knowing that it could happen any day, any time, any hour.

			The inability to sleep because there could well be something out there amongst the trees or in the village alleyways which would bring death to visit in the night.

			The aching tiredness which made you long for a proper bed but the gnawing fear which made you unable to give in to the all-consuming exhaustion. War never stops and goes home for tea.

			And it would be the same tomorrow and the next day and the next.

			Was it like that today for Tom and Beth?

			Were they being damaged by exhaustion, fear, hunger, despair and the cold: the gnawing cold.

			He kept the images of his two young friends at the forefront of his thoughts. Thinking about them somehow stopped him from sinking into his own, personal, numbing despair.

			The nightmare images of battle were slowly being replaced in his mind by thoughts of a new horror. The two of them out there, somewhere all alone.

			What the heck were those two up to? Was Mog right? The letter. The letter from Charlie’s widow.

			He felt a wave of shame as he recalled how the simple note had sent him lurching into a self-pitying collapse.

			Well he was paying for it all now. Was the sight of him in such a meltdown the cause of all this?

			Mog had mentioned something about other ideas. A jaunt or a trip. Maybe that is where they had gone, to a secret destination for a few hours of grown-up freedom.

			Was it a trip they always wanted to make to a museum or the seaside?

			Would they plan such an elaborate cover-story for something like that?

			He sat down and tried to think it through. No! There was no way those two would lie to their parents for a trip they could probably make their fathers take them on with some gentle cajoling.

			Will and Bryn both had cars and were always looking for an excuse to drive somewhere.

			No, the letter, the letter, the letter!

			He could see them planning their escapade, feeling excited as they set off and then walking, walking into darkness, the cold and eventually, exhaustion.

			What had he done? What had he done?

			If anything happened to those two then he would not be able to live with himself.

			Suddenly a familiar image forced its way into his brain. He was holding Charlie’s body and blindly squeezing the trigger which unleashed his revenge.

			It was an awful memory but he had long realised that sometimes it instilled in him a strange feeling of power.

			He knew he should feel ashamed but it gave him strength. It made him feel that he could do something instead of just wallowing in anguish and dread.

			Perhaps that is what made him fold into depression: the shame of knowing that the trigger in his hand gave him power that pleased him.

			‘Come on, snap out of it.’ He said the words out loud.

			It was time for some serious thinking. No time now to let his mind dwell on images from the past.

			Neither was there time to give in to the depression which he regarded as his true self nowadays.

			He thought again of his two young friends and heard the sounds of their laughter.

			His heart was beating in his chest. He felt his senses fight for strength against the draining despair of his depression which was always there and ready to claim him.

			In the war he made himself think of stepping into the ring. He would clear his mind of fear and let the adrenalin wash away any fears.

			There was a job to be done, a job to be done. Switch on, switch on.

			It was a process which took away any choice. The only way was forward. Don’t think about the consequences. Just do it!

			Well now he was back there. Now was not the time to give in to his fears and his sickness. He had to do something, but what?

			He got up and walked across the shed to the upturned wooden crate on which he had placed his bowl of clean water.

			He rolled up his sleeves, plunged both hands into the cold liquid and doused his face in the icy water.

			If that boy, Rees was onto this then the alert has already spread wide. Although not enough hours had passed for two youngsters gone from a campsite to spark a major search yet. Still, they’d be going through the motions. Rees was on it.

			Mog had mentioned the letter to Will and the others and explained how Tom and Beth reacted to it. There had only been shrugs in response. They all thought Mog was wrong.

			Rees would have noted it and reported the thought to the local police over in Eglwysfach but that would have just been to cover it off. A knock on Mrs Harpers’ door and no further action required.

			There was no way they could have reached Eglwys yet. They would not have reached her even by now.

			But the Caer was important to those young ones. All of them.

			The Caer was him and he was the Caer. The letter had taken something away from them.

			Would they have tried to get it back? Did they need him so much they would try to get him back?

			He felt shame bubbling up through his body. He should have been strong enough to hide his crippling anxiety and control it.

			What a fool! What a coward!

			Mog had understood the importance of everything they got from their time up at the Caer. He had told them to help their friend, David: to get him back.

			Well it was his responsibility to do something. No doubt about that at all.

			So what could he do? A sick old man frightened by his own shadow and too weak to struggle with his nightmares.

			For years the depression had been eating into him so what was left of him now? Was he too far gone to be of any help, any worth, to anyone?

			No. Just like the war. Only one thing to do. Forget the fear, forget the exhaustion. Keep going. Keep fighting.

			The thought made him want to collapse in a heap and empty his mind of everything. Life itself even.

			No, it was about duty and trust. Friendship. Reasons to live and to do something.

			He strutted across the shed floor breathing deeply as if that would help shake off all the thoughts scrambling his brain.

			What to do?

			He could walk down to Aberglais and ask if he could be of any help. They would tell him what to do.

			But, no. He had survived the war by using his instinct and experience. Two wars. More experience than any officer he served.

			He still felt the weakness and nausea but, just like in the war, those reactions had to be locked away while the job at hand was done.

			No. Not the village. He would have to act alone. He was always best acting alone. Trust your instincts, David.

			The sounds of war were still inside his head. Shut them out David, boy. Close it off.

			If Tom and Beth turned up in a museum or a funfair then all well and good. He did not have time to rely on that happening.

			He had to commit himself to a plan and if he was the only one who believed in it then so be it.

			Anyway, he was always better acting alone. The Silent Owl!

			Come on, David boy. You can see them walking to Eglwysfach. They would know where it was. Over the hill.

			They were children. Innocent children. Nothing would seem too difficult. Eglwysfach, just a step away.

			He thought about their lack of knowledge about what the distance really meant and what supplies would be vital for such a trek.

			They would not risk a bus journey and had the nous to know that hitching a lift at their age could mean being found out.

			They know how folk talk around here. Someone who picked them up would know their parents. The driver would give them a lift and drop a word to their parents. Or just take them straight home. They would not risk that.

			They were walking and they had walked into darkness, hunger and cold.

			David shivered as he looked out of the shed window and up at the mountain the other side of the valley to the north and east.

			He pulled on his thick, woollen jumper and buckled his canvas army belt around his waist.

			Time to move. Just do it.

			You’re alone so it doesn’t matter if you’re wrong. No one will know. You won’t look a fool to those folk out there.

			If you’re right then that’s fine. The kids. Just think on them.

			They knew that route. They knew they had to climb that first hill. From the top they could have a line of sight. They would know where they were going.

			Being up there would make them think they were well on their way. The next steps would look easy.

			But they would tire, they would lose their line of sight in the descent. They would get lost and when night came, frightened and disorientated.

			They were doing it for him. They wanted to put things right with Charlie’s widow. The only reason they would want to do that was to help him. Bring back good news. All is well. Forget about the letter, we’ve fixed it, David.

			What had he done? Nothing bad must happen. He could not carry that blame for the rest of his pitiful life.

			He pulled his old army rucksack from under the bed and filled it with a coat, his woollen hat, binoculars, a torch, matches and food. There was a little cheese, bread and cooked bacon he wrapped in old newspaper.

			Not too much. Just enough to keep him energised. A bit of cash or he could scrounge something from a farm along the way. Travel light.

			He already had the door open when he had a last think about whether he had everything he needed.

			Chocolate! He reached up onto the shelf and took down the bar of chocolate which had gathered dust there since Christmas.

			Those hills and cold nights can kill, even in spring and summer. The lack of energy could send a soul into a sleep they would never wake up from.

			Chocolate would surge through them like raw energy.

			He stepped out of the door and did not even bother to close it behind him.

			Squeezing his eyes shut he forced himself to move forward.

			Slowly at first like a test to see if he could keep moving. He looked down and saw his hands shaking.

			His eyes were open now and darting from left to right at the shadows between the trees.

			This was hard, very hard.

			Every step was going to be a battle; a fight against the demons.

			No choice, David. If you’ve got any steel in you then find it and use it. The Silent Owl. The Silent Owl.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Tom had been awake for about ten minutes and decided he could not wait any longer.

			Beth was still asleep in a sitting position against the rock with her head slumped to one side.

			He was afraid to move too far and a short walk around the clearing had not changed his opinion that they were lost.

			Eglwysfach was definitely somewhere to the east which was the direction downwards from their hillside clearing.

			It could be just through the trees or they may be way off and it could be miles and miles away over more steep hills.

			The sun was getting higher in the sky now so it was difficult to work out the points of the compass with real certainty. The village they were aiming for was definitely to the east but could be somewhere to the north or the south of where they were.

			He had no idea how far they had veered off course in their difficult trek through the forest at night.

			The game was up now. He had to wake Beth and they had to get off the hillside to discover where they were. They had to get home somehow to face their parents and, of course, the ridicule of their friends.

			The thought of another cold night on the hill was too much to even consider.

			He gently nudged Beth’s shoulder. At first her head just sagged and swayed until he suddenly felt a slight resistance as she emerged back into life.

			‘Beth, Beth. Come on, we have to move.’

			His words were left unanswered as her face scrunched into the grimace of someone who would prefer to stay asleep.

			Then she rubbed her eyes and blinked as she looked around to remind herself of where she was.

			‘Tom, how long have we…? What time is it?’

			He stood facing her as he again scoured the borders of the clearing as if he was searching for clues.

			Then he looked and pointed in the general direction he was sure led east.

			‘That way.’ He shrugged before continuing, ‘truth is, we’re lost so we have to get down to a road or some open land to have any idea.’

			Beth was listening as she rubbed her feet and looked at the blisters which at least appeared slightly less angry and painful than they had been.

			Tom sat down cross-legged so that he was facing her.

			‘It’s over for us, Beth. You can’t go on and, anyway, the morning has almost gone. We don’t even know how far we’ve got to go.

			‘I’ve been thinking. We have to phone your parents from somewhere: a house or a shop, somewhere.

			‘We’re in trouble, for sure, but we can tell them we did it for David. At least that will make it a bit easier for us.’

			Beth’s face still wore a grimace as she looked at her feet and wriggled her toes. She was thinking, so he waited.

			‘The village could be just through the trees,’ she said in a whisper.

			‘Or it could be miles and miles away,’ he pointed left then right, ‘up there or down there.

			‘My legs are aching and your feet are terrible. I’m starving and I feel ill. Rotten.

			‘I don’t really want to move anywhere, but we’ve got no choice.’

			His voice was controlled but he spoke with a stern tone. He stared at Beth as he wondered whether she was going to come up with one of her crazy ideas.

			After all, it was Beth’s wild plans which had brought the two of them to this.

			He had to bring the conversation down to a sensible level and quickly.

			‘How are those blisters? Can you put your boots on?’

			She seemed to be concentrating on his question. ‘My fault. My boots are new. I should have worn some old shoes or something.

			‘It was a silly mistake, Tom.’

			‘Not your fault, Beth. Blisters just happen. We’ve walked miles and that’s it. We tried.

			‘I don’t care about trouble back home. Anyway, if we’re lucky we could get out of these trees and there’ll be a bus going in the right direction.

			‘We could even get back to the tent before we’re missed.’

			His face broke into a smile, but he noticed how Beth was staring at him as if he was talking rubbish.

			‘Think, Tom. There’s no bus from this valley to Aberglais. We’re not sure what valley we’re in.

			‘We’re in the middle of nowhere and we’re going to get found out.’

			Tom winced as he watched her stand up and steady herself against the limestone rock with one hand.

			‘The only way we’re going to get out of this is by phoning my dad and getting him to fetch us. That’s it, Tom.’

			‘So it was all a daft idea then?’ Tom folded his arms across his chest.

			Beth pursed her lips and looked into the distance. Tom instinctively looked down to make sure she was not making a fist.

			‘If you really think it was stupid to try to help David then that’s up to you.’ Her voice was eerily calm.

			‘He’s our friend and he needs our help. Remember, it was Mog who said we should help him.

			‘It’s years since the war and it’s still making him ill. The poor man lives in a shed and he’s gone crazy. All because of the war.

			‘Nobody seems to want to help him and look what’s happened. A simple letter and he flips.

			‘If anyone should be in trouble it’s the grown-ups. What have they done to help him? At least we’ve tried.’

			She turned slightly so that she was facing him.

			‘I want to help him and I thought you did too. No matter the risks.’

			Tom felt his temper rise. He and Beth never shirked from honesty. They had their squabbles but afterwards the air was always clear.

			‘Look, Beth, I came on this didn’t I? I want to help as much as you do.

			‘But it’s over. We’re done in.’ He pointed at her as if she was the scene of a car crash. ‘Look at you. You can’t walk.

			‘We’ve tried but we’re in danger now. No food. Too tired to think straight and before we know it the day will be over.

			‘We must get off this hill somehow and find out where we are before it starts getting cold again.’

			He felt his energy sag. ’I want to get home,’ he lowered his gaze and repeated the word in a whisper, ‘home.’

			There was more he wanted to say but she stood in front of him with her eyes shut and her hand held out as an order for him to stop.

			‘Listen, listen.’ As she spoke she slowly raised her head to stare straight at him.

			‘You’re right. We’re beaten, but it’s not over. We know we’re going to be found out. Trouble ahead no doubt.

			‘So what do we do?’ She pointed at the trees to the east. ‘So we get off this hill, wherever we are, and find our way to Mrs Harper’s house, just as we planned.

			‘She’s a posh lady so there’ll be a phone. Tom, we’ll get the job done and then face our parents, have the row from them.

			‘I’m game for it. Are you?’

			For a moment he was lost. Nobody else he knew could see things the way she did.

			She was never beaten.

			They had been best friends for years now and she still never failed to surprise him.

			What she said just seemed to make perfect sense.

			‘Your feet?’

			She was momentarily stunned by the two words until she seemed to realise he was with her.

			Beth looked down and shrugged her shoulders. Then she picked up her boots and handed them to Tom.

			‘You can carry them, tough guy. I’m walking. Keep an eye open for any glass or sharp stones. You go front.’

			She nudged him forward and he headed off slowly towards the eastern side of the clearing.

			After a few steps he looked back to see her gingerly putting one foot in front of the other.

			She saw his gaze.

			‘No pain at all without those boots. I’m fine, keep going.’

			He smiled but stared for a moment longer. She was Beth alright, but frailer and older looking than normal. Her back seemed bent and her arms looked weak.

			If it had been any darker in the trees he could have mistaken her for a frail old woman.

			He wondered what he looked like. Hunger and exhaustion were draining him.

			If he was home his mother would take one look at him and order him back to bed. He tried to remember when he last felt as ill as this but could not.

			This was different. His insides ached from hunger, his muscles felt as if they were torn and broken. He was shivering from cold. He was ill and his head ached.

			They walked on towards the trees as the sun disappeared behind a cloud and the cold air was joined by the first drops of rain from a new shower.

			The morning mist had still not cleared and the new rain made the damp feel as if it was penetrating his whole body.

			They both put on the anoraks which had been using as blankets and pulled the hoods close over their heads.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Mary gasped as she felt a surge of hope. As she looked out of her window, she saw police constable Jones, the local bobby, talking to the man called Billy.

			At last someone agreed with her and saw their presence on the strip of land behind her cottage as a problem.

			That had to be the reason he was back.

			He had to be telling them to leave.

			She felt an impulse to step outside and join the officer in haranguing the travellers for disturbing the peace and quiet of such a charming village. Criminal. Not acceptable!

			Instead she stepped back and stood stock-still as she kept her eyes drilled on the conversation taking place outside her hearing.

			Mary was looking for any signs of tension in their faces or angry body language as they confronted each other.

			The rest of the travellers were keeping their distance and carrying on with whatever it was they were doing so perhaps they realised that an ultimatum was being delivered.

			As she kept watch she realised the conversation was drawing to a close as Billy shrugged his shoulders and spoke a final sentence to the officer.

			He did not seem angry so perhaps he realised that the time had come for them to move on: at last.

			The policeman turned away and headed straight for her garden gate.

			She opened the back door and stood on the outer step with her arms folded in front of her where the travellers would see her. She was going to enjoy this moment of triumph.

			‘Morning, Mrs Harper.’ The constable checked his watch. ‘Well, just about anyway. Where do the hours go?’

			He walked up to her and took off his helmet which he placed under his arm.

			‘Morning officer. I see you’ve been having words with the trespassers. Good thing.’

			He nodded but his face wore an expression of something close to embarrassment and not the determined authority she expected.

			‘Well, I saw Billy, so had words, but it was you I came to see.’

			Suddenly she was confused and the hope vanished as quickly as it had arrived.

			‘May I come in?’

			She nodded her agreement and stepped aside so that the constable could walk into her kitchen just ahead of her.

			He did not take a seat but stood to one side, almost to attention, as she joined him in the cottage.

			She instinctively shut the door behind her as she invariably did as quickly as possible with those people out there constantly peering into her life.

			Her certainty had evaporated and she began worrying that something might have happened which the police had to inform her about. Maybe his chat with the travellers had been to tell them to keep their distance.

			What was happening? A police visit. Who had been hurt, or died? Her sister?

			‘What is it officer, what’s happened?’

			She sat down as she spoke and stared at the policeman who shuffled slightly from side to side.

			‘No, no, nothing to worry about. It’s nothing at all. Just a bit of procedure.’

			‘Procedure?’ What was he talking about? Had she done something wrong? Impossible. ‘Tell me quickly.’

			‘Please,’ he held out his hand as if ordering her to stay calm, ‘it’s a bit of a fuss they’re having over in Aberglais.

			‘You know it? Lovely little place but no reason for you to go there I suppose.

			‘To the west a few valleys over. Not too far.’

			Aberglais? Of course she had heard of it.

			She was getting irritated. ‘Yes, yes, what trouble?’

			He suddenly looked like an officer addressing a magistrate. All he would have needed was the notepad from his top pocket to refer to. She willed him to get on with it.

			‘Two youngsters from there have gone missing from a tent about a mile outside the village. Probably nothing. I bet they’re back already. Tails between their legs. Fuss over nothing.’

			She was still confused and said so. ‘What have two children from Aberglais got to do with me, and,’ she looked at the window. ‘the travellers out there.’

			‘Oh, Billy. Just asking him if he or his folk had come across anything. They’re always out and about. No telling where they get to. They’re round all the farms buying, selling. Don’t miss much.’

			Aberglais. Aberglais. Her only link with the place was the letter she had written to David asking him for help.

			But she had heard nothing from that. She had never had any contact with other families. She knew no children.

			‘So why me? Why come to me?’

			The policeman shrugged his shoulders. ‘Just ticking off all the possibilities. Seems like needle in a haystack to me.

			‘Routine in things like this to check every possibility, check all the possibilities

			‘Apparently you wrote to a Mr Price. Seems he got unsettled by the letter,’ he looked at her intently before adding, ‘not your fault. He’s a bit strange apparently.

			‘Seems the youngsters know him and got wind of the letter.

			I know it’s not really a connection but it’s something, a tiny strand, they wanted me to check out.

			‘Not a serious inquiry. Just some notion the kids might have thought they could see you about the letter. Don’t ask me why?’

			He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Can’t see it at all, but there you are, Kids go missing and everything has to be looked at.

			‘Police over there think the pair have scarpered off to Cardiff or the seaside for a day out. I should think they’re in more trouble than they know, those two.

			‘The Sgt over there, Sgt Rees, good officer Rees, quiet man but he’s a boy for detail.

			‘Someone raised this letter with him so he called me just to tick it off his list, Mrs Harper.

			‘So I’m here and that’s it, it’s ticked off the list. You haven’t come across any youngsters from Aberglais today I’m sure?’

			It was phrased like a question but she gave no answer and he had not expected one. Her letter. An innocent request for help. Could it be? Surely not.

			Her mind was racing.

			For goodness sake, she thought, what has happened here? I know youngsters, how they behave. Taught hundreds, thousands.

			Strange ideas, fresh minds empty of experience but full of enterprise and adventure.

			Could they have seen the letter? Why would it make them want to reach her? How well did they know her David?

			Ticking this off his list. Yes, but it was on the list. Someone thought it worth checking.

			‘And Billy… the gipsy? You checked this with him too? You think he might know?’

			The policeman was nodding. He looked worried. Maybe he thought he had frightened an old retired teacher unnecessarily.

			‘Look, they’re just the people for this sort of thing. They seem to get to know everything long before word reaches us, the law I mean.

			‘If there are two youngsters on the run anywhere around here for whatever reason then Billy and his folk are the first I would go to for help.

			‘He’ll put the word around. Simple as that. By the way, they hadn’t come across any youngsters so my bet’s a trip to the seaside. Porthcawl or Barry. Swansea maybe.’

			She rose from her chair and stared out the window. Billy was nowhere to be seen. Was he in a caravan or was he out searching? Was he worried by what the policeman had told him?

			‘Their names? What are their names? How old are they?’ Her eyes were still searching the far distance outside the window.

			‘Oh, yes, in case you come across any likely looking youngsters it’s Tom Rhys and Beth Jones. Two ten-year-olds. Yes, nearly eleven.’

			She turned to face him as he read the details from the notebook he had just produced.

			‘They know David, Mr Price? You said it was my letter? How did they know about my letter? I did write, to David.’

			He shrugged. ‘Honestly, I didn’t ask about all that. Sgt Rees just said he was very sorry to trouble me because it was a waste of my time and yours.

			‘I really don’t know. It is confusing though how anyone could think a letter had something to do with two youngsters going missing.

			‘This only happened early this morning you see. I reckon they’re all in that bit of a tizz over there. You know parents when young’uns go and get themselves lost.

			‘We get it all the time. Part of the job.

			‘By the time I get back to the police house I’ll ring Rees and I’m pretty certain they’ll have been found and he’ll stand everyone down.

			‘Always happens like that. Anyway, won’t keep you and sorry to interrupt your day.’

			With that he replaced his hat, turned and was on his way. He was clearly eager to leave. Probably didn’t want to be around when a silly woman got the wrong end of the stick and got all emotional.

			‘Fuss over nothing,’ he said to no-one in particular as he closed the cottage door behind him and walked briskly away down the garden path.

			Mary was still in a daze of confusion as she turned around and walked through into her lounge and looked out of the window across her small front garden, over the road to the trees and the hills beyond.

			She returned a wave to the policeman as he acknowledged her with a raised hand. He got on his bicycle and headed off towards the village.

			Her mind was in turmoil as she kept telling herself it was nothing, just a tick-box exercise, but the link was there. The letter, but how? Why?

			She remembered the rain of the previous evening and the drop in temperature once the sun had gone down.

			Even though it was springtime she had lit her coal fire and put a hot water bottle in her bed last night

			She had even treated herself to a rare glass of sherry as she read her latest Readers Digest in front of the cosy blaze.

			But out on the mountain? Two young people?

			What was this all about?

			For goodness sake, stop worrying about this… this tick-box exercise.

			But she couldn’t stop worrying.

			Tom and Beth. Missing. Somewhere. Were they in danger? Were they hurt or worse? Was this her fault?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			He knew the sweat on his body was due to more than just the strain of trekking cross-country.

			Whatever else his lifestyle did it certainly kept him lean and healthy so walking miles up steep hills was not the issue, even for a man of his age.

			The real problem was the gnawing anxiety inside his head.

			Every rock or spread of bracken hid a danger and he could see the eyes and shades of grey from well-worn uniforms.

			Rustling sounds were the cracks of guns being primed for firing and the air was peppered with dots which would soon transform into approaching Stuka bombers or Messerschmitt fighters.

			The unseen killer was the bullet already fired from the rifle which was heading straight for the back of his head. It made him duck and shudder like a man possessed.

			He wanted to scream and even let out the occasional animal yelp as he ducked from the shot which was going to kill him.

			Stop it now, you old fool. Tom and Beth. Tom and Beth. Remember.

			He kept repeating their names and trying to implant their images on his mind so strongly that the nightmares would fade away or at least blur into insignificant background noises.

			Think man, think about it, David.

			Come on, I’m doing this. I have a job to do and, look at me, I’m doing it.

			He laughed out loud and swore at the sky.

			The laughter was aimed at himself. He was two people at the same time. One was lost to madness and the other retained enough sanity to tell him to pull himself together. Now!

			He was about to pull the watch on its chain from his waistcoat pocket but shook his head to tell himself, No!

			If he thought about time passing the devil in his mind would tell him he could give up now. No sign of those kids so get back to the shed. They’re probably home now anyway.

			He searched his thoughts and realised he still trusted his instinct. They were out here somewhere. Somewhere ahead and facing danger. No child was safe up here, alone across a cold night.

			There was no sign of them yet, but he did not expect anything more than a sweet wrapper or a discarded apple core.

			He stopped still, as he had done every ten or twenty minutes, scoured the horizon with his binoculars and listened out for the slightest noise. Nothing.

			Progress was slow. He spent time side-tracking along alternative paths just in case before returning to his favoured route.

			Don’t waste too much time on that, David boy. Think like them you must. Think how they see the path ahead.

			Keep looking for people. Walkers out trekking the hills or maybe a shepherd seeking strays. They see things. Miles off. People see things.

			Just check the land as you go in case they are stuck out here unable to go on, but if they avoided injury they would be further along by now.

			People will give you the answers you want, David. Bound to see someone.

			Come on, move it, get down off this hill and start finding those folk before they disappear back to their cars or their homes. Move.

			He broke into what turned from a fast walk into a kind of jog. He instinctively crouched to avoid the enemy. What enemy?

			After sticking to the sheep track across the brow of the hill he soon lost sight of the Aberglais valley and started to descend the other side.

			Eglwysfach was still miles away but at least now he had a chance of spotting someone out and about. A farmer or shepherd walking their own land. The sort of local who would spy strangers with suspicion.

			The sight of a stranger was a big moment for the folk in these places. They would not have hidden their suspicions and stared at two kids. Strangers and kids to boot!

			They would remember every detail.

			He slowed to a fast walk again to regulate his descent through the trees until he came across his first farm wall.

			David realised he was at risk of losing control again. Across the hill he had been alone but now he faced the prospect of company.

			His hands were shaking and he wanted to crumple into a ball and just sit back with eyes shut tight.

			It all felt like too much. Too much was happening. It was weighing him down.

			He sagged onto his knees and sank to a sitting position before easing himself down to lay on the grass.

			He closed his eyes and smelt the earth. It was almost a sweet smell of soil and took him back to those times as a child when he had camped out in these very hills.

			Too much had happened since then. He was overpowered by a weakness in his soul which rooted him to the ground.

			There was nobody to see him so he could let go. Resting here was safe.

			If he stood up the nightmares would come back and the anxiety would fuel an uncontrollable temper.

			What if he just stayed like this. Alone on the hill and safe. He had to rest. He did not have the strength to face the torment so he just had to lie still.

			He closed his eyes tight and savoured the emptiness of the moment until another voice seemed to sound out loud inside him.

			What was he doing? How dare he. He was giving in. Surrendering. No, not now.

			He had to break the pattern. These were the moments he would inevitably give in to his illness.

			Back in the shed he would become an empty shell and just stare at the wall for hour after hour.

			No, you can’t. Those two may be hurt or in danger so you don’t give in. You’re a coward. Be a man, you coward.

			He pushed himself up to a crouching position and howled like a wolf in pain.

			Then he rose to his feet and set off at a slow run down the gradual slope of the hillside. The exertion forced all the worse thoughts from his mind.

			He was back in the moment. The valley was laid out below him and he could see the fields and a road. People?

			At last he knew he was close to the Watkins farm and that seemed to push him forward.

			There were fond memories of weekends spent sleeping in the barn with his pals and the terriers plus a few ferrets for rabbiting. The folk of Aberglais ate well after those trips.

			He was nearing the single-track road where he would turn left and soon reach the gate to the farmhouse.

			A sudden movement in the field on his left made him turn sharply. About a hundred yards away, crouched near the drystone wall bordering the road he saw young Carwyn.

			The boy was growing up and looked more than his tender age. Farm life serving him well. Good, the boy deserves a chance.

			He knew he had already been spotted. Carwyn would have heard and seen him but kept working on the drystone wall repairs as if he was not aware of company.

			The farm folk out this way were used to ignoring the interruptions of strangers. But they saw every detail.

			David breathed a sigh of relief. He could cope with a chat to a youngster. No pressure.

			‘Carwyn.’ He raised his arm to attract the boy. Carwyn stopped working and, without giving any wave of recognition, walked slowly through the field towards him.

			He studied the lad closely. His eyes were cast down. His face was giving nothing away. Suspicious that. No big welcome from Carwyn. Did he have something to hide?

			‘Surprised to see me, I bet,’ he whispered, almost to himself.

			Carwyn looked up and nodded as a forced smile broke slowly across his face.

			David got straight to the point. ‘What’s the matter, boy? You’ve got the look for someone caught poaching.’

			Carwyn smiled, shrugged his shoulders and looked around as if he was hoping someone would call for him so he had an excuse to run away.

			David leant on the wall between them and took time to reach into his pocket for his pipe, fill it and complete the lighting ritual. He looked around as if he had time to enjoy the scenery.

			‘How’s that dad or yours? Haven’t seen him in a while. Still thin as a whippet? I miss his cider, I do. Must make time for a call.’

			He had Carwyn’s attention again. The boy had relaxed and seemed about to concoct an answer when David suddenly interrupted him.

			David was much taller than Carwyn and as he pushed himself upright from where he was leaning, he loomed over the boy.

			‘Tom and Beth gone missing, see. Big worry back in Aber. Police out too. I’m following a trail of my own. You seen them?’

			He spoke with a force which he hoped would suggest he already knew the answer to his question.

			‘I… I…’

			David held up his hand in a gentle order for Carwyn to stop talking. He had recognised those familiar sounds of guilt, panic and fear in the young man’s tone.

			Nobody deserved that. Carwyn was a poor and innocent boy who probably attracted taunts at school and felt the pain of isolation. He did not need another oppressor.

			‘Don’t worry now, lad. No wrong done here now if you have. I’m talking sharp ‘cos we’re all worried about those two.

			‘Out all night and you’ll know it was a cold one. Wet too. Young‘uns not used to that. Sick they’ll be feeling.’ He looked back at the hills behind him. ‘Might still be up there, hurt.

			‘Don’t bear thinking about do it? Help they need now, from all of us before something bad, really bad, happens.

			‘You know that. You’re a good lad. Quick too. Been out of a night plenty I bet.

			‘You got a gun yet?’

			Carwyn nodded.

			‘Four-ten or a twelve.’

			Carwyn still looked worried. He was too young and would not have a licence but he knew David was one of the local hunters. He would understand.

			‘Four. My Tadcu’s (grandfather’s) old one. Flintlock.’

			‘Got a few rabbits? Rats as well I’m of a mind.’

			Carwyn was gaining confidence. ‘Dad only lets me fire it Sundays yet. Says I’ll have to work to pay for my cartridges.

			‘It’s on my bedroom wall though. I clean it regular.’

			David laughed. ‘I can hear it now. Killed a lot of rabbits that has. Your grandpa could stalk like a ghost he could.’

			The two of them allowed a silence to fall between them for a few seconds which felt like minutes.

			‘Need to know where I’m headed,’ said David. ‘Time running out see. I don’t want no harm to those two. You don’t neither.’

			He looked straight at Carwyn. ‘You’re a bright one, you. I can speak free. Those two will have a good row from Mams and Dads no doubt. Small price that. They’ll be safe, see.

			‘If you saw those parents right now you’d know that any row would be over in a flash. Parents fear the worse. Always.’

			He picked up the rucksack he had dropped onto the ground against the wall.

			‘If you can’t help, I’ll be off. I’m in the dark see. Need a clue or I’m chasing shadows.

			‘Terrible worry going one way thinking those kids might be heading in another. They’re all I’m worried on see.’

			He started to move off. Never mind. If they’ve been in this valley they’ll have been seen by someone for sure.

			‘You keep on with that wall now. Doing a good job you are. Your dad must be proud.’

			He had gone just four or five steps but had not looked back when Carwyn’s voice made him stop and slowly turn.

			‘Yesterday, came through. Off the Aberglais hill same as you.’

			Carwyn had spoken in a whisper which was made quieter by him aiming the words at the ground.

			David walked slowly back and, without saying a word, rubbed his hand across the cropped hair on Carwyn’s head.

			‘Knew you’d be a help. For their own good, see.’ David removed the rucksack and sat down with his back against the wall.

			‘Won’t keep you but tell me what happened.’ He placed the pipe back in his mouth and did not light it as he closed his eyes and waited. Carwyn would talk in his own time.

			‘Sorry, Mr Price. Thought you’d be angry.’

			David shook his head slowly but did not open his eyes or say anything.

			‘I know they’re always up at the Caer with you, helping and learning. Wish I lived closer.

			‘They said they were going because they wanted to help you. They said you weren’t well, Mr Price. Said they were helping you.

			‘Said a letter had worried you so they were off to find some Mrs Harper who sent it. They want her to know you’re not well and can’t answer her, they said.

			‘It’s for you they’re doing it, Mr Price. That’s why I helped them. Tired they were. Not used to walking, especially up there.

			‘I leant them the horse. It’s back now, safe, but they’ve gone on.’

			David kept silent as Carwyn explained in a stream of words how they left the horse in the field and then had been told to take the mountain track.

			He said he had told them about the shed where they could spend the night because he knew they would never make it to Eglwysfach before nightfall.

			David was ready to ask questions but Carwyn seemed to sense what the old man wanted to know.

			He described the duffle bags and explained they can’t have had much food or clothing with them. I gave them a few bits. Not much.

			‘They didn’t have much of a plan, Mr Price. I was worried but they were going to do it anyway.

			‘It was for you, Mr Price. They wanted things to be better for you so you’d start teaching them all again up, the Caer.’

			David opened his eyes and forced himself to smile. Inside he was feeling the wounding pain of guilt.

			He should never let those kids, any of them, see him at his worse. What a fool. That’s why he had moved to the Caer, to hide his frailties.

			Well, he had let himself down and now he had to find them and put it right.

			He rose slowly to his feet. ‘You’re a good lad for sure.’

			‘Mr Price you… you…’

			David noted the panic in his young friend’s voice so he turned to Carwyn and gave him a reassuring punch in the shoulder.

			‘Our secret, Carwyn. Nobody needs to know about you and them.

			‘You’ve put me on the right track you have. I’m not just wasting my time now.’

			He pointed at the drystone wall just behind Carwyn. ‘On with the wall you.

			‘Be proud of what you’ve just said. Those two owe you. You’ve put me on the right track. I may find them now. Thank you.’

			By the time he was speaking the last few words he had already turned away and was heading off along the road past the farm gate farm.

			As he quickened his pace, he raised his hand in farewell, but did not look back.

			He knew Carwyn would be standing in the middle of the road watching him disappear and wondering if he had said the right thing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			‘You should eat.’

			The words came from Mog who was in the corner of the kitchen watching her stare out of the window.

			He had been sitting in silence for the last ten minutes or so as Rachel stood like a statue facing the sink.

			The pots and pans on the draining board were all clean and had not been used at any time during the day.

			She looked at Mog and forced a smile as he took a sip from the cup of tea she had given him when he arrived.

			‘I know, Mog but, well, you know.’ She returned her stare to the window. She was willing the back-garden gate to open and Tom to march brazenly through.

			‘Bound to worry,’ said Mog. ‘Those two are fine. Set themselves an ambitious plan of some sort and it’s caught them out is all.’

			Rachel nodded her agreement but her arms folded even more tightly around her chest which signalled her anguish.

			‘Can’t stop, Mog. Worse every minute.’

			She heard him grunt in agreement before taking another sip of the tea.

			The hours of the morning had passed like days and she had ached with a need to be out searching; somewhere, anywhere.

			Will and Bryn had poured over the maps and given each other a list of destinations to check and people to ask.

			A few more police were around too and Sgt Rees had popped in regularly to reassure her.

			He only made it worse because each time he called the furrows in his brow seemed deeper.

			His words of reassurance were the same but he was hiding dark thoughts which he never shared.

			Mog had arrived and told her the sergeant had called in on him to ask for any thoughts which might help.

			He had seemed to be holding something back when he said that. Rachel knew exactly what they were.

			Mog had quickly changed his tone with a gentle chuckle and explained how he and the sergeant had laughed as they talked about the trouble Tom and Beth would face when they got home.

			Rachel looked at Mog with a knowing smile.

			Sgt Rees was a thorough man. He would have asked about David and whether he might be involved, somehow, in their disappearance.

			She had longed to tell Mog that she did not have a single shred of doubt about David but somehow it would have been damaging to even say the words.

			Let others whisper what they wanted but she would never allow her thoughts to tarnish the image of David she treasured.

			‘Where are they, Mog?’

			He rose slowly from his chair and joined her staring out of the window onto the vegetable garden which bordered a path leading to the shut back gate.

			She had wanted to leave it open but knew folk would be walking past and taking a glimpse at her staring in despair from the kitchen.

			‘You’re being very good, Rachel. Not the time to worry yourself. We don’t know where they’ve gone, but it’s safe to say they had a plan. Obvious it is.

			‘We know for certain the pair of them wanted to be off on a trip, it’s just knowing where.

			‘They covered their tracks because they are up to something and once they’ve done it, they’ll be back.

			‘Your problem will be to stop them panicking about all this fuss.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘You can be sure they won’t be doing this again though. Once and then it’s an end to it. They’ll learn.’

			The front door of the cottage was wide open and they both knew the latest in a string of visitors would be calling at any time.

			Rachel insisted the front door would remain wide open until they were home. It would stay that way through the night if necessary.

			The kitchen was for her privacy but the front door was going to stay open wide.

			Someone might have news to share or, at worst, they would be calling to offer words of comfort: as if something terrible had already happened.

			No matter. They would mean well. She would force a smile and keep waiting, waiting, waiting.

			It was a consequence she would willingly accept. It would only take one caller with the shred of information they needed.

			The door would not be a barrier to anyone.

			‘I know you’re right, Mog but as time goes on I’m scared. They’ve been out all night and they didn’t know what they were letting themselves in for.

			‘They’ll be hungry, cold and..’ she shook her head as if to cleanse it of the worse thoughts, ‘you know, Mog. We read the papers, hear the news. Things happen. They’ll be weak. Accidents happen.’

			She had more to say but Mog stopped her. ‘Don’t be doing that to yourself. No need.’

			‘Then, where are they right now? Why haven’t they been seen. We should have had a call from someone. Children don’t just vanish.

			‘Two on their own. Police asking questions. Someone would have seen them by now.’

			Her words sounded like an accusation but she hoped Mog would have simply heard them as a plea for help.

			She watched him place his empty cup and saucer in the sink.

			‘We’ve all got our thoughts, Rachel. Your Will and Bryn, Enid too, think they’re off on a jaunt. On a bus, train even. Somewhere. Police can’t be everywhere.’

			Rachel was hungry for new thoughts and ideas to grasp. Anything. Anything that made sense.

			‘You, Mog, what do you really think? Time has gone on now. What do you think right now?’

			His look was as good as an order to stay calm.

			‘Could be a jaunt, love, but I have to be honest. I can’t let go of the idea about the letter.

			‘It was me who planted that seed with them see. Told them, I did, they should help David. Then the letter and everything went wrong.

			They wanted to help him and I had told them they should. You know how young minds work.’

			Rachel shrugged. ‘No, Mog, Sgt Rees has checked Eglwysfach and there’s no sign. I can’t see what they would have wanted to do over there.

			‘If they wanted to contact that woman, they could have written their own letter. They wouldn’t set off to have a door shut in their faces. No.’

			She felt energy sink from her body. It seemed Mog had no fresh ideas to share.

			Mog leant forward with both hands gripping the side of the sink as he sighed.

			‘David’s gone off somewhere.’

			‘Gone? What do you mean?’

			‘Rees told me. Good man our sergeant. Said David had taken a few things with him. Seemed to have gone off with a purpose, he said.’

			Mog turned to face Rachel again. ‘I think David has the same thoughts as me.

			‘He’s been really bad of late. So bad I can’t explain it. Those two saw that and were worried, really worried.

			‘I know a plan to see that Mrs Harper sounds crazy but maybe not to a pair who care as much as those two.’

			He turned his whole body now to face her as she stared at him with a look which told of her need to know more.

			‘See, Rachel, when I say he was bad I’m talking about a man who was a terrible mess, the sort of mess you and me, we don’t understand.

			‘That poor man hid in his forest and then had to hide again inside that wreck where he sleeps. He was lost, Rachel. The poor man was in agonies. I saw it. Awful. Those two did as well.’

			He stepped away and sat back down in the chair he had claimed as his own place in the kitchen.

			Mog was not like the rest. He looked at a problem and picked it apart like a surgeon. She would listen to his every word.

			Rachel moved and sat in another of the kitchen chairs which faced Mog. She did not speak. She did not have to.

			Merely be moving from her guard post staring at the garden gate she was telling him she wanted to hear more.

			‘What I’m saying is if them going off has made him leave that shed well, you can’t imagine what strength he had to find.

			‘What I’m saying is he thinks like me. He sees what those kids have seen and he’s out there, Rachel. He’s following his instinct.

			‘Rachel, you can have all the police in Wales searching, but give me one David any day.’

			Mog nudged his head backwards to indicate the direction of the mountain to the north of the village.

			‘He’s on that hill, Rachel. Mark my words. If I’m right about that letter then he’ll find them. If it kills him he’ll find them.’

			Rachel said nothing. Her mind was on the hill and in the forests beyond. Then she saw more hills and deeper woods.

			A pleasant Sunday drive and even a picnic in a beautiful clearing by a stream.

			A picture postcard landscape to be enjoyed.

			But that was in the warmth of a summer’s day or with a toboggan when the snows came.

			Not alone. Not for two young friends without the right equipment and with no experience of survival in the wilds.

			She struggled for each breath as she thought about the perils they would be facing.

			Her eyes blinked as she looked across and saw Mog staring at her: his face etched in concern.

			‘Thanks, Mog.’ The calmness in her voice even surprised her. ‘You see things we miss. You understand.

			‘Can’t dismiss your thoughts yet. I’m glad every possibility is being checked.’ She shrugged her shoulders and sighed.

			Mog rose to his feet. He was leaving. ‘Good. Maybe I’m wrong but it makes some sort of sense to me. Had to share it.’

			She was on her feet seeing him to the front door.

			‘You’re a strength, Mog,’ she said to his disappearing back. ‘But if you’re right they haven’t reached Eglwysfach. All this time.

			‘Those mountains can be cruel, they can.

			‘Getting late now. I’d be starting to expect them back here. If they don’t turn up soon I won’t know what to think.’

			Mog did not answer her or turn around. She realised he did not want to take part in the conversation her comment warranted.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			David looked up at the sun which was in the west and getting lower in the sky. He was breathing hard after the fast walk and occasional jog up the hill.

			Although he regarded himself as physically fit for his age, he recognised how exertion sapped his energy more easily these days.

			In front of him there was a definite turn-off veering left from the main track. It seemed clear that the proper road led up and round on itself.

			That was where he would find the shed and hopefully signs of recent occupation.

			But had they taken the other, more direct, side-route which went on in the general direction they knew they had to travel.

			Think like them, David boy. Which way?

			Two young friends, at night. Tired and cold. Weary after a trek which had robbed them of the strength to make wise or difficult decisions.

			He stood in silence for a few moments staring first along one route and then the other.

			Finally, he spoke quietly, but out loud. ‘No choice. Got to check the hut. Got to.’

			As he finished speaking, he was already heading up the road. It was hard going.

			If he was wrong he would just have to turn back on himself and get back here. It would lose time but it was essential to check.

			His body was tiring which made him more anxious and less in control of his own dark thoughts.

			Even now, in the daylight, the trees were taking on new and frightening shapes. His emotions seemed to tumble at breakneck speed from surging highs to severe lows which left him almost sobbing.

			He kept counting and counting and counting. From one to nine and then start again. Counting rocks, or trees or the birds he saw in flight.

			It was that old habit, the ridiculous but overpowering habit which always struck him when the anxiety rose.

			Keep your focus, you idiot. Job to do. Job to do. Job to do.

			‘You must look a sight, you,’ he said. ‘Like a madman. Best you stay in that Caer. Laughingstock you’d be. Fool. Fool!’

			Several minutes must have passed until he realised the track had turned direction and he was heading roughly east again and getting higher up the hillside all the time.

			It was hard work: endless.

			The trees on either side were dense with spring growth and he felt eyes were watching him from behind the cover of hanging branches and leaves.

			Suddenly he realised there was a straight stretch of road rising directly in front of him.

			Less than a quarter of a mile ahead he could make out the shape of a stone wall and a corrugated iron roof. The hut was just off the road on the right-hand side. There were no signs of life around it.

			He thought about shouting out their names but remembered in time why he had dismissed the tactic.

			He did not know what they were thinking so they might still want their journey to be kept secret. He did not want to give them the opportunity to run away and hide.

			He approached the hut as quietly as possible as his eyes scoured the surrounding trees and the road ahead or behind him for movement or signs of life.

			At first, he stayed about six feet away from the entrance, which was virtually the entire length of the front of the shed with just a stone width of pillar either side.

			The whole structure was made of stone with a concrete floor and wooden struts holding the corrugated forward-sloping roof.

			The inside looked damp and dark. There was no sign of any recent visit.

			He stepped forward to clinically examine the inside of the building and the first thing he noted was the damp and moss-covered floor.

			There were some rough marks and he guessed it had been used by sheep or perhaps foxes or even deer as a shelter of sorts.

			Surely if Tom and Beth had been there whole patches of the floor would have been scuffed, especially if they had slept there.

			Then he looked from left to right outside the hut, mainly seeking signs of a fire. There was no smell of burnt wood in the air. He walked round the outside of the building again looking around constantly as he moved.

			Nothing he saw gave him any reason to believe there had been recent visitors.

			Returning to the front of the shed he stepped inside, looked around the floors and the walls.

			Was there anything? A discarded sweet wrapper, an apple core or any branches used as makeshift bedding. Nothing.

			He was still scouring the hut but his mind was already back at the bend in the road where the track led off to the east.

			Tom and Beth were standing just where he had stood a short while ago looking at their options.

			They must have been there, he thought. Carwyn had told them to take the mountain track and they had no reason to do anything else.

			If they had reached the shed, they would at least have rested and probably spent the entire night.

			They had not been here and now he had to act.

			They took the other track. It had to be the only option possible.

			He turned away and headed back the way he had come. There was no time to be wasted. He had to go on with his search.

			It was still a warm spring day but the temperature was definitely losing its edge of heat as the hours moved towards evening.

			The clouds above were thicker now and the movement at the tops of the trees showed the blustery northern breeze was still blowing.

			It only took him five minutes or so to get back to the start of the easterly track.

			He stood in silence at the crossroads again and tried to put himself in their place the previous night.

			Of course they could have turned back and descended to the road, down where they left the horse, intent on finding a lift to safety of some sort.

			No, not them. They were a determined pair and anyone who had climbed this far would have been tempted to take just a few more steps forward. The unknown was always a temptation for the adventurous.

			The track was obviously used by vehicles with two deep tyre ruts marking the road which was formed by hard earth and grass.

			It was probably used by forestry workers. Rougher tracks into the trees were common on these hills leading off the main forest roads.

			That would have been enough to show them it was well used and so they would have had the confidence to proceed.

			They must have concluded that Carwyn had meant them to go that way.

			At that point they would probably have been thinking that the hut Carwyn talked about was a little way further on.

			Had they come back when they failed to find the hut? No. They would convince themselves it was just a little further and then a little further again.

			Doubts. There were so many doubts but at the core of his thinking was his belief that they wanted to reach Eglwysfach.

			They must have gone this way.

			He could hear their conversations and it was usually Beth’s voice which rang inside his head saying, ‘Let’s go on.’

			This was his only choice.

			He stepped off the shingle road onto the track and kept looking around as he progressed.

			There must be a sign. Anything.

			Carwyn had said they would still have had some light by the time they made it to the hut. So that meant it would still have been daylight or dusk when they stood at this point.

			His eyes searched the grass border either side of the track and peered further into the trees in case they were there, hiding or resting.

			The pine trees gave plenty of shelter so they could have made a makeshift den anywhere along this route.

			Every few minutes he stopped and listened out to try to catch any cry for help no matter how weak. There was nothing, just the sound of the breeze in the trees and the occasional high-pitched note of birdsong.

			After about ten minutes of rapid walking he reached the turning point which was the end of the rutted marks made by vehicles.

			From now on the track continued as nothing more than a path for sheep or perhaps intrepid walkers.

			David gritted his teeth as he contemplated the doubt and fear they would have felt.

			This was not a road. There was no hut. The light was probably fading by the time they reached this place. Would they have wanted to turn back?

			Was he heading the wrong way? Perhaps they had left Carwyn’s horse in the field and been offered a lift by a passing farmer.

			That would mean they had never been this way.

			He felt his heart beating.

			Come on, instinct, what’s it telling you?

			Yes, they had to have been here. Anyway, he had to go forward as his last hope would be to find them somewhere nearer or at Eglwysfach.

			There was no purpose at this stage in retracing his steps.

			He had to continue trusting his instinct and press on in case he was right and then, if he reached the road, he would raise the alarm and tell the searchers where they had last been seen.

			It could mean him betraying Carwyn’s trust but now his priority had to be their safety. They had to be found before another night fell.

			He walked on along the track stopping every time he glimpsed long grasses or ferns which may just have been broken or bent by passing movement.

			It needed all his patience but he had to check every minor detail which raised a question in his mind.

			It took him more than thirty minutes of walking before he stepped out into a clearing. He was now more than a mile from the turn off the main route.

			He stood still and looked around carefully.

			After scanning the whole area his gaze fixed on the cluster of large limestone rocks near the centre of the area.

			There was no obvious route out of the clearing so the clump of rocks was an obvious target for anyone arriving here. They would have needed to rest.

			Several sheep tracks led to the rocks where bracken growth was sparse as the area was possibly trodden down by animals including foxes and deer.

			He walked slowly forward and continued to look around for clues as he approached the rocks.

			The boulders were just ten or twelve feet ahead of him when a dark-blue piece of material caught his attention.

			It was sticking out from a gap between the largest rock and its nearest neighbour.

			First, he scoured the path he would take ahead to make sure he checked it for any footprints or other disturbance before he advanced. Then he rushed forward.

			He picked up the duffle bag and immediately thrust his hand inside. There were a few chocolate bar wrappings and some crumpled pieces of newspaper which he imagined could have been used to cover home-made sandwiches.

			The bag was the sort he often saw used by the youngsters who visited him at the Caer.

			He looked inside as he knew the youngsters had a habit of writing their names and even addresses there.

			Nothing, and he could not recall whether Tom or Beth used a bag like this.

			It was clean and looked fairly new. The material was dry and had not been exposed to bad weather for any length of time.

			He was certain it had been left there recently, even within the last few hours. But why?

			He crumpled the bag and placed it inside his rucksack before searching the wider area for any more signs.

			First, he looked around in case they had heard him approach and left the bag in their rush to hide.

			There was no sign of life anywhere near so why was the bag just left on the ground?

			‘There’s a bit of desperation there, David boy,’ he said out loud as he continued to stare into the trees.

			There had to be a reason. Was one of them weak or hurt so the other had to carry all their tack?

			Walking, especially at night, through this terrain, could result in falls, sprained ankles, head wounds.

			Then he walked in widening circles around the rocks. He was searching for any other clue about what had happened here.

			‘Come on, getting closer.’

			Yes, it meant they were both fit enough to continue onwards. Whatever the reason was for easing their load they were both still able to move.

			One thing was for sure. If one of them was hurt then it would be difficult for them to run and hide.

			The chances of them slipping off the track to find shelter until he had passed by had diminished.

			He took a deep breath.

			His voice was firm but calm and loud enough to be heard from quite a distance.

			‘Tom, Beth. Come on. It’s me, David. Come on now. Enough now. Come on. Need to take you home. Parents worried. Come on.’

			He let the forest swallow his words and he waited.

			They would be startled at first and then would need time to think about whether to respond.

			If they were in a bad state, they would make a quick decision and call out loud for help but if they were still strong then there would be a delay.

			A minute passed. Nothing.

			Alright, he thought. They’ve moved on. Left the bag and gone.

			Time for silent stalking gone now. If they were still on the mountain they were lost and desperate for help.

			‘TOM… BETH.’

			He shouted their names at the top of his voice and stood still once more as his shout faded into silence.

			He had to give it time.

			No point moving on only for them to emerge from the trees later when he had disappeared.

			The bag had to be theirs. It showed no signs of being discarded on the mountain for any length of time.

			He decided to use his time by giving the area a closer check.

			No litter, no food scraps. What about the ground? The earth was packed hard around the rocks and interspersed with patches of grass and bracken.

			It was probably used often by animals as a place to shelter from the worst winds. Sheep were known to stray from the common land into the trees quite regularly.

			The other wild animals needed shelter too.

			He was on his hands and knees looking closely for scuff marks which could have been caused by the movement of shoes or boots.

			A flattened patch could have been caused by someone sitting or lying down to rest or sleep.

			The search left him feeling frustrated. There were small ridges of earth here and there but nothing definite.

			Those two were light on their feet, he told himself.

			Some tufts of grass may have been flattened recently but he could not be sure.

			Don’t waste time here, he told himself. Move on. Done here. That bag has told you everything you’re going to get.

			He felt that time was racing away from him. Nobody had eaten a feast here. No sign of that. They are getting weaker, those two.

			Probably out of food. They would have been ravenous on their trek and the supplies would have dwindled quickly.

			No youngster would abandon their own bag unless they were beginning to get desperate.

			He was on the right track for sure, but he still needed to move quickly.

			They needed help and he had to keep going.

			Remember, you old fool. They are doing this for you. Stupid and ill-advised for sure, but it’s for you they are suffering.

			You caused this.

			You will be responsible if anything happens.

			Yes, you.

			He nodded his head to agree with the internal accuser who had heaped the blame onto him.

			No time to let his mind conjure up nightmares now.

			He looked to the east and headed off with a purpose which was only diminished as he scoured the area around his chosen path.

			There were several possible tracks from the clearing but one clearly headed east. It was obvious to him so it would probably have been for them too. Hopefully.

			He was back inside the treeline at the edge of the clearing when the earth he was walking on turned damp and soft from a tiny stream of water hidden by overlapping tufts of grass.

			The grass was occasionally broken on the rocky ground by patches of damp and muddy soil.

			He stared as he crouched down to kneel on the earth without taking his eyes away from markings he could see so clearly.

			Yes, they were footprints of some sort. Fresh and clear in the soft and rain-sodden earth.

			He recognised them: had seen them before. They were imprints with the raised animal paw markings on the boots Tom was so proud of.

			The boot prints headed forward through the mud and alongside and over them were footprints as well.

			Beth, it had to be Beth.

			But why footprints?

			Was she hurt? Could she be injured? Please, no.

			David looked around as if he was seeking inspiration from the trees around him.

			‘Barefoot, barefoot, barefoot.’ He kept whispering the word over and over.

			He allowed himself a smile. ‘Blisters ,David boy. How many big and angry blisters have you seen. The squaddies’ nightmare.’

			David rose back to his feet and stared forward through the trees. He tried to picture from memory the land ahead.

			He had not walked this track but he knew the landscape hereabouts from countless hunting trips.

			As he walked quickly forward he felt a shiver run through his body. Stopping at the clearing had allowed his perspiration to turn cold. The heat of the day was going.

			He had to find them soon or at least spot more clues. Once they got beyond the treeline there would be a choice of routes.

			Then he could easily take the wrong track or even pass near them as they were hidden from sight behind a hill, the stone wall of a field or a copse of trees.

			He could feel his heart racing as he moved. He was weak from walking but his discovery of the traces of their presence had given him a new purpose.

			No time for bad thoughts now.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Tom knew he had to stop himself from telling Beth to hurry up. Time was moving on but she was clearly still in pain.

			Every few minutes she stopped with a whimper as one of her feet trod awkwardly on the forest floor.

			Instead of risking a snap of her anger he chose to try to take her mind off the difficulties of walking barefoot.

			In a while he could try asking if she felt ready to try putting her boots on again: but not yet. They just had to keep moving.

			Facing forward he aimed his words into the distance. They had to keep on. They could not stop.

			‘Come on, your favourite meal, what is it? Mine’s a beef Sunday dinner with loads of roast potatoes and gravy. Trouble is I’m not allowed to be too greedy. House rules.’

			‘Yuk to that. When my ma and pa took me to London, we had a pizza in a proper restaurant. Awesome.’

			Typical, he thought. She got London and that restaurant visit into the same answer. And a pizza. Tom had never eaten a pizza. It felt as if something was missing from his life. Always the same when she boasted of it.

			‘Yuk to you. Right now I could kill for a bacon sandwich.’

			‘Baked bean sandwich.’ said Beth. The sound of her voice made Tom realise she was falling behind. He looked down and saw the path was pitted with small stones sticking through the surface.

			He stopped and turned around to answer her. ‘That’s grubby. Shouldn’t be a sandwich. Yuk and more yuk.’

			He watched her struggle to find flat earth to place her feet as she inched forward to catch up with him. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘but when I saw Llew eating one I was desperate to try it.’

			When she reached his side she stopped and smiled as if the short progress along the path was a huge achievement.

			‘Come on, Beth, push on. We must get out of here soon and find out where we are.’

			He watched the smile drain from her face as her skin seemed to turn even paler before his eyes.

			For the next few minutes they walked on down the slope in silence until Beth told him to stop.

			‘Look,’ she said as she pointed forward. They had rounded a slight bend in the track and there were glimpses of open countryside beyond the trees ahead.

			The treeline ended in about a quarter of a mile and led into an open valley with a grassy hill directly opposite.

			‘Is that a field?’ Beth sounded optimistic.

			‘No, I don’t know. Lots of ferns so it’s open country. Ground slopes down to the left. Must lead somewhere. Come on. Looks like a valley.’

			They walked side by side as quickly as possible. Beth was able to keep pace because the track was mainly dry earth now with not many rocks.

			The pace quickened as they reached the edge of the trees and the promise of a wide-open space.

			By the time they got out into the open they were both running although their aching legs kept the pace slow.

			The ground was covered in long grass bent low by the wind and rain but there were wide and clear sheep tracks to follow.

			The thrill of being out of the forest made them keep running until they had both had time to peer left, right and ahead.

			They both stopped as if they had hit a wall.

			‘Oh, no,’ said Beth as her head swivelled to take in the full vista.

			They were standing in open land but there was no simple route out of the dip they had entered. The hill in front of them continued envelop all the land around them.

			They were standing in a closed-off valley with no way of telling which direction was best for them to climb.

			They could head in one direction only for the view from the top of the hill to show them they needed to trek all the way around the summit to get back on track.

			Although their path had descended through the trees, they instinctively knew they were still high up from the valley floor.

			The hill which spread all around them was not incredibly high but they knew there might be bigger slopes beyond in one direction or another.

			It was going to be hard to get their bearings and make the right move. They could still get it all so wrong.

			The immediate slopes in front of them would not take long to climb but the prospect of yet another uphill trek was demoralising and daunting.

			Again, they were definitely lost.

			For all they knew Eglwysfach could be to the front, the left or the right. It was impossible to be sure and there were no landmarks to help as they stood on the valley floor.

			Even at the summit ahead they could get it wrong and walk the wrong way for miles before having to turn around and retrace their steps.

			Tom sank to the ground with his hands flat on the floor slightly behind him. He felt completely drained.

			Beth joined him but she lowered her head forward onto her knees and curled her arms around her face.

			Tom instantly realised his hunger pangs were becoming a true pain and the lack of food had robbed him of all energy.

			He felt dizzy and disorientated and even while resting he did not get the feeling that any strength was returning to his aching limbs.

			They had filled their water bottles from a stream shortly after leaving Carwyn but now they were both empty.

			‘You ok?’ he asked, weakly.

			‘No, no,’ she answered without raising her head. ‘I’m totally exhausted. Can’t move. Getting cold and I feel sick, hungry and sick.’

			They were both strangely out of breath. Neither of them moved.

			‘Can’t stay here. We’re lost.’

			Beth raised her head and then let her whole body tip backward so she lay flat out on the ground.

			‘Getting on now,’ she said. ‘Parents will expect us home soon. They’ll panic. We have to contact them somehow. Forget Eglwys.’

			Tom nodded. ‘So can’t stay here. Have to move.’ He looked up at the hill directly ahead of them. ‘Up the hill ahead then. Should get a view.

			‘Perhaps we’ll see a road. We’ve done well today.’

			She grunted her response. ‘Nowhere near as far as yesterday. What’s gone wrong? Why aren’t we getting anywhere?’

			The question was more of a statement and Tom nodded his agreement as he looked around again at the daunting hills on all sides.

			‘This is such a mess, Beth. Llew and the rest are going to have such a laugh.

			‘Help David? Can’t even help ourselves now. We know this was a crazy idea now.’

			‘You blaming me?’ She sounded hurt as she kept staring up at the sky.

			‘No, Beth. If our friends don’t realise we are trying to help David then they can whistle. You and me together on this.’

			‘Thanks.’ Her one-word answer made him stare across at her pale and virtually lifeless form on the ground.

			The clouds overhead were flecked with grey now.

			There were no birds in flight or sounds of birdsong from the forest behind them.

			It was as if they had been abandoned. They were truly alone.

			Beth turned her head sideways to face him. ‘I know we have to move, Tom but I can’t. I have to rest.

			‘If I try to walk up that hill now I, well, I can’t. No way. Let’s rest. A few hours of light left. Bound to find somewhere.’

			Tom did not feel like challenging her plan. His legs felt completely empty and sitting down had just made his muscles stiffen.

			He had never felt this drained in his life. He slipped off the duffle bag and laid it as a pillow.

			‘Just a few minutes, then we’ll move.’

			She did not reply and he noticed her eyes were already closed. She was not asleep but it was a clear sign that exhaustion had claimed her.

			Only a few minutes and they would move on. Only a few minutes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Rachel stood on the front doorstep of the house and watched Sgt Rees striding down the high street towards her.

			All the front doors he passed seemed to be open and neighbours were gathering in small groups or standing on their own doorsteps as he passed.

			The scene made her feel totally alone: isolated in a crowd.

			She was the reason they all wore worried frowns and seemed unwilling to look at her or strike up a conversation. What could they say?

			It felt like the aftermath of all the mining disasters she had imagined when Will had been on shift.

			Sgt Rees raised his hand to her in welcome she thought he appeared to be remembering to fix a smile onto his face.

			Her look alone sufficed to ask, “What news?”

			He was shaking his head as he stared at her and beckoned her to go back indoors where they could talk in private.

			She imagined the conversations breaking out around the street as all the worst possible outcomes were considered.

			‘They mean well, Rachel.’ He seemed to have read her mind before she even said a word. ‘Everyone’s worried. Natural when youngsters go off without telling us.’

			She sat in the armchair as they stayed in the front lounge and nodded for him to sit down on the sofa. This was an important visit. It had to be the lounge.

			Normally the first thing she would have offered was a cup of tea, but not today.

			‘No sign then?’ She did not wait for a reply. ‘Should be home now or at least back at the tent. You got any word from up there?’

			His first response was a sigh of resignation. ‘Just heard. Nothing. No sign.

			‘No possible sightings either so it’s time for us to start formally treating this as a search for missing children, Rachel. Enough time has passed now.

			‘Please listen,’ he clearly feared that his words would cause panic. ‘I still believe everything is alright.

			‘We’ve said all along that all the indications are they left with a plan – off on a jaunt. Youngsters like that wouldn’t know how long it can take to get from A to B and back.

			‘I’m just telling you we are cranking things up because that’s procedure, that’s all.

			‘All that’s changed is that they’re late getting back. No surprise really but we have to take it at face value. It’s a disappointment.’

			Rachel felt as if she was going to faint. It was as if all the emotions and fears she had kept inside had suddenly found a way out.

			She clenched her teeth to hold back the tears and nodded vigorously to show she understood and agreed.

			The front door was still open. Sgt Rees had known it would not close again until Tom was home.

			She saw the car pull to a stop outside. Sgt Rees turned at the sound of the brakes being sharply applied.

			A moment later Will was through the door.

			‘What’s happened? Sgt, there’s an army Land Rover outside your station. Just passed it.’

			Sgt Rees was on his feet. ‘Nothing happening, Will, boy. Just no sightings of the pair that’s all so we’re taking appropriate action.’

			‘What? What action?’ He was breathing hard now. ‘Look, I just called back to check. Off up-country again now. Got to keep looking.’

			Sgt Rees was on his feet and he raised a hand in a gesture meant to calm Will down.

			‘Nothing more than a formality. The time gone by means they are now missing persons. Lots more we can do now.

			‘Everything cranks up a little bit. I said to Rachel that I’m still sure they’re on a jaunt and have messed up their own plans. They could still appear any time now. There’s a constable permanently up at the tent.’

			Will nodded but he was still not calm. ‘The Land Rover. The army? What’s going on?’ He pushed his hand through his hair as if he was thinking about his own question before he expected an answer.

			‘Makes sense, Will. I phoned the barracks myself… It’s only thirty miles off so they’re sending some boys across to help look.

			‘Pointless leaving them playing army games when they can help out here. Sense is all it is.’

			The sergeant stopped speaking as if he was allowing time for everything he had said to sink in.

			He looked from Rachel’s face to Will’s and back again to make sure his words and their tone were not doing too much damage to their fragile emotions.

			‘Things we need to talk about now though. I’ve asked for Enid and Bryn to be brought down here.

			‘Look, let’s relax. It’s still no time since they set off and it’s only now we’d be expecting them back anyway. They’re late is all.

			‘Not prepared to do nothing though. It’s what we’re here for.’

			He spoke with a soft and reassuring tone. Then he sat back down on the sofa and indicated that they should all sit as well.

			The room descended into silence again. Rachel stared at the sergeant’s face, searching for clues about what he really thought.

			She looked up as Enid and Bryn walked briskly through the door without knocking or waiting to be asked in. Panic was frozen into their faces.

			‘What’s happened?’ asked Enid in a voice so high pitched it sounded out of control. ‘Constable who knocked our door wouldn’t say. Have you found them? Oh my God.’

			She slumped into the armchair opposite where Rachel sat. Bryn leant down, sat on the arm of the chair and gently gripped Enid’s shoulder with his hand.

			He looked at Will. ‘Just got back, Will. Did Eglwysfach just in case. Nothing.’

			Will just shook his head to explain he had not found anything either.

			Sgt Rees went over the facts again. Rachel thought it sounded even more convincing and reassuring now. He sounded like a politician making all those promises.

			Everything’s alright. They’re safe. On a jaunt. Back home anytime.

			Will interrupted before the sergeant had finished his speech.

			‘Tell us the whole picture, Rees boy. What’s happening out there. Me and Bryn are like headless chickens.

			‘Got to be honest, haven’t seen a lot of police about.’

			Bryn was nodding. ‘What about the forest? Big area.

			‘Down the train station I was a while back. They knew. Said your uniform boys had been there and told them to keep a look. Thanks. Still, what’s going on right now?’

			Enid began to whimper and Rachel felt herself breathing heavily and visibly.

			Sgt Rees looked worried.

			She knew the room was becoming too overloaded with raw emotions.

			‘You know we’re bound to be out of our minds here. Thinking the worse until they get back,’ she said, her voice betraying how she struggled to keep her emotions under control.

			‘I keep seeing them hurt somewhere in the woods and I have to know that someone is out there, searching.’

			Sgt Rees nodded vigorously.

			‘All of you, you’re my friends. I’m sergeant here and we’re just like family.’ He looked from face to face. ‘Forget the uniform. I want them found as quickly as possible.

			‘I have to be honest. Til’ now it’s been pretty low key. Their age, the probability of a jaunt. You’d be surprised at how many young‘uns just vanish every day.

			‘We’d be chasing our tails if we just sent everyone out searching day and night.

			‘Now though. Slightly different. We’re getting to the time when we have to consider that something else happened here.

			‘Please don’t worry but procedure tells us to crank it up a bit until they’re back home with you.

			‘It’s all by the book see.

			‘Those pictures you gave me have gone round and all the stations know Tom and Beth are out there.

			‘Farmers have been great and the mountain rescue lot went out without even being asked.

			‘But it’s time the army put a few boots on the ground too. Plenty happening. Mark my words.’

			Rachel was staring around the room. What was he saying? What was happening.

			She was about to ask a flow of questions to try to make sense of the confusion in her mind.

			Sgt Rees caught her gaze. ‘Believe me, it’s all by the book.’

			Then his voice softened. ‘Wanted you all here. Need to ask you to think now.

			‘I want to get our headquarters to issue a statement to the papers see and the radio, TV too.

			‘Just the basic facts for now and descriptions. No names perhaps but it could mean some photographers and news boys turning up.

			‘We’ll be careful. Tom and Beth are just lost, see. Set off from a camp and got lost we’ll say. Won’t be front page news is my guess.’

			Bryn was on his feet and had gone to the front door from where he would be able to see the neighbours gathered on the street.

			‘That’s a big step, sergeant. Still away on their jaunt you said. Back any time. Not to worry.’

			Rachel took up his theme. ‘Papers won’t be interested in kids off on a jaunt.’

			Bryn interrupted. ‘One hand your talking of them walking back through that door and then you want to get the news folk in.

			‘What do you really think? What’s happened to our Beth and Tom?’

			Rees became a policeman again and not just a friend. ‘They’ve been gone overnight and they’re not back.

			‘Wouldn’t be doing our job if we just sat back and said everything is definitely fine.

			‘All of us know that as time goes on, we have to start thinking, well, just thinking about other possibilities.’

			Enid’s whimpering became louder until Bryn leant down and held her close.

			Sgt Rees looked at Enid and seemed to be struggling to find the right words to continue.

			‘Look, it’s only now we would have expected them back to break camp and come home. Hardly late at all.

			‘I can’t keep saying it but they will probably walk back here in all innocence any moment.

			‘If they do I don’t want you worrying about all the fuss. It’s what we do. I’ve been on many a search when the missing person has been off somewhere innocent all along.’

			Will stepped over to Rachel and sat down on the arm of her chair. He held her hand tight.

			‘Said it yourself sarge. Still likely they’re late home from a jaunt.

			‘You’ve got the army boys in and that’s great. Word is spreading and if they’re seen we’ll hear of it right away.

			‘I’ve got no worries about getting the press involved or talking to them myself, but I don’t think we’re ready for that tonight.’

			The others were all looking at him, waiting for him to explain.

			‘David’s out there as well,’ said Rachel. ‘That poor man is so worried he’s dragged himself off into the hills, sick as he is.’

			Will gripped her hand even tighter. ‘There you are. If they headed up country we’ve got the best man out there now.’

			‘You were saying, Will?’ Sgt Rees wanted to know whether he had their blessing to alert the press.

			‘You know those two, our two, sparky young colts. If we spook them with a story on the radio they could just panic and go to ground if they hear it.

			‘I can see them wasting more time thinking up a grand excuse. No, not yet.

			You said it,’ he looked at Rees. ‘They’re late is all. Let’s wait. Sunday tomorrow and folk will talk in the chapels if it’s still news tomorrow.

			‘Let’s leave it alone for now I say. We couldn’t do more than we are anyway. Word is spreading as fast as any newspaper story right now.’

			He looked around, first at Bryn and then at Enid and Rachel before his eyes rested on Sgt Rees.

			Bryn got to his feet. ‘I agree, Will. Plenty happening now with the army, David too. The search won’t stop ‘til they’re found. We know that.

			‘We’ve all been spreading the word around all day. Police all over and farmers keeping their eyes open.

			‘Your boys have been looking out at the seaside and Cardiff like we said.’

			Sgt Rees nodded his agreement. ‘Anywhere, everywhere young‘uns take a fancy to.’

			Rachel got up and moved across the room to squeeze into the armchair with Enid.

			‘Will’s right sergeant. News won’t make much difference now and tonight.

			‘Tomorrow it’s another story. If they’re not back then we want their names on the front pages. Big as can be.

			‘I won’t worry then if news reporters come calling. That door stays open for anyone who might help.

			‘If my boy is missing I’ll talk to anyone. Any time of the day or night.

			‘What do you think, sergeant?’

			Sgt Rees stood up and made slowly for the door as he spoke.

			‘No right or wrong on the press. I get your point about spooking that pair. Don’t want that.

			‘I’ll get everything ready for the morning with a statement and we’ll get out when you agree.

			‘Later on, tomorrow, or the next, we might want you to speak. Hold a press conference, see.

			‘You’re being sensible, all of you. Hardest time of your lives but you’re keeping feet on the ground.’

			Something seemed to be making him hesitate, as if there was more he wanted to say. Rachel caught her breath and was about to ask him what it was. There was no need for the question.

			‘One more thing. Don’t want you to think too much on this but if they’re not back by morning there’ll be changes.’

			‘’Changes?’ Rachel was on her feet now and failed to hide the worried tone of her question.

			‘Don’t worry yourselves now. It’s good news it is. If they’re not back by late tonight Chief Inspector Davies from the town will be up here taking charge.

			‘You’ll see a fair bit more activity. The community hall will be set up as an incident room. You know, typewriters, files, maps, all that sort of thing.’

			‘Incident room?’ It was Enid now who stood up and hugged Rachel by the arm. ‘What… what incident?’

			Rachel squeezed her hand and tried to give a reassuring smile but Enid was staring at the sergeant.

			He shrugged his shoulders and looked down at the floor as if he was trying to find the right words before speaking.

			‘Normal procedure is all. Means we’ll find them quicker and get this thing done.

			‘Youngsters missing with little food and no shelter we know of is not good. If there’s no sign by later on we’ll need to crank thinks up. Press statement ready and more people. Feet on the ground.

			‘Stay strong for each other now and let’s get this search cranked up again.

			‘For now there’s a big push in the forest and I’ll be telling them to get some of the soldiers taking another look at routes to Eglwysfach. Speak to the city boys tonight too.

			‘David’s our best bet if they’re on the hills I’d say but we won’t hear from him until he’s found them.’

			Will and Bryn were on their feet following the sergeant to the door.

			‘We’ll just carry on doing our own thing,’ said Bryn ‘Cover the ground over and over by car. Ask and ask. Keep asking.’

			Will agreed. ‘Your boys know who we are. We’ll make ourselves known. Otherwise we’ll call the station and Enid’s when we pass a phone.

			‘No rhyme or reason. We’ll just keep moving.’

			His words were for the benefit of Rachel and Enid as well as for the sergeant.

			The policeman nodded and raised his hand as he walked out the door to set off up the street. He wore a carefully exaggerated smile for the benefit of all the eyes in the street looking into his.

			Will raised his voice, ‘You tell us, Rees boy. You do the thinking.’

			Sgt Rees passed people on virtually every doorway but nobody said a word.

			Will and Bryn moved to one side as Mrs Harries, Will’s neighbour, walked in through the door with a tray laden with sandwiches, biscuits and a pot of tea.

			She did not ask about Tom and Beth.

			Mrs Harries was trying to make it all seem normal but, somehow it made Rachel feel worse.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			David was starting to feel the strain of the pace he was forcing himself to keep.

			His legs were empty of any strength and his heartbeat seemed to be telling him he was too old for this level of exertion.

			He stopped for a few seconds every few minutes just to give his lungs some respite.

			It was also a chance to listen out for any unfamiliar forest sounds. The screech of birds often told him when someone was approaching the Caer.

			He knew from experience that the crows would be the loudest making themselves heard if their territory was invaded.

			His knowledge of the local landscape for miles around meant he knew where he was on the map.

			Eglwysfach was still at least seven or eight miles away over more hills and along a picturesque valley.

			Those two must still be on the hills. No way could they have pushed on at a rate to get off the mountains.

			Keep going, boy and keep your eyes and ears working. Lose them now and they could be lost for good.

			It was important to reach the next hill quickly so he had a chance to climb it and take advantage of the light to scan the view from the summit.

			Beyond the forest the country was either farm fields or open moorland with just a scattering of trees.

			It would be his best chance of seeing movement.

			The path had been relatively flat for a while but he was now on a gradual downward slope which gave him a clear view over the treeline ahead.

			The hill facing him was dominant against the skyline, but the trees either side of him were on a rising slope so he could not see the open land to the left and right.

			He knew from memory he would emerge from the treeline into an open valley enclosed on three sides by a hill.

			It was an open hollow which meant Tom and Beth may not be able to judge the best route out.

			Those kids would have suffered a blow facing up to that climb in their state.

			If he got his choice wrong and failed to see them, he would lose precious time traversing the summit to take in the views in all directions.

			His pace quickened as he got nearer to the edge of the treeline at the bottom of the hill he was descending.

			Just a few more steps and he was there.

			He stopped as if he had been hit with a hammer.

			His jaw dropped open with an instant rush of relief followed by a stomach-churning grip of fear.

			The two figures lay prone on the ground together in the centre of the clearing towards the foot of the hill ahead.

			For an instant they became the bodies of soldiers in a landscape littered with those who died too young.

			He blinked and rushed forward as the sound of gunfire and explosions polluted his thoughts.

			Tom and Beth. Please! Please!

			He wanted to shout their names out loud but he could not face the horror of the next few seconds if they remained still.

			In a moment he was there.

			He stood still and silent as his shadow draped them both as they lay, lifeless, on the ground.

			‘Hey, hey.’ It should have been the loudest yell he could muster but it emerged as nothing more than a gentle whisper.

			Beth’s eyes instantly opened wide.

			Her face was a mask of confusion as she rubbed her eyes and squinted at the human shape obscuring the sun.

			‘David, David that you?’ She was nudging Tom as she spoke.

			It was as if a clap of thunder had broken over the valley because the two friends sat up in unison.

			David felt his body sag as he crumpled down into a sitting position beside them.

			A physical weakness seemed to flow through his entire body and he squeezed his eyes shut as he felt himself lose control of his emotions.

			Not now, David. Don’t let the madness take you now. You’ve done it; found them.

			‘You pair, you’re safe. Thanks be.’ It sounded like a prayer. It was a prayer.

			‘But David, how?’ asked Tom. ‘You’re all this way. You were… you couldn’t move.’

			The two friends were both sitting upright as if a surge of energy had given them back their strength.

			Their faces beamed in smiles although they both remained sitting on the grass.

			David shook his head from side to side. He was staring at Beth’s blistered feet.

			‘You two ok? The hills beating you? Hurt, hungry? No matter, no matter. You’re safe. I found you.’

			Beth and Tom both rose to their feet slowly. David rose with them and helped them both stand.

			They were weak. Hungry, hurt and so weak.

			Beth noticed him staring at her damaged feet. ‘We’re ok. Never been so weak and hungry. Just my blisters though.

			‘How, how did you find us?’ As she asked her question she looked around at the unfamiliar valley. ‘We’re in the middle of nowhere.’

			He did not answer as he struggled with the anxious thought of what might have happened if he had not.

			Reaching into his rucksack he pulled out his chocolate bar and snapped it in half to hand them a chunk each.

			‘Just eat. It’ll help, you’ll see. A bit old and dry but more good than harm, believe me.’

			Tom and Beth tore open the wrappings and both took mighty bites, filling their mouths with melting chocolate.

			David watched in silence as they ate.

			‘That’s amazing,’ said Tom after swallowing the last of his. He looked at Beth who was nodding in agreement. ‘It’s like I’m coming back to life. I can feel it.’

			Beth could only nod as she continued to eat her chocolate until the whole bar had gone.

			‘Stupid habit eating chocolate,’ said David. ‘Saves your life though when you’re all-in and need to keep going. Look at you two. Sugar it is, see.’

			He stared at them both. He was sure he could see colour returning to their cheeks as the pale grey pallor faded and their eyes seemed to brighten.

			‘I’ve never felt like this,’ said Tom.

			‘Sugar,’ said Beth, her voice cherishing the word as if it was a magic formula. ‘Quick energy. Dad always packs some if we’re going for a long walk.’

			Tom asked again how he had found them but Beth signalled him to keep quiet. She had something more important to ask.

			‘We in trouble?’

			David sighed and nodded. ‘Worried sick, your parents. Police out too. What you up to?’

			They both lowered their heads instead of answering.

			David felt the first pangs of guilt return and rubbed his hand hard down his face to banish the negative thoughts. This was not over yet.

			‘It was me wasn’t it? That letter and my stupid moods. Sorry, both. I’m a stupid old man and I’ve caused all this.’

			‘We were worried,’ said Tom.

			Beth took up the explanation. ‘Mog said you were ill and we should help you. The letter upset you. We just wanted to stop you worrying.’

			David was staring up at the sky as he listened.

			‘We wanted to see that Mrs Harper and tell her you couldn’t make it to her. She’d understand. No need for you to worry, then.

			‘You wouldn’t have to write to her or anything: just forget that letter and get better.’

			David smiled and leant looked forward to gently tap each of them on the shoulder.

			‘I don’t deserve friends like you, that’s true. You don’t go worrying about anything now.

			‘You shouldn’t have put yourself at risk, but you wanted to do some good. Can’t fault you for that.

			‘I’ll speak to your parents. They’ll understand. Be a bit churned-up for a while but they’ll just be relieved you’re back.’

			‘What about the fuss though?’ Tom was still troubled.

			‘Not a worry for anyone,’ David even managed an attempt to smile as if he had been told a joke. ‘A few police and such doing their job and more folk taking some exercise they needed is all.’

			Tom was nodding his gratitude and looking back at the forest.

			‘You came from back there,’ he said, pointing at the track they had all emerged from. ‘How? How?’

			‘Luck, luck is all. Guessed it was the letter which sent you over to Eglwys.

			‘Took the direct road, just like you, and here you are. Could easily have travelled another way and missed you.’

			He felt a shudder ripple through his body as he thought how he might have been on another hill or in another valley right now without any clues.

			Tom and Beth still looked confused and disbelieving.

			David laughed. ‘Those boots, Tom. Saw the pawprints and knew I was on your trail. Simple as that.’

			Tom gasped in admiration.

			‘We were done in. Don’t know how we could have got any further. So cold and hungry.’

			Beth folded her arms and leant to rest her weight against Tom. ‘You’re amazing, David.

			‘You said the police are looking, but you found us on your own.’

			‘We’ve got no food, water,’ said Tom, with a shrug.

			David was nodding in silence and stared around the hills surrounding them.

			‘Need to move. You two not strong enough to fight the cold up here. Got to get going.

			‘Forget the chatting. Let’s get safe.’

			He bent down and lifted Beth’s foot to take a closer look at the angry blisters.

			‘Pretty dry. Good plan to go barefoot. Bad if you just push on with a bad blister. Stop you for good if it gets bad in your boot. Seen it many a time.’

			Beth pulled away and sat down as she dug into the duffle bag to retrieve her socks.

			‘I’ll try…’

			‘No girl,’ said David. ‘No point trying. No time to waste.’

			He reached down and pulled her upright.

			‘There you are soldier boy,’ he said to Tom. ‘Bag for you and you’re on my back, Beth.’

			Without waiting for an answer from either of them David bent down and turned so that Beth could grab around his neck.

			He lifted her off the ground and set off without another word heading onto the hill ahead.

			‘Are we near Eglwys?’ Beth was happy to accept the free ride.

			‘Maybe ten miles off,’ said David. ‘You’re way north now, must have lost your bearings. Taking that wrong track did for you. Left yourself a big trek from here.’

			Neither Tom nor Beth responded.

			Tom was straining under the weight of David’s rucksack plus the duffle bag he held in his hand.

			‘Just keep on step after step, Tom. Not far to the top and then we’re free and clear. Know this area from old.

			‘Cottage over the top. Not too far, old Roberts. Farmhand. Still works a bit but he’ll be there. Food and rest for you there.

			‘Keep thinking you can do it Tom lad. Mind gives up first. Always one more step in the body. Remember, one more step, then another.’

			They walked on in silence as David pushed Tom ahead and kept nudging him forward.

			‘Keep on, Tom. Don’t think to your tired legs. One more step, all the time, one more.’

			He stopped talking but continued to repeat the mantra silently to himself.

			There was no way he could weaken now. He had to get them to safety.

			Beth whispered in his ear. ‘You must be better, David. Perhaps our plan has helped. You’re out of the Caer. You came to find us.’

			He considered her words and decided to limit his answer to a nod and a grunt of approval.

			She was right though. Those kids had given such a shock to his system that he had managed to control it all.

			No, not better. Perhaps I’ll never be better, he thought. But I can stop it, control it. I have some power over this thing. I’ll never beat it but I can cope. It will hurt me sometimes, but I can cope. Must cope.

			He looked at Tom trudging slowly in front of him, his body bent under the weight he was carrying.

			Back at the Caer the boy would have had the strength to canter like a pony carrying a much heavier weight.

			But they had survived. They were here and they were alive. Done in, but safe.

			Tom and Beth were quiet now. David thought how the excitement of being found had given way to exhaustion. The chocolate could only do so much.

			‘Must press on. Got to call your fathers. Get you some food and phone your parents. Best news they’ve ever had.

			‘Got your duffle bag too. One of yours, no doubt.’

			Beth hugged his neck even more tightly. ‘Mine, couldn’t carry it any further. We were getting worried. Got everything wrong.’

			‘Eaten all our food,’ said Tom. ‘Thought we’d be back home by now.

			‘Seemed so easy.’

			‘Let me walk,’ said Beth as she wriggled down off David’s back. ‘Nice soft grass. Don’t care if we’re in trouble. It could have worked.

			‘Never seen you so bad, David. Had to do something. I’m not ashamed.’

			Beth took the duffle bag from Tom and David eased the rucksack off his back and put it on his.

			They set off again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			In just a few more minutes they finally made it to the summit and could clearly see the hills and valleys beyond.

			There was a strip of old forest to their right bordering farm fields which swept down to a road.

			There were more hills to the east beyond a long and lush valley floor in the middle of which a road eventually disappeared from sight.

			The only sign of life was a small, stone cottage to their right on the downward slope about half a mile ahead near the treeline at the end of a rough track curling up from the road.

			Even from a distance Tom could see there was a sheepdog laying down asleep in front of the open cottage front door.

			David handed Beth his water flask and waited for them both to take long draughts.

			He recovered the duffle bag from Tom and signalled for them to move off.

			The dog was on its feet and wagging its tail before they were a few hundred yards away.

			A small and obviously elderly man appeared in the doorway, removed the pipe he was smoking and raised it in a gesture of welcome to David.

			‘He knows you, David,’ said Tom in surprise.

			‘Forty years or more.’ David just raised a hand in answer to his friend’s gesture.

			By the time they reached the cottage the man was sitting on a wooden bench against the front wall watching them approach.

			He had the same cropped hairstyle David had and wore the familiar clothes of the older generation with old suit trousers topped with a collarless white shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbows.

			Instead of the usual waistcoat the man wore some kind of sleeveless bodywarmer made from leather which showed its age and wear.

			His boots were polished to a high sheen although he had unfamiliar khaki coloured gaiters which reached to just below his knees

			There was some sort of white scarf of lightweight material tied around his neck and a pair of spectacles rested on his chest from a chain.

			He was unshaven but the beard growth could not hide the craggy skin which looked as if it had been weathered by centuries.

			‘David, boy. Family picnic?’

			‘No, no, long story. Found a couple of Aberglais youngsters out of their territory. Lost.’

			The old man got slowly to his feet and smiled. ‘I know see, Tom and Beth. Lots of talk about the place all day. Darren from yonder came by on his horse. Excuse for him to play cowboys. Told me.’ He laughed at the image before continuing.

			‘Lucky to catch me. I was just heading down to catch my bus for the Coach and Horses.’

			David seemed to be thinking about his friend’s explanation.

			‘Aye, Saturday. Never miss a Saturday do you, Rhyd?’

			The two men enjoyed their shared pleasantry with quiet chuckles.

			Then they both seemed to realise Tom and Beth were watching.

			‘These two need feeding,’ said David. ‘Some of that cawl (lamb broth) I can smell would do. Nearly out cold they were when I found them. Been up there all night.

			‘Tom, Beth, this is Rhydian and he’s going to miss his regular cider for an hour to feed you up.’

			Beth looked at David. ‘You too.’

			He shook his head. ‘No phone here. I need to get word to your father and you’ll slow me down.

			‘Important to get a meal in you and Rhydian never lets a stranger pass without a little something.

			‘Great friend of mine is, Rhyd,’ he bent down to share his thoughts directly with Tom and Beth. ‘Best shepherd around and a quality shearer in his time. All over Britain.’

			‘And New Zealand,’ added Rhydian. ‘Australia too. Escaped one winter up here. Followed the sun I did. Wild boy then just like your David.’

			The two men shared another laugh. There was no need for any further explanations and Rhydian led them into the cottage and ordered them to sit on the ancient leather sofa which was the only comfortable seat in the one room.

			Tom noticed that the man called Rhydian was making an effort to appear busy getting them something to eat but his eyes were constantly studying them.

			David was busily scribbling Bryn and Enid’s phone number on a piece of scrap paper as Beth repeated the numbers.

			Then she sat next to Tom at the table from where they could look directly out the doorway.

			The view through the door took in the sweep down from the cottage to the road and the fields opposite which rose up to moorland on yet another steep hillside.

			The broth was warm and smelt glorious.

			‘Soon as I heard the talk a few hours back I thought of David. If you were heading this way, he’d know how to find you.

			‘Delayed my Saturday pint in case you showed. Hardly miss a Saturday, my only pint of the week it is.’

			There was something about the old shepherd which made Tom feel safe and relaxed.

			In many ways he was just like David and perhaps even Mog.

			He thought about how his parents always seemed to be in a rush but these old men had plenty of time on their hands.

			They also seemed to know far more than they ever let on.

			‘Great food,’ said Beth quietly between mouthfuls.

			‘Never been hungry like this, starving,’ Tom replied.

			They heard Rhydian chuckle as he leant between them and ladled fresh portions into both their bowls.

			Then he pointed the ladle out of the door.

			Way below the cottage they could see David walking at pace down the track to the road.

			His hand was raised and he was waving vigorously as a passing car slowed to a stop.

			David leant to say something to the driver and then walked around to get into the passenger seat.

			The three of them in the cottage watched in silence as the car pulled off and disappeared.

			Rhydian sat down in an old leather armchair facing the fire at the side of the table.

			He fiddled with his pipe but did not light it as he seemed to be studying them closely.

			‘Strange business you two on the mountain. More to it I guess.’

			He pointed the empty pipe at both of them as he framed his question.

			‘Talk was about that widow who moved to Eglwys back a while. They say her husband fought and died alongside our Dai.

			‘They were telling me police had jumped to some conclusion that you were heading to see her. Laughed they did and said it was a daft idea and you were just off enjoying yourselves.’

			Tom was staring at Rhydian’s face to make sure he did not seem angry or was not accusing them of anything.

			‘I thought different,’ Rhydian added softly. ‘Too many things seemed to join up you see.’

			‘Couldn’t work out what exactly but I had that feeling you get when you know there’s a trout in a run just off the main stream. Can’t see him but you cast and you sort of know he’s there.’

			He raised his head to look straight at Tom and Beth. Then he chuckled at his own illusion.

			Tom opened his mouth to answer but Beth beat him to it.

			‘He’s been ill Mr Rhydian. A letter from the lady in Eglwys upset him and we wanted to stop him worrying. We just wanted to help.’

			Tom turned from Beth to check Rhydian’s reaction to her words.

			He was nodding his understanding then he stood up and leant against the wooden beam over the open fireplace.

			‘My guess is you two are good ‘uns. We know our David hasn’t been right since the war and I don’t think he’ll ever be the man he was.

			‘So, you two tried to help him is it? Good on you. Big thing you did and I can tell you, he has a sparkle I haven’t seen this while.

			‘Don’t see much of David year to year but I have bumped into him enough to see the fall he’s taken.

			‘Well my guess is you two can be proud. You tried to help and you got the old b… fella to find a bit of belly he still had.’

			Tom kept staring at him as he stepped slowly towards the doorway, lit his pipe and stared down the valley.

			He rose with Beth and joined Rhydian at the door. All three of them just stared at the road which had taken David south towards Eglwysfach.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Mog and Iestyn sat in silence together on the wall outside the loft and ignored the pigeons strutting and pecking around their feet.

			More birds rested on the shutter to the loft which served as part of the exterior wall when it was closed and a table-sized perch for the birds when it was open.

			The flock had long returned from their training flight but neither of the two men seemed ready to lock them away.

			Mog took out his pipe and prepared it for a smoke as Iestyn took his cue and lit up a cigarette.

			‘Quietest for a long time, Aberglais.’

			Mog nodded in agreement as he threw away his lit match and blew out the first smoke from his burning tobacco.

			‘Folk weren’t worried ‘til now. Should have been back at that tent and on their way home. Poor Rachel and Enid are broken, aye.’

			It was Iestyn’s turn to nod. ‘Terrible. Time passing slow now.’

			Mog’s mind was still on the mothers. They had been grey with worry when he saw them both earlier. Now they would be at the point of despair.

			He was about to ask Iestyn to close up the birds while he went up the road to Will’s house when he heard his name being called from the back door of his cottage.

			It was Mrs Jenkins from two doors up. ‘Mog, Mog, come quick. It’s David.’

			Mog and Iestyn both stood up instantly. It had to be bad news.

			‘David? Where is he?’ Mog was already making his way down the steps.

			‘On my phone.’ Mrs Jenkins had temporarily lost her tone of shocked surprise and sounded proud instead. ‘First time he’s ever used my number. Only gave it to him for emergencies.

			‘Funny, can’t be up at the Caer. No phone there. Don’t know where he is.’

			She stepped swiftly aside as Mog rushed past her on the narrow pathway and headed out through the house.

			Mog did not care whether she took offence at the frown he offered her as he passed.

			She was trying to keep up with him and kept talking at his back as he sped on until he reached her door and made a grab for the phone resting on the hall table before she appeared at his side.

			‘David?’ The name was said as a question.

			‘It’s me, Mog. It’s David. They’re safe. Both safe.’

			‘Safe? You’ve found Tom and Beth? Where are you?’ Mog was clearly elated.

			‘Why you ringing me, here. Bringing them home, are you?’

			‘No answer at Enid’s. Only other number with me is Mrs Jenkins. Keep it in case I need to get you. I’m away from Aber, a way off.’

			‘Where, man? David, what’s happened? Tell me. Does Rachel know? Enid? What’s happening, man?’

			He did not hear any answer, only the sound of David talking to someone who seemed to be with him.

			‘Listen, Mog. You hear me? You still there?’

			‘Yes, waiting. Tell me?’

			‘Look I’m with this very kind Mr Jones and Mrs Jones on the Eglwysfach road. No phone box. Nearest one is in Eglwys but Rhydian sent me here.

			‘Still a good way north of Eglwys. How far?’ His last question was not meant for Mog, but for the couple with him.

			‘Oh, right. Well. Six, eight mile. Duw, happy I found you two home and a phone too.’

			‘David, David.’ Mog growled impatiently into the phone as his friend talked to the couple he was with.

			‘Mog, I’m still here. Go get Will or whoever. They were on the mountain. I trailed them and they’re safe. Starved and out on their feet but they’ll be fine.

			‘I was right, Mog. They did it for me. Thought they could please me by going to Eglwys, see.’ His voice seemed to trail off before he added with a choke, ‘that pair.’

			‘Good grief, man. They were up there all night. How’d you find them? Where were they?’

			‘Never mind that now. Look, take the number here and call me back when you get Will or someone.

			‘These kind folk are paying for this call. Call me back when you’ve spoken to the families.

			‘I’ve left the kids up with old Rhydian at his place. Eating his cawl by now. Couple of blisters but they’re well, just tired and hungry.’

			He gave a few more details but Mog had just grabbed the important facts and let the other words wash over him.

			After thanking David for the call, he handed the phone to Mrs Jenkins and told her to get David’s number before she hung up.

			‘…Yes, heard my phone ringing in the hall, see. Knew it would be useful one day… yes… oh, you sound as if you’re in the next room… yes, a pen? Oh… yes…’

			Mog thought about staying to make sure she got the right phone number but decided his priority was to dash up the street.

			His heart was racing as he headed out the front door and walked as briskly as he could to step through the open door of Rachel and Will’s home.

			The first thing he saw was the look of terror on two faces as Rachel and Enid watched him rush in. He clearly had news.

			Mog instinctively put his hands out in front of him in a gesture which he hoped signified that they should not worry.

			Rachel was on her feet. ‘Mog, what? You’re out of breath. Just tell us.’ She controlled her voice to just below the level of a shout.

			He kept his hands raised and forced a smile as he remembered to lift his thumbs in triumph.

			‘Safe. Both safe.’

			Rachel collapsed silently and slowly back down onto the sofa as her jaw dropped open. Enid let out a wail and placed both hands over her face to contain her mournful sobs.

			Mog knew the best medicine for them was information. Whatever he knew.

			‘David found them. Over Eglwys way. Phoned the Jenkins house from a cottage on the road there.

			‘Our David was right all along. Trailed them across the hills and now they’re safe.’

			‘How? Where are they?’ Rachel seemed to be back in control of her emotions now.

			Enid was gathering her thoughts as well.

			‘Over the hills it is to Eglwys. Where are they? It was freezing last night. Oh, goodness.’

			Mog sat down and tried to look as relaxed and in control as possible.

			‘Look, time for worrying is over now. They’re well and that’s all that matters.

			‘David found them someway and got them off the mountain into a friend’s hut. Lovely old shepherd. I know him well. They’re well and eating live navvies right now.

			‘He had to find a phone. Left them in the warm.’

			Enid was on her feet. ‘A phone? We need them home right now. Can he bring them?’

			Rachel put her hand on her friend’s shoulder.

			‘Poor David. He got to them on foot. Can’t just bring them home.

			‘How did he find the strength. That man was in bits.’ She aimed her next words at her friend. ‘He got word to us. Knew we were panicking. It’s over Enid. Over.’

			Mog explained that David was waiting for a call and the two women rose instantly and headed off down the street.

			He followed them outside to a sea of anxious faces as neighbours had seen and heard that something was happening.

			Mog stayed on the front doorstep to address the gathering.

			‘All over. Tom and Beth are safe.’ He looked at the clutch of neighbours and spotted Llewellyn crouched at the front.

			‘Llew, off up to the police house. Tell whoever’s there they’re safe and get them down here. They must get word to Will and Bryn somehow.

			‘Got that, Llew? Safe, both of them. Will and Bryn need to get here. Oh, and tell them the young‘uns are over Eglwys way.’ He pointed up the street in a gesture which made Llew start running at top speed. The boy was clearly proud to be trusted as the bearer of good news.

			He ignored a bombardment of questions from the neighbours and headed back down the street to find Rachel and Enid.

			Iestyn was outside Mrs Jenkins’ front door.

			‘Lovely news,’ he said to Mog. He gestured at the open doorway with a shrug and Mog could hear Enid almost shrieking her questions down the phone and repeating answers to Rachel.

			Iestyn stepped away from the door to make sure he was heard.

			‘Seems it was all about that letter. Those two are out on their feet. Got the shivers for sure last night but just some bad blisters from the walking.

			‘I think they got lost so how David found them I’ll never know. Enid says David is heading back up to Rhydian’s hut to be with them and they’ll all wait there.’

			‘Rhydian! That’s way over. Big trek for a grown man let alone two as young as Tom and Beth. ’ Mog shrugged his shoulders as he took out his pipe and started to light it. The panic was over now.

			Iestyn shook his head to signal his own amazement at where the two were and how David had tracked them down.

			‘They’ll eat well with Rhyd. Always cooked for himself and eats good and fresh.’ Then he chuckled to himself before continuing. ‘Lucky they caught him on a Saturday. It’s his Coach and Horses day.

			‘Only comes off that hill for a pint or a sheep to shear’

			Iestyn laughed again at his own joke, but Mog’s mind was elsewhere.

			He sucked on his pipe and made sure it was well lit before speaking his thoughts aloud.

			‘Can’t make it out. You and me both know David should be in a hospital. Fit and strong but his mind is broke and bad.

			‘How the… he went out there alone. That Tom and Beth, he went out there for them and he found them.

			‘Army and police all over and it was our David. Our David!’

			Mog did not expect an answer from his friend and his mind was concentrating on the phone conversation just inside the cottage.

			Rachel calmly took the phone from Enid who immediately held her face to stem the tears.

			‘David, Rachel here.’ Her voice was calm and her words came slowly. ‘You are the bravest and the best, Mr Price.

			‘Enid says they were in the hills when you found them. I can’t imagine how you did it, but I am in your debt for ever. We all are.

			‘You are a wonderful human being, David and don’t you ever forget that.

			‘We know what you had to go through to get yourself out there so, please, relax. You’ve done more than anyone could hope for.

			‘Our Tom and Beth are safe. Thank you, David.

			’You sit tight and rest with the two of them and your shepherd friend. We’ll get Will or Bryn over unless the police get to you first.’

			Rachel seemed to have finished what she needed to say but there was a hesitation: then she spoke again.

			‘You sure they’re ok? Don’t need a hospital? They’ve been through so much. You all have.’

			Mog watched as she calmly nodded her understanding and appreciation of the answers she was clearing hearing over the phone.

			After listening for a few moments, she offered a quiet murmur of thanks and then gently replaced the receiver.

			She was still staring at it in its cradle as Mog stepped into the hallway.

			‘Come on, Rachel, let’s go home.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Will sat in the front passenger seat and scoured the hillside for the cottage.

			He and Bryn had been in the local town three miles south of Aberglais checking the bus station for the third time today when the police car had pulled up.

			They had both yelped with elation and hugged each other at the news.

			The fathers had been bracing themselves to carry on through the night in one car so they could share the driving and never stop looking. No need for that now.

			Bryn had driven through Aberglais without stopping to see Rachel or Enid as they sped north.

			Sgt Rees would let their wives know they were on their way to pick up Tom and Beth and bring them home.

			The police had offered to collect them and said they wanted to interview the pair for the record.

			Bryn had started to nod his agreement but Will insisted that the two fathers had to collect their own and bring them home first. Plenty of time for statements later!

			The road journey to Egwlysfach took them around the hills that Tom and Beth had climbed.

			That meant going nearly twenty miles north of Aberglais before turning right at a crossroads to swing around the range of hills and head back south through another valley to the village.

			It was a long journey but they both sensed that it was a time for peace and reflection. Nothing to worry them now. So, there was hardly any conversation. Soon they would know all the details.

			The road was familiar to both of them from the family picnic drives they had made in their cars at weekends.

			They had reached the crossroads and turned south east on the final leg of their outward journey.

			Will noticed Bryn had slowed the car and his eyes betrayed they were focused on something he was thinking about.

			‘What is it Bryn? You alright?’

			He was answered with a shrug.

			‘Just thinking, Will. How should we greet that pair, I mean, after what they’ve put us all through? The police and everything, too.’

			‘Greet them, what do you mean?’ Will turned to face his friend.

			Bryn was ready to explain more. ‘We’re just relieved really aren’t we? But look at what that pair have done?’

			‘Go on,’ Will wanted to friend to explain himself in full.

			‘I mean we’re going to be so pleased to see them, but about after that? They’ve been pretty stupid just heading into a mountain range for the night without telling a soul.’

			‘They should be in trouble.’ He turned his gaze off the road to quickly glance at Will. ‘We should be angry, shouldn’t we?’

			Will turned back to face front and relaxed against the backrest of his seat.

			Bryn had more to add. ‘I mean, we can’t have them thinking this is the right sort of thing to do if they have some strange idea of how to help someone else.’

			Will folded his arms and nodded.

			‘Look Bryn. I can’t see a problem. Those two decided to do one of the bravest things I can think of and they did it out of concern and friendship for an old man they admired and, well, loved really.

			‘There was no gain in this for them. All they wanted to do was help cure David from his depression, shell shock, whatever you call it.’

			He shrugged his shoulders. ‘How can we shout at them or punish them for that?’

			‘All well and good but they put themselves at terrible risk and even got a big search going.’

			He looked to his side again to stare momentarily at his passenger. ‘What if David hadn’t found them? They took a terrible risk.’

			Will knew Bryn was looking at him so he smiled and nodded to signify his understanding.

			‘All I can say, Bryn is there won’t be any row for Tom. I don’t care which of them thought up this crazy plan. It doesn’t matter.

			‘Just remember that we are to blame for their actions because none of us, and that also means us two, did anything to help David.

			‘Tom and Beth could see that and if anyone deserves to get into trouble it’s us adults for letting poor David suffer and try to sort himself out with nobody’s help.’

			‘Yea,’ said Bryn, facing the road ahead now, ‘you’re right, of course. But maybe a few days from now I’ll be sitting Beth down to tell her about all the pain we have been through.’ He looked briefly at Will again. ‘Gently, of course. She has to know, Will, Tom as well.’

			Will folded his arms and nodded his agreement. He reached across and gently squeezed Bryn’s shoulder as a sign of approval for his concerns.

			The car had entered the section of valley where they expected to see Rhydian’s familiar stone cottage on the hill.

			‘Got to be soon,’ said Bryn as he leant forward to take in a panoramic view of the hills to his right.

			Will nodded but he knew they still had a couple of miles to go before the solitary cottage would come into view.

			They both vaguely remembered it as the only house in this section of the picturesque valley.

			‘How the heck did they get this far?’ asked Bryn. ‘I would struggle in those hills.

			Will had his own conclusions.

			‘They are two determined young people. Best intentions but a mad, mad idea.

			‘I guess they thought about asking us to go see this woman but knew we’d laugh it off.

			‘Mog was right all along. The pair of them wanted to help our David. We can’t be too hard on them.’

			‘Shouldn’t have taken such a risk though,’ said Bryn. ‘Like winter up there on a night like it was. I thought they’d be in a friend’s house or the city. Bad enough that, but up there?’ He was shaking his head as he spoke.

			Will was still looking for the cottage on the hillside as he answered his friend.

			‘Nothing matters. They’re safe and that’s it over. No more to say.’

			His thoughts were interrupted by a yelp from Bryn who was pointing up at a tiny cottage to their right.

			There was a rough track of hard earth which curled into the hillside down from the house and opened up onto the road.

			Will felt a leap of joy and had to stifle a cheer as he recognised Tom and Beth standing outside the cottage with the two old men.

			It was several minutes before they reached them as Bryn had decided the track with deeply pitted tyre furrows may work for a tractor or a Land Rover but not a family car.

			Will was disappointed that the two had not run down to meet them but chose to stand there staring down at the ground as they approached on foot. Perhaps they were expecting trouble!

			‘Come here you two,’ he shouted with open arms and a beaming smile on his face.

			They seemed reluctant at first but then they both ran forward to embrace their fathers.

			Rhydian and David stayed near the cottage door and tried to avoid staring at the displays of emotion.

			Will held his son by the arms to study him properly. ‘You alright? Out all night. You’ve been through it.’

			Tom nodded and seemed near to tears as he failed to respond in words.

			His reward was a rub from Wills’ work-hardened hand through his hair.

			‘David,’ Will shouted. ‘You’re amazing. You saved them. How can we thank you.’

			David shrugged and waved his pipe in front of him as if to brush away the compliment.

			Will stepped up and shook Rhydian by the hand. ‘Thank goodness for you, sir. You’ve fed them well. Look fine to me.’

			‘Tough little pals,’ Rhydian said with a laugh. ‘Summer’s still off and the night can be like winter. Lucky David knows his hills.’

			The six of them now stood in a close group. Nobody spoke until Bryn coughed and added his thanks to both men.

			‘We’d best be getting back,’ he added. ‘The sergeant told us they would probably expect a doctor to check this pair.

			‘That won’t happen until their mothers have seen them. Won’t believe they’re fine until they’ve had a proper check themselves.’

			Will looked at David who seemed about to say something but had clearly thought better of it.

			The men all shook Rhydian’s hand and then watched him shut the front door as he started walking ahead of them down the track with his dog at his side.

			‘A cider for me is called for.’ It was all he said. ‘You can give me a lift to make up for lost time.

			‘Only a mile down. We can squeeze in fine.’ He was nodding at the car as he spoke.

			The group headed down the lane with Tom and Beth still maintaining a guilty silence.

			There was a flurry of activity as car doors were unlocked and the group began climbing inside.

			Will was about to step into the passenger seat and invite Tom to sit on his lap when he saw Beth hesitate at the roadside.

			Her father was already sitting in the back seat next to Rhydian. David was still next to the farm gate at the entrance to the road leading up to the cottage.

			When she got their attention, she spoke.

			‘I’m glad we did it. Sorry for the trouble, but I’m glad. David knows now that we worry about him and…’

			She ran out of words and seemed to be struggling with her emotion as well.

			Bryn raised his hands and beckoned her to join him in the car. It was a gesture of reassurance as well.

			She was about to move when Will’s voice stopped her.

			‘What you did,’ he said with a smile. ‘It worked. David knows now that he’s got some real friends.’

			He looked to his left to address his next words to David directly.

			‘That’s a good enough reason to get yourself better.’

			That was enough. He winked at Beth which earned a smile before she got into the car with her father.

			Will could see that David was still standing at the age-worn wooden gate.

			He slid the wooden catch forward through the rope which held it shut and then stepped away.

			Instead of turning to the car he took the one step back to the gate, slid the catch back and then locked the gate again.

			He repeated the action as the five faces inside the car stared.

			Will stepped quietly out of the car, walked up to David and squeezed his shoulder.

			He spoke in a whisper. ‘Alright now David. You’ve done more than any of us could. Take it easy now. We know it’s a struggle.

			‘We all understand what it took for you to leave the Caer. You did it to save them and, look, they’re safe. Down to you alone.’

			His hand remained on David’s shoulder. Will felt as if he wanted to show more warmth and friendship than the squeeze of his fingers but this was David. It was enough.

			‘Come on,’ he whispered.

			David stopped staring at the gate and turned his head until he was looking at Will.

			‘Don’t know why I do that. Must look like a right fool to decent folk doing things over and over. It gets worse when I’m worried and anxious, see.’

			‘No need to explain, David. Deal with it your way. After what you went through, we understand.

			‘Think on the kids… now you know you’ve got real friends.’

			David nodded his appreciation at the comment. ‘It’s like a child I am, see. Young ones love their routine. Into bed with the favourite toy and then out go the lights. Same every night. Safety.

			‘Same for me. Different nightmares to keep away, but same really.

			‘Those damn wars. No peace for me.’

			Will’s mouth dropped open but he did not speak. This was the most open David had been with him, anybody.

			How had he controlled terrors like that to set off from his shed onto the wild mountain?

			‘Come on, David. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.’

			He turned to step back towards the car but David remained where he was.

			Tom realised there was something else troubling him and then he heard David speak.

			‘Been thinking, waiting for you and Bryn. Can’t explain what that pair have done for me.

			‘Don’t be hard on them now. Powerful good they’ve done.’

			Will smiled. ‘Thank you, David. We know that and we’re just glad they’re safe.

			‘They won’t be punished. They wanted to help, that’s all. That mountain has taught them all the lesson they need.’

			David nodded.

			‘Good. Big fuss for Rees and the rest but that’s nothing, see. Soon forgotten. You tell folk why they did this, Will. You tell how they tried to do some good for a daft old man.’

			‘We will, David, but not so much of the daft. Anyone with an ounce of kindness will see it. Other folk don’t matter. Won’t worry me, or Bryn.’

			David stepped forward towards the car.

			‘I surprised myself getting here. Never thought. I never thought I could do it.’

			He was still speaking as he bent down to squeeze in next to Rhydian.

			‘Come on. Drop Rhyd down the Coach and you can use the phone to let Enid and Rachel hear their voices. Home then.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			They all stood outside the isolated, country pub as Rhydian went inside to find out if his local had a phone.

			A moment later he re-emerged. ‘Landlord, Ieuan, has a private one out back. Never knew. No need for them. Come on in. Kids too.’

			They all stepped forward but David leant back and sat on the bonnet of Bryn’s car.

			Will was the first to notice. ‘Come on David. Time for a pint if you want one. You won’t be paying.’

			‘The least you deserve,’ added Bryn. ‘My round.’

			It was clear from the lack of response that David was not going to join them.

			Tom and Beth had both noticed the exchange and stepped back to stare at David with concern etched in their faces.

			They were rewarded with a smile.

			‘Off and talk to Rachel and Enid. They’ll be living by Enid’s phone.’

			‘What’s wrong, David?’ Beth even took the unusual step of reaching out with her hand and squeezing his arm. The bond between them was a lifetime one now.

			David stood up and faced the three men. He was ready to explain himself.

			‘No point looking for the right words. I’ll just say it as I feel it, see.’

			He had their rapt attention now.

			He looked back up at the hills behind the pub and smiled. ‘A few hours up there, changed me. This pair there have changed me.’

			Bryn interrupted.

			‘Come on David. Plenty of time to reflect on all this. A quick call then home.’

			Bryn beckoned for David to join them and turned to head into the pub entrance. They could clearly hear the sounds of conversation from inside.

			‘Not for me,’ said David with a firmness he hadn’t expected to display. ‘Sorry, been thinking.

			He had their attention again.

			‘Been bad. Very bad. Never thought I could leave my shed these days gone. Been pretty awful. Worse than ever.

			‘You know, all of you, been a daft old fool for a long time now but maybe it’s been getting worse.

			‘Look, honest I am, been at my worse. You all knew I was daft when I went from a cottage to a shed. Stupid.’

			He looked down at Tom and Beth with a smile before continuing.

			‘This pair and their friends, the teaching, saved me it did. Kept the worst of it away.

			‘You can be proud of these two and the rest. They worked miracles for me, but, that letter,’ he shook his head from side to side as if he wanted to shake away its image, ‘turned me. Took me down.

			‘Poor woman only wanted a bit of help. Probably needs the garden sorted or something.

			‘Just needed a bit of help but, for me, it was a mountain. Couldn’t face it.’

			He looked keenly at the three men then. ‘Not looking for sympathy. But it’s the truth.

			‘Then Mog tells me this pair have gone missing and it all fitted together. The letter, my, ‘ he shrugged, ‘breakdown, and off they go.

			‘Bravest thing I’ve seen and I’ve seen plenty. Got a medal for just doing my job. No medal for them.’

			He suddenly felt the penetrating eyes on him and shuffled from foot to foot.

			Will moved one step closer to David and spoke in a reassuring tone.

			‘Never heard you talk like this before. This episode, changed you it has. Maybe turned a corner?’

			David shrugged and smiled in a way which said that was a hope which perhaps might not be realised.

			He had more to say.

			‘Look, not one for talking and I’ve said too much here. Just want to say I’m not coming back with you to Aber.’

			The words hung in the air.

			‘What do you mean?’ Tom almost shouted.

			‘No, no,’ he patted Tom affectionately on the head. ‘I’ll make my own way. Later. Just won’t hold you up. Wrong to.’

			‘What you going to do?’ asked Beth with a tone of desperation. ‘Can’t walk back over the mountain.’

			David stood to his full height and breathed in deeply to fuel his strength.

			‘Time is I did some right. Never thought I could get myself out of a bad break but you two have showed me different.

			‘No doctor for me but you pair got me moving.’

			He looked around at the hills as if he was drinking in the landscape around him.

			‘I’m going to head down to Eglwys. Still a bit of daylight. Can you drop me off there? I’ll go see that Mrs Harper.

			‘Drive’ll only take you a couple of minutes out of your way and you can turn around and head back. I’ll get myself a lift. No bother.’

			Will stepped forward so that he was directly in front of David.

			‘Course we’ll take you there and we’ll wait. A few minutes more won’t hurt.’

			David smiled but shook his head. ‘No, Will. Those mothers need to see this pair home and fine.

			‘No trouble for me. If I have to sleep in a hedge and get a bus in the morning. I’ll be fine.’

			‘Bed at my place,’ said Rhydian. ‘You know that, boy.’ With that he raised a hand in farewell and turned to enter the pub.

			‘Thanks, Rhyd. Owe you,’ said David to his departing friend.

			He left behind an awkward silence.

			‘Not used to me rabbiting like a preacher, any of you.’ He offered a chuckle at his own joke.

			Bryn gestured for Tom and Beth to step forward and into the pub. ‘Come on you two. Phone and I’ll buy Rhydian his cider.’

			Beth ignored her father.

			‘No, David.’ She sounded strident. Tom’s face revealed how he dreaded what she might say next.

			‘We came here to see Mrs Harper and we want to go to Eglwys with you. You said we got you here. Well, Tom and me want to go with you to Eglwysfach.’

			David was about to answer but Bryn had stopped in the doorway and had something to say.

			‘No, Beth. David can see this through now. Your mother, and Tom’s, they’ve been thinking the worse from the start. Need you home.

			‘Come on. A quick call. Least we can do for them. Come on.’

			Beth showed no sign of moving and Tom seemed to be wondering how to respond.

			Then Beth started to slowly shake her head defiantly as she kept staring at David.

			He looked at Will. This was for the fathers to sort.

			‘You two. Always got a surprise.’ He turned to face Bryn. ‘Trust Beth.

			‘They’ve come this far for David.’ He shrugged his shoulders in resignation.

			‘Once Enid and Rachel have spoken to them they’ll be fine to wait. Let’s take them to Eglwys.’

			‘Not going to fight you on this, Will. But you’ll tell your mother yourself young lady.’ He was looking sternly at Beth.

			‘You alright with them alone, David?’

			David pushed himself upright and away from the car he had been leaning on.

			‘No secrets now. Glad to have them watch my back I am.’

			Bryn nudged them both into the pub where the landlord was waiting to take them to the phone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			Rachel sat in the lounge of Enid’s home and considered the glass of sherry she had not yet touched.

			She would have preferred a cup of hot tea but Enid had insisted: they had something to celebrate.

			She wanted to relax but instead had found herself looking around with her usual admiration for the big television, the leather sofa and the expensive looking landscapes on the wall.

			Bryn and Enid were doing well in life. If only Will could get a nice office job too, but he’d never leave the mine.

			She stifled a giggle. It was so nice to think about the normal and mundane issues after a day of dreadful worry.

			Just at that moment she heard the muttered conversation from the phone in the hallway turn into an outburst that sounded like rage.

			Enid had been almost constantly answering calls since they had settled down for their tipple.

			Rachel knew this was the important one: it was Bryn and the two children.

			‘WHAT, NO.’ The next sounds from Enid were a series of grunts and shrieks which sounded like objections to what she was being told.

			Rachel was on her feet as the panic surged through her whole body. She had stayed in the lounge to wait for Enid to complete her own emotional reunion with Beth before calling her out to speak to Tom.

			But something had happened. She rushed into the hallway and stared into her friend’s face.

			‘What, Enid?’

			She gripped her free arm tightly and shook it to emphasise that she needed an answer straight away.

			Enid was momentarily confused as she tried to share her attention between what she was hearing down the phone and Rachel’s question.

			She put her hand over the receiver and whispered. ‘Nothing. Fine. Tell you in a minute.’

			Then she concentrated again on the phone and her mood returned to controlled anger.

			‘No, Bryn, I’m telling you… Oh, Beth. It’s you. Thank God, thank God you’re safe.’

			Rachel tried to listen to what was being said down the line as Beth was clearly being animated.

			Several seconds passed which felt more like endless minutes before Enid told her daughter to hold on and again placed her hand over the receiver as she spoke to Rachel.

			‘Don’t worry. They’re both fine. Dropped some old man off at his local and they’ll be heading back soon.’

			‘Soon?’ Rachel questioned the word. ‘Having a drink? We’re on pins, Enid.’

			The hand was still over the receiver. ‘I know. I know. Bryn says they want go into Eglwysfach to find this Mrs Harper.

			‘You know, the one with the letter. Mog told us. He put Beth on and she says they must go with David. Their duty or some such thing.

			‘Haven’t those two had enough?’

			She was shaking her head and seemed deflated as Rachel tried to understand what was happening.

			Her mind was a mass of questions as she took the phone from Enid.

			‘Beth, that you. Good. Look we’re just happy you’re safe. Want you both back now though. Been worried sick.’

			The voice which answered her was calm and measured. ‘You’ll understand, Mrs Rhys.

			‘We’re very sorry for the trouble but thing is, we’ve come this far and it was for David.

			‘That’s why we did this. Just want to see it through to the end now. Right thing to do. Won’t take long.’

			Rachel’s mind was in a spin but all she could say was, ‘Put Tom on, there’s a love.’

			‘Hello Mam,’ the voice was little more than a guilty whisper. ‘Sorry for the fuss, but we had to.’

			‘Love, I understand. You’re not in trouble though we’ll have to have a word about these little adventures. Sgt Rees will probably want to speak to you as well.’

			There was a silence which made her wonder if she had said too much. ‘Tom, Tom, you still there? The sergeant will just want to check you’re both fine.

			‘He told us not to worry about a thing. All in a day’s work so you get back here as quick as you can.’

			There was no sound from Tom for another few seconds then the answer came in a confident voice.

			‘No, Mam. Beth’s right.’

			‘But, Tom, what does your father say? Plenty of time for someone to visit this Mrs Harper. David needs to rest tonight too. You know he’s not well.

			‘If he must see her tonight let him go. Bryn or your dad can go and fetch him later if it’s going to take a while. We won’t let him be stuck out there.

			‘The man’s done enough for us today.’

			‘No, Mam. Please, it’s why we did this in the first place, to help David. We want to finish it properly, with him.’

			She could not think what to say. ‘Put your father on.’

			‘Rachel, it’s me.’

			‘Will, what’s going on? We’ve been desperate all day and now this. Enid’s shaking here. You all having a cosy pint?’

			She heard the sigh and imagined the look of resignation.

			‘Rachel love, our Tom and Beth are never going to forget what happened these last hours.

			‘We know it was a daft idea but they planned something special for a friend, for David, and they got things wrong. That’s all.

			‘I know it’s alright for me, here with them, but they’ve made me think they have.

			‘They’ve helped him, love. Big thing for him to shake off his demons and go up that mountain by himself.

			‘In a way they got him to do that so they’ve done him some good. We must make them feel good about that.

			‘Won’t take long. You know they’re fine so there’s time enough. The two of them are so wound up they won’t be sleeping ‘til late, I tell you.

			‘Home soon enough. Not dark yet.

			‘I know how worried you were. We all were. We’ve got our kids back safe. Another hour out of the house won’t matter.’

			Rachel realised she was nodding without saying anything down the line.

			‘Will, sorry Will. Not used to these phones. I’m agreeing with you.’ She looked at Enid who was staring at her and devouring every word she heard. ‘I’ll explain to Enid and it’ll be fine.

			‘But don’t you dare spend more time than you have to.’

			She broke off as a sudden thought struck her.

			‘But Will, we don’t know what this letter was about. What if this Mrs Harper is upset about something, or angry? Don’t want Tom upset, or Beth.

			‘We need those two back to get a good night’s sleep. Will. No, don’t put Tom back on. Just do what you have to, but don’t let them get caught up in anything upsetting.

			‘Trust me, bye love.’

			Rachel kept staring at the phone after replacing the receiver back on its cradle.

			She was still thinking about the conversation until she began to focus on what Enid was saying.

			‘Got most of that I think. So, they’re off to see that women then?’

			Rachel nodded but her eyes stayed focused on the telephone.

			‘Yes.’ She realised Enid was staring at her.

			‘Sorry Enid. It’s for the best. Get this thing finished and David deserved a bit of support after what he’s done.’

			Enid sighed and shrugged her shoulders but she was nodding her understanding and agreement.

			Rachel felt guilty and was wondering why.

			How had they all missed how important David was to the children?

			That man did so much good but they had taken him for granted. He gave so much care and attention to the children.

			Were they failing as parents? What David gave them was his total attention and understanding.

			Tom and Beth had rewarded that by trying to form a plan they thought would give him back his sanity.

			What a privilege, a deserved privilege, for a man like David to have.

			She looked down at her friend who had her eyes closed as she seemed to be wrestling with a growing exhaustion.

			Rachel spoke quietly.

			‘Come on Enid, let’s have that sherry. I think we deserve a break as well after what we’ve been through today.’

			Enid nodded. ‘Not over yet though. We’ll have some comments out there.’ She looked towards the front door into the street.

			Rachel smiled. ‘Let them. We’ve got our two back and what a couple of heroes they are.

			‘I’ve been thinking, Enid. That pair have taught us something today. They were willing to take a big risk to help someone who needed it.

			‘Maybe we all move so fast these days with our cars and our phones. Perhaps we should spend more time thinking about the likes of David.

			‘He deserved their help, that man.’

			Enid looked at Rachel with a gaze which revealed she was thinking hard about what she had just heard. Then she smiled.

			‘Come on Rachel love. Sherry time and I’ve got a nice box of chocolates in the kitchen.

			‘Then you can help me make up some sandwiches. We can send some up for David too.’

			Rachel was already thinking about plans to visit David in the morning. It would be her first visit to the Caer for ages and would not be her last.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			Tom was staring at the closed front door of the cottage as he walked up the garden path with David.

			He and Beth were like guards standing either side of him as they slowly approached the cottage.

			The front door loomed like an imposing barrier and it felt as if it was silently telling them to go away.

			This was what it was all about. This front door and the woman who was inside probably eating her tea, doing housework or reading a nice book.

			Tom tried to make his image of Mary Harper as friendly and sweet as possible as the moment arrived.

			David knocked on the door and waited. There was no going back now.

			Tom looked back at the front garden gate where Bryn and his father were standing and watching.

			They had said this was David’s visit but he had insisted the youngsters join him.

			Tom stared at his father and felt a desperate urge to shout out and ask him what to say, how to behave. The confusion was overpowering and unsettling.

			The door opened slowly and a woman stood and stared at them with a perplexed expression on her face.

			Tom immediately thought she looked a little younger than David but he had always looked worn and weathered like most of the countrymen and farmers around Aberglais.

			She was wearing a neat white blouse under a grey cardigan and a black skirt which reached below her knees… She wore sensible looking black shoes with low heels.

			Her face was what Tom would call pretty and her hair which had streaks of grey was long enough to be tied back.

			‘I’m sorry, what is this?’ Her voice was polite but stern and, for some reason, Tom thought she sounded like a teacher.

			‘It’s David Price,’ The phrase sounded like an apology.

			Tom looked from David back at Mrs Harper who wore a surprised expression as if the name had given her an almighty shock.

			Her mouth was open, her eyes seemed to widen and her eyelids were blinking constantly.

			She even seemed to instinctively take a step backwards and raised one hand to touch her chest as if she was trying to stop her heart from beating too fast.

			‘David,’ she said the name slowly as if she was giving herself time to recover.

			‘Your letter,’ he said, but no more words came.

			She looked past him at the two men leaning on her gate and her face seemed to be regaining some control. Tom expected her to start shouting and he prepared to turn away.

			Instead her voice was soft. ‘But, it’s, well, a little late. Who are… the friends who went missing, it’s you isn’t it?’

			Tom and Beth both nodded but the moment was too strange for either of them to speak yet.

			David seemed to have recovered some of his composure and he started to explain.

			‘It’s late and perhaps we shouldn’t have called but I know the police came round earlier so I thought I’d better clear up any confusion.

			‘Must have worried you? Perhaps they mentioned your letter.’ He looked either side at Tom and Beth as if his nod indicated that the note was significant in what had been happening.

			Mrs Harper nodded but instead of waiting for a further explanation she beckoned for them to follow her inside.

			Tom noticed her gesturing for the men at the gate to follow but they simply waved their thanks and declined. Tom guessed his father had taken an instant view of the woman and decided she was a good sort.

			The door was gently closed and they were all in the cottage as she led them along the hall to the kitchen at the back of the house.

			It was now just after seven o’clock in the evening. The light would start to go soon and Tom worried that it might then seem strange to be lingering in the home of a stranger.

			‘Sit, please, all of you,’ she gestured to the chairs around the kitchen table. ‘Tea? Soft drinks for you two?’

			Tom looked at David before answering.

			‘Very kind, Mrs Harper, said David, ‘but we don’t want to keep you.

			‘Barging in like this. Strangers. Need to apologise but it’s been a strange day and it’ll stay strange ‘til we’re all home and tucked up. Pretty tired.’

			Tom was staring at the woman now as she seemed to be devouring David’s words while slowly lowering herself into a chair at the furthest end of the table.

			She could not take her eyes off David who seemed to be unsettled by the attention.

			The scene seemed locked in a time capsule for a few seconds until she appeared to recover some exposure.

			‘Sorry, I… I’m sorry. It’s just…’

			She looked to her side at the fireplace and the three guests followed her gaze.

			On the mantelpiece was a photograph of a young man in army Khaki standing to attention. It was the pose of a proud youngster showing off his status as a soldier.

			‘Charlie,’ said David as he obviously recognised the squaddie.

			She nodded but kept her gaze on the picture. ‘Sorry, David but having you in the house, it’s knocked me sideways.’

			David shuffled and began to rise slowly from his chair.

			‘Sorry, look, should have written back, warned you ahead of a visit.’

			‘No, no,’ she said as she waved her arm to indicate he should sit right back down. ‘I’ll be honest, you being here, it’s brought Charlie back. Sorry to be so open but…’

			David nodded and raised his hand to show he understood. ‘No need. I understand. He’s with me a lot too.

			‘Talked of you a lot he did.’

			That was enough and David stopped. Tom noticed how her lips had tightened. She seemed to be struggling with her emotions.

			‘David, I’m delighted you are here. You and your friends. It’s wonderful for me. Charlie’s friend.

			‘You were the last to see him alive. You have been part of my life since the war. I feel as if I already know you well.

			‘It was all so painful to think of. That’s probably why I never plucked up the courage to contact you.

			‘I had so many questions but I always thought that day, the ambush, must have left its scars on you too. I didn’t want to bring it all back.’

			David sighed and shook his head. ‘Never leaves me. Charlie and me, always together. A team.

			‘Nothing I could do Mrs Harper. They came from nowhere and it was over before we saw them.’

			She got up and stepped towards the photo and stared at it with her face less than a foot away.

			‘No need to talk about that, David. He’s here with me. Always wanted to be here. I should have moved here after the war. Well, I’m here now.’

			There was silence as she turned away to the Welsh dresser against the far wall and returned to the table with a tin full of Welsh cakes.

			She offered them to Tom and Beth who both took one each, but David declined.

			‘Tell me,’ she said, clearly back in charge of her emotions. ‘The police and all. What’s happened here? What brought you all to my door like this?’

			David lowered his gaze and shrugged as if he was struggling to find a way to begin.

			Beth stopped eating her Welsh cake and placed the uneaten half onto a plate Mrs Harper had provided.

			‘It was us Mrs Harper. Me and Tom.’ She turned to face David. ‘I’m going to tell her, David.’

			He gave her a nod and a smile which made her turn back to face Mrs Harper.

			‘We’re David’s friends. He teaches us. Up at the Caer. That’s what we call the place in the woods where he lives now.’

			Tom noticed that the woman looked confused but she did not interrupt this strange explanation.

			‘We all think David’s a hero, but we know he gets very down sometimes. My dad said it’s as if he’s living in one of those horror films and it never stops.’

			She was looking at David as if to make sure her explanation was not going too far. His face remained unchanged.

			Tom was impressed by her explanation of the confusing moods David had.

			‘Getting your letter shook him up,’ Beth continued. ‘He really was in a terrible state, Mrs Harper. Not your fault. You weren’t to know.

			‘Sounds crazy I know but we saw him and we were worried. He’s our friend and we were scared.

			‘Thought we could do something so we pretended to go camping and came to find you.’

			She looked down at the table now as her tale turned into a confession. ‘Got lost, scared. It was terrible. We thought we could get here, easy, but we couldn’t.

			‘Everyone was looking for us, the police, everyone. We’re in such trouble.

			‘But David found us.’ She looked at him and spoke softly, her words for him now. ‘We could have died we were so hungry and just exhausted. And cold, it was so cold.

			‘Mrs Harper, David wanted to stay locked in his shed but when he heard we were missing he worked out what we had done and, well, he found us.

			‘We know he wanted to just stay by himself and get over his terrible nightmares, but he came out and found us.’

			The room fell silent. Tom’s head was full of things he wanted to add but he could only blurt out his first thought.

			‘My dad told me it must have taken amazing courage to go onto the mountain alone like he did when he felt so bad. He did it.

			‘Suddenly he was there. Here we are.’

			The woman looked from Tom to Beth and back again as she seemed to be considering their story. Then she smiled.

			‘You’re very lucky, David, to have friends like these two. You should feel proud and it’s me who should apologise.

			‘This all makes sense now and it’s clear I’m to blame. This could have ended very badly for you two if it wasn’t for David.

			‘Look David, I shouldn’t have written to you out of the blue like that. You don’t even know me.

			‘It was a silly thing to do and now I have to face up to my selfish stupidity. I’m just so relieved you’re alright. You two, your poor parents. When I think about what might have happened.’

			David sat back in his chair. He rummaged through his pockets for his pipe. ‘Do you mind?’

			She smiled and indicated that he could smoke so he continued with his ritual.

			‘None of this would have happened but for me. No-one else in this room needs to say sorry.’

			‘Done now and we’re here,’ said David. ‘Delighted to meet you Mrs Harper and I’m pleased you thought of me and wrote.

			‘Should have got in touch with you myself in 45 but., ‘he shrugged his shoulders and did not finish the sentence.

			‘I have had a mighty day for sure. I started in a shell of my own making and look at me now. I’m here.’

			He looked around the room and even turned so that he could take another look at the photograph on the mantlepiece.

			‘It’s strange for me being in a place where I can feel Charlie all around me.

			‘Takes me back. He’ll always be with me wherever I go. We saw things no man should have in his memory.’

			He was silent for a few moments. Tom wondered if he was thinking about fighting in the war.

			The stares of the three others seemed to suddenly bring him back into the room. ‘We used to talk about it, Charlie and me.

			‘Some of the boys lost it there in the middle of the fighting. Shivering wrecks. In pieces and they paid for it. Good boys but they were treated like vermin.

			‘The rest of us. Well, I tell you now, it was in us all. Charlie and me, we kept it down, but it had to find a way out somehow.

			‘Shell-shock they called it in the fight and some called it by a much worse name. No need for that. Brave boys all of them.

			‘Me, I thought the war was over in 45 but it was only just starting for me. Years later it got me. Everything came back as if it was happening there and then.

			‘Can’t have a normal day now and I’m ashamed of what it’s done to me.

			‘Well, no excuse that. I know now I was wrong to just ignore your letter. That’s a shame I will have to get used to.

			‘Thing is I’m here now. Because of these two I’m here and I want to help. No matter how small or big the ask I want to help.’

			He smiled at Mary Harper and then they both gazed back at the photograph on the mantlepiece.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			The only sound in the kitchen was the soft and regular ticking of the clock.

			The light streaming in through the window gave a yellowish tinge to the room.

			David looked at Tom and Beth who were staring at the adults and looked confused by the silence…

			He smiled in a gesture he hoped would reassure them. A few moments ago he and Mary Harper had been strangers who would have passed in the street.

			Now, after the exchange of just a few words, they had a bond through the memory of one man.

			One of the strangest days in his life: a page turned.

			He was suddenly aware that he had not asked the question which was the main reason he was here.

			Mary Harper was staring out of the window now and David could just glimpse the movement of people beyond the garden edge.

			He shuffled his feet and rested his hands on the kitchen table.

			‘So, what is this all about then, Mrs Harper? The letter.’

			She turned quickly to face him. ‘Mary, please.’

			‘Sorry. Mary, your letter?’

			She gave a sigh which sounded almost like an apology as she turned and sat down at the table to join them again.

			‘Seems so silly now. Should never have written and look at all the trouble I’ve caused.’

			David was about to speak but Beth broke in before he had a chance.

			‘Must have seemed important for you to write. David wanted to come here today to help.

			‘Wanted to stay he did even if we had gone straight home in the car.’

			David looked awkwardly at his hands. ‘Suppose young Beth is right. Guilty conscience. Wanted to put it right.’ He looked across the table again. ‘Go on, Mary.’

			She looked again at the window where the sound of people talking and laughing outside now penetrated the silence in the house.

			‘It seems so stupid now, I’m embarrassed to make a fuss, but it’s them.’

			‘Who?’ David was confused as he had not taken a close look at the people moving about behind her home.

			Beth was on her feet and Tom joined her to stare out of the window.

			Tom immediately saw his father and Bryn talking to a big man he recognised as Billy the Gipsy. They were the travellers who regularly visited Aberglais.

			Tom and Beth both knew them as regular visitors to their village.

			The travellers always came from the north road to Aberlais after being in the Eglwysfach valley to help with the fruit picking.

			When that was done it was always Aberglais and a few horses would be bought or sold around the farms and even with folk from the town. There was usually hay to be brought in as well.

			David looked at Tom and Beth and realised they both knew some of the traveller boys and girls. They remembered how they played together, just as he had done with the grandparents when they were young.

			Problem? Them a problem? Alright, a few drinks were always taken and it was not unknown for a fight or two. But, problem?

			He got to his feet.

			‘Them? What have they done?’

			She looked confused at his question. Did she think the answer was so obvious she did not need to say anything more?

			He was used to people who despised the travellers. They were usually from the town. Didn’t understand. Tradition.

			Eventually she found some words. ‘They’ve arrived from nowhere and decided to make my life a misery.

			‘This is my home, David, and they have just turned up and ruined this haven I found to make my own. They have no right to do that.’

			Tom had seen that Beth was about to speak and grabbed her arm with a squeeze. She got the message.

			‘A misery?’ David hoped his question sounded like concern but he suspected it came out as an accusation.

			‘Travellers I can see. What have they done?’ He shrugged.

			Mary looked at him as if she was trying to understand what he was saying and then seemed to realise that perhaps she had been too straight with her feelings about them

			She glimpsed out the window and then back at him and sighed.

			‘I know, I know. I was so wrong to write to you.

			‘I’m being silly about the whole thing. Shouldn’t have written. I panicked and, well, I thought I needed help.

			‘I can see you’re confused, but David, I have to live with them virtually in my garden.

			‘Why should anyone have to put up with that?’

			She looked down again at Tom and Beth and her face became a mask of sympathy.

			‘When I think what might have happened to you two. All because a silly woman living alone got frightened. What would Charlie think of me?’

			She moved across the room to look again at his photograph.

			Standing next to the image of her late husband seemed to give her back some resolve. She turned to face David directly.

			‘They’re a menace, but they’re my problem and I should be able to live with it.

			‘It’s just, I know they have rights, but they’re a menace.’

			David shrugged again but kept his mouth shut tight.

			He knew Mary was staring at him now. She probably expected some sound of support and understanding.

			Tom and Beth looked confused and perhaps even a little alarmed by the atmosphere of unease which had crept into the room.

			David smiled at them. ‘Difficult for some of us to understand those folk. Living like they do. Not like us, see.’

			Mary took up his words. ‘Not like us? They don’t think about how they affect people like… like me.

			‘We all live by rules and respect each other. Perhaps I shouldn’t turn on them like this but you have to understand; I’m frightened.

			‘This house is my sanctuary. I just want to be left by myself so I can enjoy this time and live with my memories.

			‘I’m scared every day and every night while they are there. You’ll probably laugh at a silly old woman and I see that now. I have to live with it and I should never have weakened and written.’

			David smiled and shook his head.

			Beth was about to speak until he glanced at her in a look which was a signal for silence.

			‘I know all about fear, Mary. It eats at you and won’t stop gnawing away. You can’t think straight or act straight.

			‘It’s fear that drove me away from my village to hide in the woods. That’s where I live now in a little shed I built myself.

			‘It was fear that stopped me answering your letter. It was a stupid way to be but I was terrified by it.

			‘Fear makes you a different person.’ He laughed to himself. ‘I’m not the man I was.

			‘We all need help, Mary. These two helped me and I’m here now to help you.’

			He rose from the table and walked across the room to stand next to her and look at Charlie’s photograph.

			‘Nothing to be ashamed of. Fear can floor the biggest and the bravest. It’s a monster it is. I know how you feel.’

			Tom and Beth looked confused and seemed to be holding their breath as they waited to find out what was about to happen.

			David sensed that this was proving to be a confusing and uncomfortable end to their turbulent day.

			‘Don’t fret you two,’ he said. ‘It’s all fine.’

			He stepped towards the kitchen door leading to the rear garden of the cottage.

			They rose to follow him as Mary stood in silence.

			‘Wait here,’ he said, his words aimed at the room.

			With that he was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			Tom was desperate to take another Welsh cake but was held back from moving by the tension in the room.

			Mary seemed lost in her thoughts and Beth was scowling at the tabletop in front of where she sat.

			All of a sudden there was a sound from outside. Some of the voices from the camp had moved closer.

			The three of them stood up and peered out of the window where a group of travellers gathered outside the fence at the bottom of the garden.

			They formed a crowd and all stared at the cottage and the drama unfolding in front of them.

			Billy walked slowly up the path to the door alongside David.

			Mary Harper took a step back into the shadows as she seemed to be considering what was happening.

			Then she moved forward, slowly pulled the door open and stepped into the doorway to face her visitors.

			Tom joined Beth as they strained forward across the kitchen sink to take in the whole scene outside the window.

			David moved ahead of Billy and was dwarfed by the size of the man he was bringing to her home.

			‘You know, Billy.’ he said.

			She nodded but ignored the presence of the traveller and addressed her words to David alone.

			‘What’s he doing here, David. In my garden?’ Her statement was made loud enough for all the watchers to hear.

			‘Let’s all go inside,’ he said. ‘Trust me.’

			She folded her arms across her chest and raised her head so the crowd could all see the frown which had frozen on her face.

			Then she nodded. The stern face had been a message to them all that she was in charge here.

			As she stepped aside as her eyes lowered to a leather bag Billy was carrying.

			‘David here asked me along,’ Billy said. ‘Didn’t want to intrude but he insisted.’

			As the three adults moved to sit at the table Billy acknowledged Tom and Beth with a wave.

			‘The two mountain goats,’ he said with a laugh. ‘Given your folk a fright. Glad to see you fit and well. Those cakes help.’

			Tom noticed they had not been invited to sit back down with the adults at the table.

			They were still leaning against the sink and Beth whispered in Tom’s ear.

			‘Stay here. We’re not leaving.’

			‘You know them?’ Mary asked Billy.

			‘Watched them grow,’ he replied with a smile.

			Tom noticed the woman’s eyes seem to flicker. The information had surprised her.

			David interrupted before she could follow up her question. ‘Thank you, Mary.’ Billy sat at David’s side so they both faced Mary.

			‘Don’t know if I can do any good here but I’m going to try. Billy here doesn’t want to move on. Not yet awhile.’

			Billy looked as if he was about to speak but David stopped him with a glance.

			‘No point going over the arguments save to say Billy believes he has a right. They’ll be gone soon enough. Never stay in one place.

			‘Longest will be over winter up country. Quiet spot.

			‘Billy here says his folk live honest lives and don’t harm anyone. Travelling been their folk’s way of life since way, way back.

			‘Don’t wash with you I know, Mary. Your rights are for a quiet life. A bit of peace.

			‘You’re not used to them coming and going. Us here,’ he looked across at Tom and Beth. ‘We know these people. Part of the changing seasons just like the birds heading south and returning, see.

			‘I’ve spoken to Billy here. Told him you’re from away and his folk haven’t done the best in helping you to understand. They haven’t been rightly fair to you.’

			Mary wriggled in her seat. ‘I’ve got nothing against these people but I have told them I think just moving in and setting up home where they please is wrong.

			‘I bought this lovely cottage with an open meadow over my garden wall and that’s what I want back.’

			She gestured with her hand towards the window before she added, ‘not those… those scruffy caravans.

			‘Don’t know what you are doing here, Mr Billy, but you know where I stand on this. I want you gone.’

			She let her words rest in the silence, Tom looked from face to face, anxious to know where this conversation was leading. He could feel his heart thumping in his chest.

			Mary stared directly at David.

			‘I asked you to help, David and I appreciate you may want to ask us to put all this behind us but, if that’s so you’re wasting your time and mine.

			‘Neither Billy here nor I see the others point of view so let’s not waste time. I’m sorry to have brought us all to this. Very sorry. I shouldn’t have.

			‘I’ve caused enough trouble by writing a silly letter to you, David.’

			David was nodding. ‘Hear me out.

			‘Put your case you have, now give me a moment.’

			He seemed to be thinking about what to say next and Billy took the opportunity to look across at Tom and Beth.

			‘Police came to see me today; I think they were worried we might have grilled you pair for a broth.’

			Tom and Beth giggled but Mary just wriggled in her seat.

			David butted in quickly. ‘Just one more thing and this pair and I will leave you to yourselves. Won’t ask you to change.’

			‘What do you want, David?’ Mary sounded on the verge of anger. ‘I have to admit, here in front of Billy, that I wanted your help and advice on how to get rid of him and these people.

			‘There! That’s the truth so no point in sitting around my kitchen table at all.’

			‘Please, Mary.’

			Tom could see a look of quiet determination in David’s face but he had no idea what was going to happen now.

			‘Billy,’ said David. ‘Please, show her the photo.’

			Tom’s attention turned to the big man who looked embarrassed and even sighed before reaching into the bag he had brought.

			David took out his pipe and sat back to wait for the others to see the image for themselves.

			Billy turned the picture towards Mary as Tom and Beth leant forward across the table to see it for themselves.

			It was an image in a dark wooden frame which he laid flat on the table in front of Mary.

			Tom and Beth rose to the sound of their chairs scraping across the flagstone floor. They stood either side of Mary to get a better view of the image.

			It was a solitary young man standing to attention in his crisp, smart army uniform. The background of the black and white photograph showed a line of trees in front of a nondescript building.

			‘It’s a barracks,’ said Tom as he pointed to what looked to be a union flag hanging limp from a pole in a mild breeze.

			Billy nodded.

			Whoever the young man was he was certainly proud of his smart uniform. Tom looked at the detail to try to get some idea of how old the image was.

			The squaddie was wearing what Tom knew was a version of the British army battledress topped by the familiar metal helmet.

			He was not carrying a weapon but he still looked ready for action with the tunic and trousers complete with a series of useful pockets.

			There were two rectangular canvas bags hanging from shoulder straps and attached near his waist.

			Tom looked at the brightly polished black boots which were partly hidden beneath webbing anklets.

			It was the image of someone ready to take part in WW11.

			The scale of the building behind the soldier and a bed of plants at the foot of its wall suggested the man was well above average height and was undoubtedly athletically built.

			‘That’s private Con Brady, 22nd Armoured Brigade,’ said David with quiet respect. ‘Knew of him before the war when I was boxing.

			‘Amateur heavyweight with the speed to slide from a punch and a return hook that could floor an elephant.

			‘Big man and big reputation. Never met him though he spent plenty of time round here.

			‘Paths passed pretty close through Normandy and into Germany.

			‘Fine soldier. Good man. He went ashore on the 6th of June.’ He looked across at Mary. ‘Sailed the same sea as me and Charlie that day.

			‘Neither of us met him, so’s we know.’

			Mary nodded and stared at the photograph with a look of genuine regard. ‘So many went that day. I’ll never forget that date. None of us will.

			‘But what has Con Brady got to do with me? I don’t understand.’

			She was looking at David when she asked her question but he turned to Billy.

			Mary looked at the traveller and then at the photograph on the table in front of him.

			‘A relative? Your father?’

			Billy nodded.

			Mary looked intently at the photograph and then at Billy. She was comparing features.

			David stirred in his chair. ‘I just wanted him to show you that, Mary.’

			‘Why?’ she asked. ‘What has that got to do with anything here?’

			Tom watched David’s expression as he picked up the photograph and stared at it before placing it back before Mary. It seemed like a gesture of respect.

			He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Nothing really. A fine soldier. Billy here wouldn’t bring his medals across. Thought it would look like bragging.’

			Mary reached out and gently picked up the photograph to closely examine the face of the man in uniform.

			‘He’s a traveller, see,’ whispered David. ‘That’s the only point I wanted to make. A traveller just like his boy here and the rest out there.’

			Mary was nodding. ‘Yes, I… a traveller.’

			Tom looked at Beth who was staring from Mary to Billy and back again.

			He followed her lead and noted how Mary seemed to look emotional and possibly even on the edge of tears.

			David leant forward. His sudden movement almost made Tom jump back.

			‘That’s all I wanted to show you, Mary,’ he said. ‘Not one with words me but I thought the photo here might show you how we’ve got plenty in common.

			‘That’s all. Nothing more. Can’t ask you folk to get on. Just a little understanding both ways maybe.’

			He looked at Tom and Beth and smiled. ‘Good things can happen with a bit of understanding, see.

			‘These two here didn’t just let me dwell on being ill, no! They showed me they cared and, I can tell you, that made all the difference to me.

			‘They understood and showed they cared. Don’t know why, but they climbed those hills for me.’

			Mary looked at the photograph again. ‘So, he landed on the beaches just like you and my Charlie.’

			She looked across at Billy and smiled. ‘You must be very proud of your father? I’d love to meet him.’

			Billy returned her smile and picked up the photograph.

			While replacing it in his bag he said quietly. ‘Didn’t get home, Mary. Last saw him in 42 but I can’t remember. Too young I was.’

			David raised his hand and squeezed Billy gently on the shoulder.

			‘Five days after the landing. Sniper from a farm. Lots had it that way.

			‘Thing is, Mary, he’s buried with his comrades out there. Normandy. Not a few miles or more from Charlie’s field.’

			Mary kept staring at Billy as she rose from her chair and turned to step up to the mantlepiece to look at her own photograph.

			‘This is the last photograph of Charlie as well. Two handsome young soldiers.’

			She turned to face Billy again. ‘You must be very proud. A soldier and a brave man with it. Con Brady.’

			Billy got up and gripped the bag tightly with both hands as he slowly turned to leave.

			‘Yes, Mrs Harper. I’ve heard plenty about the old man. Feel I know him well. Wish I knew him better.

			‘Just like you I suppose Mrs Harper, sometimes just wish he got home.

			‘My mother, God rest her, never stopped talking of him.

			‘I used to be Con Brady when we kids played our war games around the camp.

			‘Been to the cemetery as well. Got a passport specially.’

			Mary drew in a breath as if she had been surprised. ‘Been over? I… I’ve never made the trip.

			‘Tried but I couldn’t. Somehow I couldn’t.’

			‘Should think on it Mrs Harper. Helped me.’

			Billy explained how maybe the regiment would help but then with a wave to all of them he was gone.

			The ticking of the clock suddenly filled the room again as if it had been silent for Billy’s visit and had only just resumed.

			Tom stared around the faces and although he sensed something important had happened, he could not understand exactly what.

			David rose slowly from his chair and walked around the table until he was face to face with Mary.

			‘Didn’t know what to expect,’ he said. ‘Just seemed right.

			‘Perhaps it saved me trying to say we’re not a lot different, see. Maybe worth remembering that sometimes.

			‘This pair,’ he looked at Tom and Beth, ‘taught me a thing or two.

			‘Got me to meet you and that’s been a pleasure. Brought back a lot it has. Should have made the effort years back.

			‘Today has given me back a bit of fight. Just a bit. Enough to see me a bit better I hope.’

			Tom was standing right next to David. He was worried his friend sounded hurt again.

			Please don’t let David get bad again. Please don’t. He held his eyes tightly shut as he kept his thoughts to himself.

			David had come so far. Please don’t let him slip back now.

			Mary reached forward and clutched David’s forearm in a tight grip.

			‘David, you’re welcome here anytime. Please come back and see me.’

			She looked down at Tom and Beth. ‘You two as well. All of you, please come back.’

			David seemed to have recovered his mood.

			‘Not one to meddle me. Feel a bit silly with all this drama I’ve brought to your kitchen.’

			Mary ignored his comment as she dashed over to the Welsh dresser and took out a pen and paper to scribble down her own phone number.

			She handed it to David who looked at it in obvious confusion until Beth took it from him.

			‘I’ll keep this safe,’ she said.

			David smiled and after a slight hesitation he took Mary’s hand and held it in both of his.

			‘Couldn’t think what else to do but get Billy to show you his dad. Fine man. Ask anyone who knew him.

			‘Those folk outside are different to most but they don’t mean any harm. A bit loud but good people.’

			Mary answered with a warm smile. ‘Thank you, David. Lots to think about. Maybe you’ve made a difference after all. We’ll see.’

			David did not answer. He seemed to have run out of words.

			Mary let go his hand and turned to Tom and Beth.

			‘I know you’ll want to be off, David. So, get this pair back to their parents.

			‘You’ve done wonders today.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty

			The lights stayed on all around Aberglais that night as the events of the day seemed to spark through the village like a surge of electricity.

			Long after Tom had gone to bed he heard animated voices from his lounge and kitchen as visitors shared their best wishes and asked for the detail they craved.

			Maybe we did something good after all, he thought.

			There had been a few stern words but everyone knew they had tried to do something good for David. That’s what his mother had told him and she never lied.

			The big reunion had taken place at Beth’s house and even Sgt Rees had congratulated them and seemed quite happy as he accepted a glass of Bryn’s whisky.

			There were more neighbours and congratulations when they had finally got home.

			Sunday had dawned with a return of calm streets and quiet houses as Aberglais slowly woke up.

			Then there was a hammering on his front door.

			Tom was first to get there and found Beth out of breath on the doorstep. It was just gone eight thirty.

			Before Tom and his parents left Beth’s house the previous evening it had been agreed that the two friends would collect their own tent this morning. But not this early.

			Will had told them it was a token of forgiveness and trust returned, but he wanted them straight home and no slipping across to the Caer. Plenty of time for that.

			After breakfast and church they could return to the Caer to check on David and perhaps do some fly-casting practice.

			David had said his goodbyes as they had all left Beth’s house and had headed alone in the opposite direction which would lead him onto the forest road.

			Tom’s dad had summed up all their feelings. ‘You two will have to face the smirks and maybe some insults.

			‘We’re proud of you though. Now home and to bed.’

			With Beth as an ally Tom was not concerned about what anyone else thought.

			‘Come on lazy. Let’s go,’ Beth looked keen so Tom dashed back from the open door to pick up two slices of toast and shout his goodbyes before dashing out of the house.

			‘Wait up,’ he shouted at the disappearing form of Beth as she ran off up the high street.

			‘Why so early?’

			His question made her stop and turn.

			‘There’s a reason. Come on, hurry.’

			They were almost outside the Drovers pub and she was veering to the turning which led to the lane on their left.

			‘Come on Beth, where you going?’ He was confused because the quickest route to the Caer was further on up the high street before veering off to the forest track.

			‘We need to get the tent.’ There was a hint of annoyance in his voice.

			She was still ahead, leading him down the lane as she answered.

			‘Something amazing to show you. Come on.’

			‘What?’

			‘Come on.’ She was not going to explain and Tom was going to have to just follow.

			She slowed to a walk and he caught up with her.

			‘Can’t wait for you to see this. It’s amazing,’ she said.

			He felt irritated by her tantalising promises and showed it.

			‘Come on, Beth. We need to get this done. Someone could steal the tent if we waste time here.

			‘Just tell me.’

			She ignored his plea and they walked on a few steps before she stopped in the middle of the quiet side-road. There was no traffic or people around as the early church service would only just be ending.

			‘Look.’ She pointed ahead to the row of cottages on their right. They each had small but neat front gardens all leading onto the road.

			The gardens all sloped downwards so the front doors and windows of the houses were prominent and visible over the small, stone front walls.

			Tom followed her finger and stared at the empty cottage he knew belonged to David.

			‘What?’ he shouted. ‘His place. I know.’ He followed up his answer with a shrug of annoyance.

			She was about to answer him when the door of David’s cottage opened and out walked Mog who greeted them with a wave.

			Tom was stunned to silence in surprise. The house normally stood empty since it had been abandoned.

			Mog walked briskly down the path and out the gate to join them in the middle of the road.

			‘Good, you brought him,’ he said with a beaming smile as he looked down at Tom. Mog’s whisper made Tom and Beth crowd closer to him as if there was a secret to share.

			He nudged them both gently by the shoulders until they were standing at the side of the road just out of clear site from the front of David’s cottage.

			‘Knocked on my door this morning he did. Six o’clock on the dot.’ Mog laughed. All three of them knew that David rose with the dawn.

			Beth took up the story. ‘Saw Mog waving from David’s window as I passed this morning. He came straight out and told me, didn’t you, Mog?’

			The old man nodded

			‘Told her to fetch you straight here, Tom.

			‘Stood on my doorstep he did and said he was moving back here right now. Straight away.

			‘Wouldn’t even come into mine for a cup of tea. Wanted me to come up here with him. Daft old soldier, he is.

			‘Giving it a go, he said. No promises but try it he would.’

			Tom could not hide his own smile as Mog seemed to be revelling in the telling of his story.

			‘Came straight up here with him and in we went. Pristine inside. Mrs Hughes has been cleaning, just in case.

			‘Fire was even set so we lit it and opened up the windows to air the whole place. Lovely.

			‘Saw Beth passing and here you both are.’

			Mog was laughing but with a warmth which displayed his delight at what he was saying.

			‘He’s home,’ said Tom. ‘David’s home.’

			‘Isn’t it great,’ Beth’s tone matched his obvious excitement.

			Mog raised his hands towards them. ‘Whoa.

			‘Careful now you two. Look, I don’t have to tell you, big move it is for him.

			‘You know more than any how bad he’s been.’

			‘But he’s back,’ said Beth. ‘David’s home.’

			Mog pushed them both gently by the shoulders and steered them along the street even further away from the front of the cottage.

			‘A good chat we had. He’s certainly a changed man.

			‘Never said a word about his depression before. Today though, opened up he did. Told me he was feeling stronger. More control, he said.

			‘High praise for you two. Made him face up you have.

			‘That’s what he said and he told me he was going to give it a try, leave the shed and come back here.’

			‘So, he’s better then?’ asked Tom.

			Mog raised both his hands and shook his head slowly from side to side.

			‘Whoa now…’

			‘But he’s come home?’ Beth spoke in a high-pitched voice which made her statement sound like a question.

			Mog pulled his head back, pursed his lips and raised his hands to stop their questions.

			Tom looked back towards David’s house and started to turn towards it.

			‘Hold on now you two,’ said Mog. ‘Give the man some room now.’

			He beckoned for them to both turn to face him so that he could explain himself.

			‘Think back now. Just 24 hours past the man was in mental turmoil. Couldn’t look after himself.

			‘Now, thanks to you two, he’s found some strength again.’

			Beth had heard enough. ‘Well that’s great. It’s worked. Let’s go and help him celebrate, wish him well.’

			‘No.’ Mog was firm now. Tom reconsidered his desire to chip into the conversation with a comment of his own.

			‘You, me, none of us know what he’s been through and how he is coping with it all right now.

			‘He’s back home which means he is trying to give it a go. Take credit you two. You got him that far.

			‘Now this is tough but he may not make it all the way, see. He’s still a sick man.

			‘We have to watch him more than ever now. All of us, not just you.

			‘David is worth saving because he’s a good man who deserves some peace.’

			Beth twisted her head slightly to one side as she stared back along the lane towards David’s house.

			‘I see. We get it, don’t we, Tom?’

			He felt himself nodding.

			‘My mother said he’s got very deep wounds which some people carry for life.

			‘He was great yesterday and now, seeing him here, but we understand Mog. We’ll be careful.’

			‘That’s it,’ said Mog, smiling. ‘Don’t expect too much but help when you can.

			‘Now, the two of you. Off you go. Let him know you’re pleased to see him here. Back home.’

			They did not wait to answer but turned and ran for the corner and into the street where they were in time to see David open his front door and step out.

			The pair continued running and started waving as he spotted them and waved back.

			Tom and Beth leant on his front gate together.

			‘You’re here,’ said Tom.

			‘Back home,’ Beth added.

			David smiled for a moment until he rearranged his face into a frown.

			‘After what you two did for me, thought I’d give the old place a try.’

			The two friends gave a joint cheer as David held out his hands to quieten them down.

			‘I’m feeling better. Old troubles are still with me but maybe I can put them back deep inside like I used to.

			‘That’s today mind, can’t say I’ll be this good tomorrow.’

			Tom looked at Beth and then back at David.

			‘We know. We understand now. We’re here, David. You know we want you to be better so we’ll help.’

			David looked at him and then Beth as if they had just stunned him with a shocking revelation.

			Then he smiled and indicated for them to stand back from the gate to let him through.

			‘Come on you two, let’s get that tent of yours.’

			There was no need for any more conversation as the three of them set off along the road which would take them up past the Caer and down to the stream.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Henry James

			David lived in that cottage for the rest of his life.

			It was a simple existence and he used his time well. He never strayed far from the countryside and the landscape he loved.

			He was undoubtedly one of the most self-contained people I have ever met.

			To my knowledge he never owned a telephone or a television but he seemed to have an incredible connection with the world around him.

			Tom and Beth remained close to him throughout the rest of his life and I was privileged to be allowed a glimpse into that relationship.

			My first stay in Aberglais was relatively short, but it was enough to make me love the place and the people.

			On that visit I got to respect and admire David for the way he behaved and the empathy he was able to show to everyone around him. It was never about him: always about the rest of us.

			When Tom and Beth told me the story I have related in this book my admiration for the man grew even more powerful.

			Over the following years I visited Aber regularly and often stayed with Tom and his family. Those were some of the best times of my life.

			David must have survived another fifteen or so years after that event and he was fit and active to the last.

			It is perhaps fitting that his last breaths were taken at the Caer where his body was found slumped in the shed.

			Apparently he had suffered a massive heart attack and died where he fell. His fishing bag was over his shoulder and his favourite rod was found by his side.

			All of us who knew him benefitted from his presence in our lives and the things that he taught us.

			He is certainly still with me now.

			I took from him the knowledge that courtesy and dignity are important elements in any life and it’s the simple things that we should learn to appreciate and care for.

			David taught me to look after the world around me and appreciate the joys of nature.

			When I see my colleagues rush to chase the next promotion or yearn for the bigger house or the more expensive car, I always have to hide a smile.

			David had riches beyond money in his friendships and the way he savoured the natural environment around him.

			He had the misfortune to suffer from a debilitating illness at a time when mental health issues were not understood in the way they are today.

			Although he managed to live quite a normal life there is absolutely no doubt that he never fully recovered from the trauma and the scars of war.

			We all grew to accept his strange behaviour patterns which perhaps now might be called Obsessive Compulsive Disorder or the black moods which sometimes enveloped him for days, weeks or months.

			Back in the day we talked about the shell shock which plagued his mental state because the true meaning of post-traumatic stress disorder was yet to be fully understood.

			Many sufferers never get over the blight of PTSD which ravages their lives: their battles lost in tragic outcomes.

			I am convinced that the important thing for David was he always had an armoury of memories and knowledge which reminded him that people cared and wanted him to be well.

			Was it that which gave him the strength to overcome the nightmares and the violent rages which threatened his very existence?

			I have children of my own now and they have grown into individuals I am very proud of.

			They know Aberglais and, just like me, have come to regard it as a symbol of the simple and straightforward values we all should try to live by.

			Of course, we still have to live and find success in this modern world we all inhabit.

			But it is so important to take time out to remember the really important things in life.

			Like us all I have made mistakes and done things wrong, but deep inside me are the lessons I learnt from David and my friends at Aberglais.

			We erect statues to so-called heroes and the greats of our time but maybe we should all remember the ordinary people who live exemplary lives and teach us so much.

			Thank you, David. A real hero!
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