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            Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: The Soul that rises with us, our life's Star, Hath had elsewhere its setting, And cometh from afar: Not in entire forgetfulness, And not in utter nakedness, But trailing clouds of glory do we come.

William Wordsworth - Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood
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THIS DREAM OF LIGHT
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Where is the place where dreams are kept?

Is it the Garden with Many Names?

Dream of a place with late sunsets,

Even night is bright in this domain.







It’s hard to tell when the Sun starts rising,

Much easier to wake up worshipping,

Later, you sit with flowers, slow your breathing,

When you sleep, you dream you are the flower’s king.







This dream of light is the Sun’s (by right),

Offer it to his rays,

If he is pleased,

He will choose this dream to light the longest day.







The fullest day dawns today,

The Sun has favoured you,

If you are pleased,

Bless his beams, praise all the bright nights too.
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1.  THE BOY WHO WASN’T REAL
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Bobby had gone up to the counter and was ordering jam doughnuts for three. Making himself even more likable to us; and he looked happy at the thought he would be eating them with company.

It had been an eventful morning and we needed something sweet. My friend Jimi needed warming up, having spent too long in the sea, he probably needed a bit more time to recover fully but I couldn’t help blurting out. 

“You got me worried back there, Jimi. There’s a time to swim and it’s not when the tide’s pulling you away. You’re lucky you weren’t swept out to sea.”

“Stop exaggerating, Avery Smith. You’re not clever enough to know about tides. You prefer letting your mind wander to thinking. You’re always imagining things.”

This was low. According to my latest school report, I’m a ‘bright girl with a gift for words.’ I should have been able to say something clever back to him but all I could think of saying was “You were the one calling for help. Not me.”

We both went silent. Jimi wouldn’t talk to me until Bobby came back. The air was close in the café even by the entrance where we sat. We could hear music and laughter from the rides outside on the pier. Hits about spacemen played at full volume (louder than any sound you’d hear from your transistor radio). The rides were a hit with teenagers judging by the queues we could make out through the window above our table.

Bobby returned with a tray full of delicious West Country doughnuts.

“There’s a hot chocolate for you, Jimi. Drink this. You’ll feel better in no time.”

“We’ve been so looking forward to this.” I thanked Bobby before taking a careful bite out of my doughnut. 

“And thanks again for helping me back to the beach,” added Jimi. Who ate his more messily and got jam and cream all over his lips and chin.

“It was lucky for you I hadn’t finished my dip. And that I saw you struggling.” Bobby mimed a boy drowning. It was so funny. Even Jimi laughed.

––––––––
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Bobby had stopped being a stranger even before we’d entered the café but by the time we were walking home, he had become our friend. I was already friends with Jimi, we were in the same class together, but it felt good to have someone new join us. 

The hour-long walk from the seaside to our village was ideal for talking while the country lanes Bobby took us through were so quiet we barely noticed any traffic. He struck us as being older than we were but it wasn’t easy working out his age. We couldn’t imagine him at our school; or place him in the adult world. He was full of life. This told us more about him than knowing his calendar age. Sometimes there was a sad look in his eyes and then he looked lost.

He was currently living with a farmer and his family. The farmer had a spare room in his farmhouse, he let Bobby stay there, even paying him a small wage, in return for help on the land. 

Old Mr. Wheatley was getting as clapped out as the tractors in his fields. Bobby was useful and a willing pair of hands. The Wheatleys looked after him and never gave him more work than he was able to do. The farmer’s wife made sure he never went hungry.

We saw Bobby almost daily except for when he was busy at the farm. One memorable time we assisted Bobby by picking fruit. It was tiring work as it was hot for late spring. Mr. Wheatley was impressed though and made it up to us by taking us home in a tractor that only just made it to our front doors.

Bobby had lived somewhere else before coming to the village and we were intrigued to know where. But no matter how many questions we asked him he remained silent about his past. Our curiosity grew in the days that followed but not until we broke up for the half-term holiday would we get any answers.

One Thursday, at the end of May, found the three of us walking toward the pier. The farmer had just paid Bobby his wages and he wanted to treat us by taking us on some rides. 

Now, this Thursday was a market day, and knowing we were always hungry after the rides, Bobby suggested we should stop off at the market first and buy food there. They sold the most mouth-watering cakes and fruits at the stalls and the cheap tasty food would leave us more money for the rides. 

“I expect we’ll see the girl there,” Jimi sighed. 

“Is this your girlfriend?” Bobby teased. “Are you sure you’re old enough? You’re only eleven!”

“The same age as me, Bobby.”

“Just about, I’ll be twelve in the summer hols, Avie.”

Jimi can usually take teasing so there must be something we didn’t know to explain the change that came over him as he continued more seriously, “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s not anything to anyone. She goes to the market to get help. She’s always there on market day.”

Bobby went quiet for a moment and his face paled.

The girl was there just beyond the last stall, we saw her propped up, in a corner, against a wall. All her possessions – her whole world – filled a battered carrier bag. The blanket spread over her knees looked as thin as her clothes. Within minutes of seeing her, we found out what she needed and by the time we left the market, we’d fulfilled her requests.

There was no sense going to the pier now. We had spent so much money helping the girl we hadn’t enough left for the rides! It was a pity, as I had been looking forward to the dodgems while the boys had been eager to try their luck at the riffle range. It was too early to go home yet. So we agreed, we’d continue onto the seafront anyway. Once there we would decide what to do.

It was later on that Thursday that Bobby dropped a little of his secrecy and let us know some more about him. 

“My mother had this strange belief about me. She thought I was a changeling! My father encouraged this belief, it was his desire she wouldn’t love me.”

Jimi was puzzled. “A changeling?” 

Unlike Jimi, I knew what a changeling was. My mum has told me stories about the supernatural and I couldn’t believe anyone could suspect our friend Bobby of not being human. 

“If I remember rightly it’s a child that looks human but in reality it was left by fairies!”

“You remember the legends right, Avie. My parents made me feel different from them. And from anyone else! Maybe it was true!”

Jimi tittered. “Are you saying you was some kind of fairy child?”

Bobby looked blackly at Jimi. “Trolls and demons also pass off their children as human. Just think a human child might be living among some trolls or elves while I’m forced to live among daft humans like you.”

“You don’t look like a troll or a demon but welcome to the human race anyway.” This was the closest Bobby would get to an apology from Jimi. Bobby recognized this and managed a half-smile. I felt he was only teasing Jimi. I doubted he wanted to be a fairytale creature. Even though it’s the 1970s, many country folk still fear ‘fair folk’.

But we hadn’t heard everything yet.

Bobby’s story (told over a walk) seemed a good way of passing the time. But neither Jimi nor I had expected his story to begin so bleakly. Now, the promenade we were walking along looked out at two contrasting scenes. On one side, you passed grass and flowerbeds and on the other side, you could access a pebbly beach. There was a bandstand in the middle of the grass; opposite it was an empty seat. A few feet from the bench there stood a coin-operated telescope pointing out to sea.

Bobby seemed to be looking through his own mental telescope as he described his past with his parents to us. All magnified and brought near, its pain better seen.

“As I wasn’t their ‘real child’ it didn’t matter to them that I was lonely, or that they frightened me. I began wasting away with no strength to be constantly working. Running away was an act of self-preservation!” 

Bobby’s eyes began to tear up but he didn’t cry. I admired his effort to talk calmly about his experiences as a ‘street kid’. Bed could be pavement or a cardboard box. He was invisible to most passersby. He knew fear and temptation. The future looked without hope. Bobby couldn’t recall how long he’d been out on the streets. But he remembered with gratitude an old man who found him lying in a doorway and offered him shelter. “So that winter didn’t claim me as her victim. So I’d be strong again for the spring.” So Bobby grew strong for the spring in the basic but humble dwelling he shared with the old man.

“That was kind of him. Taking you in. But who was he?” asked Jimi.

“I didn’t know at first ... and I’m still not sure now.”

“We’d like to thank him. Wouldn’t we, Jimi.”

“He didn’t do what he did for praise, Avie. He was truly a kind man. And the more time I spent with him the more I came to trust him. 

“Having won my trust, he let me in on a secret. He showed me this picture of this huge, beautiful garden. He said he was my father. My real father! And if I tried hard enough I would remember him. I’d remember the garden.

“I wasn’t sure what to make of this revelation. If I’d ever lived in a garden paradise, I’d remember it, surely. And I’m even less sure how I feel about those missing years before I was a changeling. If that’s what I am. In the end, I decided to accept his story. I told him I remembered being his son.”

Jimi’s puzzlement was getting worse. “You’re making yourself sound so mysterious, Bobby. I bet you were a normal baby. That means you can’t have lived somewhere else before.” 

“The truth is. I don’t know. I want to prove him right. One day, I will. But for now my earliest days are a blank – a void!”

This sounded so tragic. I let out a shriek! Everyone started laughing at me. It felt good to release the tension.

Bobby ended his story by showing us something special.

“I do have something he gave me. Whenever I play it I feel him nearby.”

“I bet it’s a recorder.”

“No, Avie. Now guess again.”

“Then it’s a flute?” 

“You’re getting warmer, Jimi... it’s a piccolo!”

“Can you play it?” I asked. I’d never heard of a piccolo before.

Bobby rose up from the seat and crossed over to the bandstand. We followed and when others began to join us and formed a little crowd, we hoped this wouldn’t spoil his performance.

Smiling, breathing through the mouthpiece, Bobby’s fingers worked their magic and I could almost see the notes in the melody he played. Even the gulls seemed moved: as they soared and dived in the sky, happy to have inspired him. The notes flew with the gulls. The gulls flew with the notes.

After the crowd had clapped their applause and dispersed, I noticed how happy Bobby looked, full of pride with his demons seemingly exorcised. 

We didn’t have to walk back to the village, this time, but managed to get a bus back instead. The bus that picked us up only runs on Market Day. The driver of the bus was very understanding. He approved of us helping the homeless girl and let us off the full fare.

I learnt a little more about ‘this garden’ (which had piqued my interest from the start). Bobby confirmed that it was not a physical picture he had been shown. 

“Nothing so crude as a photograph, either.” 

“So how did he show it to you?” 

“We were relaxing, like meditating, with our eyes closed. And he put me into this ‘twilight conscious state,’ or so he called it. He described a place that was like paradise ... but real. And the words and the music made it visible to me.”

I felt a thrill when he said ‘music’; I knew he’d been listening to the piccolo. 

Bobby went silent after that. It would have been rude to question him further. The ride was soon over and I looked forward to hearing more from Bobby. 

––––––––
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Sunday afternoons, in our village, usually involve a walk after the Sunday roast. And the place we go most frequently is a local hill (with some interesting history). 

The hill is the perfect place to spend warm, sunny evenings on and so you can imagine my excitement when my parents starting making plans for us to go and spend a whole evening there. And not just any evening. But Midsummer’s Eve. Jimi’s parents would also be joining us to help make that Sunday a day to remember.

But, come Midsummer’s Eve, our parents were busy, and it seemed we’d have to abandon our evening on the hill. Thankfully, Bobby offered to take us there; and stay with us. This delighted my parents. So much so, that Mum even asked Bobby to do something to make the night memorable.

“I usually tell her a story when we go there as a family. But I’m afraid I’ll have to let her down this time. And I do want Avie to be happy. I’ve been feeling blue lately and that makes it hard to keep coming up with stories. Maybe play her a tune to make up for how I’ve been with her.”

One of the things we all love about the hill is the view from the top. Once at the summit you look down upon the village to see the landscape stretching for miles around. You see a landscape filled with bigger, blue-tinted hills, rising and receding against the sky.

That Midsummer’s Eve was the best time. We stayed out late and we had the time of our lives. But after walking up and down slopes, and running through the wooded bits, it was time to rest and have our tea. And to help our squash and sandwiches go down we had music to listen to. 

The piccolo comes alive in outdoor settings. It was the second time Bobby had played for us. And it sounded even sweeter than when we’d heard him with all the gulls flying. We were tired after the day’s activities but Bobby’s music made our tiredness go away.

I thought of Mum and how much it would have helped her if she had been with us and heard Bobby’s music, I defy anyone to feel blue again after hearing him play. The notes were so lively. I heard trills, cheeps, chirps, and chuckling. I thought of birds and wanted to dance. 
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