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FOR MY TWO PARENTS
AND FOUR GRANDPARENTS




I have been a tear in the air,


I have been the dullest of stars,


I have been a word among letters,


I have been a book in the origin.


I have been the light of lanterns,


I have been a continuing bridge,


Over threescore Abers.


I have been a wolf, I have been an eagle.


I have been a coracle in the seas;


I have been a guest at the banquet.


I have been a drop in a shower;


I have been a sword in the grasp of the hand:


I have been a shield in battle.


I have been a string in the harp,


Disguised . . .


—from the Book of Taliesin, VIII




[image: image]




[image: map]





1






Borth


AN HOUR AND A QUARTER from Shrewsbury to Aberystwyth on the train. Jen thought she ought to feel exhausted—she’d been up more than twenty-four hours already, traveling by car, airplane, and now train, across Massachusetts, the Atlantic Ocean, and half of England. But it didn’t seem like three thousand miles. She was shielded by a cocoon of unreality. Right now she only wanted to arrive and see the familiar faces of her family.


Two stout, middle-aged women shared Jen’s compartment, littering the empty seats with all manner of bundles and shopping bags. They had given Jen politely curious glances, then absorbed themselves in conversation. Jen had had a bit of a jolt to realize after five minutes or so that they weren’t speaking English to each other. For a moment she had thought, they’re foreign. Then she remembered with a sudden surge of panic that no, she was foreign and they were probably talking Welsh.


The anesthetic of being managed by other people was starting to wear off, and Jen felt very much alone. Aunt Beth and Uncle Ted had driven her to the Boston airport the day before and put her carefully on the right airplane. And in London her father’s friends, the Sullivans from Amherst, had met her and seen her across the city and onto the train for Shrewsbury. But at Shrewsbury there’d been no one waiting for her and she’d had to find the right train herself—not terribly difficult because the station wasn’t large—and there wouldn’t be anyone until her father, Becky, and Peter met her at Borth.


Beyond the train window a grudging December sun filtered through heavy drifts of cloud. Shrewsbury was practically on the Welsh border, Jen knew from studying a map before she’d left, so, presumably, they were now in Wales. Across the flat, green farmland ahead, suddenly and abruptly, rose mountains, the Welsh Marches Jen remembered from somewhere. And beyond them, what?


Jen glanced at her watch, willing the time to pass quickly. All had gone according to Aunt Beth’s painstaking plans. She thought again of the round dining room table in Amherst covered with maps, schedules, an atlas, endless pieces of paper and pencils, the paper filled with Aunt Beth’s neat but illegible writing: times and flight numbers, lists of clothing, emergency information, names and addresses. Most of the paper was now folded and clipped together in the huge new pocketbook, which Jen kept obediently hooked over her arm even while she sat in the train.


“For heaven’s sake, dear, don’t let it out of your hands! You just don’t know what may happen and all your money and documents are in it.” Aunt Beth had looked so worried in the Logan Airport waiting room that Jen almost decided not to go at the last minute, convinced by her aunt that the trip was impossible. But she had her father’s letter in her pocket, the one that told her how much he was looking forward to seeing her, and Uncle Ted grinned reassuringly at her and said, “Send us a postcard when you arrive.”


“Oh, I will,” Jen promised. “A letter.”


They were among the mountains now, the train following a valley between the great, stone-ribbed humps, patched with dead, rust-colored bracken. Jen had grown up among the hills of western Massachusetts, the Holyoke Range along the Connecticut River, and she loved them, but they had never given her the strange feeling these did. These seemed immensely ancient and wild. Without knowing their history, she knew they had one.


Welshpool was the first of a string of little stations they stopped at: a collection of low, gray stone houses and narrow streets. Jen couldn’t begin to pronounce most of the names of the towns.


Not for the first time she wondered what Borth would look like. It was a tiny dot on the map beside the sea with nothing to make it different from hundreds of other tiny dots. She wondered if it were pretty and had gardens or if it were a fishing village with a harbor and boats; her father’s letters had told her very little, really. Becky’s notes were mostly concerned with school and the people she met, and Peter never wrote at all.


Aunt Beth had remarked on that and Jen could tell from her tone of voice that she still disapproved strongly of what her brother, Jen’s father David, had done. Only five months after his wife’s death he had accepted a teaching position at the University of Wales in Aberystwyth, and less than four months after that, he and his two youngest children had gone to live in Wales. Nothing Beth could say to him would change his mind. He was grimly determined to get away from Amherst, at least for a while, to fill his mind with something besides the automobile accident.


When Aunt Beth had realized it was pointless to argue with him over going, she had begun on his responsibility to his children instead. And David had finally relented. Jen could still see his set, white face as he told her that she was to stay in Amherst with Aunt Beth and Uncle Ted and continue high school. She had protested, but only half-heartedly. Secretly, she was relieved not to be leaving the town and school and friends she had known all her life. The horror of losing her mother was only compounded by the idea of leaving all that was safe and familiar, and she didn’t understand why David felt he had to.


For Peter, twelve, and Becky, ten, there was never any choice. Their father stubbornly refused to leave them behind. Jen was only two years from college, and college was very important to David. Nothing must jeopardize her education. But a year in Welsh schools wouldn’t harm the other two at all—it would, on the contrary, be a good experience. So Jen had helped sort and pack and store things in the attic of their Amherst house and had watched her father and brother and sister leave for Britain without her. Becky was excited, but Peter had fought against going every inch of the way. He was openly envious of Jen, rebellious and angry at being taken away from his school, friends, home. She knew he felt as she did about needing familiar things to hold on to.


And now, she wondered, how had he adjusted? Her father and Becky gave her no clue in what they wrote, they only said he was “fine” and “sends his love,” which she rather doubted.


The sign on this station platform said “Machynlleth,” which stirred something in Jen’s mind. She hunted for her wad of papers and found what she was looking for: a note saying Machynlleth was only fifteen minutes from Borth. One of the two women got out here, gathering up her bags and bundles and continuing to talk as she went. The sun had gone into cloud for the last time and the early winter dusk was closing around the train. Jen glanced up at her suitcase in the rack over her head and decided she’d better get it down. She had a horror of being caught on the train at Borth, of seeing the station start to slide away before she had time to get out the carriage door. When she’d manhandled the case down—Aunt Beth had packed it with heavy, sensible clothes—she tried brushing the wrinkles out of her coat, her hands damp, her fingers nervous.


The train left Machynlleth and ran along the bank of a river. The valley it followed widened, pushing the mountains back on both sides. In the fading afternoon light the country looked bleak and unfriendly; wind rocked the train gently, and the glass of the window was cold. On the right through the windows beyond the corridor Jen could see the mud flat of the river stretching away from the train and to the left the mountains withdrew from a vast, grass-covered plain. Along its far edge was a thin row of lights, which came rapidly closer. The train turned and ran behind a low row of houses, the grass plain still beside it as it slowed.


Jen fumbled with her gloves, biting her lip in the way that irritated Aunt Beth. Where was her family? Would they be on the platform? What would she do it they weren’t? Oh, God, let them be there! For a dreadful moment she couldn’t see anybody at all. Then her father’s slim familiar shape moved out of the shadow, beside him Peter, hunched inside his jacket, and Becky hopping up and down in a short skirt, her knees pink with cold.


The other woman in the compartment nodded to Jen as she struggled with her suitcase, airline bag, and pocketbook and held the carriage door for her. The wind and Becky hit her almost simultaneously, taking her breath away, as she stepped onto the platform.


“You’ve come! You’ve come! You’ve come!” shouted Becky, hugging her enthusiastically. “I thought the train would never get here!”


Over Becky’s head, Jen grinned at Peter and he grinned back.


“Hello,” said David. “We are glad to see you! Hope you had no trouble getting here.” As soon as Becky let go, he gave Jen a slightly less breathless hug.


“Hey,” said Peter, “have you got all your stuff? I’m freezing to the platform!”


Outside the station a short, dark-haired young man slung her bags into an elderly car.


“We’ve even got the taxi for you,” Becky explained. “This is my sister, Jen. That’s Billy-Davies-Taxi.” The young man grinned pleasantly and nodded in agreement. “We don’t usually have a taxi,” Becky confided once they were squashed inside, “only when we came.”


It was too dark to see much of Borth, even if Jen had had a chance to look around her as they drove, but she was much too busy answering questions and giving messages and relaying news about Amherst: Uncle Ted and Aunt Beth, the opening of the college, the blizzard on Thanksgiving, the tenants in their house, Peter’s friends and Becky’s two cats.


“And the Sullivans found you at the airport in London all right?” David wanted to know.


“Oh, yes, and they were very nice and bought me another breakfast at the station. They said to say hello to you. I didn’t have any problems at all.”


“I would have been surprised if you had. I gathered from your aunt’s letters that the whole operation had been planned like a military campaign,” David remarked dryly.


Jen didn’t tell him Aunt Beth’s elaborate emergency procedures: in case the plane were delayed; in case the Sullivans didn’t meet her; in case there was trouble with Jen’s passport; in case she missed the right train. . . .


“You must be over the ’flu or Beth would never have let you come.”


“Mmm. A couple of weeks ago, and Dr. Harris said I was as well as ever.”


“Little did he know what you were planning to do,” said Peter darkly behind his upturned collar. “If you don’t come down with pneumonia here in the first ten days . . .”


“It’s a very healthy climate,” said David flatly. “We’ve none of us been sick with anything since we came.” Jen looked from her father to her brother; there was tension between them; she sensed it.


“Lots of fresh air . . .” David was saying.


Lots indeed. The taxi stopped abruptly and they all climbed out. The wind hit them immediately, strong and boisterous. Jen wasn’t prepared and she almost lost her balance. She looked about her and discovered they were at the top of a cliff; below and to the right were the lights of Borth proper where the station was. To the left were empty miles of sea as gray as the clouds overhead. The horizon was lost somewhere between. Nothing shielded them from the wind.


She hadn’t imagined this; she felt a bit overwhelmed. Peter said, still hunched, “Not even the last outpost of civilization.” The tips of his ears were miserably red. “Civilization must have decided it wasn’t worth coming out here.”


Jen glanced at him doubtfully. He was inclined to relish his pessimism, exaggerating deliberately to wring the last drop from it, she was used to that. But this time he sounded decidedly down, no trace of pleasure in his remark.


Becky grabbed her arm then and pulled her toward one of the houses in the row behind them. It was a two-story, brown stucco house with a bow window and a gate and a tiny scrap of garden in front. It took the full buffeting of the wind, only the street and a strip of grass and scrub keeping it from the cliff.


At least, once the door was closed, most of the wind was shut outside. In the dark hallway Jen took off her coat and David hung it on a peg.


“You’ll be sorry,” Peter muttered at her.


“Sorry?”


“Wait and see.”


“Well,” said David, as if he wasn’t quite sure what next, “this is Bryn Celyn, and I hope you’ll like it while you’re here.”


“Bryn Celyn?” echoed Jen.


“Holly Bank in Welsh,” Becky informed her. “All the houses here have names. Once you get used to it, it’s much nicer than numbers. Let’s have tea.”


Peter still hadn’t taken his jacket off, Jen noticed, not even when they sat down around the kitchen table. Someone had set it for a meal with plates and silver and a huge teapot, and Jen realized for the first time that she was tired and ravenously hungry. David put the kettle on to boil and Becky uncovered plates of sandwiches and tomatoes.


Listening with half her attention to Becky chatter about school, Jen looked at the kitchen. It was completely strange, totally unfamiliar except for her father and Becky and Peter. A little desperately she thought, yesterday morning I was home and nothing was strange. And now, outside this room, there is not one single person I know. I don’t even know the language.


“Does everyone speak Welsh?” She interrupted Becky.


“Just about,” said Peter, and “Not at all,” said his father. “More people are learning it now, but most know English first and Welsh is a second language.”


“There were two women on the train speaking it—at least I guess that’s what it was.”


“I’m learning it at school,” said Becky. She was quite used to interruptions.


“You are?” Jen was surprised. “Why on earth—”


“Because it’s taught in the state-run schools,” said David, giving Peter a warning look, which Peter missed.


“It’s stupid,” he declared.


“You’re learning it, too?”


He nodded. “Fat lot of good it’ll do me.”


David Morgan let out his breath crossly. “We have been over this countless times already. You go to school in Wales, you learn Welsh. You learn what everyone else does whether you see the point or not.” The tension was even stronger. Jen could see the same stubbornness reflected on both David’s and Peter’s faces. They both had tempers and quick tongues and neither gave in gracefully. Her mother used to say they were too much alike not to argue, but then her mother had almost always been able to stop an argument between them. Now Peter’s face was closed and angry, David’s looked tired and older than she remembered.


“Well,” she ventured in the uneasy silence, struggling to live up to her mother, “if learning Welsh teaches you how to say the names of towns, it has to be useful. I don’t see where you put all the consonants.”


Peter snorted but said nothing, and David smiled at her.


Becky was delighted to help Jen unpack. They were sharing one of the front bedrooms on the second floor. The view from their windows was the same Jen had seen when she’d gotten out of the taxi: the sea and the village and the great flat plain the train had skirted.


“Does it have a name?” Jen asked Becky. “Is it a huge field?”


“Behind Borth, you mean?” Becky shook her head. “That’s the Borth Bog.”


Jen stared out at the great dark void. She was too numb with weariness to question Becky further at the moment. She was also beginning to see what Peter had been hinting darkly at in the front hall. It was cold in the house; the wind seemed to find every crack around windows and doors, and the white net curtains in the bedroom stirred eerily. Chilly draughts gusted across the floor. Jen shivered involuntarily.


“Do you like it?” Becky asked, bouncing gently on Jen’s bed. “What do you think?”


“I haven’t seen much yet,” Jen replied cautiously.


“I do. I like it,” said Becky a little too firmly.


“Peter doesn’t much, does he?”


“Right on the nose,” agreed Peter, joining them. “I’d tell you why, but I expect you want to go to bed tonight!”


“It can’t be that bad, Peter, really, or Dad wouldn’t stay,” said Jen, putting sweaters in a drawer, and blessing Aunt Beth for insisting on packing them.


Peter shrugged. “He’s made up his mind to stay. I don’t think he even notices most of it, he’s too busy. He’s always working. But I notice and I don’t like it one bit.”


“But you didn’t like it when we first got here,” objected Becky. “You never tried to change your mind. It’s different from home, but that’s because it isn’t home. It really isn’t so bad.”


“I’m glad to hear it!” Jen smiled at her sister. “But is it always this cold?”


“At least!” said Peter. “This house wasn’t meant to be lived in year round, you know. They usually rent it out in the summer to people on vacation. I expect that’s why we found it right away.”


Jen sat down beside Becky. “Is this a summer resort?”


“In a manner of speaking. There’s a beach out there and I think sometimes the sun comes out by mistake. But wait till you really see it to get excited. The town’s one street wide and about two miles long with the ocean on one side and the great Borth Bog on the other—miles of one and acres of the other. I’ve never seen a place like it.”


“It really is a bog, then.”


“Oh, yes. You can sink in it. Maybe that isn’t such a bad idea.”


“Peter!” Becky sounded shocked, and Jen changed the subject quickly.


“How’s Dad doing at the University.”


“Who can tell? He usually spends his time there or shut in his study downstairs. I told you, he doesn’t seem to notice very much, and he doesn’t talk about work.”


“Do you ask him?”


Peter shrugged.


***


Jen wasn’t the least bit sorry to go off to bed with Becky at half-past eight as David insisted. But once the light in their room was out, she lay awake in the dark listening to the wind tear around the house.


“Jen?”


“Mmm.”


“I’m really glad you’re here,” Becky whispered. “It’ll be much nicer.”


“I’m glad, too.” At least I hope I am, she added to herself. Everything seemed unexpectedly complicated. It had been ever since their mother had been killed last December, and their family had seemed to come apart. She wasn’t surprised to hear from Peter that David kept to himself; he’d done that for months before they’d come to Wales. Only in Amherst they’d still had Aunt Beth to fill in some of the gaps. It wasn’t the same as having their own mother—Aunt Beth did her best to cope, but she’d never had children of her own and suddenly she was landed with three half-grown ones whose unhappiness and confusion she couldn’t really fathom. But there was still school and there were friends and music lessons and Boy Scouts and all the usual activities to turn to.


But here David was all they had, and Jen felt rather bleak as she remembered Peter’s words. She’d missed her family far more than she’d expected to once they’d gone. Her first semester at school hadn’t been particularly successful. Even Aunt Beth had seen that. Everyone made allowances in the beginning: Jen had so many adjustments to make. But it didn’t get better; it actually got worse, and she had finally admitted to herself she needed her father and Peter and Becky more than she needed home.


By November Aunt Beth was running out of patience, and when Jen had come down with ’flu and then a particularly violent cold, which sank her into depression and made her nearly impossible to live with, Aunt Beth had thrown in the towel. She wrote to her brother suggesting that his eldest daughter might like to be invited to Wales for Christmas vacation. And David had dutifully sent the invitation in one of his regular letters, those letters full of a determined cheerfulness and almost nothing else. They gave away very little. Jen realized what a sketchy preparation she’d had for Borth.


And for Peter. What in the world was wrong with him? But she knew—he was every bit as miserable and bitter now as he had been before they’d come. At least Becky seemed to be her usual, cheerful self. Thank heaven for that! Jen wished suddenly and desperately that her mother was here and fell asleep, finally, wondering what it would be like if she were.


***


A cold, gray daylight filled the room when Jen woke, and Becky’s bed was empty. The clock on the little night table said ten past ten, and everything in the room was unfamiliar: the shape of the windows, the white curtains, the cracks in the ceiling. Jen lay for a minute feeling depressed and unwelcome. Life at Bryn Celyn had started as usual this morning as if she weren’t there. But that’s silly, she told herself firmly, they’re just letting me sleep because they knew I was tired.


Before she let herself go any further, she struggled upright to find the air beyond her bedclothes bitterly cold. She grimaced as her feet touched the icy floor and she dove for the pile of clothes she’d left out last night: jersey and jeans, her blue wool pullover and wool socks.


Bathroom’s the door at the top of the stairs, she muttered, and remembered it was in two rooms—toilet and sink in a narrow little closet with a frosted glass window, tub and sink in the huge room next to it. The floor was a vast expanse of cold, pebbly linoleum and the bathtub stood on curved claw feet. When she turned on the hot water to wash her face, she was immediately enveloped in a cloud of steam, and the cold water could only have been a degree or two above ice. On her way out, Jen almost fell over a strange cylindrical object in the middle of the floor. It was about three feet high and balanced on little legs and she glared at it crossly.


“Damn,” she said with feeling.


Peter and Becky were sprawled comfortably at the kitchen table surrounded by the usual Sunday morning debris of cereal boxes, jam jars, plates covered with toast crumbs, sticky knives, and mugs of milk and tea. An extra place had been set next to Becky, and Jen cheered up to find proof that she really was expected.


“Good morning!” Becky greeted her. “You must have really been asleep—you never even moved when I got up. Do you want some orange juice?”


Jen nodded. “Thank heaven it’s warmer in here!”


Peter looked up from the book he was reading. “Noticed the cold, did you?” he said pleasantly.


“Isn’t the heating on upstairs?”


“What heating?”


“But—” said Jen.


“Oh, there is some in the bathroom. You probably saw the paraffin heater? When Dad bought it, the man in the hardware shop told us it was the very newest model—you can even boil a kettle on the top if you need to.”


“Paraffin heater?” said Jen blankly.


“Mmm. What we’d call a kerosene stove. You fill it with pink stuff, light the wick, and in ten minutes if you haven’t blown up you have a room full of what they call ‘pink warmth.’ ” Peter was gauging her reaction. “You have to be a little careful about asphyxiation, though, the man warned us.”


“That’s the heat?”


“That’s it.”


“But what about in the bedrooms?”


“Another tremendous advantage of that heater—you can move it from room to room, you see.”


“Dad said we could get another one before Christmas,” Becky broke in on Peter’s relentless explanation. “And we really aren’t in our bedrooms much except to go to bed.”


“I can see why.” Jen shivered involuntarily.


“Oh, you get used to it,” Peter assured her. “At least that’s what they say.”


“What about the rest of the house, the downstairs?”


“The kitchen’s nearly always warm because of the stove and the hot water heater, and there’s a gas fire in Dad’s study and a coal fire in the lounge.”


“Very efficient,” said Peter, returning to his book.


Becky made a face at him which he didn’t see. “You really do get used to it. It just means wearing more clothes,” she said.


The kettle was boiling on the back of the gas stove, and Jen made herself a mug of instant coffee, half filling it with milk and sugar.


“Is there any toast?”


There were two slices, both stone cold. Jen sighed and said she’d make more, where was the toaster? But the toaster was a grill under the top of the stove, which Becky wasn’t allowed to light and Peter claimed he didn’t know how to, so Jen had to content herself with a couple of slices of bread and jam.


“Where’s Dad?”


“He ate long ago,” said Becky. “He’s in his study.”


“Working?”


“Grading papers.”


“He hates being disturbed,” warned Peter.


“This is ridiculous,” said Jen looking around the kitchen. She felt a mixture of desperation and helplessness. This wasn’t what she’d imagined, not at all.


“I’ve been saying that ever since we got to this awful place, but all he does is get furious.”


“But what about meals? How do you manage?”


“Mrs. Davies,” Becky said. “She lives next door and cleans and makes us supper, and dinner on weekends. She does cleaning for another professor down the way, too.”


“Thank goodness for that! Is she nice?” Jen was relieved to find it wasn’t quite as bad as she had, for a black moment, thought.


“Mmm. She is quite,” Becky sounded a little cautious.


“She’s a perfect witch,” contradicted Peter.


“No, she isn’t. Mr. Davies drives one of the buses, and everyone calls him Hugh-the-Bus because there are so many other people named Davies, so you tell them apart by what they do, like Billy-Davies-Taxi. Hugh-the-Bus knows absolutely everyone and he tells me all about them when I go next door for lunch on school days.”


Jen grinned with grudging admiration at her sister. Trust Becky to have stored away lots of information about people already. She always took great interest in whoever was around.


“. . . and she has three children, but they’re grown up now and only one’s at home. Her daughters are married and one of them lives in Bow Street, which is very close. The other’s gone to Birmingham, and Mrs. Davies says she can’t see why anyone would want to live there. Gwilym’s the one at home—he’s still in school. You’ll see Mrs. Davies when she comes to fix dinner.”


“Well,” said Jen, “what do you do on Sundays?”


“Homework,” Peter said gloomily. “Try to keep warm. There isn’t much else.”


“I’ll take you to get the newspapers,” Becky volunteered. “You can see the shop.”


“Don’t get too excited,” Peter advised.


“What about the dishes?”


“Leave them for Mrs. Davies.”


Jen looked doubtful. “I don’t think we should.”


“We always do,” said Peter irritably. “She gets paid for it anyway.”


Becky shrugged. “It won’t take long.”


“Not me,” said Peter, picking up his book. He paused at the door to say, “She’ll expect us to do them every week now.”


“No one will expect you to do anything,” retorted Jen, flinging a handful of knives and forks into the dishpan.


***


Borth certainly was a peculiar-looking town. Jen had to agree with Peter. She’d never seen anything like it either. Becky paused in front of the house to point out the landmarks before they walked down to the shop, and Jen stared out over the cliff in fascination. Borth was, indeed, one street wide and about two miles long, shops and houses strung out on the street like beads on a cord. To the west was a wide margin of sandy beach and the cold-looking sheet of Cardigan Bay; to the east, the strange, desolate expanse of Borth Bog: dull patches of tan and wind-bitten green. She wondered if the town were there simply to show where the sea ended and the Bog began.


“And at the end is the Dovey River,” Becky said, pointing. “You came along it in the train. The mountains are on the other side of it.”


Today they were only a vague outline, lost in the gray, damp air. Jen began to realize just how far she was from Amherst. This was all outside her experience utterly. Wildness and isolation swept in over them on the salt-smelling wind.


“What’re you thinking?” said Becky at last.


“I don’t know. That it’s awfully big and empty, I guess.”


Becky nodded. “I felt that way, too, when we first came. I still do sometimes, and I don’t think I’d like to stay here forever.”


“But Dad never said you would.”


“It would be a lot easier—” Becky hesitated.


“If what?” Jen prompted gently.


“Oh, if Dad and Peter didn’t go at each other so much. Peter won’t even try to get along. He just complains, and Dad gets really cross, then shuts himself up for hours and hours in his study, which doesn’t help.” She sighed.


“And what do you do?”


“Well, it’s not so bad for me. I can go and visit Mrs. Davies, and Gwilym takes me for walks sometimes. He knows an awful lot about birds and plants and he doesn’t mind if I go along when he goes looking for them. And there’s school, too. I know a lot of people there.”


“Does Peter? Know anyone, I mean?”


“Not that he ever talks about. He’s as bad as Dad; he spends most of his time by himself reading.”


“Peter?” said Jen in surprise. “That’s new.”


“I know, but he does.”


Oh, help, thought Jen, what is happening? Back in Amherst, Peter had loads of friends, so had their parents. There were always extra people in the house and too many things to do. Peter had never been one for sitting still and reading; he hadn’t been happy unless he was in the middle of some furious activity. And she could remember countless evenings when the living room of their house had been full of her father’s colleagues deep in heated conversation. She wondered if Becky was as cheerful as she seemed. Her own thoughts were apprehensive.


The shop was at the bottom of the cliff road, a whitewashed building set on a crossroad and it announced with a sign over its door that it was both a shop and the Borth Post Office. Inside was a maze of little aisles between shelves piled high with the oddest assortment of stuff Jen had ever seen. Packages of biscuits and bins of apples and oranges stood next to piles of men’s shirts and tennis shoes, jigsaw puzzles, flashlight batteries, paperback books, tins of soup, jars of jam and cases of milk bottles. Wellington boots, spades, and buckets hung from rope overhead, and in one corner was a little window covered with a grill that said “Closed” and gave the Post Office hours. How on earth do you find anything, Jen wondered, incredulous. But Becky had already sorted out the papers they wanted and was introducing her sister to Mr. Williams, the shopkeeper.


The shop was busy with people, half of whom were dressed somberly in what Jen guessed were church clothes: dark suits and coats, the women with hats and gloves on; the other half in jeans and jackets and old boots, rumpled-looking and chilly. Students, Becky told her when they were outside.


“There are lots of them in Borth. They rent the summer cottages down by the railroad tracks or live in guest houses. There aren’t very many dormitories at the University. Gwilym says they live in digs, but I’m not quite sure what that means.”


“Sounds odd,” Jen commented.


“Gwilym wants to go to the University himself when he finishes school, only he told me his mother doesn’t see why he should.”


Jen was shocked. “But she should want him to if he’s smart enough.”


“She says it just means three more years before he can get a job and earn some money. Hugh-the-Bus never went, neither did Gwilym’s sisters.”


“What does he want to do?”


“There’s a place near here called the Plant Breeding Station.”


“Plant Breeding Station?” Jen repeated. She felt a sense of unreality.


“It breeds plants.”


“Are you serious?”


“Yes.” Becky sounded a little impatient. “It’s back in the hills, and there are a lot of botanists there who experiment with growing all kinds of crops, like clover and different kinds of grasses, to find out which are the best for feeding animals. Gwilym says crops discovered here are grown all over the world.”


“And he wants to do that?”


“Mmm. But his mother thinks it’s silly.”


***


Mrs. Davies was in control of the kitchen by the time they got back. She was an angular woman with a sharp face and wiry gray hair, struggling out of a knot at the back of her head. She was scrubbing potatoes into submission at the sink.


“Hello,” said Becky. “What’s for dinner?”


“Roast, potatoes, and sprouts,” said Mrs. Davies shortly. She fixed Jen with pale blue eyes. “You’ll be Jennifer then. I expect you can help out a bit now that you’re here. Look after things once I’ve got them started, you can.”


“Yes,” said Jen, wondering what looking after things would involve. After all, this was her vacation.


“We did the dishes for you,” Becky informed her, sitting on the edge of the table.


“So I noticed. Shouldn’t think that brother of yours had much to do with it,” she said tartly.


“He had homework.” Becky covered for him.


“Shouldn’t wonder,” snorted Mrs. Davies. “I’ll get the veg on”—it took Jen a moment to realize she meant “vegetables”—“then leave, if you don’t mind. I’ve me daughter coming for dinner and your roast’s in the oven. It’s planned for one o’clock and all you need do is take it out when it’s done.” She dumped the potatoes, thoroughly subdued, into a pot of boiling water.


“Ah, Mrs. Davies. You’ve met Jen already. Good.” David Morgan came in.


“Yes, Mr. Morgan. I was just saying that perhaps with your daughter here now I might be able to leave odds and ends to her if you don’t mind.”


David said he didn’t see why not. “Dinner at one?”


“Yes, Mr. Morgan.”


Jen’s fate was sealed. She and Becky left Mrs. Davies to her inferno of boiling vegetables and followed David back into his study. That room at least looked more familiar, Jen found with relief; the same clutter of books and papers and notebooks and pencils she was used to in her father’s study at home. Instead of a desk, he had covered what looked like a dining room table with his work and filled a small bookcase with volumes he’d brought from Amherst.


“Well,” he said, as they all sat down. “Are you settled yet? Have you caught up with yourself? The time change is a bit hard to get used to.”


Jen nodded. “It’s funny to think how far I’ve come so quickly.”


“I know, but you’ll adjust. What’s become of Peter? Did he go down to get the papers with you?”


“No,” said Jen.


David frowned. “I don’t know what’s the matter with him for the life of me! He’s been impossible since we got here. In fact, I’ve been hoping that with you around he might begin to show some sense again, but as it is, I can’t talk to him without losing my temper completely.”


Dinner was a determinedly cheerful meal. Peter turned up in time. Jen and Becky had got the roast out and the vegetables and potatoes off the stove just when they were supposed to, but the whole dinner was overdone. The sprouts were mushy, the potatoes fell apart, and the meat was leather-brown clear through. Jen was on the verge of apologizing when she realized that she was the only one who’d noticed. Everyone else ate without comment.


By the time the dishes had been cleared away, rain had closed like curtains across the windows, making it impossible to go out. David made up a fire in the room across from his study, which Becky called the lounge, and left his three children there to amuse themselves. Jen disliked the room on sight—it was a dreadful jumble of colors and patterns and ghastly furniture. The walls were papered in ships-and-harbors of green and blue, the carpet on the floor was wall-to-wall flowers of orange, brown, and black, and the sofa and two chairs were slipcovered in green and yellow. Over the green-tiled fireplace was an impressive collection of china horses and a large ashtray that said “Isle of Man” on it in gold. A large television set, an imitation wood coffee table, and one floor lamp completed the decor, leaving Jen breathless.


Becky followed her gaze around the improbable room. “It’s the way they do things,” she said with a giggle. “You should see Mrs. Davies’s lounge.”


“I don’t think I’m ready.”


“There’s a fire, though.” Becky settled down with her school books in front of it and Peter sank into one of the armchairs to read. Jen sat uneasily in a corner of the sofa and set herself to writing Aunt Beth and Uncle Ted the letter she’d promised. But from time to time she couldn’t help looking up to convince herself the room really did look like that.
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Taliesin


IF BORTH WASN’T what Jen had imagined, her arrival wasn’t exactly what Peter had hoped for either. He’d been foolish enough to expect everything to change when she came. She would, of course, be horrified at what their father had brought them to: a cold, bleak, comfortless country. Even David would have to see it then and he’d have to admit he was wrong to make them stay. Then they could all go home together. Peter had been counting on it, but it wasn’t happening.


It was all very well for Jen, of course. She could go home after Christmas, Peter thought bitterly, watching her over the top of his book. She didn’t have to stick it out for months and months. He stared drearily out the window at the rain. You wouldn’t have thought there was that much water in the sky, but it came endlessly; he couldn’t remember a day without some rain in it. He wished he could have swapped places with Jen—gone home while she came here, but he didn’t have any choice.


No one understood how lonely and frustrated he was. Becky had already found friends of her own, and David was preoccupied with work. Peter hadn’t made any friends at all. Many of the boys at school went straight home afterward to work in their fathers’ shops or on their farms, and the ones who didn’t all played games he didn’t know, like cricket which looked silly, or more often something they called football that wasn’t football at all. Peter stayed aloof and continued to feel strange.


And there was nowhere to go, nowhere at all. The house, Bryn Celyn, was cold and unwelcoming. No one was waiting there for him after school to give him a snack and hear how his day had been. Like as not Becky would be off at Mrs. Davies’s or down in the village with girls her own age, and David never got back until suppertime. Then he shut himself away immediately afterward until time for Peter and Becky to go to bed.


If Peter didn’t return to Bryn Celyn after school, he had the dismal choice of either wandering the sodden countryside, going nowhere in particular, or of hanging about the local shops, none of which amounted to anything.


School was no better, he reflected gloomily. Those subjects he knew weren’t taught the way he was used to, and there were endless lessons in handwriting and dictation. They did what they called “maths” and read bits of Shakespeare and learned British history, which was full of kings and queens with the same names and hundreds of battles whose dates had to be learned by heart. And worst of all, they were taught Welsh. Peter simply could not get his father to see what a horrible waste of time it was for him to learn a language that meant absolutely nothing to anyone outside of one very tiny country. David only got cross and said that Peter and Becky were in the county schools in Borth, and for the year they were here they would participate in those schools and learn as much from them as possible. Peter hated it, every minute.


Often homesickness came upon him in great black, devouring waves, making him wretched, and he would hate everything and everyone: the bleak, wet country, the desolate village strung out along its one road, the cold sea, the people who ignored him, the boys who played their own games without him, Becky because she was adjusting, Jen for being home in Amherst, his mother for having died and let this happen, and most of all his father, who had brought them to this place and condemned them to a whole year of life in it.


Becky kept telling Peter it would get easier for him, but it didn’t because Peter wouldn’t let it. He had to hang on to his hardness and hate or he couldn’t survive. Without the hate, there were only the intolerable homesickness and the desperate longing for his mother. These hurt far too much for him to bear alone.


Midway through the afternoon, Peter retreated from the lounge, leaving it to the two girls, and holed up in his own little room off the kitchen. He had, in all the world right now, one small comfort: a secret that he had kept from everyone so far. He had found it only about two weeks ago and he was still a bit scared of it, unsure of what it was doing, but it fascinated and attracted him and he didn’t like to be too long without it.


In the top drawer of his bureau, hidden between his two good shirts, as safe a place as any, he had decided, because he never wore them, he kept what he called the Key. He called it that because that’s what it looked most like to him and he didn’t really know what it was.


Three Saturdays ago—the usual leaden, overcast sort of day—Peter had found himself on his own. Becky had disappeared after breakfast and David was buried under stacks of first year essays in the study. Peter was feeling restless, so he pulled on his jacket and went out, down to the point of land where the War Memorial stood, beyond the houses on the Morgans’ dead-end street. He sat for a while, aimlessly throwing pebbles over the cliff at the gray roughness of Cardigan Bay. Finally he turned his collar up against the chilly wind, and thrusting his hands in his pockets because he’d forgotten gloves, he started out along the overgrown path that ran south along the sea rim toward the town of Aberystwyth. He had no special destination in mind, no thought of walking to Aber, as Aberystwyth was called, which was seven miles over rough country. He just walked, shoulders hunched. He found he had to concentrate on where he put his feet. Under the rank grasses and dead bracken lay stones and holes and unexpected roots, and there were brambles that tore at his trousers. He had to be alert just to stay upright.


Once Peter had turned his back on Borth and gone around a bend in the path, he might have been on the edge of the world. To his left was a slope of grass, bracken, and gorse, to his right, the cliff with the sea at the bottom.


There is nothing, Peter thought a little desperately, nothing. A handful of gulls drifted past on the wind, their cries underlining the loneliness. The dampness blew up around him. He caught his foot under a tough, knotted gorse root and tripped. “Damn!” he said aloud and felt suddenly relieved. His father did not approve of swearing one bit. “Damn, damn, damn!” shouted Peter into the wind with conviction. It made him feel very much better. “I don’t care,” he called to the gulls. “I don’t care what you think, dumb birds! You can go anywhere you want, but I’m stuck here. Don’t you know how much better America is?” He stuck his tongue out at them.


Whenever he stopped walking, the wind cut through his jacket and made him shiver, so he kept on. No point in going back until he’d used up a good part of the day. Then he came over a rise and found himself looking down into a perfect little cove. A narrow valley, worn by a stream, lay below. On the near side was a small whitewashed house; on the far side, across a wooden footbridge, a stone hut with an overturned boat in the doorway. And spread like a yellow fan lay a triangle of sandy beach down which the stream ran to the ocean. He stood staring at it for a long moment it was so unexpected, and for just an instant Peter forgot how much he disliked the world. He was drawn to the cottage. But it was dark and empty, the door padlocked. No smoke wisped from its chimney; its curtains were drawn. Peter tried, but he couldn’t find a crack to peer in. Someone must live here, though, Peter reasoned, the track down the valley by the stream looked well-used and he could see that the boat was in good repair.


He crossed the footbridge and walked out on the sand, which gave unpleasantly under his feet and got into his shoes. Toward the water it was firmer and damp. The tide had left a line of rubbery brown seaweed, bits of waterlogged wood, and odds and ends like light bulbs and disintegrating milk cartons. Peter looked without much interest. Beyond the sand, at the far edge of the cove, a tumble of rock stretched out into the waves: great chunks of stone, dropped at random from the cliff, Peter thought at first. They were bearded with green weed and crusted with barnacles, limpets, and snails. Peter climbed among them and gradually something peculiar about the rocks filtered through his mind. They hadn’t been dropped at random at all: they ran out into the sea in a straight line. They must be a neglected causeway or a breakwater. Someone had deliberately piled them here, and in spite of himself, Peter felt a flicker of curiosity. Why? Had it been the man from the cottage? It seemed a strange place to go to so much trouble.


He chose a dry stone on the top of the breakwater and sat down. His interest was gone, he squelched it relentlessly. How long he stayed there he didn’t afterward know, but when he began to feel chilled through, he got up and clambered gingerly out onto the rocks toward the sea. Between the dark, slimy stones were cracks and pools, dark places inhabited by heaven knew what ugly creatures. But out among the stones at the end that the sea was beginning to reclaim, Peter caught sight of a small dark object between two rocks. It was too regular in shape to be a pebble, and something made him look at it twice. It wasn’t wood. Curious, Peter stooped and reached. It was cold and hard to the touch and wedged in securely. It was metal of some sort. He tugged and almost lost his balance, grew determined and pulled hard. With a sudden gritty, scraping sound, like fingernails being dragged across a blackboard, the thing came free in his hand.


Peter looked at it, frowning fiercely. He had no idea what it was, but he was sure it was old. It was shaped like a capital letter Y, about four inches across. Each arm of the Y was a hollow, six-sided shaft, and each had a slightly different diameter. There was a hole through it where the three arms came together, and it reminded Peter of an old-fashioned roller skate key. It was blackened and scratched, but not broken. He liked the feel of it. His fingers seemed to know its shape and curl around it by themselves. He crouched, looking at it, until a wave broke on the rock, splashing his shoes. Then he retreated along the causeway, holding the object firmly. He took it back to Bryn Celyn safely in his pocket.


A few days later, he had been sitting at the base of the War Memorial, where he came from time to time, with the Key again in his pocket, his right hand cupped around it. Without warning, he felt it begin to hum, a peculiar, tingling sensation like his hand falling asleep, which was what he had thought at first. But the humming had gotten stronger and a song had come to him, sweet and piercing, out of the air, nothing he could describe afterwards.


There had been a sudden, brilliant glimpse of something—sun on water, the sound of voices chanting—and Peter had pulled his hand out of his pocket as if he’d been stung, his heart thumping wildly. He was more frightened than he wanted to admit. Perhaps he was truly going crazy in this place. But a few days later, when it happened the second time—he was alone in the kitchen—he had managed to hang on a little longer. Yes, it was water, and the sun was shining. The water was all around—there was an island and there were boys on it. They were chanting . . .


Then Peter lost his nerve and put the Key down.


Now, today, on this rainy Sunday, he deliberately took it out of his drawer and sat on his bed, gripping it tightly, and waited. This time he’d find out more. The Key was warm in his hand, and after a few minutes he could feel it begin to vibrate almost imperceptibly with sound. He hung on and felt the room slip away from him, its walls melting into moving fragments of light: bright, dancing flecks that dazzled. Voices rose and fell in Welsh cadence, weaving together in patterns of rhythm that hung on the air.


Sunlight glistened on the surface of a huge lake. Peter saw it reflected in splinters on a sloping roof, that of a rough-hewn, open-sided shelter. Underlying the voices was the gentle sound of wavelets against the island’s shores. He knew it was an island, for he could see bright water on all sides. The boys beneath the shelter were repeating phrases over and over in the summer afternoon, learning them by heart. Triads. The unfamiliar word came at once to Peter. He knew they were groups of three things: The Three Great Herdsmen; The Three Fearless Men; The Three Futile Battles. He felt the intensity of the sun and lake wind. The strange words conjured images in his mind, images the boys were being taught to remember. Peter was there, he saw it all, but no one took any notice of him. He seemed to be invisible.


Abruptly it all faded, the light and the lake, the island, the voices. Peter blinked at the window streaming with rain beside his bed. The Key was warm under his fingers, but it lay quite still. At least this time he had held onto it, and though he was bewildered and uncertain, he knew it hadn’t hurt him in any way. But he couldn’t tell anyone about it, he wouldn’t know how. And why should he? They all had their own concerns. He would keep his secret. He put the Key carefully back in its hiding place.


***


“Here,” said David. “You have to turn on the gas first, like that, then take a match and stick it in that hole.” There was a popping noise, a whoosh, then a steady, vigorous roar that sounded like a blowtorch. “Nothing to it.”


“Electricity is so much simpler,” said Jen doubtfully.


“Oh, come now. You’ve been a Girl Scout, you know how to light fires. This isn’t much different once you get the hang of it.”


“Just don’t singe your eyebrows,” Peter said helpfully.


“You should talk,” Becky chided. “You won’t even try.”


“I’m too young to die,” her brother retorted.


David withdrew behind his morning paper and left them to bicker over the grill where the bread was toasted. “Just so long as I get some toast before I have to go.”


Becky sawed chunks off a loaf of bread, while Jen made herself some coffee and watched the toast. It browned very fast under the gas, and she had only turned around to put milk in her mug when Becky yelled, “Smoke!”


The first two pieces were charred to crisps and had to be discarded, but at last Jen had a plateful, and they all sat down together.


“I still don’t see why you have to go to the University today, even if it is Monday,” said Becky. “It’s Christmas vacation for everybody else. There won’t be anyone to teach, will there?”


“Doesn’t matter. I have lectures to work on, tests to grade, and a paper to write.” David smiled at her. “You can manage on your own this week now that Jen’s here, and Mrs. Davies is just next door if you need anything. You have a good time and I’ll see you at supper.”


“What do you want to do,” Becky asked, when the beds were made and the dishes washed. “You should choose, Jen.”


“We could go explore Borth, I guess. I haven’t really seen it yet.”


“Are you sure you’re ready for it?” said Peter dryly. “It’s a thrill.”


“Well, you don’t have to come,” Becky exclaimed.


“Oh, let’s have a good fight!” said Jen. “Nothing like it to begin Christmas vacation.”


In the end they all went, for company and lack of anything better to do. The village began at Mr. Williams’s shop and ran straight north. As Jen commented, there wasn’t much chance of getting lost in Borth.


“If you did,” Peter pointed out, “it would be fatal—you’d either drown or sink into the Bog.”


The village wasn’t very prepossessing, even Becky had to admit. The houses lining the street looked old and slightly decayed, their plaster flaking, stucco cracked, paint chipped by the rough salt wind and the sand that came stinging off the beach with it. More than half the buildings were blank and empty, shut up for the winter, looking derelict.


“It does seem kind of bleak,” ventured Jen, after they’d been walking ten minutes.


“It wasn’t quite this awful at the end of August,” said Peter. “At least there were a few more people around and all the shops were open, but on its best days it isn’t beautiful.”


“What on earth do people do out here?”


“Run guest houses in the summer and keep students in the winter or have shops. And there are the ones like Hugh-the-Bus and Mr. Williams who work at regular jobs all year. Lots of professors from the University live out here, too, like Dad, and go into Aber every day,” explained Becky. “Gwilym says he likes it better here in the winter when there aren’t so many people. He says there are more birds.”


Peter shook his head mournfully. “The Bog has gotten to him. It can be quite serious—Bog Fever. No cure.”


Jen laughed. That sounded more like Peter. He seemed to have relaxed a bit.


Stuck in among the boarded-up buildings were shops that were still open and busy this morning. Jen looked in at each one with interest. There didn’t seem to be any supermarket in Borth, just lots of little stores that each sold one kind of thing: meat, or fruit and vegetables, or baked goods. They got sucked into a bakery by the lovely warm, sweet smell, as they stood looking at the cakes and pies in its window. Jen bought them each an eclair and they walked on, eating them and shamelessly licking their fingers.


Along the ocean, the houses suddenly ended and there was a great, gray cement sea wall instead, too high to see over from the road. On the right Becky pointed out the station where Jen had arrived. Was it really only two days ago? It hardly seemed possible. She remembered Aunt Beth saying, “It won’t be anything like what you’re used to, dear. I don’t think there’s much there.” And Jen had answered confidently, “Dad and Becky and Peter will be there, and it’ll be fun to live by the sea.”


“Hey,” Becky nudged her. “What are you thinking about?”


“Probably that in another three weeks she’ll be on her way home again,” said Peter, gloomy again.


“No,” said Jen. “Just thinking how different from Amherst it is.”


Peter snorted. “That’s the kind of remark that always gets me into trouble!”


“Come on,” Becky said, “let’s go up on the sea wall.”


There were steps to go up and a broad flat walk on top. On the other side was the sand beach. In spite of Peter’s gloom, Jen was excited to be so close to the ocean. They lived too far from it at home to go often, but she had always loved it.


The steel-gray sea washed up and down the beach; the waves chipped white at the edges where they met the sand. Becky turned around to show Jen where their house was on the cliff behind them, but Peter refused to stop because it was too cold, so after a moment they followed him. Becky was too busy telling Jen about people and houses to notice when Peter did stop short, and she ran up his heels, Jen right in back.


“Do watch out,” said Peter irritably, catching his balance.


“You ought to say when you’re going to stop.”


“I didn’t know I was. There’s one of your friends, isn’t it?” He pointed down the beach to a thin solitary figure wandering slowly toward them along the tide line.


“It’s Gwilym,” said Becky. “I wonder what he’s been out looking for. Hey!” She waved her arms at him. “Hey, Gwilym!”


The figure turned in their direction and continued moving slowly.


“Maybe he’ll ignore us,” suggested Peter half-hopefully.


“What’s the matter with him?” Jen asked in surprise.


“Nothing,” said Becky flatly. “He just isn’t interested in the things Peter likes, that’s all. He’s perfectly nice once you get to know him, but I think he’s a bit shy.” She jumped off the wall and ran over to Gwilym.


Jen and Peter followed slowly. Jen had heard too much from Becky about Gwilym not to be curious. He greeted Becky, glanced apprehensively at her brother and sister, and turned to point at something up the beach the way he’d come.


“There’s a flock of ducks out there, Gwilym says. Can you see them? They’re down near Ynyslas,” Becky informed them as they came up. “He says they’re scoters.”


Oh, dear, thought Jen. Her first impression was of a tall, awkward boy, thin and brown-haired, wearing glasses. He looked uncomfortably like his mother. Gwilym blushed unbecomingly at Becky’s excitement. “Scoters are really very common here,” he said, not looking at Jen. There was a painful silence then he added, “They winter here every year.”


“This is my sister, Jen,” Becky said quickly.


Gwilym nodded. “Mum said you’d come Saturday. Just for the holidays, she said.”


“Three weeks,” said Jen, wondering what else Mrs. Davies had said.


“What did you see besides scoters?” Becky demanded.


Gwilym looked relieved; he was on safe ground. “Teal, widgeon, scaup, and a couple of pintails, mostly. All common this time of year.” He managed to look straight at Jen this time. “It’s good birding up at the estuary. Are you interested?”


“I’m afraid I really don’t know anything about birds,” she admitted.


“Oh.” He was clearly disappointed. “People who aren’t interested in natural history generally find Borth rather isolated.”


“Yes, they do,” declared Peter.


“Have you lived here always?” inquired Jen politely, with a frown at Peter.


“Yes.” He put a full stop on it, and Jen began to search for something else she could ask, but then he went on. “I like it really. I like it this way, but in the season it gets too crowded.”


Jen looked around at the vast empty sands and tried to imagine Borth crowded without much success: bodies stretched out on the sand, children building sandcastles, people swimming, eating ice cream, jostling on the sea wall. She shivered as the raw December wind gusted around them, and they began to move along the beach toward the cliff as if by mutual consent.


“After Bank Holiday in May or June all the rooms in town are booked solid, and the caravan parks south of here are full. It isn’t much fun then.”


“I should think it would be more cheerful,” observed Jen.


Gwilym shrugged unenthusiastically. “Depends on what you like, I suppose. It’s nicer without strangers in the house, too.”


“Strangers? In your house?”


“I told you,” said Becky. “Mrs. Davies takes in guests during the summer.”


“Is it a hotel?”


“Just like yours,” replied Gwilym. “A bit bigger perhaps. We’ve got three spare bedrooms with Susan and Sheila gone. Mum does your housekeeping because she hasn’t anyone to look after at home this winter. She had a University student last year.”


“It must be awful to have strange people staying in your house,” said Peter.


“You get used to it. Mum’s always done it. Her mum used to do it in Shrewsbury before. Lots of people around here do bed and breakfast in summer. Mum says it more than pays for itself, and it doesn’t cost the trippers near as much as staying in a hotel would do.”


“I would hate it,” Peter declared.


“I don’t know,” said Becky thoughtfully. “It would be fun seeing who came. I don’t think I’d mind.”


“But suppose you don’t like them? What if they leave a mess, or make lots of noise, or stay out late at night?” Jen could see all kinds of problems.


“You risk it,” Gwilym answered, sounding mildly surprised that the Morgans considered bed-and-breakfast such a strange business. “Usually they’re not bad—I hardly ever see them. Dad and I keep to the kitchen mostly, and guests have their bedrooms and the lounge for meals and like that. Don’t you have bed-and-breakfast in America?”


“No way,” said Peter.


“We have hotels and guest houses and motels,” Jen amplified, “but I’ve never paid to stay in someone else’s house.”


Gwilym nodded wisely. He had opened up considerably and even seemed to be enjoying the conversation. “Dad says there are some motels in England and Scotland, but I’ve never stayed in one. They’re very dear. Mind you, not all bed-and-breakfasts are very nice, but Mum keeps a good one and does a nice fried breakfast. Of course, last year—” They were all watching him with great interest. “Last year we did have a couple that left without Mum seeing them. But that’s only happened the once to us.”


“You mean they left without paying?” Becky asked.


“They did. They said they would stop the weekend till Monday morning, see. Then Sunday night we heard them come in—Dad said after it must just have been the man, but he made enough noise for two. When they didn’t come down to breakfast in the morning, Mum went up to knock—she only serves until nine so she won’t have to spend the morning over it—and the door was latched from the inside, see, and no one answered. Dad didn’t get an answer either, speaking through the door, so I had to climb up the outside by the drain. The window was wide open, and there hadn’t been anyone in the beds at all and the place was cleaned out. My mum was that mad, but Dad said they must have been truly hard up, not able to pay. We never did see them again, those two.”


“But that’s awful,” exclaimed Becky in shocked tones. “What did your mother do?”


“Wasn’t a thing she could do—gone is gone. Dad was sure they hadn’t signed their proper names in our book. That’s the risk of it, he says, but he took the latches off the insides of all the doors.”


They absorbed this story of petty crime in silence, stopping together outside Mr. Williams’s shop.
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