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JOSH peered through the dirty train window into the drizzle. He could just about make out the shape of a huge castle through the gloom. It looked like it might be worth exploring, but he was sure he would not get the chance. It was still about an hour to go to the end of his train ride and he had a bus to catch after that. He did not think there were any castles where he was going; he didn’t think there would be anything interesting there at all. The castle disappeared into the growing darkness and Josh sighed and sank back down into his seat. He closed his eyes and tried not to think of the boredom ahead. He had no idea what was in store for him.

It just was not fair! His brother John was going to have lots of fun while he had to go to gloomy Wales for a dull three weeks without him. He tried not to blame his parents; he knew it was not their fault - they could not afford a proper holiday, but he thought they should try and understand him better. What was there in Wales, at least the obscure corner that he was going to? Nothing, as far as he could make out; no amusement arcades, no fun fair, no computer games - nothing to keep a boy of his age entertained. It would not have been so bad if John had come with him - they did not always get on but could have kept themselves entertained somehow. John, however, had gone to Spain with his friend Mikey, for three weeks on the sunny Costa Del Sol. Mikey was an only child and his parents had thoughtfully and generously agreed to pay for a friend of his to go on holiday with them to keep Mikey amused. They know more about their son’s needs than my parents, thought Josh spitefully. Then he bit his lip as he immediately regretted the thought and tried to take it back. John had been the chosen one. John had been bragging about the trip for weeks which did not help. John was two years older than Josh and should have known better. Eventually John seemed to realise how much he was upsetting Josh and tried to gloat slightly less often. When Josh and his mum had gone to see him off at the airport he had softened slightly and the two boys shared an awkward embrace. John even said Josh could borrow his skateboard while he was away. Now that was something - John’s skateboard was his pride and joy. Josh had been touched, but skateboarding was not really his thing and he had not bothered bringing it to Wales with him. 

The trip to Wales was his parents’ idea to try and make up for John’s absence. It was the only thing they really had to offer. His dad was doing up an old cottage in Aberfawr, a small village in North West Wales. It belonged to a family friend who was paying well. Josh’s dad had been unemployed for three months and was now trying to get back on his feet doing odd jobs for people. The work on the cottage would give him a steady income for a month at least and was too good to turn down. Josh’s mum was a care assistant and had to stay at home and work. They both decided that a trip to the cottage to join his dad would do Josh good. His mum worried that Josh had been looking a bit pale and thought the sea air would put some colour in his cheeks. His dad thought that Josh would be better not moping around at home causing his mum stress, and that he would enjoy the beach and the walks around the village. Josh’s dad had liked beaches and walks when he was young; he did not understand that kids today might like different things. If he was honest, he also thought Josh would be a bit of company for himself, and a useful assistant for some of the trickier jobs around the cottage. Josh thought he would rather have stayed at home, played on his mate’s tablet, and lounging in front of the telly. There was no point arguing though; he knew his parents would not listen.

So here he was, stuck on this train on the way to the cottage which, as far as he could make out, was in a little village in the middle of nowhere. His dad was already there and was going to meet him from the train and take the last bus ride with him. Josh tried to look on the positive side, but had trouble thinking of one. There must be something to do in this place, what was it called? Abersomething? It could not be quite as dreary as the picture he had conjured up in his unhopeful mind, could it?

With a start Josh realised they were pulling into a station. He peered out into the gloom in haste and caught sight of a sign - it was his stop. He quickly grabbed his rucksack from the seat next to him, picked up his coat in his other hand, ran down the corridor to the train doors and leapt out of them, nearly colliding with a grumpy old woman who was just trying to get on. He muttered an embarrassed apology and hurried away to the station entrance where he was due to meet his dad.

The train was ten minutes late and his dad was standing in the doorway waiting, reading a free paper he’d picked up from the station. He looked up as Josh approached. “Hello son!” he said with a smile and put a hand out to ruffle Josh’s hair. Josh tried not to flinch- he hated being treated like a small child. “Welcome to Wales!” his dad continued, “I hope you’re going to like it in Aberfawr. There’s a beach, though it’s a bit pebbly, and lots of places to go for walks, when it’s not raining too much of course.” 

Josh secretly wondered if it ever stopped raining in Wales, but tried his hardest to put on a cheerful front and show an interest. “Are there any rockpools?” he asked as they walked down the street towards the bus station. Josh personally was not that bothered about rockpools, but knew his dad was fascinated by them. Ever since they were tiny boys his dad had dragged them along beaches, using them as an excuse to poke around in slimy pools and lift up rocks looking for crabs and other creepy creatures. Josh had slipped on the seaweed at the side of one once and fallen in. He had rushed crying back to his mum. He couldn’t see where the interest lay. He tried to pay attention as his dad weighed up the merits of Aberfawr beach. 

“There are a few pools, not all that many though, but I saw a hermit crab in one the other day. They’re not as good as the ones back in...” and he was off reminiscing about old holidays, with much fonder memories of rockpools than Josh. 

They rounded a corner and reached the bus station. It was small by the standards Josh was used to. It was early evening now and still drizzling, so there were not many people around. Josh weighed up his surroundings as his dad was still talking about rockpools. His dad eventually realised Josh’s attention was wandering and changed the subject. “I’ve bought some of your favourite cereal for you,” he said, pulling a packet out of the carrier bag he held. He was starting to worry now that Josh would not like his stay at the cottage and was doing his best to be nice. 

“Oh, thanks,” said Josh quietly. He tried not to hold things against his dad, but was tired from his journey and didn’t feel up to making much effort to talk. Fortunately, they didn’t have to wait too long for the bus. His dad helped him on with his rucksack and he settled down, staring out of the window again. The relentless drizzle was still the same. He let out an involuntary sigh. 

His dad placed a tentative arm around his shoulder, choosing to interpret the sigh as just a sign of tiredness. “Don’t worry son, we’ll be there soon.”

It felt like a long time later, after much staring out at drizzly darkness and gloomy unidentifiable shapes, that his dad said: “Right Josh, here we are.” His dad stood up, heaving the rucksack onto his shoulders and amassing the shopping bags that had lain at his feet. 

Josh dragged himself to his feet and drew his coat tight around him, bracing himself for the cold and wet that hit him as soon as he stepped off the bus. He was really tired now and had barely enough energy to glance around him, his exhaustion having drained his curiosity. He could make out a handful of terraced houses, a pub and a large looming thing that was probably a church tower. His dad led him over the road from the bus stop to a house in the middle of the terrace and fished in his pocket for his keys.  

“Here we are Josh,” he said, “Home at last- for the next few weeks at least. Hopefully the weather will brighten up for us soon.”

Chapter Two:
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BUT the next morning it was still raining. 

Josh explored the little house which didn’t take long. His dad had given him the larger bedroom at the front, so if he opened the window and craned his neck out, he could just about see the sea - about half a mile away he guessed. It looked grey and uninviting and his head was being splashed with rain, so he pulled it in again quickly and went to look round the rest of the house. His dad had the room in the middle, bare except for a blow-up mattress on the floor. The only other room upstairs was the bathroom - serviceable but old and shabby-looking with grimy walls. Josh noted the boxes of tiles in the corner and remembered this was one of the jobs his dad had been employed to do. Downstairs was equally dull. There was a longish thin lounge with a table at one end which served as a dining area. The only other room downstairs was the kitchen which, like the bathroom, showed signs of age. It was cold and damp with patches of discoloured plaster. 

His dad came in and caught him looking at one of the worst patches. “Nothing a good scrub and a lick of paint won’t cure” he exclaimed in an attempt to maintain his cheery demeanour of the night before. “In fact, it’s next on the list. You can give me a hand if you like, till this rain clears up. I’m afraid it’s a bit too wet out there to have much fun yet”, he added with a jerk of his head towards the window. 

Josh didn’t think there was much chance of fun inside or out, whatever the weather, but kept his thoughts to himself. It was his first day; things might yet brighten up; he could at least hope. It did look particularly dark outside the window but as Josh went for a closer look he noticed this was partly because the cottage was set in the side of a hill and the back of it faced out to rocks and steep steps which presumably led up to the rest of the garden. Oddly enough he didn’t feel tempted to explore outside with the constant rain lashing down at the windows - the drips he had had from sticking his head out of the bedroom window were enough for now. 

He noticed that his dad, whistling to himself, had got bacon out of the fridge and was in the process of putting it under the little grill. Bacon butties for breakfast was a bonus at least! His health and price conscious mum rarely allowed that at home.

A full tummy kept him relatively upbeat for most of that day, in the circumstances.  He was surprised to find a strange satisfaction in scrubbing the grime off the kitchen walls to reveal the white paint beneath. When the new white paint went on it was even better, seeing a new bright sparkly clean kitchen emerge. His dad was a bit cautious about letting him loose with the paint, but Josh was particularly careful as he had promised to be, and his dad visibly relaxed as he saw the care Josh took over the painting and even exclaimed “You’re good at this son, you could come into business with me when you’re older!” Josh just smiled a little in response. Painting was ok for a bit, slightly more enjoyable than he had thought it might be, but he couldn’t see himself doing this for a career. 

As the second day dawned, he did not even need to open the curtains to reveal what the constant pitter patter had already told his ears; it was still raining, and hard. He carried on helping his dad, but the going was harder today. The novelty was starting to wear off. And there were no bacon sandwiches to sustain him. Josh wasn’t sure if this was just because they’d eaten all the bacon the day before and it was too wet to go to the shops, or if the first day’s breakfast feast had been a one-off welcoming meal. He didn’t have the heart to ask. 

The rain was so constant that he still had not ventured beyond the walls of the cottage, but he promised himself that if the weather was not any better the next day he would try and persuade his dad to let him go out anyway. He was starting to feel cooped up and enclosed. The paint fumes were not really helping either, despite the constantly propped open window that seemed much more keen on letting in a chilly draft than letting out the nauseous smell of decorating.

The next day when he awoke, he lay in bed and listened before he even opened his eyes. The loud pitter-pattering of the last two days seemed to have eased off. He cautiously opened the curtains to reveal that the constant torrent had slowed to a constant drizzle. He sighed resignedly to himself and thought, Oh well, at least it’s a step in the right direction. I might at least make it outside as far as the shop...

He made his proposal to his dad at breakfast (cornflakes, disappointingly). “I was thinking dad, as the rain’s easing off, that I might pop out later and get us some things from the shops. Is there anything you’d like? Bacon maybe?” 

His dad laughed briefly, “Yes, we can get some more bacon if you like. I know you love your breakfast treat, but I’d like a hand finishing off these skirting boards first. Then I’ll come with you later on and show you where the shop is.” 

Although Josh had yet to walk anywhere in the village other than from the bus stop to the cottage (about ten metres!) he had the distinct impression that it was not really big enough to get very lost in. Still, he thought charitably, Dad probably wants a break from the paint fumes too. So he agreed quietly and got on with the job in hand. 

After a quick sandwich break for lunch (which they ate upstairs in Josh’s room, in a partly futile attempt to escape the fumes, they donned waterproofs and ventured outside. Josh took a deep breath of the drizzly air.  Damp was his first impression, but with the analytical skills of a wine taster he sniffed on and decided it was also fresh and breezy, with a tantalising hint of salt, and blissfully paint free!

The large grey looming thing he had glimpsed when he first arrived did indeed prove to be an old church with an impressively solid-looking tower, surrounded on all sides by a sprawling graveyard. A stony, partly-overgrown path led down the side of the graveyard. “That Josh”, said his dad in a cheery voice, “leads to the beach. Though I’m afraid it’s a bit too wet and slippy to attempt today after all these downpours we’ve been having.”  

Josh felt no more than mild disappointment. The path did not look too inviting, but he did think it would be nice to breathe soon further away from the paint-fume-filled cottage.

The shop proved to be the local petrol station, but still had a reasonable range of stuff. Clearly, as it seemed to be the only shop in the village, it played a valuable role in serving the local community, as well as the occasional holiday-maker. Josh not only managed to persuade his dad to buy bacon, but also sausages, eggs and a small tub of ice cream. “We can pretend it’s sunny, even if it’s not” said his dad. 

Josh was grateful but his thoughts kept straying to John in Spain, doubtless enjoying endless sunshine. 

His dad seemed to read his mind, “At least we’re not in danger of getting sunburnt like John.” 

Josh though this a scant consolation.

He didn’t see much of note on his way back to the cottage - just a scattering of houses of varying degrees of oldness spreading out to the edges of the village, which seemed a bit larger than he’d first thought. He also caught tantalising glimpses of the mountains behind the village emerging from the mist that must have shrouded them for the last few days. This place might actually look quite scenic when the sun comes out, if it ever does, he found himself thinking charitably, perhaps cheered by the prospect of ice cream and bacon the next day. 

Chapter Three
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