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About the Book

On a dull holiday with his parents in Wales, William is forced to befriend Gwyn, a malicious, calculating bully with a secret. Deep in a cave he is holding ‘something’ captive – something that William knows will die unless it is released into the wild. But William has sworn to tell no one what he knows. If he is to save a life, he must do it alone . . . no matter how dangerous it may be . . . 
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1

WILLIAM STOOD BY the car door and scowled at the cottage.

“I told you,” he said. “Nothing but a dump in a wilderness miles from anywhere.”

His father humped three bulging suitcases from the car boot.

“One thing you’re a world champion at,” he said, “is moaning.” He piled the cases beside the boxes of food and drink, his own fishing gear and his wife’s sun-lamp. “You’ve not stopped bellyaching since we left home this morning.”

“We should have hired a caravan, like we always do,” William said. “It’ll take forever to reach the sea from here.”

His father slammed the boot lid. “Look, Will,” he said. “For the last time: your mother wanted a change. It’s her holiday too, you know.”

“Okay, okay!” William heard the tone in his father’s voice that warned of anger on the way.

“She is fed up of being crammed into a caravan with sand getting everywhere . . .”

“All right, all right.” William turned his head away and pulled a Dracula face.

“. . . and shoals of people all round so she can’t sunbathe without being ogled at . . .”

“I know. I know.”

“And I’ve got to walk miles to fish quietly.”

“And I’m always bringing messy kids in for ices and drinks and meals at all hours. You told me.”

“Your mother wanted some peace and quiet for a change.”

“She ought to get it here,” William said, not able to help himself.

“So just stow it, will you, and decide to enjoy yourself.”

“I’ll do my best,” William said, but did not sound as though he would.

His father glared at him. “All right then!” he said, snatching up two of the cases and striding off into the cottage.

“But if I die of boredom, don’t blame me,” William said when his father was out of earshot.

He slammed the car door and leaned against it.

The sun blazed down. From high in a cloudless blue sky some kind of bird let out a cascade of song that went on and on and on without the bird ever seeming to pause for breath.

“Sounds like this place has driven you crazy too,” William said.

In a field on the other side of the hedge that surrounded the cottage and its overgrown garden some sheep were grazing. William stared at them. Now and then one of the sheep would raise its head, stare back at him, and bleat. A plaintive, lonely sound.

“Crazy sheep as well,” William said.

Except for the cries of the crazy bird and the crazy sheep there was not a sound. Nor anything in view across the narrow valley but green fields and green trees and thick, impenetrable green hedges.

What a boring holiday this was going to be!

“William dear,” his mother called from the cottage door.

William turned. His mother was smiling in the way she did when she wanted William to be nice to strangers and not show her up.

“What?” William said, deliberately unhelpful.

“Come and meet Miss James, sweetheart.”

Miss James owned the cottage. Last January she had placed an advertisement in a magazine, offering her cottage for summer rent. William’s mother had replied.

William had been against the idea from the start. He liked being right by the sea, in a caravan. A caravan felt more like camping than living in a house. For years they had gone to the same caravan in the same place and always for the second week in August. They saw the same friends, and William knew all the best places to play on the beach and cliffs.

But this year they had come for the first week in September to this cottage lost in Welsh fields half a mile from the sea. All because his mother wanted a change. It was not William’s idea of heaven.

“You’ll find plenty to do when you get there,” his mother had said. “I’ll sunbathe all day. And I’ll take my sun-lamp and get a tan in the house if the weather is bad. The lamp always does a better job than the sun anyway. Your father will find plenty of fishing because Wales is bound to be full of rivers all over the place. We’ll have a great time.”

She went happily on, sorting out her sun-tan lotions and bathing suits and the books she wanted to read, while William sat gloomily by. And after that she refused to pay any attention to his complaints.

One thing about William’s mother: when she switched off, that was the end. You could cry and whinge for hours, enough to drive most people out of their minds, but she didn’t take any notice. She just stuck her nose in one of her books and that was it. Reading seemed to make her deaf.

It had always been like that, from the time he was a baby. William’s earliest memory of his mother was of her sitting beside him, reading and paying him no heed.

He knew there was no hope now either. He might just as well go inside without making a fuss and meet Miss James.

As he went in, he saw that the cottage had large red tiles on the floor, old and uneven, and cracked, some of them. He liked them. They wouldn’t mind mucky boots. The ceiling was low, with dark wood beams holding it up. The beams seemed to threaten his head. A staircase went straight up from the middle of the room. On one side was a kitchen-dining area, on the other side a sitting-room. The furniture was old and grubby-looking and squashed. (William wondered what his mother would make of that. At home, everything had to be new and spotless.)

The place smelt of wood smoke from a fire in a huge black iron grate that took up half one wall, in a kind of alcove, in the sitting-room. The fire wasn’t burning now. The smell was coming from grey ash and half-burnt logs lying in the grate.

Miss James came towards him. She was small and a little dumpy, with white wavy hair cut quite short. She was wearing dark blue jeans and a navy blue ex-service sweater with neat patches on the shoulders and elbows. She looked business-like, almost school-teacherly. But she had a kind face and a friendly smile.

“Hello, William,” Miss James said, shaking his hand.

“Hello,” William mumbled, not able to hide the embarrassment he always felt when meeting strangers, especially strangers who shook his hand.

“I hope you’ll like it here,” Miss James said.

“It’s all right.”

“He’ll love it, I’m sure,” William’s mother chimed in.

Miss James said, “Of course, you’ll need time to settle in. And how about something to drink after your long journey? There’s Coke I got specially for you.”

“You shouldn’t have bothered,” William’s mother said. “It’s more than he deserves. He’s been grumbling all the way here.”

“A Coke would be okay,” William said, knowing he would have to take something. He hoped for some chocolate biscuits with it. Coke and chocolate biscuits were his favourite snack. When he could get them.

Miss James went into the kitchen, disappearing behind the staircase.

“To tell the truth, Miss James,” his mother went on, “he wanted to go to our usual holiday place. But his father felt


















The verse here is from “My Mother Saw a Dancing Bear” by Charles Causley and is quoted with the permission of the poet and Macmillan the publishers of his Collected Poems. The author is grateful also to Robert Burton for his advice on the habits of the Atlantic Grey seal.
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