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CHAPTER 1

Psst! You there! A moment of your time, if you please! Come and have a look at this! Can you see? Step closer, eh? No need to stand on ceremony. Yes - there we are. Look closely now. Behold! It's a sunlit valley in the heart of Wales, sprawling lazily like a cat in the sun. See how the hills roll down into the valley below, and there, in the distance, the hills, studded with flint, stand like grizzled guardians, casting their shadowy gaze over the fields below. It’s entirely something else, isn’t it? It's not chocolate box nice, but not far off it, I would say. 
But look. Beyond this idyllic scene, across the hills and fields, something stirs. A wide, churning brook rushes through the heart of the valley, its waters frothing and boiling as it cuts a path towards the distant horizon. It twists and turns as if searching for something it has lost until it perhaps reaches a further valley beyond. 
In the heart of this sun-dappled Welsh valley, there is a sense of peace that one could only find in the most idyllic of places. The gentle hills, shrouded in a lush, verdant carpet of green, roll lazily as if in a contented slumber. The fields stretch to the horizon, shimmering like an emerald sea as the warm sunlight plays across their dewy blades.
But this scene of tranquillity is not without its contrasts. Beyond the soft, rolling hillsides, flint-studded hills loom in the distance, their rocky countenances casting dark shadows over the valley below. As if in defiance of the calmness surrounding them, they stand tall and forbidding, like watchful guardians over the peaceful landscape below. 
On this day, no day in particular, but still a special day as we will come to see, a broad, churning brook snakes lazily through the valley, its bright waters sparkling and foaming in the bright sunlight. Its waters froth and foam as they cut through the gentle terrain. Nestled among the thick pines that cross the valley lies a small town. Can you see it? It is so far down in the valley that it is as if it is hiding. This is Ponty Bodkin, a place that wants to avoid being found or is, at the very least, geographically reluctant.
Yet what little there is of it has a certain charm. Perhaps it is how the sun casts a warm glow over the sparsely placed crooked rooftops or how the fields run across the fields to the mountains. But don't let the size fool you. Ponty Bodkin may be small, but it's got character. It's got charm. It's got... well, it's got something. It’s hard to say what, but it's there. Don’t worry. You’ll see it in time.
Just off the winding road, a cosy little inn perches, inviting travellers to rest their weary bones within its walls. Despite the current lack of patrons, the open door beckons with an irresistible charm. The inn is a picturesque sight to behold, complete with a little stable at the rear. A wooden sign, suspended aloft by creaking chains, sways not even the slightest in the sultry summer air. The words "The Cow and Footstool" can be deciphered upon its weathered surface, scrawled in a wavering, rushed script.
Pause here for a while in the village square. It's not difficult, as it is less of a square and more like a triangle—and a very small one at that. There's not much to it—a few humble abodes, the village inn we mentioned earlier, and a little stall off to one side, likely meant for livestock on market days.1 But that’s about it, so we shan't tarry long, for there's little else to catch our eye.
However, as we prepare to depart, it would be remiss not to mention the two other structures in the village centre. They stand side-by-side, these two buildings, like two old friends catching up on all that has happened since their last meeting. One of them, barely noticeable from afar, is adorned with a modest barber’s sign above its door. The coiled red-striped column of the sign is neatly placed as if to show that this barber has an attention to detail that should not be underestimated. It is an unusual sight in this small village, but to the locals, it is a necessary one. After all, when almost everyone local has a pair of hedge-trimming shears, it would be, at best, unwise to think that they were careless enough to trim their own hair that way. Shears are just too big for a start.
Above the barber shop and its iconic pole is a sign that reads “Toriad Uwchben”2 in rather awkwardly painted letters. As we observe, a tall blonde-haired man emerges from the shop and stands a small blackboard outside, boldly proclaiming “Half-Price Perms”. He wears a small pink badge on his shirt that reads “Les”, followed by “Happy to help” in smaller letters beneath. His expression, however, suggests that he may not be quite as happy to help as his badge would suggest. He pauses momentarily, taking in the fresh air, before turning to the sign above and tutting in a “not my idea” sort of way before disappearing back into the shop.
The neighbouring building is a small village general store that differs from the typical rural village store in many ways. Here, there are no garish purple acrylics haphazardly adorning the windows, nor are there any boards outside advertising opening times or any other adornments of that nature. In fact, the shop window appears a bit sun-bleached and dusty, giving the impression that it has been untouched for quite some time. It is the kind of shop window that gives you the feeling that when you enter the store, you will find yourself surrounded by row upon row of boiled sweets, with a slightly tubby white-whiskered gentleman standing behind the counter, sporting a beaming smile next to a sign that reads “Mr Hinnerty's General Store”, and if you had that impression, then well done, you would be correct, for that is precisely what the store is like inside.
Despite being in a small village, there is no need for opening times to be displayed outside Mr Hinnerty’s store because it never shuts. Not even for a moment. It is as if time has forgotten about this store, leaving it to exist outside the confines of regular business hours. The shop seems very quiet now, though, with no customers either coming in or going out, so let’s leave it for a while and move on.
With the town left behind, we'll follow the road that winds down from the mountains and cuts through the village. Eventually, it'll lead us to Gwyn Barwyll, where it'll come to a stop. But for now, it winds through lush green farmland, dry stone walls marking the boundaries of the fields that stretch off into the hills and valleys in every direction.
Go no more than a mile further, and in the distance, we can see a farm in the distance. The fields around this farmhouse are unusual in that they contain hardly any livestock - mainly a few patchy sheep in one of the fields, and what may just be a large bull standing on its own. As we draw closer to the farmhouse, we can see that the fields nearer the building are planted with numerous crops. If you are knowledgeable about these things, you could spot wheat and maize, but then, as you get closer, you can also see fields and fields of leeks. Large leeks, it must be said, and very green they are, too. 
Should you feel the need to satisfy your curiosity, you can clamber over the tightly shut farm gate and venture into the humble farmyard. Beware, however, for the remains of hay are strewn about the place, and it is best to avoid examining the contents of a typical farmyard too closely. It’s entirely possible that quite a few surprises await the unwary beneath those patches of hay. It's best to tread lightly, I should think.
In the corner of this area rests a little, rough-and-tumble black sheepdog. The dog perks up one ear a smidge as a bee zooms by, its other ear twitching in response to the busy bee's hum before settling back into a nap in the cool shade. If you had to sum up this dog in a single word, you'd likely go with "old," and if you were permitted to expand to two words, "old" and "scruffy" would certainly do the trick.
Now, let us proceed a short distance towards the small, stout farmhouse, where two individuals are engrossed in conversation. The first of these individuals stands at a moderate height, boasting broad shoulders and garbed in what appears to be a long smock of a grey hue. The second figure is diminutive in stature, similarly clad in a smock, but with frayed edges indicating that it may have been more of a tailored-down than a handed-down garment. As you draw closer to the two men, it becomes apparent that the taller one is older and has the weathered features to prove it. With his unruly black hair and a hat that looks like it's trying in vain to stop his hair from breaking free, the younger one can't be over nine summers old. 
"It wasn't my fault, Dad," the boy exclaims in a thick Welsh accent, sounding almost desperate. "Samson just wouldn't budge. I tried pushing him, but he just snorted at me."
The older man sighs, his accent even thicker than his son's. "Stubborn bull, that," he says with a hint of resignation. "Won't be told that animal. Not that it's worth considering putting your boot up its behind, mind. I wouldn't do that if I were you."
He stares into the distance, lost in thought, before adding, "Or if I was me either."
The boy nods in agreement, his gaze following his father's. They've both learned the hard way not to mess with Samson.
"Maybe we'll be leaving him where he is for now," the older man finally decided, giving his son's shoulder a friendly pat. Samson knows what's best. Well, what’s best for Samson, anyway.”
"Aye, Da," agreed the young man. Together, they strolled through the farmyard and into their house, carefully removing their boots before entering.
"Lost interest in that bull, have ye?" berates a woman in the kitchen, vigorously peeling carrots. 
"That ruddy beast has a mind of its own, he does," Da retorted, earning a chuckle from the woman.
"Wash your hands before dinner, Powys," she reminded him, waving a carrot at him and turning back to the sink. And don't you be giving me that look," she added without even turning around.
"Alright, Ma," said the young man sullenly, rising to his feet and heading towards the door. "I'll go fetch some water from the well." Ma nodded, and Powys leaned against the doorframe, donning his boots before wandering out into the farmyard, leaving the married couple to their own devices.
"You shouldn't be so easy on the boy, Da," she scolded. "He needs to learn the ways of the farm, he does. Can't be lettin' a bull best him."
"If Samson doesn't want to move, he won’t”, defended Da. It was a familiar argument between the pair. “Can't expect the lad to move him if I can't do the same."
Ma wiped her hands on her apron and grinned at her husband. "Mayhap we ought to get a smaller bull next time, then."
"Smaller bull's no good," laughed Da. "Needs a bit of heft, does a bull. But you’re right. Powys needs to push himself a bit more. Left to his own choosing, he’d be sitting around staring at clouds he would. Moon-struck, he is, I am telling you.”
“Oh, leave the lad alone,” laughed Ma. He will come into his own soon enough. He’s only nine, or thereabouts, and a bit of a dreamer, aye, but he will come around. Seems that he just needs a shove now and then—both him and the stubborn bull. Very good with the dog, though, isn’t he?”
“Only because he keeps feeding it,” laughed Da, “that dog would sell its soul for a few scraps, mark my words.”
“All dogs are like that,” laughed Ma, “But trust me. I can see the makings of him, sure enough. Just give it time. You’ll see.”
Da said nothing as Ma returned to the sink and the carrots. A small smile played at the corners of her mouth. Perhaps there was hope yet for young Powys with a bit of guidance. And it was true. He was very good with animals, Samson excepted.
In the yard, Powys was just about to fill the bucket from the well when he was interrupted by Drew, the scruffy sheepdog who had abandoned his nap and was now trailing behind him, sensing that dinner time was fast approaching. Powys was easily side-tracked, and he suspected his parents were aware of this too.
"Come along, Drew," said Powys as the shabby sheepdog trailed him across the yard, "let's go and have a look at the carrots."
He approached the fence, and as Drew bounded through the gap, Powys clambered over it clumsily and walked into the field beyond. He found himself in a small plot where rows of lacklustre carrots protruded from the rocky soil.
"Not much happening with the carrots, eh?" he muttered, kneeling to inspect the struggling leaves of the vegetables. He got up, brushing the dirt off his hands, and looked over to the next field, where row upon row of lush green leeks sprouted from the ground as if impatient to be harvested. "Honestly, I don't understand it," said Powys. "How is it that Da can only grow leeks? Carrots, potatoes, turnips, and all the rest - he's hopeless at them. But leeks? They just keep growing, and he barely spends any time planting them before they're already poking their heads above the soil. Everything else is a disaster, though." He glanced back at the carrots and sighed before heading back to the farmhouse. "I'm sick to death of leeks," he muttered. "Leek soup, leek stew, leek pancakes, leek cake..." He paused momentarily as he climbed back over the fence, with Drew still following him closely. "Leek cake!" he exclaimed in disgust. "Ugh!"
“Powys!” called a voice from the direction of the lane, and Powys turned to see his friend Dylan strolling towards him in his usual balaclava-clad lethargic fashion. Dylan was his best friend, and the two boys could often be found out in the fields, larking around and generally getting up to mischief. Both boys were the same age, and Dylan was often to be found at Powys’s farm. He was almost a part of the family. Ma and Da were quietly pleased that Powys had a friend who lived nearby, as Dylan was from the next farm across the valley, a few miles away. It was the nearest resemblance to a neighbour they had, and although the two boys could be quite a handful at times,3 Dylan was always welcome at the farm.
“Hello, Dylan,” said Powys, “We’re just about to have our dinner. I’ll ask Ma to put some out for you.”
“Oh, nice,” said Dylan, who never refused food if it was going. Much to Powys's disgust, he even appeared to be a great admirer of Leek cake, and he seemed even to enjoy Leek pancakes. Dylan was about the same height as Powys but more gangly somehow, as if he was made entirely out of knees and elbows, which frequently got in the way of anything he was passing, and his arms and legs were always scabbed and scratched. Dylan’s enthusiasm for high jinks was only matched by his ability to knock a cup of water off a table at thirty paces.
“Da had me trying to move Samson earlier,” said Powys, raising an eyebrow.
“Good luck with that,” chuckled Dylan. “I doubt even the two of us could shift him if he didn't want to move.” Powys and Dylan entered the kitchen, where Ma was already dishing out bowls of leek soup.
“Dylan's here,” announced Powys.
“So he is,” said Ma with a smile. “Take a seat, love, and I'll get you some soup. And we've got some lovely leek muffins for afters.”
“Sounds delicious,” said Dylan eagerly, while Powys made a face at the mention of yet more leek-based cuisine.
“That's enough of your complaining, young man,” scolded Da. “Some would be grateful for a nice muffin or two.” Powys wisely kept his mouth shut and focused on his soup instead.
“Get the water, did you?” said Ma, arching an eyebrow.
“Oh,” said Powys, colouring slightly and making to rise from his seat.
"No matter," his mother waved her hand dismissively. “Too late now. Just have your soup, and then you can go and spend some time with Dylan.
“Just make sure you are back in time for milking,” said Da.
“We only have one cow, Da,” said Powys sulkily, slurping at his soup.
“It doesn't matter,” said Da. “You’re supposed to be learning how to milk her, and I can’t help but notice that you seem to be curiously absent when the milking time comes around. I don’t see how you can learn how to milk a cow if you’re never there when the cow needs milking.”
“Don’t be hard on the lad, Ewan,” said Ma. “Perhaps he doesn’t want to learn how to milk a cow in the first place.”
“Not want to learn?” said Da, “I’m telling you, Gladys, young Powys here has no choice. Running a farm is a tight business, as you know, and milking is part of it. I’ll be buggered if I’m going to let the lad pick what jobs he does around here and avoiding those that he doesn’t want to be doing, see?”
“Language,” said Ma sternly, and Da coloured slightly as Dylan and Powys chuckled at each other. Soon, all that could be heard was the sound of the slurping of soup. Powys was being careful and took his time. He wanted to delay the serving of Leek muffins as long as he could.

      [image: image-placeholder]Powys and Dylan lay atop the haystack on the far side of the farm, staring up at the cloudless sky, each chewing slowly on a small piece of straw. Drew had given up following them around, given that they had climbed up the haystack, so the opportunity for any other snacks had now gone, and he had slinked off into the shade for a snooze.
“My Da says someone has bought up the Evans’s farm,” said Dylan. The Evans farm was between Dylan’s and Powys’s and had been run down and unused for as long as they could remember. Old Evans had died relatively recently, and they knew that the estate was up for sale, which for Ponty Bodkin was hot news. Land didn’t go empty there hardly ever, being passed down from family to family, so a sale was a rare thing. “Says it’s an Englishman who’s bought it,” Dylan concluded.
“Don’t be daft,” said Powys, “English people don't go buying farms in Ponty Bodkin. I bet half of them don’t even know how to find it, never mind buy a farm here.”
"But that's what I heard," insisted Dylan, his eyes alight with excitement. "Me Da says he's got a tractor."
Powys bolted upright. "A tractor?" he laughed. "You do spout some nonsense, Dylan Ellis. How would anyone get a tractor here? It makes no sense."
"Drive it here, I s'pose," replied Dylan nonchalantly. "Wouldn't be that difficult."
“It would be slow though,” laughed Powys, “take forever getting it up the mountains and then down into the valley. It will probably be quicker walking. Well, I, for one, don't believe it. Nothing wrong with a horse and plough, I say. What would you need a tractor for?”
Dylan raised a speculative eyebrow. "Maybe this Englishman has a thing against animals," he mused. "Not everyone's fond of them, you know. Remember old man Hughes up the valley? He got bitten by a horse, he did. Nasty business, that was. He never offered that horse an apple again, they say. Well, not with his left hand, anyway." Powys couldn't help but think of Samson, the troublesome bull that roamed his father's fields. To a certain extent, he understood Hughes' perspective.
"I wonder if it'll be a red one," said Powys thoughtfully, "with a plough trailing behind it?"
Dylan's eyes lit up. "Oh, and a horn!" he exclaimed, gazing dreamily at the sky. "That would be something, wouldn't it?"
“Can’t see it happening,” said Powys, “nobody around here needs a tractor. That’s what a horse and plough are for. No need for one.”
“Well, we’ll see soon enough,” said Dylan. “Da says the sale has all gone through, and it’s done and dusted.”
“Let’s go and feed the mouse,” said Powys brightly, and sitting up, slid down the haystack to the ground, followed by Dylan.
“Does your Da know you’ve got a pet mouse yet?” 
“Course not,” said Powys. He’d let him go, so he would if he knew.” They crossed into the fields and the hedges beyond. Hidden amongst the bushes was a small wooden box riddled with air holes. Powys placed it carefully on the ground and removed the lid. Inside the box sat a small, aggrieved-looking mouse.
“Hello, mouse,” said Powys, “He’s looking hungry, I would say.”
“How do you know it’s a, “he”?” asked Dylan.
“I just do,” said Powys, taking a few small crumbs of cheese from his pocket and crumbling them into the box. The tiny mouse looked at the cheese for a while, ignoring it, staring at Powys instead. “Stands to reason it’s a boy mouse. Keeps chasing its tail and all.” Inside the box, the mouse sat unmoving, completely ignoring the cheese.
“Got attitude that mouse has,” laughed Dylan. “Maybe he wants something fancy. Chocolate, or the like.”
“Mice like cheese,” said Powys, “It’s a fact, that is.”
“Better not let your Ma catch you pocketing her cheese,” said Dylan. “You’d be for the high jump then, and that’s true enough.”
“It’s only crumbs,” said Powys, replacing the lid on the box and hiding it back in the bushes. “Ma won't miss crumbs, and a mouse doesn’t take much feeding.”
The two boys strolled back towards the farm, the sun shining brightly. It had been warm so far, but as the afternoon wore on, it felt hotter, balmy almost. Across the fields, they saw Samson, who appeared not to have moved an inch since the last time they had seen him. The entire farm was silent, though as they drew closer, they could hear Gladys singing softly in the kitchen. 
“Da will be taking a rest before milking,” said Powys, “best be quiet.”
“Let’s go and play in the barn,” said Dylan. “We could go on a spider hunt.” Powys screwed up his face. He did not like the barn so much, and he definitely hated spiders. He had a sneaking suspicion that Dylan knew this, but he wouldn’t let on, as he knew Dylan would want to spend more time in there if he did.
They approached the barn, its stone walls and ramshackle roof dark inside, shade casting shadows around it. It was cooler there, but Powys didn't enjoy going there. It made him feel uneasy—as if the spiders he knew lived there in numerous numbers were watching him.
The two boys couldn't help but notice how the building blotted out the sun, casting shadows all around them. The birdsong that had filled the air just moments before gave way to a deafening silence as they approached the barn, its stone walls and ramshackle roof looming ominously in front of them. They walked inside, instantly feeling much cooler, for despite the heat outside, the barn's interior seemed almost icy, the air thick with the musty smell of hay and decay. The gloom inside was accentuated by the few slivers of sunlight penetrating the dark interior.
Powys, in particular, was not a fan of the place at all. As they entered, the creaking of the old door echoed throughout the barn, causing the birds nesting in the rafters to take flight in a cacophony of screeching and flapping. The light of day seemed to retreat even further. Powys was all too aware of the spiders' presence now, their webs strung up in every corner, each an intricate and sticky trap waiting for an unsuspecting fly. The barn had become a spider's playground, where they could weave their webs and go about their spider business in relative safety.
Dylan, on the other hand, seemed unfazed by the spiders. He regarded the barn with a sense of childlike wonder, his eyes taking in every detail of the dark and foreboding interior.
"It's like something out of a fairy tale," he said in awe. "Imagine all the adventures we could have in here!" Powys snorted in disbelief. Adventures in a spider-infested barn? Not likely. But Dylan had a point. Despite the spiders, there was something strangely compelling about the place. It was as if the barn had a life of its own, a history and a story to tell. As they explored the dusty corners of its beams, they couldn't help but feel as if they were intruders in some long-forgotten world.
“I’ll bet it’s haunted,” whispered Powys, his voice still too loud for the cool, dark barn.
“Do you think so?” said Dylan quietly. 
“Whooooooo!” shouted Powys suddenly, grabbing Dylan by the arm and making him jump violently. Laughing, the two boys ran out of the building back into the sun, the heat beating down on them instantly. They ran across the yard and into the fields, Dylan chasing after Powys, determined to catch him. After a while, however, the heat became too much, and the boys came to a halt. Powys bent over to catch his breath, and Dylan threw himself to the ground, gasping for air.
“I bet it is haunted.” Dylan finally said as Powys knelt beside him, “Stands to reason, that does. Powys smiled. He knew Dylan was just trying to make his fright in the barn not appear unwarranted.
“Probably a headless farmer trying to find his cows,” laughed Powys, and the two boys dissolved into fits of giggles.
“Needs to make sure he doesn’t kick the bucket.” laughed Dylan.
They wandered aimlessly across the fields, the hills laid out before them. From the nearest came a flash of blue high on the hills.
“See that?” Powys said, pointing up at the hills. “Hikers, that is. I wonder why they go climbing the hills? It seems odd to me.”
“Just because they are there, I suspect,” said Dylan, “No reason, really.”
“Seems a bit daft to me, does that.” Powys stared off into the distance, but the hikers were so far away they had already disappeared amongst the tree-lined hills. “Perhaps they just like to be high up.”
“Could be they are having a picnic.” mused Dylan.
“Don’t see why you have to climb a hill to have a sandwich.”
“Or a boiled egg. Hikers like them, I’ve heard said.”
Overhead, a large crow flew past, heading downwind over the fields.
“I see old Grigor is doing his usual good job,” laughed Dylan. “Oh, look - his hat has blown off.” In the following field, a forlorn-looking scarecrow stood amongst the new crop of rapidly growing leeks, its hat on the ground.
“Let’s go and fix it,” said Powys, and the two boys ran laughing across the field, each racing to get to the runaway hat before the other. Powys got there first, scooped the hat from amongst the leeks, and placed it back on the scarecrow’s head. “There you are, Grigor,” he said, standing back to admire his work. The scarecrow was primarily made of straw and a few old rags Da no longer wore. He looked weather-beaten and a little on the thin side.
“I think his straw is falling out.” Dylan picked up some straw from around the scarecrow and began stuffing it back inside its shirt. “I think I’d quite like to be a scarecrow. Standing around all day just watching.”
“Bit boring,” said Powys, “All that standing around, like. I’d probably end up falling asleep.”
“Not if a crow comes and sits on your head,” laughed Dylan. " There's not much you could do about it, though, if you were a scarecrow.”
“Scarecrows aren’t very scary, are they? Not like spiders,” said Powys, “I mean, it’s just a bag of old clothes and some straw.”
“I think it’s just so the crows think there’s a farmer about.” Overhead, another crow flew past before disappearing down into the field beyond.
“I don't think crows are that stupid, are they? I mean, see, it doesn’t seem to put them off much.”
“Probably just a tradition, then.” concluded Dylan, “Come on - let’s go and chase that crow away for Grigor. Can’t be having them crows embarrassing him.” The two boys raced off into the fields, crows scattering before them as they ran.

      [image: image-placeholder]At the farmhouse, Ewan raised himself from his afternoon nap and prepared for the evening chores.
“Where has Powys got himself off to?” he asked Gladys as she sat darning some socks. There always seemed to be more darning to do!
“He’s just outside with Dylan, Ewan,” she replied. “Last time I saw him - only ten minutes ago, mind, when I was hanging out some washing - they were chasing crows in the top field.”
“Chasing crows.” snorted Da, “Needs to apply himself, does that lad. Lives with his head in the clouds, so he does.”
“And you never chased crows when you were young? He’s only nine years old, you know, Da. Go easy on him. He’s a dreamer, I know, but he will come around in the end. You’ll see.”
“Aye, well, he needs to be getting himself back here as soon as I start the milking. Useless with a bucket, so he is. His school grades aren’t much to be writing home about, either. Mr Bithell says he spends half the time staring out of the window. Staring out of windows won't get the leeks harvested now, will it? I have a crop of leeks ready to be picked in the next few days, and he needs to help me out with them. So he gets the hang of it, see?
“I’m sure he will be pleased to help,” sighed Ma. She thought her husband was sometimes far too harsh with Powys, but they both had good hearts. She was sure they would learn how to accommodate each other. Eventually. Hopefully.
Ewan went to the farmhouse door and began putting on his wellies. “Powys!” he shouted as Ma put down her darning and began moving pots and pans around in the kitchen. “Powys!”
“Yes, Da?” he heard from somewhere outside. 
“Tell Dylan it’s time for him to be off. We need to milk Bumble. Fair straining at the field gate, she’ll be.”
“Okay, Da!” came a shout from outside, and after a moment, Powys appeared on his own, and they made their way to the field and led Bumble into the shed to be milked.
“Stool placement is the most important thing now,” instructed Da. And don't pull those udders too hard, remember? You’re not climbing a rope.” Powys nodded as he carefully began to milk Bumble. 
Powys concentrated hard on the task, which for him was unusual. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to be useful about the farm. It was just that his concentration was not terribly good. He would set to a task earnestly, determined to see it through, but then something would happen that would completely derail what he had been attempting in the first place. A fine example of this was three broken buckets stuck at the bottom of the farm well, several slates missing from the barn roof, and a big hole in the milking shed wall where he had pulled Bumble’s teats a little too hard. 
He was thinking of this when he realised he wasn’t actually squirting the milk into the bucket at all but on the ground instead, his attention having wandered while he contemplated his last few demeanours.
Powys panicked at the sight of the milk being squirted onto the ground and went to push the bucket back under the teat. Unfortunately, the scraping of the bucket on the ground startled Bumble, who remembered only too well Powys’s previous attempts at milking. The cow moved forward, knocking the bucket over and simultaneously placing one large hoof on Ewan’s foot.
“Argh!” he shouted as the milk poured across the floor. “My foot!” He pushed the cow in vain, but Bumble, fortunately, was not done panicking and so soon stepped back off Ewan's foot again. 
“Sorry, Da,” said Powys, his face turning crimson. He uprighted the now empty bucket. Ewan sat nursing his foot, one eye on the spilt milk.
“I am beginning to think you aren’t cut out to be a farmer, Powys,” said Ewan angrily. You need to apply yourself, boy. Daydreaming all day long won't get the cow milked, will it now?”
“Sorry, Da,” said Powys. “Shall I have another go?” Bumble mooed loudly at the suggestion.
“It’s alright. I will do it,” said Ewan with a sigh, I think you’re never going to get the hang of this, Powys,” said Da sadly, “I think I will put you in charge of the carrot patch instead. There must be something you’re good at around here.” Powys looked crestfallen.
“Carrots don't grow around here, though, do they, Da? Just leeks. Carrots just wither and die, or they are just little stubby things, like.”
“All the more reason to sort them out.” smiled Da, “Give it a go, anyway, though I doubt you’ll have any prize carrots to take to the county fair. Enough for a pot of stew would be enough.”
“Why is it only Leeks grow here, Da?” asked Powys as he watched Ewan continue milking Bumble.
“Well, if I knew the answer to that, then we’d have a fine bumper crop of carrots now, wouldn’t we?” said Da. “Perhaps the soil isn’t sandy enough. Carrots like sandy soil, but I will be honest with you, Powys. I thought the soil was fine. It’s as much a mystery to me as it is to you.”
“I will have a look-see after school tomorrow, then,” decided Powys, pleased that he had finally been given responsibility for something, even if it was only carrots.
“Good. Let me know what you think. It will be good for you to have some responsibility for a change, and carrots are as good a place to start as any."
“How’s the bucket doing?” asked Powys. Ewan took his gaze off the udders and examined the bucket.
“Two-thirds full, I would say. How many buckets is that now?”
“Just the one,” said Ewan, carefully watching Bumble. I think we’re about done now. We would have had two if it hadn’t been for the spillage, but never mind. One is good enough.”
“Sorry, Da,” said Powys, suddenly feeling very useless.
“Come on - let’s make a move," said Ewan. "Ma will have dinner done soon, and we have to get Bumble back out to pasture, get this milk to the churn and get ourselves all washed up. “
Smiling, the two of them set about their chores.

      [image: image-placeholder]After dinner and washing up, Powys retired to his room to prepare for sleep, and Da reached for his cap.
“Off to the Cow and Footstool, I take it?” said Ma, and Ewan grunted to confirm he was off down the lane to, as he often put it, “to pray at the church where the bibles have handles”. Ma never minded. Ewan worked hard and deserved a drink. Besides, he was usually gone for only an hour. Given that the walk back to the village typically took him fifteen minutes each way, it was not a great deal of time he was out, and he only did it during the summer months. It was too dark in the winter to make your way back along the dark country lanes to the village.
“I’ll see if Siarl has heard anything about the new owner of old Evans’s farm,” said Ewan. “If anyone knows, it will be him.”
“Old gossip that he is,” chuckled Gladys, “don’t forget to tell him we’ll be harvesting the top leek field in a few days, too,” she said, “You need to tell him we will need a few extra pairs of hands to help out. Siarl will know who to ask.”
“Aye. No use asking Daffyd, useless old bugger that he is. Anyway, I’m off. See you in an hour or so.”
With a peck on the cheek, Ewan was on his way.

      [image: image-placeholder]Let us journey away from the comfortable abode of the farmhouse and return to the humble village, which, if a small place like this has a focal point, some would undoubtedly say that it was the "Cow and Footstool" inn. Nestled amidst the quaint houses and meandering streets, the "Cow and Footstool" inn stands tall and proud, a sanctuary for locals and travellers alike. The inn's thatched roof, worn and weathered with age, adds to its rustic charm, and the welcoming aroma of freshly brewed ale wafts out to greet all who approach. 
Imagine this, then: Upon entering the inn, one is greeted by a lively hubbub, boisterous laughter mingling with clinking glasses and raucous chatter. The warmth of the fire in the hearth and the cosy interior offer a much-needed respite from the chill of the outside world, and the lively atmosphere brings a smile to one's face.
In this establishment, tales are spun, secrets are shared, and deals are made. The "Cow and Footstool" is not just a place to wet one's whistle; it is a gathering place where locals catch up on the latest news and gossip and strangers come to make new acquaintances.
Indeed, it is said that the "Cow and Footstool" is the very heartbeat of the village, where people come to celebrate, mourn, and everything in between. Its walls have seen much, and the memories it holds are countless. But as long as there are people to gather and stories to tell, the "Cow and Footstool" will continue to stand, a bastion of camaraderie and community in this quiet corner of the world.
This can only prove that appearances can be deceptive because none of these things are actually true. This night, apart from the landlord, only four people are present. The only sound of chattering comes from the landlord muttering to himself under his breath, and the only clink of glasses ringing out is that of the landlord as he cleans them with a tatty dishcloth that has seen better times.
Much has been written about the place of the modern inn being at the heart of the community, and much has taken place over the last few decades to change the role of such a building in society. Amongst other things, the cheap family car, the rise of the out-of-town shopping centre, and the lures used by the modern inn were many. Cheap food and play areas for the family. Dusty the Clown4 party bags and endless variations of pizza and chicken nuggets for the kids. The traps were set, and the public fell into them. So, the inn - the centre of the community, excluder of children, most women and those financially embarrassed - changed. Or most did. Of course, this was Ponty Bodkin, so actually, very little changed at all.
Siarl Horse, licensee, proprietor, chief brewer and landlord (his preferred title), thought that all of this change was complete and utter nonsense.
Not for him the modern inn with Sunday lunch for twelve pounds, the quiz night on a Monday and Wednesday. No, Siarl ran a traditional inn, which meant darts, skittles, and no food whatsoever. (Apart from crisps, nuts, pork scratchings, pickled eggs, and small little opaque bags that may – or may not – contain a few stale crackers, a tired-looking pickled onion, and a tatty cheese spread slice.) But to Siarl, they didn’t count as food as such. (Especially the pork scratchings and pickled eggs). In addition to these treats, there was always fresh sawdust in the bar once a week (whether needed or not), tournaments on a rolling basis for darts, and a team Skittles match every last Thursday of the month. Siarl believed in the old values. The good old values. And not necessarily family ones, either.
From the outside, the inn looked quaint, old-fashioned, and devoid of any commercial aspects. Had the pub sign not been hanging outside, the building could have been a cowshed with a door. There was undoubtedly no car park, for the somewhat appropriate reason that almost nobody in Ponty Bodkin had a car. There was, however, a hitching post outside, which infrequent visitors found to be
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