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No Time at All

Susan Sallis
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For Bubby
With all my love


One

I’LL START WITH that first night in the new house. Bungalow. We moved there because of Sam’s wheelchair, so there was no upstairs and no cellar like in the old house. It could have easily happened in the old house. But not in a newly built bungalow with no crooks and crannies. But it did.

Sam was on the bottom bunk and we had my dressing-gown cord between us as usual. Sam called it our telephone. We had a code. One pull: good night. Two pulls: wake up. Unless I slept through the alarm, there were never two pulls. Sam could see to himself in the night like he did in the day. Sam was the most independent kid brother anyone ever had.

So when a yank on my wrist woke me out of a dream where I was driving the latest Advanced Passenger Train around a series of bends that had the suspension keeling right over at an angle of practically forty-five degrees, I was instantly awake, hanging over the side of my bunk, hissing, ‘What’s up?’

Sam’s answering whisper was a deliberate thread of sound in the intensity of dark.

‘Just listen.’

I listened, squeezing my eyes tight then opening them wide. That was my latest technique for waking up. It was good.

Sam snapped sibilantly, ‘For Pete’s sake! Stop breathing!’

‘Excuse me,’ I whispered back, heavily sarcastic. But I did hold my breath and then stopped squeezing my face up in case that was squeaking or something.

And I heard it.

It was a rumble. Coming down the lane from the village. It came and went. When it went I said, ‘Car.’

Sam said, ‘No engine noise. It’s behind the farm. Wait till it gets nearer.’

I waited. I never let Sam tell me what to do just because of the wheelchair. But he’s pretty sensible for a kid who still believes in magic.

The rumble came again. It wasn’t something you hear with your ears. It kind of came up from the floor into the bunks.

‘What on earth is it?’ I asked.

Sam said, ‘Idiot. It’s a train.’

I squeezed my eyes shut. Was I still in my dream? I fumbled for the controls of the Advanced Passenger Train and knotted my duvet cover in my hands.

The rumble shuddered ever so gently under the house where there was no cellar and then was in the garden. At exactly the same time, the foghorn out in the Channel moaned.

I hissed triumphantly, ‘There! It’s a ship! That throbbing note . . . it’s a ship!’

‘It’s a train,’ Sam stated positively in the maddening way he had. ‘It’s a steam train. It’s Grandad’s old train.’

That settled it. Grandad had been a railway buff and had lost all his money in buying a private line after the railways were nationalized back in the dark ages. Also, Grandad had been dead for three years.

‘For Pete’s sake,’ I whispered in disgust. ‘Go back to sleep!’

And I rolled over and felt for the controls of the APT. She was there, waiting for me, and as I built up her speed to 150 miles per hour, she whistled. All by herself she whistled.

It sounded exactly like one of the old steam-train whistles that Grandad had had on record and video.

We’d always lived in Bristol; in a tall thin house in Totterdown where we had to carry Sam and the wheelchair up and down stairs all the time. Grandad had his train layout in the attic and he knew most of the people in the engine sheds at Temple Meads. So what with the station and the attic we had plenty to do. Dad said we were brainwashed. We were happy. I didn’t mind school too much and though Sam hated his school, he wasn’t there often because of his chest.

Then Grandad died and Dad was made redundant and everything fell to pieces.

When the council wanted to buy up our terrace to widen the road, Mum said this was our chance to make a new start. The doctor reckoned Sam’s chest would improve if we could get out of the city and there was a really good special school at Kingscote, right on the coast.

She was in her ‘think positive’ mood. And it really worked. Dad got a job as caretaker for the school in Kingscote and the man who had built the bungalow in a village near the sea wall went bankrupt, so we got it at a good price. You could smell the sea from the garden. You could have seen it if it hadn’t been for the sea wall which the Italian prisoners of war had built to stop the floods. But the best thing was, although it was so neat and manageable, it had this big conservatory on the side where we could put Grandad’s trains.

‘It’s all meant!’ Mum said, grinning from ear to ear.

Dad said, ‘You’re just like your father. The eternal optimist.’

‘And what’s wrong with that?’ Mum asked aggressively. ‘You always look on the dark side! Someone’s got to see the silver lining in the clouds!’

And Dad grinned because he usually does when Mum tells him off. Then he said in a soppy voice, ‘I love it when you’re angry.’

And she started to giggle, and the next minute they’re kissing. I rolled my eyes at Sam and he rolled his back.

The next morning I realized the train had been a dream.

‘We’ve never shared a dream before,’ Sam said doubtfully.

‘There’s a first time for everything,’ I came back. Dad says I talk in clichés, whatever that might mean. But Grandad always used to say there was a first time for everything and that was what made life exciting.

‘True.’ Sam looked disappointed for a moment, then smiled. ‘True,’ he said again and levered himself expertly into his wheelchair. ‘And it’s my turn to be first in the bathroom!’ He twirled his chair and was gone before I could untie my half of the ‘telephone’ and unwrap the duvet.

So I tidied up the bunks and put some more stuff away in the fitted cupboards and thought how odd it was to be able to hear Mum and Dad talking in the kitchen, and while I was at it I pulled out some of the drawers and felt around the floorboards underneath. It was silly really; I don’t know why I did it. There were no hidden trapdoors; not even a loose board.

I shoved the drawers back again and went to shout through the bathroom door at Sam.

Dad called from down the hall, ‘No hurry, Matt. The kettle’s on the blink and there’s no milk.’

But Mum was right behind him.

‘First day of the holidays, boys! And the sun is shining! You can fetch the milk from the farm while I boil some water in a saucepan!’

So that’s what we did. By the time I’d shown my face some soap and water, Sam was dressed and ready to go. And it was just great. The lane would be a mess in winter, but now all the cowpats made a cushioned surface for Sam’s chair and we raced along between the tall hedgerows and watched a flotilla of ducks swimming in the ditch and waited for a gaggle of geese to cross the farmyard before we knocked on the door.

Mrs Price beamed at us as she poured milk into a jug.

‘Don’t forget to bring your own jug tomorrow, my little flowers,’ she said dotingly – people talk like that when they see Sam’s chair. ‘Just let it settle for a minute or two and you’ll have thick cream on top for your cereal.’

‘Yum,’ said Sam because he knew it was expected.

I said, ‘Thank you very much, Mrs Price.’

She tucked a carton of eggs into the bag on the side of the wheelchair and put her fingers to her lips.

‘Why did she do that?’ Sam asked on the way back.

‘It’s a present,’ I explained.

‘She’s nice,’ Sam said. ‘Just like an apple dumpling.’

‘That’s where I’ve seen her before,’ I said, striking my forehead.

Sam crowed, ‘On your plate in a pool of custard!’

And we laughed all the way back up the lane.

It was going to be great living in Little Kingscote.

If it had been wet, we were going to start setting up Grandad’s trains. But as it was a real July morning, we explored while Mum and Dad went on unpacking and sorting.

The garden was just part of the field, bounded on two sides by the tall thick blackberry hedges that lined the lane, and by the sea wall on the other. There was a lot of sky because we were right in the middle of the Somerset Levels. After Totterdown it was amazingly flat. Sam was going to be able to bowl along for miles without help. He needed a shove to get up the steep side of the sea wall though. But once on top there was a tarmac path which ran all the way to the Old Priory.

‘This is great!’ he yelled into the enormous spaces around us. ‘Great! D’you hear me, sky? I’m part of you now! Great!’

Automatically I said, ‘Shut up!’ But beneath us in the garden, trying to rig up a clothes line, Mum called, ‘Go on, Sam! Yell as loud as you like! The cows won’t mind and it’ll stretch your lungs!’

So Sam yelled his head off and Mum laughed and Dad came out to see what it was all about and I did a war-dance on top of the sea wall. It really was going to be great living in Little Kingscote.

That afternoon, Dad started lifting the turf to make a paved area where Sam would be able to go when the hard earth turned to mud. I rolled the plates of turf and put them in a wheelbarrow and trundled around to the front where Mum was trying to make a lawn over the builders’ rubble. Sam sat on the warm dry earth beneath the grass and picked up the stones so that we could lay paving slabs. He was in his daydreaming mood. He’d pick up a stone and hold it in his hand for ages, turning it round and staring at it from different angles. I noticed he was putting some of them in his pocket. He was the craziest kid.

But between us we made a green patch either side of the front door and a level area at the back where Mum could stand to peg out clothes and Sam could spin his chair. He could only do that in the playground in Bristol. It was worth seeing. He could tilt and spin his chair on either wheel.

‘I’ll make a few enquiries about paving stones,’ Dad said, leaning on his spade and surveying the gash we’d made in the field. ‘We could have it done by the end of the week, Matt. Weather permitting.’

I hadn’t seen Dad so enthusiastic for ages.

Sam was a bit quiet. But he ate two cheese sandwiches for tea which was good.

Mum said, ‘What did I tell you? Our luck has changed.’

Dad said, ‘Too right. You’ll love your new school, Sam. And we can go together and come home together.’

I felt a qualm then, wondering what my new school would be like. But it was only July and school didn’t start till September.

The ‘telephone’ rang that night again. This time it wasn’t quite so dark and I could see the clock. Just past midnight.

‘What’s up?’ I asked again.

‘It’s the train!’ Sam said excitedly.

I listened. The rumble came up the long posts of the bunks and into the elbow on which I was leaning. And then was gone. I waited for the foghorn. Nothing.

‘It’s some machinery down at the farm. We’ll ask the apple dumpling tomorrow when we get the milk.’

‘It’s a train,’ Sam said. And then, ‘Look.’

He reached under his pillow and held out his hand. Two long bolts lay on his small palm.

I stared at them.

‘So?’

‘I found them in the garden.’

‘So?’

‘They’re for bolting the fishplates into the rails.’

Fishplates are the metal pieces that hold railway lines into position at each join.

‘You don’t know that,’ I said flatly.

‘I do,’ Sam replied.

We could have gone on like that all night, so I reverted to being caustic.

‘So?’

‘So there was a railway running through our garden.’

I snorted. I told you he was a crazy kid.

As I drifted back into a decent dreamless sleep, I heard that blasted whistle again.
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