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December 16th – Present Day

If I told you that you were going to find a locked safe one day after school, and that it was going to transform your life, you’d probably think either:

1. I’m lying.

Or …

2. That the safe was filled with a huge amount of money.

Well, I’m not lying. I really did find a safe after school. But it wasn’t full of money either. Still, it really did change our lives for ever.

But to tell this story properly, I need to start at the beginning …
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The day we find the safe is a special day. The canal trust has drained a section of the canal for the first time in twenty years, revealing all sorts of treasure stuck under the water.

That morning, we beg Mum to let us stay home from school to search the canal. I do most of the begging; I’ll try anything to stop having to go to school right now. My younger brothers and sister, Enzo, Arianwen and Bryn, are lucky. They’re still in primary school, together, whereas I have to go to secondary school.

Alone.

But Mum strokes my hair and says, ‘No, mi niña,’ in her Spanish accent. ‘Today is a school day.’

Instead, after school, we rush home as fast as we can. When we get back, Mum is standing in the kitchen of the boat wearing an apron over her scrubs. Pasta simmers on the stove and she’s chopping a tomato.

‘Are you ready?’ I ask, worried that all the treasure will be gone by the time we get there. ‘Please can we go now?’

‘Why don’t you join the canal clean-up crew while I finish up dinner,’ Mum replies. ‘I’ll be there soon.’

Every month, people who live along the canal gather to pick up litter scattered on the towpath and in the water, and they’ve organised today’s clean-up to coincide with the drained canal.

We see the crew at work, armed with fishing nets and rods, and cycle to meet them. Our Irish wolfhound, Willow, bounds alongside us wearing her burgundy assistant dog harness. It’s drizzling, and I pull my hood up. Ahead of me, cycling side by side, Aria and Bryn race each other, speeding through puddles. The flecks of red in Aria’s dark curls catch the low winter sun. Even though they’re twins, they look nothing alike. Bryn has a blond wavy lion mane of messy hair which he refuses to cut. Aria is taller than he is too. There’s a three-year gap between each of us: Aria and Bryn are six, Enzo’s nine and I’m twelve.

We join the crew by the aqueduct, between the pub and the crystal shop, under the autumn trees. Tom waves us over.

‘Great to have you here to help!’ he says.

Tom has a tug boat and I can see that some people are already standing on it to reach the rubbish in the water with nets, scooping up anything floating in the canal. Michael, an older man with a smooth head, is handing out bin liners and dividing people into groups.

Michael’s boat is moored next to the aqueduct. Intricate wood carvings decorate the hull like a Viking ship and prayer flags hang on the roof. Mum’s best friend, Sam, is here too, with her baby, Ella, held to her chest in a sling. When Aria and Bryn were little, Mum used to carry them like that. I did too, sometimes.

‘Why don’t you lot come this way,’ Michael says to our group, and we follow him towards the drained part of the canal, pushing our bikes. Excitement bubbles in my stomach; I’ve lived on the canal since I was six, but I’ve never seen what it looks like without water in it. We stop to collect rubbish along the way.

Water sounds all around us: Tom’s boat engine churns up waves; crisp packets and cans drip as they’re lifted from the canal; the current sloshes against the bank.

At last, we reach the section that’s been drained. A group of people in yellow high-visibility jackets stand on the edge of the towpath ahead, peering into the canal. We pass a blue working boat loaded with bent shopping trollies, plastic bottles and hundreds of plastic bags, dribbling sludge off the side and into the water.

We lay our bikes on top of each other on the grassy verge and push through the group of people. Everyone always jumps out of the way for Willow. Even though she’s the gentlest, most well-trained dog, her size intimidates people.

On the other side of the lock gate, the canal has been completely emptied of water. It’s deeper than I expected it to be, about ten feet. At the bottom, covered in brown gloop, is an assortment of tyres, rusty bikes, bits of metal, plastic, fishing rods, traffic cones and lots of other objects I can’t distinguish.

‘Look at all that stuff!’ shouts Bryn. ‘I bet some of it’s treasure.’

We sit in a line with our legs dangling over the edge and reach down with our nets and poles, trying to hook objects out. Willow lies beside us.

Enzo manages to catch on to something and yanks it out from the sludge, reeling it in.

He laughs as he pulls it closer.

A shoe dangles on the line, dripping slime from its tangled laces. ‘I’ve caught the first treasure!’ Enzo says, using sign language.

‘Ew,’ says Bryn. ‘That’s not treasure.’

‘There’s something shiny down there,’ says Aria, and she points excitedly towards the middle of the canal.

I squint to try and see what she’s aiming at. There’s definitely something glistening in the muck.

‘Our nets won’t reach that far,’ says Enzo. ‘We’ve got to get down there.’

A few people are already standing at the bottom amongst the mud in extra-long wellies and gloves, passing the contents back out to the people on the bank.

There’s also a ladder built into the canal wall. We don’t have much time until Mum gets here and there’s no way she’d let us climb into the canal so we’d better get down there.

‘Come on, then,’ I say. ‘Let’s check it out.’ I sign as I speak. After Enzo was born, Mum and Dad made sure that we were all fluent.

‘Those poor fish,’ says Aria, shaking her head as we walk towards the ladder. ‘There must be hardly any space for them to swim with all that rubbish in there.’

‘And the swans, the ducks and the moorhens,’ I add.

‘I didn’t realise it would be so muddy,’ says Bryn.

We reach the ladder and Enzo rolls up his trousers and jumper sleeves and climbs down into the muck.

‘I’ll go first,’ he says.

‘Don’t forget this,’ I say, passing him our stick to sift through the mud and junk.

He nods, his eyes sparkling. I realise he’s already spotted something good.

Aria and Bryn follow him and I climb down after them, leaving Willow standing on the bank, watching us nervously with pricked-up ears. My feet squelch as I reach the bottom. I’m up to my knees in the mud.

Aria wades toward her mysterious object, bends and pulls out a metal windlass, mostly coated in goop. Windlasses are big, hollow L-shaped keys used to open the lock gates. She sighs. ‘I really thought it was going to be an old coin or ancient jewellery.’

Within a few minutes Enzo finds two more windlasses.

‘Can I bring this home?’ asks Bryn, dragging a rusty bicycle frame behind him. ‘Please, please, please?’

‘It won’t work,’ I say to him. ‘Look how rusty the pedals are.’

Bryn sticks his bottom lip out. ‘I thought we’d get loads of good stuff in here but everything’s rubbish.’

Aria wades back towards us and trips. Enzo catches her just before she falls face first into the sludge.

Willow barks, worried from the path above.

‘What was that?’ asks Aria, peering into the mud behind her with a wrinkled forehead.

Willow whines and paces back and forth, trying to get down to us.

‘Time for us to get out,’ I say, imagining Aria cutting herself on one of the sharp bits of metal.

‘Wait,’ says Aria, poking the bottom with her foot. ‘I want to see what I slipped on.’

Enzo clears the mud around the object. Aria bends and pulls out a box coated in grime. She wipes away the sludge from one side of it and holds it up to show us.

‘I think it’s a safe,’ I say, noticing the lock on the front. I peer more closely. It’s like a safe you’d see in a hotel room – small, about the size of a shoebox, with a handle on the top.

Bryn, who’s been sulking, jumps up to get a better look. ‘Give it here! Maybe we can open it.’

‘Everyone out first,’ I say, ushering them back to the wall of the canal. ‘Let’s pass the safe and the windlasses up the ladder.’

We stand one behind another on different rungs of the ladder and hand the safe up to each other, holding on to the ladder with one hand and grabbing the handle with the other.

‘You children shouldn’t be playing in there,’ says a passer-by.

I ignore him and pass the safe to Bryn.

Bryn’s on the top rung, covered in green and brown slime. ‘It’s heavy,’ he says as he drops it on the ground. He takes the windlasses from me one by one and places them on the path, before clambering over the edge of the canal wall. Willow barks and licks his face.

The rest of us follow him up.

Crowding around the metal box, we examine it. Willow lies down next to us, wagging her tail as people pass.

‘Look!’ I say, staring at the circular dial with the numbers one to ten written around the outside, scratched and rusty but still legible. ‘It has a dial combination lock. You spin the arrow on the dial to match whatever the code is.’

‘I wonder what’s inside,’ says Aria. ‘I bet it’s money.’

I spot Mum in her blue work scrubs, searching for us through the crowd. Her eyes grow wide as she sees us, covered in mud, and I know she’s going to say I should have known better than to let my brothers and sister climb into the canal. But it was worth it. Because now we have a safe that’s full of money and is going to change our lives. Maybe I’ll never have to go to school again.

If only we can get it open.
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One and a half thousand years ago there lived a girl
who was as strong as an oak tree, as fierce as a holly
bush and as wild as ivy. Her name was Gwyon.
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As a child, Gwyon felt the pulse of the Earth
under her bare feet and the rush of life in the
trees. Every day she would explore the forest, and
arrive home covered in mud, or followed by a
new animal, often a fox, hedgehog or blackbird.
The only thing Gwyon cared about as much as
the forest and the animals was her brother.
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