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The winter had set in, deep, silent and frozen. Newspapers
reported the coldest winter for 40 years; well it certainly felt
that way.



Snow had fallen all night, the fields and hedgerows
phosphorescent in the early morning moonlight, a pale reflective
offering from the gods.



Opening the bedroom window and catching the sharp air in my
lungs, I gasped, the chill startling my body awake from its warm
dreaming and into reality.



Outside, all foliage had been hidden beneath deep layers of
white, reflected indigo in the pale light of the waiting
dawn.



I wasn’t usually awake at this time, but I had not slept,
restless and pacing in and out of dreams or staring into darkness,
lost hours of my life.



The world was silent, muffled in its thick frozen layer;
silent night, oh silent night.



Downstairs I could hear the familiar movements of the dog
waking. He must have heard my footsteps. His claws scratched along
the wooden floor, walking to the foot of the stairs to await my
entrance. I felt safe with the dog; he was a comfort, especially
during the dark nights, a soft, playful and loyal companion with a
warm heart and a loving nature. He gave his affection freely,
asking only for a bowl of food and water and a kind word in
return.



There is a downside to owning a dog too; the cold wet morning
walks, arriving home with a very damp, dirty and smelly dog, I
wasn’t too keen on those days, but usually the positives outweighed
the negatives.



Today would be a good day, a walk in the snow in the early
light, one of the loveliest experiences in the world; I challenge
anyone to say otherwise.



I quickly dressed and went downstairs, the dog greeting me
with a wet nose and waggy tail. He was excited, I wasn’t usually up
at this time and he guessed he was in for an early morning walk. As
soon as I reached for my wellington boots he started a low,
impatient whining, eager to get started. I held up my hand to
silence him and he sat back, looking at me with big pleading brown
eyes.



What a hard life you have dog, I stroked his ears, and then
stood up to put on my coat and hat and fetch the dog lead.
Immediately he was at my side trying to bite at the
leash.



 I opened the back door and he quickly shot
into the yard, excited by the new sensation on his paws and
twitching at his nose. He loves the snow. He can’t quite make it
out, pawing at it with his feet and scooping it up on his muzzle.
Best of all he likes to roll in the snow, laying on his back and
kicking his legs up in the air. Is he the stupidest dog in the
world? Probably!



 I am blessed to live where I do. The Tyne Valley in
Northumberland is a natural beauty spot, more rugged
than her softer southern cousins but gentler than the peaks and
ravines of the Border country and beyond. My house
lies by the banks of the Tyne, a quiet and meditative
spot, a special and unspoilt place where I have found
peace.



Our usual walk takes us down by the river and then over the
road onto the Tyne Riverside Country Park. It is amazing to think
that this place was once alive with industry, the pit and the
railway a major part of village life.



Now the place is in retirement, the trains have long gone,
replaced by cyclists, mothers with babies and dog walkers. You can
hear the birds call, the river flowing, and better still, you can
hear your own thoughts.



But not today, today the earth lay inert beneath winters
mask. The only sounds, the dogs light pit pat, delicate amongst the
flakes and my own crisp crunching underfoot.



We were the only souls venturing forth. The snow was knee
deep, and up to 6 and 7ft in drifts at the side of houses and cars,
the whole village lost to another world.



There was something unearthly, surreal, hanging in the
clarity of the air. The dogs’ senses were heightened, his nose
twitching, staring at phantoms and Will O’ Wisps that my human eyes
could not; sniffing out the unknown, apparitions snagged behind
bushes or caught amongst the sprays of spiders’ webs and
barbs.



The Tyne Valley is a special place. It is a place to find
your soul. Great men have been nurtured in this very spot,
men such as William Armstrong, Joseph Swann and of course
George Stephenson.



We pass the house where George Stephenson was born on a daily
basis. Now whitewashed and picket fenced, with roses and a tea
shop, it would have been much different in Stephenson’s day. The
railway line ran straight past the front of the house carrying
coals from the pit into Newcastle. It would have been dirty and
noisy when George was a lad.



We usually carried on our walk, past the cottage and up the
hill to Rift Farm, but today the cold had started to numb my
fingers and I whistled for the dog to turn back.



I started heading along the track, but after half a dozen
steps or so, I realised the dog wasn’t with me so I turned to fetch
him.



He stood about 20 meters away in front of the cottage, ears
pricked back as if listening to something. I whistled again,
nothing, the dog stood still and erect, his chocolate coat distinct
against the white background.



Annoyed and cold I started back up the track towards the dog;
he was staring ahead, hackles raised, inert. I slipped on his lead
to pull him away, tugging carefully at first, but the dog stood his
ground and would not move. He weighs about 35lbs and can be very
stubborn at times. I pulled him round on the lead, sliding him
around on the snow. Bending his head in defiance and making a low
grumbling noise in his throat, he sat down, refusing to move.
Standing behind him I tried to push him into an upright position,
eventually getting him to stand up. This had happened previously a
couple of times before and I had the remedy at hand, a dog biscuit.
He can be very stubborn, but he also likes his treats. Reluctantly
he reached forward for the biscuit, and we were on our way again,
albeit slowly.



By this time the morning had started to break on the promise
of a fine yet cold day. My toes as well as fingers were now
starting to tingle and I tugged at the lead for the dog to get a
move on. Something was a clearly wrong. Every few steps he would
turn and glance back down the track. Nothing was there, all was
clear, the only tracks our own. Every few steps he would turn, nose
sniffing the air, ears back, as if something was calling
him.



Half way back down the track the air started to change. From
nowhere a breeze began to whip up amongst the hedgerows, the bushes
creaking under their snow laden branches. Trees began to shake and
wrestle, the air rushing through branches, the noise growing louder
as the intensity of the wind heightened.



 The sky began to dim, black clouds rolling
slowly in across the clear sky, eclipsing the sun. The sudden high
winds and darkening sky suddenly menacing and crowding in around
us. The dog slowed, turning every few moments to check the progress
of the arrival.



I wanted to get home; the wind was now behind our backs, the
clouds gathering.



And from nowhere there came a loud whistling noise as the
cold air rushed up the track and through the trees. The darkness
followed closely moving quickly upon us, a great shadow hanging
over all, blotting out the light. We turned, quickening our pace as
a sheet of white blew in from the darkness, billowing and spewing
forth, speckling all in a snowy ash.



The dog by my side we ran tumbling down the track,
chased home by the Ghost Train.
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