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Dedication

To all those with a slightly mad streak and to all those driven crazy by labyrinthine, faceless officialdom and political correctness.
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Preface

I happened to be on a country walk one day and the thought struck me, ‘Wouldn’t it be strange if I heard a forsaken telephone ringing. If I answered the call, where would it lead?’

I returned to that question a number of times and then suddenly, for some odd reason the story just seemed to write itself, until at the end of forty days I was staring at a completed manuscript.

Needed a fair deal of correcting of course, but the essence of it was entire.
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Introduction

Well as you can imagine, a lady features quite strongly in the story and also popping up in the tale are current topics, but all, well nearly all, are dealt with in a fairly tongue in cheek, insouciant manner. The location is fictional, but if you happen to live in middle England, you might just recognise a few places I’ve borrowed snippets from.

Of course, I don’t want to give the plot away, but must explain, when starting the tale, even I didn’t know for sure where its windings would take me. All I can say is, a certain magic that was hard to comprehend, seemed to evolve between the two main characters, leaving me wondering, ‘Where did that come from?’ Like I said, the story seemed to write itself.

	

Part One

	

Chapter One

As I sit here writing, it’s almost as if everything that has recently happened was nought but a dream. I know a good many won’t believe the contents of this tale, but nonetheless, I feel compelled to record it, plus with these being my twilight years there comes a further compulsion, best make haste before they come for me. That last slow ride in the long black car.

I also find typing therapeutic, for what happened left me feeling quite bereft. How else could one describe it? Having unexpectedly been gifted the most exciting passage of one’s life, joyously lifted from an existence where I no longer felt I belonged, only to then be dumped back to earth again, feeling like an empty shell. As I said, typing this short saga helps. Lifts me from a state of futility. Helps me rise above what people now accept as a normal life.

I won’t go into further details of that now. First I’d better tell you how it all began.

From being quite a sporty type years ago, I had to content myself with walking, looking out for wildlife and exchanging greetings with folks along the way. With it having been dry for a while, on the day in question, I decided to venture into the woods. The canopy had turned to copper and gold and I just stood feeling quite humble as leaves floated down the shafts of sunlight. The main path ahead led out to open common ground, below to my left was the glint of a stream I always loved exploring and up to my right was a gentle slope, where nothing more than an animal trail led to where I knew not.

Strange as it sounds, it was from up in that direction I could hear a phone ringing. I smiled to myself, for I imagined an old-fashioned black receiver vibrating in its cradle above the inclined dialling wheel, as the chrome-plated bell rang. The sound, floating on the breeze was so perfectly clear, I expected to then hear a voice answering the call. But no, silence ensued. 

When it rang again, I decided to investigate. It was not an arduous climb and the trail led between the trees to a small clearing. The ringing stopped and out of interest I fished my mobile from a jacket pocket and was not surprised to see there was no signal, making the whole thing seem even more bizarre.

I jumped slightly, for the ringing recommenced and walking to the far side of the clearing I saw the device lying beside a clump of ferns. Cautiously, I bent, picked it up and looked for a way to answer the call. I’m not that well up on modern technology, but could see instantly, this piece of equipment must have been cutting-edge.

I pressed the only button visible, an indented green one and said, “Hello?”

“Oh thank you so much for answering.”

The timbre of the voice led me to imagine a lady of middle years.

“The dratted thing must have slipped from my pocket,” she continued. “Good job I had my spare with me.”

“Where exactly are you? I could walk and meet you.” Then hastily added, “To give you the phone of course.” Times had become so strange. I didn’t want any suspicion of being some sort of stalker. 

“Well I don’t really know. I’m on a hill amongst a clump of trees.”

“That sounds like Barker’s Knoll. If you look below you to the north, can you see a stream?”

“Just a minute. Can’t see a stream, but way in the distance there’s a church spire.”

“No, I’m afraid that’s Lower Thresham to the south. Go to the other side and look down.”

I could actually hear the rustle of clothes as she walked, followed by, “Oh there it is. How pretty.”

“Now from what I remember, there are two paths. Take the one to the left and it leads to an old wooden bridge across the stream. I’ll meet you there.”

“Oh, you are kind.”

The phone clicked, end of call and crossing a strange circular patch of flattened fern and grass, I eased my way back down to the main path. 

It wasn’t a long walk and as I stood beside the mossed bridge, I gazed up the hill expecting to see a redoubtable lady in Barbour jacket, green wellies and scarf approaching. There was no sign and so I waited, wondering where she could have got to.

The phone rang again. “You must think me silly. I’ve looked, but there’s no sign of a bridge.”

“So where are you?”

“On a broad curve of the stream and there’s sheer banking far side.”

“Oh, I know what you’ve done. You’ve taken the wrong path. No matter. Wait there. I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

The lady was not the redoubtable county type I’d imagined, but a shapely package of medium height and although wearing a headscarf, it was more in the manner of a folk-bandana. A very lived in looking casual jacket topped a russet-coloured pullover and her tight jeans were tucked, not into wellingtons, but comfortable looking soft leather boots.

With an infectious smile, she said, “Ah, my knight in shining armour.” Then with a teasing look, “I bet I know exactly what you’re thinking.”

“You do?”

“Yes. Typical woman, doesn’t know her north from left or south from right.”

She was a very attractive lady and had managed to do something most hadn’t. She’d made me laugh and I was annoyed that my voice sounded rather hoarse when replying, “I don’t think we’re allowed to assume things to be typical anymore. There’s always some prickly type seeking to be offended.”

With a finger playfully reprimanding, she said, “But you were thinking it, weren’t you?”

We walked downstream to the bridge and I suggested we return to town via the path far side. It could be treacherous after rain and I’d once nearly ended up flat on my back, but with it having been so dry recently, there wouldn’t be a problem.

Halfway across the bridge I felt a tug on my sleeve. Her fingers were surprisingly long and refined and I was relieved to see no sign of a wedding ring. 

“Stay awhile,” she said. “I love watching the water. Look at its never-ending turns, with light reflecting like so many dreams.”

As we lent on the rail, I told her of things I’d seen on my wanderings and how sometimes, I’d simply find a place to sit and watch, letting nature come to me, rather than the other way round. Her eyes lit up as I described seeing the iridescent flash of a kingfisher and when told of the rare sight of a salmon ghosting up to spawn, she opined, “I hope no-one caught it.”

After a spell of silence, there came the pronouncement, “I bet, what would really cap it all, what you really hope to see one day, is an otter.”

On the one hand, I felt wave instinctive warmth towards this woman of such empathy, but on the other, slight disquiet at how easily she’d invaded my thoughts.

“You’re not a mind reader, are you?”

“I don’t think anyone can actually read another’s mind. Can you imagine it? The slapped faces, the animosity and tears. It’s just as well at times, we don’t know what others are really thinking.” 

As we walked along the far banking, I answered her queries regarding what I’d done in my life, but kept it brief, for I was more at pains to gently probe into her own past.

I then asked, “Aren’t you concerned for your safety, walking out here alone?”

“Oh no. The people I meet seem friendly.”

“But it only takes one sick nutcase. You need to vary the time you go walking.”

We came to a dip where the original path had been washed away. Holding on to a loop of exposed tree root, I lowered myself, then reached up to help. Smiling, she took my hand and on slithering down the final section, said, “Ooh, that was fun.” 

I found out, she had worked in the diplomatic service, posted to places all over the globe. She told me of fly infested jungles, beautiful mountainous locations, parched open wastes that were so icy in winter and scorching through summer, she couldn’t imagine anyone in their right mind wanting to live there. On one excursion, three had taken to alleviate the boredom of their posting, they thought they’d happened upon a surviving relic from the middle-ages, until accepting the invitation to enter the yurt. The large Mongolian family within, were splitting their sides laughing at an episode of Benny Hill on satellite TV. 

Her anecdotes made my life seem dull and I noticed, none strayed into the convolutions of politics or the regimes she’d had to deal with. My one clumsy probe brought a distant stare, before she brightly said, “Look! I just saw a fox!”

I hadn’t noticed it myself, but said, I occasionally caught sight of them and that I knew of a place where badgers could be seen in the evening.

“Oh, could you take me there?”

“We’d need to get there just before dusk. Pity you weren’t here in May. The cubs were a joy to watch, chasing each other around and up and down the banking.” 

From that point on, I made a decision, if ever we met again, never to probe into the political workings of her former job, reasoning, she was probably still under an oath of secrecy, but I did say, “They must have let you retire incredibly early.”

With a wicked grin she replied, “You old charmer.”

‘Here, less of the old,’ I thought to myself.

Back at the edge of town our paths diverged and my offer to walk her home was politely refused, but she did say she would like us to meet again. “At our bridge,” she chortled, obviously enjoying her touch of melodrama, regarding our chance encounter.

“But when? And I don’t know your name.”

“Just let it happen. Call me Helena.”

I walked the short distance to my house, feeling a warm inner glow, but chided myself at not having pinned her down to a definite rendezvous. ‘Call me Helena,’ I mused. What an enigmatic lady. 

	

Chapter Two

The following day the dry spell ended and watching the rain lancing down and hunched figures battling forward beneath brollies, I decided I was staying put. No point in going anywhere.

The next day was dark and dismal until about 4pm and I was just contemplating a stroll in the pallid sunlight, when my phone rang. I nearly dropped the thing. It was Helena.

“Yes fantastic,” I replied to her query, but the woods will be too wet and muddy. “How on earth did you know my phone number, by the way?”

“I don’t. My phone does.”

“How can it? That’s not meant to be possible.”

“Don’t ask me. It does the strangest things. Quite beyond me. I just need to add your name so I can find you again.”

“Call me Daniel,” I said and she laughed. 

We met at the park gates and on the stroll towards the lake, I explained where I lived, stressing the fact it was only very---I used the word modest rather than basic. She simply shrugged and asked, “If it’s not an impertinence, could I visit one day?”

Of course, I was delighted by the prospect and said I’d cook her a meal, but any attempt at gently teasing out the location of her abode, was met by a blank look and an incredible adroitness at changing the subject.

Pointing to a plump, grey haired figure by the lake, she said, “Look, that old dear’s feeding the ducks.”

The birds, gliding effortlessly towards her, had an air of serenity until reaching the scattered bread, where they squabbled and splashed in a most fractious clatter.

I felt my arm being squeezed as Helena said, “Aren’t they funny.”

From a nearby bench came a doom-laden pronouncement. “You know you shouldn’t be feeding them.”

The woman, slowly straightening, turned and said, “You wha?”

The man stiffening his posture, said haughtily, “It’s against the rules.”

“Is tha’ all you got?” The woman demanded, stressing each word in disgust. From her accent, she’d almost certainly originated from the east end of London.

“Whatever do you mean, madam?”

“You ‘eard me. Is tha’ all you got?”

“I’m not certain I understand.”

“Look! If that’s all you got to worry abaht, I bloody-well feel sorry for ya!”

Scrunching up the paper bag and meaningfully throwing it in a bin, she shuffled off around the lake shore.

Helena, said laughing, “I like being with you. You make things happen. Foxes, funny old ladies.”

I smiled, but had to check my emotions. Helena was years my junior and I felt in danger of becoming a silly old fool, especially as she had seemed to have taken the very words, ‘You make things happen,’ straight out of my mouth.

	

Chapter Three

Two days on from this, prospects looked bright enough for a walk and so having met at our bridge we walked up to the summit of Barker’s Knoll. Helena wore black leggings and a belted knitwear top, long enough to act as a short skirt. The coat that topped all was of a metallic looking light-weight fabric I didn’t recognise.

I commented on how unusual it seemed and she replied it was waterproof and surprisingly warm. “In fact, I think I’ll have to take it off. Here, feel the texture. No not the outside. Feel the underside.”

She laughed at my look of puzzlement, “It feels like the warmest fur.”

At the summit, the full extent of the breeze buffeted and she spread it out for us to sit on. I had also removed my coat on the ascent and draped it around our shoulders.

“Nice and cosy,” she said snuggling closer. Then with a peel of laughter, “You smell like stew!”

My halting reply, that I shouldn’t have worn my pullover while preparing the previous evening’s meal, seemed to make matters worse and I looked on helplessly while she rocked with laughter.

Once a little calmer I enquired, where exactly had she obtained her strange coat? I sensed a marketing opportunity, but she simply took on that far-away stare I’d noticed on a previous occasion, before suddenly pointing to say, “Look at those shadows. As the clouds sail on, the sun lights up patches like little worlds that weren’t visible before. Look, there’s a pool I hadn’t noticed. Now there’s the silver sparkle from a stream, like a pretty thread of necklace.”

I told her I often watched the changing shapes, like huge white galleons passing overhead and that apparently no two cloud formations are ever exactly the same. I went on to explain that each billowing cumulus held the weight of water equal to that of a massive herd of elephants or a school of blue whales.

“How do they all stay up there?” she asked looking puzzled.

“I really don’t know. I suppose the water vapour rises on the thermals and somehow just stays there until the clouds cool and it starts to rain.”

“Fascinating,” she said gazing upwards. “You know some amazing things.”

“It’s not amazing really. I just take an interest in certain subjects.”

Snuggling closer, she asked with a look of devilment, “So tell me. Which exactly are the elephants and which are the whales?”

Hearing my resigned sigh, she apologised for teasing, then said, pointing again, “Look, there’s a perfect hole straight through that puffy-mountain cloud.”

“Yes, just a fleeting aperture to the sky beyond.”

“When cloud watching, you sometimes wish, don’t you.”

“We all wish, but some more than others. Anyway, wish what exactly?”

Peering up at the unusual formation, she asked, “How often have you seen such a perfect tunnel through the clouds?”

Thinking about it, I said, “Not often. Why?”

“Well I’m guessing you’ve held a secret wish, of wanting to fly like a plane, straight through to the clear blue yonder.”

I remember being so completely stunned, it was to the point of feeling quite vulnerable, for it was as if she could actually see inside my head.

With the cloud pattern slowly shifting, we sat in silence, gazing at the changing colours of the tapestry below and I have to admit, even though having reached a certain level of seniority, it’s still almost impossible to prevent the odd improbable romantic notion from rising to the surface. Perhaps, with men being such poor deluded creatures, there’s no way of helping it. We just happen to be born like it.

Anyway, the remark, “That stewy smell doesn’t seem so strong now,” put paid to any such fantasies and when she added perhaps the breeze had blown it away, I answered with yet another resigned sigh, that no, she had simply got used to it.

Helena did hold my hand on the steepest slopes of the descent, which brought a touch of comfort.

We parted as before on the edge of town and I decided not to pursue her company further. Not immediately, anyway. The last thing I wanted was to create the impression of being a sad old recluse, desperately in need of female company. Besides, her ability at times, to pin-point exactly what I was thinking was quite unnerving. A poor old soul such as I, didn’t want to become a plaything, a figure of fun. No, I would keep my distance.

However, two days later, when the phone rang, I somehow knew it was her and almost dropped the thing, fumbling to answer. Seeing the name Helena beckoning was like a siren’s call, but my finger must have been wet, for attempts to swipe the screen simply left smudges. A final angry stab proved useless and the annoying jingle finally stopped.

I rang her back, “Sorry, Helena, this phone of mine is that annoying I could throw it at the wall sometimes.”

“Have you been running? You sound out of breath.”

Out of breath? My heart was pounding that hard I’m surprised she couldn’t hear it. “Nice of you to ring, Helena. What a pleasant surprise.”

“You mentioned badger watching. I thought it might be nice to venture out this evening.”

I was on the point of suggesting she call round for something to eat first, a light snack, not stew, but then thought it sounded too keen and so said I would call and pick her up.

“But you don’t know where I live.”

“I know, but I would if you told me.”

“No, I’ll tell you what,--- we’ll meet somewhere.”

I suggested the path leading to the woods and said I’d be there at 4.30. The badger sett was actually directly above the old mossed bridge we’d dallied at, but there was no way I wanted her walking there alone. 

I made sure I was there ahead of time and stood waiting. It was quite chilly and more like a time to be heading for the warmth of home rather than tramping around in dank woods. A figure did approach, but it was a man walking his dog. It shouldn’t be considered that strange for a person to be standing in the dusk alone, but the dogwalker gave me a suspicious look and when his hound shaped up to give the base of the lamppost a squirt, he hauled it away. The dog looked back at me accusingly.

A light tap on the shoulder made me jump. It was Helena, not emerging from town as expected, but the woods. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and was repeating my concerns about what danger she could be risking wandering out alone at night, when her, “Please don’t make a fuss, darling,” left me open mouthed.

She wore the dark coat as before, black leather boots and on her head was a rather fetching mink-fur hat, completing such a neat package, one could almost imagine plucking her up, for placing on the nearby picnic table for admiration. I remember thinking at the time, not even this perceptive little madam could guess such wild imaginings, but when she glanced up, pretty face framed by dark locks, I swear there was a glint of knowing in the smile she flashed.

We crossed the stream and I led the way up to the badger sett, praying they would appear. I remember thinking at the time, ‘I’ve the good fortune to have in my company, a lady who could turn heads in the theatre, or opera house and what am I doing? Leading her up into a damp muddy tangle.’ I did plod on of course, but each step increased the embarrassment at feeling so clumsily parochial.

There was enough light remaining to find the right vantage spot and on seeing the bin liners I’d brought to sit on, Helena said, “How thoughtful,” before daintily snuggling up beside me. We waited, hunched in the cold. An owl hoot would have been welcome or the rasping yap from a vixen, but no, this wasn’t a film set and we remained there in a yawning silence. 

The chill was beginning to get into my bones and as hushed as possible, I blew on my fingers. The moon had risen, its halo heralding a frost and attempting to hurry things on, I opened the tin of cat food I’d brought as a lure and using a twig, deposited the contents in three dollops along the bottom of the banking. 

Still we waited and with tension mounting I felt a compulsion to apologise profusely, abandon the venture and hurry Helena back to civilisation, for a bit of warmth in a cosy lounge bar or restaurant.

Suddenly, I felt my sleeve being gripped.

She had seen a nose sniffing the air and we watched as the black and white striped creature emerged from the banking opposite. Soon, other murky shapes followed to start snuffling about. 

Whispering, I pointed out the two cubs. They were now almost the size of their parents and although making as if to chase one another, it was only half-hearted and going their separate ways, looked more interested in rooting out food. 

Again, I felt my arm being squeezed. The badgers had found the gift I’d left and were noisily guzzling. Once satisfied only the aroma remained, they made their way off into the undergrowth. 

Folding up the bin bags, we left the creatures in peace and Helena, allowing me to take her hand, followed as we carefully picked our way back down to the stream.

Standing together on the bridge, I expected a teasing comment, such as, “Well! You certainly know how to show a girl a good time,” but no, she said, “That was quite magical, thank you.”

“Back in May, there were three cubs, but one must have been run over or simply starved to death.”

“What do they eat?”

“Any small creature they chance upon, but spend most of their time digging up earthworms.”

“What, big things like that eat worms?”

“I know it seems strange, but they do. Much of their liquid intake comes from them.”

Helena, pulling a face, said, “Yuk.”

“They’re also partial to wasp grubs. I’ve seen a whole nest ripped out from a stretch of banking.”

“Surely they’d get stung to death.”

“Not at night.”

The stream below played its gentle music and concerned Helena might be getting chilled, I suggested we return home.
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