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The little Ranger
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It was creeping up to six on a summer morning. A part of the forest stirred with its usual inhabitants, who seemed to welcome—in their own silent way—a new creature, barricaded within a space roughly five or six feet in diameter. Beneath a woodpecker perched above, the creature gazed up through the canopy, where the blue sky was clearly visible. Then, He’ opened his mouth in a great, gaping stretch.  

A young boy had spent the entire night beneath the stars, though it wasn’t clear if this was his first time.  

St Ives village, a little parish nestled among the heathland of Dorset, England, was home to the young man—or his flat, to be precise. It had been his dwelling for around seven and a half years; just to note, he would have flashed both hands, counting on his fingers.

“King Castle” was branded into the wall outside the grand property, which, from the roadside, gave off the illusion of a sprawling estate. Its large bay windows, adorned with leaded glass, added to the grandeur. Yet the numbers on the sign had long vanished.

The grounds had slowly been claimed by its neighbour on the other side of the fence—the church. At some point, they had transformed one of the inner rooms into a modest charity shop, where the boy’s mother had become a regular visitor.  

One Saturday morning, after strolling along the quiet road nestled behind the freeway, the boy was accompanied by his brother Alistair, who was wheelchair-bound—caught in a semi-state of three-quarters mental rest. They found themselves on their usual rummage. The boy, with one knee to the ground, was often on the receiving end of: “What did I say... I did tell you, didn’t I? Otherwise, you and your brother will be eating cardboard... let alone sleeping in it.” This was after being refused a pink cat figurine. He immediately placed it back into the box.

Downtrodden, the boy noticed another figure to his left—a lady perched in the doorway, hands clasped, dressed warmly, her smile even gentler than the tilt of her head against the wood. The little shopkeeper sat observing the floor while she watched over him.

“Right, C’mon, Alistair’s getting a bit...”—but those weren’t the lady’s words. She had vanished.

“Just these?” said the shopkeeper, as the boy rose from the floor and strolled toward the door. The hall was empty, both ways. He was blindsided by the big bay of leaded windows. He clenched the doorframe. It was a force of light—like a gentle gale—but pure warmth, causing him to grin behind his prescription spectacles.

“C’mon, Justin, we’re leaving.”

A country park lay east of the freeway, with an old wartime hospital to the southwest— a place that once treated American and Canadian soldiers. General Dwight D. Eisenhower had even graced its halls. A large bridge arched across the freeway, helping the young chap cross it many times.

Not that it bothered him, but Justin was often on the receiving end of funny looks when he wandered into the park’s grounds. Not nice, considering his age. That was when he was alone.

Back in the village, just off old Lion’s Lane, Justin stood proud as he waited patiently with his mother at the coach stop — or the bus shelter, depending on how he saw it. Rain or shine, he cherished every moment of travelling to the local market or into the nearby town, engulfed in ferns. Justin always looked forward to a new colouring book, though he never expected one. It was more about being in the presence of his mother and brother.

He’d jilt his head and copy her mannerisms, blowing hard from puffed cheeks with a loud “Pwwhhh!” every time a bus drifted past with a sign that read ‘Out of Service’. The only thing he wouldn’t imitate was that cold, dark look of mystery etched into her face— the gnawing fear left by the loan sharks. Justin still sensed it. Hard to miss when you’re standing at a shelter for nearly forty minutes and the closest person in your life doesn’t open her mouth.

Justin’s mother usually wore grey and black— a grey skirt one day, a black one the next. She had a curly bob that sat high on her head, always looking a bit wet, a bit greasy. Moccasin-style boots rose up her calves.

On one morning, Justin took to the road alone. This time, he hadn’t used the bridge to cross.

He wore his school uniform like he’d slept in it — a cheap black polyester jacket clinging to his narrow frame. His pointed black flats looked a size too big, though his feet were already large for his age. His trousers changed from day to day, drainpipe blackish or baggy grey, but never for a reason. There was no mood behind it, no intention — just the easy carelessness of someone who didn’t think about such things. He walked down the middle of the freeway with his head bowed.

The sun was out, but there was a nip in the air. His breath showed with it. He carried the look of a ghost, uncertain what to do with himself. He drifted from one patch of freeway to another, leaning against trees, then backtracked, manoeuvring up the road again and down the hill past the Waldorf school for creatively inclined children. 

Across from Base Camp lay the luminous Sheiling School, where every student was entrusted with a radiant shield to illuminate their path through the intricate maze of their inner world.”

His thoughts scrambled. Part one: a birthday party — his mother’s. Then: unboxing the Christmas decorations. Pink lights looped around his neck, flashing in erratic bursts. That was part two. He marked it as significant, sticking out his left foot in front of his brother’s wheelchair and impersonating the King. Not in pink suede shoes, but with the Queen’s twinkling voice balancing borderline through the radio waves.

Justin wandered through a private estate, following a trail into the forest. It had been a long, confusing day. He wanted to take the weight off his skinny, stretched-out legs. He did so by laying them across a low tangle of tree branches.

That was him, done for the day. 
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Into thy Valley 
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Justin awoke and greeted the sky with the same wide gape that had long since become second nature. It was blue again. He had no memory of waking during the night. The woodpecker, too, was absent this morning. The chirps of the little birds were there, but to his ears, they too were absent. The boy was down in the mouth, but his sense of smell was still sharp. He picked up on the faint waft of bacon drifting through the forest.

He dragged himself up with great difficulty, almost impersonating an old man—though he had no one to act in front of. He leaned against the giant, solid tree, which had grown familiar— familiar enough to be called a friend — and struggled to open his eyes fully. With effort, he managed to plant those big shoes back on the mossy ground.

He was off again.

It must have taken him just over half an hour before the trail of bacon reached its most poignant. He found a lady too—one who looked like she was searching the sky for guidance. Justin couldn’t hide; she was as alert as a fox. After closing her mouth to the sky, she watched him through the bushes, just as cunning as that creature.

It wasn’t long before he scattered at the sound of a loud, fierce voice.

“Mable! I’m off. I’ll see you tonight. Make sure you take those rashers out.”

She didn’t reply until, “Mable, you hear—”

“Yes, I hear you...” she said, sarcastic and downtrodden.

She couldn’t take her eyes off the bushes. That front door didn’t half slam. She must have been used to it—her eyes never blinked. She could see the top of a child’s head, now drifting about ten to fifteen feet behind the fence that bordered her spaced garden and led into the forest. The crown of his schoolboy-cut, cream-blonde hair.

That’s how it was for the next hour. She kept watch from different parts of the house. She too became busy—real busy. 

That young fox just wouldn’t go away—and why would it? A little garden table sat there with a plate of freshly cooked meats: smoked oak bacon rashers, sausages sliced into neat little pieces, and one perfectly fried egg with no burnt, fatty edges. She’d even placed a metal beaker filled with hot tea. The lady let it go cold after walking away.

Then, the young chap made his move. There was nothing sly about it. He walked gently toward the little table, which was dressed in a chequered tablecloth, and tucked into the food before him. He used only a fork. 

After he finished his breakfast, or at least what Mable considered to be breakfast because it was still early. He remained at the table, hands dangling freely and chewing his last mouthful. Behind his glasses, he glanced toward the back door like a curious cat.

The lady had returned and decided to join him. He didn’t scatter as she brushed beneath the washing line and swiftly draped the tea towel over her left shoulder.

“How are we this morning? I was going to say, do you want a refill,” she said, cautious as she picked up his beaker. She didn’t shake it. “But you haven’t touched that, have you? I should get that down you,” she added, placing it before him. “Bit of a chill in the air this morning.”
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