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Chapter one

Beginnings





1


Araven leaps from her nest, high up on a cliff face. She gathered the wind as she spread her black wings and glided effortlessly on the updraughts from the cliffs. Her heavy beak, thick neck, distinctive shaggy throat feathers and wedge-shaped tail declare she is a carrion bird. 

She circles the boglands below, her keen eyes searching for any unwary animal who has met its end, in this harsh environment. She soars in flight, the ragged feathers on her wing tips, hardly moving as she circles in ever-increasing radius. 

She banked and turned in graceful spirals, leaning against the air currents. Now flying over bogland, now flying over a human farmstead. Her all-seeing eyes note the neat rows of vegetables, contrasting with the scrubland bushes and black bogs nearby. The polytunnels housing an array of green growths. She notes the chickens and the ducks, looking carefully for unprotected chicks. 

The roof of the house is lined with arrays of solar panels, reflecting the brilliant sunshine off their glassy surfaces. A wind turbine happily hums away, fed by the persistent winds.

The sun shone brightly in streams through the plum and apple tree branches. It was a warm autumn day and the lush fragrance of ripened fruits filled the air. The gentle sounds of geese murmuring, chickens clucking, and the occasional bleat of a goat offer a soundtrack that soothes body and mind. 

This ragtag community is where I dreamed of staying. This is the start of spending my last years on earth.



This is my story. Born a child of a golden age. An age where men dreamed of flying to the moon. An age when rock music was young, and New Age Pagans were innocent and unhindered by the shackles of the mind. I have witnessed what most would only dream of now. 

As I write this, I am old and long in the tooth. My once long, youthful locks have turned straw-like and silver. My long beard, likewise, has silvered and my once glowing, youthful skin is… but enough of this self-pity, I have a story to tell. 



By all that is Holy, I confess these things that I have done. I regret none of it, for they were all necessary to bring about the end result. Which, as you will see as the story unfolds, is a significant one.

I Touchwood, tell you these things, for it is sometimes necessary to understand the workings of smaller magics that go unnoticed by the masses, who are often blinded and swamped by the greater stories, that are presented daily by the world media.
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From an early age, I was fascinated by trees. One of my favourite places in the whole world to go to was my special tree. It was in a park, very close to my school, so I used to go there on my way home. It was an easy tree to climb, as it had branches low down. And it wasn’t very tall either, in fact quite stunted, as it was growing out of rocks, in a corner where nobody else seemed to go. 

But I loved it. I would climb up as far as I could go, then sit in a fork near the top and just cling there dreaming. The tree would rock me back and forth, swaying as the wind blew. Here I was lulled into a dream state. I would just sit there for hours at a time.

I remember very clearly one summer, while in primary school, we were finishing up school for the summer break. The teacher declared to the class that our project over the summer holidays was to compile a project book about the trees in your home area. 

At the early age of nine, I was a poor student, not known for my diligence with homework. But I spent that entire summer with trees. Collecting leaves, flowers, bits of bark and small twigs, sticking them in my scrapbook. I did bark rubs and even took photos with my dad’s camera. 

I drew maps of where trees were, in my area, and what types they were. I learned to identify many types of trees, from their canopy, leaves, seeds, and fruit. My project book was bulging. If I was missing from teatime, my mother knew where to find me; I would be swaying in the highest branches, listening to the wind race through the leafy boughs, while the gentle swaying of the branches lulled me to a state of peace. 

However, it was interesting that when I presented my project book to my teacher, after the summer break, no one else had thought to do any work on this project. But I didn’t care, I had discovered trees. 

From these early beginnings, it was no surprise then that in later years I was drawn to various ecological groups, especially if they had tree projects. No surprise either when I discovered there was an alphabet based on trees; I was hooked. The Ogham led me to Druidry, the men who had ‘knowledge of the trees’.
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Born in Liverpool of Irish and Welsh descendants, it was perhaps not surprising that, as a child, I was quite psychic. Spirit guides often talked to me and helped me with my schoolwork. There were many things I just knew without being told, especially in the realms of physics and geography, which I excelled in. 

Yet, there were areas of human life, which baffled me, such as, why were the other boys so interested in football? Why did they like to fight and play with guns? These sorts of things were beyond my understanding.

However, despite all this, I was brought up as a very ordinary English boy, whose only spiritual event was going to church for an hour on a Sunday morning; albeit reluctantly. But it was a requirement of the church if you wanted to go to the youth club on a Friday night. 

In my early teens, I became fascinated with electronic equipment. I would often find old radios, vacuum cleaners, or other electric junk, which had been thrown out. I would pick them up, take them home, and dismantle them to see how they worked. Before long, with the help of my guides, I could repair many of them. 

In the same way, my guides helped me make new electronic circuits, with which I could place microphones about the house and switch to different rooms and hear what was being said. I then started to record these conversations, or arguments, on an old reel-to-reel tape recorder I had found and repaired. 

Later, I would play back these arguments to my parents. This proved too much for them. They stormed into my room one evening, demanding how I was able to do all this. My parents, who knew nothing about electronics, had checked with my school to see if they taught it. The answer came back; I wasn’t taught any of this at school. 

Much to the dismay of my parents, I told them it was the man in my head telling me how to do it. They were clearly horrified by this answer and told me: I shouldn’t tell this to anyone!

Until then, I had thought that it was perfectly normal to have a convenient little voice helping you out. I thought everyone did. But my mother especially made it clear that other people didn’t and that they wouldn’t understand it if I told anyone, so I should keep very quiet about it.

Around the same time, I became fascinated by maps. I had been shown an Ordnance Survey (OS) map at school; I was enthralled by it. While other boys were getting football boots for birthdays, I asked my parents to buy me an OS map of my home area. I would spend hours staring at it. To me, it was like flying high over my hometown. I could relate to the topography and follow the contours, like a bird flying across the countryside. Later on, I progressed to cycling, to interesting old churches that I had found on the maps. Later on, still, I read about ley lines and progressed to drawing these on my maps.
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It was also quite a common occurrence that I would get premonitions. So much so that I considered them a normal part of being alive and that everyone got them. It wasn’t until I left school and started talking more intimately with girls that I realised that it wasn’t that common an occurrence. 

However, the premonitions were usually concerned with my personal safety and were glimpses into the very near future. On one such occasion, was when I was coming home from grammar school one day. I had the misfortune of being sent to a school, quite a long way from my home, on the outskirts of Liverpool. It was an excellent school, but I had to get two different public transport buses and both were quite long journeys. There was also a half-mile walk to get to the bus stop as well.

Anyway, I must have been fourteen or fifteen, so I had gone this route hundreds of times before. I was walking along the busy road, near the bus shelter, where I usually waited for my bus. 

I knew the bus shelter intimately; it was a concrete framework, about waist height, with a metal framework and glass windows all around. 

I was just about to enter the shelter when I suddenly had a vision of the glass smashing into the shelter; I instinctively stopped in my tracks, startled by this. The vision was so vivid that I thought it was real. I just stood there, looking at the glass on the floor of the shelter. 

As I was standing there, just before the entrance, an older boy came up behind me and bumped me sideways, as he said, “Out of the way, Thistle!” 

However, just at that moment, a car on the busy road suddenly swerved and crashed into the bus shelter. It was stopped by the concrete frame, but smashed the glass window into the shelter, just as I had seen in my vision. If I hadn’t been stopped for a few seconds by my vision, I would have been in the shelter when the car crashed into it and the glass would have smashed all over me. I could have been very badly injured, thankfully my premonition prevented it.

It wasn’t until later in life, when I was more confident, that I mentioned these premonitions to other people. Many people were fascinated by what form they took and asked lots of questions. The best way I can describe it is to say it’s like this. It’s like imagination. Say you have been to an unfamiliar place and some dramatic event happens like a car crash. Years later, you may be able to re-live it, remember it or even visualise it happening again. Perhaps you are in your office, aware of your normal surroundings, but you are also visualising the car crash at the same time. My premonitions are like that.

Towards the end of my school days, my natural abilities in the realms of technical subjects began to be noticed. I became, what today you would call, a physics nerd. However, I excelled in several technical subjects. I always received top marks in the technical subjects I loved. And went on to take ‘A levels’ in several subjects.

One day, a government head-hunter or talent spotter visited my school looking for students who showed special aptitude in technical subjects. My headmaster recommended to him that I should be interviewed, along with a few of my ‘nerdy’ classmates. 

I was very fortunate that I was chosen to be sponsored by the government, to undergo a technical apprenticeship, and go on to be trained by them, to become an electrical engineer. To my parents, it was a dream come true. Their clever boy would go through university, paid for by the government. 

I took to a career in electronics with gusto and eventually became an aerospace engineer working for the Ministry of Defence (MOD). 

However, there was another side to me; my spiritual side. But in those early days, I was not so fortunate in this aspect of my life. I was passionately interested in the supernatural, and read extensively about it throughout my teens and twenties. However, I needed to meet others who had similar interests, so I enrolled in different sorts of personal development courses. These I very much enjoyed, but I came to realise there were not many people in these circles with my supernatural gifts or interests. And of course, in those days there was no internet, emails or chat rooms, so it was very difficult to find like-minded people.

My apprenticeship with the MOD was based in South-West England near Bath in Wiltshire. And it was while I was based there that I discovered what a wonderful place Wessex was. It was literally littered with stone circles and other megalithic sites, which I loved to visit, and of course, I learned to dowse and draw ley lines on my OS maps.


      ***‘So now you know my early beginnings. Fairly ordinary, for the most part, you may think. But it was at this point, towards the end of my apprenticeship, that my story truly starts…’ 

Wrote Touchwood. Who was now writing his history down in a ledger, a large A4 notebook. He had taken his granddaughter’s advice, to write it all down before he forgot it entirely. When she was little, he had often told her stories of his early life when she asked it of him.

But now, he realised it was also better for him, as he could write his story whenever it suited him; for example, when he woke up during the night-time. Also, there was much about his early life… that he couldn’t tell his granddaughter… not while he lived.

There was a gentle ‘Knock, knock’ on his door. 

“Come in”, he shouted as his granddaughter entered, bearing a tray of tea and some homemade cookies. It was Victoria, and she was as beautiful as her name. Her eyes, green as grass and long blond hair, tied into plaits with some green material, she had no doubt, found in the second’s pile. 

She wore dungarees, a practical choice, as she had wanted to tend the animals, from the moment she could walk. She had fed them, housed them, and birthed them. Now at the tender age of sixteen, she was experienced beyond her years at caring for all their needs. 

Now her large heart had taken on caring for him as he grew older every day.

Victoria set the tray down near her grandfather, then sat down on a large cushion beside the stove.

“So, what happened next in your story, Grandpapa?” she asked.

He had been reading to her some parts he had written so far. It was good that she was interested, so he indulged her a little.

“Well, this is where things started to get interesting,” stated Touchwood as he stretched back in his rocking chair, causing it to creak and groan as the old chair joints protested to the strain. He picked up his ledger and started reading…










  
  

Chapter two

Starr Hill 





1


During my apprenticeship with the Ministry of Defence, my interest in ley lines became a sort of hobby on the side, as most of the time, I was kept busy with college work. However, I talked to several of my fellow apprentices about the subject many times, usually in the pub over a pint or two of beer. 

Mike, a handsome chap with reddish brown hair, slightly freckled, with a wicked grin, and always impeccably dressed; Girls seemed to be infatuated with him. He was one of my closest friends and we shared a similar sense of humour. 

Anyway, Mike seemed very interested in the UFO side of Ley lines. He had read that Unidentified Flying Objects were often sighted on or at the crossing of ley lines over sacred sites. He had also read in the local paper that there was a UFO ‘flap’ going on in Warminster. I wasn’t sure what a ‘flap’ was at that stage, so he told me that it’s when UFOs are particularly active in a specific area …

“So, why don’t we go and see if we can see one after all Warminster isn’t that far away from here,” I said to Mike, as we sat in our favourite pub in Trowbridge; two pints of Wadworth’s 6X sat before us. 

Mike was a very bright sort of guy, very quick-witted. He kept me on my toes, trying to keep up with him; I really admired his intellect.

“Sure thing, why don’t we,” he said. “The paper said, apparently Cradle Hill is a good place to go for viewing the night sky for UFOs.”

“Ok great, I have an OS map of the area back at my house. I’ll check out where it is and then we should go out there as soon as we can.”

So that was the plan made up on the spot, just like that. 

Back at my house, I checked my maps and found several places near Salisbury Plain and Warminster that had ley intersections. But unfortunately, Cradle Hill wasn’t marked on my one-inch OS map. So I thought I would take a trip to Trowbridge Library after work, to check out the large-scale maps of that area. 

I found some nice old two and a half inches to the mile maps there, and fortunately to the east of Warminster was marked Cradle Hill. I felt the excitement building in me. 

I asked the woman on the information desk, a lovely old lady in wire-rim glasses and her hair in a tight little bun at the back if I could photocopy part of the map. With her help, I managed to obtain an A3 copy of the whole area around Cradle Hill. I had no idea at the time, but this photocopied map would become invaluable to our adventures later on.
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So the day finally came when we trundled off to Salisbury Plain looking for adventure. There were three of us, Mike, myself, and my girlfriend Sarah; all piled into my clapped-out old Ford Anglia. I had bought it from one of the older apprentices who had made it into a project. It was souped-up with bored-out pistons, skimmed head and fitted with what must have been some sort of motorbike exhaust system because it sounded like a cross between a motorboat and a lawn mower. It was overdone, of course, as it kept blowing head gaskets, but I loved it to bits and nursed it back to life each time it blew a gasket.

Oh, how excited we were, striking off in the dead of night into the mysterious Salisbury Plain, which, apart from the UFOs, had all sorts of rumours about military experiments and other strange goings-on in the ‘military exclusion zone’. Which everybody felt was the UK’s equivalent to the USA’s ‘Area 51’.

The photocopied map showed a sort of farm track leading partway up the Hill. Which was remarkably hard to find in the deserted and dark country lanes of Wiltshire, with no signposts to help us. 

But eventually, we trundled up the track till we came to a farm gate, where we all piled out. To our astonishment, there were several people there already. One or two gave us bitter looks, as we had blinded everyone with our headlights. 

Sheepishly, we went over to the group and asked if this was where we could see the UFOs.

“You just missed one,” someone said

I felt like we had imposed on them a bit, but after a little while, we all settled down to the sombre business of watching the night skies. We were very fortunate, as it was a clear, moonless night, the best for sky-watching. 

After a few minutes, Mike called out, “There’s one over there, look,” as he pointed to the northern sky. Sure enough, something that looked like a star was slowly moving towards us. I was excited. 

After a minute or so, someone shouted, “It’s a satellite.”

“Oh, really. How can you tell?” I asked, totally naively.

The guy who had said it was dressed in what looked like some sort of military fatigues. I wandered over to him and asked again, more quietly. He looked me up and down; I think he could tell I was a greenhorn at this, so he answered me in a friendlier manner.

“Most satellites look like that one, with average brightness, moving at a constant speed, in a linear direction. And usually travelling north, south, in what we call a polar orbit.”

This guy seemed quite knowledgeable. I looked at his fatigues and said, “Are you from the military?”

He just gave a slight nod, then said, “We’ve seen all sorts of strange aerial activity in this area; you need to know your wheat from your chaff.” He nodded to one of the other guys, “See that guy over there, with the hat, that’s Arthur, he’s a local journalist, he’s seen a lot of UFOs, go ask him about them.” Then he turned his back, looking up at the sky; I felt I had been dismissed by my headmaster. 

Fortunately, Arthur turned out to be quite a character and knew a lot about this subject. More importantly for us, he was willing to share what he knew. The three of us had a good chat with him while watching the night sky all the while. 

Occasionally, he pointed out things we should know, like identifying military helicopters on night manoeuvres; or identifying satellites and other things in the night sky that could be explained. 

Suddenly he stopped talking and just pointed up to the sky to what seemed like to me was another satellite. Luckily, along with my map, I had brought a compass which was hanging around my neck. I quickly checked; the ‘star’ was moving quite quickly from the southwest towards us.

“Keep watching,” said Arthur.

As we watched, the moving star suddenly went out. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Then the light came on again and continued its journey.

“I’ve been watching that one,” said Arthur. “It’s blinked out three times now.” 

We all continued watching until it was directly overhead. Then a very peculiar thing happened. The ‘star’ suddenly veered sideways, at ninety degrees to its original flight. Then continued its journey in the new direction, blinking off for a second or two every couple of minutes.

“We see a lot of them one’s round here,” said Arthur.

“Really,” I exclaimed, “err… what are they?” I managed, still shocked at what I was seeing.

“No idea,” came the frank reply. “But it’s definitely not a satellite or space junk, it just can’t do that.”

“And it’s not an aeroplane or helicopter either,” shouted the surly military-looking guy.

“Who’s that?” I whispered to Arthur.

“Oh, he’s part of the Joint Helicopter Command. Doesn’t want it getting about that he’s up here looking for UFOs,” Arthur whispered behind his hand, winking at me.

I couldn’t help smiling and casually looked over at the military man. All the same, I wouldn’t want to come up against him on a dark night.

I was still slightly shaking with adrenaline from what we had seen. Clearly, this seemed to be an Unidentified Flying Object, as these trained observers didn’t know what it had been.
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The Hills around Warminster sit on the edge of the wide expanse of Salisbury Plain, which is an ancient chalk plateau in the southwestern part of England; covering some 300 square miles and largely lies within the county of Wiltshire. 

It is famous for its history and archaeology. In the Neolithic period, Stone Age people began to settle on the plain. Large long barrows such as White Barrow and other earthworks were built across it. By 2500 BC, areas around Durrington Walls and Stonehenge had become a focus for building, and the southern part of the plain continued to be settled into the Bronze Age.

The military training area covers roughly half of the plain. The army first conducted exercises on the plain in 1898. From that time on, the Ministry of Defence bought up extensive areas of land until the Second World War. 

The MoD now own 150 square miles of land, making it the largest military training area in the United Kingdom. There is a large military exclusion zone where the public is not allowed in, and this has encouraged countless rumours about UFOs and aliens and is considered something of the UK’s equivalent of the USA’s top-secret base; Area 51.

Warminster in Wiltshire became something of a UFO Mecca in the 1960s, thanks largely to the writings of Arthur Shuttlewood, who was a local journalist. He wrote about UFOs in his local newspaper, so often that he gathered enough evidence to write several books about them: ‘The Warminster Mystery - Warnings from Flying Friends being perhaps the most famous.

The exact locations of these sightings vary but tend to be in the vicinity of Middle Hill; often referred to informally as Starr Hill and Cradle Hill, both to the east of Warminster. 
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During the early 1970s, I frequently went UFO spotting in the Warminster Hills over a period of a couple of years. We saw many strange lights in the sky and met lots of interesting people like Arthur Shuttlewood. On Starr Hill, and Donald Keyhoe UFO writer (leader in the field in the 60s) founder of NICAP, National Investigations Committee on Ariel Phenomena. He was in the UK while promoting his books. 

We met several military men, a professor from Cardiff University, as well as many other experienced observers and UFO spotters. All of whom were baffled by the many strange aerial phenomena we witnessed.

One other thing that we didn’t know at the time, but I only found out years later, was that at the same time period, we were there and in the same vicinity, there were several crop circle-type effects which were described as circles of swirled down reeds and grass, which in those early days were dubbed as “nests”. 

There were many other independent witnesses but an excerpt from Arthur Shuttlewood’s books:

“Reeds and grass have been curiously flattened in what invariably seems to be clockwise fashion. The blades swept smoothly inert in shallow depressions ... It is significant that most circles, depressed and clearly formed, measure exactly thirty feet in diameter.”
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Some months after that first night, we were UFO spotting on Starr Hill; it had been a busy night. There were about eight of us up there and we had seen several odd lighting effects. One ‘star’ had been orange in colour, moving much faster than any satellite and much brighter. In fact, we thought at first it might have been an aircraft, but then it started to zigzag on its course till it was directly overhead, and then it just stopped, hanging there in the night sky like a bright orange star directly overhead. 

There was no sound at all, just the light. I asked one of the army guys that were there: 

“Do you think that could be a helicopter?”

“No chance,” he said. “There’s no sound and they don’t have orange lights.”

“What about the zigzag?”

“I doubt very much whether any helicopter I know of can zigzag like that, in such a tight manoeuvre.”

So this one did seem very unexplained. We had already seen several ‘silver blinkers’, but we had seen many of those over the past year and were slightly bored with them. 

To the left of the gate where we all congregated, there was a bumpy farm track leading up the hill to a small copse of trees, which always seemed dark and mysterious. I had wanted to explore up there for a while now and thought, let’s go tonight. Mike and my girlfriend came with me. 

As we approached the copse of trees, we heard a Vixen scream. It’s a terrifying noise when you’re a little spooked, anyway. Thankfully, I had lived in the country cottage for a while and knew what it was. But Mike had stopped dead in his tracks, and I could see he had gone pale. I thought I would spook him out a little.

“What the hell was that? Sounded like a scream,” I said, barely containing my snigger. I caught my girlfriend’s eye, who was behind Mike. She knew I was joking and was shaking her head.

“Do you think we should go and investigate? It might be someone in trouble,” said Mike a little shakily.

“Yeah, you go and check it out…. But I’m not going into that dark copse for anyone,” I remarked.

Mike’s face went even paler. So, I relented and said, “Ok, let’s all go up.” 

After a few more paces up the track, I relented again and said, “You do know that was a female fox, don’t you?”

Mike looked at me pan-faced, but I could tell there was relief there, too.

“Bastard,” was all he said.

We explored the copse together. There was an old ramshackle farm shed with some old rusted farm machinery, but nothing of interest. I thought that we might get a better all-around view of the night sky there, but once at the top, there was too much glare coming from the town on the other side of the Hill. The trees were obscuring some of the sky, anyway.

After about fifteen minutes, we decided to go back down to the others. Halfway down the track, it seemed to be pitch black after the glare of the streetlights from the top, and we were all stumbling over the loose stones and clods of earth. 

Then we heard one of the others from the bottom shouting something at us.

“What?” I shouted, as I couldn’t hear what they were saying.

“Look behind you!” they shouted louder.

We all turned in unison. Coming from the direction of the copse was a low-flying light. It was like a headlight shining down, but it was peculiar because it was like concentrated moonlight shining down. It was illuminating a small area of the track as it came quickly towards us. 

There was no sound at all. We, all of us, were rooted to the ground like statues staring up at this ‘thing’ coming towards us. I had this strange feeling of Déjà vu. It was uncanny. The ‘moonlight thing’ can’t have been more than thirty feet up when it went directly over us. 

As I turned to follow it, I could see Mike’s awestruck face, lit up by the moonlight coming from the craft. The moonlight washed over all of us, then continued down the track. I remember the uncanny thing was that it was completely silent. 

The ‘moonlight thing’ continued down the dark track, illuminating the others as it passed over them. I heard one of them give a ‘whoop’ as it passed overhead. So I knew they had seen it too. Then the ‘moonlight thing’ carried on over Salisbury Plain rising higher into the night sky, till it eventually diminished into a pinpoint of light, just like any other star.

No one was saying a word. The three of us just continued to stare off into the distance where ‘the thing’ had gone. 

I was overcome with a myriad of emotions, but most of all, an overwhelming feeling of loss. Then I realised it wasn’t Déjà vu I had felt; it was a feeling of ‘belonging’, of ‘coming home’, of being loved by my family. But now it was gone. And it was devastating. I looked over at my two friends and could see it in their eyes; they had experienced the same feelings. 


      ***The old man with the silver beard, sitting in his rocking chair, was parched from his reading. So took a last sip from his mug of tea, then pulled a sour face; the tea had gone cold.

Looking down at his granddaughter, sitting at his feet, she still had a faraway look in her eyes. Then said a little dreamily, “It must have been wonderful to have seen those ‘fairy lights’ in the sky Grandpapa, maybe one day I will see one.”

The old man looked down indulgently at his granddaughter and continued reading...

‘As I look back now, I realise I was touched that day by something I can’t explain. But it was a turning point for me. I now realise that one of the things it showed me was a feeling of wanting to belong. The feeling of wanting to ‘belong to my tribe.’ And I would spend a large part of my life looking to fulfil that feeling again’.












  
  

Chapter three

The Base
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The old bus wound its way, chugging along the coastal road. At sharp corners, the gears would crunch and grind as the driver struggled to keep the ancient bus on the road and not scrap against the rocky cliff on the right or skid off onto the rocky beach on the left. 

The bus was full to capacity, all those people creating a stuffy, humid atmosphere within and misting up all the windows. I wiped my hand across the condensation in a bid to create a small hole of clear glass in order to see out the window. My hand came away soaking wet, but ignoring this, I peered out the hole to view the world outside. 

I could see the rocky beach on the left and the dark icy waters of the Scottish loch sloshing listlessly against the gravel. 

Beyond that was a grey mist so thick that the mountains across the loch were but dark grey shadows that looked like some vast beast had lain down to die in the cold waters.

The cold front of humid clouds had descended on the Scottish peninsular after a storm two weeks ago and had stayed there like an unwanted guest.

It was raining.

It had been raining for two weeks solid now, without stopping. 

My orange VW beetle had finally succumbed to the incessant dampness, and two mornings ago, had refused to be roused from its nightly slumber. This is why I was on the bus today. 

The tired old bus finally ground to a halt, and the local bus conductor shouted out: “The base,” refusing to even acknowledge its full naval title of RNAD Coulport.

People sneezed and coughed their way off the bus. I too pushed and jostled my way to the front door; I was glad to leave this breeding ground for every flu and cold virus there ever was.

Outside, the air was cool and humid. Taking great draughts of it, trying to clear my lungs of the fetid atmosphere on the bus. The entire group of us headed like sheep towards the front gate of the base. 

The entire admiralty armament depot covered some 1,600 acres, including the reinforced concrete bunkers housing the warheads, built into the hillside. The total area was surrounded by a double row of high fences with swaths of razor wire adorning the tops. Security dogs constantly patrolled the perimeter between the fences.

I patiently waited in line by the front gate, while dozens of soldiers with automatic weapons stood by, watching. Each person entering the base had their pass checked by the security guard’s handheld machine; then was briskly frisked. Any shopping bags, rucksacks or bags of any kind were confiscated at the gate. 

Having passed the gate security, I was now within the first level security area, which housed the site canteen and HR buildings.

To get to my place of work, I needed to pass through three more increasingly higher security levels. By the time I had got through to my work area, my work colleagues and I went straight to our tearoom, downing thick coffees or tea as was personal preference.

“See it’s raining again,” said somebody in a gruff Glaswegian accent.

“Aye, it’s set in for sure,” said another voice. 

“Did you see Dundee and Celtic playing last night?” said the first man.

“Aye, was a good match Celtic played; shame about that Dundee crowd.”

The ‘weather’ and ‘football’ were the perpetual topics; Such was the extent of the conversation in our tearoom. I was glad to down my coffee and head to my workbench.

“Sure, George is keen this morning,” I heard someone say as I hurried out. I could feel myself slowly dying if I stayed in there any longer.

The lab I worked in had several benches set up for the assembly and testing of the various electronic assemblies that were to end up in the main Polaris rocket. A companion lab was set up for mechanical assembly.

It was a clean room environment where we all wore white protective jumpsuits, white rubber shoes and white hair caps. Inside the lab, there were no windows, only white plastic walls and banks of fluorescent light in the ceiling. 

I was also required to wear a chain wrist band which was on a long wire that was earthed to prevent static build-up. I used to jokingly say to my wife that I was literally chained to my bench.

At my bench, I often daydreamed. Too often, I would question myself, how on earth did I end up here?


      ***Touchwood stopped writing a moment, and remembered that day he had joked with his wife. She had innocently asked, “Did they really chain you to your bench, George?”

“No, of course not Sarah, it was just a little joke, me and the boys had in the clean room.” Although it really did feel like it some days, I wasn’t really happy there. But let me continue with my story…

‘After the halcyon days of my apprenticeship, my juvenile mind had been drawn to the exotic prospect of working in aerospace. I would be assembling rockets in the majestic mountains of Scotland’, I would think to myself. As my apprenticeship drew to a close, I had married Sarah. We had become a respectable married couple; I needed to knuckle down into a steady job. If we had a house, Sarah was hinting, then we would be in the ideal position to start a family. Also, the prospect of being offered a readymade office job and low-maintenance modern house for cheap rent, had persuaded my wife.’

‘So, we were both drawn into thinking that moving to the admiralty base in Scotland was the best for both of us. The reality had somehow manifested very differently. I had been here two years now and was already planning how I was going to make my next career move. In the Civil Service, promotion was only a matter of time; i just needed to keep my nose clean.’

‘But the only way ‘up’ was to ‘manage’ the clean room, a prospect I wasn’t particularly keen on either. So, I just trundled on day after day, not really knowing what else to do.’

‘I didn’t know it at the time, but all that was about to change.’


      ***2


Ding Dong. 

It was the front doorbell. “Who on earth could that be?” said Sarah. “Nobody ever calls here, well except the postman, maybe with a parcel, and he only comes in the morning twice a week.”

I was watching the six o’clock news on TV. It was very interesting as it was talking about Bristol and South-West England. Apparently, they were suffering from a severe heat wave and had gone for forty-five days with no rain! I wished we would get some of that here. Some chance.

Sarah was in the kitchen washing up the dishes after our evening meal, “Could you get that George, my hands are all soapy,” she called to me.

“Oh! Ok,” I said reluctantly. I didn’t want to miss what it was saying about Bristol. I walked awkwardly to the front door, straining my neck around to keep watching the TV till the last minute.

In the hallway, I looked toward the frosted glass of the front door. I could see the shape of a tall person in blue. Puzzled by who it could be, I released the catch and opened the door.

A scruffy-looking guy wearing a blue denim jacket and jeans stood there smiling. He looked to be in his late twenties, tall and skinny, but wiry and athletic. With longish, curly black hair. His face was long and pointy, with a bit of a foxy look about him. He seemed to have smallpox scars on his cheeks, but was handsome in a rugged way.

“Hello,” I said. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, I was wondering if you wanted some fresh fish. I’m your local fisherman; they were caught fresh this morning.”

“Oh!” I said, taken aback. He hadn’t called before. We had been existing on frozen produce, as there were no fresh food shops on the peninsula. We had to go weekly shopping in the big town, an hour’s drive away. 

‘It certainly would be nice to get some fresh fish,’ I thought. 

“What have you got?” I inquired.

“Come and have a look,” he said. “The vans just there.”

He led me down the path to his white Ford van, parked in the road, and opened the back doors. Inside were wooden trays filled with ice and fish. A strong fishy smell wafted out. There were lots of fish I didn’t recognise, but I could see some lobsters and large prawn-type things still moving about.

“Not sure what’s, what here,” I admitted.

“Well, look here’s Monkfish,” he said, pointing at the various boxes, “and there’s Mackerel and some Herring too. Do you like shellfish?” He continued, without waiting for an answer, “I’ve got Scallops there, Brown Crabs and Live Lobster.” 

“What are those prawn-like things?” I said, pointing at the brown crustacean with claws still moving.

“Ah, they are Scottish Langoustine.”

“Lang …what’s that?” I stuttered.

“That would be Scampi or Dublin Bay prawns, to you,” he said patiently.

“Aww! I’d love some of them.”

“Ok, how many? A couple of dozen?” he said as he started piling them into a plastic shopping bag.

“What about some fish? Couldn’t be fresher, caught only this morning.” He said, giving me the sales pitch. I wasn’t really sure about what fish was good to eat. I had only ever had cod from a fish and chip shop.

I was procrastinating. I looked up towards my front door, looking for help. Sarah was there in her rubber gloves and tea towel.

“What fish would you like?” I called up to her.

“What’s he got?” She called as she walked down the path towards the van.

“What’s your name, mate?” I said to him, suddenly realising we hadn’t introduced ourselves to each other.

“Oh, my name’s Hamish Campbell,” he said, mock bowing his head to Sarah and giving some sort of salute. “Your local fisherman at your service, mam.”

Sarah smiled and blushed, then immediately removed her rubber gloves, stuffing them in her apron pocket.

“What fish would you like?” I repeated to Sarah.

“Oh, I like those things with the claws,” she said, pointing to the Dublin Bay prawns.

“Yes, I’m getting some of them. But he wants to know what fish you want,” putting the decision over to her. Knowing full well that she was as ignorant about fish as I was.

Hamish looked at her with a twinkle in his eye, he could see her consternation.

“Meaty monkfish,” he said, “are lovely. Just fillet them, and give them a quick sizzle in the frying pan. Pop them in the oven. Goes lovely with a lemon and parsley butter sauce. Top fish that.”

My mouth was watering at his description, “I think we can manage that, Sarah?” 

“Yes, we’ll have a couple of them,” she said.

“What about smoked salmon?” Said Hamish, as he put the monkfish in the bag. “Smoke it myself, I can let you have it cheaper than the shops in town.”

We both loved smoked salmon, I knew, but we rarely had it because it was expensive. “Yes, I’d love to try some of that, but just a bit, as I don’t know how long it keeps.”

“I’ve just got myself a vacuum pack machine now. It’ll keep a couple of weeks in the fridge.”

“Ok, we will have a packet of that, too. How much is all that?” Said Sarah, as she took the bag and disappeared back into the house.

I pulled out my wallet from my back pocket. Surprisingly, it actually worked out quite cheap I was well pleased with my fishy haul.

I caught Hamish eying my long hair and jeans, as he said to me, with a very knowing look, “Is there anything else I can get you?” He said conspiratorially as he waved two fingers in front of his mouth. But I didn’t think he was talking about cigarettes. I looked about at all the houses on the estate. Every window could have eyes looking at what was happening in the street. 

“Er… no,” I said flatly. “Maybe another time,” I hadn’t smoked anything like that since my first year as a student. And now, working at a top security base, I wasn’t about to start.

“Never mind,” he said, unfazed, handing me his card. “If you need any fish for special occasions, just give me a call. It’s my aunt’s number, but she will get a message to me.”

“Ok, will do. Thanks again for the fish.” I waved goodbye to Hamish as he was walking down to the next house to sell his fish.







3


My workday routine at the base continued. But somehow, I had a new sense of optimism. I was starting to get odd things happening in my dreams, too. Or rather, when I was in that halfway state, half asleep, half awake.

It was nothing visual like most dreams, but rather I could hear a whispering pipe music that set the hairs at the nape of my neck tingling. At first, I was convinced it was coming from outside my window. Waking up, I sat up in bed listening hard and strained to hear it again, but there was nothing but the low murmuring of the wind.

This played out over several nights, till I was eventually convinced it was, in fact, internal. It was always low and quiet, just on the edge of hearing. But now I was sure that within it, there were whispered words. Yet in such a fashion that it could only be remembered or thought of except as music; it was like having a new sense.

Then I remembered the guiding voice I used to get when I was young, my mother had told me never to tell anyone. But I clearly remember the voice. So, I tried tuning into it, like when you are at a party and there are lots of voices at once, but you tune into the person you’re trying to listen to.

So, I tried tuning in to that voice I remembered. After a few failed attempts, I was now able to discern some of the words: 

“A… doesn’t whine… don’t… way. A… makes things…way.” 

It was frustrating. I was missing half the words, but it kept repeating over and over within the pipe music. Eventually, I started to develop ‘an ear’ for the voice. Gradually, more words came through, and eventually one evening I was able to discern the whole message: “A wise man doesn’t whine when things don’t go their way. A wise man makes things go their way”.

What a strange message, I thought. But it was certainly relevant to me; I had been moaning about my situation, feeling sorry for myself, but not doing anything about it. Clearly, now I needed to be a ‘wise man’ and start to make changes happen.

I must ‘do something’ to change my daily work struggle at the base. The only thing I could come up with, though, was to make an appointment, to have a talk with my boss, to see if he could come up with anything. 

4


It was several days later that the appointment time finally came. I walked into my boss’s office, sat down and explained to my boss that I needed a change from the clean room routine. I said I was happy to try working somewhere else on the base. He told me that it wasn’t so easy to do this, with the bureaucracy, security issues and paperwork involved. But I might be able to solve another problem he had. 

He needed to fill a position with an engineer, who needed to install the various electronic assemblies into the missile body itself. It was a challenging job, working in cramped conditions and requiring unusual dexterity and precision. 

Additionally, the position required an engineer who was more qualified than I was. But he was having trouble filling the post, as it was unpopular because it was so demanding, and the cramped conditions. 

“Most engineers with that experience,” he said, “quite frankly, were older and usually getting a bit Tubby round the waist.” He laughed at his little joke, but I just looked at him, not quite knowing how to react.

He said he had been campaigning for a while now, to allow a younger, fitter engineer to train up on the job, alongside the experienced engineer.

He said a young skinny lad like you would be ideal for the job, but I would need six months of intensive training before qualifying for the full pay rise.

Then he asked me if would I be interested in such a position.

I was a bit taken aback as I hadn’t expected something so immediately. My current job was actually pretty easy-going, no real challenges, just daily repetition, sat comfortably at a bench. But perhaps that was the problem. Perhaps that was why I was so bored with it; I was young, and I needed a challenge.

Before I thought about it too much, I found myself saying, “Yes, I really would like to try for it.”

He then said, “Tell you what, I will have a talk to my superiors, explaining my position again and that I now had a young, fit lad keen to train up for the position. Does that sound ok?” he asked. “No promises, mind, but I’m optimistic.”

He stood up and shook my hand, which indicated the interview was over. Walking over to the door, I turned back a said simply:

“Thank you,” then walked out of his office.
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I didn’t tell Sarah about my dreams and voices, but told her about my optimistic meeting with my boss. Sarah was delighted with the news of possible promotion and immediately decided to have a party. 

“Isn’t that what young people do, have parties?” she said. “When you were an apprentice down in Bath, we had parties all the time. We haven’t hosted one party since we have been here. Don’t you think it’s about time?” 

“I guess so,” I said. Then I realised that I didn’t have any friends in my local area. And there was no one at the base I wanted to invite. There was no one in the MOD housing estate where we lived that I wanted to invite, either. 

Sarah worked at the Faslane base, as a clerk in the offices there, so knew a few other women and had a friendly relationship with some of them. So, we both decided to have a small, informal buffet party with those few friends that she knew. 

“Why don’t you invite Hamish?” Sarah asked. I think she was feeling sorry for me, as I hadn’t invited anyone to our party. I did feel a bit downhearted about it. 

“He seems like a nice guy,” Sarah probed. “You seemed to get on with him.”

“I hardly know him, Sarah. I only bought some fish from him,” I said sulkily. “But I guess you’re right, it would be nice to have someone that I at least know. Maybe we could ask him for some seafood for the buffet?”
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