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      When I finished Me-Time Tales: tea breaks for mature women and curious men, I knew I had to write a companion volume; some curious men vied for my attention. It’s only fair that a few men have their say, even if only the curious ones.

      Some of the men in this volume are curious to behold or to live with, others are curious by nature. They are of different ages, at different life stages, one or two from different countries or different times. 

      Annoyingly, three women from Me-Time Tales strayed from their own book into this, feeling a need to nose into men’s doings. They insisted on commenting. I apologise for this. I should be firmer, more in charge, but, as in life, stalwart characters dominate and win through.

      Let me speak first before they do, so it is the author, not her characters, who introduces the curious men to you. Looking deeply enough into a person, I find, often reveals curious habits, features, beliefs, and even feelings. The stories in this book delve into such secrets of curious men.

      From a man so passionate about the inanimate we don’t even learn his name, to the man who experiences such trouble with words, as well as all the bleak and bizarre men in between, I present the curious men for your attention.

       The women from Me-Time Tales strongly campaigned to have the last word, but I resisted. Even so, as you’ll learn, in the end the men did not feel they’d had their say.
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      My latest woman came with a humungous bonus. I say latest, she’s the fourth, and that’s not many for a man of fifty. She’s very nice, smiling, pretty and lives on a farm. I’m not saying it was when she mentioned her cottage was on a farm I got interested, but, yes, that was a draw. We got talking, and I found myself listening to her and asking to see her again. The descriptions of juddering down twisty paths dodging massive tractors warmed my heart. I saw her again and again, and this became a relationship.

      When she first took me to her place, I envied her the vast green fields, some flat and aching to be mowed, others hilly, dividing her from houses, concrete roads and chatty neighbours, ample compensation for the ranging whippets and overbearing cows.

      I was thrilled enough, driving up the stony path bracketed by rickety sheds and stray tractor parts, but the best was to come. The farm offered dog kennels, a yard with fascinating tractors: three there were, with a provenance I looked up as soon as we returned; a slope down to a pool becoming a lake, a row of horse-boxes, stables, some occupied, a good variety of trees, more fields, the main house hidden in one of them with a needy lawn surrounding it. But as we approached her cottage ... Yes! A barn! An empty barn, near enough. My face must have lit up because she said, ‘It’s lovely to see you appreciate this place.’ I agreed, but in the end, I couldn’t avoid admitting my interest in the barn.

      My own garden is a fair size, but you can’t get to it without going through the house, so I can’t keep tractors there. And I don’t own anything else. I mean, my parents didn’t own anything else, and I inherited the home they chose. So I can’t follow my passion there. But perhaps in the back of my mind, I was leading up to it. When the vacuum cleaner broke down, I took it apart and fixed it. I found this immensely satisfying. I went online straightaway to buy another vacuum described as faulty, and fixed that. It was fascinating to discover the variation in washer sizes, together with other differences in a model that, from the outside, looked much the same as mine.

      Plenty of vacuum cleaners can be picked up for next to nothing when they’ve gone wrong. I gained several. Some were more challenging than others to repair. (I don’t like that word, “repair”. You don’t pair a vacuum so you can’t re-pair it.)

      Mending faulty vacuum cleaners presented a challenge, converting my interest into an obsession. When I got to fourteen vacuum cleaners, they took up too much space, so I sold one. It was a wrench; I spent two evenings deciding which I could more easily part with. In the end, I tossed a coin. The loser (tails) went to a good home. Do you know how uplifting it is to send a formerly inefficient, ill-functioning, rejected vacuum out into the world, knowing it will now zoom happily over carpets, sucking up  dirt unreached for months?

      The other thirteen vacuums remained in my house and might have been joined by another had it not been for the mower packing up in the middle of a right-hand turn on my lawn. Ah, that was the day of significance. Reluctant to respond to my efforts to fix him, the mower had to come indoors. I dismantled him on the carpet. It was my virgin examination - I had never seen the inside of a mower before. What an inspiration; an education! Having mastered the vacuum challenges, I hoped even my induction might bring success. I eagerly anticipated the first cry of the reawakened mower.

      You’ve guessed, haven’t you, that the vacuum cleaners were relegated to second place; like a football team bested. Or like when a couple have a second child. It seems much newer and more interesting than the first. I remember being a little lad enjoying piggy backs and bedtime stories. But after gaining a brother, I watched his piggy backs and overheard his bedtime stories instead, and my parents’ faces now turned to him at the dinner table. Here  was I committing the same disloyalty, piling up the vacuum cleaners and even selling some off while the complex innards of mowers took pride of place on every surface of my living room as well as inhabiting the carpet.

      How different each mower is; each with his own voice and idiosyncracies of performance! After the excitement of bringing the first mower back into operation, the local newspaper’s small ads offered others that were failing to work. I’d phone immediately. Their owners were cooperative, delivering their failed mowers in the evenings after I’d returned from work. The thrill of arrivals in the dusk or dark doubled in the morning when I could see them properly. I left them in the middle of the lawn so in the morning I could dart out of bed and see them waiting for me under the window.

      I bought a shed for the mowers I’d fixed, and then a bigger one as I progressed to more advanced models. I hired a neighbour’s garage, but it only held the five biggest.

      I had reached the point where I despaired of a way forward when I met - Helena, her name is, by the way.  So now you understand my excitement when our introductory walk around the farm where she rented a cottage, culminated in the discovery of an empty barn.

      It wasn’t quite empty because she stored pieces of furniture there, too large for her cottage. We soon moved those to make room for the mowers. So useful that she worked from home; she could take in postal packages of mower parts during the day. Until then, I’d had to collect them from the sorting office, often a day and a half after their arrival. She kept them on top of her fridge for a while, but the pile grew too high and toppled over onto her embroidery stools (she did this for a living). She said these stools needed to be kept very clean. She can be rather a fuss-pot.

      I did buy a cupboard to house my spare parts, and that should have solved the problem, but for some reason she had preferences over furniture, one cupboard regarded as superior to another in some weird way, type of wood, colour, composition? I don’t know. I could only see that each held an identical amount. She moaned about the look of mine so I turned her armchair to face the opposite direction.

      Further, she had preferences about which storage space was used for which item. For instance, her tea towel drawer was half empty and so I put the half-cleaned engines there to separate them from those not yet treated with 4-stroke oil. She became awkward, Helena, and was strict with me in a way I hadn’t envisaged. She produced an unwanted cardboard carton for my engines, wanting them kept in the barn despite this being a four-minute walk from the cottage.

      Engines were not the only parts she wanted consigned to the barn, so I found myself spending more and more time down there. As I explained to her, it was from necessity. She queried this word “necessity”, differentiating my “hobby” of bringing of mowers back to life, from my paid work as a front-end developer. She called my mower activity a back-end invader. We laughed a lot at her humour. I like to think I’ve enriched her life. Afterwards, I showed her the little poster I had seen locally, saying, ‘Look, this has given me an idea.’

      
        
        When cutting the grass,  lawnmowers can have a rough time with bumps in the garden and debris on the lawn. But with the help of a few spare parts, your lawnmower could last for years to come.  Your repair genius will supply the care for perfect operation.

      

      

      ‘You’re not intending to offer repair services here, are you!’

      I reassured her, though doing so was intensely disappointing. There’s loads of room on a farm. All sorts of bits can be laid out and worked upon without anyone worrying. But she pointed out I was not here all the time to see these laid-out bits and sections and parts, and she was; she preferred to look at her plants. I hadn’t moved her pots and containers far, just enough to lay out a few mower handles whose ends needed de-rusting, but apparently this was too far for flowers to be visible from her window. Unreasonable: she could easily pop her head around the door to look at them whenever she wanted, but she could be awkward - Helena.

      Also, people are funny about their preferences. I’ve noticed this before. I was married once. That was the second woman in my life, and she had preferences. Eventually, I wasn’t one of them.

      But back to positive things. Did you know that lawnmowers have individual personalities? I bought a second Zingspark Cutter, tempted by its knock-down price and its amusing manner of turning at the end of each mowing line. The next Zingspark provided the same entertainment in this respect, but had a different voice. It was less of a regular zing, zing, zing and more of a higher tsing, tsing-tsing. I over-cut the lawn, listening to it. But grass grows.

      And that brings me to another wonderful bonus in having this new woman in my life. She has great friends. My favourite lives in a large flat with french doors opening onto an immense sloping lawn that would be beautiful if kept properly mown. And now it is.

      Yes, it was me who rectified his lawn situation - Mar- something, his name is. He owned a scarlet sit-on mower I was delighted to do more than sit on. It was in a sad state, he being a composer with long white fingers that probably never turned a nut onto its bolt or greased a grass box quick clip knob.

      He told me the engine revved and died. After explaining that this could be, often is, due to a poorly adjusted spark plug, I rapidly turned to, surgically removing its red shell to expose its failing internals. I was spurred on during the hard and probably lengthy task by imagining riding atop the growling monster as it seared the grass. It would leave velvet tips for the view of - Marcus, wasn’t it? - as he wielded his pen across his staves.

      Helena came out wistfully, mentioning she had known Marcus for many years. They met for tea and spiced ginger cake, and sometimes tennis, around once a week. The tea and cake were waiting right now and there was an outside loo where it would be better if I washed off the black oil before joining them.

      It was an anxious cup of tea, my eyes directed through the open french doors to the splayed sides of the mower.

      ‘This is awfully good of you,’ Marcus said, but actually his name was Marston, he informed me.

      ‘Mast-on!’ I quipped, ‘better than mast off.’ They both enjoyed my humour very much and I sensed it was a turn- up for Helena’s book that she could now offer me when visiting, benefiting her friend with novel stimulation. Who knows, Marston might have been getting bored right at that point in the year with Helena’s ginger cake or tennis. He may not get many visitors, or at least, not visitors like me.

      After tea, I was quickly back to work. Have you ever seen inside a sit-on mower? It’s quite different from one you push. Shall I explain? — Oh. Well, just the gist, then.

      I could list the parts from left to right and up to down. Best to lay them out. The sprockets and washers risked getting lost in the long grass, so I called out to Marston for a spare sheet to lay the parts upon. That way they’d show up more vividly.

      He explained he’d invested in some rather fine sheets. He’d rather not lend me one of them for this purpose, but, given that I was engaged in this activity for his benefit, well—his mower’s benefit, a mower from whose performance he’d soon profit, he conceded he could put his hands on some banquet cloths he’d inherited and was unlikely ever to use. These turned out to be even better than his sheets would have been, featuring shiny flowers  that served like receptacles separating the small items. Each flower acted as a category: wheel function, motor function, drive shaft and so on. The workings of this creature deserved my full attention. Do you know, the most fascinating part was its throttle linkage?

      Some hours later, Helena brought out a lantern and a lamp and placed one on either side of me as I worked. This was a help; her guilty gesture, I think, because as the daylight failed she’d whispered to me, ‘Perhaps Marston has other ideas for his evening. I normally only stay for tea-time, and actually I’m a little chilly and a lot bored with watching tractor parts.’ How harsh! I suppose I hadn’t known her long enough or developed our relationship fully. However, the lamp gesture mitigated against bitter repartee, even if some had come to mind during the release of the worm gear and brake level from the central portion.

      A whiff of carrot and coriander and a whirl of steam preceded Marston into my aura of light.

      ‘Soup. When you’ve drunk that, I’d really like you to go back with Helena and take a rest. So good of you to put in this work, but enough is enough. These parts will be safe where they are. No-one will be coming here and no rain is forecast, if you wanted to come back Sunday.’

      I was a little shocked by his lack of fibre. Seriously choked engines can’t be cured quickly.

      However, satisfaction was to come my way. I worked through Sunday while Marston walked with his hiking group up some nearby hills and Helena visited her family. She told me all about this as she was cooking our meal while I was preparing to tell her I had checked the spark plug to ensure the wire was connected firmly, not wobbling about. It was connected correctly, in fact, so I removed the spark plug and found it covered with corrosion. A simple scrubbing with a wire brush would restore it to working order. Did she have a wire brush? I asked her.

      She stopped cooking and turned to face me. ‘I’ve just told you my mother has pleurisy and you ask if I have a wire brush!’

      ‘So sorry, I should have allowed a pause between your news and my enquiry.’ But she wasn’t pleased, and I’m sure my portion of mashed potato was smaller than originally intended. I enjoy my food, or rather hers. I don’t cook myself, so getting properly fed is another bonus when I visit her. She says my shoulder bones stick out.

      These hiccups aside, I was able to give her the better news that I had fixed both the wheel shafts. The best news of all I was saving until we were all three together and nearing that wonderful moment when I would mount the reconstructed machine and demonstrate its power from aloft.

      On a warm and dry Thursday evening I phoned Helena and suggested popping round at tea-time. After a slice of cake and a couple of scones, we could nip over to the mower again, even if Marston wasn’t in.

      We had the tea, though scones weren’t in evidence. I had to raid my car for a spare packet of Wagon Wheels.

      ‘Shall we check on the mower now?’

      Helena insisted on phoning Marston first. ‘I never just turn up!’ she said in a squealy tone. I thought I might mention that in bed later; something she might work upon (or against).

      I’m sure Marston was delighted to see us again, and no-one had touched the mower parts since my last session. I had bought my own wire brush - a small diversion to the hardware store en route for Marston’s - and so started on the spark plugs until they were immaculate. Next, it was to be the engine. I questioned Marston about its current noise. He described voice and timbre.

      I told him, ‘If it hunts and surges it may be experiencing something as simple as an airflow issue. If the air is blocked, and in particular, sporadically, the engine slows down. When the blockage clears, the engine suddenly revs up in response.’ I demonstrated, which made him jump.

      I laughed and held up the air filter, clogged with dirt and debris. ‘Good news, Marston. I just need your washing-up bowl. Soapy water, please. I’ll clean this out and check the vented gas cap. Then we’ll have no sporadic air flow to trouble the engine. Its voice will be a pure liquid contralto.’

      ‘I suppose I can buy a new washing-up bowl,’ I heard Marston mutter to Helena whose eyes, I suddenly noticed, whizzed up to the ceiling at intervals. Poor love, it’s not a pretty sight, so I’ll advise her about avoiding doing that. Another topic for bedtime.

      They returned. The washing-up bowl more than served its purpose, and when I handed it back, blacker than the air filter that spilled its guts into it, Marston said it didn’t matter and put it with his recycling. Helena took it out again, insisting that the men wouldn’t take severely soiled items. I waited for their exchanges to cease before holding up an air filter any lawn mower would be proud to display.

      Now for the best bit. They were inside making coffee. I was reconstructing the scarlet shiny creature whose engine would now thrill them. While they’d idled their Sunday away, up hills and with family, I had solved the carburettor problem. Incorrect adjustment is apparently a common cause of poor engine idling. It results in hunting and surging. Fortunately, two screws allow you to adjust the carburettor. One screw controls the idle speed while the other adjusts the idle mixture. I’d succeeded in starting the mower and allowed it to run for five minutes before making these adjustments. It was then I identified the air flow issue, but Marston returned from the hills before I could complete my work.

      Now all was fixed and by the time they came outside to check on me, the tractor stood together and ready. The sun was going down. I started the engine seductively. ‘Well?’

      ‘My word! Have you really fixed it? Will it work?’

      ‘May I?’ I placed a tentative foot on the nearside wheel.

      ‘Please,’ said Marston.

      So I did. Climbing up, I sat for the first time on the shaped metal seat surveying my arena: a generous expanse of overgrown lawn. I looked down on them and felt bigger than a tractor. The engine sang with the joy of one whose lungs have been miraculously cured of consumption. As the sun set on the horizon, I mowed towards it, creating stripes in two shades of green for Marston to enjoy as far as his eyes could scan.

      ‘What a picture,’ yelled Helena. ‘Your white t-shirt, the red tractor, and the sun going down on you. I’ve left you some sandwiches. I think I’ll go home. Alone. I like my own space.’

      The sound of the engine completely drowned her words. Marston told me what she’d said, some considerable time later. I couldn’t understand why she’d gone without me.

      Marston was so thrilled with my mowing. I’ll be back when his grass grows, although he says he can’t wait to do it himself. Helena lives with bumpy grassy areas all around her, so those must be treated with the kind of mowers you push. Never mind, I now have twenty-two in the barn to choose from.

      I’m hoping to get friendly with the farmer when I meet him. He owns the three tractors, not so far in my touching distance. So, although Helena isn’t totally in tune with me, I shall continue with the relationship. You have to persist with these things; they take time.
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