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REVIEWS
An editor, accepting my story, 'Fred's Wall', said they loved my grumpy old man and did I have any more stories with muddling, confused, trying-to-make-sense-of-the-world men, so I wrote most of these for her. 'Greek Olives' and 'For Love of the Land' were prize winners in competitions. All of them were published in magazines in several countries. 
	It's a wonderful read that you'll return to again and again, because the stories beckon and resound, unerringly potent and memorable. D. L. Keur, The Deepening thedeepening.com/  

	
Six, stubborn, getting-on-in-age guys trying to figure things out. Married to one? “Blokes” is the perfect read for that rainy day when you find yourself wrapped in a shawl, tea in hand, staring out the window, wondering what to do with your muddler.
Author lindsay is a prolific short story writer, with over 100 pieces published in literary journals, magazines and e-zines in the UK, U.S., Canada, Europe, Australia and New Zealand. Her novel “Tizzie” made the 2014-Novels Long List for the prestigious M.M. Bennetts Award for Historical Fiction. Reviewer Vicki Tieche

	 Modern life is rough on old-fashioned men.
Patriarchal,  proud, stoical, breadwinners are anachronisms in a world of women’s  liberation, plumbers on call, and hamburgers from MacDonalds. Who needs a  strong man these days?  In “Blokes Muddling Through,” New Zealand  author p.d.r. lindsay casts a sympathetic eye on a half-dozen Kiwi  husbands, fathers and grandfathers struggling to cope with life changes  they mostly resent and resist.  The poetic result is a spare collection  of melancholy, bite-sized stories filled with bitter musings and dark  surprises.

A recently widowed sheep rancher struggles to  understand his grandchildren, “plugged into their techy gadgets,  speaking in weird jargon, afraid of a bit of healthy dirt.”  He suspects  the kids are trying to “push him out, move him into a town house, or  one of those gated retirement villages,” so they can turn his honest,  working ranch into a tourist attraction.  In another, a dairy farmer  fights with his wife over their son’s decision to become a potter  instead of taking over the family farm. She wants the boy to try his  wings, instead of becoming just another “red necked, ultra-conservative,  back block, cow cockie.” In a third, two elderly men – a pakeha  (European) and a native Maori whose ancestors have farmed side-by-side  for six generations – face up to the fact that their deaths will spark  legal battles and prevent drastic changes to the land they love. Whose children  are worse, asks the pakeha:  “my greedy, money-loving bastards, or your  political shit-stirrers?”  A fourth finds sad-sack, suburban husband Tom  – “I’m not a fan of changes. Why fix what’s fine?”  – watching in  dismay as his wife hits 50, determined “to get out of the straitjacket I  had enclosed her in.” Soon she’s taking film appreciation courses and  fancy cooking classes, and planning a vacation to Greece – without him.  (This is my favorite story, with a clever twist worthy of Alfred  Hitchcock.)
      This sextet of carefully observed, finely crafted  stories is decidedly dark reading in the aggregate, so lindsay wisely  includes some comic relief in the anthology.  “Kidnapped” will make you  laugh out loud. Crotchety suburban gardener Arnold Sidebottom despises  the young university students rooming down the street – “Louts, cheeky  sods! Fancy they’re so clever.”  When they grab his prize-winning garden  gnome, it’s all-out war. “Fred’s Wall” is set in England, where a  low-brow, no-nonsense, retired school bus driver takes tourists to visit  the ruins Hadrian’s Wall – “All that fuss for a few tumbledown stones,”  he snorts – until he finds himself smack dab in the middle of a pitched  battle between Roman legionnaires and hairy Scots. They’re just filming  a movie – right, Fred?



Michael Schmicker's review.
My thanks to artist Dawn Keur for her clever cover.  website:  Dawn
My thanks to  the Writer's Choice Editing team for editing skills,
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  Chapter one
FRED'S WALL
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On Friday the unthinkable happened. Fred's bus was late. There were two things I knew about Fred, he kept mum, and he kept time. Something must have happened. 
Always mindful of Holliwells' reputation our secretary made discrete enquiries. Her quick 'phone round showed that none of the other drivers had spotted Fred or his bus stranded by the roadside, and there was nothing on the police radio. Until definite news came we could do more.
But I wondered. After all it was I who had persuaded a reluctant boss, Mr. Holliwell senior, to hire Fred. What if my star driver had relapsed, taken umbrage at the tour party's behaviour, and driven off, leaving them stranded? Fred had been sacked as school bus driver because he'd done just that to a bus load of misbehaving kids. Before driving school buses he had taken early retirement from the municipal bus company, much to the bus company's relief. I never did find out why. It had taken much pleading to get Holliwell's to hire Fred, but he was perfect for the kind of tours I planned to organise. Holliwell's, struggling to upgrade their fleet of buses and stay in business, let me have my way.
Fred, you see, was taciturn. He never chattered, you had to persuade him to talk, which is why he became my most popular driver. Holliwells' Tours now also offered educational trips for the Open University, the University of the Third Age and the intellectual tourist. The last thing these enthusiasts wanted was a jolly, "Ho, ho, ho, have you heard this one?" bus driver to lower the tone of their educational experience. Fred was a gem, as close as a clam, and a good driver. He enjoyed his job, or so I'd thought. 
"It's summat to do and I like doin' it," he'd say to me as I handed him his day's clip board full of instructions. He'd taken the trips and tours in his silent stride. Even the boss was pleased.
All I could do was hope that the professor and students had been keen, Fred had obliged, and they'd overrun the schedule. Oh, but it was hard waiting. 
Fred drove into the depot at seven. His passengers stepped down briskly and stood in a close group round the driver's door. My anxious enquiries were brushed aside. Fred emerged. Professor Ross caught one arm, her assistant grabbed the other, surrounded by the students they hustled him over the road to the pub. I followed anxiously.
Fred had been driving this group all week, and he liked Professor Ross who was young, pretty and easy on the ears. She also knew how to manage Fred, so what had he done to make them so late? They had only been on the Hadrian's Wall trip. Living so near the Wall we did several week-long tours with the Professor.
Unfortunately I knew that when I'd told him he was driving the Hadrian's Wall trip again, he had been, for Fred, loquacious.
"Them Romans again," he'd said over his pint and a ploughman's as we'd shared a lunch break in the pub. He scratched his head. "Can’t understand why these students want to spend a week poking around an old wall. All that fuss about a few tumbledown stones." He had a total lack of imagination; a broken wall was just a heap of rubble to him, and he couldn't imagine it as anything else. 
"It's Professor Ross, Fred," I said, knowing that she was his favourite. 
"Well, at least she keeps to the schedule," and he smiled, his frown lines unfolding. "She said them Romans built that wall just to keep out the hairy Scots." He nudged me with a hard elbow. "That's you, Mary MacDonald." He swallowed the last of his bread and cheese, sniffed in a reflective way. "Pity them buggers building it, stuck up there on the moors." Fred liked town comforts, so what on earth had he done for two hours in the middle of the moors?
The students told me that Fred rolled back to the bus at five o'clock, not three. He'd come walking out of an area the group had already searched thoroughly. When he wondered what the fuss was about it had taken Professor Ross and her assistant several minutes to convince him that he was truly two hours late. His watch said three p.m. The party now wanted further explanation. What few words Fred had spoken whetted their curiosity. Typically Fred buried his nose in his pint of Taddy's ale and wouldn't speak. 
I silently begged him to stay mum for I remembered what he'd said on Monday. "Prof. wants the class to follow in Hadrian's footsteps. So we's going from east to west along the wall." He'd frowned. "Mucks up the schedule you gave me. I dunno why she don't send me on ahead and then they catch up, walking t' bits of wall all the way. She wants to stop every third of a ruddy Roman mile to see where a turret would've been. Bad for the engine." There was an indignant edge to his voice, he took pride in keeping his bus in perfect condition. I feared that his two hour delay had been a deliberate ‘that’ll learn ‘em’ action.
"Fred, come on, tell us all."
Don't you dare, I thought.
Fred ducked, retracting his neck like a tortoise. He looked harassed. Professor Ross tucked her fair hair behind her ears, settled her elbows firmly on the table and leaned towards him. "You can't keep us waiting for two hours then drift back and tell us you were watching a television programme."
I kept my face straight with difficulty.
"Film."
"What film, Fred?"
"Filming, you know, practising for one."
Faces frowned, glanced at one another, searching for understanding.
I smiled slightly. Nice one, Fred.
"You mean," said the assistant, "that you were watching a film being made." His voice rose. "Cameras, lights, actors, extras, crew, generators, trucks, all that sort of fuss?"
"Yeah...well not..." Fred was unable to continue. 
A babble of voices denied the possibilities. No one had seen any piece of a film crew.
My ribs hurt from holding in laughter.
"But Fred," said Professor Ross, "we were almost the only people on the wall. I don't think more than five cars came in all afternoon. We hunted the countryside looking for you, and we didn't see a thing." She sighed.
I wondered where he had hidden himself. 
Fred wiped the froth mustache off his lip and came out with a full sentence. "Actors, it was just actors practising at a new bit of the wall."
Eyebrows and shoulders rose in silent puzzlement. 
"But Fred," protested Professor Ross, although kindly and gently, "there isn't much wall along there."
Fred squirmed. "They rebuilt it...the film people." He swallowed more ale amidst their puzzled comments then ducked again as the questions flew.
"You mean you saw the wall rebuilt?" 
He nodded.
"In stone?" 
He shook his head. 
"In wood?"
An indignant denial.
"A fake cut-out wall?" 
Fred snorted.
"What was it made of then?" 
"Grass."
I choked over my lime and lager and allowed the pent up laughter to escape as a snort.
Professor Ross raised her hand for quiet. "Was the wall a rampart covered with turfs?"
Fred pulled his ear thoughtfully. "Aye, wooden posts and grass sods." 
The assistant looked at the professor then at Fred. "You mean you could see the wooden supports?"
"Well, it was just built like, and they was capping the top with slabs of turf." Fred forced out the sentence. 
I decided he could have free lunch for a week. No one would be complaining to Mr. Holliwell; they'd all be too busy trying to sort out what Fred saw. My best driver was safe.
A male student, in tweed cap and jacket, whispered to Professor Ross that they'd all walked what was left of the wall and seen nothing. 
Fred heard, tired of the interrogation and hard pressed, he growled. "Well, I did, and I wasn't dreaming neither." He had woken up to the fact that his job might be at stake. He became, for Fred, garrulous. 
"I went for a stroll. The rain looked like it'd hold off for an hour so I took meself away down the wall." There was a listening quiet as he wet his lips with a quick sip. "There's a bunch of big rocks in a dip like," he took a longer sip, "the wall bends away a bit. Then it rained so I sheltered below the wall, in the rocks. When I moved on there were this new bit of wall and one of them turrets I've bin hearing about all week." He glared at everyone, defying them, daring them to contradict him. 
Attaboy, Fred, I thought, you've got 'em now. 
No one interrupted. Plainly Fred was talking straight, reporting what he'd seen. I mentally applauded his performance. 
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