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1. Her - A letter from Abigail 
 
We first met when I was asked to have her sign some paperwork dealing with her farm. When I saw it was a horse farm I asked if she gave lessons. Yes and could I sign up. Thus began years of coaching and a friendship with her and her husband.
 
What followed were hundreds of lessons in the early hours of every weekend. I eventually caught on and was asked if I wanted to hunt. Hunt? I’m no hunter and don’t own a gun of any sort. No it was not hunting in the traditional sense, it was fox hunting.
 
The horse I was assigned was a thoroughbred with an attitude. To calm him down for a hunt I had to ride him 20 kilometres to the start of the 3 hour fox hunt. To be clear we didn’t hunt and kill foxes. We followed a trail of fox urine. That’s another story.
 
Over the years I improved my riding skills and moved up the ranks in the riding community. Then one day my coach decided to leave her husband and move south, way south to the Southern States. I continued to ride and hung out with her husband at the farm where my horse was boarding. I eventually bought my own farm with my horse closer to home.
 
I kept in touch with her husband and we would often talk sitting in his garage. Then one day I showed up only to find that he had a stoke. We rode to the hospital where the attending physician told me that he would not survive. As he had appointed me as his attorney for personal care, I had to decide whether to invoke the ‘do not resuscitate’ clause. It was one of the most difficult decisions I had ever made.
 
Time passed and her relationship with the southern gentleman fell apart. She returned to the farm. She was no longer my coach but I did visit occasionally. One day, months later, there was a gentleman living with her. He apparently knew a lot about horses but in our brief exchanges I doubted his honesty. Slowly I saw new equipment being bought and they would take expensive vacations which I doubted she could afford. All the male boarders and male friends were told not to set foot on the farm. He was, in my humble opinion, controlling and using her. They eventually had to sell the farm. They moved to parts unknown.
 
The farm has been sold to a developer and the home, barn and outbuildings have been levelled. It’s as if the memories as well, have also been erased. It is even sadder when you think that all her friends and siblings warned her about this guy. I hope she survives this episode of her life.
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Smoke - A letter from Detective Peters 
 
The police report stated that it was a murder suicide. Husband shot his wife, set the house on fire, then shot himself. Yet something bothered the detective in charge. He had come from a dysfunctional family and remembered the family squabbles after the family patriarch died. He envisioned that the wife’s family would be upset that the husband’s family would inherit what was left in the estate after the house burned down. It came down to who lived the longest and therefore who would inherit the estate. Everyone assumed that since the husband set the house on fire that he died right after. 
 
Detective Juan Rodriguez needed to know exactly what happened. He went to see the coroner Dr. Julie Secondo.
 
“Here’s my report Detective,” she started, “it’s complete. Gun shot to both individuals. Not that complicated although both bodies were badly burned.”
“Is there any way to be certain who died first?”
“I’m sorry Detective, it’s clear from the fire marshal that the propellants used for the fire were right beside the husband. He shot his wife, set the fire and shot himself. Nothing could be clearer and I frankly have many other autopsies and reports to complete.”
“Humour me Doctor, can you tell from the lungs who took the last breath?”
“Again, it’s obvious from all the surrounding evidence.”
“Ya, but in my limited knowledge from camping, aren’t there particulates floating around in a fire and couldn’t those be ingested while breathing?”
“I suppose it could happen.”
“If you don’t mind, can you take samples from each victim and see who has the most particulates from the fire?”
“I suppose one more test will get you off my back. Call me tomorrow, afternoon, I may have some results by then.”
“Thank you. If it’s what I suspect, I’ll buy you a new set of rubber gloves, maybe with sequins on them. Maybe not cause the sequins may end up in someone’s body.”
“You’ve got a weird sense of humour likely caused by too many visits to the autopsy department.”
Despite the initial tense discussion, they both smiled as he left, though neither of them saw the others facial expression.
 
I’ll write to you when I have more information.
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Van life - A letter from Leo
 
Let me start at the beginning.
 
When I left home at 16, I searched for a place to live that was affordable. I lucked into a job where I would take care of several apartments in exchange for a very small apartment. In the back of my mind I thought of getting a VW van. I could work, go to school and on weekends go somewhere to get a shower. The thought of van life clung to me for many years. Now when I look back at that first ‘apartment’, I have the same amount of room as in my van. The apartment was  small as it was in reality a converted tool room adjacent to the boilers used for heating the building.
 
Fast forward to 2017 when I bought a 2004 van built on a Dodge chassis. The ‘dream’ came to fruition. At 53 years of age it was the start of an adventure. It, the van, was old but was meant to see if I was suited for the van lifestyle. It hardly had any rust, no insulation to speak of and could barely climb a hill. That said the only thing I ever had to replace was the water pump. In winter, yes I lived in it during that time of year, I had layers of towels taped to the windows. It eventually froze during a bad winter storm. There was more ice under the hood than on the roads.
 
Having no place to stay in winter led me to shop around for something else. There were sales on trucks and truck campers. I decided to investigate. The first step was to buy a truck. That was the easy part and I got a 2019 Ford F250. It had 50,000 kilometres and was deeply discounted. I slept in that truck until I found a truck camper. After weeks I got my hands on one. Unfortunately the items I ordered were not installed. The dealership wanted to charge extra even though the bill of sale had those items included. I sued and they settled. I got what I had paid for, the most important to me was a backup camera. Given the size of the rig and the fact that my rear view mirror only showed me the front of the camper, it was essential for safe parking.
 
The truck camper was big. Yes there was a lot of interior space but its overall height was an issue. No drive thru would accommodate my desire for fast food. The other issue was getting from the camper to the truck. I had to climb out of the camper and walk, in all sorts of weather, to my truck. Then there were the bugs that flew into the camper every time I opened the door. Fuel was another issue as it guzzled a lot given the overall weight of the truck and camper. It was not the dream I wanted.
 
Finances were tight and I had to wait till 2022 before I was able to get into a Sprinter. I could now go from my bed to the drivers seat in a mere number of steps. No bugs to bug me. Clothing optional, though I never drove partially or fully naked. Really.
 
Technology had advanced from my 2004 van. Insulation was amazing to the point where I spent a week in Algonquin Park over the Christmas holidays. It was -30 Celsius outside and I was toasty warm inside. The bathroom was heated unlike the Dodge where you had to do your business quite quickly else you rear end would be frozen to the toilet seat. Sheer luxury with the Sprinter.
 
While technology had improved, I have had to replace the water tank (leaking), furnace (not working), roof vent (motor wouldn’t shut off) and air conditioner (motor got loose because of a broken bolt). Thankfully it was all under warranty but it cost me in hotel stays while they kept the unit overnight. 
 
There are those that do a self build. I’m not one to do the electrical wiring let alone building cabinets and a bed. I chose the pre made type of van. I’m not disparaging self builds. Kudos to you if you can do it. I don’t have the skills or the place to park while building. It’s as simple as that. Added to which when I sold my Ford truck, there was a shortage and I got more for it than what I paid. It made the purchase of a fully equipped van possible.
 
Those that live the van life will understand that there are certain limitations. You have to monitor water usage. Gone are the days of running the tap while you brush your teeth. Gone are the long showers and dancing in the bathroom. Water is limited and the space is tiny but at least you have a bathroom. Parking is next on the list and a top priority. While many will use Walmart parking lots, they are slowly disappearing. Some individuals, both van lifers and others have left garbage where they parked. This has led to an overnight parking ban. Street parking is a no go. Hospitals are ok if you arrive late and leave early. It’s funny how my routine has changed as a result. I now wake at 2 or 3 am. 
 
On the plus side, if you don’t like your neighbours, you can leave. Not so easy with an apartment or house. You don’t pay property taxes or water bills or hydro. You’d be hard pressed getting a credit card because they always ask for copies of this bills to prove that you are a real person. You can travel at will and see the beauty of the country. Speaking of bills, I get asked about mail. With so fixed address, unless you own land and park on that land, what do you do? I use a post office box in the town I live in. Some use UPS boxes that offer an address and a mail box. Some use a friends address which works as long as the tax authorities don’t think that an extra person lives there and raises taxes as a result.
 
Toilets. In an apartment or home, you flush and that’s it. No further thought is required. Not so in van life. There are several types of toilets in vans. At home there is one type unless you consider a bidet as part of the routine. In vans you have toilets that dump into a tank generally located under the van itself. There is also incinerating toilets that render your waste into a form of power. Lastly composting toilets that render, supposedly, the product into compost. I’ll pass over the toilets that just collect whatever into a bag. 
 
The variety is amazing yet in each case you have to dispose of whatever form your poop has become. Putting a bag into garbage bins likely offends local by laws. If you have a friend with a farm, you have it easy. Just go to the manure pile and you are done. The thought process for each takes mental acuity and forethought. When added to water issues, you can well imagine this is a lifestyle choice and takes extra effort, and I’m not talking about constipation.
 
Parking. I return to the issue of parking. Those that embrace van life know that parking your rig is an issue. You can’t really park on a quiet street. Someone will call the cops. Parking in a mall has its drawbacks. The Walmart example has its drawbacks. Yet the States versus Canada, look at it differently. They have rest stops on almost every interstate. In addition they have dedicated parking for all manner of RV’s. You can even rent a parking pad on a monthly or year basis. It’s a home base for those that embrace the lifestyle. Canada on the other hand goes so far as banning tiny homes so you can well imagine the attitude towards van lifers. 
 
There are some that say, living a van life means you must have a trust fund. Not so. It is cheaper that renting an apartment, even when fully financed. Groceries are the same as in an apartment or house. Fuel costs the same whether you live in a van or use your personal vehicle for work. Property taxes or water bills - none and that is the benefit of van life. 
 
Let us say there is a snow storm that descended while you were at work. Do you risk driving with roads that are snow covered or risk fellow drivers hitting you as they spin out of control? With a van, you can stay at work, in the parking lot, in your own bed with your own food. That to me is an added benefit. You don’t have to risk life and limb in commuting.
 
 
Downsizing 
 
Let me tell you about downsizing to van life. I had a house with a garage full of stuff. I donated a lot to neighbours and a few items to a museum - those items I found in my travels, they were that old. For a while I kept a few boxes of what remained. Almost weekly I would sift through the stuff and throw things out. If I hadn’t used that piece of clothing for 5 years, out it went. How many kitchen utensils do you really need and
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