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Chapter One

Palmerston North, New Zealand, June 2018

Meg felt uneasy. She kept looking around,
seeking a reason, without success. A few minutes later, Panther
came in through the cat door, complaining. Her heart lurched as she
looked next door. Panther hadn’t been fed her breakfast? Ray hadn’t
opened the curtains either. That wasn’t usual. Her unease
increasing, Meg went through the door in the fence to Ray’s back
door, followed closely by the cat. As she reached the door, she saw
the key in her hand. She didn’t remember picking it up from its
nail by her back door. She knocked, then she knocked louder.
Finally, she used her key.

“Ray. Ray!”

The house was totally silent. Her heart
pounded even more as she forced herself to walk. She felt like she
was walking through snow, each step an effort of dread. She found
him still in bed. She felt for a pulse but she knew it was
hopeless. She cried softly. They had played backgammon only
yesterday. She wished she had let him win. His face looked like he
was just sleeping, unshaved. He couldn’t be dead; he didn’t look
that old. She gently stroked his cheek as she cried.

She cried for the end of their friendship,
the end of what might-have-been, the loss of a good neighbour and
the end of a bad retirement. So much he had planned to do and so
little he had been able to. He had taken early retirement, bought
this house and the predation only increased. While not at work, he
was more accessible. He hadn’t thought of that. He had thought that
having a reduced income would mean Craig’s demands would be more
reasonable. They weren’t. He was only seventy-five; a year younger
than her. She picked up the phone; Police first.

As people came and went, Meg sat in his kitchen,
drinking his tea and eating his biscuits as his body was picked up,
his lawyer contacted and things organised. It wasn’t until that
evening that she started to really worry. Despite her calls and
texts, she had had no reply from his son Ron. Which meant
she now had to organise the funeral. She had forgotten Ron
was usually in areas that were out of cell phone coverage. She
wondered what would happen now but of one thing she was determined,
she would care for Ray’s house and cat until his son Ron arrived.
Panther, simply moved next door where the servant was.

It was nearly dark when she answered her door to a
young man. Her eyes narrowed as she recognised him.

“Could you let me in to my father’s house
please? I’m told you have the key.”

“No.”

“But it’s mine now.”

“No, it is not! It belongs to Ron now and
you’re not getting in.”

“Ron won’t mind. I need somewhere to stay
until the funeral.”

“Tough.” She noticed the innocent expression
had gone, his eyes had narrowed and he was struggling to be
pleasant.

“Well I’ll break in then.”

“Thanks for the heads up. I’ll call the
Police.” Meg slammed the door in his face and called Police as she
watched Craig go next door. She smiled; he was in for a shock.

Three times that first night, Ray’s alarms
went off. The third time, the Police brought a dog and the dog got
him. It was just after two am and Meg went back to bed smiling.
That alarm had been put in last time Craig had walked in, uninvited
and yet again stolen. He had gotten cash, food Ray would have given
him had he asked for it but the last straw was that he had stolen
the last of the figurines his mother had collected. The figurines
were Royal Doulton and valuable. Craig had stolen several before
Meg had noticed some were missing some years ago and told Ray. Ray
had reluctantly put the alarm in, at her insistence, to catch
Craig. Got him. Now she could sleep. And now Craig had his free
accommodation…

Their funerals, was something they had discussed in
the way people of their age often did. She took over. She knew
where his Will was, she knew who his Accountant was, she knew where
his money was. She was his executer as he was for her; her children
being too far away. She knew what he wanted and what he didn’t. She
delayed things until a week had passed but Ron was still out of
touch. She knew who else to contact; he had given her a list.

She thought the funeral was a reflection of Ray’s
life. Most of the mourners were ex Lake Alice Hospital staff
members. A few were recent friends like herself. Craig was livid at
being charged for breaking into his father’s house and although out
on bail at the time, he declined to attend his father’s
funeral.

And now she knew what to do; keep his property in
good order for Ron to decide what to do about. Sell it, probably.
So slowly, she started doing some spring cleaning, repairing
various items, and she touched up the paintwork outside, where it
was looking tired. She replaced some faded curtains and called in a
carpet cleaner. She repainted the front fence so the house looked
good from the road and replaced some of the flowers in the front
garden, gradually transplanting more and more of her garden into
his. She spent most of her day in his house and garden, supervised
by Panther. Slowly, many of her pot plant collection also went from
her home to his, to make his house look lived-in and welcoming. The
weeds in his garden decreased, ruthlessly pulled out and the lawn
started looking considerably neater as she trimmed the edges and
evicted the weeds. Panther wandered in and out of both properties.
Probably wondering where her formerly reliable servant was, Meg
thought.

Life went on as Meg added Ray’s house,
garden and lawn duties to her own and instructed herself to
maintain two homes. The house was a three bedroomed wooden bungalow
in a good area, near a school and shopping centre and ideal for a
young family. It would sell well, she thought. She vowed to ensure
she presented it well, in Ray’s memory and to help his nice boy
Ron.


Chapter Two

Two weeks later, Northern Territory, Australia, mid
July 2018

Ron Marshall drove yawning, hungry and
anticipating a meal, haircut, shave, comfortable bed and an
increased bank account. Beside him, his son Kyle slept. The boy had
done well this past two weeks, catching on quickly and seemingly
enjoying the life. Between the two of them, they had had a good
haul. They had earned a little over a normal two weeks income. On
average. Each. The amount Ron earned varied from nothing to a good
haul of several thousand dollars in one hour. He had hoped things
would be better between them as Kyle grew older, as it had with
Silas. Why could he not relate to children? Even his own two!? Yet
he couldn’t. Dirty nappies made his stomach turn. Toddlers
exasperated him. He had little patience for the fifty questions an
hour from children. He smiled as his phone pinged; he was at last
in cell phone range. As the pings continued, steadily, his smile
faded. Was this good news or bad? He had a best seller? Or someone
was dead? Preferably Craig. He stopped and started reading the
emails as Kyle stirred.

“Are we there yet?”

“No.”

Alarmed at the catch in his father’s voice
he asked, “What’s wrong?”

“My father has died.”

“Grandpop?” Kyle sat up.

Ron sat, stunned. His father was dead? What
had happened? He knew of no health problems that could have caused
this. He kept reading and discovered it was a cardiac arrest. Cause
unknown. But he had no pre-existing conditions. Ron knew his father
seemed to be in good order with none of the usual cardiac,
diabetic, blood pressure or cholesterol issues so why had this
happened? Stress?

“What happened?”

“Cardiac arrest.”

“When?”

“Two days after we went out to the
mine.”

“What about Panther? Who’s looking after
her?”

“Meg Foster.” It had taken him a second to
remember she was his father’s next-door neighbour. The good cook.
He read her Emails. She informed him that she was caring for
Panther and his father’s house. He was relieved. Panther was only
the second pet his father had ever owned and he adored the cat. His
father would be so relieved to know the cat was well looked after.
And she told him his father’s new alarm system had caught Craig who
had been imprisoned both before and then after his father’s
funeral. Then he had not attended the funeral that he had pleaded
to be allowed out for. Ron seethed; how typical for Craig to try to
get into the house to steal to profit from their father’s death.
Now what was he going to do?

“When’s the funeral?”

“Been and gone. Meg recorded it for me.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.”

There was a long silence; commonplace for
Ron and rare for Kyle. The silence grew.

“I guess I need to take you home and go to
New Zealand.”

“You’ll have to take me with you. The others
have gone on holiday. I don’t know when they’ll be back.”

Ron had forgotten that. And he wasn’t
allowed to leave a thirteen-year-old home alone. Sharon made a
habit of being late back or being out when he was scheduled to
return Kyle home. Anything to needle him. Over the years their
relationship had gotten so bad they could barely be civil to each
other. He normally communicated through Kyle or via her husband,
Pierce, who was a decent enough fellow but caught in the middle.
Sharon would start World War Three if he tried to return Kyle
earlier. Even for this reason. Ron restarted the Toyota and
continued the drive to town. They still needed to cash in the gold,
get a haircut and get something to eat that he hadn’t cooked.
Preferably fish. Definitely not kangaroo.

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know, Kyle.”

“You could ring this Meg Foster.”

Yes, he could. He drove on in silence, his
numb brain trying to think. And not succeeding.

Kyle sat, thinking. “Didn’t you say you were
thinking of returning to New Zealand?”

“Yes, but in a few years’ time. When the
gold ran out. I planned to be there when my father needed me. When
he got old. I thought we might be able to connect.”

Kyle listened, sadly. He and Silas had had a
holiday in New Zealand at Grandpop’s place just last year and even
they noticed the awkwardness between Grandpop and Dad. It was like
they barely knew each other. He thought Grandpop was already old.
Ancient even. His skin was saggy, his hair half brown and half
grey, he had glasses and a hearing aid he often forgot to wear and
he walked with a crutch. Hadn’t Dad said he had one knee that
needed replacing? Clearly past his use-by date. Worse, Grandpop
knew nothing about what kids his age liked, did, needed, wore,
watched on TV, or ate. Worse than his father. At least Dad
listened, he had to give him that.

And Grandpop was the worst cook he had ever
known. Without a microwave and a can opener, he would starve. He
smiled as he remembered the meal they had had their first night
there. Frankfurters, peas, potatoes and tomato sauce. Four cans for
tea, everything microwaved except the sauce. But worst of all was
that it wasn’t enough food and they had all been too awkward to
tell Grandpop they were still hungry. Dad had taken over the
cooking of the main meal from the next night and lunch also when
they all got sick of peanut butter sandwiches. Grandpop might have
been a little indignant about how they all failed his cooking but
he ate everything Dad cooked, they noticed.

The silence dragged on.

As he saw the town Kyle asked, “Who gets
Grandpop’s house?”

“Me.”

“Not Uncle Craig?”

“His inheritance went into his veins.”

Kyle thought about that. He’d had a few
lectures about drugs from Dad but what he had remembered most was
the hurt. Dad said Craig was way brighter than him and had failed
at life because of drugs. He sighed; this wasn’t how today was
supposed to end. He had been looking forward to town and a meal of
something other than bush meat and rice. He would even enjoy some
veges. Ones that hadn’t been dehydrated and rehydrated and bled dry
of their texture and flavour and any appeal they might once have
had. His father hadn’t anticipated how fast the two of them would
eat up the garden and there was nothing there now except seedlings.
Somehow this trip to town was no longer his primary focus. Was he
was going to get a trip to New Zealand? He didn’t care about being
late back to school. Now, how best to organise this? His mother
would create Hell if his Dad took him without telling her and equal
Hell if Dad tried to take him home early instead. One fight was
better than two. Best just to go to New Zealand and deal with the
fallout later. Otherwise they might fight for a few days first and,
worst scenario, his mother might refuse to let him go. Especially
if she thought his father wanted him there. But then he remembered
his passport was at home.

He listened as his father talked to Meg Foster, that
lady that had come to their rescue and made some casseroles and
puddings for them, including a spectacular chocolate steamed
pudding. She made good cookies too, he remembered. He watched his
father sag as he put the phone down.

“I owe Meg $9,500. He didn’t even have
enough left over for a funeral. Bloody Craig!”

“So, why are you going back? Are you going
to sell the house?”

“Probably.”

“That might not be smart.”

“Why?”

“Mum.”

Ron looked at his son and thought about
that. Sharon had been furious when he had quit his coalmining job.
But she had bled him dry and he had gotten sick of all the legal
fights for extra money when he paid her a heap anyway and the
manipulation that all started out, “don’t you love your son?’ Or
variants. She had even declared Kyle needed remedial maths tutoring
and then his little brother Pat had gotten the tuition instead. The
courts had been unable to get money out of him when he didn’t earn
any. That had been a laugh until Kyle told him his child support
had been paying most of the mortgage and they were in trouble with
the bank.

“I’ve had an idea, Dad.”

“What?”

“Why don’t you go and live in the house and
write? You said you always wanted to be a writer.”

“I haven’t got enough saved to do that.”

“You could sell up. Advertise the whole lot.
Job lot. Claim, licence, Toyota, shack, equipment, what’s it all
worth?”

“I don’t know.”

“I could soon work it all out for you.”

“I wouldn’t know how to sell it.”

“Advertise on Facebook and use an On-line
auction site. You’ll have to use a Real Estate Agent for that, so
people then will know it actually exists and isn’t a scam. It’ll
cost you commission but it will get you a lot more of the realistic
customers with money. And advertising that people know is
legit.”

“Really?” Ron remembered that Kyle’s mother
tended to buy a better home every few years. He figured Kyle knew
the process.

“We’ll have to create another Facebook page
for it. Mum watches yours all the time.”

He knew that, “Looking for anything she can
claim.”

Kyle winced but it was true. His mother
thought every cent his father earned was hers if she could figure
out how to get it. It was very embarrassing and he had to watch
everything he said. Any pictures that went up on-line had to be
scrutinised to ensure they didn’t show the shack. He had heaps of
pictures of the camp hidden in a file marked ‘Mermaid drawings.’
His mother thought his father still lived in a tent. No, his father
with savings would be a target. An irresistible one. But a broke
father living in New Zealand and writing. Now that was a small
target and out of range.

“If you’re living in New Zealand it will be
harder for her to get at you. And you could try out for full time
writing. You could give it five years. I’ll be nineteen in just
over five years. If writing isn’t earning you a living you could go
back to coal mining then, earn anything you like, and keep it.”

Ron thought about that. It would serve
Sharon right for all her greed. She had been getting so much and a
lot more than it would have cost her to keep Kyle. In five years’
time, he would still be young enough to put in a few good years and
get earning again for his retirement. Without a Craig or a Sharon
to drain it all out.

It still hurt. His father had believed in
Superannuation, saved hard, retired, bought the house and still had
over $500,000 left to enjoy. Craig had gotten most of that off him
in Rehabilitation, rent, food, theft and a succession of cars and
vans so he had something to live in when he persisted in living on
the street. Vans and cars that he promptly sold. Even a camper!
Sold to buy drugs after begging for it to get off the streets. His
father had been so pleased to buy it for him so he wouldn’t be
homeless and so devastated and betrayed when he promptly sold it.
His father was a slow learner where Craig was concerned.

Kyle wondered what it all was worth; the mine, the
shack, the workings, the lot. There were a lot of things his father
had added over the years. And his mother thought he still lived in
a tent. Silas and he had kept that secret. The shack had grown over
the years. It now had three rooms and a screened-in porch, solar
power, running water and all the essentials. All unpermitted,
uninsured and probably illegal, of course. But the nearest Building
Inspector would be hundreds of miles away. He could go by what the
mine had cost and add on the income and the value added by his
father. He’d even factor in the hens and the henhouse. He wondered
what a Real Estate Agent would make of the lack of permits but he
thought so far as everything was declared, it was still legal. And
who cared; it was in the Outback.

In the end it had taken the Agent, with huge help
from Kyle, only three weeks to sell the whole lot, adding the
tuition to get his father an extra five thousand and the buyers a
reject button if the claim wasn’t producing as described. Kyle
suspected that that had been the incentive to buy and the ten
percent deposit, sight unseen, (half to the Real Estate Agent and
half to his father), had stripped all the tyre kickers away. It had
been a steep learning curve for everyone but they had settled on a
ten percent deposit on being picked up at the air strip, seventy
percent after inspecting the mine, shack, seam and the paperwork
and the remaining twenty percent following two to three weeks of
tuition.

The Real Estate Agent and the buyers’ lawyer
had had fun and there were strict conditions before his father got
all the money. By that stage the mine had produced some more gold,
he was back at school and his father was on his own with a list of
instructions, dictated by his son, to follow…

Kyle was sworn to secrecy. He didn’t tell his mother
anything until his father was safely in New Zealand and then he had
casually remarked that his father was thinking of staying there and
enjoying living in a proper house. Without telling her he’d sold
up.

“What’s the house like?” Sharon asked
sharply.

“It’s just a little wooden house. It’s not
nearly as good as this one. It’s only got three tiny bedrooms,” he
added absolutely truthfully.

“What’s the furniture like?”

“Not nearly as good as ours. It’s third
hand. Grandma bought it second hand and then left it behind for
Grandpop when she went to Germany. I don’t think Grandpop had much
money at the end. Dad said he didn’t have enough left to pay for
the funeral. Dad paid for it.”

“How come your father inherited the house
and not Craig as well?”

“I explained that Mum. Craig got more than
half his share.”

“According to your father.”

According to Grandpop as well. And according
to what Grandma said.”

“What happened to the gold mine?”

“I think he said he sold up.” Kyle held his
breath.

“What was everything worth?”

“Whatever you can get for it. It was pretty
isolated. He probably just left everything there because he flew
back to New Zealand so he would just have had what he could fit in
his pack.”

Kyle tried hard not to lie but to give her
the impression his Dad hadn’t had much. If she somehow found out
that everything had sold for about a million, she’d have the knives
out. He’d watched the bids going up but he’d gone to bed before it
sold. The bids had been over $950,000. And she’d forget about the
steady five hundred a month he sent her regardless of what he
actually earned. But his father was a good builder, handyman,
hunter and even a gardener when he had gotten sick of dehydrated
veg. So he had added a lot of value to the property. There had even
been an orchard of nine assorted trees. And his father had
transplanted a lot of native trees around the camp for shade to
cool it down. It looked good.


Chapter
Three

Palmerston North, New Zealand, late August 2018

Ron looked out the window as they touched
down at Palmerston North airport. But this time the routine was
broken. Normally he sent a text to his father once he got his bags
and his father was there in five minutes. Not this time. This time
it was Meg who got the text. As he saw her, he felt such a lump in
his throat he couldn’t speak.

“Is this all you’ve got?” Meg looked at his
backpack and what looked like a computer bag.

He nodded, as he shivered. He’d forgotten
how cold winter was here.

Meg assumed by his luggage that he was just
staying until he sold. She led the way to the car.

The lump in Ron’s throat expanded as they
walked to the parking lot and he saw his father’s car. Minus his
father. Meg tried to hand him the keys but he didn’t trust himself
and shook his head, opening the Hyundai’s boot and tossing his pack
in. He kept the laptop case on his knee as she drove him to his new
home about two miles away and parked in the garage. As they entered
the kitchen and she put his keys down on the kitchen table in a
little bowl she said,

“Ray and I always had a key to each other’s
house. I assumed you wouldn’t like that so the spare is here too. I
went grocery shopping for you so there’s food in the cupboards and
fridge. I cleaned out your father’s fresh stuff when he died so I’m
just replacing what I ate.” She looked at him but he still said
nothing so she decided best to leave. Maybe he didn’t want her
here. Maybe he was upset.

“The beds are made up fresh and the towels
are all clean. The hot water is turned on and the water is hot.
I’ve left a list for you letting you know when rubbish day is and
everything else you need to know. Panther packed her suitcase and
moved to my place and I’d be happy to get adopted.”

As she left, Ron thought she probably thought him
very rude. But it was all just now hitting him. All the things left
unsaid, the hurts not dealt with, the relationships not built. Now,
none of it would be done. When their mother went to Germany and
they went to live with his father, both he and Craig had expected
things would change with him; that they would get a better
relationship with their Dad. Their mother had emphasised that she
expected that too. But it didn’t happen. They had just moved house
and swapped a mother who was always at home weekends and evenings,
for a father who was never home. They got used to looking after
themselves. They were, what, fifteen and thirteen? Sixteen and
fourteen more likely. He couldn’t remember exactly.

He wandered around the house turning all the heaters
on. He noticed the improved standard of housekeeping, the fresh
flowers in the lounge and the clean, aired smell of the house. The
dust had had an eviction notice. There were also a profusion of pot
plants he didn’t remember; hanging down, on furniture and one huge
fern in the bathroom. He opened the fridge. It was well stocked and
smelt faintly of vanilla. It was also clean. Clearly not his
father’s doing. He put the kettle on and wandered into the
bathroom, checked the two spare bedrooms and ended up in his
father’s room. There was a stack of legal papers on the bed. He
flicked through them but all these had been emailed to him. The
house wasn’t in his name yet. He had to deal with that. Tomorrow.
He absently opened some drawers and closed them again. Tomorrow.
Hearing the kettle boil, he made himself a pot of tea from the
selection of teas available. No tea bags here. He sat at the
kitchen table where he had sat so often before. But this time he
was alone. The tablecloth was clean instead of being a newspaper.
The cloth had even been ironed! He looked in the cupboard and found
some biscuits.

He looked around. This house had been built
in the 1950s or thereabouts and had been advertised as a do-up when
his father bought it. It had not been done up. The kitchen,
bathroom and laundry were still original. All they had done between
them, was maintain what was here. The double garage had been built
some time later but before his father had bought it. If he stayed
here it could stay as it was. It was adequate and far superior to
what he had been living in. Well it had a bathroom. And a laundry.
It had a flush toilet and an inside one at that. No more aiming out
the window in the direction of the garden and firing. No more
digging a hole in the compost heap for number twos. This house was
civilisation and he had helped with the upkeep. Each time he came
over, he had done something. Wallpapered a room or painted one side
of the house or something. He came generally twice a year so
slowly, he had it all looking good. The iron roof was green and
he’d done that three years ago and the outside of the house was
still in the original white with gold facings. He needed to
continue the repainting with the East side due. He could do that
next.

He got up and checked the laundry. Still the
same automatic washing machine and dryer he had bought his father
five years ago and installed himself. He opened the door of the
upright freezer squeezed into the corner. Stacked with instant
meals. Definitely his father’s buying. He saw some ice cream and
pulled it out. Australia had many good things but New Zealand beat
them cold on ice cream. Excuse the pun, he thought. He carried the
hokey-pokey ice cream to the kitchen and had started to eat it
before he figured he probably should have used a plate. Too bad. He
was the only occupant here. He was sorry about the cat leaving home
though. Maybe he’d get a dog. If he decided to stay here.

It was nearly eight pm but he was restless.
Oops, make that 11pm. He’d forgotten to allow for the time zone.
That made two time zones he’d crossed today and he was far too
awake and unsettled for sleep. He wandered into the lounge and
turned the TV on. Then off. He flicked on the big stereo system his
father and he had hooked up. It played on speakers throughout the
house. The TV played through the speakers too so he could listen to
the news while cooking tea. He’d liked that. His father didn’t
cook. He reheated.

At least he had inherited the music. His
father liked almost all types of music and that was one thing Craig
hadn’t stolen. Prices for second hand CD’s made it not worthwhile.
People gave them away. So Craig hadn’t stolen them. His father must
have about 200? Craig hadn’t stolen the books either. Again, no
resale value. The lump came back into his throat as he saw all his
own books that he had sent to his father. Then he saw that the last
of his mother figurines had gone as his father had said. She’d be
pissed. When she’d moved to Germany, she’d left a whole pile of
stuff to his father. The furniture and appliances, because he
needed to move out of the hostel and set up a household but she was
supposed to send for her stuff. She posted most of it to herself
but not the figurines. They were too fragile and too precious.
She’d meant to come back for them but she never had. She just had
the four she had carried all the way with her. The oldest and most
precious ones. Those ones that had been her mothers. Craig had
stolen all the rest and sold them. So Craig had been informed by
his mother that he was inheriting nothing from her.

But Craig didn’t care. Neither of his
parent’s fully understood that, but he did. And he no longer hoped
for Craig’s Rehabilitation. He was sure it was too late. Craig’s
personality, he suspected, was corrupted and irretrievable. Craig
cared only about himself. Not about his mother’s sense of loss, not
about the sentimental value of the figurines from her childhood
memories. Nor her pride when she added to the collection. Craig
cared only about his own immediate needs, which excluded
relationships.

He wandered into his father’s bedroom and
moved the pile of papers from the bed. He opened the top drawer.
Underwear. He got a rubbish bag from the kitchen and tipped all the
undies and socks in. He pulled open the next drawer. Singlets and
pyjamas. They followed the undies. The third drawer held Tee shirts
and he paused. His father had lost weight but still bought large
Tee shirts. These would fit him. He shut the drawer, undecided on
the fate of the Tee shirts. Next drawer was jerseys. Good, woollen
jerseys. He would keep those. It was cold and would get colder yet.
They would fit. He opened the little drawers on the dressing table
that had been his mothers and found his father’s passport and the
ownership and vaccination passport for Panther and something he
didn’t know. She was half Burmese. Well that explained a few issues
she had with loud and frequent vocalising, attitude, good
musculature and general personality.

Sharon had expensive tastes in everything;
houses, cars, clothes, shoes, furniture, kitchen appliances and
cats. Among other things. She had paid thousands for a Birman and a
Siamese kitten lately and, years ago, had had Burmese cats. So he
knew the breed. They had had a Chocolate Burmese when they were
together. She was the type of person that would never settle for
ordinary anything. Especially if she could manipulate him to pay
for it.

He kept opening drawers with half a feeling
of ownership and half a feeling of intrusion. This was all his now.
He had never had so much stuff and so much of it was his mothers,
like almost all the furniture. It was 3am New Zealand time before
he finally felt sleepy. He debated where to sleep and finally
decided sleeping anywhere other than his father’s bedroom was
silly. The sooner he emotionally moved in, the more homely it would
feel and the more settled he would feel. He had read that in a book
somewhere and it made sense. Thank God for eBooks. Every time he
went to town and into Internet range, he filled up his Readers. He
had two in case one broke down and left him bookless. That would be
unbearable in the Outback. Finally, he stripped off, luxuriated in
a long, hot shower and got into his father’s bed. Which had
originally been his mothers. Before that someone else’s? And now it
was his.

He was sound asleep when he felt something on the
bed. In panic he reached for his rifle and became aware of several
things simultaneously. His rifle wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the
country where it now was. The intruder was purring and his heart
had just had a workout. And it was still going.

He turned the light on. Panther was purring
and kneading, happily. Did she realise there was a change of
servant? Did she care? He was here, warm and familiar and in the
right bed. He patted the cat who increased the volume. It looked
like the cat had packed her suitcases and moved again. He hoped so.
She was someone to talk to who would talk back and agree with him.
Strangely comforted he turned over to go back to sleep and the cat
moved up against his back. He smiled, and in his estimation the cat
was audibly smiling and he’d bet his father was smiling too. Maybe
he would stay. At least for now.


Chapter
Four

Dunedin, New Zealand. Wednesday, May 20th
2020

Roslyn Olsen got off the bus and hurried to
her flat. She’d get the heating on in her cold, damp, uninsulated
and draughty flat and then go and get Cindy. She turned the key and
it wouldn’t open the door. She tried and tried again and then with
a chill in her bones, unrelated to the cold weather, she hurried to
the mailbox and the letter she had feared was there. It was in a
familiar handwriting and on opening it she read,

“You are still behind on the rent and have now been
locked out until the arrears and rent due are paid plus $95 costs
for changing the locks.”

460 arrears

460 rent

95 new key

Total $1,015

A.C. Riley.

Roslyn stared in stunned disbelief. This couldn’t be
happening! Not again! This was so mean; he knew it was her payday
today and that she would usually have no cash today. She couldn’t
bank her cheque until tomorrow. She waited, shivering in the cold
until the next bus came and travelled across town to his home,
knowing it would be fruitless but she had to try. On the way she
rang the babysitter and tearfully explained that she had a problem
and couldn’t pick Cindy up, but Mrs. Patel reassured her,

“It’s alright Roslyn, I’ll keep her
overnight. Pay me tomorrow, no charge for overnight.”

What appalling timing this was. Mrs Patel
would have offered her a bed but her house was full with relatives
fleeing the virus in India. Households were filling up all over the
country with people fleeing COVID19! Her Aunt, who would also have
taken her in had let her house out to family who fled from Britain.
She was living in her clinic! There was no room with her.

Roslyn put down the phone with a blessing
for Mrs. Patel who had a heart of gold and who augmented her
pension by caring for Cindy as well as one of her granddaughters.
So Cindy was safe. She vowed to herself that as soon as she’d
cashed her last pay cheque, Mrs. Patel would get paid second; after
the rent. How could he do this? All through Lockdown and until now
she had paid the rent, only sometimes a little short.

Arriving at Mr Riley’s house she knocked at the door
and her heart sank as he looked at her with a contemptuous sneer.
She begged, tearfully, but Mr Riley repeated, “No money, no flat,”
and slammed the door.

After standing there helplessly for a
minute, she knocked and knocked on the door but there was no
response except for an occasional yell at her to go away.

Finally, she wandered off, not knowing what
else to do. It was May, 6pm and she had just her handbag; no flat,
no car, no possessions and nowhere to go. If she had at least had a
car she could have slept in that but it had had to be sold during
her pregnancy as she needed the money and couldn’t afford the
payments. Thank God for Mrs Patel. At least Cindy was safe and warm
and fed.

This was so unfair! She was just getting
back on her feet after Lockdown to find that COVID 19 had finished
off her employers struggling business. He had reopened on the
fourteenth of May and had had almost no business except for buying
jewellery that people, desperate for cash following Lockdown, were
selling. Sadly, he had decided to close down. His business had been
on the market for four years and had not sold. It hadn’t a hope of
selling now, he had thought.

Pete Riley watched through the net curtains as she
walked away. “Stupid bitch,” he muttered, “mousy and gutless.” He
knew he had no right to lock her out of her flat when she was only
two weeks overdue on the rent but he thought it likely she didn’t
know that and it had worked a treat before. He chuckled, he’d told
her it was an extra $95 for her to get back in, the money needed
because he’d replaced the locks but he’d replaced them with others
from his large collection. It cost him nothing but a few minutes.
He was an expert on that! Better still, each time he did this she
had had to pay the back rent too. She’d never go to the Rent
Tribunal; she wasn’t the type. She gets paid tomorrow he thought
and he anticipated a good flutter at the Races.

He’d been so lucky. All his tenants, except
her, had managed to pay all their rent during Lockdown. Those on
the benefit still had incomes and most of his tenants were poor and
on benefits. Perfect. Tenants with a guaranteed income and easier
to push around.

Roslyn wandered the streets, shivering, and finally
got back onto a bus since she had a multi-ride ticket and it was a
little warmer inside the bus. She sat in the bus as it went up and
down the steep Dunedin streets and then back down to the flat land
the main town buildings were built on. An hour passed and she still
didn’t know what to do or where to go. She wondered about asking
friends for help but knew she would feel so foolish having to ask
for a bed for the night that she wouldn’t. She so hated being in
situations like this where she felt helpless and hopeless and
useless. But she wondered what else could she do?

Worse, today was her last day at work. She’d
been laid off with no redundancy payment, well not in cash and
there was no way she would give Mr Riley her last pay cheque which
included her holiday pay. She knew if she gave it to him, she would
then have no money for groceries as he would keep the lot as he had
last time. Which reminded her that she was hungry, with no money in
her account and a cheque that was useless until tomorrow. That
money had to last her until she found another job.

But it was just after Lockdown. How was she
going to get a job? The tourist industry was in tatters from the
National airline down. The borders were closed to tourists. Worse,
she would be competing among countless others who were in the same
position. But the food industry was back and the nation was happily
munching through anything they hadn’t cooked themselves! Maybe
she’d stand a chance there?

At least there was holiday pay on her cheque
and it would last a few weeks. Unemployed. She’d loved the job, she
sighed. Mr Riley knew when her pay day was and had obviously timed
this as she now suspected he had last time. Her boss, Doug
Woodfield, was an old jeweller who was a manufacturing jeweller but
there was too much competition from warehouse type jewellers and
their cut price 10,000 identical pieces which Doug was highly
contemptuous of. Worse, was the quality of this overseas
mass-produced jewellery and he’d scoffed in disgust when shown a
gold bracelet that had been bought at one of these places. She
remembered seeing it. It was big, chunky and expensive. Although
only five years old, it was breaking on the links.

She sighed; that was only part of the
problem. The bottom line was that Mr Woodfield had been unable to
compete with quality over mass production so the shop had had to
close. COVID 19 had just been the last nail in the coffin. At
sixty-six years of age, he was not really sorry but she was! There
was so much competition among artists and so few jobs but she’d
found she had been a natural at learning to design and make
jewellery, fixing damaged jewellery, redesigning old jewellery,
changing watch batteries and making minor repairs to all forms of
jewellery. She learnt quickly and her small, dextrous hands were an
advantage. Sadly, she had also learnt that this was a trade that
was diminishing and being left behind by ‘progress.’ There was
little chance of a future in it for her. Art was her first love but
finding a job using art was a dream, not a likelihood.

Mr Woodfield would be financially sound and
relatively wealthy once the stock was auctioned off and the shop
was sold but he had had a cash flow crisis for the last two years
and Roslyn had often been paid part of her wages in jewellery, many
times the price of the cash she was owed. But jewellery wouldn’t
pay the bills. She now had a valuable collection of beautiful and
unique pieces of jewellery; in the flat she was locked out of and
in the pawn shop! She hadn’t had the heart to insist on cash when
he part paid her in jewellery. This was the reason for her rent
arrears for her tiny flat. And she couldn’t explain that to Mr
Riley. Well she could, but it would be waste of time! He cared
about nothing but money.

She looked up as a man lurched onto the bus. He
looked like Cindy’s Dad, Eric, but not quite. He was much too well
dressed even in casual clothes. He had Eric’s good looks, blonde
hair, blue eyes, olive complexion but he looked older, and sick. He
was stooped over and holding his stomach and to her eyes he looked
in considerable pain.

“He’s drunk. Disgusting!” said a shrewish
looking woman moving away from where he had lurched to a seat
opposite her.

She finally couldn’t stand it anymore and
walked over to him, “You look sick,” she said, “Can I help?”

He looked up at her and muttered, “I’m
okay.”

“You are not,” she said and he looked up,
possibly surprised at her tone. She knew she looked like a little
brown mousy type but that comment hadn’t been mousy and she
wondered what she was doing.

He said sheepishly, “I’ve had indigestion. I
went to the chemist for some pain killers but had to go to the next
one as it was closed and like an idiot I walked.”

He got off at the next stop and Roslyn followed,
insisting on walking him home. She noted he was looking worse,
sweating, hunched over and she
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