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Key to the
Stories;

Cash Withdrawal; True.
Terrace End branch of the Westpac Bank (then Bank of New South
Wales), Palmerston North, NZ. About 1992. No excuse offered.
Luckily no one called the Police. These days, the armed defenders
would be called.

Odie; True. This story
started its life as an email to the breeder.

Phoenix; Fiction, based on
a similar situation and solution.

Writer’s Assistant;
True

Goose Gone; True. This
story started as an email to my sister.

Easter House Party; True.
(especially the leaked details of the standard of housework)

Lost Life; Fiction but
based on fact. All identifying information changed.

Nightshift; True

Septic Tank Saga; True. Oh
so true.

Possum Bait; True. Nobody
called the Police

Some You Win, Some You
Lose; Fiction

Unwarranted Assumptions;
Fiction. Now being expanded into a full-length novel. (One
of the books in the process of being written).

Farmyard Fictions and
Fixes; True. Worked for me.

Unpredictable; True as far
as that’s what he told me. I believed him.

Fire on the Ward; Oh dear.
Embarrassing (especially the first one), but true

Dewey; Fiction based
(obviously) on fact. Somewhat exaggerated perhaps but Dewey lived
here and died in mid 2022. He was feral but when he got old, I fed
him twice a day and he was on the outside chair most mornings,
waiting for his breakfast, when I drew the curtains. I still miss
him. It took six years to ‘tame’ him to that degree.

I wrote Dewey into “Rat-Bait and the Alpha Romero”
altering the feral cat somewhat. Fact and fiction mixed again. His
attitude to food was all Dewey.

Prisoner Ain; Fiction based
on sad fact.

Election Day(s); True

An Unexpected Bonus;
True

Delayed, Delayed, Delayed;
True

Motherhood; Fiction, but
based on observation and assumption

Revolution in the Women’s
Room; True

Epitaph; True

Caught Short in Andorra;
True

Races in Russia; True

Missing in Moscow; True

Chinese Checkmate; True

Peed Off; True. This
experience later written into Alien Extortion. Well I knew I had my
symptoms right…

Unbalanced; True

Battle of the Sexists;
True

Back to Front; True

Checkpoint; True

Intruders; True

The Visitor; True

Vaccinator Veto; True

Why Write Sci Fi; True. All
my own opinion of course.

Autumn; True

Max’d Out; True

Cruise, New Caledonia;
True. A version of this story, written during the trip, was later
written into ‘Switched’ as a much needed holiday. As so often
happens, fiction and fact mix together nicely and seamlessly.


 


Cash
Withdrawal…

I had driven in to
Palmerston North from my farm in Marton to pick up my rifle. The
sights were being repaired. That rifle had a 14-shot magazine which
means a rapid reload, capable of mass murder. That was my
intention; on the local rabbit and opossum population. The rabbits
were munching through the grass intended for my stock. The latter
were committing a much more egregious crime and annihilating my
orchard fruit. Mass murder was my intention and I paid good money
to get that rifle as accurate as possible.

I picked the rifle
up from the shop and put it in my car and then drove to the bank
for some cash. Then I paused. My car was a 323 Mazda with no boot
and all contents visible. Someone might see my rifle and steal it.
I might lose the rifle and if I did, under a situation where I was
careless, I could lose my firearms licence! I picked up the rifle,
slung it over my back where it felt comfortable and familiar and
proceeded into the bank. I filled out the withdrawal form to
present to the teller who needed to complete the withdrawal
manually. This was 1992 and computers weren’t standard procedure
yet. I think the Internet had only just begun.

I stood in line,
idly and patiently and then I guess my brain, which normally ran
multiple programs simultaneously, switched fully to the main
program running. I was in a bank with a rifle. I hastily left,
tucked the rifle under the back seats where it was less visible and
re-entered the bank. No one said anything. Maybe no one had
noticed. Maybe my long hair had covered the rifle. I re-joined the
queue, the withdrawal slip still in my hand.

All went normally
until the teller handed me my money when she said softly,

“We noticed the
rifle.”

I explained,
highly embarrassed.

I wondered later
why they hadn’t called police. Was it because I was female, little,
I banked here sometimes and perhaps they recognised me?
Unfortunately, I am easy to recognise. I would also be easy to
describe to police. On the elimination strategy, with my red hair
we jump down to 2% of the world’s population even before we add
long hair, glasses, female, size and age. And the worst point?
You’ve worked it out by now, haven’t you? This is all true.


 


Odie

We had had three old
cats but had lost two within a few months and with the third in
renal failure, we were facing the appalling future of a catless
household. Something had to be done. We went to the Cat Show over
at Palmerston North and studied the problem carefully. Unable to
agree on a breed, (I wanted Burmese and he wanted Birman), the
solution was obvious. We went around collecting business cards from
the top of the cages and a few nights later started ringing around.
We wanted two kittens, both female, one a seal Birman and one a
seal Burmese. They would look beautiful together with their
matching colours. We wanted them the same age so they would be
friends. I should have known better having had a Burmese before.
The first problem was that we couldn’t find a female Birman as they
were all booked litters in advance. However a male Birman was
available and a female Burmese was available in chocolate but not
seal. Sounded yummy so we booked her and the Birman male.

The latter was
available first so we went down and picked up this gorgeous kitten
with his sapphire blue eyes, cream body and emerging chocolate
points (ears, nose, paws and tail). He was already quite fluffy
with his long fur and so cuddly. He was also very friendly and very
articulate. He seemed a bit apprehensive about being taken away
from home but we were sure he would soon settle. We put him in the
cat cage and strapped him in and he indignantly protested all the
way home; from Wellington to Marton! Poor wee thing, we thought,
he’ll soon adapt.

But on arrival
home, we encountered a few problems with this kitten. He didn’t
like the grass, he didn’t like the hens, he was frightened by the
ducks, he was appalled by the sheep, he hated the wind, was
suspicious of the trees, didn’t like the sun and in conclusion
declared he shouldn’t be outside at all. We were given an indignant
running commentary on his feelings and opinions on these matters.
He especially detested the fish pond after he fell in… He hated the
troughs and water chestnut bath for the same reason. He didn’t
appreciate his luck over the water chestnut bath though. When
filled with water chestnuts, the nuts like a mix of 50% soil and
50% manure to grow in. Had he fallen in when the crop was in, we
would have had to have renamed him Odiferous.

We informed him he
was now a Farm Cat and to get on with it. It took some time. Where
was the curiosity in this cat? He slowly, gradually, protesting,
consented to go outside, first strictly under supervision and then
finally, occasionally, on his own.

Three weeks later, on
the day that the Burmese kitten was ready to be picked up, we put
Odie in a cage and from Marton to Napier he told us that he hated
cages, wanted to explore, was learning to be independent now and
what were we doing to him? However when he saw his new sister he
decided this was a bit of fun. And although we had bought two cages
just in case, they went home in one and there was a lovely peaceful
silence as the two curled up and went to sleep. Well, now we knew
how to keep Odie quiet in the car. And we all had to adjust to
another kitten. At least they seemed to be getting on well.

One month later,
when not quite five months old and still not too sure of himself
unsupervised, Odie was boldly outside and a few feet away. We
laughed indulgently as we watched him stalk a sparrow. We were
entertaining guests and had told them all about our timid kitten
that lacked curiosity, courage, initiative and had this strange
affinity for water. We made various disparaging comments as we
watched him stalk the sparrow. Presumably, so did the sparrow. Then
Odie pounced and caught it! Four humans and one sparrow were
flabbergasted. So was the old farm cat that quickly arrived on the
scene. We had another Pest Control Officer, self-trained,
self-motivated, and good looking to boot.

Odie seemed to get
his courage after this and branched out into the world. The farm
next door looked good and the people were friendly. He went
visiting one day declaring he was here and who wanted to love him
first? They had cat food too. Different, yum. He complained of
neglect in general and starvation in particular. Could they help
with this? They sure could. Everyone who saw Odie thought he was
far too pretty to be a boy. And Odie had quickly learned that he
had this amazing effect on people. All he had to do was let them
see him, then pick him up and cuddle him and he would get fed.
Mostly. When people seemed to fail to appreciate his needs, he soon
found another method and our toes started to acquire tiny tooth
marks. He found that galvanised selfish people who wouldn’t get up,
or those even more selfish who were organising to feed themselves
before feeding him. Or people who fed him that yucky dry food when
he liked the canned food better.

His adopted sister
Cassandra (Cassie for short), had no such qualms about the outdoors
and was out exploring as soon as the door was open. No lack of
initiative here, a full allocation of curiosity and courage by the
bucketful. She also avoided the water while Odie still had the
occasional mishap. But it soon became very obvious that she
considered herself the boss. Although smaller and younger, she
bullied him unmercifully. She loved to pounce on him when he was
asleep and then when he took off, she would luxuriate in the spot
he had warmed up. It has always been the case that if you want to
find the warmest place in a house, find the cat (which is generally
in it).

So possibly Odie
was escaping from this tiny tyrant. However he also seemed to want
to show us he took his self-appointed job of Pest Control Officer
very seriously and soon graduated to mice. He was impressed by the
old farm cat, an ex-feral, who devastated the local rabbit
population (with the occasional bird or mouse for dessert) but Odie
seemed to think that one should specialise. He picked rodents and
started work.

As the months wore
on, he became increasingly skilled and adventurous and upped his
sights to rats. And we heard from our delighted neighbour that he
hunted there as well. His skill level increased. Odie was ‘working’
several hours a day and seven days a week. He was getting at least
four mice a day and four rats a week that he brought home. How many
he ate on the premises or just left dead; we didn’t know. We
thought of sending a bill to the neighbours from Odie’s Organic
Pest Control Service and charging a can of sardines a month but it
seemed a cheek and they could have claimed it was an unsolicited
service.

Our neighbour
Susie hinted that since he was on her farm for most of the time, we
might as well accept that he was theirs. She soon backpedalled when
we pointed out that if Odie accepted a change of ownership, they
would then be gifted the rats currently left on our back doorstep.
Susie got the point. She hates rats. She told us she had seen him
dragging a huge rat one day and he had obviously concluded this was
too much of an effort and given up, leaving it there.

Cassie watched the
rats and mice come home and ate a few. However, she did not seem
impressed enough to emulate this behaviour and does not hunt that
we know of. The old farm cat munched happily on the surplus dinners
Odie brought home. Maybe his food delivery service made up for the
fact that Odie insisted on first place at the food queue and would
bat everyone out of the way to get there first. Cassie seemed to
accept this, surprisingly, but reigned supreme everywhere else. So
life went on and was never boring with three cats and two well
trained humans to serve them.


 


Phoenix

Barbara watched as Dan
walked out. His eyes looked haunted and his frown seemed to deepen
daily. Her eyes filled with tears. Her mind felt numb with worry,
heartache and pills.

Sometime later,
she decided to prune the roses. At least it was sunny today. She
took her crutch and painfully hobbled out to the garden shed for
the secateurs and her kneeler. Entering the shed, the first things
she saw were their mountain bikes. It was too much. She sat on the
ride-on mower and cried. How could this have happened so fast?
Three years ago, they had been fit, healthy (if somewhat
overweight), enjoying their freedom from three kids and so happy.
They both had a passion for bicycling and bush walks. Life had been
so much fun, filled with activity and love. They were carefree and
between them earned over $120,000 a year. Now, they were on
sickness benefits of less than $18,000 a year, sick, miserable,
thin and fighting.

First had come
Dan’s heart attack, out of the blue, revealing angina and
congestive heart failure. The severity of it cost him his job and
the stents only partially fixed the problem. Financially, they
could cope, as Barbara was an accountant with a steady clientele.
Then came Barbara’s accident.

She shuddered; it
was over two years ago but the nightmares still reminded her of the
moment of the crash. There was no point in being bitter. It was no
one’s fault really, just a wet night and an inexperienced teenager
whose enthusiasm surpassed his ability to control his mother’s car.
He had slammed into the side of her car, shattering her right leg
and arm and her life changed forever.

Eighteen months
later, her accident insurance company cut her off with three
months’ notice, citing ‘degenerative changes’ for her continued
inability to return to work. Her arm had healed well but her leg,
broken in three places, had not. Wracked with pain, she couldn’t
climb the nineteen steps to her firm’s office. And the painkillers
made her confused and tired. She made mistakes; unforgivable for an
accountant. That stopped her outwork and that’s when the accident
insurance company pounced. She thought with smouldering hatred of
Dr Alison who searched every joint for the slightest sign of
rheumatism or arthritis. Finding a small arthritic spur in her
right hip, that was all the miniscule excuse they needed to deny
her claim.

Depressed, Barbara
didn’t really face reality until the insurance company stopped her
money and by then it was too late to appeal. Now they were both on
sickness benefits, surrounded by luxuries they couldn’t afford to
use or fix. They couldn’t even afford to run the spa. Sitting
outside in it, looking at her beautiful garden, the heat easing the
pain, life had seemed bearable.

She missed the
gardener and housekeeper, but she couldn’t afford them. Now their
savings were long gone, their luxuries were being sold to pay bills
and this morning had been the fight about the newspaper, their cell
phones and Sky TV. All had to go. But films and documentaries are
such good distractions from pain and worry and Dan so loved the
sport. She could not make him see financial reality. A dedicated
rugby fan, he’d made it as far as a Ranfurly Shield rugby team. But
his true love had been his job. A gifted teacher of Maths and
Science, he’d also refereed and taught school rugby. Everyone had
thought him so fit and healthy. It had been a shock. The doctors
blamed his forty a day smoking habit. At least he’d given that up;
it was a luxury he could no longer afford.

His self-esteem
shattered, he now looked sixty-four not fifty-four and Barbara felt
she’d aged twenty years in her last two years of Hell. At
forty-eight, she was now on the unemployment scrap heap too. But
worst of all was their inability now to support and help each
other. For the first time in her married life, Barbara felt they
were drifting apart and rudderless.

Chilled, she
hobbled back into the house and sat down in the cold kitchen. Still
three months of winter to go. Both of them needed to keep warm and
dry because of their medical conditions but the power bill was too
much now and they tried to use the heaters only at night.

Barbara had done
the budget, but Dan would not face reality. They could not sustain
their life style or anything like it. Hard decisions were needed,
but it was all so difficult. She looked up at the sound of a large
vehicle stopping outside and saw old friends Maria and George in
their big camper van. Quickly she switched on the heater and
kettle.

Maria looked at
the subdued welcome, the untidy, unswept kitchen in a previously
tidy house and she suspected the heater had just been turned on.
The kitchen was very cold. She bit her tongue.

“Hi,” she said
sitting down, “Dan here?”

“No, he’s gone to
town,” Barbara said wondering where he had gone. He was probably
reading in the warm library. She phoned him,

“Maria and George
are here.”

Fifteen minutes
later, all four of them were sitting in a warm, comfortable lounge
inside a twenty-four-foot motor home catching up on old times.

“Is your camper on
the road yet?” inquired George who suspected the camper hadn’t
moved since Barbara’s accident.

“No,” replied Dan,
“we just don’t seem to be able to get motivated.”

Maria enthused
about the life style of living on the road.

“It’s so cheap
too,” added George, “no rates, rent or power, low insurance and so
little housework.” Like Dan, George hated housework. “We manage
quite well on the pension and our savings are growing.”

“But what do you
do all day?” Barbara asked.

“Socialise,
sightsee, enjoy life, go visit people, play cards, meet people,
bake,” said Maria, whose ability to produce culinary wonders from a
camper van were well known.

Barbara smiled,
getting the point. Before Barbara and Dan really knew what they
were doing, Maria had talked them into going away with them for a
long weekend.

The next morning
they set off, leaving Wellington at ten o’clock. George and Dan had
emptied the waste tanks and cassette toilet down at a nearby dump
station and filled up the water tank while Maria and Barbara had
raided Barbara’s pantry, fridge and freezer (which looked pretty
bare to Maria), and they stopped at Levin for fresh fruit and
vegetables. Lunch was “help yourself sandwiches” while parked in a
rest area. By lunchtime, Dan was getting enthused.

The first night,
they ‘free parked’ at the back of the Waiouru Army Museum, the next
night on the marina at Taupo and the next night on the marina at
Whakatane.

“Oh I haven’t felt
so good in ages,” said Barbara as she and Dan learnt two new card
games and re-learnt canasta. Poker games determined the cook and
dishwasher.

“My one major
contention with campers,” declared George sadly, “is that one can’t
really put a dishwasher in them.”

He was looking
unhappily at his busted flush while the others showed off
pairs.

“Darling, do you
love me?” He looked imploringly at Maria.

“You lost, you do
dishes,” and they all laughed except Dan.

All four shared
the driving, even Barbara, since the accelerator was sensitive and
the automatic gears and power steering made for easy driving. A
weekend drifted into a week and then two. Barbara and Maria managed
to get quietly together on a few occasions and a plan began to
emerge.

By the time they
reluctantly returned home, Barbara set her plan in motion. An
offhand suggestion from Dan, anticipated by Barbara, led to the
ride-on mower being sold to pay more bills, get the registration
and Certificate of Fitness for their sixteen-foot camper and equip
it for the road.

Barbara continued
to manipulate the stubborn Dan and they spent much of the rest of
the winter on the road. They caught up with many of their old
friends and were led by Barbara, tipped off by Maria, to ‘just
happen to run into,’ many of those living permanently on the road
and in motor camps. By spring, Barbara talked earnestly about
selling up and living on the road in a larger camper or bus.

“What if it breaks
down?”

“We’ll be able to
afford to fix it if we sell up.”

“What if we get
sick of it?”

“Then we buy
somewhere cheap. Dan, we can’t afford to live in Wellington.”

Many a night they
talked it through, wrote out a pros and cons list and finally
decided.

In a flurry of
organization, they put their house on the market and started to
sort out what to sell, what to keep and with whom to store it. Many
painful decisions were needed.

The computer was
exchanged for a laptop. Two of Barbara’s old clients were antique
dealers and helped Barbara sell valuable items and collections or
agreed to sell on her behalf. Once the camper, Dan’s commodore and
most of the contents of the house were sold, they had just over
$100,000 and started to look for a top-quality bus. Three met all
of their requirements and Barbara let Dan make the final
decision.

He chose a 1992,
eight-foot-wide and 30-foot-long Hino, an automatic with power
steering. It had been professionally built and was set up for
permanent living for two. It cost $95,000. Best of all, it had been
re-skinned in aluminium and the frame and chassis had been rust
treated. Rusting out put many a luxury bus off the road ten or so
years down the track. It had solar panels to provide lighting and
low wattage power points to charge cell phones and the laptop. It
had both 12 volt and 230 power. In the lounge was a tiny wood
stove. The door to the bus was at the middle. Going in, you went
left to the kitchen, then the lounge, and to the driver’s seat and
right were the bathroom, linen cupboard and bedroom. There was an
island Queen bed for them. The lounge seating was U-shaped and
built in under storage cabinets and drawers. It was big enough to
sleep two full sized grandkids or three little ones.

With the house
still unsold, they took to the road in November. They first
retraced their original journey made with Maria and George and then
met up with them in Waihi. Setting off a few days later, they drove
around the North Island stopping where, or with whom, they fancied.
In late January, the house sold, wiping out all their debts
including the mortgage and most of their expenses. The $231,000
left they invested, in a trust. They adapted a standard scooter
into a mobility scooter for Barbara by changing it to very low
gearing and had a standard scooter for buying groceries and short
trips.

An idea from one
of their grand-daughters eased the decisions to be made about what
to throw out or giveaway, especially regarding clothes, CDs and
books. They bought a Reader each and three 44-gallon drums. The
drums were filled with spare clothes, blankets, a few books they
couldn’t part with, linen and more CDs. They stored these, one at
each of their three children’s homes.

Barbara remarked
to Dan, “How the situation has reversed! We spent years storing so
much of our kid’s belongings for them.”

“Yes and don’t
forget the rabbit, two cats and the dog!”

“Oh, I’d for
gotten about that. At least we didn’t do that to them.”

Yes and we need to
work on Ed. Isabelle and Natalie have sections big enough for us to
park our bus on but Ed’s apartment has no parking for us.”

“Well two out of
three kids accommodating us is pretty good and a section that big
in inner Auckland would be well out of Ed’s budget,” added
Barbara.

After six months
on the road, they worked out the maths. They were successfully
living on their income with their savings slightly growing and
vague plans for buying somewhere cheap, if they got sick of the
road.

The days were
varied and interesting. They could be social, or sit by a
riverbank, fishing for days. There was no shortage, even in summer,
of free places to park. Dan started going for walks again with
Barbara able to join him on the scooter. Barbara had been changed
to morphine for pain relief and as a consequence was less
irritable, more mobile and her sharp mind was back. Although life
would never be the same as it had been, they were getting on much
better. Life was no longer an effort, housework was minimal and
they took turns to cook. Takeaways were back in the budget if
neither felt like cooking.

They found there were
some surprising results of their new life style. One was finding
out just how many people were living a similar life style, most for
financial reasons. Many lived permanently in camping grounds.

After ten months
on the road, they were invited to join The Gypsy Fair and travelled
around with them for six months while Dan taught the children their
correspondent school lessons. When they left, almost all the
children had greatly improved, especially in maths and science to
the delight of their parents. Barbara noticed how much better Dan
looked and how much further he could walk.

“Did you ever
consider relief teaching?” she asked one day.

“You know I had
wondered if I could,” he answered, “and we could travel to where
the work is. Had you thought about working again?”

“Funny you should
ask,” she said handing him a letter offering her a temporary job,
part time, from April to June in the town of Feilding.

They walked,
smiling, back to their home “Phoenix” and climbed aboard. They had
risen from despair, thanks mainly to her.


 


Writer’s
Assistant

I bought my first
assistant in 1986, an Atari (which was a gaming computer) with a
Word Processor program in an add-on cartridge. It cost $NZ2,650
including the printer. That was a fortune in the days when my
take-home pay was $920 a month. I regard it as still the best word
processor program in my experience with several features better
than the programs of today like a simple system to move a paragraph
and place it elsewhere. Simple, I stress. Of course there was a
little problem in those days with the memory; a mere 3,000 words.
Originally, my books were written in separate chapters and put
together years later.

My reason to spend
this vast amount of money on a computer was because I was in my
last year at University and needed to finish this year. I decided
to buy the computer when it took me eight hours to hand write a
6,000-word assignment. The word processor not only printed most
assignments out in four minutes with its dot matrix printer, but it
did the rough copy and the final copy at the same time. That saved
me maybe sixteen to twenty hours of hand writing per assignment. I
had to write an average of two assignments a week.

The talk around
campus was that your mark went up 10% for typed assignments and 15%
for word processor written ones due to the quality of the finished
product. No messy correction. No rubbed out and hand written
alterations. And that wasn’t counting the time factor. I was in my
final year, full time and I needed all the help I could get. If I
didn’t finish this year, it would cost me money to repeat.

I had one huge
advantage. My friend Susie worked with computers and knew how they
functioned. She was also technically minded. I’m not. She helped me
put the little Atari all together in the days before the ends were
colour coded to tell you where they went. That was a mission;
putting it together. You had to figure out where a cord went by
what it needed to do and where it needed to connect to, to do that.
The Atari was in six pieces as I recall. Not counting the un-colour
coded cords. Susie got it programmed and up and running for me. And
she had fun doing it. She also knew the types of things it ought to
be able to do so she set herself to finding out how the little
Atari did it.

Within hours, I
had started to type out an assignment. It took more time to put the
computer together than it did to figure out how to use the word
processor program from the written instructions. No chance today of
doing that; up and running with a program in less than an hour. The
program was simple, logical and uncomplicated. The inventor of that
program was a genius. It was perfect for my needs. It was perfect
for a novice using her first word processor.

There was just one
little problem. Using the program was easy; typing was not. You
see, working out the program and how the computer worked was
simple, but my typing was basic and I couldn’t touch type. I still
can’t. Worse, my typing speed had been 25 words a minute at school
where I took typing as an interest not a subject. That meant I
learned only an hour a week for one year and I had nothing with
which to practice on at home. And that was many years ago. I was
probably down to about 15 words a minute by then. The same as my
hand writing speed. But the computer halved that time because it
did the rough copy and the final copy at the same time so I was
ahead as soon as I started. Now I just had to get my typing faster.
Another crucial point, is that after several hours of typing, your
fingers may get tired but the quality of the letters remains the
same; readable! Unlike hand writing.

Over the next few
weeks of motivation and necessity, my speed quickly shot up. So did
my marks. I soon learned the knack of ‘thinking on the screen’
which requires a memory feat. My hand written assignments were
written with pages spread out all over the kitchen table. Now,
there were only the pages of research. The rest was on the screen.
Academically, that was my
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