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Senior Years

Senior years! Here you will find a treasure trove of knowledge and experience.  Tread the pathways travelled by older people on their way to their twilight years and retirement in sheltered accommodation. It happened to them. You can be sure something of its nature will happen to you.  Life was good when we were young and we were never given reason to think otherwise, nor to consider the remote evolution of man such as late adulthood, retirement and futuristic conditions when the leaves would begin to fall from the tree of life. No way, that would be then and we were now and those things were too far away for the young and vital and not worthy of any thought. Old age was for old people, them not us; but how quickly the pages of the book of life turn and suddenly we find ourselves looking down and back and we are the ones confronted by the truth. The truth is, it does happen and has happened and is happening to us right now; it is happening to me.
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Adam Mulberry 

Author.

Adam Mulberry took a full breath and leaned forward to direct the stream of compressed air from his lungs at the congestion of candles clustered on his birthday cake. Another birthday had arrived so quickly and now was nearly gone; it was hard to keep count, not that it mattered too much these days. He bore the label of old really well and had done so since being admitted to the retirement village four years earlier. Old they had said then, although he never tended to agree with them, but he had learned to listen without protest and do as he was told. ‘For the aged and elderly,’ was the quote from the brochure his daughter Liz had surreptitiously snuck onto his breakfast tray the day the house was sold; ‘and for the infirm,’ he hadn’t liked that bit. Old then and older now and in retrospect Liz had been right and had done her work well, though he had fought her tooth and nail each step of the way.

Unbeknown to Adam, Liz had been thinking ahead, planning for her dark future when she knew she wouldn’t be around to care for him in the way she had for the fifteen years since her dear man Gordon passed on. Dutiful daughter, loving daughter and always daddy’s favourite whose laugh could melt marble, whose smile could pierce the hardest heart. She hadn’t told him about the cancer that had invaded her body until late, too late in her life. She had soldiered on with a strong spirit until only a fool could have missed the fact that something was amiss; and he was that fool. How could he not have known? Three months were all he was given to say goodbye to her and he recalled the disbelief and anger he had felt when confronted with the news. Life was cruel, and now on his eighty first birthday he still did not understand why he had been allowed such a long lease on life when Liz had been snatched away by the demon at fifty five years of age. 

As a parent he had never expected to outlive his offspring and now, as at most times when alone, he had to counsel himself when he recalled the day she had eked out the news to him. He had still to learn how to counter that disbelief, that dread and anger that presented itself to him in one package each time he thought of her. Each time he needed to steel his gut enough to look at her picture. Yet, life must go on, he was told on a regular basis by those who cared and by those who were paid to care, and at eighty one he was learning daily how not to care.

Michael was here today for his father’s birthday. Michael and his wife Andrea who had travelled from London to spend time with him; this day and sixteen others. It was a good memory to recall how this dear son had arrived screaming and howling into the world on Liz’s fifteenth birthday as a late arrival to take the family by surprise. There was none more surprised than Adam who had been convinced by the love of his life Anna and the gynaecological surgeon on the day Liz was delivered, that further conception and the ideas of siblings for her were physically impossible. What a blessing that baby had turned out to be.

Michael had always recognised there was more than enough love to go around and had never flinched at the fact Liz had been daddy’s favourite. Why would he, why should he, with his sister, almost an adult when Michael was still in soggy nappies? For Michael it had been like having two mothers with Liz from the outset fussing over her newly born brother with the love and adoration normally generated within a mother. With the extreme age difference brother and sister had been good for each other, yet for Michael it had been a levelling experience when he at ten years of age had to adjust to another man in Liz’s life. It was at that time Gordon Franks slid a ring of gold on the third finger of her left hand and whisked her away to a home in the country; Clevedon, forty kilometres east of their Auckland home which for Michael was an insurmountable distance.

This was a testing situation for the boy, but as happens, love conquered all and as he grew Michael found he was able to spend as much time with Liz and Gordon as he was with his mum and dad. Gordon’s influence was strong and his position as head teacher at a Clevedon private school served well when moulding his young brother-in-law into a man. Time spent at Clevedon for Michael meant less time spent with his mum and dad in Mt Eden which was acceptable to all. It was often the case Michael slept over and on one such occasion in the middle of a dismal May, Adam and Annie, free and unfettered ventured south to Wellington at the wheel of a new Lexus, just off the production line, to cross the Cook Strait to the glorious South Island of New Zealand. There they were to experience firsthand the buzz of the Gore Golden Guitar Country Music Festival. For the two avid country music fans Gore was New Zealand’s answer to the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville and it was in Gore with money in the bank and love in their hearts they were determined to celebrate their 30th wedding anniversary in romantic style. This was part of a long time plan and a family grows through love and planning. Michael was fourteen and was involved in school exams where he and everyone close to him expected a good result. He loved school and part of the plan was he would stay with sister Liz for the four weeks his mum and dad were away.

Growth through love and planning always produces a warming result, but never, ever can it compete with fate and human error. On the third day of the South Island leg of their journey, on a clear May day and on a straight stretch of State Highway 1 just 75 kilometres short of their Gore destination the Lexus was involved in a head-on collision with a minibus that had crossed the centre line at high speed. Of the seven occupants of the van two, including the driver died at the scene while four passengers were airlifted to Christchurch Hospital with multiple injuries, all in critical condition. All were visitors from overseas and none was wearing a seat belt. Police in attendance stated seat belts would most certainly have reduced the number of fatalities. Not so in the case of Anna Mulberry whose broken body was airlifted to Dunedin Hospital where she was declared dead on arrival.

Of all this Adam was unaware as he lay in a comatose condition in Auckland Hospital for the seven days following the incident. On the eighth day he became conscious, out of danger, but physically broken and while totally confused he called for his wife, he called for Anna. This was a delicate situation, but one familiar to the medical team; when and how to relay the tragic news? Logically this task befell Liz and Gordon who mastered their distraught condition to bring Adam, amid a cascade of tears to a level where he pleaded with his Lord to take him as well; why didn’t I die? Life must go on was a sympathetic cry, but life without Anna was no life at all for Adam. His body healed well; ten weeks of confinement before broken bones were declared mended and he was delivered into the care of a physiotherapist. This was a thankless fate for a man who had no wish to heal, but with so much time to brood he was able to come to terms with the family situation and was responsible enough to consider his direct kin and the effect this tragedy had upon them.

Time healed and life went on. It had to, but at fifty four years of age it was never the same for Adam. He relinquished his elevated position with Radio New Zealand where, as a journalist and interviewer he had excelled for a score of years, and adopted a reclusive lifestyle in his Mt Eden home where in an overprotective stance he watched his family grow. Injury to his spine meant he could no longer move as freely as he had done and eventually he yielded to Liz’s pressure and he took possession of a smaller home in Clevedon where he and Michael set up residence. The obscenity of two massive insurance payouts was a sweet and bitter pill to swallow when full liability for the accident was laid squarely on the shoulders of the driver of the minibus who in his own country of residence was accustomed to driving on the right hand side of the road.

Michael was fourteen years old when his mother passed on. At twenty four years of age he secured a position as foreign correspondent with the British Broadcasting Corporation in London two months before his Uncle Gordon Franks collapsed and died as he trained in his school gymnasium. Gordon had always been a physical role model for his students, extremely fit with muscles on muscles, but the brain aneurysm he suffered that day claimed his life before a medical team could reach him. In this way the devastation of Adam’s family continued, tightening the families ties that bound as father and daughter were thrown together in their grief. An instinctive progression of solidarity resulted in them bonding more strongly with each determined to care for the other, finding it practical to live together in the one house in Clevedon. Michael was torn by mixed emotions as with his work he became domiciled in London where he took Andrea for his wife in a marriage that produced two daughters, but his regular visits to his homeland strengthened the family spirit as did his regular contact with his father on Skype.

The heartbreaking misfortune of Liz’s illness and subsequent death could have heralded the end for Adam and almost did. What was there left to live for in a cruel world? The answer to that was in the grandchildren and Michael and Andrea whose support for him was immense despite the 16,000 kilometres that lay between them.

‘Come and live with us dad, in Surrey. We’d love it if you did.’

Sorely tempting, but no, New Zealand was Adam’s home and had been all his life. At seventy three years of age it was too late to consider a change as great as that and young people didn’t need a doddering old man hanging on to their coat tails. When he looked at the big picture he had to accept he was reasonably happy in his Winter’s Song retreat by the beach where he felt secure with the new routine he had adopted since his confinement; and confinement was exactly what it was. He was confined to his own sixty four square metres of living space which included bedroom, kitchen and bathroom and a small alcove overlooking the waterfront which served as his study, his place of work and creativity. It was there his passion for writing served to keep him sane and stable and it was there he transposed the thoughts, the ideas, the characters that continually grew in his imagination into the hard drive of his laptop to become real and actual.

In retrospect confinement was maybe a hard word to use and unfair to the proprietors of Winter’s Song. All twenty five senior residents in the main dwelling had their own private quarters where they could retain their independence. If they chose they could share the companionship of like-minded individuals in community rooms, games rooms, swimming pools with full housekeeping services and the option of meals served in a communal dining room. For those residents who could not, would not forsake the habit of a lifetime a smoking room was provided with a 32 inch television. None of this came cheaply, but everything was inclusive in the monthly premium which when paid meant nothing more to pay in the way of living expenses, home comforts and entertainment. The gold and EFTPOS card could easily be discarded once a person took up residence in Winter’s Song.

The main building was set to the fore of two acres of level ground designed to accommodate seven detached two bedroom dwellings at the rear, each in its own private setting among palms and native timbers with winding pathways and landscaped gardens; ideal for retired couples with green fingers not yet prepared to forsake the joys of nature. A special private feature was the three larger colonial style bungalows of three bedrooms; one the home of the proprietors of the retirement village. 

The dining room today was the venue for Adam’s eighty first birthday party and designed to seat forty, but a third of that number was here today for the blowing out of the candles and the cutting of the cake. Tables had been circled with one centremost to accommodate Adam and family, family being Michael, Andrea, Annabelle and Bess. Beautiful eight year old Bess with the golden locks that reached to her shoulders in a circling halo for her cherubic complexion and green eyes. She was a bouncing bundle of energy today bringing joy and light into the long shadows of Adam’s life as she and her sister Annabelle darted back and forth between tables with servings of birthday cake, bouncing off their father Michael who stood centre stage performing the honours with chocolate icing on his chin. Annabelle, named after her grandmother, was the elder of the two girls by two and a half years and the quiet one. Her dark hair came from her father’s side of the family in tight curls coveted by her peers. She was a studious girl and not as outgoing as Bess who was wild and needed restraint. Today Anna had stood at her grandfather’s side as Happy Birthday was sung and it was she who organised the distribution of the plates and forks as her dad cut the cake.

This was the third time in six years Michael had brought his family to visit, the second since Liz’s death. The miles between never offered an impediment and each time the message was the same. ‘Come on dad, come and live with us. You’ll love England, even though they can’t play cricket.’ That wasn’t about to happen, but it was tempting for Adam when he looked upon his grandchildren. He was pleased to see the way Michael and his clan interacted with this band of seniors who had turned out in force today in wheelchairs and walking frames to contribute to what was happening. Of the twenty five invitations twelve had responded with positive RSVPs, a number which pleased Adam feeling honoured they had pried their deteriorating beings out of their Lazy Boy chairs to acknowledge another brick in his wall of his life. This should have been no surprise for him for he knew them all well; everyone. Part of his occupational therapy once he had become settled in Winter’s Song was to visit and talk to his Inmates, as he referred to them, on a regular basis. 

With most it was easy to relate,  others not as easy and some at first had been totally unresponsive, but through these four years of confinement he had brightened many a day for this string of lonely souls, just chatting over a coffee, or morning tea. It was reciprocal. He had gained strength from those moments and learned a lot. In the beginning he had been appalled by the number of them who received no visitors at all; just left to vegetate in this convenient stepping stone to the grave known as Winter’s Song, on the last leg of a journey to the Pearly Gates, with no return ticket.  

To Adam’s satisfaction he knew it was here he made a difference. He looked around the circle of tables, his formation  of friends and prided himself on the affinity and trust formed since becoming involved with his project. He knew them well and most of them very well. Physically age may have wearied them, but mentally they were walking encyclopaedias, intellectual computerised hard drives whose memories retained so much information and experience that it was criminal negligence to allow it to stagnate. He paused on a mouth filled with cake and beamed an appreciative smile to those who held eye contact with him. He knew them all and he knew their stories. Each had a story, an anthology of life experiences which piece by piece he had slowly extracted from them as respect and confidence grew. It had been hard at first, but gradually for each of the aged citizens at these tables today Adam had compiled a file in his laptop. Each was a walking history book which in some cases went back almost a full century and it excited him to know he had been accepted by them. With their permission he had converted that knowledge and documented in biographical detail a series of short stories, cameos that depicted the change that had occurred in a dozen lifetimes on the converging trails that led people unknown to each other to a common destination; Winter’s Song.  Here you will find some of their stories.
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Rose Peary

The Chosen One

Business woman - social worker - book retailer.

Born Auckland New Zealand 4 July 1942.

Daren Jacobs and I met when I was five years old. His folks and mine were best friends and we grew up in each other’s houses. Daren and I were the same age and I never came to know life without him; not until we were sixteen. We were always together through primary school, normal intermediate and grammar until the day we were admitted to university; Massey University. Grammar school was a challenge. Co-education did not exist in the fifties and that kept us apart, but we would meet before school and take the bus in and again home after school, to spend as much time together as homework and parents permitted. Homework was always a challenge, but our exam results and grades reflected the benefit of the time spent studying together in each other’s homes as we did. To observers we grew together like brother and sister; only not. People knew about us; the kids at school, everyone in our circle knew we were inseparable. I spent as much time supporting Daren at his rugby training as he did me at my netball. If the two events clashed, which they often did, they were anxious times.

Daren excelled at sport, at any aspect of the game to which he put his mind. At fifteen years of age he was made captain of the grammar fifteen; but more than rugby he loved to swim and his time for the 100 yards, three lengths of the school pool, remained unbeaten for eleven years. He swam and I swam with him, pool, beach, or at the Wanganui River where we spent a lot of time. The river was always the first choice for it had a romantic attraction for boys and girls, young lovers, or courting couples as we called them in those days. There were scores of spots along the river bank where anyone could spread a blanket, have a picnic and enjoy a swim without fear of intrusion and Daren and I had one special spot of which others seemed unaware. As we grew it didn’t occur to us we were in love. The bonding and mutual attraction was all we had ever, but by our sixteenth year together we knew something exciting was happening between us. He was changing and so was I. We had both been involved in sex education at school and we openly discussed it as part of our curriculum and in what we saw as a natural act, what was bound to happen, happened. That first time confirmed what we both knew and had never discussed; we really loved each other. We were good together and happy; so happy.

One balmy evening riverside was where it started and where it ended. I have had fifty five years to consider this and in that time nothing has changed in my mind. The fault was all mine. I was to blame for what happened. It happened in our second year of university and the ink was barely dry on our first exam papers. I know all eligible girl students thought Daren was a hunk. One in particular had eyes for only him. Janet Perkins was an extremely attractive girl of our age who I am sure could have had any man she wanted, except for the one she wanted and that man was Daren, my Daren. She had a beautiful head of hair, dark curls and long lashes that guarded her deep blue eyes which she flashed at him whenever she could, and a figure I envied. I thought she was my friend until she set her sights on Daren. He and I joked about this regularly and he made it clear to me and to Janet he wasn’t interested, but one evening at the end of February he and I fell out because of the way she came onto him. We were at the river. We swam, then made love and we swam again before consuming a large chicken meal. I know we both ate too much that night. The day had been a hot one; a scorcher and the first fine day after a week of continual rain that made the farmers happy, but swelled the river much higher than its normal level with a fierce current midstream. This was the worst day of my life. It ended the way it started; all so sudden and my fault entirely. It started as a tease and got out of hand. I was jealous. We had never quarrelled.

‘I’ve seen the way you look at her. You like her.’

‘So what’s looking? I can’t not look. And I don’t like her.’ Daren laughed.

‘Well she likes you and she is after you.’ A flash of anger.

‘She can’t have me. I am yours. I love you.’

‘I saw you with her in the library. You were laughing and talking.’

‘I do that, laugh and talk. And I wasn’t with her. She was there. I was there. You are stupid to think otherwise.’

‘You like her.’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘I’m not stupid.’

‘If you are going to be stupid I’m going for a swim.’

‘You are the one who is stupid.’

‘No. You’re the one who is brainless.’

‘I’m going for a swim.’

Still laughing, Daren rose and left. He ran to the river bank and dived in. The last I remember of that day with Daren was his beautiful body arcing through the air and plunging into the water; I never saw him again, ever. It was minutes before I realised he had failed to surface. I was demented. I had no idea what to do. In dread I stared at the water waiting for him to appear, but it didn’t happen. I couldn’t believe he was gone. I went into the water after him, but it was hopeless. The current was strong and could easily have carried me away and many times since I have wished it had. There was no sign. At first I thought he was playing a trick on me. The whole time I was expecting him to appear, but no. Three days passed before his body was recovered from the shallows far down stream. He was right. He died and I was to blame; because I was stupid and I’ve been stupid all my life. When Daren died I died too; it was as though all spirit and control had been removed from me. I cried for days having been traumatised into a state of shock for which there was no remedy.

Wanganui is a small township. The population then was less than 15,000. Everybody knew everybody and Daren’s death shrouded the whole town in a blanket of sadness and disbelief. Sympathisers were many, in a queue at my door sometimes it seemed, but I was a helpless wreck, unable and not wanting to respond. The funeral was a mess, the first one to which I had been and it helped to confirm my decision that my university days had ended.

‘Give it time, you’ll think differently in a week, or so,’ said my mother, ‘and you need your education. You must return to Massey.’

I needed nothing and I told her. From then on she became less understanding as the weeks passed and I wouldn’t move from the house. It was irresponsible of us both to allow a rift to occur between us at a time like this, but that is what happened and it grew worse nine weeks later when my doctor told me something I had known for weeks; Daren’s baby was growing inside me. This was my salvation and the only thing that could have saved me from the disaster that was to be my life. A small spark of joy glowed within my heart; a part of Daren was mine. He had left me something to love. This could only be good and would give me a reason for living. When I finally found the mental strength to tell my mother she raged and became unreasonable and branded me a whore and a hussy who had brought shame on the household and defamed the family name.

In my sad, depressed state mother took control and marched me off to a clinic where she insisted I had a termination. I was weak, helpless, confused and strongly controlled and felt warm inside and rewarded when the medical advice was the pregnancy was too far advanced to be safely aborted. It had to go the full term. I was going to be a mother; the mother of Daren’s baby. From that day on it felt as though all the love in our home had died. My mother raved most of the time saying she couldn’t endure the shame that I had brought on the household. My father said nothing. He just buried his head in his newspaper and drew more on his pipe, but it had been decided; I must go to Auckland and live with my grandmother, my mother’s mother. The baby would be born there. Suddenly I felt joy. Is that what it was? I was going to be a mother.

I was sixteen years old and had never been to Auckland and what I saw of it on that blustery day in May when I stepped off the bus didn’t attract me at all. It was on a  weekend and as was normal  the place was closed with just the usual dairies and street corner shops open for business; and the pubs, of course, with their six o'clock swill. Gran Jenkins was at the bus depot to meet me as arranged, but her disdainful look and conservative conversation dispelled the feeling of family warmth and welcome for which I had hoped. We took another bus to a tree lined street in Mt Eden, just off the village in the shelter of the mountain. My one suitcase was heavy and hurt my arms, but Gran seemed unaware.

‘Your room’s at the back. Take it as you find it. Breakfast at eight, dinner at six. You and I will have a talk later to find a way for you to pay your way.’

The Jenkins family home was a Victorian villa untouched by time with dated decor and period furniture. My room looked tired and uninspiring, containing an iron bedstead with a wire spring base with blankets and sheets boxed and folded on the flock mattress.  Next to the bed stood a crib, as dated as its surroundings and the exposed floorboards were worn and faded; no carpet. Already I had developed a loathing for this place. My Gran stood in the doorway and explained a few things.

‘This was your mother’s room. You were born in Auckland.’

‘I didn’t know that Gran.’

‘They took you away. Now you are back. Welcome home.’

The days that followed confirmed I was a nuisance and an extension of the embarrassment I had been at home. The old lady seemed to have no affection for me at all and I wondered why I was there and who was to benefit the most from my presence? My mother and father who were shot of me, my  Gran who worked me like a horse until my condition defied that, or me, the one  who wanted to be anywhere but there? As had to happen I became acclimated to my surroundings, not really caring much for anything with Daren gone. Life was hell anyway and nothing, no one was going to improve on that. Prior to this I had known nothing about Gran, what a strange eccentric person she was, but though quick to learn, I didn’t care. My goal was my confinement; the day Daren’s child would be delivered.

The weeks passed and my work around the house and in Gran’s second-hand book shop where I was employed four hours a day had the effect of bringing us closer together and slowly her attitude towards me changed and I began to believe she was starting to like me. She called me Rosie, a name no one but Daren have ever used. She introduced me to friends and gradually we drew closer in spirit and we talked more. It concerned me as my time drew near that I had no clothes for the baby. I was unprepared with none of the basic items required for a newly born, but told not to worry. Everything was taken care of.

‘I am your legal guardian. I have signed papers to that effect. Anything I do will be in your interest and totally legal. When you come from hospital everything you will need will be here. Blue or pink, until we are sure we won’t waste our money.’

I was unable to question the truth of those words. My prenatal checkups had been regular and my baby was healthy. I could expect to be admitted to National Women’s Hospital Green Lane the last week in November for the baby's delivery, but all this time the black cloud of loss had hung over me and I could not shake it and had not even considered what would happen once baby was born. It hadn’t occurred to me where I would live and an extra worry for me was how all this would affect the child; but excitement was growing in me. I soon would have a living part of my Daren in my arms to have and to hold.

Our baby, Daren Junior, was delivered in National Women’s delivery room at 1.15am 22 November 1958. My memory of that place is vivid  and still horrible; echoing corridors with vinyl flooring, stainless steel, Formica surfaces and cold, rushing, impersonal nursing staff. I got to hold my baby for ten minutes before he was taken from me; I never saw him again.  I slept until around 8am and awoke to a blaze of light and the bustle of an open hospital ward that housed ten beds. Screens were around my bed, but through gaps I could see images of people moving around. Above the cries of babies I heard scrambled conversations.

‘She’s awake,’ were the most vital words I heard.

The screens moved and a nurse appeared accompanied by a female doctor whose smile and limited conversation offered no assurance.

‘How are you feeling Rose?’

‘I’m sore, but I’m okay. Where’s my baby?’

‘You baby is fine and very healthy. He is being looked after.’

‘I want to see him. Please let me see him.’

The doctor and nurse exchanged glances before the senior person replied. ‘Rosie, you know that is not part of the agreement. We can’t allow that to happen.’

‘What agreement? I don’t understand.’

‘Rosie, your baby is up for adoption. It is agreed. Our policy does not permit you access.’ I couldn’t describe the feeling then and I can’t now. Just horror, dread and realisation as the doctor continued. ‘You must know, the instructions of your guardian, your grandmother Mrs Jenkins, are for the baby to be placed for adoption. The process now has been started and is irreversible. When you are well enough you will be sent home. This is distressing for you I know and the reaction from a mother in this situation is most times the same. Mrs Jenkins is your guardian. She has all the rights. You as a minor have none and she has done what in the circumstances is considered to be the best for you, but most of all for the child. Please be sure the baby will be settled in a good home for a good life ahead.’

‘I’m not a minor.’ I was horrified.

‘Documents we have say you are.’

The doctor left with the nurse in tow, but Rosie did hear the aside as the nurse spoke to her senior. ‘She didn’t know. She wasn’t told.’

I never knew life could be as miserable as it was. I wanted to die and dwelt on that possibility until I was released from hospital. A full week of hell, misery, torment and anger passed before I was sent home. Seven days after the birth. I was discharged, leaving my baby forever. I was out of control when my constant demands to claim my baby went unheeded. Gran Jenkins didn’t appear until her bookshop closed that first evening. She was abrupt, without sympathy and very controlling.

‘You have no say in this matter. I told you we will do what is best for you and for our family. The baby is to be adopted. In years to come you will thank us after the shame you have brought on those around you. When you are well enough you will return to Wanganui and by the gods, you had better behave yourself.’ Gran Jenkins was merciless in her treatment of me. ‘Dry your eyes, girl. I can’t stand to have you blubbering around the place.’ Three days later she took me to the bus depot and watched with a heartless face as I boarded the bus for Wanganui. ‘You’re a lucky girl to have us to care the way we do about what happens to you. Go home to your mother. Don’t let her down again. Tell her to write to me.’

The bus stopped at the Otahuhu Monument just a half hour into its journey. When it continued it left me standing on the curb with my suitcase and eight pounds, ten shillings and a few coins in my purse. In no way was I going to Wanganui and my misery continued, but from that day on, it was with a difference. Now I was in charge. I took the first bus back to the city. It was a fine day with the spirit of Christmas in the air; holly and garlands and countless counterfeit Santas in all directions along Queen Street. I couldn’t respond to that joy. I remember I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten that day. My arms were leaden as I humped my suitcase up Wellesley Street in Auckland City and slumped in a dispirited heap on a bench outside St Matthew’s Church with nowhere to go and all my life to get there. The bundle of rags beneath a blanket of newspapers on a seat opposite stirred into uprightness and the grimy hand of a bleary eyed vagrant extended towards me in a regulation begging motion. I gave him sixpence and disturbed by his presence, reached for my case and attempted to move on, but was deterred by a calm voice on my shoulder.

‘That’s Simon, our resident waif,’ said the middle aged man in a grey suit and a come to Jesus collar. ‘He is harmless and you look as though you have been crying forever. What could cause that, I wonder?’

Over the years I grew to know Pastor Leslie Harrington and his wife better than anyone in Auckland. Their guidance helped through many dark periods. That day I followed him when, as if in a dream, he took my suitcase and led me around the church to a small manse at the rear where over the course of an hour and over many tears I poured out my story. How could I do this? I felt as though this wasn’t me talking and I was an observer. I was at my lowest ebb and it didn’t matter anyway, but the Pastor’s soothing voice and consoling wife transformed me from a blubbering mess to just a mess. Angie Harrington made a place at their lunch table for me and the pain was eased further as I confided in the friendliest people I had met since leaving Wanganui. The Pastor saved me that day. He saved me for more torment, but more importantly he saved me.

The Auckland City Mission House was adjacent to the church. With the grapevine at work a third person joined our gathering on that last day of November. Betty Turrel, a lady strongly involved with the running of the Mission, responded to Angie’s phone call and following strong sympathetic consultation I was billeted in a small private room. This was to be my home for the few days it would take for them to confer with my family and resolve this horrible situation. Little did the Pastor know there was no way this would happen. Nothing anyone could say, or do would induce me to return to my family. Daren didn’t exist, my baby didn’t exist and they didn’t exist. With daily counselling from the Pastor I felt myself grow stronger, but it failed to erase the anger and contempt I felt towards my Gran and my mother whom I knew were hand in glove in this betrayal. Pastor Harrington’s words were my strength, but each session ended on the same theme; he needed me to identify my family. He was determined to talk to them. I would never allow this. Nine days at the Mission were enough. The Pastor’s efforts to identify Gran fell on stony ground and when it was decided I was sufficiently stable to stand on my own two feet my free board and lodging episode came to an end. I knew I was ready, added to which I had met a friend in the dining hall who had contributed to my rehabilitation with kind words and close association.

‘This will be good, Rose,’ said Daphne Scholles. ‘I have a one bedroom doss in Herne Bay in the shadow of the bridge. Come and stay with me. We will be great together.’

Daphne was an older woman, a regular within the walls of the Mission and an alcoholic. She added more debris to my life. She stole my last six pounds and all my belongings which she sold and within four days I was out on the streets with nothing and no prospects of a Merry Christmas. Have you ever tried sleeping rough? Not for one day? The first thing you need to do is to seek out the wretched places where the homeless gather and then avoid them like the plague if you value your pride and your safety. Then, finding yourself on the street with nothing and nowhere to go, what do you do? First of all I was scared with nowhere to run. With no food and not even a blanket to keep me from the cold I had to wait for darkness. Darkness became my best friend. It was a long wait with sunset after 9pm in midsummer and the solstice less than three weeks away giving me time to plan and think clearly of the consequences. For the immediate future food would not be a problem. With the knowledge I had gained from my peers at the Mission that was the easy bit. Secondly, clothes, no problem. I found them easy to come by.

As I waited for the night hours I walked and long before dusk found myself in the residential suburb of Epsom, a few miles south of the city. The plan to my immediate success and survival tonight was to take only what I needed, not what I wanted, from the fine assortment of clothes arrayed on the clotheslines at the rear of these elite family bungalows and villas. It could not be done in daylight, but as soon as darkness had its grip on the neighbourhood I would move swiftly and discriminately; a pair of jeans here, a shirt or sweater there, a pair of shoes from a back porch, keeping my loot mainly to one item a property; never a complete clean out. My thinking was one item missing may not be seen as missing; a clear out would raise the alarm; and then money for food. Not as hard as it sounds. When you are broke and destitute and unable to earn, you are forced to steal to stay alive; that’s if you want to stay alive. It was well into the 1980s before the demise of the traditional home delivery milkman heralded yet another step forward for the dairy industry. I had earlier ascertained the local milkman did his round in this area between one and three in the morning. With milk at four pence a pint it was customary for householders when retiring for the night to place the required number of empty pint milk bottles at the gate with the relevant amount of change in one bottle; at the gate or in the mailbox. Three pints equalled one shilling, or two sixpences, or sometimes four threepenny bits.

Waiting for darkness I did the maths and also gave it a trial run, timing it on the wrist watch Daren had given me for my fifteenth birthday; the one item that bitch Daphne didn’t take from me. The street I selected had 76 homes, 40 one side, 36 the other. It took me 16 minutes to complete a full circuit of the street; walking, never running to attract attention and I was satisfied I was on to a good thing. At 10pm the street was settling down with lights going out in most homes. At 11pm just one or two lights remained and I made my move. I couldn’t believe it would be as easy as it was. From the first mail box I took the milk bottle containing the money and by the time I had walked the fifteen yards to the next property the change was in my pocket, whereupon I substituted the next bottle of cash with the bottle from the first property, hardly missing a stride. So easy! Twenty minutes later I was three blocks away in a bus shelter counting my loot; £3 11s 9d and a handful of milk tokens which I threw in the drain.

So now I was a thief twice over, but I felt no shame. This world had taken everything from me. Why should I feel shame? It served them right. How did a bit of milk money compare with what I had lost? I slept in Auckland Domain that night in the bushes under a blanket claimed from a clothesline. This was my life now; a terrible hand to mouth existence, but how long would I allow it to continue? It continued over Christmas and New Year and well into February. Sleeping rough most of the time in stairwells of city buildings or under viaducts I came to know some good places, but I knew what I was. I was a vagrant, a reject of society; and sad as it was I didn’t care. The important part of my enterprise for me was to be sure I did not hit the same street, the same milk vendor twice. Auckland is a massive city and a threepenny bus ride at any time would provide me with a new venue, a new area to pillage. This was a vital strategy for me and one that worked well ensuring I would never get caught; until the night I got caught.

The first time I got a slap on the wrist and an ear bashing from the judge who was reluctant to dismiss me, but gave me the benefit of the doubt when the homeowner withdrew her complaint. The second time he came down on me hard. I thought I was smart, street wise as it is said, but an astute shopkeeper lost his most regular customer when he informed the local policeman my purchases were always made in small coins. This PC 49 of the suburbs made it his business to follow me over a period and caught me in the act resulting in a twelve week holiday in the Women’s Borstal in Mt Albert and for me this was progress. Now I had somewhere to live with a bed and comfort I had not known since my days in the Mission. With fellow inmates around me planning escapes I failed to understand that. I didn’t want to escape. Leave here? This was luxury.

I was convicted under my street name Jessie Johnson. Rose Peary no longer existed
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