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      I’m Nancy – mostly Nance, sometimes Nan, and when I’m unbearably endearing, Nancy Pants.

      I'm not normally a contemplative person, but lately I've found myself ruminating on fences. A lot. Here's what I know: from where I stand (literally in front of my lounge window, metaphorically as an aggrieved neighbour) a good fence is a necessary comfort. It imposes order on the landscape. It offers a sense of protection. It separates.

      My fence, or as I affectionately call it, The Line of Demarcation, is not a thing of beauty. It is constructed of wooden posts, rammed into the earth and joined by a series of wires. Simple, inelegant. And yet I have grown to appreciate it. I love the way the wires stretch into the distance in each direction, tapering off to a single point. I love their twang when my sheep rub up against the posts. And I love the fact that it says, without any need for verbalisation or habitual scent marking, Back off. This is mine. That is yours.

      

      JANUARY.

      It was on a sticky New Zealand mid-summer evening that I found myself crossing three fence lines (only one of which belonged to me) and courting a whole lot of over-the-fence trouble.

      I had entered a patch of thick bush, full of tree ferns and leafy kawakawa, and could hear the babble of water running over rocks. I stepped through a screen of fern fronds to discover a stream running through a glade. The water was clear and tumbled over moss-covered rocks.

      It was so picturesque in the soft evening light that I stood for several minutes drinking it in. A few metres downstream, the rocks had formed a partial dam, creating a pool, and I, uncomfortable from the day's dried sweat, felt there was little choice but to accept the water's invitation.

      I removed my gumboots and clothes, peeled off my damp socks, and stepped tentatively into the water. It was gasp-inducingly cold, but boy was it good. Diving under, I swam the few strokes to the other side where the bank afforded a place to sit in the water. I set to work scrubbing the day's grime off, giving particular attention to the sourness of my armpits, then leaned back and closed my eyes, listening to the water's chatter.

      "Ah, can I help you?” said a voice to my left.

      "Fuck!” I replied and turned to see a man standing over my clothes and holding the ends of a towel draped around his neck. I covered my breasts with one arm and sat lower in the water. "Sorry. God, you gave me a fright.”

      "I gave you a fright? I come here every day after I've finished work, on my farm, and I don't expect to find anyone else.” The light was behind him, so he was hard to make out, but I could see he was dressed in a singlet, shorts and gumboots, and that the top did a perfect job of showcasing his muscular arms. "You do know you're trespassing?”

      "Yep. Sorry.” The sibilance was lost among the din of cicada calls enveloping the clearing, so that it came out "orry”.

      He released his towel and shifted his hands to his hips.

      Despite the cool of the water, heat pooled in my cheeks and my words tumbled out in a heap. "It's just I've been working on my land over a week now and I've never seen anybody around. Your existence hasn't really registered, sorry. And, ah, I've been taking some liberties exploring your farm in the evenings. That's how I found this place.”

      "Have you now?” He took a step forward.

      "I'm building a house on that block of land next door to you” – I waved an arm in the general direction – "and I can't decide where the best place to put it is.”

      "Uh-huh.” Another step.

      My voice rose in pitch to match that of the sex-hungry cicadas. "So, I've been trying to get a sense of the lie of the land, you know, review all the different prospects, which requires doing some…reconnaissance on neighbouring hills.”

      "Right.” He paused. "How's the prospect from my stream?”

      I offered him my best smile. The one that turns my crow's feet into attractive laughter lines. "Gosh, it's gorgeous here.” I made a point of looking around me. "You're very lucky to have this.” I sank further under the water. "On your property.”

      The farmer stepped out of the shadow of the trees. He was somewhere in his thirties, with dark hair and darker eyes under a deep frown.

      "Have you met Saffron yet?” the mouth under the frown said.

      "Saffron?”

      "Local eel. Has a name for making herself known by latching onto tender, dangly bits. I haven't swum naked in here since she nearly circumcised me when I was seven.”

      I sat upright. "Oh my God.”

      "She's much bigger now – prefers larger meat, calves mostly, the odd forearm.”

      I started edging my way back to the other side of the stream, searching the water for a long black shape.

      "Doesn't hurt much, but once she clamps on you've got to allow her to let go in her own good time. Pull her off and her backwards-facing teeth'll tear the flesh.”

      Something brushed my leg. "Ngaaaaaarrrrrrr,” I shrieked, leaping to my feet to demurely scrabble, arse out, up the bank. I stood panting, facing The Frown's hastily turned back, and as my panicked brain jumped from Eel! to Where are my clothes?, my focus shifted to the back of his head.

      It was turned slightly, the cheek rounded in a smile.

      I pivoted towards the water and peered into its depths. Nothing. Not a ripple, not a shadow. "Oh, ha bloody ha. Good joke.” I put a hand to my chest in a futile effort to calm my heart.

      The head tilted down and chuckled into its gumboots.

      "Yeah, alright.” I took a deep breath and said more gently, "Could you at least pass my clothes? The sooner I'm dressed, the sooner I'm gone.”

      I was delicately handed my undies between two fingers.

      I stepped into them and tried to pull them over my wet thighs, but only succeeded in rolling them into a tight band. With a grunt, I forced them to crotch level and attempted to peel them over my damp buttocks. When I finally succeeded in separating fabric from skin, I lifted my head and got a face full of sweat-laced sports bra. I jerked my head backwards and snatched it from his fingers. Offering an ungracious "cheers”, I worked to turn it through the right way.

      Now, the problem with sports bras is that because they’re designed to hold all the soft parts in place so that they don't so much as jiggle, they are rather tight. I managed to get the thick elastic at the bottom of the bra as far as my armpits, and there, thanks to the firmness of the fabric and the clamminess of my skin, it refused to move.

      "Fuck,” I muttered under my breath. I couldn't get my arms into a position to effectively pull it down. I moved my arms uselessly from front to back then gave up, leaving them propped up like antennae and my face buried in boob-binding polyester.

      I turned to face the stream. "Uh…could you just…?”

      A snort and the bottom of my bra was yanked down.

      "Thanks.” I swung back around and was presented with my t-shirt and shorts. "Forget it. I'm sure you've seen a woman in her underwear before.” I grabbed the clothes from his outstretched hand, marched around him and stepped into my gumboots. I walked on without looking back. "Enjoy your swim. Neighbour.”

      "Thank you, I most certainly will.”

      

      Trudging back across the paddocks to my property, I sunk into an ever-darkening mood. Being humiliated at the hands of a male made me think of Derek. I didn't like to think of Derek, but I was finding him increasingly hard to exorcise from my head. He was the reason I was here, after all.

      Six months ago, Derek dropped the “met someone else” bomb and just to make sure I was really down and bleeding, strafed my forty-year-old pride by implying she was much younger.

      There was only one course of action: retreat to the happy place of my childhood summers and nurse the pulpy mess of the Derek-shaped hole in my chest. That place was Pukeroa, a two-horse town nestled in the foothills of the Southern Alps. It was also the home of Margot, the mother I sometimes wish I'd had. When I’d arrived, she drew me to her ample bosom and offered a double gin and tonic when I came up for air. I asked for a triple.

      It was in the window of the Pukeroa General Store that I saw the advertisement for the land. Three hectares of rolling, retired farmland with a magnificent view of the mountains for a price I really needed to negotiate, but didn't have the energy to. A few months later, with paltry change from the exchange of inner-city villa for lifestyle block, but still riding the high of resignation from a job I found little satisfaction in, I rolled back into town determined to forge a new life. One that was fulfilling and gave me purpose and on no account featured men of the falling-in-love-with variety. However, it wasn't long before I realised Derek had hitched a ride and shedding him would be a herculean task.

      

      When I negotiated the third fence, the one that did belong to me, I headed for my car and the phone that was nestled in the front console. I rang my oldest and closest friend, Hanita, and relayed the stream encounter with as much indignation as I could muster in the energy-sapping heat.

      "I've named him The Frown. With capitals.”

      "Farmer Frown.”

      "Weak,” I said, laughing despite myself.

      "But look, Nance, to be fair you actually were trespassing, and he might have had a very good reason to scare you off. Like, a large and lucrative plot of marijuana, or he might be the leader of some over-sexed religious cult. He was probably keen to get you out of the water so he could view your potential as one of his wives.”

      "No, I think I'm safe there. Hemp sandals may have been a giveaway, but he looked pretty plain Old McDonald in his gumboots.”

      "Was he hot? Or was he one of those crusty types that look like they're about to keel over from skin cancer at any moment?”

      "No, he displayed a fine representation of all the major muscle groups. But that doesn't make him less of a dick!”

      "It definitely makes him less of a dick. He could have just told you to 'fuck off', but instead he thought of an ingenious way to get you out of the water that would also entertain me. I like him.”
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      Margot, the mother I sometimes wished I had, was an old family friend. Although younger by some fifteen years, my parents had developed a close relationship with her and her husband, Keith. Margot and Keith had a river running at the back of their large property that was made turquoise by the snow melt and we would camp in their backyard most summers. My brother, Will, and I were given unlimited freedom, despite the obvious danger of the river, while the adults talked politics or literature or religion, and smoked the odd joint. Our independence – while not rare, given our very liberal parenting – felt precious, and Will and I spent hours adventuring in Pukeroa's “wilds”.

      Now in her eightieth year, Margot was widowed and only semi-retired from her accountancy profession. She was small and round with extraordinarily pale skin, and while she might look diminutive, underneath that creased, cherubic exterior was a warp-speed mind fronted by a rapier tongue that was capable of sudden and surprising vulgarity. I loved her very much. Margot didn't take any prisoners, which worked for me. My New Life was by far the biggest and most important project I’d ever taken on and I knew she would keep me on an even keel. She'd make one hell of a project manager.

      So, I shouldn’t have been surprised that when I got back from my day of weed control and fence hopping and sat down at Margot's table with a cold beer, she announced that a week of tip-toeing around me was long enough and it was time to formulate A Plan.

      With pursed lips, she slid a coaster under my sweating beer, then asked, "How carefully have you thought through the entire process of establishing a homestead on a large bit of land? The infrastructure needed, the cost, the timeframe?”

      There wasn’t a lot I could say. I hadn’t thought it through, carefully or otherwise. When I announced I was going to survive on my finely-honed ability to make stuff up as I went along and the battery life of my cordless drill, she poked me in the bicep with a bony finger.

      “Ow.”

      "My girl, this is no time for flippancy. You have a static income, which means, in case you haven't grasped the reality of your situation, no income at all. That very modest sum in your bank account isn't going to get you very far without a firm budget based on sound research.”

      A low rumble issued from the direction of the fridge. Derek leaned against it, shaking with laughter, one foot cocked. I hope you brought your waders, Nancy, because you are out of your depth and treading shit. Do they make a full body variety?

      "Yes, I know.” I eyed Derek through narrowed lids, then turned back to Margot. "It would have been helpful if the housing market hadn't taken a dive when we sold and I then had to split the shitty profits with the D-bag.” I sighed. "But that's the way of things, so I have to accept it and move on.” I toyed with the label on my beer bottle. "I know where I want to get to, I just don't know how to get there.”

      "And where's that?”

      "Have a small house, be as self-sufficient as possible, and not owe any money to any bank.”

      Margot gripped my wrist before giving it two pats. "Excellent. Those are admirable goals.” She paused, then said, “However, the last one's going to be tough. You'll have to be very resourceful.”

      I absolutely would. I just didn’t know if I had it in me. A block of concrete rose in my stomach and rotated painfully. "Oh God, Margot, have I done the right thing? I know nothing about the process of getting a house built. I haven't even got a driveway to get to my future house.”

      Hey, Nancy. Derek crossed his arms and smirked at me. I've got a snorkel you can borrow.

      "This may surprise you, my girl, but you –“ she raised her gin and tonic glass and pointed a finger at me “– are not the first person to build a house. Start asking around. You'll find most people are very happy to share their experience and offer advice.”

      "But I don't know anyone who's built a house,” I whined. "All the people I know either rent because the housing market's too inflated, or they've bought existing houses because to build means living a half day's commute to work, or they're still battling insurance companies after the earthquake.”

      "Well then, I'll introduce you to Stuart. He built a house a couple of years ago and project managed it himself. I'm sure he'll be happy to help you. He has a heart of gold that man. Lord knows how he keeps so chipper with that sphincter of a wife, but love works in mystifying ways.”

      

      Margot didn't waste any time. She had Stuart around the next day for coffee and her special orange drizzle cake.

      Stu, as he insisted I call him, was a gentle soul with a rugged exterior, his skin leathery from a life outdoors. He clearly adored Margot and because of that was only too willing to help. When he asked what my budget was, my answer was met with knitted brows.

      "Hmm. That amount’s not going to get you a lot. What skills can you bring to the table?”

      "Nancy's renovated several houses all by herself,” Margot announced proudly. "You should see the set-up she brought with her. My garage is full of power tool porn.”

      "That right?” Stu eased the knot out of his brows and raised them.

      It was right. On both accounts. I had knocked a handful of houses into shape, and I had commandeered all available space in Margot’s garage with my shit.

      "Good on you, girl. That should bring your costs down if we can find a builder who's willing to have you help.”

      I sat up straighter. I was totally up for that challenge. Because I was a liberated woman living in the twenty-first century and I could do anything.

      "It's not going to be enough, though.” He rubbed his chin. "Look, if you're not fussed about having new fixtures, you could source second-hand stuff. I bet you'll be able to find some good quality gear that'll do the job just fine. Look good, too, if you clean them up.”

      That was fine by me. The “R” for my middle name could have stood for “rustic”, if "Robyn” hadn’t got there first.

      "Will you be paying rent during the build?”

      “Nancy has a free room here for as long as she needs,” said Margot, which was extremely generous, except…

      "Actually, I kind of want to be up there? You know, understand the place, get a good feel for it so I can picture exactly what I want? I've…been looking at cheap buses I can convert and I think I've found one.” I woke my phone and showed them the slideshow of pictures from the sales site. “Bit of a heap, but if I do a good job on it, I reckon it’ll be a good investment. I could turn it into glamping accommodation further down the track. Or something. If I could get it to the site. You know anything about driveways, Stu?”

      Stu looked at me over the top of his coffee cup. "Tell you what. I've got a small digger on the farm. You buy in the gravel and we'll have you a driveway in no time.”

      When his generosity was met with a tumble of thank-you words, he gave a single nod. "I like Steinlager.”

      

      With the driveway sorted, the land was bus ready. It wasn’t, however, Nancy ready. There was a clear priority that needed to be met for any kind of housing situation, even the temporary ones – finding a mode of conducting one’s business. So to speak.

      Stu insisted that humanure, if handled right, would be great fertiliser for my future garden. I wrinkled my nose, then pulled up my big girl panties and set to work. It took me a day to build a set of pallet compost bins and a toilet out of a director's chair, toilet seat and paint bucket. All I had to do was christen it in both name and usage. With the director's chair having arms and a back, I'd made the most comfortable loo on earth. I could set up my open-air toilet in the perfect spot to afford a poo with a view, then recline and ponder how good life was.

      I named it The Office.

      I set up my tent and spent a long time watching the night sky. It was rich with stars, the black rendered insignificant by the Milky Way's mass of fine, silvery lights. It was something I could never hope to experience in Christchurch, the city I'd called home for most of my life.

      Then I kept myself warm by stoking the fire of my broken-hearted rage. Derek lay next to me smoothly redirecting my pot shots into the sparkling heavens.

      I'd say: "God, you're such a cliché – making yourself feel younger by dating someone half your age. It's pretty hard to disappoint someone with little experience and low expectations, isn't it, Derek?”

      He'd reply: And that one there, he pointed to a cluster of stars low on the horizon, is Matariki – Pleiades, the Seven Sisters, to the ancient Greeks.

      Then I'd say: "I 'spose her flexibility's half the attraction. And I don't mean in the bedroom, Derek. You can mould her to fit the habits of your lifestyle. Is that what turned you off me? Was I a bit too happy in my own groove?”

      He'd say: See that shooting star over there? Chances are it's more dust than rock, which is probably why so few meteors survive being burned up in the earth's atmosphere. Thank the stars.

      Eventually, I tired of the parallel discourse and retreated, falling asleep to the haunting hoot of ruru.

      In the morning, I woke to the warbling of magpies and the urge to do my business.

      Given that the majority of my land was completely bare, the only choice for toileting privacy was a patch of mature bush in one corner of the section. The bush had been grazed before I bought the land, so the area beneath the trees was clear of new growth and offered a pleasant, business-doing outlook towards the alps.

      I headed in its direction with increasing urgency.

      I had just sat down and got underway when I heard a car approaching on the road that bordered one side of my land, and I realised with growing horror that when I placed The Office in the bush for privacy I hadn't considered where the road was. For most of the property, the land was higher than the road, but here it dropped away to lie below it. Any moment now the car would come around the corner and have a perfect view down into the bush.

      There was nothing I could do. I was mid-stride. I simply had to accept the inevitability of the situation and try to make the best of it.

      Derek sat beneath a tree, plucking grass. How do you do it, Nancy? How are you so spectacularly adept at humiliating yourself? It really is deliciously painful to watch.

      The car gradually revealed itself. I had hoped it was a low-slung sedan with a solitary driver too busy concentrating on the road to pay attention to a woman sitting with her pants down in the neighbouring field. Unfortunately for me, it turned out to be a high-suspension utility vehicle carrying not just a driver, but an entire family. Also unfortunate: the road was gravel and the driver a responsible parent, which meant the ute was travelling at a reasonably slow pace. One of the kids in the back peered out the window, pointed at me and shouted something excitedly.

      Five heads swivelled my way.

      A single report of laughter pierced the air as the driver rolled down his window to give me a lazy wave. "Morning,” he called out, "lovely day for it.”

      "Yep, she's a beauty alright,” I called back as if pooing in public were a perfectly normal and pleasant way to pass the time.
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        * * *

      

      The bus arrived the following weekend, driven from Christchurch by my eighteen-year-old niece, Skye, with Will, her father, following in the car behind. I arranged to meet them in Pukeroa township so that I could direct them to the land.

      It wouldn't be hard to spot me. Pukeroa, or “Puke” as the locals call it, boasted a total of eleven shops to service a several hundred-strong community and the peak tourist seasons of summer and winter.

      I nursed a cup of peppermint tea outside the town's only café and intermittently watched the road. The main street reached out to the mountains, so as you drove into town, Rakiariki, the main peak in this area of the alps, seemed to balance itself precariously on top of the buildings' facades. It was the stuff of postcards, and so of course, every shop sold a postcard version of that exact panorama.

      I heard the bus before I saw it. The graunch of a high gear being inexpertly shifted into a low one echoed between the two lines of buildings. I pulled my attention away from the couple quietly arguing next to me and looked up to see a large metal grub bearing down on the town's shops, the divided front windows like large, bulbous eyes.

      “Mushroom pink” had been a generous description on the sales website. I had hoped the photos were over-exposed, but the bus rumbling its way towards me was more on the hot side of fuchsia.

      "Oh Lord,” I muttered into my teacup and stood up to wave at it.

      It pulled over two shops down and I walked quickly towards the opening doors.

      Skye's grinning face emerged first, then she turned to make her way gingerly onto the pavement where she reached up into a stretch. "Oh my God, Aunty Nan, I can't believe you just made me drive that beast all the way from Christchurch.”

      I pulled her into a hug. "Hello, my darling girl.” I kissed her apple-scented hair. "Well done. It doesn't look easy to drive.”

      "No, it's an absolute dog. What vintage did you say it was? 1873?”

      I gave her a squeeze. "1973.”

      My brother, Will, emerged from a car parked behind the bus. "Hey, Nan.” He bent down to give me a kiss and said, "You are one brave woman taking this thing on.” He slapped the bus' side. "Great colour. We've named it The Yam.”

      I turned my mouth down in distaste and he added quickly, "Out of affection, obviously.”

      I affected the sigh of the long suffering. "I'm guessing I'm not going to hear the end of it until I paint it.”

      "And gut it,” said Skye. “It's going to take a whole lot of pimping wizardry to turn this into a thing of beauty.”

      Will squeezed my shoulder. "And luckily you have what it takes, Nancy Pants. We have full faith in you.”

      Did they? I didn’t. Now that the bus dream was a hot pink reality, the task of making it a liveable space seemed gargantuan, my house renovation skills inadequate. “C'mon, you guys must be exhausted. I'll buy you a coffee. Then we can test out the camber and gradient of my new driveway.”

      "And cake.” Skye grinned up at me.

      "And cake.”

      We turned towards the café to find a young woman taking my half-drunk tea away.

      I ran to intercept her. "Wait, I haven't finished. Sorry, I had to leave the table for a minute.”

      She shrugged. "No worries.” Placing the cup and pot back down, she looked up as Skye and Will scraped chairs out from the table. Glancing at Skye, she focused on Will. "You guys want anything?”

      "Two very long, strong blacks, I think.”

      "And cake,” Skye added. "What do you recommend?”

      The waitress looked at her and blushed. "Um, our hummingbird cake is pretty good, I guess.”

      Skye smiled broadly at her, her single dimple denting her left cheek. "Great. One large piece of hummingbird cake, please.”

      The waitress left with a nod and a faint smile at the corners of her mouth.

      "So, Aunty Nan” – Skye gestured towards the bus – "this really is it. You're leaving us for a glamorous life in a pink tin can.”

      My laugh came out a little high pitched for true mirth. "Yep, you all smell too much like petrol fumes and urban sprawl. You're going to be pleading sanctuary when the zombie apocalypse comes.”

      "Hey, I'm all for exploiting my relationship with you and making the most of your land. If I wasn't going overseas, I'd be camped up there now, planting trees and re-establishing eco systems and being an all-round fabulous eco-warrior.”

      I squeezed her hand. "I would love you to stay and help me out. Extend your gap year. Leave this all behind and come with me now.” I tried to make my tone light and playful and not full of the desperation currently rising above the cheer.

      "Thanks, Aunty Nan, but I have a plan and I'm going to see it through even if I have to cut my own leg off to do it.” She rubbed at the spot of a running injury in her right knee.

      "It’s still giving you trouble?”

      "Yes,” Skye said resignedly. "I'm getting physio, but it's not helping much. I'm too young to be falling apart.” She gave her father a gentle nudge in the ribs. "That's your and Dad's job.”

      "I'm not falling apart,” Will retorted. "I can't afford to. Someone has to be a stalwart, provide the solid rock under the shaky ground of your aunty's mid-life crisis.” He reached across the table and gave my hand a squeeze. "Just joking, Nance. I love what you're doing and am immensely, ridiculously envious.”
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      I spent three days cleaning the bus and getting it set up enough for me to move into, and then the full force of summer arrived.

      It was impossible to escape the heat. I'd open up all the windows and the front and rear doors of the bus to tempt a breeze, but the most effective way of making bus life bearable was closing all the curtains to keep the sun out and living in a seedy half-light. If the solar panels I'd installed were capable of producing more power I would have stood permanently in front of the open refrigerator, preferably with my head inside.

      I rang Hanita to whinge, knowing full well her sympathy would be contrived in the smug comfort of an air-conditioned house. Putting her on speakerphone, I stood in the middle of the bus in my underwear, my arms and legs spread so they wouldn’t touch any skin.

      "Oh my God, Hanita, it's so hot here. My heart arrhythmia’s intensified ten-fold and I'm sweating in places I didn't know you could sweat. Even my knuckles are sweating and the beads on my upper lip are doing little to cool my face, but are doing a beautiful job of magnifying my moustache.”

      Hanita clucked her tongue. "You don't have a moustache.”

      "I bloody well do. I turned forty and it's like I passed through a magic portal to Hirsutelandia. I have to pluck the hair on my nipples, for goodness sake. When I was teleported into the age of knee wrinkles and greying pubes, couldn't they have thrown in some complimentary hair removal into the laser beam?”

      "It could be worse. You could be a man. The hair on your head could fall out and get trapped on its descent by follicles in your back.”

      I stifled a chuckle. “Don’t make me laugh. I can’t afford to expend energy that might produce heat.”

      Hanita “Hmm”ed and said, "You know, at some point you're going to have to accept that middle age brings stuff with it we'd prefer didn't happen. But that's okay. Everyone gets older.”

      My "Hanita Kapur!” emerged breathy, scandalised. I wasn’t middle-aged. I wasn’t remotely middle-aged.

      Ignoring Derek’s scoff behind me, I said, "I intend to live to a hundred. That gives me another decade 'til I'm the 'm' word, thank you very much.”

      Mummified? Derek ventured. Man-proof?

      I rounded on him.

      He leant against the driver’s seat, a finger pressed to pursed lips.

      "Yeah? I want to be man-proof. I don't want a bloke sniffing around me until at least the next millennium.”

      "Nance,” Hanita said gently, "at some point you've got to let it go. Not all men are Dereks.”

      "I'm not willing to give them the chance to prove that. I can't be humiliated again if I don't make an emotional investment. The shop is shut.”
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        * * *

      

      To: nancypants@getwired.co.nz

      From: nightskye@webmail.com

      Subject: Bugger!

      Dear Aunty Nan, thought I'd update you on the latest developments. I've been referred to an orthopaedic surgeon as the damage is in the cartilage, apparently. Sigh. It's on Accident Compensation so it won't cost anything, and they tell me the waiting list isn't too long. Yeah right! I won't hold my breath on that one. The recovery will delay my travel plans significantly, though. I have been very good and not shed any tears, but we'll see what the expert has to say before I commit to composure.

      I got a book out of the library on France and I've decided I'll head there before going to Ireland. I particularly like the look of The Loire Valley and Brittany. The book has double spreads of chateau and villages in those provinces. It's sooooooo gorgeous, I'm sure God got sick of saying, "What?" at every page turn.

      I've had two days of consecutive work filling in at a holiday programme, which is fantastic for the travel fund. I have eight children in my care and today they didn't want their usual person back, so I must be doing something right, or it's novelty value, or I'm better looking.

      I thought I'd attach a jpeg so you could have an opportunity to roll your eyes at me, as I'm sure you're poised, waiting for one. This is my boyfriend. He's the bassist in a band called The Vents, which I presume you've never heard of because you're so old. I really like his style. It's a sort of an understated, sophisticated ruggedness. I don't know his name, so he’s just my Friday night boyfriend.

      Anyway, that's me. I miss you,

      Skye

      Xx

      

      To: nightskye@webmail.com

      From: nancypants@getwired.co.nz

      Subject: Re. Bugger!

      My darling, darling girl. I am so sorry that your knee problem looks like a serious one. I have my fingers crossed that the operation is straight forward (keyhole surgery isn't very invasive, be assured) and that it won't take you long to be back up and running again. I know it must be disappointing, but it will make your trip all the more sweet when you finally get there. You are very welcome to convalesce at my place.

      Thank you for reminding me of my decrepitude. I'll have you know that this old lady has erected a shed for toileting privacy, plumbed in a claw-footed bath for my future sheep (because who wants to look at an ugly concrete trough?), set up a chicken run, and started stripping and relining the bus (not easy to manage when you're living in it), which is not too bad for someone who's just entered their fifth decade! It's hot work. Thank goodness Margot allows me to collect drinking water and un-stench myself at her place.

      I had a listen to The Vents on Spotify. See, I'm not that antiquated – I can do digital. They're a bit angry electronica, aren't they? Oh dear. How easily you've forced me to show my age.

      I've got all fingers and toes crossed for your appointment.

      XX

      Aunty Nan
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        * * *

      

      On a particularly hot and testing day, I had chosen to spend the morning doing paperwork – paying bills for materials for the bus and evaluating quotes for the house build.

      After half an hour, a chin was placed on my shoulder and a series of tuts issued from the mouth above it.

      When I started to balance up what I had spent and what I was likely to spend against the amount of money in my bank account, the block of concrete that had settled in my stomach on my arrival in Pukeroa tried to force itself up my esophagus.

      I was going to run out of money a lot sooner than I thought.

      I shrugged my shoulder violently and stood up from the table. Wielding a skill saw was suddenly a much more appealing prospect than staring at spreadsheets and willing new figures into existence.

      An hour into the unsavoury task of installing insulation into the bus’ ceiling, I heard a knock on the door.

      "Hi-i,” said a blonde, French-rolled head peering up the bus steps. "Sorry to disturb.”

      The body of the head revealed itself as it climbed the steps to the bus’ interior. It was clad in a black chiffon singlet, skinny jeans and gold sandals with coral nails.

      "You must be Nancy. I'm Mona, Stuart's wife.”

      She started to put out a hand to shake mine, then with a "Oooh goodness, look at you. You’re a sweaty mess”, withdrew it before I could taint her with essence of liberated woman.

      "Well." Mona clapped her hands and pivoted to view her surroundings. "You are making this into something, alright."

      In the dim interior of the bus it was difficult to tell if she said this with a smile or a grimace.

      "Stuart said you were working on a glamping project and I just wanted to be nosy.” She paused. Her "You don't mind, do you, babe?” was said as a statement, rather than a question. "I'm liking what you've done on the inside, but the outside – rather visually challenging, isn't it? You'll be painting it, no doubt?”

      When I paused to draw breath to answer, she launched on. "You must go for Pure Schist. It's a kind of chic, muddy grey. I love colours on that spectrum. Grey communicates a level of sophistication that's very…” I could see her brain rummaging for a polysyllabic adjective. "Classy,” she eventually said, "and why wouldn't you want to be surrounded by that?”

      "Yes,” I finally managed to get a word in. "Such a cheery colour.”

      "Isn't it? And as we can just see the bus from the corner of our deck, it would be great for you to choose something that blends in, babe. I'm sure someone like you would want to be at one with the landscape.”

      Before I could stop myself, my tongue ran ahead of me. "You know, I'm actually thinking of adding turquoise and yellow accents. The more colours on the rainbow spectrum, the better, I say.”

      Mona opened and closed her mouth twice before adjusting her tone to match the slightly aggressive posture she'd adopted on arrival. "Fine. Paint it whatever. Just make sure you don't let the neighbours talk you into agreeing to an easement through your land.”

      An easement? What did that mean?

      With a clink of an oversized Pandora bracelet, the blonde head disappeared back down the steps.

      As soon as she was out the door, I grabbed the biggest glass I could find and filled it to the top with wine. There was only one thing to do to expunge the acrid taste of that interaction.

      A leisurely soak in the sheep trough.

      Draining the bath, I carefully swished out the odd bits of algae that had started to accumulate and refilled it, before throwing all my clothes off and sinking into the coolness of the water with a groan.

      It didn't take me long to work my way through most of my tumbler, and I was starting to regret that I hadn't brought the whole bottle with me when a voice from over the fence said, "Good afternoon, neighbour. Perfect weather for a dip.”

      "Jesus!” I spun myself over in the bath, miraculously managing to retain the remainder of my chardonnay. "Where did you come from? I didn't hear you.”

      The Frown pointed to his motorbike. "Electric. It's a bit of a stealth machine. I've startled many a beast with it, admittedly in less compromising situations.” His eyes flicked over my naked backside.

      "They make electric farm bikes?”

      "Even the farming industry has been dragged kicking and screaming into the future that is the green revolution.”

      I didn’t particularly want to show I was impressed, but "That’s…very cool,” slipped out anyway.

      "Yep.” There was an awkward pause, while I looked expectantly at him for an explanation for not only the very different behaviour he was showing me today, but the reason for his presence.

      He looked out across my land appearing to survey the work I had done.

      At last, he spoke. "Look, sorry about the other evening. I'd had an arse of a day and was really looking forward to some peace and calm in the pool. You know, shuck the shit off and get some perspective.”

      I let him stew in the discomfort of not knowing if I’d accept his apology or not for the length of a sip of chardonnay, before saying, "I can appreciate your protectiveness of that place. It's pretty special.”

      "You're actually welcome to wander the farm, just take care of the electric fences and don't go into paddocks with stock in them. Some of them can get pretty feisty.”

      Stock? I'd never seen any animals apart from the odd rabbit.

      "Okay, thanks very much.”

      "And, ah, you forgot these.” He held up a balled pair of socks. "They're clean.” They were presented to me, then The Frown thought better of it. "I'll just…” He dropped them on top of my pile of clothes.

      "Thanks.”

      "No problem.” A bleat from one of my sheep drew his gaze, then he shifted his attention back to me. "Why are you drinking wine in your sheep trough?” He leaned against the fence with a foot cocked on one of the wires, and the leg of his shorts had ridden up to reveal a tanned and nicely toned thigh.

      Derek blew bubbles from where he was submerged in the bath beside me. Then he raised himself up and turned over, hooking his arms over the side as I had done. He whistled. That is one hell of a vastus medialis. Ask him if his sartorius goes all the way up.

      I elbowed him back under the water.

      "Because I was hot, and thirsty, and the water is surprisingly clear for having sheep saliva in it. Comes from the stream, don't you know?”

      "Yes, I do know. I'm the one that pumps it up the hill for your bathing pleasure. Thank you for the courtesy of asking me if you could tap into my water pipe.”

      "Stu didn't ask you?”

      "No, Stu didn't ask me.” He shook his head, then let out a single bark of laughter. "Stuart, a bloody nice bloke who can't say 'no', especially to an attractive woman.”

      I looked at him sharply, but his gaze was aimed in the direction of Stu's farm.

      "I think he'll be buying the beer after the next Twilight tournament.”

      "Rugby?”

      "Bowls.”

      "You play lawn bowls?”

      "Yeah. It's actually a really great game. Don't let the grey hair and starched whites fool you into thinking it's a tedious, formal game for geriatrics. It has this addictive level of intensity, I guess because it needs a lot of concentration and precision. And it's fun and very social. You should come try your hand at the next tourney.”

      "Okay. I probably won't to be honest, but I appreciate your effort in trying to convince me lawn bowls is cool.”

      A smile. "Your loss.”

      The two over-sized lambs I’d recently acquired as lawn mowers ambled over to investigate the newcomer, who raised his chin at them. "Who are these little fullas?”

      "My newest babies. They're Sprocket.”

      "They're both called Sprocket?”

      "No, that's the collective noun for them. This tubby one here is Sprout and this one with the black ear is Rocket.”

      "Ha! Nice. Very efficient.” The Frown shot me a grin and, buoyed by the win, I involuntarily returned it.

      "And that naked one over there, looking embarrassed,” I said, pointing to a large, freshly shorn wether attempting to hide behind the trunk of a spindly tree, "is Woolly Wonka.”

      The Frown snorted. "Not really living up to his name, is he?”

      "No, he's looking highly pissed off. It's a shame you weren't able to see him in all his woolly glory. When he had a full fleece, he did actually bear an uncanny resemblance to Gene Wilder.”

      I received a grin in reply and his eyes flicked again to my backside, which I thought probably merited being met by some degree of indignation rather than the smugness currently edging my lips towards a smirk.

      "Do you have to keep looking at my arse?”

      "Yes. It's very difficult not to look when it's presented so readily.”

      "You know, anyone would think you deliberately seek opportunities to see me naked.”

      "Anyone would think you deliberately create opportunities for me to see you naked.” The Frown climbed back on his bike and started it. As he rode off, he shouted over his shoulder, "Did you put sunscreen on your bum? Your buttocks are on the pale side of white. Could make sitting difficult tomorrow.”

      I rolled over and sank under the water, wine glass hand in the air and let out a long groan.

      When I re-emerged, Derek raised his glass in a toast from the other end of the bath. Nicely done, Nancy. I must say, I am surprised to see you back on the wagon so quickly.

      "I wasn't flirting with him, Derek.”

      He looked thoughtfully towards the fence. He seemed like a nice young man. His eyes slid back to me. How old are you again, Nancy? Ah yes, that's right. He took a sip from his glass. You know, it doesn't sound any better the more you say “fifth decade”, does it? It still produces the same degree of wincing, one eye slightly squintier than the other. Much like sucking lemons.

      

      That night I rang Hanita to relay the second instalment in Naked Encounters with My Neighbour.

      "How did you let him see you in the buff for a second time?” she asked, as if I were seriously moronic, rather than just the minor one I felt.

      "He snuck up on me. He might look like a farmer, but I think he's actually a ninja.”

      "Was he wearing gumboots?”

      "Of course.”

      "Not very ninja-like. All that flapping rubber would give you away pretty quickly. Maybe you're going deaf in your old age, or blind, or deliberately displaying yourself in the hope that he might see you.”

      "That's what he accused me of.”

      "Suffering from old age?”

      At the dining table, Derek “hawed” into one of the pages of my Home Design magazine.

      "No, Hanita. Purposefully flaunting myself for his benefit.”

      "And are you?” she asked after a pause.

      Flick went the page.

      "No! Can't a woman enjoy a bit of nudity in the privacy of her own land without being made to feel like she's parading herself?”

      "The problem is, you live on a bare block on the top of a hill. Anything you do is going to be on parade. And you have managed to make a spectacle of yourself, how many times now? I make it three in under a month. That's a pretty impressive record.”

      I was quiet for a moment.

      Flick.

      "He's got really sexy knees. Is that possible?”

      Hanita laughed. "If you're into joints. Most women go for biceps or buttocks, but if that's what blows your hair back, then I'm sure he'll be very flattered to have you perve at his knees. I thought you'd sworn off men, though?”

      "I'm just looking. There's no harm in looking.”

      "Okay. Just be careful, won't you? You can't keep running away when things go south.”

      I “Fffft” a dismissal. "There will be no 'thing' to run away from. I can window shop, can't I?”

      Derek looked up from the magazine, I presume your metaphorical shop has one-way glass, because, Nancy, there's no way that boy's returning your gaze.
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        * * *

      

      I'd made an arrangement to meet with Margot the following morning to discuss my financial freak out. She had a pot of tea and a plate of homemade biscuits already on the table by the time I arrived.

      I opened the discussion as any mature 40-year-old would by whining out an "Oh God” and following it up with unnecessary hyperbole. “I feel like I'm haemorrhaging money and the build hasn't even started yet.”

      "Yes,” Margot agreed. “It feels like it's coming from every orifice, I bet. You're what we call in the industry, a financial haemophiliac. At some point you've got to staunch the flow before you bleed out.”

      I groaned dramatically and tossed my bag on a chair in a show of despair.

      "Alright,” she said in a conciliatory tone, "we'll see what good we can make of the situation. Have a seat, my dear, and we'll get started.”

      "No thanks, I'm okay standing.”

      "We are going to be having a lengthy discussion about the drastic state of your finances, Nancy. It could take an hour or more for us to pick things apart and formulate a plan. For goodness sake, please have a seat.”

      "No.”

      "No? What's going on with you, Nancy? Sit down!”

      "Look,” I said with a sigh, "I'm not wearing any undies, okay? If I sit down you'll get a short, but intensive course in gynaecology. Plus, it's more comfortable. To stand, I mean, not necessarily the not wearing undies. Though actually that is quite nice, too. I had no idea how pleasant it is to feel the breeze through your pubes.”

      "Nancy,” Margot said sharply. "Why aren’t you wearing any underpants?”

      I let out another sigh. "I, somewhat misguidedly, took on the sun in a battle of wills. It kicked my arse. Quite literally.”

      "And why would you want to expose the delicate flesh of your bottom to such a carcinogenic monster?”

      "Because,” I replied as if it were obvious, "I was attempting to protect the dignity of my lady parts from that farmer. The next-door neighbour one.”

      "Good Lord. Dare I ask…?”

      "I was having a lovely naked time drinking wine in my outdoor bath when he turned up and accused me of stealing his water. I had to lie on my stomach to keep most of me hidden, while I defended my right to access bath water by tapping into his reticulation system.”

      Margot exhaled slowly. "My girl, it might be a sensible idea to try to get on the good side of your neighbours, especially as you're brand new to this community. It can be very insular, so you need to make an effort to be part of it. Common courtesy is such a simple thing. Yes?”

      "Yes, I know. I thought Stu had squared it with him.”

      She eyed me and released a slow breath.

      I took that as my cue to get ready for the dissection of my finances and turned around to get my reading glasses out of my bag.

      "Dear God, Nancy, the back of your dress is clinging to your buttocks like a second skin. I can almost count the hairs around your arsehole!”

      I twisted around awkwardly to get a view of my bottom and noticed, to my utter dismay, that I hadn't fully thought through the idea of smearing my bum cheeks with aloe vera gel, then choosing a thin floaty skirt to wear in a bid to keep fabric away from sensitive skin.

      Margot laughed throatily in delight. "Ah, my girl, you are fabulous.” She leaned forward to kiss me on the cheek and behind her back I offered my middle finger to a smirking Derek.

      He'd just sat down with a sigh in the chair I'd left vacant and crossed his legs. I received a wink in return. He rubbed his hands together and murmured, This should be fun.

      

      Margot wasn't particularly impressed with what she saw when she delved into the history of my bank account.

      "Nancy, what's this thirteen-thousand-dollar transfer to a travel card eight months ago?”

      "Um, my trip with Derek to The States for a month?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      "What?” I said in petulant defence. "I was about to turn forty. I had to celebrate somehow.”

      "Couldn't you have just thrown a party like a normal person?”

      "Margot, my twenties were alright but a bit shit in places, and my thirties improved on an upward trend towards almost happiness. I was determined to start this decade with a vibrant joie de vivre that was meant,” I laughed humourlessly, "to go from strength to strength. A road trip in America was what I really wanted to do, so I did it. And I happened to have a bloody fabulous time.” I took a bite of my biscuit. "I just didn't foresee that a couple of months after that I'd be dumped and voluntarily unemployed.”

      Margot peered at my online bank statement. "Did you foresee spending another four thousand near the end of the trip? What on earth was that for?”

      "Ah, yes. That would have been our extended stopover in Hawai'i.”

      "And you spent four thousand dollars?”

      "They have really good scuba diving there,” I said weakly. "Margot, I saw manta rays! I saw one so close that if I'd stuck my tongue out I would have licked it. That, alone, is worth four grand.”

      A sigh escaped.

      “Look, at the time, I was in a great financial space and happily coupled-up. It might look reckless now that things have changed, but I have absolutely no regrets about spending that money. Mostly.”

      Derek shifted in his seat, looking around behind his back and moving his weight forward. From underneath his buttocks he pulled out a mask and snorkel. Aha! I knew I'd left them somewhere.

      Grinning, he presented them to me and asked if my legs were tired yet. The thing about trying to keep your head above the shit is that sooner or later it soaks through your clothes, it oozes into your shoes and fills your pockets and then, he shrugged, it drags you under.

      Margot took a long drink of her tea and a still grinning Derek leaned forward in his chair, watching her closely. "Okay, here's what we'll do. I know you don't want to borrow money, so in order to make sure you don't have to, I'm going to set you a weekly budget for your day-to-day living costs and we'll meet twice a week to go through your invoices. You’ll get at least three quotes for every job and we’ll go through them together. You're also going to have to beg, borrow and steal favours from others. You could exchange odd jobs or do something like cook meals in payment.”

      She closed the lid of my laptop. "I know you've been taking time out for yourself after the rough few months you've had, but now, my girl, it really is time you got a job.”
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