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Who is Sam Sterling?
Sam Sterling is the pen name, alter ego, of Derek Fountaine. He was born in the middle of
an air raid on the north east coast of the Isle of Wight (U.K.) in 1942.
Educationally, Sam was not a scholar. His first four years of schooling was at the hands of a totally
dysfunctional ‘School M’arm’ whose main interest were bright sycophants; children with spirit, or those
that needed to apply a little more effort, were, to her, a complete waste of time. Sam was in the latter
category. However, at the age of ten, Sam – at another school and with another teacher – discovered
reading. This carried him through five more schools till it was time to shake off the chattels of childhood
and enter the working world. This he did as an apprentice Mechanic/Engineer. 1966 saw him leave the
land of his birth and resettle with his wife and two small children to Canterbury, South Island New
Zealand. In the mid seventies he turned his back on his trade and became a Telephonist, working shifts. In
the long lonely hours of midnight till six in the mornings Sam started to write; poems, short stories, the
draft of a novel. After winning a prize on the local radio with a poem, [‘Horror of Horrors’] Sam started
writing in earnest. This included taking part in an twelve-week Creative Writing course at his local
Polytech.
Story after story flowed from his imagination. Two small magazines picked some of them up,
but publishers seemed reticent. Then in 2002 the BBC World Service selected one of his stories
and placed it in the fifteen finalists of their Short Story Competition. The story, ‘The Antmaster,’
(Meanderings; zeus-publications.com) was read on air February 2003.
Sam relocated to the island of Efate, in the Vanuatu Group in 1994 and is now a permanent
resident there.
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2; 5; 11 & 19; Have all been reworked as one act plays and performed by The
Vanuatu Amateur Theatrical Society.
8; First published in “Write Now” Magazine (NZ) –now defunct- November 2000
12; First Published in “The Independent” (Vanuatu) July 2004
16; First Published in “The Independent” (Vanuatu) Nov. 2004

For Evelyn and Vikki.
Not just a wife and daughter, but true friends and mentors in every way.

S.S

Inspirations
I’m often asked; ‘Where do authors get inspirations for stories?’ I don’t know
about other authors, but mine come from very many places. A chance remark, an
observation, an event … all can trigger a thought process that will often, or not,
evolve into a story.
In 1994 I was undertaking a Fiction Writing course at Aoraki Polytechnic, South
Canterbury, New Zealand. Toward the end of the course we were given an assignment for
the weekend. This was; Think of something very controversial, then sell it as
feasible to the reader.
Hmm, this was something that really appealed to me. I came up with a way out plot,
called it ‘March and November’ and set out to make it; not only readable, but
acceptable, I wanted to ‘push the envelope’ as far as convention would allow. It did
not happen! No matter which way I tackled it, it just would not gel… So, late on
Sunday afternoon I conceived another plot, got to work on it and it became ‘The
Threshold’ (‘Meanderings’; 2003; www.zeus-publications.com). However, ‘March and
November’ still rattled around, like the ghost of Jacob Marley, dragging his chains
through the dusty labyrinths of my mind.
More than ten years later I was talking to my teenaged granddaughter and one of
her schoolmates. I asked the schoolmate what she hoped to do when her studies were
over; she replied she hoped to be a pilot. We passed the usual glib remarks about
‘The sky’s the limit’, etc. I then asked if the sky really was the limit? I gave the
opinion that when the world’s first manned trip to Mars came about; it would probably
be by people of their generation. ‘If I ever get to Mars’, I was told, ‘I’ll remember
you suggested it.’

That innocent remark set in motion a thought process that saw ‘Olympic Mons’ rise, like a
phoenix, from the ashes of ‘March and November’.
I have thusly dedicated Olympus Mons to my granddaughter and her schoolmate.
***
‘The Last Straw’. The first section of this story is based on an actual event.
“The Don’s” are fictitious names for real people. The author drove the Holden
Station Wagon and his colleague drove the Charger. We definitely did block a small
car in that was parked incorrectly in an angle parking area. Our collective
thinking was; if the driver could not park properly she (we chauvinistically
presumed it was a female) should not park at all! Yes, we heard her foot falls as
she hurried past … what comes after that is pure speculation, the machinations of
the Author’s over active imagination.

S.S.
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Habit of a Lifetime
Contentedly humming to herself, Maree put the potatoes in the pot and carried them to the
stove just as Alfred walked through the door, placed his newspaper on the corner of the table
and went through to the bathroom.
Maree stood as if transfixed, her jaw slack. Alfred was eleven minutes early!

***

Alfred Knox had never owned a watch and scorned clocks of all kinds, but his whole
life centred on punctuality. He left the house at eight twenty every morning and,
rain or shine, walked the same route to the office, arriving there at three minutes
to nine. Time enough to hang up his hat and coat, even in the death throes of the
twentieth century Alfred still wore a hat and top coat, arrange himself behind his
desk and check his IN tray for the morning's work just as the clock struck the hour.
At the other end of the day Alfred would never contemplate finishing any task till
the town clock struck the first note of five. He was paid, he told his colleagues, to
work from nine till five, and that is what he would do, not a minute before; nor a
minute after.
With the sounds of the chimes still tolling, Alfred Knox would place unfinished
work in his IN tray, straighten his OUT tray and inspect the top of his desk checking
he had forgotten nothing. Of course he never did forget anything; it was all military
precision. Even his paperclips were in neat lines on the magnetic holder, all their
tops level.

Satisfied, he rose and donning his coat and hat strode purposefully out of the office, down
the six stairs to the street, reaching the pavement at exactly four and a half minutes after five
o'clock.

The pace and gait of the dapper little man took him along the High Street to turn
left into Shilton road. This led up a shallow climb to emerge onto Coombe Estate,
where he had lived, in the same house, since he was ten years of age.
Alfred's disapproval of most things outside his own four walls was manifold. Among
his many phobias and dislikes; the pedestrian abhorred private cars. Walking, he had
always maintained, was a God given exercise. He was not averse to buses, for long
trips, but the willy-nilly use of cars, often with only one occupant, just to go to
the corner shop or into town was crass laziness.
The traffic was heavier than usual this day, and the air of bonhomie was all
pervading. Every one was talking about their plans for the big Millennium party in a
few days time. Just another excuse for over-indulgence, Alfred decided. He would
spend it the same as any other day, sitting in his living room reading the evening
paper.
Two thirds of the way up Shilton Road was Mr Shahid's Newsagents. Alfred had the
exact price of the evening paper ready as he prepared to enter the shop. Not to have
the amount would necessitate change to be sought and given; this would waste time. Mr
Shahid always had the papers on the corner of the counter ready to hand one to his
regular customer as the man entered.
Should Mr Shahid be serving a customer Alfred would pick up a paper, reach over
and place the money on the edge of the till, give a polite nod to the proprietor,
another nod to the customer, fold the newspaper so that it's name and main headline
was to the fore, tuck it under his arm and be on his way again. Just thirteen minutes
to his front gate.
This he would by-pass, preferring to go into the small side gate and walk up the
immaculately kept red brick path, surveying his garden. He would pause on the step,
give a sigh of contentment should all be well, or “tut-tut” of annoyance should a
weed be seen, or a bird leave a deposit on his brick path, then enter the house, nod
to his wife, place the newspaper on the corner of the table and go through for a
shower.

***

All the years they had worked together, Maree Wainwright had never heard Mr Knox

say anything to anyone that was not work related. She was surprised, therefore, when
out of the blue he asked her opinion on what he could get his elderly mother for her
birthday.

"You see," he offered as an explanation. "My sister used to handle all that for me, but she
passed on about eight months ago."
"How old will your mother be?"
"Eighty four," she was informed

Miss Wainwright was impressed, but decided any remark about such longevity would
be inappropriate. Instead she suggested perhaps a range of subdued toiletries would
meet the lady's tastes.
Alfred thought about this for a while then asked where he would find the best
selection. Impulsively Maree offered to go shopping with him on Saturday morning.

The shopping trip went very well and ended in an invitation to the birthday tea the following
afternoon.

Why, she kept asking herself, had she accepted the invitation? At thirty plus
years of age she was considered a career spinster by her colleagues, being far too
shy to relate to anyone, especially the opposite sex.
Her small flat was her castle; it was, like Mr Knox's desk, militarily clean and
tidy. She did not read, disliked television and only cooked when necessary. Her
relaxation was listening to instrumental music and knitting for her nephews and
nieces.

The nervous Maree wanted to cancel the invitation, but neither she nor Mr Knox possessed
a telephone so to just not turn up would have been very rude indeed.
Maree Wainwright disliked rudeness.
Knowing her host's penchant for punctuality she arrived at the house precisely on time and
forced her shaking fingers to press the doorbell.

The elderly Mrs Knox greeted her birthday guest pleasantly though suspiciously.
After a few moments of small talk, whilst Alfred made them all a pot of tea, Maree
spotted a knitting bag with needles and a half completed garment protruding from it.
She learned it was a pullover for Alfred. The lady, displaying gnarled and knotted
fingers, explained it was taking a lot longer than it should to complete.
When Mrs Knox learned that Maree was an accomplished knitter; her manner changed
dramatically. By the end of the evening the two were good friends and she invited the
younger woman to return at any time.

Over the next few months Maree spent many hours at the Knox household and soon Alfred
was sporting a range of Fair Isle pullovers.
Their manner in the office remained unchanged, so it was a surprise to all their colleagues
when wedding invitations were handed out.
The elder Mrs Knox died just a matter of weeks after the nuptials and Maree assumed the
role of mothering a man more than twenty years her senior.
Maree relished the position.

***

The clock, she decided, was slow. Maree turned the heat up under the potatoes. The
main dish, a casserole, had simmered away all afternoon in the crock-pot. She was
happy to see a thin wisp of steam just nudging the lid; it would be the potatoes only
she had to worry about.
Quickly she set the table making sure Alfred's paper was at his elbow so he could
pick it up after the meal. Then she hurried over to the stove, raised the lid on the
potatoes and saw the water was boiling vigorously. She nodded her approval then
noticed, from the corner of her eye, the peelings were still in the sink. Maree
muttered a small admonishment to herself and opening the cupboard under the sink took
out yesterday's newspaper. This she smoothed out on the draining board and was just
about to tip the potato peelings onto it when the headline made her pause.
"Man And Boy Die In Accident" it said. Maree seldom ever read the newspaper, but
there was something about this headline that bothered her. What was it?
She had seen it before, where? Suddenly Maree knew where. Quickly she went to the

table and there was the same headline beside Alfred's place setting. The woman
checked the date on the paper and let out a small cry. It was yesterday's paper!
Now she was worried. Not only would Alfred's meal be a little late, which was
something unprecedented, but he had yesterday's paper! Oh dear, this would be a
trauma her elderly husband would find hard to take. It's not that he was violent, far
from it, but it would upset his routine. Routine was everything to Alfred, his creed,
his code; his mantra.
Maree looked at the clock, damning it again, but felt she just might get the meal
ready for him to sit down to, she could hear the water still running in the shower,
that was a bonus. She quickly wrapped up the peelings, disposed of them in the
treadle bin then went to the stove. A tentative poke with a fork told her they were
all but done, a couple of minutes would suffice.
Maree suddenly stood in shocked silence. A quick look at the clock confirmed
Alfred had been in the shower almost nine minutes. For a man who maintained four
minutes was as long as any shower should take; nine minutes was excessive to the
extreme. With a sinking heart she went to the bathroom door and listened.
The sound from inside was wrong. Just running water, no interruptions as the
bather moved about.

"Alfred, are you alright?"

There was no reply, so she tried louder. When this prompted the same reaction she
tried the door, it was unlocked. A large cloud of steam came out as the door swung
inwards. In a moment she realised it was the hot tap only that was running! Had he
had a heart attack and was, at that moment, lying on the floor of the shower being
scalded and unable to do anything about it?

Choking back a scream Maree threw the curtain back.
The shower stall was empty!
Turning the faucet off, she called Alfred's name.

No reply. Had he felt unwell and gone through to the bedroom to lie down,
forgetting he had turned on the water? She strode rapidly to the bedroom; also empty.

A quick search proved she was alone in the house.
At that moment the front door bell sounded.
Mrs Knox unfastened her apron and tossed it into the bedroom. After pausing before the hall
mirror and unnecessarily patting her hair into place, she opened the door.
"Mrs Maree Knox?" The uniformed woman asked.

Maree nodded.
"I'm Sergeant Cowles," she pointed to her young male companion, "and this is Constable
Woolston."

Maree; a pall of foreboding rapidly descending upon her, led them into the front
parlour, a room used only for special occasions, or special visitors. The Sergeant
pointed to a chair and Maree, heavy hearted, sank lightly into it.
"Is Mr Alfred Warren Knox your husband?" The woman in uniform asked gravely.
Maree nodded dumbly. At the same time there was a noise in the kitchen as a pot
boiled over. The constable left the room. The noise stopped.
"At five twenty eight this evening," Sergeant Cowles continued, "a car mounted the
pavement and pinned Mr Knox against the wall outside Mr Shahid's Newsagents. Several
passers by administered first aid and an ambulance was called..." The constable reentered the room. His superior went on; "though he was given C.P.R. on the spot, I'm
afraid your husband died before the ambulance arrived."
Maree dabbed at her eyes with a small handkerchief. She sat silently for a few
minutes then: "He died at five thirty three." She said it matter-of-factly.
The sergeant looked at her notes. "How did you know?” She asked in surprise.
In spite of her grief she gave a wan smile; "Because Alfred was home early today.
And Alfred is never early."

***

But that was two years ago …Maree mused as she picked up the neatly folded newspaper
(with the familiar headline) from the corner of the table and went through to the bathroom to turn
off the shower- Alfred has been dead on time ever since…

~

The Last Straw
They were called the Dons. Don McMahon and Don Beal lived not far from each other,
drank at the same pub and worked in the Timaru telephone exchange. Neither liked
their jobs much, but the pay was good. They both 'Moonlighted' when on late shifts
and waited eagerly for the large redundancy package; when automation would declare
them obsolete.

Don McMahon's Charger and the more sedate Holden Station Wagon of Don Beal made
their way in tandem toward the metered angle parking behind the Post Office.
At this time of day -the Dons were on the four thirty till eleven shift- twenty cents in the meter
would buy them enough time till the Meter Readers went off duty at five.

As they turned into the street, they saw only one vehicle in the angle parking, a
Toyota Corolla. It was parked parallel to the curb, with its door open; occupying at
least two parking spaces. The Charger went immediately in front of the Corolla and
Don Beal parked his Wagon to the rear of it. They got out, deposited their coins in
the meters, greeted each other and walked together to the side of the Post Office
where they let themselves in through a private door and made their way up the stairs.
As the door clicked behind them, they heard the rapid tap, tap of high heels as
someone ran past.

***

Carol and Morten Carstensen had been married four and a half years. The four had
been happy, the half a lot less so. It all started at a springtime bash the local
council, Mort was Financial Executive, had put on for all employees and family. Mort
was getting more than a little tipsy, so Carol glared at him in a way she knew he
would understand and was pleased to see him give a self effacing grimace, mouth an
apology from across the room, place his glass on a table behind him and start to walk
slowly toward her.
All would have been well had he not encountered Josie Baxter on the way. Josie was
one of those women all wives were wary of; tall, slender, a body to be proud of and
her coiffure seemed to radiate from her head like an ebony halo. Among other things,
she was annoyingly single and an incredible flirt …especially with married men.
Carol watched in horror as she saw Josie speak to Mort, he answered and they both
collapsed in laughter. He then indicated the bar and they walked over to it, where he
got two drinks, gave one to Josie and, leaning on the bar, started to sip his.
From across the room, Carol could not believe what she was seeing. Her husband was
openly flirting with Josie Baxter! They were talking, laughing and touching each
other's hands.
"She eats men for breakfast." Audrey Mahoney, the Town Clerk's wife, said over
Carol’s shoulder.
Without turning, Carol said. "It's what she does before breakfast that worries
me."

They both laughed at this.

"You're not really worried are you?" Audrey asked.
Carol turned and shook her head. "No, it's just the alcohol and the 'Thrill of the
chase'. Mort is far too sensible to fall foul of that flighty number."
"I'm sure you're right." Audrey said with a small smile before changing the
subject completely.
Carol chatted to Audrey for quite a while, but she had no recall afterward as to
what they chatted about. 'I'm sure you're right.' It had been a bland enough
statement. But had Carol detected a hint of warning in the woman's tone?

All through her conversation she kept flashing glances at Mort, the more he drank the more
flirtatious he became.
"... when he got back he was sure." Audrey said about something, and someone.

Carol smiled and said, "I bet he was," hoping that was the right response. Then; "Audrey, I
hope you don't mind me cutting out of this conversation, but Mort has just ordered another
vodka; if I don't prise him away from the bar, he's likely to make a bigger fool of himself than he

has already."
Audrey laughed, patted her arm and told her to go and "…rescue the poor soul in his hour of
need."

Mort was very uncommunicative on the way home. Fortunately he had not objected to
Carol taking the car keys off him and playing the part of chauffeur.
No sooner did they get through the door than he made his way to the bathroom and
noises of great distress wafted throughout the house. Carol showered in the en-suite
and was well tucked up in bed before her husband staggered through, told her he felt
unwell and would sleep in the guest room.
The following morning, Saturday, Mort did not show up for breakfast, in fact it
was close on ten thirty before he put in an appearance. The appearance he eventually
put in was hardly one, she told him, that Josie would find attractive.
"Oh Christ!" he said as he flopped into a chair. "Don't start this early."
"Don't start what?" she asked, tartly. "It's not early at all; we shall be leaving
in an hour."

"Leaving?"

"We're having lunch at Mum and Dad's, remember?" She knew he had not remembered.
"You told Dad, on Tuesday, you would give him a hand to erect that new shade house he
bought."
"Oh shit, Carol. I'm not well enough to go all the way to Albury."
"You have self inflicted wounds. It's only an hour's drive if we go by the main
road. You promised Dad you would help him when he ordered it."
"Yeah, but I didn't know I was going to be this ill!" His voice had started to
whine.
Carol hated people who whined, Mort had been inclined to do it a lot when they met
and she had all but cured him of it. But today it palled even more than normal.
During the night her period had started. It was late. In fact it was so late she was
sure, after eighteen months of trying, she was eventually pregnant.

It was now obviously another false alarm.

She rounded on him. "Just because you behaved like an adolescent school boy last
night, does not mean you can sound like one this morning."

"What do you mean?" he asked, hand on his head, trying to look hurt and in need of pity.

"You know exactly what I mean," she said in a voice so cold it made all the
fillings in his teeth ache! "You were acting like an adolescent schoolboy, openly
flirting with Josie Baxter. Everyone saw you. I was so embarrassed."

"I wasn't flirting," he whined again.

"I know flirting when I see it," she told him as she headed toward the bedroom,
"and that was definitely flirting." From the open door he heard her shout; "I'm
leaving for Albury in an hour, with or without you."

Had he gone to Albury that day, all would probably have been well, but he took to his bed
instead and the happiness they had shared over the last four years stated to peel away like
cheap paint.
Carol never did find out who had taken Josie to the Council Party, but for some
reason or other in the next few months, she seemed to be tripping over her wherever
she went. In the Supermarket, the Post Office, or in the street, each time they met
Josie was always so full of Bon Hommie, the same as she had been at school. It was
amazing how she always maintained an air of happiness when so few people really liked
her.

The months went by; her period always came on time, not surprising when she and Mort
seldom made love anymore.
He told her he was going to Wellington for a conference the following Monday afternoon.
"How long for?"
"Back again on Friday."
"What time are you flying?"
"Five o'clock plane."
"Want me to drive you to the airport?"

"Thanks."
And that was the extent of their conversation for the rest of that day.

Monday was a disaster. She had acute stomach cramps from a heavy period, not an
unusual occurrence, and Mort, so full of his trip to Wellington, had no time to
sympathise with her; not that she really wanted him too.

He claimed he could not find the shirts he wanted to take and blamed her when one of them
-he had worn it the night before- was in the wash.

"Oh for God's sake!" Carol told him in desperation, "just go to work. I'll wash
and iron your shirt, pack your bag and pick you up from work at four thirty."
Better make it four fifteen," he told her with feigned pique, he hated packing.
"The traffic may be busy."
"What at that time! With everyone finishing work at five, four thirty is the
quietest time of all in town." She saw him open his mouth to argue, so cut him, off.
"All right, He-who-must-be-obeyed, four fifteen it is."
The shirt was washed, dried, ironed and into the bag with the rest of the packing
by lunchtime. Still feeling grotty, Carol went for a lie down.

She awoke at four o'clock!

Slapping on a dash of lipstick and running a comb through her hair, she rushed
toward the back door. It was then she saw the envelope on the table.
It was her Mother's birthday in the morning. If she did not get the card in the
post today it would not get there in time. She snatched it up and ran through the
door.
Carol drove to the front of the Post Office, but there were only a couple of small
parking spaces. She hated reversing, so gave those a miss and drove round to the
back. All the angle parking spaces were vacant, what a blessing!
She pulled up adjacent to the curb, left the engine running and sprinted from the
car. She had intended to slam the door behind her, but in the rush her hand missed
it. Never mind, she would only be a few seconds.
The stamp machine displayed the word EMPTY when she tried to insert her coin, so
she rushed into the counter and her heart fell as she saw a queue of three people,
one of whom had a whole handful of envelopes. The other queue had only one elderly
man in it. She dashed up just as the man left and saw the teller put a closed sign up
in her window and leave.
Carol glanced at her watch, twelve minutes after four. Morten would be on the
pavement waiting for her. She went back to the original queue, only to see two more
people had joined it.
She looked at her watch again. "Fuck it!" She said under her breath. Carol was not
one to use strong language, but today she could think of nothing more fitting in the
circumstances.

Carol decided to 'phone her mother that night, wish her a 'Happy Birthday' and tell her, for
the first time ever, her card would be late.
She quickly left the Post Office and sprinted back to her car.
It was exactly as she had left it, except now there was a gleaming phallic symbol parked in
front of it and a station wagon behind.
She stood in the middle of the road and screamed.
Why she wondered, with all those vacant spaces did these two people have to choose
those?
She swore again.
Grabbing Mort's bag, she turned off the engine, slammed the door and made her way to the
taxi stand.
It was empty.
She used the free phone and the cab that promised to be there in five minutes arrived twenty
minutes later.
Leaving the Taxi outside Mort's office, she dashed in to be told he had tried to call her
several times, before taking a taxi to the airport.
The driver did well, though he refused to disobey the speed limit, and pulled up at the airport

with ten minutes to spare.

Morten met her at the door. His face was flushed with anger and he refused to
listen to any excuse. Just grabbed his bag, told her she was useless and
disorganised; then made his way to the departure gate.

The girl there gave him a sweet smile, told him seat G 6 was half way down the plane and
wished him a pleasant flight.
Morten walked across the tarmac without so much as a glance over his shoulder.

Carol turned to leave. Through her tears she saw Josie Baxter dash through the
door and frantically run to the desk. Carol was close enough to hear her tell the man
behind the desk that she had received a telegram to say her mother was in Wellington
Hospital; she waved the yellow form under his nose. He made a quick phone call,
nodded toward her, smiled, replaced the phone and made out her ticket.
"There's only one seat left," he told her. "G7 is about halfway along the plane.
Have a good flight and I hope your Mother gets well soon."

Carol did not wait to see the plane leave; instead she took a taxi home.

~

Horror of Horrors
The night was dark, no moon at all.
The mist hung heavy, a wet velvet wall.
With knees a knocking, muscles weak,
Throat so dry I could barely speak;
On the door I gave a gentle tap
With a squeak it opened -the merest crack.
As tho' naked I was transfixed by the glare
Of a rheumy eye's inscrutable stare.
A voice, like fingernails scratching rusty tin

And all the warmth of a polar bear's grin,
Asked my name? I answered and then

The eye narrowed as it surveyed me again.
"In that case," I heard, "You'd best come inside."
With a tooth-jarring squeal the door opened wide.
Before me stood an horrendous hag.
Stooped, misshapen, Quasimodo in drag.
The candle that guttered in her gnarled, knotted hand,
Showed skin dry and wrinkled, like parched desert sand.
Her yellow hair, grey at the crown,
Formed a limp, lank frame for a malevolent frown.
A cigarette dangled from brown stained lips.
A housecoat cobbled at emaciated hips.
Her legs, like street maps, lined and veined
Were thrust into slippers, threadbare and stained.
I stood agape, consumed with awe.
The night I met my Mother-in-law.

~
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