
STORIES FOR 
AND ABOUT 

OUR GRANDKIDS 

There are eight of them.  Grandkids, I mean, not stories. 

For three years there was only one.  Story, I mean, not grandkids.  And then the 
number of stories started to grow. 

Mostly, I blame the COVID-19 lockdown.  Stories seemed to be one way to 
maintain contact with the grandkids — to let them know what we’d up to, and to 
give them a grandparent’s perspective on what they’d been doing.  I thought it was 
a good way of using the ‘stay at home’ time on my hands. 

I also blame nice warm showers.  I don’t know why or how, but frequently I’d be 
drying myself and an idea for a story would just pop into my mind.  And during the 
drying process after the next shower there’d be some better modification of that 
story idea, or a new and better idea popped out.  It was uncanny.  Sometimes I 
wish it wouldn’t happen so often.  I tried not drying myself — but cuddling up to 
grandma in wet pyjamas became more of a hassle than putting up with the story 
ideas rattling around in my mind.  And she didn’t calm down even when I assured 
her it was warm water from the shower, not cold water from the fridge. 

I also blame the alarm clock.  It often didn’t wake me at the time I woke up — but 
ages after I woke.  That’s the other time story ideas would come to me.  I woke up, 
and there it was.  I knew my sleep time was over so I went with the idea and 
develop the story in my mind.  But again muttie wasn’t all that happy.  She said I 
moved around in the bed too much, or chuckled too loudly — among many other 
bad habits she said I developed.  I tried turning on the alarm as soon as I woke up, 
but for some reason muttie got upset about ‘that unpredictable alarm’ and taking 
her morning tablets ‘far too early’. 

What I’m saying is that I have no control over writing stories.  They take me over.  I 
have no choice but to treat my grandkids as story-telling material. 

By the way, and just for the sake of clarity, we are grandparents who have been 
richly blessed with a double dose of titles.  So readers need to be aware that 
grandpa is the same person as poppy.  And grandma and muttie is also the same 
person. 

Neil Stiller 
www.stillersite.wordpress.com 

Jan 2017 with added additions 

http://stillersite.wordpress.com
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MIDNIGHT SCRUB 
This story was prompted by the significant step into adulthood taken by all our 
grandkids on one of those rare occasions where they were all together.  We taught 
them to play the game of midnight. 

Have you ever been to Humbug Scrub?  I have.  But I went at the wrong time.  
Or so I was told.  It’s a really amazing place.  You’ll have to get your parents to take 
you there.  Just go to One Tree Hill, and follow the signs. 

As you walk down the paths between the trees you won’t believe your ears.  That 
is, if you go at the right time.  If you move down the tracks very, very, quietly, you will 
hear a humming noise.  A wonderful humming noise.  The humming comes from all 
the bugs that have their homes in the scrub.  Or so I’m told.  I bet you never would 
have expected something like that!  And if you shout out the name of a song — but 
very, very, quietly, so as not to frighten them — these bugs will hum that song.  Or so 
I’m told.  Yes, whatever song you can think of.  The bugs there know them all.  
Often they sound just like a hummingbird choir.  Or so I’m told. 

Have your parents ever taken you to MIDNIGHT Scrub? This place is even more 
amazing.  It will amaze your socks off.  Well, it did that to me.  You’ll need to go to 
Toowoomba, then travel to Goombungee, and head north.  When you get to 
Cairns, you’ve gone too far, so return until you come to the bridge over Bum Bum 
Creek, then . . . 

Look why don’t I take you there!  Now! 

No, you’ll need to stop reading.  And close your eyes.  Let your mind drift 
through all the fairies and tank engines in your . . . 

Hey, I think you’re peeking!  Let your mind drift through everything in your 
imagination, moving on further and further into a kind of . . . sleep . . . until . . . 

Okay. . . Ha, you went to sleep, didn’t you?  No, it doesn’t matter if you did.   
Because . . . here we are! 

This is Midnight Scrub.  And we’ve arrived just before midnight.  That’s why it’s 
pitch black.  Yeah, I guess you may as well close your eyes again.  But if you do 
you’ll miss everything.  This is exactly the right time to come.  IF you want to see 
the event that makes Midnight Scrub so well known throughout the world of 
animals. 
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Now, I’ll turn on my torch.  I know it’s not very bright.  It has to be as dim as 
possible, so we don’t frighten the animals here.  No, none of them is going to hurt 
us.  We only need enough light to show us the path.  Come on, let’s go.  We’ll have 
to whisper – and at the same time listen very carefully. 

Yes, I hear it too.  Over there, isn’t it?  Sounds like a wallaby. 

A noise up in the tree?  Well heard!  Maybe that’s a koala.  We won’t see him – 
not yet anyway.  These noises tell us we’re on the right track. 

Now, THAT’s the noise I’ve been waiting for.  Yes, that scurrying sound, quite 
close, isn’t it?  Let’s stop and I’ll shine the torch on a narrow track that’s running 
along beside the path.  See, there it is – and there they go!  Khards!  Wonderful 
beetles, very energetic, and intelligent.  Look how black these are.  Can you see the 
row of spikes along their back?  That means they are Spayde Khards.  Let’s keep 
going, and listening. 

Yes, more scurrying.  Let’s look.  More Khards.  Remember, we need to whisper.  
These are blood red, with a nice rounded body and a pointy tail.  Harrrt Khards. 

Not too far to go now.  I think we’re almost at the clearing at the centre of the 
Scrub.  They call it the Glade.  All kinds of other animals are gathering there from all 
parts of the forest for this amazing event.  Kangaroos and wombats, blue tongue 
lizards and earth worms, willie wagtails and parrots, cockroaches and praying 
mantis, mozzies and butterflies.  And all the rest. 

Ah, more scurrying.  Let’s pause again.  Look, at those Khards.  They’re red with 
very rectangular bodies.  Don’t they sparkle in the light!  They’re the Dighamend 
species. 

(Oh, by the way, I’ve been told that Khards beetles take delight in spelling words 
in weird ways.  And they giggle so much as people struggle to work out how to 
pronounce them, that they wet their pants.  And seeing each other wetting their 
pants makes them giggle so much that they wet their pants again.  They solve this 
predicament either by wearing no pants or not drinking anything, ever.  But they 
still giggle quite a bit.) 

But back to these Khards.  Do you see those dappled black ones, with bodies 
that look like a cluster of three peas?  They’re Klubb Khards. 

Now just down this winding path and we’ll come to the Glade.  Let’s go very, very 

quietly. 

Can you hear that?  What?  Oh, no need to whisper now.  Maybe we will even 
have to shout so we can hear each other.  You want to know why it’s so noisy?  Well, 
I reckon every animal from the entire forest is here.  And they’re letting everyone 
know they’re here.  Greeting each other.  Showing how excited they are to be here 
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again.  Saying they’re expecting this contest to be even greater than the last one.  
Asking how the babies/eggs/joeys/larvae/hatchlings are getting on.  Things like 
that.  What a cacophony!  Ah, that means a din, a racket, a screeching, a 

hullabaloo, a commotion, a pandemonium, and an uproar – all at the 
same time. 

Now come with me as we feel and push our way through all these animals to get 
closer to the action.  You see that dim glow ahead.  That’s where we’re heading. 

Wow, this is a good spot.  Right at the front.  Right at the vine strung up to 
encircle the contest arena.  This is about the place I sat last time I was here.  You 
know, when my socks were amazed off.  Let’s claim this spot by sitting down, giving 
the impression we’ve bought tickets, and act as if we’re animals.  Don’t want them 
to think we’re people.  And if anything makes any noise at you, just make a different 
noise back at it.  That way it won’t want to try to talk to you. 

Now, let’s wait a bit for our eyes to become accustomed to the darkness.  Then I 
want you to tell me what you can see, and what you reckon is about to happen. 

Yes, right in the centre is a low circular platform or table thing.  And there are a 
group of glow-worms wandering around on it.  Oh, that’s a very good assumption 
to make.  But it’s even more than that.  On that glow-worm-illumined table all the 
action will take place.  Every eye will be following everything that happens there.  
The animals will cheer and boo depending on what takes place.  They’ll be elated 
or disappointed, delighted or upset.  But they’ll all go home feeling on top of the 
world because of what they’ve been involved in. 

Ah, you’ve seen the animals sitting around the table.  Is there enough light for 
you to make out what animals they are?  Yes, that’s what I think, too.  A wombat – a 
koala – a stick insect – an owl – and a skink.  And I reckon that’s just for tonight’s 
first contest.  Many others are probably eagerly waiting for their turn at the table for 
later contests. 

Now let me tell you about things you can’t see – stuff I found out at my last visit.  
Under the table is the area where the Khards gather.  Usually 52 of them are 
required, 13 of each species.  But for a large number of players this number could 
double.  There’s a hole in the very centre of the table.  A ramp underneath enables 
them to come up through this hole so they can carry out their very important tasks 
on the table.  The light from the glow-worms makes it very easy to see which 
species each Khard belongs to.  Yes, you may be right, maybe the glow-worms can 
switch to a special glow that makes the Khards more easily seen. 
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Then each player has a sort of covered bird’s nest hanging from the table so that 
the Khards can very easily jump from the table to the bird’s nest and back again.  
Each bird’s nest contains a glow-worm so that every player can see the Khards in 
their own nest.  But not in any other player’s nest. 

Oh, I didn’t know an owl could screech so loudly.  She’s calling for silence so this 
contest of Midnight can get under way.  We’ll have to whisper again. 

When she lifts her wing, watch the Khards appear.  See, here they come.  Racing 
round and round the table.  Look carefully.  See, some are jumping into the player’s 
nests.  Now they’ve all gone. 

Oh yes, except for the last one.  That one is sitting proudly on the yellow 
trumpet-vine leaf at the middle of the table.  You will find that whenever anyone 
asks ‘What’s Trumps?’ that Khard will stand up and bow, so everyone can see which 
species of Khard he or she is. 

Let me explain quickly how clever these Khards are.  You probably didn’t notice 
but the owl held up five feathers on her raised wing, and you will find that there are 
exactly five Khards in each player’s nest!  And each time the owl raises her wing to 
start a new game a different number of feathers will be held up.  And the Khards 
will notice that and act accordingly.  I told you they’re intelligent. 

Now look at the players concentrating on the Khards in their nests.  Each Khard 
has a number painted on their back – from 1 to 13.  This indicates how powerful 
they are.  A ‘1’ indicates the least powerful Khard, going right up to a ‘13’ for the 
most powerful. 

What the players have do to is work out how many of the five tricks to be played 
they’ll win.  Just with the Khards they have.  Being aware which species is Trumps.  
Not knowing the power of the other player’s Khards.  And aware that for this round 
32 Khards aren’t being used. 

Well, they’ve made their decisions.  See the wombat is holding up 3 leaves, the 
skink 1, the koala 2, and the stick insect none.  And now the noise from the 
watching animals will grow again.  We might have to shout at times. 

Watch the wombat.  A 12-strength Klubb Khard from his nest jumps up on the 
table.   Oh, I like the way the Khard is bowing to the crowd and flexing her muscles 
and running on the spot.  So does the crowd. 

Now, the skink.  She asks her 2-strength Klubb to jump up on the table.  He sees 
the strength of the first Klubb, and immediately rolls over on his back in defeat.  
What’s the use of actually fighting when you know you’re not going to win? 

It’s a 4-strength Dighamend that the koala chooses.  She jumps up, eyes off the 
12-strength Klubb, and performs her victory dance, while the Klubb overacts her 
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dying routine in the face of a Trump.  Listen to the crowd booing and cheering! 

Finally, the stick insect offers a 3-strength Haart.   He jumps up and does his 
death act in front of the Dighamend by waving his legs in the air. 

Listen to the crowd going wild as the 4-Dighamend Khard swaggers over to 
stand in front of the koala.  She jumps as if she's just hit a century in a cricket match, 
and then stands with her hands raised in victory over her head.  The koala has won 
the first of the 2 tricks he wanted. 

Okay I’m sure you get the picture.  I’ll be quiet now while you watch them 
playing the next 4 tricks.  In fact, keep on watching for as long as you like.  But we 
can’t stay longer than another half an hour.  When you want to leave simply close 
your eyes. 

Ah, here we all are back at home again.  Tell me what you thought of Midnight 
Scrub. 

Well, I’m impressed with your impressions.  But I’m not sure if we’ll be able to go 
back there again.  Maybe, maybe not. 

But let me ask you this.  Which animals were the real centre of attention?  Ah, 
looks like we all agree.  The Khards!  They had a great time, didn’t they?  Acting it 
up!  Enjoying their time in the limelight!  Without them the contest would’ve been 
nothing! 

Who else were important in the game?  Of course!  The crowd, the onlookers.  
They had the time of their lives.  They got involved in the action, totally engrossed.  
Just think what a dreary contest it would’ve been with no audience there! 

And the players themselves?  That’s right!  They were hardly noticed.  Exactly – 
they hardly did anything at all.  They had no say what Khards they were given.  The 
battle to determine the strongest wasn’t theirs.  The Khards did it all for them.  All 
they did was to decide how many tricks they might win, and which Khard should 
jump up next. 

So, what was the game about for them, the players?  Oh, good answers!  Maybe 
I can sum up what you’re saying with the term risk-taking.  That’s all they were 
doing – deciding if they could take a risk, and then if they should.  And I reckon it’s 
very important for them, and for all animals, to do that. 

Take the wombat.  Every wombat, faces very little risk in their lives.  They just go 
wherever they like and do whatever they like.  They’re heavy enough and strong 
enough to get away with it.  But here in this contest they’re confronted with making 
decisions that do involve risk.  And this experience will be a real help at those rare 
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times in their life when a serious risk does confront them.  There in that forest Glade 
it’s a completely safe environment for them be risk-takers.  The only consequence is 
the loss of points. 

And the Koala.  Koalas are always facing risks.  They live high up in trees, and 
whenever they are on the ground – as they are when moving to a new tree – they 
face serious dangers.  This risk-taking contest gives them much needed practice to 
help them survive.  And again, in a safe environment. 

All the animals need this practice.  And that’s why they line up to be players.  
They know that winning or losing the contest means nothing – absolutely nothing.  
That’s why they give all the credit to the Khards.  It’s all about the lessons they 
learn, and the experience they gain, as they play. 

What a great game Midnight is!  I stand amazed at the entertainment value, and 
the life-skills, that the animals in Midnight Scrub gain every time they play. 

I’m just scared what will happen if humans ever start to play this game.  I know 
the Khards would never cooperate.  And the animals go to great pains to keep this 
contest secret.  They only play after midnight when humans rarely walk in forests.  
They stop immediately they sense that a human has entered their Scrub.  They do 
all they can to prevent humans from the dangers of playing Midnight. 

If humans were to play a game called midnight, it’d definitely not be the 
Midnight the animals play in Midnight Scrub.  If humans played, the players would 
become the most important part of the game.  Not the Khards, not the audience.  
The human players would take all the credit for the Khards they received.  All the 
credit for winning the right number of tricks.  All the credit for their high score.  All 
the credit for everything.   And they’d blame other players for the poor Khards they 
receive.  And for their failure to get the right number of tricks.  And for their low 
scores.  And everything else they didn’t like about what happened.  AND they 
would learn NOTHING about risk-taking. 

So, my grandkids, let me tell you what might happen if I ever join you in the 
game called midnight.  Whenever I get cranky about how the game is going, you’ll 
see me close my eyes just for a bit.  I’ll let my mind drift back to the noisy Glade in 
Midnight Scrub.  I’ll let my socks fall to the floor.  To help me play midnight like an 
animal. 
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THE FLU INJECTION 
Yeah, we had to have our annual flu jab.  The day before James wrote me a letter 
telling me all about the exciting things he’s been up to.  There was no school — 
COVID-19 regulations decreed that.  So he used his lunch break at home to bring 
me up to date with his recent activities.  I thought I’d tell him and the rest of our 
grandkids about the excitement of our jab.  All our grandkids had seen their uncle 
Andrew shear sheep, so I thought I could at the same time remind them of that 
event. 

Let me tell you about our excitement yesterday.  We had to go to the doctor’s 
surgery to get our yearly flu shot.  Muttie needed hers so she can deliver birthday 
cards to the oldies in the home across the road.  She even needed some proof 
that she had been vaccinated.  I reckon a circle around the injection mark on her 
arm with the doctors signature beside it would have been enough.  But she didn't 
agree with me.  As with many of the brilliant ideas I have from time to time. 

Anyway back to the excitement.  We arrived there and was told we would see 
one of the doctors.  Please be seated  we were told.  And sat there for 20 minutes 
— on chairs that were 2 meters apart.  So any conversations could be heard all 
around the waiting room.  That’s why we had 20 minutes of quiet time.  I reckon it 
felt like we were sheep all herded, very unclosely together, waiting to be shorn. 

But that wasn’t the exciting but.  The doc had a great chat with us.  Wanted to 
know if we were allergic to anything.  The flu jab, you see, is a mixture all kinds of 
things and they need to be careful that nothing reacts with any allergies the 
injectees may have.  He decided that we could have the injection.  I wondered if 
sheep wonder how being shorn may play up with their allergies. 

But that wasn’t the exciting bit.  Then he explained that we would have an 
ejection that would make us immune to 4 kinds of flu — in contrast with the 3 kinds 
in our injection last year.  And that it would be a strong dose designed especially 
for old people.  I wondered if older sheep wonder about the disadvantages of 
getting on in years. 

And that wasn’t a terrible exciting comment to make.  But, he said, this strong 4-
kinds injection COULD have side effects.  So he ran through the more common 
ones - like a sore shoulder, redness around the puncture area, a bit of a sickly 
feeling.  All of which would pass after a little time.  But if it didn’t, we should come 
back.  I wondered if sheep wonder about what bruises and cuts they would have 
to put up with after being shorn. 

And that wasn’t the exciting bit either.  Then he moved on to the more serious 
side effects that are less common, but COULD happen.  I won’t bother you with 
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the disheartening details.  But he did ask us to stay in the waiting room for 15 
minutes after the injection just as a precaution.  I wondered if sheep wonder 
whether their cuts and bruises would be worse than what they had to put up with 
last time. 

But that wasn’t the exciting bit either.  Then he mentioned the really serious 
effects.  Including weak legs and even paralysis which MAY pass in time, but 
sometimes didn’t.  You see you never really know what a flu injection could do to 
you.  I wondered if sheep wonder if they will ever be able to walk and jump and 
climb through fences again once their fleece has been removed. 

But that wasn’t the exciting bit.  Then he said, as confidently as he could, that 
these bad results are so rare they could be ignored.  But he had to tell us so that 
we would be unable to say but no one ever told us that.  He didn’t actually say that 
but I know that’s what he meant.  I wondered if sheep ever hope that this may be 
the last time they have to go through the shearing process. 

But that wasn’t the exciting bit.  He sort of asked us if we were happy to ignore 
all that he had told us — especially the bad bits — and to go ahead with the 
injection.  Before we had time to think it all through, he said Okay, I’ll get the 
needle then.  I wondered if sheep would like some say about whether they get 
shorn or not. 

But that wasn’t the exciting bit either.  So after this half-hour chat he injected 
about 10 mils of the strong 4-kinds into our shoulders.  I was so scared I let Muttie 
go first. Then I asked the doc a few stupid questions while I kept an eye on Muttie 
to see if she fainted, or vomited, or collapsed onto the floor.  As I couldn’t put it off 
any longer I bared my shoulder like a man — hiding the fact that inside I felt like a 
sheep led to the slaughter (or shearing shed). 

That certainly wasn’t the exciting bit.  We sat in the waiting room for 15 minutes, 
with Muttie ready to call the ambulance (I’m not sure for whom) at any time.  She 
also received the document she asked for verifying that she had been vaccinated.  
It wasn’t terribly impressive — noting like a signed shoulder. 

Even that wasn’t the exciting bit.  In fact I can't seem to remember what it was.  
I’ll send another email if it happens to come to mind. 
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HOW TO DEAL WITH HAZE 
It was the end of Isabel’s (sometimes she calls herself Izzy) first term at high school.  
She had worked very hard and the assessment proved that by including A’s in every 
subject except one.  One morning just after the alarm the beginnings of this story 
was rattling around in my mind. 

Once upon a time — I’m pretty sure it was only once — once upon a time there 
was a girl who only liked clear, sunny days.  But because she lived in the hills many 
of the days were hazy.  And whenever that happened she got into a tizz.  
Particularly because she feared the health repercussion any haze might have on 
her pet rabbit.  She knew the only way of dealing with her tizz was to do 
something about any haze that might settle over the property on which she, her 
parents, and her brother, lived. 

She contacted her uncle — the one who always seemed to have wool bales lying 
around his shearing shed — and asked for any bales that might no longer be fit 
enough to serve their purpose.  He kindly emailed her — or was it zoomed or 
skyped or IT-ed? — I’ve forgotten which — anyway somehow he sent her a dozen 
old wool bales.  She was awhizz with delight. 

So when the next mist haze settled on the back yard, she swept it all together, 
packed it tightly into a wool bale, and tightly tied it up.  She did the same with a 
smoke haze, a fog haze, a cloud haze, and her parents’ alcohol haze.  A lot of 
people came for a squizz at the stack of bales in her back yard — and at her and 
her brother’s rabbits happily wizzing around and over them. 

It was her first year at secondary school.  And there were some subjects about 
which she felt quite hazy.  But now she knew exactly what to do.  All her maths 
haziness she baled up.  She did the same with her french haziness, her science 
haziness — whatever haziness put her in a tizz.  One, two, three, it was all securely 
baled up. 

And, of course, at the end of her first term assessment she walked away with 
another stack of haze — or was that a stack of aze? — again I’m not sure which.  
Anyway, everyone thought she was a real wizz. 
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FORGETFULNESS ISN’T ALL BAD 
The COVID-19 virus restrictions meant that celebrations had to be done differently.  
Here’s one we come across, and we felt we were almost a part of it. 

There was something I wanted to tell you.  Well, about a half hour ago when I 
was in the middle of doing something else, I did.  But I’m blowed if I can 
remember it now.  I even used those good memory aid techniques, that the 
experts keep telling us about, to make sure I’d remember it. 

You know, they say even if you want to memorise the order of a shuffled pack of 
cards it’s not all that hard.  You look at the first card (let’s say it’s the ten of 
diamonds) and you create in your mind a picture of, say, your bedroom with the 
diamond ring your wife’s been dreaming about since she was 10 years old.  Then 
all you need to do is to visit your bedroom and there on the dressing table — a 
diamond, since she was ten, ah, the ten of diamonds.  Then you look at the second 
card (it’s the jack of spades).  So you create a picture, say, of a pile of clothes 
beside the dressing table in which you know is your favourite pair of jocks, and 
you will have to dig through all those clothes (with a spade of course) to find 
them.  Then when you visualise the cards you’ll know that after the 10 of diamonds 
is the jock of spades.  And so you go on right through the whole pack of cards.  It’s 
just a matter of visiting all the different rooms in your home in the right order and 
seeing all those memory joggers for each and every one of those 52 cards, all in 
the right order.  Nothing could be simpler, they say. 

Well, I put together a great picture to remind me about what I wanted to tell 
you.  But I don’t know where the picture’s gone.  My mind’s just a blank. 

Wait.  I think it’s working.  Yes.  It’s got something to do with the ocean.  No, a 
river.  No, a small  stream.  No, just a dry creek.  The creek we often walk along as 
we catch up with some daily exercise, if it isn’t freezing and rainy like today.  YES.  
Our neighbourhood creek.  You see this memory stuff works. 

If only I could remember what this picture of our creek is supposed to tell me.  
It’s supposed to jog my memory in the right direction.  But nothing’s happening.  
Anyway, let me tell you about our creek in the hope that something may come to 
mind.  If you want to leave — and do the jobs that your mum asked you to do 
yesterday, but you forgot — and come back a bit later, that’s fine.  You probably 
won’t miss much. 

Our creek.  That’s what we call it.  As if we own it, just the two of us, Grandma 
and I.  As if we built it.  And people better treat it with respect.  I wonder how many 
people there are like us who also think they own this mostly dry drain. 
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Obviously there’s a tribe of kids, together with their parents, who think they do.  
They’re bike-riding kids.  Along one stretch of the bank — and it’s not much more 
than about 2 meters wide between the fence and the slope down into the creek — 
they’ve created mounds and bends over which they ride and jump their bikes.  No 
doubt, at what they feel is break-neck speed.  They even bring along spades and 
shovels (yeah, carry them as they ride their bikes there) to modify and refine and 
improve their riding track.  So they must think they own our creek — and we’re 
happy, both of us, to let them think that, just as long as we can watch them now 
and then and enjoy their tumbles and crashes and arguments. 

But none of that helps me to remember what I want to tell you. 
Of course our creek has to put up with human progress and encroachment.  

Most of the way it’s confined within brick and stone banks, so it can’t just do what 
it pleases.  And there’s a bridge or two it has to flow under, just for the 
convenience of the human walkers who can’t bear to get their feet, or shoes, wet.  
In some places it’s even forced to flow through underground drains.  Not far from 
our home a park, with a dog exercising area and tennis courts and a playground, 
is built over the creek.  And then there’s a road or two, and houses and shops and 
an On The Run that keep the creek underground and out of sight.  A bit upstream 
from us there’s even a War Veterans Home that straddles our creek and again 
forces it into an underground drain. 

The War Veterans Home.  That’s it!  That’s what the creek is supposed to remind 
me of.  See, this creating-a-picture-in-one’s-mind memorization works. 

Well, it’s not the home itself that I want to tell you about.  It’s the folk who live 
there.  None of whom I’ve got to know yet.  But I did see one chap sitting on a 
chair near one of the driveways into the home on Anzac day morning.  So you may 
wonder what on earth I can tell you about them. 

Well, now that I remember, I’m going to tell you. 
You see, the path along our creek delivers us to a small patch of grass just 

across the road from the entrance to the Home.  Of course it does that every day.  
But this day we arrived just as a car did a left hand turn off the road in front of us 
and drove into the Home.  Of course, cars must often do that — but not at the time 
we're walking past — especially if those cars have drivers.   And this one did.  But it 
had more than a driver.  It looked like a whole family was sitting inside.  It took us 
some time to notice all those passengers because all over the car balloons were 
tied, flapping in the wind.  Just as well it was moving slowly.  And behind this car 
another one turned up, similarly slow moving, similarly containing a family, 
similarly with flapping balloons, only more than the first.  This one also had a 
colourful child-drawn sign attached to one of the doors.  Which we now noticed 
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the first car also had.  The signs read “Happy 100th Birthday, Anne.” 
Well, that gave us a bit of an inkling about what might be going on.  But we 

didn’t take too much notice of that inkling (which it didn’t seem to mind) because 
now a third car was turning into the driveway.  Again similarly balloon-adorned 
and even with waving hands protruding from the windows.  That was followed by 
a fourth car.  Which was followed by a fifth (if I’ve got the numbering right).  And a 
sixth.  It may even have gotten to a seventh and an eighth.  We’re not sure how 
many because our attention was drawn to the lead cars.  They were now driving 
slowly past the main building of the Home.  They kept on moving, slowly, balloons 
still flapping, hands still waving, and drove out another entrance to the Home a 
couple of hundred meters away.  There they all did a right turn, one after another, 
and travelled down the road, the first car catching up with the sixth (or seventh or 
eighth) and drove into the main Home entrance again.  And around and around 
these cars went — some even waving to us as we stood on the other side of the 
road.  I mean the other side to them — it wasn’t the other side of the road for us.  
And we waved back, because we thought a 100th birthday was worth a wave, 
even though we had no idea who the 100th birthdayee was.  I suppose they went 
around about four or five times.  Then we remembered there was COVID-19 social 
distancing in operation — and restrictions on the number allowed to gather in one 
place at a time.  And how else could a family celebrate a 100th birthday other than 
by doing something like this?  So as we walked on — you can only take so much 
100th celebrations — we assumed that they probably couldn’t do much more than 
drive home again. 

BUT — and this is the point of all this — what a wonderful 100th birthday the 
birthdayee must have had.  I mean at that age one has to have some symptoms of 
forgetfulness.  But what she wouldn’t forget — and would repeat to everyone who 
asked about her birthday — would be “the hundreds of people who, despite all the 
COVID-19 restrictions, drove past to celebrate my 100th birthday.  And I had no 
idea who they all were.” 
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NAMES AND NICKNAMES 
I was stunned.  This story explains why. 

Parents usually think — and argue — long and hard about the names they give to 
their children.  It may start months before their child is due to be born — and 
continue on right up to the dead line for registering their child’s birth with the 
appropriate government department.  If they weren’t compelled to submit this 
form within a specified time the ‘thinking’ would never stop.  Because seeing their 
new-born, and witnessing his/her behaviours their minds can be bombarded by 
‘more fitting’ names that they never even dared to consider before. 

But, let me assure you, all this ‘thinking’ is worth it.  And in no time at all the 
name adjusts itself to snuggly fit the child, and the child to snugly fit the name.  
And the parents think — and argue about — how clever they are — or just one of 
them is — for thinking of the right name. 

And THEN — sooner or later, during the school-attending years, the child 
obtains a nickname.  And it does no good at all for the parents to object.  The 
nickname takes over — even though the child already has the perfect, the most 
fitting, the ideal, the quintessential, the most fab, the spot-on, the tailor-made, the 
impeccably superlative, name ever.  The nickname sticks — and the child doesn’t 
even seem to mind. 

By the way, do you ever wonder where this term, nickname, came from?  Yeah, 
so do I.  Give me a bit of time and I’ll try to find out.  Have a coffee while I’m gone. 

It looks like there are two possibilities.  The first says that originally the term was 
‘an eke-name,’ where ‘eke’ meant ‘additional’.  This was then pronounce as ‘a neke-
name’.  And then finally spelt and pronounced as ‘a nickname’.  This background is 
accepted by pretty well all the educated and rational people you come across. 

The second says that the ‘nick’ in nickname is actually a shortened form of ‘Old 
Nick’, which is a nickname (fancy having Nick as a nickname) for the Devil.  So it 
really means ‘the devil of a name’.  This background is accepted by pretty well all 
the parents you come across. 

But back to where my stunned-ness.  Hopefully the coffee will keep you alert. 
I know of two parents — and I vaguely know the grandparents, too — whose 

daughter somehow ended up with the nickname ‘Sonic’.  And whatever this child, 
or her parents, think of this nickname, I think it’s a beauty. 

Of course I don’t know how it originated.  But I don’t think that really matters.  
Particularly because these days there are so many insignificant ways in which a 
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nickname can arise.  ‘Sonic’ may have been a password, a username, a protective 
false name, a means of identification, a log-in term, a verifier, and so on.  Someone 
hears about it.  Then someone else.  And there it is.  A nickname.  ‘Sonic’ seems 
quite harmless, it gives away nothing personal at all about the person being given 
the name, but everyone knows who you’re taking about.  No problem. 

Sometimes a nickname can start off as a derogatory or insulting name.  Or very 
soon become one.  I’d be surprised if anyone would ever regard ‘Sonic’ in that 
way.  I mean, to be connected — however vaguely — with THE Sonic Screwdriver 
used by Dr Who!  To be associated — again vaguely is more than enough — with 
Sonic the Hedgehog, that famous video game hero, and film hero, and comic 
book series hero, and TV series hero!  How can there be anything insulting about 
being called ‘Sonic’. 

Then there’s all the positive — gloriously positive — overtones and undercurrents 
that this name calls up. 

‘Sonic’ is usually an adjective, and so holds a secondary status to the noun it 
qualifies (as in sonic boom).  But used as a nickname it’s been raised to the status 
of a noun.  ‘Sonic’ no longer describes the person with the nickname.  It IS the 
person.  Obviously, someone very special. 

I think that every other use of ‘sonic’ has some attachment to the front which 
restricts it in some way, keeps it in check, pegs it down.  I can think of panasonic, 
parsonic, transonic, bosonic, infrasonic, masonic, ambisonic, opsonic, subsonic.  
No I didn’t think of them, I looked them up.  But as a nickname ‘Sonic’ is freed 
from every attachment and stands on it’s own, quite independent and at liberty.  
Which is pretty sonic! 

Then ‘sonic’ often has some really powerful prefix attached — there’s supersonic, 
hypersonic, ultrasonic.  But as a nickname it flies free even from those limiting 
prefixes (super, hyper, and ultra — and any others like them) and becomes 
completely unbound, immeasurable, unrestricted, cosmic.  SONIC! 

That’s why I think Sonic is such a beaut nickname.  And she wants to abandon it!  
THAT’S why I was stunned.  AM stunned. 

Lest you think I’m being carried away somewhat or I’m biased in some way or 
another let me give you the results of a nickname rating site I found on my 
computer.  It’s called WWRROONNGGG — the World Wide Register and Rating of 
Ordinary and Outlandish Names and Nicknames Given Goodheartedly or 
Godawfully.  Out of thousands and thousands of names and nicknames this listing 
puts Sonic at the third place, just a little behind the 2 names sharing first place, 
Muttie (also Mutty) and Poppy (also Poppie). 

So, what do you think of my judgment now! 
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AL’S BIKE 
This is a story of magic, and mystery.  That’s why it even ends in mystery.  But if you 
look closely — all the way through — for the clues that are there, you may 
experience the magic for yourself.  And the mystery surrounding the mystery will 
disappear.  Hopefully. 

Al didn’t think much of his name.  Why not Alfred or Aladdin or Albert or 
Alfonso or Alexander?  Any of those would be better than just Al.  He would even 
have put up with something like Alcibiades or Algernon or Algorithm or Alkalinity.  
But no, he’s stuck with Al. 

But after a while it finally dawned on him how his name worked.  He didn’t know 
why it worked, or why no-one explained it to him (or did no one else know?).  He 
didn’t know how it worked or kept on working.  But there it was — like . . . . like 
magic.  It that’s what happens, he’d gladly accept being Al. 

He wondered if his older brother, Jay, and his even older sister, So, also had the 
same power.  But he was the youngest kid in the family, so he didn’t feel it was up 
to him to talk about it.  Anyway maybe talking about it would stop the magic.  So 
he kept it all to himself.  Nor did he want to risk spoiling things by using the magic 
too much.  But he did wonder about the jacuzzi that his brother received last 
birthday, and the sofa bed his sister got for Christmas. 

He was in year four at school.  He was awoken each morning by a tune played 
by his alarm clock — a tune he changed each week — just because he could.  He 
loved his school bag because it was a special alligator shaped one.  Of course, 
alligators were his favourite animals, and his book case was filled with books 
about them.  He was also allowed to ride the farm motor bike when we went out 
there on weekends to help his dad.  Jay had his own bike to ride in the mustering 
of sheep.  And only recently Al was allowed to have his own, too, so he could help 
with all kinds of jobs on the farm, feel more grown up, and enjoy jumping the 
creek that flowed through one of the paddocks.  He named his bike Allegro.  He 
heard his mum shouting that now and then at the choir she conducts when she 
wanted them to go faster. 

One day the inevitable happened.  He had a spill from his bike.    Allegro was 
probably being pushed to be more allegro than Al could manage.  Fortunately, Al 
wasn’t hurt in any way, apart from a bit of a mark across his leg and a funny limp.  
But Allegro was a bit worse of.  He had a few bendy pieces where he should have 
been straight.  And his motor wouldn’t start.  To Al he almost looked dead as he 
lay sprawled in the long grass. 
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A doctor was consulted to assist in what turned out to be a bad burn on Al’s leg.  
And Jay was consulted to see what he could do to straighten out Allegro’s bends 
and get his motor rumbling away again.  Jay was surprised to find some of Al’s 
skin attached to Allegro’s exhaust pipe.  He decided to leave it there as a reminder 
to Al to be more careful in the way he treated Allegro.  Al just wanted to be 
limpless.  And how he wished — how he wished! — that Allegro would come alive, 
racing around the paddocks once again, but with him always staying all-aboard on 
the seat. 

That’s when the magic started.  It took Al a while to have suspicions about what 
might be going on — and when and how he had set it in motion.  And how he 
hadn’t realized he was doing that.  And what a surprising bit of magic this was 
going to be — IF his suspicions proved to be correct.  He let himself dare to 
believe it.  But he didn’t know how he could keep it a secret — and act as if he was 
as surprised as everyone else. 

It all started when Jay stumbled across a change in the pieces of skin on 
Allegro’s exhaust pipe.  Rather than falling off, it seemed to be growing in size, 
spreading over more and more of the pipe.  And the pipe itself seemed to 
become well, a bit soft, which is not what metal does.  When Jay first showed Al, Al 
thought it was odd, too.  He touched the skin-covered exhaust pipe and it felt as if 
he was touching . . . . . his own leg, not metal.  He couldn’t understand it. 

But that night as he waited for sleep to come Al knew his suspicions had been 
correct.  He knew exactly what was going on.  He just didn’t realize the 
implications of what he had hoped for.  And he was soooo excited.  The magic 
was happening.  He knew what his dreams were going to be about tonight.  And 
he knew those dreams wouldn’t stay dreams.  It was actually going to happen. 
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IMAGINE WITH ME 

Are you good at imagining?  You know, building up in your mind a picture of 
people living in unusual situations.  Like living on the moon or on mars.  Are you 
able to imagine that?  Great.  What I’m about to tell you is going to be even more 
difficult to imagine. 

There’s this kid who lived in the past, so far back in fact that his family home is 
connected to the world in which he lives in only two ways.  Through the mail box, 
attached to a post at the beginning of a 250m driveway to their home, and 
through the wires high up on poles that supply electricity.  There’s no water 
supply, no sewerage, no TV, no radio, no telephone, no internet, no WiFi.   So if 
you were that kid, and you wanted to tell your friends something, you’d have to 
visit them, or wait until next time you saw them.  Is your imagination still working, 
or has it crashed? 

This kid, amazing, copes very well with a world like that.  As does the rest of the 
people with whom he lives. 

Houses aren’t built very closely together around him, because this is farming 
land.  There are some sections where trees are still growing.  He calls these 
sections 'the bush’, and they are great places for kids to explore and play.  Most of  
the land has been cleared, or is being cleared, for growing veges and fruit and 
eggs and milk.  When this kid looks around from his yard he can only see three 
other houses.  Can you imagine that?  Can you imagine the sense of space and 
freedom it gives him — and all his family? 

But sometimes the lack of communication becomes a bit of a problem, 
especially when there’s something important that everyone needs to know — like 
the arrival of a travelling salesman selling all kinds of suspect medical treatments.  
At one stage someone in the community thought up an idea to bring about faster 
and better communication between the homes.  Each family was supposed to 
erect a flag pole close to their home, and would be supplied with a number of 
differently shaped and coloured flags.  When neighbours saw a flag fluttering 
from a pole, they needed to check the code book to see what message it 
proclaimed, then run up the same flag on their pole so their 3 neighbours would 
know what’s going on.  It wouldn’t take long for everyone to know what was 
happening.  This plan was to be called Flutter or Flitter, something like that, but for 
some reason it never happened.  One of the kids in the family (usually the 
youngest) still had the job of running to the neighbours to let them know the 
latest news. 

This kid, like everyone else (except if they have a bike), walks to school.  It’s 
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about 1.5 km away, and he goes with his cousins.  His dad thought up a scheme to 
help them to meet on the road at their mail box.  He tells him that if his cousins 
arrive at the mail box first they should put a stone on a big fence post there, and if 
he arrives first he should knock it off.   It works so well that every day the cousins 
enjoy their walk to school together.  Is your imagination still taking all this in? 

This kid’s cousins — I better tell you something about them.  And I know this will 
cause your imagining to be stretched a bit.  When he starts school there’s just one 
older cousin who’s already attending school, so the pair of them walk together.  
Each year more cousins begin school, and soon there are too many to walk in one 
group, so they straggle along in dribs and drabs.  In all he’s one of 20 cousins who 
all went to the same primary school.  Can you imagine that? 

When he starts school there’s only one teacher who gives lessons to all the year 
groups in the one room.  Because he hears some of the things the older kids 
learn, and there are so few kids in every class, he’s able to skip second year and 
move on to third year.  By the time of his final year at this primary school there are 
two teachers, each with their own room.  But since there’s only 3 kids in this final 
year and the room’s so crowded, the three of them are moved, with their desks, on 
to the veranda.  Look if your imagination is having trouble, I’m happy for you to 
have a break and come back a bit later. 

Of course, he has other cousins too, who live in other places and in other states 
(12 of them in all).  But he doesn’t have the contact with them that he enjoys with 
the 19  who live close to him. 

He and his 19 cousins live in 6 homes the furtherest about 1 km from each 
other, with the rest scattered between them.  So they spend quite a bit of time 
playing at each others farms.  These cousins bring 5 uncles and 5 aunties into his 
life.  This kid has a fair bit to do with them, and he enjoys their company 
immensely.   He has many stories about them which I can’t include in this story.  
Mainly because your imagination simply wouldn’t cope with it.  I know what a 
danger imagination-scramble can be.  Oh, and right in the middle of these 6 
homes on 6 farms is the home of the Grandma of all these cousins.  She expects 
her grandchildren to pop in every so often and join her for a snack AND a game of 
cards.  But I can say no more about her either.  Remember, imagination-scramble. 

I need to mention one of the things this kid didn’t have.  Only later in his life 
does he come across a growing number of people who regard this as such a 
shocking defect.  Though he never saw it that way — and still doesn’t.  He was 
never initiated into the world of competitive sport — I mean outside of the friendly 
competition that went on at his small school.  Can you imagine that? 

He knows about the games of cricket and football — oh, and vigoro (you can 
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google it) and marbles and mud-hockey (invented by the kids at school to take 
advantage of the pools of water following good falls of rain).  But it’s just the 
small-primary-schools-overrun-by-cousins versions of these games.  I guess the 
football resembles, more than anything else, what he later finds out is called 
soccer.  But he isn’t aware of the existence of teams, each with their own hordes of 
fans, that battle it out most weekends all over the country.  Only when a wireless 
and then a TV enters his home is he introduced to cricket (the ashes variety).  
That’s all he knows about the world of sport — apart from bits and pieces about the 
state marbles competitions. 

When in his early twenties he moves to Adelaide for a few years, he’s amazed at 
the following football generates.  And he feels really disadvantaged because of 
the football vacuum in his life.  He does try to fill this vacuum by trying to learn 
about this strange but extremely popular game.  But to follow who the Cats and 
the Crows and the Bears and the Lions are, together with understanding a whole 
stack of strange words and rules for the game, is too much to absorb.  So he gives 
up even trying.  He’s happy to continue life without football.  Are you able, will you 
ever be able, to imagine a person who does that? 

I imagine you’ve guessed who this kids was.  Yep, it was me.  And still is me.


