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Pension Plan

Agricultural Research and Supply Enterprises gave Frank Stanthorpe, BSc.Ag., the boot thirteen months before his Pension Plan was due to kick in.

They didn’t call it giving him the boot, they called it strategic downsizing.

Frank had worked for A.R.S.E. for thirty nine years, lived through all the jokes, dragged his family through a dozen dusty outback towns, now this. Shat out by the big ARSE thirteen months short of the money.


Frank owned a caravan and a Ford Falcon with a whine in the diff that he didn’t want to think about. Hilda had a cottage back in the hills behind Gosford left to her by her parents. The tenants had stuffed the stove and taken the fridge, the house was fibro and Frank wondered about that.

 They’d paint it and live there, hope the asbestos didn’t get them.


But what were they going to do for money? 

The kids were all through school now – Aileen working in Hospitality and Jeffrey in Communications.


Brian was a plumber, end up richer than the lot of them, support his parents into the bargain, most likely. 


But not yet. 


In the meantime, how were he and Hilda going to live?


‘You could grow some of that Marijuana,’ said Hilda. 


 Frank looked at her – she could still surprise him.


‘Don’t look at me like that. It’s worth thousands a plant Ethel says– and you are an Agricultural Scientist aren’t you?’


Hilda had grown fond of quoting Ethel, ran the hair salon downtown, knew everything, made up the rest.


Frank nodded. ‘Have to be hydroponics.’


‘Why?’


‘So you can hide it.’


‘That means a lot of electricity for the lights doesn’t it? That’s what Ethel says – her Leanne told her you’ve got to start right away when you move into a new flat – else you’ll get a big spike in the electricity when you turn the big lights on. They watch for that sort of thing.’


‘This Leanne grows it does she?’


‘Maybe – says you’ve got to watch the pH – goes too high all the plants turn male, loose their heads. Says the heads are the good parts. Cut the plants at three months, hang them up to dry then cut off the heads. That’s what Ethel’s Leanne says.’


‘Sounds like Ethel talks too much for her own good,’ said Frank.


‘I’m only trying to help you know.’


‘You’re right – Ethel’s right. You need a lot of electricity for hydroponics. Two thousand watts for two, three plants. And you need an alfoil lined cupboard, fans, pumps, hydroponic tubs, the lot.


‘Twenty plants, you’d need twelve thousand watts.’


‘Sounds expensive,’ said Hilda. ‘Still, if it’s worth all that money, it’d be worthwhile wouldn’t it?’


‘Depends,’ said Frank.


‘Depends on what?’


‘If you can sell it.’


‘Oh Frank – don’t be so negative. Have faith. Of course you can sell it. I’ll sell it. You grow it – I’ll sell it. More tea?’


Never been much of a one for faith, Frank hadn’t. Look where faith in the big A.R.S.E. had got him – a sea of shit. That’s where.


Well – if they could do that to a bloke like him they could do it to anyone – and they deserved just exactly whatever he chose to ram up their collective bums in return.


In this case it wasn’t anything very complicated – just growing a little hash, hemp, grass, Mary Jane – Cannabis sativa.







It wasn’t a hard plant to grow – Ethel’s Leanne was right about the pH – and what they paid big money for. But there was a market for the leaf. The knowledge came with his job – Frank hadn’t gone looking for it, but he’d picked up a lot more than he realised over a lifetime in the field and the labs.

Frank had the wiring of the old cottage checked out. On its own at the end of Cypress lane, unpaved street, one streetlight. The electrician pulled out a couple of switches to check the wiring.

‘That’s fucking asbestos mate, I’m not getting up in that fucking roof. Anyway the wiring’s crap.’ He looked at Frank.

‘You’d be lucky to run a fucking a toaster without burning the place down.’ 

‘Maybe the asbestos’d put the fire out,’ said Frank.

The electrician spat.

‘It was me, I’d pull the whole heap of shit down, build a new house, brick veneer, steel frame.’

Frank could see the hydroponics would have to go.

Hide in Plain Sight. Frank had just remembered that extraordinary book My Six Convicts. 

Written by a prison psychiatrist, there was a guy in that book that could quieten a screaming psychiatric prison ward just by entering it. 

That had nothing to do with why the book leapt into his mind.





***

‘Place looks nice Frank,’ said Constable Jim Carruthers, otherwise known as Jum in the Gosford RSL, where Frank spent the occasional half hour at the end of the day. ‘See you’ve been doing a bit of gardening.’


‘Yep – now I’m not working Hilda says I might as well help out in the garden.’


‘What you got growing there?’


‘Fruit trees – oranges, apples, mandarins, grapefruit. Can’t stand grapefruit myself, but Hilda wanted them. The figs were already there,’ pointing at four large fig trees beside a winding ornamental hedge.


‘Vegetables?’


‘Yep – carrots, tomatoes, peas – planted a few pots of strawberries.’


‘What’s that hedge you got there?’ pointing at the dark green plants, palmate leaves, winding around the paths, bordering the vegetable plots, separating the orchard from the rest of the garden. 


Frank looked at it – shrugged. ‘God knows, something Hilda found in one of her gardening magazines – South American I think.’


‘I like them roses,’ said Jum. ‘I grow roses, the wife says they look like a bunch of sticks half the year – why bother? But I like them – so does she when they bloom.’


‘Yep,’ Frank nodded. ‘We’ve got Peace, Washington Pinks, Just Joey –’


Jum nodded again. ‘Well, better be moving on – take care.’


‘You too Jum, see you around.’ Frank watched him go, turned back to survey his garden. 

It had passed the first test.






***

In  My Six Convicts the author described how he persuaded the Warden of the Jail to allow the inmates to garden as a form of therapy. The inmates planted ornamental hedges bordering all of the prison walkways, planted flowerbeds inside them. 


The hedges, unknown to the psychiatrist, were Cannabis sativa, and escaped detection from first sprout to maturity.


Still, it mightn’t be a bad idea to have a bird net or something that he could throw over the fig trees, drape over his hedges like a sort of camouflage should the need arise.


That summer Frank trimmed his hedges every week, raked the clippings, kept them in those white woven bags A.R.S.E. used for packaging seeds and fertilizer.


By December he had ten white bags in the garden shed stuffed with hedge clippings. Frank rang his daughter Aileen, tried in a roundabout way to discover if she knew anyone who might be interested in buying his clippings, but Aileen missed it.


‘Jesus Dad – I haven’t done any of that stuff for years. Get a life!’ And she hung up.

He rang his son Jeffrey in communications, but Jeffrey was overseas.

He rang Brian, the plumber.

‘Sure Dad, see what I can do. The guys suck on a bit of weed now and again – I’ll get back to you.’





***

‘This shit’s no fucking good mate – couldn’t get rid of it if I sent it as drought relief to starving fucking cows.’


The speaker was Victor Morales, small and dark and oily – and his Australian accent was broader than Frank’s.


‘It’s all like old dry chaff, see – no fresh buds in it, no heads. You ain’t got no heads, you ain’t got jack shit.’


Victor shook his head.


‘Tell ya what – I’ll give ya five bucks a fucking bag and I’m doing y’ a favour at that.’


Victor was Brian’s contact. Brian had kept away.


‘Two hundred dollars the lot,’ said Frank.


‘Mate, you’ve got to be having a loan of yourself. Sure you ain’t been smoking this shit?’ Victor kicked the bags again.


‘Tell ya what – favour to Brian I’ll give y’ a hundred bucks for the ten bags.’


‘Hundred and fifty’ said Frank.


‘Shit! I must be going soft in the head. Okay mate, hundred and fifty. Give us a hand to load them in the ute will ya?’






***

‘Not bad for a few hedge clippings,’ said Frank, waving the wad of dirty ten dollar bills under Hilda’s nose in the kitchen.


‘That’s nice dear,’ said Hilda.


Brian rang. 

‘Dad, that little spic, Morales, what’d he pay you for that stuff?’


‘Fifteen dollars a bag. He offered me five, I got him up to fifteen.’


‘Greasy little bastard, skiting in the pub he sold it for a grand a bag.’


‘Jesus!’ said Frank. ‘Well, that’s just the first cut, won’t make that mistake again.’


Victor turned up at the back gate two weeks later.


‘Found a feller took that stuff of me hands – didn’t make nothing on it, but he might be looking for a bit more when ya got some.’


Frank looked at Victor, nodded slowly. ‘I’ll have five bags Saturday.’


‘Okay – yeah. Saturday, got me dogs running Saturday – might call round Monday or Tuesday if I got time.’


Frank nodded again. ‘See you Tuesday then, five thirty.’


‘Five thirty it is,’ said Victor.


Five thirty Tuesday Victor’s ute pulled in beside the garden shed. Brian and Frank stepped out as Victor climbed from his ute.

‘Ripped my old man off, didn’t you Vic.’


‘Waddya mean? I got lucky is all – coulda been stuck with that shit forever. Anyway, I only got me costs back.’


‘That’s not what I heard.’


‘What the fuck would you know, mate?’


‘Heard you in the pub that night mate – heard you blowing on about getting a grand a bag, shit you’d paid some old fool fifteen bucks for.’


‘Well what if I fucking did?’


‘Half that belongs to the old man – that’s what.’


A sliver of blade grew from nowhere out of Victor’s hand, but the Stillson in Brian’s fist was already on its way, the heavy pipe wrench caught Victor’s wrist – snapped it with the dull snick of breaking chalk.


‘Half of it mate – now.’


‘Ah – fuck!’ Victor paled as the pain flowered in his wrist. ‘What the fuck ya do that for?’


‘Don’t like someone ripping off the old man Victor. Pay him. Five grand.’


‘Ain’t got the money.’


Brian, twice the size of Victor, shifted the Stillson in his hand.


‘Okay – okay – it’s in the glovebox.’


Brian followed him to the ute, stood by the door as Victor bent, rummaged in the car with his good hand. When he straightened up he was holding a revolver. An old revolver, the nickel plating peeling off the end of the barrel. It wobbled in Victor’s hand, but Brian could see the dull gleam of bullets in the open chambers.


‘Shit!’ Brian backed away.


‘Ya broke me fucking wrist, ya prick.’


‘Don’t shoot – put it down.’


‘Put them fucking bags in the ute and shut up.’


Vic turned to Frank. ‘Get me some fucking strapping for me wrist.’


Frank scrambled towards the house.


Vic yelled at him. ‘Don’t try anything smart – like calling the cops.’


Frank burst into the house.


‘Hilda – give me a roll of sticky bandage or something. And call the police – quick!’


Frank emerged a minute later with an Elastoplast bandage.


‘Strap me wrist up – Jesus fucking Christ be careful – oh fuck.’


Vic paled, his knees sagged, he collapsed on the ground.


‘Grab the gun’ said Frank, but Brian already had it.


‘What the fuck do we do now?’ asked Brian.


Hilda appeared on the back porch. ‘The police are on their way’ 


‘Get the bags back in the shed Brian – quick.’


Frank and Brian unloaded the white bags from the back of the ute, stuffed them in the shed, locked the door.


A police siren made its abrupt little dying burble as the car pulled up in a dazzle of blue and red flashes beside Victor’s ute. Two uniformed police officers climbed out, one of them Jum Carruthers.


‘Hullo Frank, Brian – what’s going on? Where’s the emergency?’


Frank pointed at Vic on the ground. ‘Right here – this little bastard came at us with a knife, Brian got him with the wrench, broke his wrist. Then he pulled a gun – keeled over while Hilda was calling you.’


‘Who is he?’


‘Never seen him before in my life,’ said Frank.


 Brian shook his head.


‘What’s he doing here with a knife and a gun?’ the second officer had sergeant’s chevrons on his sleeve.


Frank shrugged. ‘Wrong address?’


The sergeant had taken possession of the revolver and was peering into Victor’s face.


‘I know this bastard – he’s a small time drug pusher. You fellers into happy weed?’ He was smiling as he said that.


Frank shook his head, grinning himself. ‘Do I look like it?’


‘What about you mate?’ to Brian.


‘I’m too busy for that sort of shit,’ said Brian.


‘Mind if I take a look around?’ said the sergeant. Frank didn’t really think no was an option.


‘Go ahead, Hilda’s inside, knock on the door first would you?’


The sergeant disappeared into the house, emerged a few minutes later – rattled the door of the garden shed. ‘What’s in here?’


‘Nothing, go on in.’ Frank undid the padlock.


‘What’s in these bags?’


‘Clippings.’ Frank opened one, dipped in a hand, pulled out a handful of dried twigs and leaves, let them trickle back into the bag. ‘Going to compost them when I get a bin set up.’


Frank and the two policemen strolled around the garden, admired the trim hedges, the fruit trees. Frank offered them some figs.


‘Thanks Frank,’ said Jum.


‘We’ll take this bloke in – get to the bottom of it soon enough,’ said the sergeant. ‘You fellows come down tomorrow and sign a statement, okay?’


Vic had regained consciousness, Hilda had torn an old sheet for a sling, they sat him tight-lipped and pale in the back, the sergeant beside him. Frank and Brian watched Jum back out the driveway.






***

The police returned the following morning with a search warrant.


‘Sorry about this Frank – that little wop says he bought ten bags of hash off you a couple of weeks ago. We’ve got to search the place properly.’


‘Go ahead,’ said Frank.


‘Where’s Brian?’

 Frank shrugged, ‘Working.’


‘Okay,’ said the sergeant, ‘let’s see those bags in the shed for a start.’


Frank pointed to a smouldering pile down the gully behind the shed, ash and dead gum leaves around the margins.


‘You burnt them? Thought you were going to compost them.’


‘Next time,’ said Frank.


‘You got a permit for that fire?’


Frank nodded. ‘Rang Council yesterday, Health and Building officer George Healy. Gave me permission, sending the permit.’


The sergeant strode angrily around the block of land, peering in the gully, in scrubby corners.


‘Who’s your mate?’ Frank said to Jum.


 Jum smiled. ‘Detective Sergeant Saul Asterhall – hotshot down from Sydney. Sorry about him – I knew that little Vic was lying, but Sore Arsehole goes and gets a warrant, and here we are. Good a way to waste time as any I guess.’


Detective Sergeant Saul Asterhall returned from his tour of the yard, the gardens. 


‘Like some more figs?’ said Frank.


‘Thanks Frank, the missus really liked those ones yesterday.’


‘Fuck the figs!’ said Asterhall.  ‘We’re not taking any fucking figs.’ 


Jum shrugged.


‘Suit yourself,’ said Frank.

‘The pension plan’s looking a bit dodgy,’ Frank said to Hilda after the police had gone.


‘Don’t be discouraged dear – I’m sure you’ll work something out. The garden looks so nice, especially that dear little hedge. You give Jum some figs?’


Frank shook his head. ‘His boss wouldn’t let him take them. Who was it said corruption begins with the first cigar ? He should have said with the first fig.’


‘Oh well, he’ll get over it – you’ll just have to be more careful next time dear – find another buyer.’


‘Think I better find someone who lives a long way from here – like Brisbane or Melbourne or something.’


‘That’s a good plan dear. How’re you going to do that?’


Frank shook his head. ‘No idea.’


‘There’s always my sister Mavis and her Bill in Perth you know.’


‘Mavis and Bill? What possible use could they be? Bill’s just retired from the Bank hasn’t he? What would he know?’


‘Well, Mavis used to smoke a bit of stuff when she was young – I remember being so shocked. She could easily know someone over there.’






***

Frank managed to fit twenty four bags into the caravan – it didn’t leave much room for him and Hilda and it took them six days to get to Perth. But Bill had it all pre-sold by the time they got there. 


Six hundred dollars a bag. 


He gave Bill a hundred dollars a bag – Bill didn’t want to take it at first, but Frank said

‘I’ll have more later in the year mate – wouldn’t feel happy if you didn’t get a cut.’


Detective Sergeant Saul Asterhall called on Frank and Hilda the week they got home, Jum Carruthers following a pace or two behind.


‘Feel I should warn you – word is there’s someone coming after you – don’t know who, don’t know when. But that’s the word.’


‘Why?’ said Frank.


‘That stuff you never grew, never sold I guess,’ said Aspinall. ‘That feller we took in, Victor Morales, he’ll be out soon – I’d be thinking twice about things if I were you.’


‘I will,’ said Frank. ‘Meanwhile – what are you doing about it?’


Asterhall shook his head. ‘Nothing mate, nothing. What can I do? You’ve done nothing, Morales has done nothing – nobody’s done anything. Just telling you for your own good, that’s all.’


Frank stayed silent – looked at the fig trees now bare of fruit – looked at the dark green hedges, looked at Jum Carruthers. Jum shrugged.


‘Unless of course you want to tell me what this is really all about,’ said Aspinall.


‘I don’t know any more than you,’ said Frank. ‘Less probably.’


Asterhall turned away and spat. ‘Right then – make it hard for us you just make it harder for yourself.’


And they left.






***

Frank and Hilda and the caravan went to Perth twice more that year – each time they managed to pack thirty bags into the caravan.


‘We should sell the house Frank, buy one in Perth. Mavis says there’s a nice one for sale in her street.’

‘Maybe we should sell this one,’ said Frank. ‘But we shouldn’t buy one in Perth.’

‘Maybe up the coast somewhere?’

Frank cut the hedge down, replanted with Privet, sold the house and made the trip to Perth with the dried hedge plants occupying the entire caravan. He was getting tired of driving into the setting sun, roadsides lumpy with bloated kangaroos, glinting bottles.

  That trip netted them twenty thousand dollars.


With the sale of the house they had enough money to buy a nice house in the hills behind Byron Bay. From the verandah they had a view of the lighthouse all the way up the coast to the blurred outlines of the Gold Coast High-rises. Frank wondered about planting at Byron but Hilda said ‘Why not?’ so he planted a hedge down both sides of the long winding driveway.


Frank took to spending an hour in the evenings in the Bangalow RSL, met Arthur from ATO, Rupert from AFP, both of them retired, smart, capable – bored shitless.


‘There’s enough brainpower in this place to run the United Nations three times over and give you change,’ said Frank one day.


‘Wouldn’t be hard,’ said Arthur. ‘What you got in mind, Frank?’


‘We could form a co-operative of all the Cannabis growers up here, market it, transport it, the lot.’


‘How would you market it?’ said Arthur.


‘Capital cities,’ said Rupert. ‘Stay out of the little towns, too easy to trace – go with the big cities.’ 

Frank nodded. ‘Could you do that, Rupert?’

‘I reckon I could. Yeah.’

‘I can give you Perth,’ said Frank.

 Rupert gave him a look. ‘What about transport?’

‘Caravans’ said Frank. ‘There’s thousands of caravans out there drifting around Australia, driven by people just like us, time on their hands. Pay them a hundred bucks a bag, give them ten bags to deliver, thousand dollars cash – a lot of people would jump at it.’

‘That’s not as silly as it sounds,’ said Arthur.

‘Wasn’t meant to sound silly’ said Frank’

‘I can do the finance,’ said Arthur. ‘Got to be careful how you wash it.’

‘Wash what?’ asked Rupert.

‘Wash the cash, launder it so it’s legitimate.’

‘Can you do that?’ Frank this time.

‘Sure – most people think it’s all casinos, betting on racehorses and the dogs. And a lot of hot cash finds its way there right enough. But there are other ways if you know how. The Channel Islands…’ Frank cut him off.

‘Arthur – if you can do it, that’s fine. Don’t tell me about it – I don’t want to know. I’ll do production and transport. Rupert’ll handle marketing, you’ll be our finance man.’

 Arthur nodded. ‘Okay – what’ll we call ourselves?’

‘Private Pension Plan’ said Frank, ‘PPP.’





**

Countless caravans carried PPP merchandise around Australia, caravans towed by elderly couples going about their innocent retirement vacations.

 PPP enriched petrol stations, caravan parks, motels, bookmakers, TAB agencies, casinos, tourist centres, roadside cafes and  massage parlours.


Last time anyone looked, PPP profits exceeded thirty million dollars.

 Cash.

Pension Plan


