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      For my mother who has always been there 
And, of course, for Susan

   
      
      1

      
      Reservoir

      
      ‘It’s worse than the end of the world!’ That’s what my mother said about where we lived when I was five, an outer suburb of
         Melbourne called Reservoir, which in 1950 was just a couple of half-built, timber-framed weatherboard homes on a muddy track
         that cracked in summer, with long waving grass on either side. She still remembers her mother, my Grandma Stanger, saying
         we were plain mad to leave a nice rented house in Clifton Hill, in the inner city, to live in the middle of nowhere.
      

      
      My father, Jack, had been building a single-storey weatherboard house on weekends, with the assistance of the War Service
         Homes Scheme, after a loan with the Fourth Building Society evaporated. Once the frame was up, we moved to the grassy, boulder-ridden
         block, where sheep grazed during the day. You could smell fires at night and the air was wet in the winter. Wind hissed through
         the aluminium chassis of our caravan and there was an atmosphere of the makeshift.
      

      
      ‘I thought I was a pioneer,’ my mother, Jean, often said.

      
      Reservoir, always pronounced to rhyme with ‘more’, a working-class affectation, and never ‘far’ or ‘baa’, was about 25 kilometres north of Melbourne, just up the High Street from
         Preston, the closest commercial precinct. As to how you pronounce Reservoir, a matter of contention, my mother was always
         clear. ‘People came here from all walks of life after the war,’ she said. ‘And they really didn’t care.’ But I always would.
      

      
      We started in Reservoir with the caravan and then lived in a shed made from a wooden car-container, which smelled of sawdust,
         hessian and creosote. Then I got pneumonia, so we moved into the house, even though it had no windows, because it was drier.
         ‘You always coughed and had a snotty nose,’ my mother told me many times. ‘But, some how, you were a strong boy.’
      

      
      In time, my illness and the resulting scarring on the surface of my right lung pitched me into a drab world of doctors’ waiting
         rooms and outpatients’ clinics, a world of slowness, antibiotics, residual disabilities and sometimes endless coughing. I
         often woke up in the night aware only of my body, listening to the dark with such a concentrated intensity I could hear the
         blood pulsing in my throat. Asthma, I learned, was slow asphyxiation. There was hardly a time when I was not conscious of
         the slow tidal hushing of air moving in and out of my chest. My lungs would never function as I would like and as I grew older
         I thought the mystery of life was that you never knew how or when it would come to an end. But that was later.
      

      
      My mother loved being in the house with my father and my brother, Dennis, who is two and a half years younger than me. And
         she fussed through her rooms ceaselessly, meticulously, happily.
      

      
      It was hard in the new suburbs after the war. Building materials were scarce; framing timber took five to seven months to arrive after orders had been placed. The baker, iceman and milkman managed to deliver to the half-erected houses
         in horse-drawn carts or, sometimes, in rickety trucks that were always losing hubcaps. There was no sewerage and the toilet
         pans were collected each week by brawny men with arms like Popeye’s, hoisting the overflowing tins onto their shoulders in
         one movement, cigarettes dangling from their mouths, humming some tuneless ditty, their eyes fixed in front of them.
      

      
      My mother’s one great delight, she told us, was to submerge herself in the new bathtub on Friday afternoons and read the Women’s Weekly in the steamy air right through until the afternoon light faded. The door was always locked and we were forbidden even to
         knock. ‘It is my only luxury,’ she always told us from inside the steamy room. ‘Now go away.’
      

      
      Conditions were poor in the boot trade in which my father worked. Men were put off without pay over the ten days of Christmas
         and then taken back again. There was sometimes a kind of depressiveness in the Reservoir house, a sense of bleak accountability.
      

      
      Mum said we had moved there because she wanted her children to experience the freedom of open spaces, but often she felt lonely,
         and worry sometimes settled in her smile, and deadened it. Sometimes it was as though she was tired of things being unfinished
         in her life, and the usual cheeriness that animated her pretty, neat features was replaced by an angry weariness.
      

      
      I was born on 7 August 1945, the day after a US Superfortress dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. ‘A large city somewhere
         in a faraway place called Japan,’ Jean said. The bomb was nicknamed ‘Little Boy’, she told me some years later when I asked her about it. ‘The world stopped for a while when you were a little boy and no one thought it would ever
         be the same again.’
      

      
      The day I was born, when the news of Little Boy was released to the world, the guns from American ships berthed at the nearby
         port fired salvos through the Melbourne skies. My mother could hear them from her hospital bed and she wondered what was being
         celebrated.
      

      
      My father, Leading Aircraftman Jack Blundell, a wireless operator with the Royal Australian Air Force, was still away at war
         up north when I was born. My mother heard there was a house being vacated by an old couple in Bridport Street in South Melbourne;
         in wartime it was difficult even to find a room to rent.
      

      
      My mother had moved to the city from the seaside suburb of Sorrento, where she had grown up, and was living with her grandmother,
         Mary Johnston, in her large house in Albert Park. Mary, a brisk businesswoman with connections, knew the tenants who were
         relinquishing the lease on the South Melbourne house after many years of residence. Canny and obdurate, Grandma Johnston asked
         her acquaintances if my mother could leave a cot in one of the rooms of their house when they left, suggesting Jean was already
         a closeted occupant of the house, living there with a child. Because it was illegal during the war to evict service personnel
         or their families, the owner of the house, morally outmanoeuvred by my great-grandmother, agreed to rent the accommodation
         to my mother and her two-month-old son.
      

      
      There was a great deal of cleaning to be done at Bridport Street. The place was dirty, the backyard derelict, and it was possessed
         of more than its fair share of rats and mice. But Jean proudly went to Clarendon Street, a shopping strip in South Melbourne,
         and bought furniture and linoleum for the floors, excited about having a home in which to start life with a new baby. She took in boarders to assist with the rent.
         Her first was a young country girl who worked at the Ball and Welch Department Store in the city. A pleasant type of gentleman
         came next and took the front room. She gave them their breakfast in the dining room and wouldn't see them again until the
         next morning.
      

      
      Just before Christmas she received a telegram to say Jack would be home that day. Then he was at the front door. He was thin
         and his skin was yellow from the anti-malarial drug Atabrine, also known as quinacrine, that he had taken in New Guinea. He
         looked very shabby, my mother remembered. Dad said the blue uniform was his best and he had kept it flattened under his mattress
         for weeks so it would look smart for his return.
      

      
      Mum told me of an evening a long time ago when my father had just turned twenty-one. It was 1942, and they were sitting on
         a Carlton park bench, near where my father lived with his family in a small terrace. ‘The Japs look like coming here,’ he
         told her in his shy way, his voice quietly modulated. ‘I can’t let other people fight my battles.’
      

      
      He told her he had joined the air force and intended to become a wireless/telegraph operator, even though the boot trade was
         a protected industry. He didn’t want to go – ‘Jack did not like being away,’ Mum said – but his service number, he told her
         proudly, was 54635.
      

      
      Jack went to fight his war. First sent to Ballarat, he developed pneumonia and didn’t pass the wireless operation course.
         Given another chance, he was sequestered at Point Cook near Werribee on the way to Geelong. ‘He liked that,’ according to
         Mum, ‘because he got to play cricket every Saturday – don’t ask me how.’ Cricket was my dad’s religion. ‘He loves that game
         more than he loves me,’ Mum always said.
      

      
      He was eventually sent to Goodenough Island in Papua New Guinea, one of the D’Entrecasteaux Group in Milne Bay, where the
         conditions were primitive, and ticks and fleas carried typhus fever. The kunai grass was shoulder high and the rain constant.
         Goodenough was considered to be of strategic importance and over 600 men protected the island from Japanese attacks. The Japanese
         had been driven off in 1942 after which a small and struggling contingent occupied it, barely, as they waited for help to
         arrive.
      

      
      As Japanese reconnaissance agents kept Goodenough under surveillance, the Australian military engineers decided to stage a
         dangerous camouflage bluff. They fabricated dummy objects, including a hospital, anti-aircraft guns constructed of simple
         wooden logs pointed at the sky, and barricades of jungle vines, arranged to look like barbed wire. By lighting fake cooking
         fires for large numbers of nonexistent men, and conveying messages consistent with what a brigade of soldiers would be expected
         to send, they were able to keep the Japanese at bay.
      

      
      My father spent nights on reconnaissance, long dark periods in which he listened to the traffic of radio signals for concentrated
         hours, dodged the air raids and sneak attacks, and ran a two-up school during the days. ‘He often sent money home,’ Mum said.
         My mother told me he really had believed he would never get home from war. He was so gloomily fatalistic in the air force
         that he was known as ‘Jack Never-Going-Home Blundell’.
      

      
      And now, at the end of 1945, my frail father was back. G.N. Raymond, the large shoe company to which he had been apprenticed,
         had requested his release from the air force, stating he was needed back in his old job as a pattern cutter.
      

      
      My father helped my mother paint the walls at Bridport Street to brighten it up, but all I can remember as a little boy is a wicker pram that could also serve as a cradle and later as a pusher. ‘It’s quite newfangled,’ my father said to Jean
         when they bought it.
      

      
      He walked me around the wide streets of South Melbourne through abrupt cold fronts that drifted in from Port Phillip Bay.
         Sometimes the fog was like a cloud and I remember the sound of my father’s shoes as they clicked against the asphalt. He was
         always adamant that he could look after me better than my mother could. It was his responsibility after his absence up north,
         he stated firmly but kindly. My cot, a cane and netting contraption, was always on his side of the bed.
      

      
      We lived in the Bridport Street house for nearly three years. When my brother Dennis was born we moved into a large Victorian-style
         house in Ramsden Street, Clifton Hill. But Jack went to hospital for a fistula operation and was unable to help in the move.
         He had come back from New Guinea with bowel cancer, we later discovered, and was often sick.
      

      
      The Ramsden Street house had a ramshackle backyard with a large lawn and untidy garden. There were also a couple of fruit
         trees and the railway line beside the house was overgrown with wild dill and dark purple morning glory. At the bottom of the
         garden were some disused chook pens. An artist, Bernard Bowles, had been renting one for a studio, and he stayed on. My mother
         enjoyed being a small-time businesswoman.
      

      
      I loved to paint with Bernard, merging colours to his instructions on a rough wooden bench. The bristling tang of turpentine,
         mixed with the odour of chicken shit, stayed with me long after he moved on. Mum took in boarders from Melbourne University,
         and they often read to me at night while my parents went to the local picture theatre.
      

      
      An energetic talker, Mum loved stories and always chatted to my brother and me as she worked about the dark house. She liked to reminisce about her own wartime years. She told us of how young kids tapped out morse code to each other in staccato
         accents and mosquito whines, of the way she would look up as she heard the reassuring roar of the Kittyhawks coming in low
         over the city in formations of six, and how she watched the American soldiers walk past Grandma Johnston’s imposing house
         in Albert Park. The windows had to be covered with blackout material, and everyone used the food and clothes coupons issued
         by the government.
      

      
      At five years of age I started school at the Spensley Street Primary School in Clifton Hill. I was always in fights, my mother
         said, though I don’t remember them. There were complaints from the school. And then the fighting ceased. Mum asked me why.
         ‘It’s just not worth it,’ I told her.
      

      
      ‘You were a good kid from then on,’ she recalled. ‘You were such a good kid from then on you became a goody-two-shoes.’ Schools,
         she joked, loved me as much as I loved them. And she was right.
      

      
      About six months later, my parents gave notice to the agent that we were going to leave. They had bought some land at the
         end of the train line that ran north, where the land was cheap. My mother’s first impressions of the Blundell block of land
         were of scotch thistles everywhere, the piles of tarpaulined timber and bricks, makeshift housing, sheds and workman’s huts.
         ‘I sometimes feel we’re living in a refugee camp,’ she once said.
      

      
      Purinuan Road stretched west towards the massive pipeline that ran beside Cheddar Road, along the bus route, and east towards
         a desultory creek where horses wandered amongst the heavy thickets of thorny trees and basalt boulders. This was the street
         where Keith the bricklayer, Ted and Jack the public servants, Merv the plumber, Jack the shoe designer and Bob the salesman
         made their homes with their wives and children. The fathers around us had all been to the war and the mothers were young with thin shoulders and they often
         broke into laughter, but it was never raucous or loud. Everyone was busy with their own lives and children yet still shared
         the joys and sorrows of their neighbours. We rejoiced when Marge and John adopted a baby boy and we cried when Ann and Keith’s
         little girl from next door was drowned in a creek.
      

      
      The children played freely in the paddocks. Wet in the winter, ‘those paddocks’ – as Mum called them with great distaste,
         snapping the syllables – were squelchy and clingy, smelling of listless mud. In the summer they hardened and cracked under
         the merciless Melbourne sun, not a breath of air and an empty sky like baked glass.
      

      
      We played cowboys mostly and Mrs Dawson from up Purinuan Road made us wide-brimmed hats like the movie stars wore; Dennis’s
         hat was red and he slept in it. We played cricket, too, with bats made of leftover pieces of timber, and wickets of piled-up
         paint tins. And kicked footballs made from tightly rolled newspapers wrapped in layers of elastic bands. Some kids rode horses
         across the paddocks, tethering them alongside their houses. Ferrets were kept in cages – Dennis had several when he was older
         – and other kids scrounged hubcaps from the creek and sold them to scrapmetal dealers in Preston.
      

      
      Sometimes we got hold of old tennis balls, rolled them down the end of discarded ladies’ stockings and, in slow motion, we
         hurled them around the world and let them go. They landed on the power lines and hung there and we could never get them down.
      

      
      The parents wanted someone to start a school for us, because you could never count on the bus driver getting through the flat
         grassy scrub to take us into Reservoir, from where we could walk to the primary school. The mothers made cakes and raised money for its completion; the men planted trees
         and gardens. When Keon Park State School, only two streets from where we lived, was finished, with the last weatherboard nailed
         in place, we stood in burning summer heat on the treeless asphalt playground and sang the national anthem of a country 10,000
         miles away. London was a mythical city to me. I would stand motionless, looking at trees with big dramatically green leaves
         that had been planted by a mathematics teacher who made the school’s garden beds his life’s work, and know that they were
         the same trees that grew in England.
      

      
      My sister Margaret was born in 1953. Wet nappies flapped on the clothesline and I held the peg tin for Mum at the bottom of
         the yard near the newly planted lemon tree.
      

      
      I had quickly learned to read, already possessed of the reader’s feral watchfulness. Mr Nye, who lived next door, worked at
         the paper mills. He gave me bundles of comics that I obsessively read, stacked into piles, and traded until they fell apart.
         He sneaked these comics, many with glossy coloured covers, home to Reservoir in his rat-trap of a car rather than allowing
         them to be consigned to the pulping press. The Phantom, Ginger Meggs, Tarzan of the Apes, Boofhead, Batman, Superman, The Shadow and especially the pulp science fiction magazine Amazing Stories. So many adventures were anxiously awaited each week, beautifully drawn.
      

      
      They created a secret life for a small boy who lived, whenever possible, with people who spoke in bubbles: costumed crusaders,
         suave men in tuxedos concealing pistols, monsters and aliens, vampires and werewolves, and bulbous-headed insect-like space
         creatures, engulfed by tentacled things, who leapt from the fading pages. I cut out the luridly coloured futuristic covers of Fantastic Stories and pinned them to the door of my room.
      

      
      By the age of eleven or twelve I was a committed reader, and not only of comics. I was often in trouble for reading late into
         the night under the blanket using a torch – sometimes wearing the Mickey Mouse ears of my crystal set radio.
      

      
      The school acquired a library and I discovered the novels of Ion Idriess and Frank Clune. One of them wrote about a place
         called Broome, a pearling town where a collection of exotic ships rode at anchor in the turquoise port and the fall of shipbuilders’
         hammers and saws echoed imperiously. Broome – I loved saying the word aloud – was populated by men with a lust for adventure
         and fast money, the hardpacked ‘pindan’ red-soil streets filled with brothels, bars and gambling houses, and home to the occasional
         murder. Another Australia, worlds away from Reservoir. But the smell of burning chops and engine oil and the feel of concrete
         paths on my sandshoes haunted me for a long time, too.
      

      
      In 1986, I performed in a play called Reservoir by Night, written by Barry Dickens, who also went to Keon Park State School. Each night I made a speech about the school on the bare
         stage of the Russell Street Theatre that always brought me to tears: ‘But now I see the old concrete pitch is full of weeds.
         The old bent monkey bars are still there. So are the conversations. The grass is high in the footy paddock, the lolly shop
         man is dead, you can’t kiss Cheryl Swallow in the wombat warren anymore, and there’s a mint-new Commodore where my blood nose
         bled.’
      

      
      Our neighbour Jack Wass used to run each morning to catch his train, briefcase in one hand and a piece of toast in the other.
         Most Friday nights the parents pushed prams up the muddy road to the picture theatre in Reservoir, several miles through the
         paddocks, my father singing in his soft tenor: ‘It’s just a little street where old friends meet and treat you in the same old way.’
      

      
      The smell of sawdust seemed to float like a heavy layer in the air, and sometimes in the summer it was joined by the penetrating
         aroma of acrid smoke from grass fires that were always flaring up in the distance.
      

      
      Before television arrived on a large scale in Australia, people formed big crowds outside the windows of electrical stores
         containing the most recently imported sets. We used to drive in Dad’s battered Essex down High Street to William Wonder’s
         Store in Preston with thermoses and corned beef sandwiches to watch Dragnet and I Love Lucy. Within a year Dad had bought a set. Like our neighbours we were proud to go blind watching the oblong screen fixed in a
         piece of overpriced wood-grained furniture.
      

      
      I felt perplexed, curious, totally absorbed and entranced by ‘this new magic lamp’, as Grandma Stanger, my mother’s mum, often
         called it. When she was staying with us, I would sit with her and watch everything that appeared on the screen. We sat through
         strange interludes of boats sailing on idyllic harbours that were used to fill up the half-hour segments, music fillers of
         orchestras playing, sudden appearances of presenters taking us from one moment to another when there was obviously a technical
         hitch. We watched the test pattern, and Grandma even knew the words to all the station identification anthems by heart.
      

      
      Dragnet was my favourite, along with In Melbourne Tonight. When Dragnet came on, time would take on a frantic and nervous exhilaration. The ominous dom-da-dom opening musical notes of the famous American police show carried the sense of the brutal free-spinning wide world, while
         the storytelling seemed as old as time.
      

      
      I loved the sound effects and the terse dialogue, and, as the show’s creator and lead actor Jack Webb said to his suspects, I started to say to my mother, ‘How’s that?’, to keep the
         show going in the kitchen as we prepared tea. My father and brother used to leave the dining table when I incorporated phrases
         like ‘211 in progress’ and ‘Proceed code 2’ into the conversation. I rolled the phrases around my mouth like peas on a dinner
         plate. While other kids mimicked the Goons or recited Richie Benaud’s bowling average, I could do Stan Freberg’s classic Dragnet spoof, ‘St George and the Dragonet’: ‘The legend you are about to hear is true. Only the needle should be changed to protect
         the record.’
      

      
      Grandma Stanger said I had tickets on myself but I believed my execution was beautiful, awesome, almost art.

      
      My mother used to wonder what sort of character I was as I swaggered around, a thirteen-year-old version of some mean-streets
         tough guy. ‘Who do you think you are today?’ she would say. Later she told me I sometimes confused her so much that she would
         wander down to the bungalow I now shared with Dennis to see what book I was reading to find out who I was pretending to be.
      

      
      One of my best television characters was Broderick Crawford from Highway Patrol, a popular but crude early American cop show in which the pulpy faced, balding lead actor, with atrocious taste in ties,
         always seemed out of breath as he barked his famous signature: ‘Ten-four! Ten-four!’ I did a great gasping, red-faced Crawford
         as the Mallee winds swept over Reservoir, giving me terrible hayfever – which I learned to use to my advantage at church socials.
         The girls felt sorry for me, they said, because I was always coughing and had tears in my eyes. My Broderick Crawford was
         a winner with them too. If you made girls laugh, I learned, they liked being around you, invited you to their houses after
         school, and sometimes shared secrets with you.
      

      
      Just after I started high school in 1957, we used to holiday sometimes at Tidal River, a camping site at the southern tip
         of Wilsons Promontory National Park, and there I saw Marlon Brando in The Wild One at the town’s open-air cinema. For kids like me Brando was an icon. The slow blinking of his eyes was both bored and sensual;
         nothing was going to surprise him. He was a man who was certain to let you know that he found you less interesting than you
         found yourself. I never met anyone like him in real life but had already started to use the word ‘Cool’.
      

      
      In front of the bathroom mirror I practised thrusting my hips forward, rehearsing the sexually aggressive look, and dreamed
         of taking over the town diner (or maybe the Chinese takeaway in Broadway near the Reservoir Biz Buzz hardware store) the way
         the sulking mysterious Brando did in the movie. I wanted desperately to be an enigmatic, sensual type who could arouse the
         passions of women like Vivien Leigh, Jean Peters, Jean Simmons and, especially, Anna Magnani.
      

      
      Instead I sulked and twitched as I rode my bike to Merrilands High, catching up with the girls on their bikes, usually led
         by Heather Bransgrove, a fun girl who couldn’t stop flirting. I said things like, ‘There’s a kind that doesn’t belong anywhere,’
         the way Brando had in A Fugitive Kind. ‘Like a bird with no feet to land.’ Heather just looked at her friends and they all laughed and rode away giggling, occasionally
         looking back. Most of my friends were girls, though there were boys with whom I traded comics.
      

      
      The girls on their bicycles taunted me on most mornings. Clever girls, all of them, who somehow had adopted me into their
         circle. I liked Laurel Babb, too, who lived in Rathcown Street, but she left school early to become a dancer on Graham Kennedy’s
         In Melbourne Tonight. Slim, with long black hair that was always tied back in a slick ponytail, she was the most envied girl in Reservoir: Laurel was actually on television. She knew Graham Kennedy. He was my biggest hero.
      

      
      I learned the entire Kennedy catalogue to show my Grandma Stanger. The nervous laugh. The sly whisper. The business of adjusting
         prop spectacles. The gratuitous insult. The fearful riposte. The set-up, feed and tag. Especially the tag. I was unstoppable,
         a laugh a minute at socials at the Reservoir Baptist Church, which was just up the road.
      

      
      My father even made his, Graham Kennedy’s, most famous shoes. Now a master in the footwear trade, Jack Blundell had begun
         to make personal shoe lasts for people whose foot problems could not be accommodated by factory lines of shoes. Graham’s last
         was the first Dad did completely on his own. He described Graham as ‘shy, inarticulate, wouldn’t say boo to a goose’. But
         the shoes fitted and Jack Blundell never let an opportunity go by to sit up with me and watch ‘Graham’s shenanigans’ on the
         television.
      

      
      And we watched Joff Ellen, too, the show’s resident comedian. He was a link to generations of comics who had worked through
         the music halls, variety theatres and club circuits, known as ‘the spit and sawdust crowd’, according to Jack. You could tell
         that the knockabout Ellen had greasepaint in his bloodstream and the smoky glint of the footlights in his eyes. ‘He knows
         how to win the public’s heart and pick its pocket at the same time,’ my dad said. Joffaboy, as he was known, also lived in
         Reservoir – at Royal Parade, on the train line. I often found myself walking past his house hoping to catch sight of the little
         comedian through the window, waving a cocktail shaker the way he did in photographs taken at his home.
      

      
      When she visited us, Grandma always brought me the week’s copy of the Listener-In TV magazine. She told me that the blue-eyed, famously moustachioed comic often greeted guests to his Reservoir home with a turquoise budgie riding on his head – ‘Anything for a laugh,’ she said – and that he had
         a collection of over two hundred Bing Crosby records in the plush, yellow-padded cocktail bar his wife called ‘the room belonga
         Joffa’.
      

      
      Sometimes, on his show, Graham would mention having visited Joffa and his family in Reservoir and we cheered from the couch.
         ‘Oh he’s a trick of a lad,’ Grandma would say with delight. ‘He’s a one-off.’ My father simply smiled but you never really
         knew what he was thinking. Sometimes he pursed his lips as though disputing something with himself.
      

      
      Dad’s family were a strange mixture of Irish, German and recalcitrant English. There were larcenous butchers – ratty-looking
         small men with brown whiskers and narrow chins and scars on their fingers who became entrepreneurs and hoteliers; domestic
         servants from Cork; and musical Germans who arrived in Australia from Appelwerder, near Hamburg, aboard the Edouard. Friedrich, my father’s great-grandfather, had played violin in concerts at the Adelphi Theatre in Carlton and his brother,
         Gustav, the double bass in the orchestra at the Princess Theatre.
      

      
      There were even clairvoyants. Nana Blundell, my dad’s mother, dreamed many things that came true to the last detail. In 1917,
         according to family folklore, a picture fell from the wall. She believed it signified that someone in her large, distant family
         had died, and she wrote down the time and the date that the picture crashed to the floor. It turned out it had fallen at exactly
         the same time that her father had died in South Africa, though she did not hear of his death for many weeks.
      

      
      My father’s family was so full of eccentrics it was difficult to know why he had chosen a life in shoes. G.N. Raymond Pty
         Ltd, where my father worked, was located in a factory complex between Easey and Sackville streets in Collingwood, in the industrial inner north-east of Melbourne. Jean also worked
         there and that’s how my parents met. The ‘fiery little bit’, my father’s boss, Arthur Care, called Jean.
      

      
      She was a petite, pretty, dark-haired girl who was already famous around the factory as an intense and fast talker. It didn’t
         affect her popularity. As she walked around the Raymonds’ precinct of factories, warehouses and offices, men whistled the
         popular Stephen Foster song ‘Jeannie with the Light Brown Hair’ to serenade her.
      

      
      I overheard conversations about softeners and tannage, elastomers and solvents, surfactants and plasticisers, and Dad talked
         to my mother about leather with a weak grain, the scratch resistance of the finishing and the action of adhesives. But as
         we grew up, my father rarely spoke about his work to us. ‘Jack didn’t like talk,’ my mother said. ‘He wasn’t interested.’
         My father was courteous though. He told Jean that every time he went to the open dug-out latrines in New Guinea he thought
         of his mother and how he had never helped her enough. He thought of her clearing the table after the family and the way she
         waited on them all and no one offered to help. ‘I made up my mind that my children would always wait until their mother came
         to the table before they started eating,’ he said.
      

      
      Everyone who knew my father remembered a very thin man, slightly above average height, but gaunt. The intestinal troubles
         developed in New Guinea contributed to his lack of robustness. For years he made regular medical visits to the Repatriation
         Department Hospital in Northcote. They could do little for him apart from supplying large glass jars of a thick white liquid,
         probably for his diarrhoea. It always sat in the fridge. Sometimes it seemed to shine as though the viscous fluid was radioactive.
      

      
      It had been a hard war for Jack Blundell and he would die because of it. But he loved telling stories about his adventures.
         At work they said he could always bring out a story of the most banal event and endow it with the aura of an adventure. He
         told stories at home in Reservoir, too, though he had to be persuaded. When he told them there was always something more than
         his soft, resonant voice; more than a gaunt man in a quiet room with his children. There was the bond that had held soldiers
         together, the shared experience and suffering of war.
      

      
      Dad described the pervasive resignation of the men, with their thoughts of home. But they tried to give life to the games
         of cricket and football they played on windswept tracts of cleared land. Though the smears of light at night, the silver-blue
         winks of phosphorescence in the blackness, made them feel sad and isolated.
      

      
      He told me and my brother how he would run for the trenches halfway through his tea and look up to see perfect formations
         of Japanese planes surrounded by bursting shells. ‘Above me there were dogfights to the death,’ he said. ‘The fighter planes
         were into it by then and what a sight to see them spitting destruction to those steady, persistent cargoes of death.’ It was
         hard to tell one plane from another up there, he told us, but every time one fell with smoke pouring from it, my dad knew
         it was another Jap down.
      

      
      He and his cobbers in New Guinea, he said, ‘Played the sport of killing, with war as the captain, and instead of a park for
         an arena, they had a battleground.’ The soldiers sat in their camouflaged tent at night, five men ranging in age from twenty
         to thirty-five, every one of them with a marked difference in character, ‘and all with a different idea about women’, and
         about how the world should be run to make it a place in which it was fit to live.
      

      
      ‘When a man gets away like this,’ he said, his voice dreamy, ‘and lives in a world of men, cut off from the rest of the world,
         he finds he wants to talk, and try to explain what he is thinking. The best of a man comes out up there; he realises that
         when he lived down south in the rush and bustle of everyday life, he had no time for thought; he just didn’t appreciate what
         the good things in life meant to him – like a good home, his family and the love of a woman. One of the good things of a war
         is that it softens a man’s heart and tends to make him more understanding.’
      

      
      Then my father paused and he looked at us, his thin face intent. ‘You should never forget that your most constant and best
         friends are your thoughts.’
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      Shades of Noir

      
      When I think of Jack now he always seems to wear faint lines on his face that are barely visible, like a forty-year-old wearing
         a twenty-year-old’s skin.
      

      
      He was always tired, but tried hard to be affable. He hated arguments. He was an adaptable man, well groomed, with polished
         shoes and a conscientiously knotted tie. Jack could generously adjust his manners and concerns amongst the groups in which
         he found himself, such as his cricket teammates and his Collingwood working companions.
      

      
      And sometimes his family.

      
      I have no doubt that he came back from the war with a vision of a better future, but he seemed caught between his natural
         decency and a war’s understanding of the inevitability of life’s cruelties. He loved his children and rightly felt his love
         as a weight.
      

      
      When he appears in my mind, I can only see the outlines of a distant man overwhelmed by a collapsing body. ‘I can’t go to
         work today,’ he sometimes told my mother, and he would spend the day silently in bed at the end of the house with the door closed. Often, on weekends, he was so tired he would abruptly rise from the table or the lounge, quietly walk
         up the long corridor to the bedroom, and close the door. The click seemed to echo through the house. ‘That’s right, Jack,’
         she would say to herself. ‘Go to bed and pull the covers over your head.’ Sometimes he was so upset he would walk into the
         lounge room and just put his head on the mantelpiece.
      

      
      The one thing that his health never stood in the way of was cricket. I wanted to be spoken about the way people talked of
         my father when it came to cricket, and when it came to life, for he was a quiet man people respected. He was a fluid and wristy
         batsman, and played district cricket before the war and then sub-district cricket for Port Melbourne, Balwyn and Ivanhoe with
         considerable success. His years in the war and his colitis of the bowel curtailed his aspirations to a first-class career.
         But every time he went out to bat I felt that his blood was stirring like an animal at the end of winter. Amiability disappeared,
         though never his courtesy.
      

      
      My father always surprised me with his commitment and passion when he played. He concentrated on what was ahead and thought
         only as far as the next ball. That’s what he told me when I asked about the game and how you played it – though he could become
         quietly exasperated by continual questioning about his technique, as if he simply didn’t have the strength to explain the
         mysteries at any further length. His eyes rested under their hoods of taut flesh and he smiled tensely. ‘That’s really all
         I can tell you,’ he would say.
      

      
      For all his talent, Dad was not quite as good as his older brother Norm, a leg-spinner who played district cricket for South
         Melbourne and for the Victorian state side. Norm became a respected radio commentator on the ABC. He was a popular man with
         a storyteller’s voice and the gift of the gab. Like many old cricketers Norm also possessed an inadvertent tendency to the oracular. He once said on the wireless:
         ‘A huge crowd has missed a great day’s action by turning out in such small numbers.’
      

      
      Working-class boys from Melbourne’s inner-city Carlton, the Blundell brothers senior had little respect for the legendary
         Don Bradman. They said he was a genius with small feet and a strange grip on the bat, who could not handle a wet, ‘sticky’,
         damaged wicket. He came to the crease in a hurry, they said, already a king, and had no interest in wickets that were not
         up to scratch. Bradman was known, Uncle Norm used to say, to hate to put his hand in his pocket, and would not buy drinks
         for his team. He was a man who missed something of the game – like happiness – that less gifted players, like my father, enjoyed.
      

      
      Cricket was the family’s obsession, with my little brother, a left-hander, a better player than me. ‘That’s all the family
         ever talks about,’ Mum often said. ‘When Jack and I started to go out together before the war, he talked about cricket, and
         he’ll talk about it for the rest of his life.’
      

      
      He often played with Dennis and me in the backyard, though he always seemed physically tired. He showed me the importance
         of preparation. As the bowler hit the crease, he said, the batsman had to adjust his back foot to find perfect balance, and
         then always move forward slightly, the bat now off the ground, angled and pointing towards the stumps, positioned to be able
         to step down the pitch or step quickly back to hook or cut. It was almost a ballet step, so lightly did my father perform
         it: a glide forward, a hesitation, a quick step back.
      

      
      We always had a hard cricket ball in our hands, my brother and me, flicking it from one hand to the other and spinning it
         up and down. My Uncle Norm was a marvel. He could take an orange and spin it across the kitchen table so that it returned to him. The cricket ball was a yo-yo the way Uncle
         Norm handled it.
      

      
      We all went to watch Dad play. Every weekend, in every summer that I can remember, Dad drove us to games all over Melbourne.
         Mum always made our lunches, usually banana sandwiches.
      

      
      My brother and I played with him for the Reservoir Baptist Church, where my one claim to fame was, one year, taking the most
         slips catches. I was awarded a small cup from the Preston and Northcote Churches Cricket Competition. It remains one of the
         few awards I have ever won.
      

      
      My mother remembers my dad coming home on hot Saturday nights after the match, when he was very sick, and sitting outside
         our weatherboard house, on a long wooden ramp that led up to the kitchen from the backyard. The cancer was killing him but
         no batsman in the Preston and Northcote Churches Competition would ever make as many runs again.
      

      
      ‘Why do you do it?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘Because I love it,’ he replied.

      
      I inherited something else from my father: a hatred of class that was somewhat arbitrary in its origins, but chokingly real.
         Jack’s discussions with my mother about how Uncle Norm had trouble maintaining his place in the Victorian side, and consequently
         missed Australian sides, because ‘he hadn’t been to the right schools’ devastated me. ‘Norm would have been much better received
         and welcomed if he had spoken with a different accent,’ my father said.
      

      
      My mum would escape Reservoir by taking us all to the beach. She loved the beach. After the old Essex arrived, with its patched
         canvas hood, when we were still young, Mum would pack the tea and we would drive to Port Melbourne.
      

      
      Christmas holidays at the beach were the best – we spent them at Sorrento on Port Phillip Bay, a long drive away. A seaside
         village at the narrow southern tip of the boot-shaped Mornington Peninsula, Sorrento was where my grandmother lived and where
         Mum had grown up, going to the beach every day after school. On the way there, Dad would tell stories, if we egged him on,
         or croon a bit. He always fancied himself as something of a Bing Crosby and one of his favourites was ‘White Christmas’. While
         he could be taciturn at the dinner table, when the sense of occasion caught him, the stories emerged. Like cricket, footy
         was almost a religion to him, and the Carlton Football Club its shrine. By the end of the trip, you’d swear the great Bob
         Chitty, ‘Soapy’ Vallence and ‘Chooka’ Howell sat in the car with us. Mum would just chat on right through his stories and
         Dad would tell her that sometimes he would like to get hold of that little tongue of hers and tie a knot in it – but that
         he wouldn’t want her any other way.
      

      
      Grandma’s house, called Half-Way Cottage, was in St Paul’s Road. It was halfway between the gentle Sorrento Front Beach on
         Port Phillip Bay and the Back Beach.
      

      
      Sorrento was a magical, barefoot, short-sleeved place for us. Mum’s bedtime stories were about beached stingrays, bleached
         cuttlefish shells on sandbanks, how you could walk on the rocks when the tide was out, and deep holes where you could drown
         if you got into difficulties. One day this almost happened to Mum and her sisters, Joyce and Marjorie. Mum put Joyce on her
         shoulders and Marjorie, well, she just floated to the end of the pier where she was rescued. I used to think about Auntie
         Marjorie missing that pier and floating all the way to China.
      

      
      Loquat trees, hedges of tea-trees and all sorts of nasturtiums, lupins, wallflowers and stocks surrounded Grandma Stanger’s house. Bright red tubular blooms fell from the fuchsia
         tubs and there were mounds of hydrangea bushes topped with large, round flowery balls of pink, white and blue. There were
         many birds, and they shrieked like the rusty brakes of a locomotive.
      

      
      The house itself was like a doll’s house, lined with boards Grandma had painted. Mum said it was hard to get Pop Stanger,
         her father, to do anything to help. ‘He wouldn’t even sign our school report cards,’ she told me. ‘He wasn’t one for taking
         responsibility.’
      

      
      Joseph William Stanger was discharged from the Australian Army on 23 May 1919, declared medically unfit. He resented his lot
         with a bitter passion, and yet he clung to life as if determined to make those around him suffer along with him.
      

      
      Pop Stanger came back from his war with silence on his thin lips. He practised a terseness that war teaches, determined never
         to revisit the past, and made Grandma’s life hell. He knew that what had happened to him was not simply personal. Occasionally,
         we could persuade him to tell us funny, silly stories about the War and sing songs that were, he said, from the French music
         halls. My mother said Dad had tried to put the war out of his mind, but Pop’s trenches were always going to be full of water.
         Pop Stanger was in the second wave at Gallipoli and then spent time in the foul potholes of Ypres, and was gassed, Mum explained.
         He told everyone he was a meningitis carrier and never picked us up for a cuddle because he was afraid he might give it to
         us.
      

      
      He was a tough old case, but his eyes would sparkle if you asked him to do tricks. He made pennies walk across his fingers.
         He could make them disappear, and would find them behind our ears. He could even make a cigarette vanish inside his mouth. Dennis once asked him why he didn’t do that the night
         he was drunk and set his bedroom on fire with a cigarette. He laughed and laughed. When it came to milking a joke, Pop Stanger
         knew how to lick the plate clean.
      

      
      He knocked about the township doing odd jobs and selling fish to the pubs. Sometimes he let me go with him in his old truck.
         We always stopped for a drink at the sandstone Sorrento Hotel. A lemon squash for me, and several brandies and milk for him.
         He was a laugh a minute with everyone in the bar, beret perched on his head at an unlikely angle, his eyes twinkling, drinking
         for boldness, charm and wit. Pop was a character, the locals said. At home with my grandmother, the laughter was often bitter,
         mocking and violent. In the late afternoon, he disappeared into his book-strewn bedroom. ‘Need to get the sun-dazzle out of
         me eyes, boys,’ he would say.
      

      
      I never saw love between him and my grandmother but sometimes her eyes would lose their patina of perseverance and pain, shame
         and embarrassment, and scorn. ‘He was a street angel, and a devil at home,’ Grandma said after he died. There had been a time
         when she loved him.
      

      
      There were bullet holes in the roof of his bedroom, really a sleep-out attached to the small house. There was a rifle in the
         corner of the untidy room, which he used for shooting rabbits. Sometimes he took pot shots at the ceiling. My brother once
         said maybe that’s where the Turks and Germans had gone to hide. Pop’s favourite place in his garden was a shed filled with
         engine parts, bits of guns, rusting fishing tackle, and all sorts of machinery being saved for some unimaginable purpose.
      

      
      Old Pop Stanger loved the Back Beach, beyond which, he would say, you don’t want to go.

      
      We caught flathead with handlines from his dinghy, which he kept moored at the Sorrento pier on the Front Beach, drifting
         the shallow waters, sometimes going as far as Carrum. ‘Keep your bait on the move,’ Pop would growl. ‘Jig it up and down.’
      

      
      I loved the way Pop could read the water – the broken surface, the lifting sand, the swirling currents, the drifting food
         and trailing seaweed. He could look through those breakers and see fish. ‘There are those days, son,’ he’d say, ‘when a fish
         would take a bait tied to a mooring rope.’ There were other days when we would catch nothing.
      

      
      I felt a kind of wonder out there. The thin clouds swirling in the high wind. ‘The sky’s had a fresh coat of blue enamel,’
         Pop would say. He taught us to tie knots, too – figure-eights, dropper loops and leader barrels – but you needed deft fingers
         to be able to do those. Dennis was better than me, a busy, dextrous boy, but he was always the one who got the lines tangled
         up.
      

      
      Pop would curse when, from nowhere, an offshore wind would couple with an ebbing tide and we would be late for tea. Grandma
         would be angry, and Pop would press his fingers against the skin of his forehead as if gently inspecting it for damage.
      

      
      Every holiday at Sorrento he shared his books with me: great bundles of paperbacks with busty, sloe-eyed women falling out
         of their camisoles on the covers. There were irresistible blurbs on the backs: Will make your blood run cold; She was the hot-headed daughter of the First Deputy Police Commissioner; Seductive picture
            of a city that makes Hogarth’s London look like Cincinnati on the afternoon of the fourth of July! I loved especially the small, brightly coloured Carter Browns (the slick story-telling sensation who’s sold ten million copies), which Pop said were his favourites.
      

      
      Pop Stanger got his adventure, mystery and romance from bleary nights filled with paperback promises of gin, sin and floozies
         – and so would I. But in among the Carter Browns and Zane Greys could be found the odd John O’Hara, John Steinbeck and even
         John Dos Passos, part of a job lot swapped for a crate of crayfish and a couple of pounds of flathead at the quarantine station
         at Portsea.
      

      
      Holidays at Sorrento offered a kind of tranquillity as I sank into those books. I wanted the powers those fictional characters
         possessed. I wanted to be the man who left no sign, a ghost rider who could smell the presence of the enemy, a quick and silent
         throat slitter who faded to invisibility after the kill.
      

      
      By 1960 at the age of fifteen, I had read Chandler and most of Hammett; I looked for other places to discover myself, any
         thing to get away. I loved the spy books of Britishers John Buchan, Geoffrey Household, Graham Greene and Eric Ambler, borrowed
         from Reservoir’s public library in Edwards Street. It was near the railway station and the new Woolworths store where girls
         worked when they left school, suddenly grown up and wearing bright lipstick and sly smiles.
      

      
      In the early sixties, you were supposed to grow up like your mum and dad, work the same machines and mend those same socks.
         But in the summer of 1959, when Pop Stanger started to load me up with boxes of books, the future started to change for me.
      

      
      Somehow, I think I understood that Pop Stanger, with his bloodcurdling cries, hacking cough, wartime misadventures, secondhand
         vaudeville tricks and lurid paperbacks had, in a sense, invented himself. The old bastard got through to me and taught me
         something about resourcefulness and never surrendering the idea of who you were, the way you saw yourself.
      

      
      I thought freedom was all about breaking away, but it would take a long time. As Mum said, ‘You can never get away, Graeme
         – you only find yourself somewhere else.’
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      ‘Just As I Am’

      
      In the late fifties my parents started attending the Reservoir Baptist Church, which was a short walk up the road in Rathcown
         Street, a small, almost shabby weatherboard building that sat in the paddocks amidst the still-unmade roads.
      

      
      The messages from the pulpit were grave, and there was no twisting of theology in the presentation of God’s Word: there could
         be little light-hearted demonstration of matters involving atonement and salvation. The men sang the slow grey hymns loudly,
         lustily, so many attempting harmonies it was difficult to know what the melody was.
      

      
      Initially my parents didn’t go to church; they sent Dennis and me to Sunday school – ‘To give your father and your mother
         some peace,’ Mum said. The church was the only gathering point in that part of Reservoir, the centre of the community. ‘There
         is nowhere else to send you,’ my mother said. She was not particularly religious; neither was my father at that stage.
      

      
      A new preacher, George Williams, had joined the church. ‘He talked us into going to church,’ my mother said. ‘He persuaded us that it made good sense to go along as well since we
         were already sending our children to worship on Sundays.’
      

      
      We began to go as a family, Dennis and I dressed up in our best clothes and Margaret as neat as a knitting pattern. Preparations
         were made in advance for the lunch roast, the joint of lamb left to slowly cook in the new combustion oven. I took my responsibility
         of making the mint sauce very seriously.
      

      
      George Williams seemed taller behind the pulpit. I often wondered whether he was standing on a stack of hymn books. Words
         issued from his mouth at an unnatural pace, circling around each other. It was the same with the evangelists who came to the
         church, sincere and scrubbed men in cheap suits. Conversation with them was no more than meaningless chatter, with a laugh
         here and there.
      

      
      Mum says my father became drawn to religion, but she never gave up her belief in what she called free will. Dad became studious
         and filled the margins of his Bible with serious writing, but his illness quietly and insidiously took him away from us. The
         house was often quiet. We knew Dad was never really well but had little idea how sick he was.
      

      
      One night in 1959, the congregation of the Reservoir Baptist Church travelled by bus to see the evangelical Billy Graham preach
         to thousands at the Melbourne Cricket Ground, the city’s field of dreams.
      

      
      Graham, with his square block of head, lavish wave of heavy glossy hair, penetrating blue eyes, prominent nose and gleaming
         teeth, exuded American film-star glamour. His voice was resonant, magnetic and compulsive. When he paused, the silence was
         electrifying.
      

      
      I went forward with thousands of others to make my Commitment. George Beverly Shea, with the Dust Bowl and the Depression
         in his beautiful bass-baritone voice, sang ‘I Will Meet You in the Morning’. When he held out his arms across the stage and sang ‘Just As I Am’, I walked out to be saved,
         blessed, with no idea what any of this theatricality meant in terms of living a life. I was just part of a swaying column
         of converts slowing singing their way to the front of the enormous crowd.
      

      
      I prayed at night, sometimes so hard my heart surged in violent rhythms as I held my breath waiting for illumination. But
         Christ didn’t speak to me. I felt that Heaven really stood for a connection amongst people, a trust that was hard to find
         on Earth. The reality surely wasn’t all the dead crowding into a big hall and an endless chorus of hymns. Why didn’t people
         question more? I could not understand the idea that this life was no more than an overture.
      

      
      My father was diffident with me about faith but he taught Margaret to pray, and he prayed with her every night when he tucked
         her in. I already knew that nothing but the dictates of my own conscience and the reasoning of my own mind were going to help
         me. Ideas of God might be mixed up with dreams, but I always heard the braying, contemptuous laugh of Pop Stanger, a man who
         had seen death and believed in nothing but brandy.
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