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      Chapter One

      
      I am sitting in the study of my mum’s house in Redcliffe. I’m trying to use the phone. To be precise I’m actually trying to
         find a telephone number so I can use the phone. Trying to find the number and then trying to find the phone could be a protracted
         exercise – the study in the house I grew up in can derail the most determined efforts at efficient purpose. For as long as
         I can remember the phone has been here in the study, although finding the thing was never easy, even when it was that great,
         heavy-set, black blob of Bakelite with an arm-breaking handpiece. Nowadays, the thin white plastic number could be anywhere.
     

      
      A certain state of flux exists in this house, and the study is a case in point. The study wasn’t always the study; it was
         once called ‘the Den’. It was my father’s den. What my father did in his den I was never quite sure. He would come home and
         throw things in through the internal door of his den and 

then prowl off. ‘Don’t touch anything in the den,’ we’d be warned. Later, when my old man started his mostly handmade hire business, the ‘Den’ became the ‘Office’.
         By this stage the office had two doors into it, the internal door and another rather grand door that faced out onto the front
         lawn. This door had a sign on it. A sign that said ‘Office’ on a door that never opened. People would come around to hire
         something and, quite naturally, they would walk to the door marked ‘Office’. They had no idea it didn’t open.
     

      
      My father did. He could never understand why others wouldn’t know this fact, so every time it happened he’d become more and
         more exasperated and cranky. He’d rush from the front door of the house, which did open, yelling, ‘No, no, no, for Christ’s sake. The bloody door doesn’t open.’
     

      
      Those who knew Dad well sometimes tried to open the office door for a laugh. But a lot of the newer customers were quite shocked.
         One day an old painter in his overalls shrieked as he fell back over a lump of concrete in the vague shape of a garden gnome.
         We thought he’d had a heart attack.
     

      
      It was odd because it was Cliffy Jenkins. He was one of Dad’s regulars and was having his little joke. But, unknown to Cliffy,
         Dad had decided to add yet another door so that he could come around behind the office.
     

      
      Dad bent over his elderly friend. ‘Cliffy, Cliffy?’ he said. My sister Corby suggested he resuscitate him. Dad had been having
         breakfast – his morning fry-up of immense proportions – and his lips were slathered in oil and sauce. Cliffy’s eyes opened
         and saw my father looming and puckering above him. He shrieked again. He was helped up, moaning. ‘You and your bloody house, you’ve changed it again!’
     

      
      My father looked down at his friend and patted him on his shoulder. ‘Well, Cliffy,’ he said. ‘A Man’s Got to have a hobby.’

      
      •

      
      That was the thing about this house; like life it was always changing. Walls would disappear overnight to reappear somewhere
         else the next day. A door that led into a pantry in the morning would open up onto a courtyard in the afternoon.
     

      
      Anyway, I’m sitting in this study trying to use the phone, trying to find a phone number. I reach for a small box of telephone
         cards. The box was a present Mum received a couple of years ago. I open it and go to the list of cards in alphabetical order.
         Where the card marked ‘L to P’ should be is a card of similar size. It’s not a telephone card. It is in fact a card from a
         Nabisco breakfast cereal called Granox. It is a collector’s card – ‘Our Modern Australia’. It has an illustration of a man
         in a slouch hat, walking at the head of a column of ‘fuzzy wuzzies’. The card is entitled ‘Walkabout in Our Savage Colony
         New Guinea’. It’s forty years old, almost as old as me, and it’s in a telephone box that’s only two Christmases old.
     

      
      I don’t know how it got there, but it doesn’t surprise me. This house has a mind of its own. In fact, it has so embedded itself
         in my heart and mind that I barely think of it as a house. My children refer to it simply as Nanna Mac’s. They speak of it as you
         would a living thing. That is the key, my children see this house by a fire station as a living thing. Over the years it’s
         soaked up the sounds and life around it like a sponge soaks up the water in a bucket. But instead of squeezing the sponge dry and letting the water fall and trickle away, the house
         has retained it all. It holds on to memories that were thought long forgotten.
     

      
      Perhaps that is why it looks bigger than it is. It’s a two-storey rambling weatherboard with wraparound verandahs and a cluttered
         green yard. It’s set back from a main road, down a quiet lane. It rests on a battleaxe block. Behind the fire station and
         the car park of a Senior Citizens’ Hall. Before the Senior Cits’ Hall was built there was a small, two-bedroom house on a
         large, deep allotment. That’s where Mr Tibby lived.
     

      
      Mr Tibby always looked to me like the man in the big Pilsener billboard by the trotting track. Bald-headed, pale-eyed and
         pink-faced, asking all that looked up, ‘Won’t you join me in a Pilsener?’ The man in the billboard offered a foamy substance
         in a glass.
     

      
      Mr Tibby was a widower. A big bull of a man, he walked with a thick stick, propping himself on it from time to time to heave
         at his wide belt and pull his trousers up over his huge stomach. He was a Jehovah’s Witness. Once a week he’d come to the
         front door as we ate dinner. He’d lean on his stick and read us passages from the Bible. You could always tell he was coming
         by the thudding of his cane. He’d ask my mother how the children would get to heaven. ‘Wrap them up in sacks would be best,’
         he’d say. He was constantly throwing sacks over the fence.
     

      
      ‘Thank you very much,’ my mother would say. ‘Very kind. What a handy sack.’ Then she’d look back and shake her head.

      
      
      Whenever there was a full moon, Mr Tibby would walk up and down his deep block of land in his baggy underwear roaring quotes
         from the Bible. We children always felt safe in the house, even when Dad had to go to hospital with a bad foot. But Mum wasn’t
         so soothed. She slept with a great wood axe under her pillow. When I’d go into my parents’ room for an extra cuddle, I’d feel
         the blade. ‘Just in case of Mr Tibby and his sacks,’ Mum would say. I’d go back to my bed and the creaking timbers would reassure
         me. The breathing house made me safe.
     

      
      Mr Tibby would sometimes ask us if we wanted to pick strawberries in his paddock. He would point them out with his great stick.
         I thought this big rumbling man would break my fingers as he thrust his heavy lump of wood here and there at the strawberries,
         smashing them even when it was clear our young eyes couldn’t see them. ‘Are ya blind? Are ya blind?’ he’d cry.
     

      
      Often he’d wait outside his house, dressed in his best, waiting for other Jehovah’s Witnesses to come and take him to church.
         But they never did. One day he wasn’t there any more. Dad said they’d put him away. His house stood empty. When, some time
         later, Mum told me he’d died I didn’t feel anything much. I just thought of him smashing the strawberries into a bloody pulp.
     

      
      His children sold his house and one afternoon when I came home from school, it was gone. Razed to the ground.

      
      •

      
      
      At eight o’clock every morning the fire signal would ring. This was the fire drill at the station. It was a sound that didn’t
         startle as it began as a slow humming and would build to a soaring roar, not unlike a huge early-morning yawn. The firemen
         would saunter about laughing and singing; all men, away from their wives and families, carrying on like real lads. Flirting
         with Mum and my sisters. Harmless stuff. Jonsey with his battered face and smiling eyes, offering Mum freshly caught crabs
         and whiting from Woody Point Pier. Cherokee, who was from New Zealand, was given the moniker because he’d whoop like an Indian
         from a Western movie when he jumped aboard the fire engine. He’d sing songs that would echo off the big incinerator at the
         bottom of the station while Mum would be chopping wood in our backyard. I’d sit by the chopping block and hear him. ‘Cheryl
         Moana Marie’, he’d croon. It was an old John Rawls lounge number about a lonely man pining for his Maori princess.
     

      
      One morning I heard a sharp, harsh breathing sound coming from the backyard. There was a knock at the door and there was Jonsey
         wearing his breathing apparatus and holding a bucket of sand crabs. Through his mask I could see his laughing eyes. He’d whistle
         while he walked around the grounds. High and clear. He would wear his cap at an angle and would never have a cigarette too
         far from his mouth. Sometimes he’d call me over to see if I could kick or pass a footy into a big white bucket he’d be holding.
     

      
      ‘Come on, young Mac, come on over. Give it a drill and see how you go!’ When the ball landed in the bucket he’d whistle his high sweet whistle. ‘Never seen a ball fly like that, young Mac. Never.’ And then he’d smile.

      
      One Saturday night we heard the siren wail and the firemen shouting and the fire engines roaring to life. We all went and
         stood on the front verandah and could see a fire in a house down towards the beach. The first fire truck roared off with Cherokee
         howling; moments later the second engine began growling from the station. As it picked up speed and began to rocket down the
         road, a uniformed figure with blond hair sprinted after it holding his helmet in one hand.
     

      
      ‘Hey, look at him go!’ my brother yelled.

      
      ‘He won’t make it!’ said one of my sisters.

      
      But then just as the truck seemed to draw away, the uniformed figure flung himself at full stretch through the air and grabbed
         onto the rails on the back. The truck fishtailed and tyre smoke billowed as it braked sharply.
     

      
      ‘He’s the flying Dutchman,’ said Mum.

      
      ‘He’s the flying Dutchman, all right,’ said Dad.

      
      From then on the young, raw-boned blond man with the Dutch name became the Flying Dutchman.

      
      One of the brigade officers, Mr Easton, would sometimes walk his trotter around the station’s back paddock. Jonsey would whistle
         a starting tune and do a phantom racecall. Mr Easton’s horse always looked a certain winner and sure enough he’d never fail
         to lose. Both of them would laugh and I would join in.
     

      
      Mr Easton had a son who was allowed to keep pigeons up the back of the station. In those days he was called spastic – now you’d say he had cerebral palsy. It was hard to understand him when he spoke and when he’d try to speak louder, he would
         often spit and dribble. This he usually did at his swine of a dog, Karl. Karl was a psychotic German shepherd that we’d race
         through the station, if we felt brave or bored enough.
     

      
      ‘Goin’ out to race Karl,’ one of us kids would say for no particular reason. And then it was on.

      
      ‘Betcha you don’t make it to the bomb shelter.’

      
      ‘Betcha I can.’

      
      ‘Betcha you can’t.’

      
      ‘Betcha a packet of Beachies I can.’

      
      ‘No short cuts!’

      
      I was the youngest by six years and was easy prey for Karl. I seldom made it past the ‘bomb shelter’, a round brick building
         built in the 1950s. So I’d invariably lose lots of Beachies, a type of pelleted chewing gum we’d buy from the service station
         up on the corner.
     

      
      Sometimes I wouldn’t even make it to the bomb shelter – I’d only get as far as the tennis courts. One morning I screamed and
         leapt up at the sharp wire netting that bound the courts. The metal stuck into my fingers and toes, while below me Karl leapt
         and snarled, and Mr Easton’s son bellowed and dribbled. On the court a doubles game was in full swing.
     

      
      ‘I just don’t like a man who marries a woman who is sooo much younger than he is,’ said a big woman in a small hat and a ballooning tennis skirt. ‘But I could never vote for that
         Whitlam fellow …’ She finished off her thought as I clung onto the wire, ‘He may not be a communist but I’m sure he’s a socialist.’ She stopped and turned to look at me. She was wearing green-black clip-on shades attached to the top of her
         glasses and I could see the whole scene reflected in her specs – me and Karl and Mr Easton’s son, who had a hold of the dog’s
         collar and was being shaken like a go-go dancer.
     

      
      And way behind us I could see our house. I hung there in her sunglasses for what seemed like ages. Karl was eventually dragged
         off by the gurgling Easton boy and I jumped down and ran off along the fence. I heard the big woman as I ran. ‘A socialist,’ she snapped, and then she hit the tennis ball.
     

      
      Occasionally we’d play on the courts with old wooden racquets named after Aussie champions who were on the pension even then.
         Men like Frank Sedgman and Fred Stolle. I was given a Pancho Gonzales Special. What was so special about the racquet was lost
         on me, although it did have a pleasant image of Pancho smiling rakishly from the neck of the racquet and the head was bent
         at what could only be called an alarming angle.
     

      
      The tennis courts were made of light crushed rock and sand so if you played barefoot, pebbles and bits and pieces would stick
         into your feet. You could slide, though, and it wasn’t long before gouging big skids into the sand became the object of the
         whole exercise.
     

      
      During one game I moaned incessantly in my youngest-child whine. ‘I can’t play because my Pancho Gonzales is bent!’

      
      ‘A bad tradesman always blames his tools,’ my mother said.

      
      ‘It’s bent, it’s bent, Mum!’

      
      ‘If you don’t want to play, you don’t have to play.’

      
      
      ‘It’s bent, it’s bent, it’s no good!’

      
      ‘What’s he whingeing about now?’ My father sauntered over. He never played tennis and he never came near the court, so it
         was a bit of a surprise to see him. He’d been working, making deliveries or pulling down walls, or whatever and he was dressed
         as if he’d been up to something. He loved hats, ‘dynamic’ hats, he’d call them, which really meant ‘work’ hats. He preferred
         peaked caps, especially Makita caps, which were the red and orange ones supplied by the Japanese power tool company. But today
         he had on what he called his ‘Robin Hood number’ – a strange, chequered, bucket-shaped thing that he’d mangled into something
         vaguely resembling the hat worn by one of Robin Hood’s merry men from the television show. He was also wearing his brown Stubbies
         work shorts, a white T-shirt, footy socks and work boots.
     

      
      He ambled through the gates of the court.

      
      ‘Pancho bloody Gonzales was a legend, son, he’d eat people alive,’ he said.

      
      ‘But the racquet’s bent, it’s no good.’
     

      
      ‘If Pancho put his name to it then it’s all right. Just play the game.’

      
      ‘It’s not his racquet, Dad, it came from a jumble sale.’

      
      My father looked at me. ‘Oh, all right,’ he said, nodding his head, ‘not good enough for you, eh?’

      
      ‘Oh, Colin,’ my mother sighed.

      
      ‘No, it’s all right, love. Give me that thing, you.’ He grabbed Pancho’s racquet and told my sister to give me hers – a Phil
         Dent Special that had been bought from Woolies down the road for her birthday. It was a prehistoric aluminium number but back
         then I guess it was pretty space-age.
     

      
      My sisters started to giggle.

      
      My mother looked at my father, wide-eyed. ‘You’re not going to play, are you?’

      
      ‘It’s all right, I know what I’m about. Come on, you goose, me and Pancho’ll knock you into next week.’ Dad flipped the racquet
         and looked at it for the first time. He ran his fingers around its bent head. ‘Christ,’ he mumbled.
     

      
      I lobbed the ball to him and the show began. He swung the racquet like he was felling a tree, and the ball shot off at crazy
         angles again and again. He waved his arms about so much that his dynamic Robin Hood hat flopped in front of his eyes and his
         big chook legs skated and skidded across the court, his feet scrabbling in his work boots.
     

      
      ‘This bloody game’s for penguins. Bloody Pancho Gonzales.’ He held the racquet aloft. ‘It’s as bent as an S-bend. You could
         scratch someone’s arse around the corner.’
     

      
      ‘Colin!’ my mother said.

      
      ‘Well!’ he answered with a laugh.

      
      We heard more laughter and turned to see that Jonsey and the Flying Dutchman had wandered over and were standing there shaking
         their heads.
     

      
      ‘How’d you be, brother?’ Dad said to Jonsey.

      
      Jonsey looked back at my father. ‘I didn’t know you played tennis.’

      
      
      My father stared a minute and then casually flipped his bent Pancho Gonzales Special, caught it and pushed back his Robin
         Hood number. ‘Well, Jonsey,’ he said. ‘A Man’s Got to have a hobby.’
     

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Our house on the battleaxe block was bounded by trees, and birds would gather in the branches as the fruit ripened, clattering
         and eating, carrying on and dropping berries onto the tin roof. This particular sound – a kind of music really – would mix
         with the other peculiar sounds of my family. Mum and Dad singing and yelling. Mum calling for the dog. Dad banging away on
         the next renovation. My sisters shrieking with laughter in the backyard as they gave each other different hairstyles and colour
         jobs. My brother hacking away on the piano that has never been in tune, in all the time it has been sitting downstairs against
         the wall.
     

      
      Music filled the house, and surrounded it. From over the backyard fence would come the noise of our neighbours, the Worths,
         and their record player. Reg and Warren, sons of Snow and Pat Worth, loved Johnny Cash and Johnny O’Keefe. And Engelbert Humperdinck.
         And they especially loved the races. So the music was often accompanied by a jaunty racing trumpet and the flat nasal excitement of the caller.
     

      
      Every now and then lyrics of the songs would float across those yards, adding a backdrop to the domestic action of the day.
         It was a cacophony of life. Of living.
     

      
      I remember sitting drinking sarsaparilla in the backyard while watching my mother chop wood to the tune of ‘Spanish Flea’,
         an insane Tijuana trumpet song. Then later watching Dad stretched out on a trestle table having a midday ‘kip’ while Mario
         Lanza wailed from the hi-fi next door. Just as Mario reached his high-pitched crescendo he paused to gather breath but before
         he could assault our ears again my dozing father let rip an almighty fart. ‘Merry Christmas to you too, you fat bastard,’
         he muttered, spreadeagled on his trestle table.
     

      
      One beautiful, still summer’s day only one song played. It was late summer for the mangoes had started to ripen and fall.
         In those last moments of the afternoon, when the heat was at its strongest and the humidity had started to close in, before
         the thunderstorm rolled across the bay, I lay on the deep green couch grass and stared up at the sky. Our dog Sam was next
         to me panting, and from downstairs came the sound of my sister Laurie playing ‘Claire De Lune’ on the old piano. She played
         that piece over and over again. I lay there until the rain and the darkness came. I thought I had never heard anything as
         beautiful.
     

      
      The backyard at the battleaxe block was a place where you could dream. It seemed huge when I was a boy and yet now when I
         stand there I see how close to the fence line the houses next door have crept and how many trees have been chopped down. But it doesn’t take long before the big trees grow again,
         and the houses disappear, waiting for the memories to put everything into perspective. Life goes by so fast that sometimes
         it is good to wait and let the memories catch up. And there is no better place to do that than the backyard where you grew
         up.
     

      
      We kept chooks that lived in the corner by the woodpile, and every morning while Mum walked about calling her ‘chook-chook-chooky’
         song, flinging around last night’s leftovers, I’d have to brave the flame-combed rooster to check for eggs. The chooks were
         good value, especially when little boys became Tarzan, stalking jungle beast and prey. Chooks doubled as all manner of big
         cats and elephants; but not the old flame-combed rooster – he had a habit of pecking the jungle king’s toes and sending Tarzan
         tearfully into his mother’s arms.
     

      
      Around the side of the chook house is where I saved the world from disaster.

      
      Beneath the spreading branches of our Moreton Bay fig was a place of darkness and mystery – the woodpile and the chopping
         block. Dad used to call it the ‘Last Chook Stop’. I used to stand on the chopping block dancing and serenading the chooks
         – bastardised Dean Martin songs usually – unintentionally mocking their fate. I would wail, ‘I love you and don’t you forget
         it!’ all the while picking feathers and blood from between my toes.
     

      
      There was always the vague air of darkness in the woodpile. The air of strangeness and of otherworldliness.

      
      
      It was here that my brother, while attempting to chop wood with the help of my sister, missed the block of wood entirely and
         cut off the top joint of one of her fingers. He acted quickly, offering her some money and a lolly not to tell Dad. She almost
         went along with his suggestion, but Mum was even quicker. She threw the bit of finger into Mr Tibby’s paddock so our dog wouldn’t
         get it. I can only guess at the doctor’s reaction.
     

      
      My father acted quicker still. At the time he was engaged in one of his unsuccessful attempts to gain election to state parliament,
         and somehow he managed to get a photo of my brother and smiling sister, complete with her hand swathed in huge bandages, into
         the local newspaper. The article spoke of my father’s concerns for good parenting.
     

      
      He didn’t win that election either.

      
      One of the backyard’s great mysteries occurred in that woodpile. I had borrowed Malcolm Parish’s GI Joe doll and stood on
         the last chook stop while throwing him up through the branches. I’d watch him hang for a moment while his plastic limbs seemed
         to float against the sky and then he’d tangle and plummet back to me. I’d do this over and over. Up he went for the tenth
         time and … he never came back. Lost, swallowed by the mystery of the woodpile. I never told Malcolm how GI Joe disappeared
         – I thought it better to say that he was taken by our dog. It was easier to say that than try to explain that the woodpile
         was not unlike the Bermuda Triangle.
     

      
      
      Often I would climb up the biggest of the Moreton Bay figs and sit there among the birds. Sometimes I’d read books but mostly
         I’d just sit in the crook of a limb and dream and sing to myself.
     

      
      From up there I could hear the Easton boy talking to his pigeons below. The birds would make soft sounds and he would coo
         and hum back to them. It was a lovely sound and I would lie back in the tree and listen and watch the sky and be happy.
     

      
      The woodpile wasn’t just a vortex for the unexplainable. It was where the men would gather. I’d lie in my bed at night and
         hear the cicadas call and the trees rustle and the low voices of my father and his friends. Rumbling laughter and the clinking
         of glass meant that the men were talking politics. Occasionally he’d hold more formal political gatherings down at the old
         Seabrae Hotel at the end of Anzac Avenue. By this stage my father was enthusiastically immersing himself in Labor politics.
         Fundraising events such as chook raffles were the major focus. Mysteriously, a gentleman who bore a keen resemblance to my
         father’s mate Uncle Reg would win each time.
     

      
      After I was born Dad calmed down slightly, but I can remember one gathering he held in our backyard. Corby and I sat under
         the wonky back steps as Mum came down in a voluminous floral dress carrying a tray of food. The men standing around our yard
         were scrubbed and cleaned and shining and smelled of Brylcreem, bad deodorant and tobacco. They were wearing oddly coloured
         acrylic safari pantsuits and they all sported sideburns. It was like the entire cast from some old Jungle Jim movie had wandered in. Only instead of being in black and white these loud big game hunters wore safari
         suits in the same colours as my textas. Pastels and limes and oranges. The men turned as one when they heard Mum’s voice:
         ‘Here they are, boys, devils on horseback!’ Prunes wrapped in strands of bacon and skewered by a toothpick. The men ooooed
         and ahhhed, devouring the tiny canapes. One Jungle Jim even went so far as to bend his leg and pretend to fart in time to
         the music as the Tijuana Taxi honked its horn from the stereo.
     

      
      ‘Who are they?’ I whispered to Corby.
     

      
      ‘They …’ she said, before pausing, taking these strange beings in. ‘They are the Labor Party.’

      
      To this day I have trouble separating ‘Tijuana Taxi’ and pastel-coloured safari suits from the Labor Party.

      
      •

      
      In summer the backyard became the MCG, and in winter, Lang Park. Screaming and weaving with my Woolies plastic footy tucked
         under my arm, I led the Queensland team to successive heroic victories over the New South Wales Blues. My sisters and I would
         listen to the football calls on the radio and act out the game. I’d usually take over the commentary and screech the glorious
         play I was making. I’d fling my skinny frame this way and that, and try to send my sisters off when they tackled too hard.
         My father would watch with mild interest but if I went on too long he’d mutter, ‘Get a grip son, rein it in.’ When my exertions
         grew more enthusiastic and my rantings became less decipherable, he’d stare at me with a furrowed brow before turning to Mum and asking, ‘What’s wrong with your son?’
     

      
      But it was in summer that the backyard really came into its own. Dad had built a barbecue that resembled an air-raid shelter
         crossed with some sort of bizarre pagan temple. Whenever we fired it up, it’d belch smoke like the German battleship the Bismarck on full attack. People would disappear behind a black wall of smoke with a slice of bread in their hand and reappear minutes
         later disorientated, with streaming eyes and a hacking cough. If they were lucky while they were ‘missing’ they might also
         score a half-cooked piece of meat.
     

      
      I have a vivid memory of my father tying a hanky around his face, pulling his Makita cap down over his eyes, then nodding
         to Mum like Humphrey Bogart did to Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca before surging off into the black wall to cook. All you could hear was, ‘Jesus bloody Christ … I need bloody radar!’
     

      
      Woe betide anyone who was choosy about what they got to eat. ‘Listen, you piecan,’ he’d say, ‘you want a rissole, you go in
         there and get one. I’m strictly dealing in lucky dips today. Jesus bloody wept!’
     

      
      We thought we’d lost Aunty Rita for good one barbecue when she offered to cook. We eventually found her down behind the banana
         trees. Mum rushed back for a glass of Scotch, saying that Aunty Rita looked like ‘a bloody black and white minstrel’.
     

      
      Perhaps it wasn’t the best barbecue for cooking, but throw a golf ball against it and you had the West Indies’ fast bowlers
         as well as Lillee and Thomson right there in the backyard. Unfortunately I ended up playing the golf ball a lot more with my head than with my bat, and the measured tones of the cricket
         commentator would be replaced with howling and tears as a huge egg appeared on my noggin. This lead to an innovation in cricket:
         it’s not generally acknowledged but it was me, William McInnes, at the tender age of eleven, who introduced protective headgear
         to the national game. In 1975 with Lillee and Thomson and the Windies at the height of their powers, I dared to experiment.
         At first I used my sister’s motorbike helmet. Laurie had recently bought a Vespa scooter and I used her funny peaked scooter
         helmet to protect myself from golf balls richocheting off the barbecue. The problem was that this helmet wasn’t a full-face
         job and although it worked okay for an over or two, the barbecue sorted me out when I copped one flush on the nose.
     

      
      I put the helmet away and started on a design that I felt more comfortable with. I took Mum’s red wash bucket and a pair of
         scissors, cut two eyeholes and then stabbed a few smaller holes for air. I then wrapped my head in a couple of beanies and
         a towel so the bucket was a nice tight fit. So effective was this headgear that I dispensed with the bat and would simply
         peg the golf ball against the barbecue and then head-bucket bunt it to all parts of the ground. Lillee and Thomson never knew
         what hit them.
     

      
      All the while I commentated away merrily. ‘There’s no way through his defence.’ Thump. ‘That one hurt a little bit but it still raced away for four.’ Thump. I stopped when I heard a muffled roar. Before I knew what was what I was wrenched around and I could see my father staring at me through the eyeholes.
     

      
      ‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing, you pillock?’

      
      ‘Playing cricket!’ I yelled.

      
      ‘You what?’ He looked stunned. His mouth was agape. ‘Playing cricket!’ I shouted again, very slowly this time. I sounded like
         a prepubescent Darth Vader.
     

      
      ‘With a bucket on your head? You have a bucket on your head!’ He seemed to be having trouble coming to terms with this new
         development in the game.
     

      
      ‘It’s my bucket helmet. It protects me from the golf ball … and the barbecue.’ My father continued to stare at me. I decided
         to illustrate my connection to the game. ‘Don Bradman used to play with a golf ball and a –’
     

      
      ‘Don Bradman never played cricket with a bucket on his head.’
     

      
      ‘He only played against a water tank not a barbecue.’

      
      ‘Don bloody Bradman would have eaten that barbecue alive,’ my father snorted. ‘You are not Don Bradman.’

      
      I took his point. ‘That’s why I need my bucket helmet.’

      
      My father looked hard at me. He took a few deep breaths, made a few exclamations and a few false starts at yelling, but he
         began to see. ‘That thing protects you, does it?’
     

      
      I nodded my bucket in agreement.

      
      ‘The golf ball doesn’t hurt you?’

      
      I shook my bucket.

      
      
      My father thought for a moment. ‘Give us that golf ball and stand over there.’

      
      I couldn’t really see where ‘over there’ was, but I guessed a direction and headed off.

      
      A golf ball hit me.

      
      ‘Did that hurt?’ my father asked.

      
      I shook my bucket again. ‘No, Dad, it did not.’

      
      ‘Well, I’ll be buggered.’

      
      Thereafter we spent a happy half an hour or so with my father throwing golf balls at my head. It was only stopped by my mother
         asking where her red wash bucket was. At that point Dad hurried off.
     

      
      ‘Sorry, son, you’re on your own with this one.’

      
      •

      
      Dad loved building things and, once constructed, whatever the object was, it would need an atom bomb to move it. Planning
         was never a big thing in Dad’s vision, but flushed with the success of the Bismarck barbecue, he decided to build an incinerator.
     

      
      An incinerator. The word rolls off the tongue.

      
      The ritualistic burning off of household and garden rubbish is a thing of the past, but in those days the backyard incinerator
         was an icon of suburbia. Dad’s incinerator was not so much a functioning device as a statement of his love for Mum. It was
         big and it burned and it was right next to the washing line. When Mum pointed this out my father stood back, aghast. He pointed
         to the incinerator. ‘Love, I built this for you!’
     

      
      My sister laughed so much that the milk she was drinking came out her nose. The incinerator was Dad’s Taj Mahal. Mum couldn’t turn it down, and so a compromise between burning and washing was worked out. Like some Gothic answer to the
         Plague or witchcraft, a roster of Incinerating Days was implemented, and invariably they took on an almost festive atmosphere.
     

      
      ‘There’s nothing like a fire to clean things up,’ my father said. He would stare into the flames and occasionally poke at
         them with a long stick, sending ash and embers drifting into the sky.
     

      
      I can still recall being hurried along by my mother when she picked me up from school one afternoon, her booming voice carrying
         across the playground. ‘Hurry up, hurry up, it’s Incinerator Day!’
     

      
      All went well until the day of the history lesson at school where we watched a documentary on Russia’s Molotov cocktails during
         the siege of Moscow in World War II. Fuelled by a quest for scientific knowledge and armed with a can of two-stroke, an empty
         milk bottle and one of Mum’s tea towels, I decided to test whether or not Molotovs actually worked.
     

      
      Against the side of the incinerator they worked wonderfully well. Unfortunately it was washing day, and I looked up to see
         the Hills hoist chock full of burning towels and undies. I stood staring at the washing. I thought of calling the firemen
         but decided against it. They would tell my parents and would think I started the fire deliberately and then maybe I’d have
         to answer questions. It would have looked a bit weird, having to explain why I was burning my parents’ underwear. And besides, I didn’t want the firemen to see my parents’ underwear in the first place.
     

      
      So I raced and grabbed the garden hose, pointed it at the washing and then realised I hadn’t turned the tap on. I raced back,
         turned it on, and then had to pull the kinks out of the hose. Eventually water sprayed onto the washing. A pair of my father’s
         undies flamed the longest. To this day the image haunts me whenever I have had to peg or collect washing.
     

      
      Of course I never said anything to anyone about the incident.

      
      My mother was mystified. ‘It looks as if they’re burnt,’ she said, holding up a pair of comfortably sized underpants.

      
      ‘Maybe the sun burnt them,’ I offered.

      
      ‘It wasn’t that hot,’ my mother said.

      
      ‘Maybe you didn’t wash them. Maybe they’re not scorch marks …’

      
      ‘Oh, thank you very much.’

      
      My father had had enough. ‘Hey! You can leave that talk in the dairy,’ he said.

      
      •

      
      The backyard was also the place for cracker nights and other incendiary events – the Night of the Flaming Wheelbarrow being
         the most legendary. It was the height of summer, sticky and humid. When sleeping was difficult and there was a furtive restlessness
         in the air. Two noises droned through the night: my father’s snores and the buzzing of the cicadas. They both sang an oddly
         hypnotic duet and it was only when they stopped that we all heard it. In the early morning hours there was ‘The Noise’. A
         creeping, rustling noise. The noise of no good. The noise of trespass.
     

      
      
      My brother asked me if I heard it. I whispered that I had and I held my breath.

      
      Along the landing my sisters crept.

      
      ‘Is there someone on the verandah?’ Laurie whispered.

      
      ‘It’s coming from the shed,’ my brother said.

      
      My mother tiptoed out to see what was going on. She assessed the situation. ‘Are you going gog goggs?’

      
      ‘Can you hear that noise?’ the youngest of my three sisters whispered.

      
      Mum crooked her head to listen. ‘Oh dear … What the bloody hell is it?’

      
      ‘It’s somebody in the shed,’ said Vaughan. He hadn’t moved from his bed and I was still holding my breath.

      
      My mother turned and went back to her bedroom.

      
      ‘Colin, Colin,’ she whispered.

      
      ‘You whaaaa?’ My father might have been muttering in his sleep but it still sounded like an air-raid warning.

      
      Mum tried to shush him. ‘There’s someone in the backyard.’

      
      ‘You wha … You wha?’ My father was on the case.

      
      Mum always had to be careful when waking Dad suddenly. Once, in the early years of their marriage, he had collapsed on the
         couch after working a double shift on the docks. Mum tiptoed up to him to give him a kiss on his forehead. Just as she was
         about to gently press her lips to his skin, he grabbed her by the throat and started to choke her. ‘Only for a tick, love,’
         my father would later qualify.
     

      
      ‘You were throttling me, Colin,’ she’d say, gently patting him on the arm. ‘He didn’t know where he was. Just woke up with a start. Heard me creeping up to give him a kiss and then he grabbed me. He thought I was a German.’

      
      ‘Sorry, love,’ my father would say.

      
      My mum would give him a peck on the head.

      
      My father had joined the army when he was just a boy of seventeen and he’d ended up a paratrooper. He rarely spoke about the
         war but he did draw on his experiences to offer exactly the same advice to each of his daughters when they announced they
         were going backpacking across Europe.
     

      
      ‘I don’t know what you want to go there for. There’s nothing to see.’

      
      ‘How do you know?’ they asked.

      
      ‘I’ve been to Europe. All they do is shoot at you.’

      
      ‘Dad!’ someone would say in protest.

      
      ‘Who’s to say they still won’t?’

      
      As my mother tried to make my father understand what the noise was in the shed, I thought we might see some of the old soldier
         in action.
     

      
      ‘Colin, there’s somebody outside,’ she said again.

      
      Dad paused. ‘Does he want to hire something?’

      
      ‘Dad, it’s two in the morning,’ Laurie said.

      
      ‘Lousy sod.’ My father was up. ‘Bastard. What’s he doing in the shed?’

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ my mother was close to exasperation.

      
      ‘Bastard. You lot stay here, I’ll fix the tripehound.’ He set off and promptly walked into a glass door. He told us to keep
         down and be quiet. We followed him out onto the verandah. It never occurred to any of us that he wouldn’t go out there and try to protect us. Never once.
     

      
      ‘Do you want a torch?’ asked Mum.

      
      ‘No, love, he’ll see me coming. I’ll take him by surprise.’

      
      We could track his progress by the explosions of invective and cursing as he bumped and tripped over a thousand and one objects.

      
      ‘Jesus, my bloody toe!’ He’d try to whisper his oaths and elongate the cursing to make up for the lack of volume. We heard
         a heavy, thumping crack and guessed he’d walked into a low beam of the verandah. The whole house shook.
     

      
      ‘Youuuuuu bloooodyyyyyyy baaaaaaaastarrrrrrrd of a thing.’

      
      A few steps along we heard another oath, but this time it was followed by a pleasantly surprised whisper. ‘Hey, Riss, Riss.
         I’ve just found my trowel.’ (Riss was my father’s nickname for my mother, whose name was Iris.) On he crept, muttering to
         himself. ‘I’ll fix up that gnome tomorrow.’
     

      
      I think it was my mother who started laughing first, but whoever it was began the break in the dark night’s dam of silence.
         Soon all of us huddled there on the verandah were trying to stop giggling
     

      
      ‘Hey love, you wouldn’t have a machete handy, would you?’ my father called.

      
      But we could still hear the rustling in the shed. And I could no longer hear my father.

      
      ‘Where’s Dad?’ I asked.

      
      The question was never answered. There was no need. Out of nowhere he appeared in a ball of flame. He’d found a wheelbarrow full of old papers by the barbecue and had poured some kero on it and set it alight. He pushed it in front of
         him, across the backyard, screaming. He was wearing his birthday pyjamas – a cream, cotton pair of shorts with knights in
         armour printed on them. Bits of paper flew from the barrow and up into my father’s face. His head was covered in a page.
     

      
      We stood dumbfounded as he roared across the couch grass.

      
      ‘Oh, my bunting …’ said Mum.

      
      It made no sense for a minute but then I remembered I’d been playing volleyball in the backyard and had used some of Mum’s
         party bunting as a net. I’d forgotten to take it down. Dad’s war cry took on a sudden garrotted quality as he broke through
         my volleyball net.
     

      
      ‘There goes your bunting,’ Vaughan said.

      
      Draped in bunting, Dad pushed the barrow through the open door of the shed, screaming, ‘Cop this, you bastard!’

      
      As soon as the barrow entered the shed what seemed like a hundred cats came pouring out. Dad looked around in disbelief and
         then started to laugh. Soon we were all roaring.
     

      
      That was the Night of the Flaming Wheelbarrow.

      
      •

      
      The backyard was also a place of celebration. My brother and sisters all had their twenty-first birthday parties there. We’d
         drag out the big green tent from the shed, dust off the spiders’ webs and plonk down the keg, which would be delivered at
         the last possible moment from the Palace Hotel at Woody Point. The keg and the mysteries of spearing it with Temp-Rite and
         controlling the gas would always engage my father and his friends. Dad would yell at nobody in particular, and his crew would mess about giving useless advice that would just hang in the air.
     

      
      ‘Maybe you should ring the bloke from the Palace, Col.’

      
      ‘We don’t need that banjo player.’

      
      ‘You haven’t speared it right.’

      
      ‘Well, I can see that.’

      
      ‘You wanna make sure the gas is right.’

      
      ‘Are you telling me how to spear a keg?’

      
      ‘I’m just telling you, you want to get the gas right.’

      
      ‘Where are you going?’

      
      ‘To get that bloke from the Palace.’

      
      ‘You are not going to get that fella from the Palace. They charge to come out.’

      
      ‘Well, we’ll have flat beer then.’

      
      ‘It’ll match your flat head.’

      
      ‘Charming.’

      
      A drinks tent would be set up beside the keg and Dad’s mate Big Jimmy would be the bartender. Big Jimmy used to be a policeman
         and looked like he was chipped from granite. He would watch everybody as though they were suspects in some major crime, and
         his big joke every party was to pour a drink and then glower at one of my brother’s mates, saying ‘Didn’t I arrest you once?’
         before roaring with laughter.
     

      
      The food for the party would come from all corners. Aunty Rita would bring roll-mops, whisky and salted nuts. Bowls of chips
         and buckets of prawns would be sprinkled around the yard on trestle tables, and Mum and my sisters would make sausage rolls
         and pavlovas.
     

      
      
      Dad always made time to engage in his running battle with the music. Led Zeppelin or Bachman-Turner Overdrive would be whipped
         off and we would have to listen to ‘The Mexican Shuffle’ or some Tony Bennett number. But for my brother’s twenty-first, Mum
         hired an expensive cartridge player from Chandler’s in the Valley in Brisbane. At the time the Brisbane floods were peaking
         and we didn’t know if we’d ever see this much-vaunted piece of new technology. All day long I kept a look out for the delivery
         truck. Would it get through the floods? Joh Bjelke-Petersen had given us all an extra week of school holidays to help cope
         with the disaster, so despite the fact that half of Brisbane was under water, I felt like I was way ahead.
     

      
      Late in the afternoon a van chugged up the lane and a happy man jumped out. He joked with Mum that it’d take more than a flood
         to stop his delivery. He accepted a cup of tea and went about his business of setting up the cartridge player. I used to like
         chatting to repairmen and tradesmen. In fact I thought that being a television repairman was about the most exciting job you
         could possibly have. That someone could tinker with a box of valves and wires and lights in an ordered fashion, without having
         to resort to screams and bellows and threats to the dog to make a picture appear, was pure magic to me. The cartridge man
         was no different.
     

      
      ‘This, young fellow,’ he said to me with a smile, ‘is the sound of tomorrow. Soon everyone will be listening to music like
         this.’ He proffered a cartridge that was the size of a loaf of bread. It didn’t strike me as looking very modern. And indeed that was the only time I ever listened to music from a cartridge player. It was a bizarre choice – Sly and the Family
         Stone on one cartridge and Roger Whittaker on the other.
     

      
      About halfway through the evening, my father would insist on making a speech. He’d clap his hands and in his best speaking
         voice would start out confidently enough, then get sidetracked by one of his friends and end up assuring people that he could
         always be relied upon ‘to provide competitive deals when it came to cement mixers’.
     

      
      Big Jimmy always laughed.

      
      At that point Mum would yell, ‘Come everybody, let’s drown ourselves in champers!’ and great bottles of Spumante would be
         handed around like weapons. Half an hour later my father would be walking around muttering that everyone was drinking his
         money. A sea of people gathered under the lines of bunting that Mum would drape from the verandah to the gum trees. Kenny
         Griffiths, a friend of my brother, always said it looked like the opening of a service station. I’d stand on the verandah,
         looking down and marvelling at all the happy people. The fruit bats screeched with joy and the Christmas beetles bombed and
         danced on top of people’s heads. And Dad would yell in triumph as the keg was finally speared.
     

      
      •

      
      My father’s mirth was infectious, especially when he was on the roof. You knew when he was getting a bit bored and restless;
         you’d see him building up to it the day before. He’d prowl around the house muttering and pointing. ‘Better fix that up …
         that’ll have to be done … Jesus, how did I let that go …’ It was even worse if he caught you laughing at him.
     

      
      
      ‘Listen, you bloody piecan, this sort of house demands constant upkeep, it’s like a boat, like a big clipper!’ And then he’d
         be off with his list.
     

      
      But when he was on the roof he’d have the rest of the family in fits. Early in the morning you would hear him scraping across
         the corrugated iron, swearing and cursing. While the rest of us lay in our warm beds, he’d be hauling himself, his trusty
         hammer and his vocabulary of abuse up to the house’s highest peak. You’d hear him hammering in loose nails, heavy pounding
         blows that would make the house shake. Then there’d be a sudden, muffled thud – the sound of a hammer hitting a thumb – and
         we’d wait for what was to come …
     

      
      ‘Jeeeesuuuus Christ Allll Blooddddy Mightyyyyy! Youuuu Bastarrrrd! Jeeeesuuuus Weeeeeept!’

      
      Ernie Patching, a fireman who lived up on the corner, said he used to set his clock by my father’s screams.

      
      When Dad came down for breakfast he’d give birth to a new description of a bad day. Asked how he was, he’d scowl and growl.
         ‘I’m bloody lousy, a real black-thumb day today.’ And then he’d show us the big black moon rising from the bottom of his thumbnail.
     

      
      Our dining table took up the entire room. It was a big, long table built for a family that liked food and fights and debates.
         We all had our given spaces. I sat up one end and as the youngest I watched over the years how the table was buffeted and
         scarred by battle. Those were the years of Johannes Bjelke-Petersen, of stifled debate and public compliance with authority.
         But not around our table. Food and cups and opinions were flung with passion and verve. And as much as there was anger, there was also laughter. Abortion, equal opportunity,
         land rights, the economy and how the world came to be and what it would become were passed back and forth as frequently as
         the salt and pepper. There are gouges on that table where points were made and arguments lost.
     

      
      I remember one time Dad asking my brother what he was rabbiting on about and my sister saying, ‘He’s not saying anything;
         it’s just his nose banging on his bottom teeth.’ My brother had his revenge, though, when my sister tearfully mentioned her
         weight. She thought she was too thin. Dad tried to pacify her. ‘Don’t worry, love, you’ll have a couple of kids and go like
         a brick shithouse.’ When she left in tears he looked around in genuine confusion. ‘What did I say?’
     

      
      It was around the table that I saw contradicting images of my father. He was a man who rarely spoke about what he had seen
         in his life, but I think what he witnessed in the war and the Depression were never far from his mind. Justice and prejudice
         walked with him side by side, yet in many ways he was a man of his times. We’d be yelled at to ‘Sit like a white man, for
         Christ’s sake’, but the same man would be close to tears and racked with anger at how the Aborigines were being treated on
         the reserves of Western Queensland.
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