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Prologue


I once had a part-time clerical job in a public service department that dealt with family allowance forms. We were given the rather unfortunate title of FA Monitors, or Sweet FA monitors, as one man, George, insisted on saying when he answered the phone.


‘That’s all we do, sweet FA,’ he said with a smile.


I couldn’t really disagree; we all seemed to simply sift through our forms, stamp a section and file them away in large yellow envelopes that then disappeared down to a room in the basement. Although the work was dull, the Sweet FA monitors were an interesting group of people.


George, a bearded man with round rimless spectacles, was a Christian Brothers old boy who looked like an illustration from an 1890s Anarchist International handbook, which was apt as he happened to be a member of the International Socialists.


There was a Polish vet who was waiting for her academic credentials to be recognised in Australia, and a large woman who put sugar on her hot chips because she was diabetic. I only found this out when I asked her why she was pouring the contents of a large plastic Saxa salt container over her fried food.


‘Sugar,’ she corrected.


‘Sorry?’ I said.


‘It’s sugar.’


‘Sugar.’ I nodded.


‘Because I am diabetic,’ she said.


I didn’t know if that made any sense but I nodded again.


‘Why do you put the sugar in the salt container?’


‘Because it makes me feel normal.’


‘Nobody puts that much salt on their chips,’ George said.


‘It’s sugar.’


‘You are normal,’ a woman who looked like Oscar Wilde said.


‘Am I?’ said the sugar salt sprinkler.


‘You are to me,’ said Oscar Wilde. ‘Very normal.’


‘Thank you.’ And she sprinkled more sugar from the salt container.


One of the Sweet FA monitors was a strange man who hardly said anything but had a habit of whistling Kiss’s ‘I Was Made For Loving You’ as he walked through the office. He was a small, emaciated man with lank hair and a drooping moustache who reminded me of Mathew Brady photographs from the American Civil War. He floated through the halls like the spectre of one of General Grant’s whiskey-swilling inner circle.


Our supervisor, Don, was anything but a spectre: a stocky man with a surfer’s bleached shoulder-length hair, tight pants and short-sleeved shirts always adorned with a broad tie.


He had rather bad skin and would walk about with a nod, dipping a finger in his mouth and then daubing a bit of spittle on something he was picking at on his arm.


Once a day, the world’s most violent tea lady would storm about and bully people into buying something from her trolley, all the while dispensing personal advice and character assessments.


‘You want to put a bit more weight on, mate,’ she said to the Civil War spectre.


‘Still picking at yourself, Don? Feed your hobby with some choccy! Zit fertiliser.’


Don smiled as he bought some chocolate and picked at himself.


The section manager was a man called Kerry, with a Dennis Lillee moustache and neatly combed, tortured hair. He was either constantly on the phone or going through calculations in a low mutter at his desk.


It was only when I was moved closer to Kerry’s desk and overheard his conversations that I started to understand how far and wide the FA monitors’ work spread.


Kerry spoke like a radio presenter from 4IP during Rock-tober, smooth and certain, save for the fact he couldn’t pronounce his r’s. Which was slightly unfortunate, seeing as his name was Kerry. Or Ke-wee, as he pronounced it.


‘Okay, Slacks Cweek are all in and the Northern suburbs are done. Gweat.’ A few phone calls later, ‘Amewica, West Coast and Wocky Mountains?’ and then, ‘What about a Bawwier Weef for the short term?’


From Slacks Creek to the Rocky Mountains to the Great Barrier Reef.


I was never sure what any of us was supposed to be doing but, in between creating a ball made of discarded rubber bands the size of a soccer ball and stamping my forms, the most exotic suburb that I saw mentioned on any form was Lota, down past Wynnum but nowhere near the Rockies.


On my final day, during a tea trolley round, Kerry enlightened me as to what we Sweet FAs did.


I asked the tea lady for a Cherry Ripe, Don picked at himself, the Polish vet bought an apple, and the sugar salt sprinkler asked for a couple of salt sachets to mix up her chip seasoning. Oscar Wilde sat smiling. The tea lady asked me how my last day was going.


‘No last-day shivers, Stretch? Not worried about where you’re going?’


I told her I was okay and that I never really knew what it was we were doing there anyway.


There was a silence.


Eventually Rock-tober Kerry filled it.


‘Intwesting, Willyum. Intwesting. Not just about forms and filing what we do here, you know. Just a means to an end. We pwovide a service, twue, but it’s a means to an end.’


‘To what?’


Rock-tober Kerry laughed. ‘To what? I’m fairly incwedulous, Will. To what?’


It was like I was some poor sod who had missed a basic truth about the purpose of work.


There was a gurgle behind me from the Civil War spectre. I looked at him and realised to my astonishment that he was talking.


‘Holidays,’ he said, smiling.


Everyone else around the trolley nodded. ‘Holidays.’ And they laughed.


I understood.


Holidays.


‘How you measure your good times,’ said Kerry. He winked at the tea lady. ‘Will’s Chewee Wipe is on me.’


It was as if a life could have its happiness measured in holidays.


Work and toil might be a part of life, even at the Sweet FAs, but it is the golden moments of a holiday – with your children, your partner, your loved ones and friends – that you remember. They can determine your happiness.


I like to think all the Sweet FAs had holidays they remembered.


Because for them, like so many Australians, a holiday is a special time that you have either worked hard and long for, or come by with a stroke of good luck, or simply look forward to achieving. It’s a reward for lasting through work or school, or some period of life, to reach that state of nirvana of being on holiday.


But first, before that blissful state, you have to understand what a holiday actually is and then perhaps you’ll understand what it means to you.




The First Holiday


The first holiday I can remember going on was with my mother and brother and three sisters. We waved goodbye to the dog, a rusty red Kelpie cross called Michael, and my father, who was called Colin by my mother and Col by every other person we or he ever came into contact with.


Col and Michael stood at the gate as we rolled away on the green Hornibrook bus that would take us across a long and bumpy bridge to Sandgate railway station. We were to board a train to South Brisbane, then another to Sydney and another to Camden, west of Sydney, where we were to stay with my aunt on a dairy farm.


Train travel meant going to Brisbane, I was only six but I knew that much. That meant the Brisbane Show or a movie or the museum, with the German tank and the dinosaur outside. Or lunch in the Coles cafeteria with the ladies in the white uniforms and the crumbed sausages with yellow runny cheese in the middle, and roast chicken and gravy. Gravy without lumps, almost unimaginable.


At home, Mum would have a crack at gravy and my father would say, ‘You’ve mined the harbour again, ’Ris!’ as he happily sifted through the little balls of flour in Mum’s gravy.


‘Well, try cooking for you lot,’ my mother would say.


A holiday could also mean plastic cups of lime jelly with cream and a chocolate frog.


But this train trip holiday was special because we were not only going to Brisbane but past Brisbane. I had no concept of what was past Brisbane but my eldest sister, Laurie, explained the holiday to me.


‘We’re going on a trip. A long trip. A long, long train trip.’


She might as well have said that we were sailing round the world but she assured me that it would be worth it.


At Sandgate railway station, the holiday began.


We waited, teetering on the edge of the platform to watch for the approaching train until we were grabbed and hauled back by our mother’s hand.


After the train arrived, we scrambled on board and peered out the windows. From the top carriage, we scanned the backyards that slowly rolled past and counted the number of above-ground pools.


It was exciting. Especially as my sister Corby had told me that we might see proper pools. In-ground pools. I looked into backyards filled with fibro sheds, banana trees, cars on blocks and caravans.


I spotted an old dog barking and an old woman with a cane yelling at an old man who looked away and waved his arm at her.


‘Are they on holiday?’ I asked.


My mother laughed.


I saw a little girl standing still beneath a Hills Hoist holding on to a towel and staring out at the train.


‘She’s not going on a holiday,’ said one of my sisters.


I waved as we chugged slowly past the girl. She kept holding the towel, but with her other hand she gave a slight, slow wave.


But I never saw any proper pools.


When we arrived at far distant South Brisbane I was stunned to discover that we weren’t in Camden yet.


I still wasn’t clear on what a holiday was, despite my mother explaining to me earlier in the week that a holiday is a bit of time where you do lovely things that you otherwise never get the chance to ever really do.


Like?


My sister Corby went to the Oxford Dictionary, which I knew would explain what a holiday was, for there was no word that it did not explain. The worth of this book was proven when my elder sisters would take great delight in telling me the definition of fart – ‘an emission of pungent gas/wind from between the legs’.


It was, I think, the funniest thing anyone had ever read out from a book, barring the time my father had attempted to read a story to me in bed without his glasses. He couldn’t see a word of the book about the three little pigs so he decided to make it up.


Dad stood up for the wolf because ‘Old Wolfie’ did what wolves were supposed to do and never complained. Wolfie seemed to take his fate like a man, or, as my father put it, ‘Copped it fair on the chin without a whimper’, even when he fell in the pot of boiling water. The pigs, on the other hand, were all soft, podgy and had tickets on themselves.


Particularly the pig from the house of bricks. For some reason Dad had it in for this pig. ‘Smug, fat little sod, that’s what he is,’ muttered my dad. ‘Where’d he get the money to pay for that? Eh?’


My father had it sorted; Old Wolfie hadn’t fallen into a boiling pot of water but had jumped into a bath. The fat little pig who hid in his house of bricks hadn’t given Wolfie any soap for the bath and so, quite reasonably, Wolfie jumped out of the water, gobbled up the pigs and then opened up a pub that sold sarsaparilla.


The three little pigs would forever be coloured by that evening’s night-night read.


But when it came to holidays, the Oxford Dictionary gave only a rather dry and befuddling definition. Maybe if my father could have read it without his glasses it might have been better, but he was out working.


I had to make do with this: ‘holiday – an extended period of leisure and recreation, especially one spent away from home or travelling’.


Leisure and recreation were explained as things like reading, running, swimming, playing, relaxing and watching telly.


These were things I spent most of my time doing. So I still didn’t quite know what a holiday was because, really, all my life had seemed a holiday.


But I knew this thing called a holiday was different, because we all got dressed up for it.


I cried because my mother had the final say on what was suitable and I couldn’t wear an ice-cream bucket as a helmet.


And because I wasn’t allowed to wear a t-shirt.


The button-up shirt was what my mother wanted; I had to look like I belonged to someone. It was special. We were going on holidays.


So for the next sixteen hours on the train we wore our best clothes.


‘It’s important to let people know that we’ve made an effort,’ Mum said.


A holiday was also important enough to pack food for. Not as in food for a picnic or day trip but a bag with platoons of sweet corn sandwiches, a battalion of boiled eggs, and tubes of condensed milk with a polar bear on the side.


We ate on the train and bits of corn spilled here and there, and rolled around the carriages. My brother, Vaughan, put some corn in his mouth and smiled as if he had only a few old yellow teeth in his head. ‘Kissy on ya yips! Kissy on ya yips,’ he said to me.


I squirmed and wriggled, whined and lost the contents of my sweet corn sandwich over my good shorts.


Vaughan laughed and puckered his lips, and his yellow sweet corn teeth spilled out onto the floor.


My mother shook me and gave Vaughan a flick. ‘Stupid boys.’


I wondered if this was her leisure time, sitting with her tribe of unruly children. Even though it must have been like wrangling cats in a bag, she looked sort of happy. It was a holiday.


A holiday in a train carriage for hours and hours as we trundled past small towns. Our copious boiled eggs ensured that the carriage was filled with a fair amount of pungent gas being emitted from between the legs. Thanks to the Oxford Dictionary.


Why my father didn’t come on the holiday was a mystery to me.


‘Someone’s got to work’ was the answer I received. I knew Dad left early in the mornings and came home in the early evenings. And I knew that when he was at work he banged things with hammers and sawed things. And when he was at home he would bang things with hammers and saw things.


So I took it to mean that he and Michael the dog were both working at work and working at home.


‘Now don’t go changing anything without letting me know about it first,’ Mum had said as he kissed her goodbye on the cheek.


‘You’ll be right,’ he said and waved.


He actually waved a lot, even before we were gone, almost as if he couldn’t wait for us to go so he could have the house to himself.


My mother must have had slightly similar thoughts. ‘Not a thing,’ she said again and my father had smiled his big smile and waved.


‘You’ll be right,’ he had said. ‘Though I don’t know why you lot want to get out of Reddy. People come here to holiday, don’t you know.’


This was true. When we were home in Redcliffe I could always spot people from out of town.


‘People from the country,’ my mother would say, as we would watch people in strange clothes, big hats and loud voices.


Then there were countless young kids walking in groups or being chaperoned by a single grown-up. They had loud voices and sometimes had Aboriginal boys and girls with them.


‘Bush children,’ my mum would say.


There was a place up at Scarborough called the Bush Children’s Home that was set right on the water. It was a big house where kids from the bush would come for a holiday.


I stared at an Aboriginal boy outside of Monsignor Brawley’s Fun Fair at Scarborough one hot afternoon and he stood aside from the other bush children and stared back at me.


We didn’t say anything to each other but he seemed sort of excited to be heading into the fun fair’s modest collection of rides and lucky-dip stands.


I couldn’t work out why he wore a heavy jumper.


Some older boys, mid teenagers I think, slung about by the pavement had noticed him and his jumper.


‘Hey, you bloody boong, how hot are you?’ one cried.


‘Abo dick,’ said another.


The boy’s face changed slightly. He didn’t seem so excited, he didn’t seem so happy. He looked at me, expressionless.


The boys on the pavement laughed and nobody, I think, really cared. I was mystified. What was the joke?


Yes, people came from all over to holiday in Redcliffe.


One night as we were watching telly, my mother told me that one of Nana Mouskouri’s guests, a man called Acker Bilk, holidayed in Margate on the Redcliffe Peninsula, of all places. On the telly, he was wearing a bowler hat and an unusual waistcoat, and he had a funny little beard on his chin. As if he’d borrowed it from Colonel Sanders and coloured it in with a black texta.


He played the clarinet and had a song called ‘Stranger on the Shore’. My father muttered that if Acker dressed like that in Redcliffe then he certainly wanted to watch himself.


‘Why?’ said my mother.


‘He’s what his song says he is, a stranger on the shore. A very strange stranger on the shore.’


The heady mixture of seeing someone on telly, especially someone from Nana Mouskouri’s show, and knowing that they holidayed in Redcliffe, confirmed the central importance of the peninsula in terms of holidays.


Perhaps even Nana herself would cross the long and bumpy bridge to enjoy the fare from the fish and chip shop at Scotts Point known to all as ‘The Greeks’.


People came to the Redcliffe Peninsula, nobody ever left. Except the Bee Gees, but they were only here on holiday when you really looked hard at it. No, nobody ever left Redcliffe for a holiday.


The local paper, the Redcliffe Herald, reinforced this. It came out every Wednesday and was the principal source of news and authority on all things Redcliffe.


The front page was a succession of men from service clubs shaking each other’s hands as new office bearers were sworn in. They were almost interchangeable. The Apex with the Rotarians and then on to the Lions.


Occasionally their wives would be granted the honour of having their full names printed alongside those of their husbands.


‘It’s always the young bloods from Apex that get their wives’ names in,’ said my mother, as if she had uncovered a conspiracy theory.


The most popular column was entitled ‘Through Your Window’ and had a graphic of a featureless man watching what was going on inside a house. It was a rather eerily entertaining collection of gossip from around the traps with uncannily obvious attempts to hide the identity of whoever it was who was being gossiped about.


When it came to travel, though, there was little or no content, as if the mere idea was un-Redcliffean. There were mentions of life across the bumpy bridge that led out of the peninsula and of the outside world but these were confined to a few specific, recurring themes.


An old favourite standby was UFO sightings made by residents of Clontarf and Kippa-Ring. Why folks from these two suburbs were more likely to see evidence of extraterrestrial life in the skies was always puzzling to my father. ‘I can make sense of blokes from Clontarf seeing the saucers because they’ve got the two pubs and the golf club, but Kippa-Ring is dry. And why would you travel all that way across space to have a look at Kippa–bloody–Ring?’


From then on any mention of space travel, UFOs or even science fiction would be linked to Kippa-Ring. Even Star Wars was called ‘that Kippa-bloody-Ring movie’.


Another glimpse of the outside world occurred when the pages of the Herald would have pictures of servicemen in action in the jungles of South-East Asia, as the Vietnam War was still in full swing.


One photo was of Woody Point man Lance Corporal Len Fox on patrol.


Len crouched in the long grass, shadowed by the price list of that week’s specials at the Margate Cut Price (baked beans at fifteen cents a can!) and the trots results.


The numbers for the winners’ dividends, the prices of the week’s specials, and the number of contacts with the Viet Cong were all mixed together in the life of the peninsula.


In another photo two glum-looking soldiers, one from Kippa-Ring and one from Kallangur, stalking off a Pan Am airplane – that international sign of glamorous travel from the movies on the telly – said they considered themselves to be the ultimate island-hoppers. In seven weeks’ training with the US Army they had been to five famous Hawaiian Islands.


Hawaii! The place where Elvis made every second movie.


Pan Am, Elvis movie locations, and yet the two soldiers still looked a bit bored. If a holiday did that to Australian diggers, then why would you bother leaving Redcliffe?


In August 1972 there was a photo of a rather nonplussed Graham Yares, an engineering mechanic on HMAS Teal, who was sailing off to Papua New Guinea and then the Far East.


If you were attracted to this kind of holiday then below Graham was an advertisement with a dark and shadowy image of a young man with the number twenty plastered over his head, reminding ‘young men’ to ‘register for National Service’.


Well, it could mean a holiday, but my mother hated to be reminded that in a few years her eldest son, Vaughan, might be that shadowy image.


It’s not that the Redcliffe Herald didn’t recognise that the outside world existed – just that it recognised it in its own unique way.


The 23 July 1969 issue mentioned that the moon landing was of great interest to patrons of the Crab Pot Bar at the Ambassador Hotel, almost as if NASA had organised the whole event for the boys at the Crab Pot.


One can hear John F. Kennedy committing America to send men to the moon, ‘We choose to send a man to the moon and return him safely to earth not because it is easy but because it is hard and will prove of interest to patrons in the Crab Pot Bar at the Ambassador Hotel!’


The Herald had a wonderful way of appropriating the outside world and bringing it home to the peninsula, almost to the point where you could be forgiven for thinking that these foreign places were actually somewhere around the streets and tracks of Redcliffe.


My young mind would be a bit confused when confronted with a huge photo carrying the caption: ‘The Grandeur of the Grand Canyon’.


Nestled around the image of a mule train making its way up the twisting trails of the mighty Grand Canyon were the ever-present local trots handicaps and a story about the first amputee trainee in nursing (with the headline ‘Lost Leg to Train as Nurse’) and, to top it off, a sale at Clem Hoffman’s Demolition Yard on Anzac Avenue.


I actually thought for a while that the Grand Canyon might be somewhere round the back of Clem’s Yard or somewhere beyond the dump at Clontarf.


If it wasn’t the Grand Canyon of Anzac Avenue it was river boats from Mississippi in Bramble Bay and pyramids in Clontarf, always surrounded by the world of the peninsula. There were photos of Redcliffeans returning or recounting tales from holidays, like Miss Sharon Brody, captured returning from her holiday on Hayman Island, which she won for raising the most money in the local Miss Air Force quest.


She looked happy, it was true, but as my father said, ‘Why wouldn’t she be happy? She’s coming back to Reddy.’


It was the same for Mrs C. Praline, who smiled in a high-necked jumper and plaid trousers as she returned to the peninsula for the first time in twenty-seven years. She had married an American serviceman and had made her home in Akron, Ohio, but she was back in Redcliffe on holiday and all she wanted to do, she told the Herald, was to eat as much fish and chips and as many dim sims as she could while she was back. ‘They don’t have anything like that in Ohio,’ she said.


It was true; where else could you get crumbed mullet and those boulder-sized, yellow-skinned dim sims but Redcliffe?


Food was a subject through which the Herald brought the world to its readers via the ‘Cooking Around the World’ column by ‘Hitch Hiker’.


Want to go to the Balkans? Yes, the Balkans. No need, because ‘today’s dish comes from the friendly volatile peoples of the Balkans, a mysterious and little-known corner of Europe, perhaps best known for the area called Transylvania’.


The desserts that week came from South America, Mexico and Iceland.


The whole thing was like a gourmet train smash at the United Nations.


Even when somebody from Redcliffe travelled they always had a good sense of perspective on the whole holiday caper. Just like Mr J. Middleton of Scarborough giving his impression of a recent trip to New Zealand. The roads, he said, were fine, though mostly narrow, and seemed to run in all directions, and there were signs everywhere. He also thought that most ‘thinking New Zealanders were in favour of becoming an Australian state’.


Nothing like a ‘thinking Redcliffean’ opinion.


Every Wednesday, the Herald would offer a snapshot of what could be achieved by one of our own who had chosen to holiday.


Beneath yet another changing of the Rotary Guard and yet another UFO sighting from Kippa-bloody-Ring was a photo of Barbara Wallace from Redcliffe and her unnamed friend sitting beneath the signpost at Land’s End in Great Britain. She had been on a three-year working holiday and on her way back she (and presumably her unnamed friend) were going ‘to add spice to their journey by travelling overland by bus and were going to visit Kathmandu, in the Himalayas’.


Barbara was the daughter of Redcliffe’s fire chief, a rather dapper-looking Englishman with a neat moustache, who wore a silver helmet.


We used to see him next door in the fire station dressed up in his uniform.


It was strange to think that someone who lived next door to us, like I presumed Barbara did in my small boy’s brain, could possibly want to holiday in all these places so far from Redcliffe.


And on a bus too. Did the green Hornibrook bus go that far? Or was it the Elson’s red bus service that took more mysterious routes?


My mother and father were friends of the dapper fire chief with the neat moustache and silver helmet and well-travelled daughter.


‘It’s not a real holiday, it’s a working holiday. She’s doing jobs all the time,’ they explained to me.


So if you wanted to go on holiday you had to work to justify taking the time away?


‘We can’t all have fun on holiday, you know, somebody has to keep things going.’ Those were my father’s last words as he eagerly waved us goodbye.


Transporting five children interstate might have been my father’s idea of fun but my mother never said anything. Eventually the train, and us, got to her.


The train was such an important part of that first holiday because it was another world in itself. The dark, winding carriages and compartments that rolled to and fro, and the way we were gently rocked as we walked the aisles to the little shop that sold bits and pieces of chewy and chocolate and bags of crisps. Or we’d walk to the drinking basin that pulled down from the wall with two glasses either side of a glass beaker.


We’d sway past the odd paintings on the walls. A long tall glass of beer advertising Resch’s; Namatjira landscapes, one with an Aboriginal man standing with the sole of one foot stuck flat to the knee and shin of his other leg. A spear held upright.


Right beside the water basin.


‘He’s standing there waiting for a drink!’ one of the railway stewards said. ‘Always just standing there, watching you drink!’ Those stewards were all so immense, seeming too big for the carriage, with large noses and short, oiled hair and loud crackling voices.


And one, louder than the rest, louder even than the creaking train, had a jaw that sawed from side to side when he spoke, as if it was slightly unhinged. He was a bit like Bill the Steam Shovel off the Mr Squiggle show.


Mr Squiggle was an odd, stuttering puppet with curly hair, freckles and a pencil for a nose that miraculously could make a discernible picture from a scribble sent by some kid somewhere in Australia.


And Bill was a loud, sleepy-eyed steam shovel with a blaring, broad voice.


The steward had Bill’s voice.


For hours we kids roamed up and down the train and my mother never said anything until the toilet. She had managed her wild tribe of children and the sweet corn and eggs but it was the toilet that did it, and me.


The toilet was a tight cold cupboard where barely one person could fit in to do their business. But the size was not the toilet’s true terror.


‘Just wait till you go to the toilet and do number twos.’ My brother smiled.


I stared.


He smiled.


‘Mum, what’s wrong with the toily?’


My mother said there was nothing wrong with the toilet.


‘Just you wait,’ said my brother.


I had to go sooner or later and when I did – wanting to make sure that there wasn’t substance to my brother’s teasing – I whined until one of my sisters came with me.


Corby and I rocked towards the toilet. When we passed the painting of the Aboriginal man with his spear, Corby told me, ‘I’m not going in there with you, you know. You’re a big boy now.’


She assured me she’d be outside. I opened the stiff, hard little door and closed it. I stood in the cupboard and stared down at the stainless-steel toilet.


It didn’t look threatening at all. Just another toilet. Vaughan was only teasing.


‘Hurry up,’ said Corby from outside the door.


I got down to business and lifted the lid. And screamed.


Below the toilet was a blur, like someone flicking through the pages of a picture book quickly. The strange funnel-shaped bowl was like a crazy kaleidoscope giving a distorting view of what whizzed by below. I suddenly saw the sleepers of the train tracks sliding past like giant piano keys.


And the noise was like some great roaring monster. I wasn’t going to use that toilet. There wasn’t any need.


I did what I had to do in my pants. I knew one thing – I didn’t want to do a number two down the cupboard’s roaring hole.


My mother took charge of the trips to the toilet after that.


The next time I had to go, my mother assured me that I wouldn’t fall through because nobody ever had. I nodded and she kissed my head and said she would wait outside.


My brother smiled and said, ‘Don’t fall through!’


My mother flicked a hand at my brother and pushed me along the rocking carriage.


She patted me on the head and I felt like a Christian heading off into a Coliseum full of roaring lions.


I lifted the lid, the hole roared, I screamed and my mother yelled. It was a ritual we enacted over and over again.


She would hold me, squirming in her great strong arms, yelling at me, ‘Stop wriggling about! Just sit there and do it.’


I clung to her in the cupboard, because I knew she wouldn’t let the roaring hole take me. When I had done what I had to do I leapt off like I’d been electrocuted and tried to climb up my mother.


‘You’ve got to wipe your bottom, you stupid boy,’ said my mother.


It was a little like the James Bond fight in the train carriage, only in a more matricidal manner.


Then my six-year-old brain had a moment of inspiration – perhaps when the train stopped the hole wouldn’t roar. I waited until the train stood still at a larger station and I scurried off to the cupboard.


Everything was still, no rocking, no sliding. I lifted the lid. No roar. A silent throne. No blur. Just a single piece of timber below.


I sat and prepared myself. Then I screamed. The cupboard door had been flung open and Bill the Steam Shovel railway steward stood there with his great voice booming from his swinging jaws.


‘No use of the toilet when the train is stationary, when the train is stationary!’


I got such a fright that I ran past and forgot to pull my pants up.


My mother hitched up my pants and dragged me back to our seats, past the paintings and posters, and sat me down.


She managed to conquer the toilet in the end but it was only a matter of time before the holiday train got the upper hand.


Some new passengers were on the train. Two of them were a young Italian couple. He was happy and eager. She was young and very pretty and wore beautiful soft clothes.


She sat not far from us and smiled as I passed by with my mother. After a while she looked towards my mother, who quite frankly and justifiably, probably felt like she was having anything but a time of recreation and leisure.


‘All yours,’ said the young woman in an Italian accent and she nodded to us five children as we draped ourselves over and around the seats.


‘All of them,’ said my mum.


The young man laughed and put his arm around the young woman and pulled gently at the skin beneath her soft clothes.


‘Some day we will have children,’ he said.


Her soft eyes looked at all of us. She didn’t smile and she looked down.


The couple got off just before Sydney and as the young woman readied herself to leave she gave us children and Mum some sugar-covered almonds and pieces of nougat wedding cake.


As they walked along the platform, we all waved to them and they smiled back.


My mother said quietly as the young woman walked away, ‘Poor little thing.’


I had another unsuccessful trip to the roaring cupboard before we changed trains at Sydney for Campbelltown and I still had wet pants as my exhausted mother dragged us to our new train.


‘It can only get better, it can only get better,’ she whispered like a prayer and then she began to laugh.


Above us at Central Station a huge flock of flying foxes rolled over the sky. We all stared.


‘Just look at that,’ said my mother, ‘that’s the way to travel.’


That train to Campbelltown happened to be a steam train and the smell of the smoke was strong.


I said incessantly that I wanted to see the smoke and my mother finally decided, why not? She held me outside the window in her big strong hands.


‘Can you see the smoke?’ she yelled.


I tried to say yes but got a mouthful of soot and ash. So I nodded.


That was when my first holiday really began, for it’s not every day a mother holds her youngest out a train window. In my mother’s hands, and hearing her laugh, I knew that this holiday, this train holiday, was fun.


When we drove up the winding track that led to the farm Aunty Rita was managing, and where we were going to stay, it was exciting.


Of the rest of the holiday, I remember flashes, a little like a slide night.


Getting out of the car and smelling the cow shit.


Gumboots lined along the wall of the laundry waiting to be filled with our skinny legs. My aunty called them wellington boots. When I asked what the difference between wellington boots and gumboots was she said that ‘people could spend a lifetime trying to find the difference if they wanted but it was best just to put them on and get going’.


Aunty Rita told us to wear one wellington boot and one gumboot just to keep things even. I thought this a marvellous idea and did so.


The laundry had a huge copper boiler that was immense and sullen like some sacrificial altar, which was quite fitting because we had to help pluck and drain a chook for dinner. It was a rooster. The feathers were soft and colourful and the flesh warm and clinging.


On that farm we had to help as much as we could, so perhaps it was a case of a working holiday, like the daughter of the dapper fire chief.


We helped with the milking of the warm, sweet-smelling cows. Some had colds and would stand at the stall and sneeze. As they sneezed great streams of shit would flow from under their tails. We children ran with shovels to catch the poo and carry it to a designated ‘soup bowl’ in the yard, which was just a hole in the ground.


We would run screaming and laughing and squealing as our one wellington boot and one gumboot would not only be filled with a collection of McInnes skinny pins but also ‘cow stream’ as my aunt called it.


In the house were musical instruments of all sorts: wind organs, tubas, trumpets, cornets and trombones. With our filled-to-the-brim boots we would make whatever sound we could on the instruments as we paraded around the yard.


The farm was surrounded by what my mother called the Chinese Wood, a collection of trees and thickets that carried the detritus and debris from a flood in its branches – Chinese market gardeners’ hats, bits and pieces of clothing and strange little shoes. Somehow my mother made a few bits of rubbish seem like a magical fairy tale.


‘If you stay too long in the Chinese Wood you hear the sighing of the poor Chinese because they are working so hard in the gardens.’


And the wind would blow and I’d hold her hand as I heard the Chinese sighs.


We caught a rabbit, which was a joint effort worthy of Eisenhower’s efforts in coordinating D-Day, and as we wondered how we could take it back to Redcliffe as a pet it scratched the bejesus out of my sister Corby’s legs so my mother booted it away as if it were a Steeden rugby ball.


Near the lower part of the farm were the fields of a monastery and my aunty would look to see if ‘the handsome monk’ was there; she said this in the tone of somebody searching for some rarity. One day as we were walking she let out a laugh and waved. ‘Oh, there he is – the handsome monk!’


A man on a tractor in the fields turned, smiled and waved back.


Whether he was handsome or not nobody could tell, but he was smiling and he waved.


‘Oh, I do like the handsome monk,’ said Aunty Rita, and chuckled.


The monastery had its own tip and when we went walking down the tracks one afternoon we could see one of the monks throwing out piles of rubbish.


We waited and then ran to see what we might discover in the monk’s treasure. We quickly sifted through what was there – pieces of beautiful silken cloth.
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