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It is the most miserable thing to feel ashamed of home. 
Charles Dickens
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CHAPTER 1


Peter’s Conceptions


There are several versions of my conception, none of them divine. Everybody thinks Mum had to get married – that she was pregnant on her wedding day – but everybody knows I was born 14 months after the wedding. Some say Mum tricked Dad; she was never pregnant. She wasn’t above telling a little fib here and there, so they could be right.


Perhaps I was conceived twice; the first time in the back seat of a ’36 Chevy. Down behind the Shrine in St Kilda Road, Melbourne. I remember the plush maroon upholstery, all buttoned down, the way they used to do it. Flash, like the leather upholstery in the best gentlemen’s clubs. When Dad spilt some beer, it puddled in the leather upholstery. I guess the same thing could have happened if he’d spilt his seed. He’d have been a lot more embarrassed about that, though.


Mum kept Dad at bay at first. Truth be known, he was bloody terrified, but his mates urged him on. They all said you had to try before you buy and Mum looked like she knew the ropes. That would have added to his terror. What if he wasn’t any good?


Being Catholic, Dad knew about the Pope’s Rhythm Method. It was a bit of a joke really. Just look at the size of Catholic families; his mother was one of 16. Buying condoms was only for the bold and Dad was not bold until he’d had quite a few beers. If there was a girl behind the chemist’s counter, he’d ask for razor blades. And Mum? She and the Protestant girls at Myer giggled about Frenchies, but she wouldn’t have bought a condom for all the tea in China. ‘What if someone saw me? Do you want people to think I’m a harlot?’ Some practised the Withdrawal Method. The girls at work talked about this a lot … but going all the way!


Aged 22, Mum was at her wit’s end still living at home with her parents and the bloody twins. She craved to be free. She was sick of being criticised for wanting to smoke and drink and go out at nights. She reckoned her father was a tyrant. He wouldn’t even let her go out with boys. If she was late home from work, he not only wanted to know why but wanted her to account for every minute. He barely accepted her wearing a blush of lipstick, and flatly refused to let her leave the house in the make-up she craved.


It was ridiculous, and she was prepared to do anything to escape living at home, but what could she do? It was a time when girls lived at home until they married. No-one thought of renting their own flat. Besides, who could afford it on the wages girls were paid?


An unexpected pregnancy usually led to marriage. They were called shotgun weddings. But what if the bloke was a rotter and just pissed off? That would ruin a girl’s reputation. What about a pretend pregnancy? You could bet even the suggestion of a pregnancy would do the trick. He’d disown her. But it was all a risky business.


Mum was desperate. She had to get away from home and start living a real life where people had fun, wore make-up and went to parties just like in the movies.


She barely knew the facts of life and, for all her bravado and pretend sophistication, she was an innocent. She doesn’t have a clue what she has down there, but knows that to keep Dad in play she has to take possession of his unmentionable.


They’d been dancing to Graeme Bell’s jazz band. It was the hottest in Melbourne, and Mum knew all the bright young things in town were there. Dad sat in for a couple of brackets and got a big ovation. He looked good at the piano. What with the beautiful Chevy and a few beers too many . . . Well, what was a girl to do?


That was the ‘immaculate conception’. The real one came later.


Grandpa, Mum’s dad, was a Mason and hated Catholics. He was never short of an opinion and could quickly string phrases together like ‘dirty bloody Catholic’, or ‘fornicating good-for-nothing Catholic layabout’. I could tell immediately that Grandpa and Dad were not destined to be friends. ‘Playing the piano isn’t a real trade,’ Grandpa said. ‘Won’t lead to a decent job.’ He was a practical man – a renowned boat builder who had crafted all his home’s unique furniture. But Mum was desperate to get away from home and Dad had a lovely car and a wealthy mother, and everyone else agreed he was a wonderful pianist.


Dad’s mum accepted his indiscretion resignedly. Of course, Mum had to become a Catholic and they’d better get married pretty damn quick. Everyone assumed Mum was pregnant. It wasn’t talked about it; everyone just knew. Premature babies were common, particularly with Catholic girls who didn’t know what a condom or a testicle was, thanks to the nuns’ sex education.


They married behind the altar in Melbourne’s St Patrick’s Cathedral because Mum was only half-heartedly learning to be a Catholic and was yet to be welcomed into the fold. With everyone assuming she’d soon be bursting out of her clothes, there was no time to spare.


The wedding date was December 19, 1936. There may have been photos, but no record remains. Dad was just 21 years old. Cradle-snatching was sniggered at, but Mum said he turned 22 two days later. (Marriage does age one.)


Grandpa vehemently refused to attend the Papist wedding and wouldn’t allow Nana to go either. She was accustomed to obeying her husband. The dreadful shame of Mum marrying a Catholic was kept hidden from her twin siblings, Max and Roma. There was real fear their young lives could be blighted by entering a Catholic church.


Dad’s mum was there, of course. Grandma loved the cathedral, which was grand, even behind the altar. Dad’s mate, Alan, was best man and Mum got her workmate, Marjorie, for support, even though Marj was terrified of anything Catholic and was completely overawed by the cathedral. ‘It’s like being in a palace,’ she said.


Grandma shouted everyone to the fashionable Silver Grill at the Australia Hotel. Beers, oysters, porterhouse steaks. God, everyone was crook the next day. She also gave the happy couple a bedroom suite as a wedding present. It had a huge wardrobe I would learn to hide in and a dressing table with wing mirrors where Mum could do her face. Best of all was the double bed with a modern innerspring mattress – the first in Mum’s family – and she often slipped the words ‘my inner spring mattress’ into her conversations. Mum was on her way now. She was married, she’d escaped her father’s strict discipline, and was living by the beach at Elwood with her own inner spring mattress. The only problem was that everyone thought she was pregnant.


She wasn’t and didn’t want to be. It was lovely sunbathing at the beach every day in her new swimsuit. She could flirt with the boys and not worry about Dad, who was now reduced to riding a bike miles around the bay to work at Fords as a clerk. Out of loyalty to his employer, he persuaded his mother to buy a brand new V8 Mercury to replace the Chevy. He had become a Ford man, albeit on a bicycle, while the new car lived in Grandma’s garage.


No more swanning around at university studying piano for Dad. No more piss-ups at the pub with his uni mates. He could barely afford to bring a couple of bottles home on payday and even going to the footy was a treat. He was now a married man with a wife to support. Yet, there was still no sign she was pregnant.


Being married meant Dad had sex on tap day and night. That’s what his mates believed. ‘You lucky bugger,’ they said. Mum wasn’t so sure. It hurt and no matter how often she did it, he wanted more. It was her duty she was told, a husband had marital rights. Neither of them had ever had any sexual education beyond learning that intercourse led to babies. Few women realised they were capable of orgasm or that it even existed. They’d grown up being told not to touch themselves down there. It was dirty and shameful, whereas men had discovered pleasure by successfully masturbating. It was so easy and good practice for intercourse.


‘He’d do it every day if I gave him the chance,’ Mum told Marjorie. ‘I’m at my wit’s end.’


I was aware of all this and I hadn’t even been born yet. I was casting around for a family myself. I was considering Italy and had my eye on a young couple in Portofino. The port looked beautiful and I knew I’d love Italian food. But I kept getting this pull to Australia and the Geddes and Kepert families. The Geddes were Catholics and the Keperts, Anglicans. I reckoned I could learn from that kind of challenge.




CHAPTER 2


Mum’s Early Years


Mum was an indifferent student and daydreamed through life until the twins arrived. She was 12 years old when her brother and sister were born. She hated them. An indulged only child, she now had to take them for a walk after school every day. Once she let their pram career down a hill and it overturned and tossed them out, luckily without serious injury. Mum added school to her list of hates. She left aged 14 and became an apprentice cutter and tailor at the Myer Emporium department store in Melbourne, not knowing or even caring if she would like it. All she could think of was getting away from the bloody twins.


She was attractive and delighted in wearing smart clothes. Thanks to her critical father, she was a perfectionist and suited to the tailoring and fashion industry. No detail was too small. Mum would copy French Vogue fashion magazine patterns at work and make them for herself; she spent lunch hours window shopping in Melbourne’s labyrinth arcades and laneways. It was the Jazz Age and fashionable young people were out and about.


Her father crafted impeccable rowing skiffs and her mother kept an impeccable house and garden. Mum was expected to be impeccable also. After work she must be on the first tram home. Her father travels this route from the boatyard and knows exactly what time she should arrive. There is no room for dalliance, not even on Friday night when there is late shopping and the streets are alive. Mum longs to be there and envies the older girls their vivid red lips and false eyelashes. Oh, to be older and not living at home. To be a movie star like Pola Negri who is ‘a woman of the world’. Just like Clara Bow, the ‘IT’ girl.


My mum took her mother to see The Sheik when it came out. Now there is Son of the Sheik, which the girls at work say is even better. She reads the poster while waiting for the tram home: ‘A photo play of tempestuous love between a madcap English beauty and a bronzed Arab chief. When an Arab sees a woman he wants, he takes her!’ Mum commits this quote to memory . . . When an Arab sees a woman he wants, he (shudder) takes her. Aged 14, these words thrill Mum, and would continue to for the rest of her life.


At Myer, Mum reinvented herself. As she advanced, she learned social graces while creating tailor-made clothes for Melbourne’s elite. She enjoyed dealing with the rich and famous and became la-di-dah herself. No-one needed to know she lived with her parents in working-class West Brunswick. Everyone called her Ev, but she now insisted on being known as Evelyn. Myer would choose pretty girls like Mum, dress them in the latest style they were keen to promote and send them to fashionable events.


Melbourne was shocked in 1934 when her famous boss, Sidney Myer, died suddenly aged 56. ‘He was such a handsome man,’ Mum said. ‘Always beautifully dressed.’ She joined thousands of staff on three special trains to Box Hill Cemetery to see Myer buried in a huge oak casket. Fortunately, Sidney’s nephew, Norman Myer, still drove the huge store towards fashion. Two months later, Mum was chosen with other smart young things to represent Myer at the Melbourne Cup. They were to keep an eye out for women who had bought fur coats and other finery from Myer, expecting to return them for refund after the event. Everyone said Mum should have had her picture in the newspaper instead of those posh girls from Toorak.


Mum even backed the 1934 Melbourne Cup winner, Peter Pan, her first ever bet. Few believed the stallion could win the fabled cup a second time. However, Mum had always loved the Peter Pan and Wendy story and had promised herself that if she ever had children, she would name them Peter and Wendy. The boy first, then the girl. That way the boy could look after the girl, and when they grew up, he’d be able to chaperone and introduce her to his friends.


By the time she was a senior staffer at Myer, she was as smart as a tack. Grandpa’s hand-coloured photographs showed a head-turner with a ready smile and a nice figure, and she was always impeccably dressed. She understudied Miss Ella McDonald, who unbelievably went overseas on buying trips for Myer every year. Ella was also famous for being Melbourne’s first platinum blonde. Just to think about Ella made Mum envious.


She’d worked at Myer for 10 years when she met Thomas Vincent Geddes, but he was known as Vin, was still living at home and sharing a room with little sister, Roma. But there she was at the famous jazz club, sharing a beer with a classy university student who’d just been loudly applauded for his piano bracket with the Graeme Bell jazz band.


He wasn’t a full-time member of the band, but like Bell, he was a classically trained pianist and was regularly invited to play with them at dances and clubs around Melbourne. The group was acknowledged as the greatest jazz band outside America. Dad told Mum he had just completed his London Conservatorium exams at Melbourne University and was considering a classical music career. Mum was impressed and happily agreed to another beer. She was doubly impressed when he took her home in the big Chevrolet sedan.


Her dad rode a motorbike and sidecar and as a teenager Mum was forced to sit on the pillion seat behind him while her mum nursed the twins in the sidecar. He ran the bike off the road on a spin out to Heidelberg weir one weekend, and Mum flatly refused to travel with him again. Although he regularly reminded her that she was still living under his roof, she was learning to dig her heels in. Besides, it was undignified travelling on the back of a motorbike with your family. ‘What if someone from work saw me?’


Mum kept Dad a secret from her parents. She could never admit she knew any boys. Instead, she would make excuses about working back, going out with the girls for a meal or a movie. Dad would park the Chev around the corner from her house so they could smooch unobserved. Her father would have hit the roof if he’d known Mum was unchaperoned in a car with a man. Let alone a bloody Catholic.


Mum and Dad both loved movies and enjoyed sparking lines off each other.


Dad: ‘What about when Myrna Loy comes into the bar and there is William Powell sitting with a martini in front of him.’


Mum: ‘And she asks how many drinks he’s had.’


Dad: ‘Five.’


Mum: ‘Well, make me five and line them up.’


Dad: ‘Yeah, and then she drinks them all down, just so she can get high like him.’


This scene legitimised boozing as a fashionable and desirable state, and they also copied the movie stars’ flamboyant smoking styles. Mum even postured with a long cigarette holder. Privately, they practised blowing smoke rings.


They rehearsed being ‘witty and gay’ like in the movies.


‘Sarcasm is the highest form of wit,’ Dad would say.


‘Dancing is the most popular form of social intercourse,’ Mum would reply.


They began meeting for lunch, and at weekends Mum joined the fashionable crowd at the Yarra River marathon swims. Dad was a strong swimmer, and she was thrilled to be associated with him in such classy company. Dad had been a boarder as a college boy and was one of the select few to attend Melbourne University. He had lots of wealthy friends who did ‘silly fun things’ they would never have dreamed of in West Brunswick, and Mum lapped it up.


One of Dad’s drinking mates was the son of a major Melbourne undertaker and he arranged a part-time job for Dad driving mourners to and from the cemetery. ‘Don’t ever think funeral processions are slow, dignified affairs,’ Dad told Mum. ‘You have to drive like a bat out of hell to keep up with the hearse.’


In addition to his professional mourner’s suit, Dad had an elegant dinner suit and use of his mum’s car. They were invited to lots of parties where Dad’s wonderful piano-playing made him the centre of attention. He was tall, not bad looking, and a pretty good catch. ‘Let’s face it,’ she told Marjorie. ‘How else will I get away from my bloody father?’




CHAPTER 3


On the Way


In the footy season, with the novelty of married life wearing off, Dad would go to Victoria Park on Saturdays when Collingwood were playing at home, and after the game he’d visit his parents. Upstairs for a quick chat with his dad, then down to the kitchen where he’d knock back a couple of cold ones with his mum, who would slip him a fiver. He’d pick up some grog and fish ’n’ chips on the way home to Mum and he’d be in like Flynn on the innerspring.


One night, bingo, I was on the way! And this time it was fair dinkum.


Mum hated pregnancy, but at least she didn’t have to do the unpleasant sex thing anymore, and Dad spent more time at the pub. She was loath to accept maternity, particularly the daggy clothes. She longed for the days when after work she’d drunk at The Mitre, enjoyed dancing at the Palais and going to the pictures. Now she felt a frump. She blamed Dad, hated me and considered life had turned on her. Her priority was to get me out of her system. I was an alien. And she’d become a dowdy old hag.


I know when I am not wanted, but it is pretty hard to hide when you’re trapped in the womb. Mum was pretending I was not there, trying to hide me under her belt. Making new clothes as I got bigger, clever little panels, flowing bits.


Nobody was aware of the health risks of smoking and drinking on pregnant women in those days, but let me tell you, baby Peter felt nauseous, and was not impressed that his mum thought she was being sophisticated.


A month before I was due, Australia Day, 1938 commemorated 150 years of European settlement in Australia. Mum was confused when the Aborigines called it a ‘Day of Mourning’. They even had the cheek to place an advertisement in the paper which declared: ‘We have been here for thousands of years, and now you have almost exterminated us. However, there are enough of us left to expose the humbug. We ask for justice, decency, and fair play.’


I wanted to ask Mum, ‘What’s an Aborigine? Why do you call them Abos?’


‘Bloody boongs,’ she would have said. ‘They don’t know when they’re well off. All they ever think about is making babies and getting drunk.’ Mum would admit the babies were cute enough, like little golliwogs.


‘When you’re born, I’ll buy you a golliwog.’


‘What’s a golliwog?’


‘For gawd’s sake, stop asking questions and let me finish my ciggie in peace. You’re getting too damned big for your britches.’


It was true. I was getting cramped and I wanted out. Only a month to go and the less said about this pregnancy the better. I didn’t know who was the most miserable, Mum or me. Finally, I was so squashed I just had to leave. We took a taxi to the hospital. Mum was scared and getting pains. She pleaded for knockout drops; she wanted to be unconscious until it was over. She was no help pushing me out and finally I was yanked free with forceps.


Officially, I was delivered in suffering to this world at the Jessie McPherson Community Hospital in William Street, Melbourne at 2.58 a.m. on 17 February 1938. Arthur Fagan signed my birth certificate. It stated we lived at 11a Ormond Esplanade, Elwood in the City of St Kilda – an address many times grander than the actual two-bedroom flat. Astrologers were later to exclaim how Venus, Mercury, Jupiter and Neptune were all in conjunction in Aquarius. Could it be a new Messiah? However, the stars seemed insignificant to the baby with forceps dents in his skull being yanked from a screaming mother after a hellish night.


Talk about a welcome. Mum told everyone the bloody doctor was an animal and that I nearly killed her. My head was too big, she reckoned. Visitors sympathised, realising Mum was feeling vulnerable emotionally and physically as she regained her strength after the birth.


I had been scheduled for February 16, my nana’s birthday. I should have been a gift for my nana – Her First Grandchild. Alas, I was a day late. ‘You never do anything bloody right, do you?’ Nana was hardly disappointed and loved me from the start. She gave me a little dog I called Booboo. He had a zip in the back for a hanky, which Mum told me not to use because it must be kept clean. Booboo had silky white hair and slept with me every night. I could talk to Booboo and he listened, not like Mum.


My birth was an important time in history. When Dad came to the hospital, I read the headline in the Herald tucked under his arm: ‘Herr Hitler Presents Ultimatum to Austria’. I feel a sense of foreboding. Could it be war? Mum was forever talking about bloody Adolph Hitler and bloody Signor Mussolini.


Dad remembered my birth date well because Australia had just finalised its Test Cricket team to tour England. Led by Bradman, they were pretty confident about batting, with high hopes Bill O’Reilly would get the wickets. They weren’t to know Sid Barnes would fracture his wrist playing deck games on the P&O ship Maloja during the six-week voyage to England.


‘What time was I born, Dad?’


‘Early in the morning,’ he’d say. ‘I wasn’t allowed to see you until visiting hours at seven that night, so I rode my bike to work as usual. After work I met my mate, Alan Marshal, for a few celebratory cold ones. Then he came with me to the hospital. You weren’t much to look at, you know; Alan said you looked like a chimp. He was such a funny bugger, especially when he had a few beers in him. Struth, could that man drink. I remember…’


Mum followed medical thinking that breastfeeding was primitive and played merry hell with a girl’s figure, which for Mum meant breasts; she didn’t want sagging titties after her baby had been swinging off them.


I was a Lactogen baby because as a modern miss Mum had read the formula made by Nestlé was superior to breast milk, and the four-hour feeding schedule was deemed an absolute necessity despite the tortuous protests of a lonely and hungry baby.


I suffered a bottle stuffed in my mouth in the solitary confinement of a bassinet, wrapped so tight I couldn’t move, really swaddled and bewildered. Most of this miserable time behind the bassinet’s bars, I was wet and lying in a porridge of my own poo.


My poo outraged Mum, it reminded her of her smelly infant siblings. She gagged at the sight of it and dry-retched at the smell. She commenced toilet training me on the way home from hospital. If there were awards, I might have been the new world champ with my name in the toilet training record book. Her clean-up jobs were rough and angry with an ongoing diatribe of you-disgusting-little-brute or you-filthy-little-pig, and accompanied by her wailing, ‘What have I done to deserve this? Why did this happen to me?’ Even to an infant the answer was evident: You had unprotected sex, you careless woman.


There is a certain lack of mutual respect in the mother–son relationship. It is true we did not immediately like one another. There were bound to be repercussions if Mum killed me, and the thought of me running away from home was enough to send shudders down my spine. Perhaps when I learnt to walk.




CHAPTER 4


Beach Life


At Elwood we lived near the beach and Mum and I both loved it. Dad would hop on his bike and go off to work and we’d be left with the whole day to do what we wanted. Ideally, it would be sunny and we’d go to the beach. Mum liked sunning herself and kept a fairly loose rein on me. Mostly she read or dozed and enjoyed a bit of flirting. It was just like a holiday, except for her infant son. I liked crawling into the water, and would keep going until it was over my head. Usually, Mum noticed. Or, a more observant mum came and saved me.


As a fair-skinned redhead, I was always getting sunburnt. It was a time when sunburn and peeling skin were as natural as getting drunk on payday. We didn’t cover up, wear block-out or even hats, and big kids competed for the largest piece of skin they could peel off their reddened bodies.


But Mum was pleased with herself. She’d escaped living at home with her strict father, and could now do as she pleased. Parenthood was a burden, but at least she no longer had to go to work. Married women were expected to stay home. Indeed, women working in the public service were compelled to resign once married. Mum now had a proper adult identity as a mother with her own flat. She even had a dog called Whisky and a cat she called Scotch. Whisky barked a lot and Scotch walked round the rim of my bath meowing and threatening to jump in.


One day we returned home from the beach to find we’d been robbed. Mum had left her rings and beautiful marquisette watch at home for safekeeping. She was devastated. Poor Whisky was crestfallen when Mum berated him for failing as a guard dog.


The robbery was more bad news for Dad. He’d already told his mate Alan that marriage had been a real shock, let alone having to work at Ford. He had no time for sitting in with the jazz band, he didn’t even have a piano, and there was bugger-all money. Friday was the highlight of Dad’s week: payday and the weekend. He went to the pub with the blokes from work and they knocked back as many beers as they could before 6 o’clock closing. Some drinkers would stagger out of the pub worse for wear, chucking up and brawling. Dad would buy two bottles of beer to share with Mum, tuck them in his Gladstone bag balanced on the handlebars of his old bike, and wobble off into the evening. Bored to death with Fords and marriage, he embraced the growing threat of war with enthusiasm. ‘Hitler could be our saviour,’ Alan reckoned.


As time passed, Mum discovered shortcomings in the marriage. With only Dad’s small wage and a baby, they never went out. No more dancing to Graeme Bell or partying, let alone the pictures. No more lovely Ford Mercury unless dad went over to Grandma’s to get it. And best not talk about the unpleasant sex.


***


Mum and Dad’s wedding anniversary was just before Christmas and Dad bought Mum a new wedding and engagement ring to replace those stolen. The watch had to wait until Grandma gave him more money.


Thereafter, Mum took the rings to the beach and all went well until, unbelievably, she lost the rings in the sand. She reckoned I distracted her, but what really happened was Mum came out of the water, picked up her towel and gave it a flick to get rid of loose sand. She forgot her new rings were carefully wrapped in the towel. I copped all the blame, of course. Mum taught me never to take personal responsibility for mistakes, always find someone else to blame and you’d keep out of trouble.


Together we scoured the beach, but there was no sign of the rings. However, showing her true grit and deviousness, Mum swore me to secrecy. ‘We won’t tell Dad. It would just upset him.’ But the next day, as soon as he rode off to work, we were at the beach with a kitchen sieve and my beach spade. We sifted sand like people possessed. There was no time for swimming even though we were sweating. There was no room for failure, we were committed to finding those rings. And, miraculously we did. First one, then half an hour later, the other. I was safe.


I got a swimming suit for my first birthday. A real one made of striped red-and-white wool. ‘It looks very smart,’ Mum says. But because it covers my chest, I think it looks a bit like Mum’s and is therefore a girl’s. However, I don’t care. If Mum is happy, I am happy. I am learning this from Dad. He makes a real effort to keep her happy, but he doesn’t spend as much time with her as I do.


We still didn’t go to Grandpa’s and he didn’t visit us. He was still cross because of Mum marrying a Catholic, but he accepted that Nana visited us most weeks. He was curious about his first grandchild and used to ask her about me. He even made a rocking horse for my birthday. It was not like a real horse, but rather a horse chair I could sit in. On both sides of it there were horses’ heads and they had real hair on them. Not auburn like mine, but black from a real horse. I really liked my rocking horse and rode it by the hour.


Nana brought me a birthday cake she’d made and we had lemonade. She left before Dad came home. It was better that way. He arrived home with cold beer and his friend Alan. Mum was pleased about the beer and she put up with Alan. Because it was my birthday I was allowed to stay up late and Dad sang me a song.




Little Sir Echo, how do you do?


HULLO, hullo, HULLO, hullo.


You’re a nice little fellow, I know by your voice.


But you’re always so far away.


HULLO, hullo, HULLO, hullo.





Mostly Dad ignored me, so I appreciated the occasion and the song and the good humour he sang it with. I liked it when he got down on his hands and knees and let me ride on his back. We’d done that a couple of times – it was really good. Also, he taught me a little rhyme game:


Round and round the garden like a teddy bear. (He says this while he traces circles on my palm.)


One step, two step, tickle under there. (Then he walks his fingers quickly up my arm and tickles my armpit.)


This may seem a modest game, but I thought it was deliriously funny. I laughed my head off, became hysterical, and vomited up the cake, lemonade, hundreds and thousands, jelly beans and sausage rolls with tomato sauce that Nana had made. Mum probably shouldn’t have let her infant eat all that stuff, but I was grateful for the experience. Of course, I was put to bed after that performance. Mum blamed Dad for upsetting me, and I lay in bed listening to them talking.


Alan said there was going to be a war, for dead cert. It was only a matter of time. ‘Everyone will join up. Might even be conscription.’ He reckoned they should join the air force now before the shit hit the fan and they could be at the top of the heap when the big bang went off. There were other wise words, but I forget them. It all sounded very exciting, and surprisingly, Mum didn’t have an opinion. She might have been wondering what would be the most advantageous outcome for her.
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