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For Dad,

and Blokes everywhere.






Introduction Who This Book Is For


When I was just a kid, I asked my dad a pretty innocent question. I wanted to know if he was happy. His answer formed part of my motivation for writing this book.

Dad, like many men before him and many since, wore the often-chafing, tight-fitting uniform of male expectation. Father. Provider. Decision-maker. He was brought up to behave in a certain way. Life’s parameters were clearly defined.

But was he happy? I don’t think so. As Dad drifted into his retirement years, he seemed fatigued and fed up and a bit lost. In a fast-changing world, he became remote and withdrawn.

And not much fun to be around.

Grumpy.

I don’t want to fall into the same trap, and I don’t want you to either.

The trap of finding fault in others.

Needing to correct and lecture, rather than listening without judgement.

And I reckon, whether we are a forty-something or a ninety-something, Australian men are vulnerable. Too many of us seem to be missing out on a better life, because over time we lose our patience and kindness and our ability to connect.

Less sure of our roles. Uncertain about our futures. And often lonely because of it.

In this book, I hope to reassure you and tease you and probably annoy you a bit. But I truly believe that if we are prepared to open up a little to our partners and kids, if we become better mates with our mates, and if we look after our health and wellbeing with diligence rather than indifference, then we have so much to look forward to.

I hope something in this book resonates with you. And if your partner chooses to read bits of it aloud in bed at night, don’t get all grumpy and pull the covers over your head. They just might be onto something.






Chapter 1 Are Men in Crisis?


It is summer. February of 1976, I think. I’m not sure. I am twelve years old, so a couple of months shy of becoming a teenager. Tall, skinny, sunburnt and in my speedos.

And holding an axe.

It is bloody hot. We live in the Perth Hills, many miles from the coast. The Fremantle Doctor won’t arrive for an hour, if it doesn’t run out of puff before then. Any movement in the gums comes from the relentless easterly that has been blowing hot, gritty air off the desert for days now.

Next door, the Stovell boys are in the pool. It is one of those Clark above-ground ones – not quite the real thing, but fit for purpose and the best we’ve got around here. Truth is, it was great when it was new, but now the water is glossy and slick with the fur of old Sandy, Mr Stovell’s fat labrador, who not only gets to swim in it, but has, to our great and curious disgust, begun to grow an enormous cancer on his balls.

So no swimming for me, thanks. I have chores to do and a forest to fell. I am a lumberjack and I’m okay.

Dad works for the postmaster-general. Jarrah telegraph poles, presumably surplus to the requirements of the nation’s telecommunications network – or perhaps not – regularly fall off the back of a truck, ready to be chainsawed and further refined by me to heat our water.

The pink meat is beautiful and compliant, and the axe head is sharp and persuasive. I finish by splitting kindling, delighting in the precision of a blade that, in my skilled hands, cuts, slices and juliennes, just like those K-Tel ads on the telly.

I’m good at this. And I’ve just lopped off the plonk-sodden head of Sir John Kerr. Dad reckons he’s ‘a bastard’ for betraying Gough the way he did, and a few months on, the rage is being maintained. Life’s battlelines have always been clearly defined at 19 Headingly Road. Apparently, we don’t much trust Liberals or Victorians or the monarchy. All of which sits pretty well with me. As manhood beckons, I reckon I’ve got a keen grasp of things. What I’m good at and whose side I am on.

I’m good at chopping wood, playing cricket and tennis, doing Frank Spencer impressions and making friends. I am not very good at maths or, now that I have just started high school, convincing Julie Duxbury to keep going around with me. She has her eye on Mark Sutton, who carries a swagger and quite possibly cigarettes about him, which will prove irresistible. I don’t smoke or swear aloud or chuck rocks at cars. I have lovely manners and a slight lisp. Mark Sutton does not fear me.

But nor do such things trouble me for long. I have a breezy, hopeful and curious disposition.

And so – having collected a big armful of wood, now nestled between elbow and wrist – cheery, chirpy me looks up to see Dad in his work overalls, wandering down towards me.

We live on a deep, three-quarter-of-an-acre block in Kalamunda. Our neat solid-brick three-by-one sits high on the hill, and a gravel driveway slides down past the back lawn and the sheds to a chook yard and beyond that to Dad’s fruit and veggie garden.

He’s off to water his tomatoes or try to fix the bore or ponder why the apricots taste so floury this year.

And out of nowhere, motivated by nothing other than the arrival of the question in my head, I ask him, ‘How are you, Dad?’

He pauses. Says nothing, so I follow up with something altogether more innocently profound.

‘Are you happy, Dad?’

He gives me a faint smile. Looks past me for a moment and then replies. ‘No, not really.’

And then, as if we’ve just updated each other on the cricket score, he walks away beyond my questions to tend his garden and to keep his secrets.

I have no memory of how I processed his words. I probably asked ‘Are you happy, Dad?’ because I was fully expecting the reassuring warmth of the affirmation: ‘Yes, mate, I am.’

What I got was: ‘No, not really.’

There was no elaboration. No hasty attempt to reset, or to spare my feelings should they be hurt. Not that they were. I had no context or understanding beyond seeking to take the temperature of the moment. Dad was just Dad.

Without giving it a second thought, I carried my load of wood up to the house, while the Stovell boys busied themselves trying to drown each other.

‘Clark pools, better than a beach in your own backyard!’



What did I know about my dad? What do boys really know about their fathers? Not much. Not unless the father wants to share his personal history. And Dad seldom did.

I knew he was born the third of seven kids and his childhood was shadowed by the hunger and poverty of the Great Depression. He was bright but shy and escaped school at thirteen to deliver bread alongside Ted Watson on the baker’s cart. He loved Ted – my words, not his. It was Ted who first taught him how to roll a cigarette. It was Ted who bought him his first pair of long pants. It was Ted who…

A pivotal figure in Dad’s life, Ted drowned while prawning in the Swan River one hot January night in 1939. He must have lost his footing in the muddy riverbed. His body was never found. And just like that, Dad lost the most important figure of his young life. Hours later, he sat atop the cart, delivering bread on his own.

I had to wait until Dad was eighty-two before he quietly revealed that story as we both stood under a brilliant night sky on the long-abandoned railway line that used to run from Midland to the hills. He was always happiest there, with a bit of bush around him and with the old laterite-stone house of his childhood just over yonder.

‘Mum and Dad were a bit worried about me for a while,’ he whispered. And he said no more.

While others enlisted in 1939 to fight in faraway battlefields, Dad was legally ‘manpowered’ out of uniform by his employer to stay home and continue to work as an apprentice baker. An essential industry required his skills. People needed bread every day.

Those inverted commas. ‘Manpowered.’

I’ve often pondered this. Guiltily. Two of my uncles joined up and my Aunty Avis enrolled in the Australian Women’s Army Service, yet my father, only twenty-one years old when the guns finally fell silent, was shaping fruit buns at two o’clock in the morning at Portwine’s Bakery in Kalamunda. We never spoke of it. Ever. Was there a hint of disapproval or even dishonour – that a fit young bloke did not ship out from Fremantle with thousands of others? Am I dishonouring him by speculating about it? I will never know the answer.

In the 1950s, Dad drove trucks from Welshpool in Perth across the country to Sydney and back – happiest perhaps to be on the road and alone.

He married Mum, but only after she’d previously called off the engagement because she thought he drank too much and was filled with unspoken sorrows.

None of which twelve-year-old me knew anything about on that breathless summer afternoon when I posed that naive question. ‘Are you happy, Dad?’ Nor was I mature enough to see that he did take a moment to reflect on the enormity and complexity of it. And then he simply answered truthfully and in the negative. And walked off.



Today, as I write this, I am approaching my sixtieth birthday. I have walked away from a forty-year career in media and currently have my right arm in a sling following shoulder surgery. I am getting older and less relevant. I am losing power and status in a fast-changing world, and everything I know about being a bloke is now being scrutinised.

Such an appraisal is timely and important. I do not fear it. Gender equity reappraisals are overdue, and the lazy assumptions and advantages and unrealistic expectations we blokes carry with us are being revealed as just that. I welcome it. But I’m also intrigued about how we are meant to respond.

For the last few years, I’ve been an ambassador for the Fathering Project, a brilliant initiative designed to promote the role of dads at the heart of family life. It invites fathers to look beyond their traditional responsibilities as breadwinners and encourages them to more actively participate in their kids’ lives. To be there for that Saturday-morning ballet concert. To engage. And to get the vacuum cleaner out without expecting a round of applause when it happens.

To me, there is nothing wrong in asking us to be better men and better fathers and set better examples for our kids – so our sons and daughters know what it is to be a good man. What it takes to be a good man.

Back in 2019, I presented a series of public conversations with groups of young fathers to explore how they saw their place in a changing world. I called it, ‘How are you, Dad?’

And in high-school classrooms across Perth, perhaps at the behest of partners or with curiosity of their own, the dads considered the question and, after a few beers to ease the nerves, the words began to pour forth. It became very evident to me how many of them seemed unsure of the role they were meant to be playing. Perhaps even what kind of man they were expected to be.

Yes, they were freed perhaps from the rigidity of the reliable and predictable framework that had underpinned their old man’s life, but they were unsure what was replacing it. And they also acknowledged that now – in their late thirties and early forties, with kids either in or about to go off to high school – they were often feeling increasingly anxious and uncertain about the role they played at home and at work.

Breadwinners still?

Practical problem-solvers?

Resilient men without fears?

Men meant to absorb life, but not reveal when it made them scared or sad or just bloody grumpy?

Men just like their dad?

Quite a few told me they did not want to be like their dad. And it wasn’t because they didn’t love and respect him. They just didn’t want to live such prescribed lives. They wanted to be happier. To explore what that meant and if the journey was even possible.



A few years on and I remain fascinated and, in some ways, vexed by the challenges we blokes face. And I want to explore why so many of us succumb to a narrow and negative view of the world as we get older. Why some of us lose our curiosity and sometimes our kindness. And why, despite so many evident advantages, we can sometimes feel so thwarted and alone. Fatigued and fed up.

I keep hearing arguments that men today are in crisis, and I want to better understand if this is true.

Do we – you and me – care enough at this stage in our grand adventures to pause for some self-reflection? Allow some vulnerability to escape? And are we open to the possibility of getting better at life? Maybe adapting a little, or moving the dial of an entrenched opinion, just a fraction, to allow space for others?

I think we should try.

Are men in crisis?

You tell me.

We might even have a hug later.






Chapter 2 Does This Make You Grumpy?


I reckon I know what you’re thinking. Is this the start of some long lecture about what bastards we men are? Does this bloke want to help me out, or is he just a sanctimonious, almond-milk-latte-drinking wanker?

Well, no.

I’m just trying to stretch the canvas upon which we are painting this little narrative.

And I like writing short sentences.

And asking questions, to keep you involved.

So let’s get back to the question of why so many blokes seem so bloody grumpy.

All humans get grumpy. Always have done. Ever since we chimps first emerged from the primordial ooze, took a whiff of the world around us and realised our time here would probably be very brief and very brutal and smell absolutely terrible. I’m not an anthropologist, but I assume that as life’s challenges dawned upon us, that’s when we started flinging poo at each other.

Two million years ago, there were barely enough monkeys to fill a barrel. Today there are nearly 8.2 billion of us. And the modern world is full to bursting with individuals and interactions to be annoyed by and aggrieved about. And poo flinging? Well, life can sure give us the shits.

What exactly am I talking about?

Well, how about I throw in a few grumpy, grievance-filled examples? And perhaps you might find a pen and paper and compile a quick list of your own. We can share our gripes. I might even ask you to read them aloud with bouzouki music playing in the background, in the hope you start laughing and realise what a bloody miserable git you and I and we can sometimes be.

And who knows, we might then decide to try a bit harder to offer our families and the wider world a more adorable version of ourselves. Maybe even a tolerant one.

Deal?

So, before we make that list, let’s consider what triggers our grumpiness. Or the prospect of it. Is it something occasional? A moment of frustration that suddenly inflames us? Injustice? Unfairness? Selfishness?

Maybe a scenario like this? Imagine you are out shopping – grudgingly, of course – with your partner and you notice the woman in front of you at the express checkout has maybe fifteen items in her basket, rather than the stipulated ‘ten items or less’. Do you…


	Not care at all.

	Sigh and mutter. And then do it repeatedly, and louder each time.

	Start to count out each item as they are priced and offer commentary. ‘There goes the second can of tuna…’

	Explode with anger and tell the woman she is wilfully flouting what is surely one of life’s most fundamental instructions and ‘God Help Us All’ if the rest of the world was as bloody selfish as she is.



Now, if your answer is anything other than (a.) then you are just looking for trouble, aren’t you?

You live with the expectation that you are about to be assailed, over and over again, by other people and their sheer selfish stupidity? That’s it, isn’t it? THEIR STUPIDITY! And the accumulation of it. Every day. On your strong, broad, but now frankly increasingly weary shoulders.

I get it.

The world is an imperfect place. Sometimes it doesn’t work the way we would like it to. Sometimes it doesn’t seem to work at all. And as we get older, we begin to wonder if it is ever going to be fixed.

As if life is an unfilled pothole and the bloody council won’t do anything about it until someone falls over and breaks their ankle, and even then…

I was musing about this recently on a social-media chat, when a fellow named Graham admitted feeling perpetually exasperated about the state of the world and all of us in it.

‘Geoff, it’s not that I’m grumpy, it’s just that everyone else is so BLOODY stupid!’

Geez, Graham, everyone?

My dad would have said the same thing.

But everyone must surely include us. What if it’s our behaviour that contributes to Graham’s sense of dismay?

Inconceivable, isn’t it? The prospect that we could ever be the reason for someone else to feel grumpy. Or that you or I could ever contribute to that giant bucket of mean and stupid.

Well, my friends, we all can. We all do.



A few months ago, my wife and I went to see the opera Carmen, spectacularly staged outdoors at the WACA Ground in Perth.

An enormous set was built in front of the Lillee-Marsh Stand. It was from here, all those years ago, that Dennis Lillee famously pushed off the sightscreen to a chorus of roaring drunks chanting ‘Li-llee, Li-llee, Li-llee’ and struck fear in the heart of some hapless batsman hoping to defend himself with a thin piece of wood. Tonight, it was more ‘L’amour, L’amour, L’amour’.

But before we even got to ‘Habanera’, I noticed a couple sitting just to my left. He sour, sallow, in his seventies and she dressed up for the evening, wearing a soft blue-and-green silk dress and a faint smile, casting quick glances in his direction to take his emotional temperature. Now where had I seen that before?

He was grumbling about something and pointing to the stage, where a Noongar man was delivering a Welcome to Country. Resplendent in furs and skins, the man on stage was acknowledging this place as the home of his people.

And then the old coot couldn’t help himself. ‘Why,’ he asked loudly enough for all those around us to hear, ‘why is he wearing a watch?’

I needed to let the moment sink in.

‘Why is he wearing a watch?’

I felt his wife shrink into her seat, clutch hard at her Oroton purse and stare determinedly ahead. Trying not to take the bait.

And the old coot? Not chastened at all. He repeated the question: ‘Why is he wearing a watch?’

I wanted to say something. ‘Indigenous Australians wear watches too, mate.’ Or, ‘Maybe he wanted to know what time you’d stop being a dickhead!’ But I didn’t. Imagine the shame his wife would feel.

And a sullen evening, I presume, was had by all.

What a grumpy old prick.



(Imagine, if you will, the hands of a clock spinning wildly, or dates flying off a calendar. Perhaps even a sun setting, rising and setting again in a frantic time-lapse…)



Okay, I have in recent months wanted to reappraise the Old Coot. Capital letters now I have formally named him.

Primarily because I reacted so strongly to him that night. And yes, because his behaviour was reminiscent of my dad’s ability to, on occasions, spoil a family get-together with a sneering aside or a refusal to engage at all.

The question is, why on that night did Old Coot choose to present himself to the world that way? Confronting, negative and deeply unpleasant, presumably in the company of the person he most loved. Or had once.

It’s easy not to care, but how else do we understand grumpiness if we don’t ask where it comes from?

‘Why is he wearing a watch?’

Was Old Coot a racist? And proudly so? Was he questioning the appropriateness of a Noongar man welcoming him to his own country?

Had he not wanted to come to the opera anyway, and was this a way of chastising his wife for refusing to let him stay at home?

Or… and perhaps this is unlikely… was he once an aspiring baritone? Was it Young Coot who, playing Escamillo the Toreador on opening night of Carmen at the Albany Town Hall in 1971, forgot to be forever on his guard and fell off the stage and into the lap of the lord mayor’s wife? Never to sing in public again.

I don’t know.

But I do know that how we present ourselves to the world today has a hell of a lot to do with what came before. And like Old Coot and my dad and possibly yours and possibly you, we may choose never to share that with others.

We may not want to. We may not know how to. We may be scared to. We must be forever on our guard.

And the consequence may well be that our wives and partners and kids, despite their best efforts to understand, can never get quite close enough to help us out. Because we don’t want them to know us. We don’t want them to think us weak. Or vulnerable.

Better that we reveal nothing of our fragility or fear or sense of failure or shame. Better we explain nothing and apologise for nothing. Better we barge on, decrying other people as stupid.

Better we just remain grumpy and fling our metaphorical poo.



Is it better, though?

It seems to me that when exposed to the stupidity of the world around us, we do have options.

We can simply let things go. How’s that for a statement of the bleeding obvious?

Does it really matter if the woman in front of us in the ten-items-or-less queue has fifteen items in her basket?

Or…

We can arm ourselves with anger and contempt and righteousness and hoard those grievances. Maybe even curate a collection of stupidity that validates everything we think about this very stupid world. Our Museum of Dickheadedness.

The problem is, that museum, filled with display cases of the foolish and fatuous, is housed in our guts and presents only as a malignant stew, a great gastric unhappiness, the vapours of which seep into all parts of our lives and relationships and if unchecked will simply destroy our capacity for joy.

For joy.

I think curating exhibits of other people’s stupidity is a miserable, self-defeating and often self-pitying hobby.

So if you’re thinking of opening such a museum, bloody don’t.



Here’s the question I will ask again and again. Can you imagine what life might be like, if we – me and you – consciously tried to pull back a little when annoyed or aggrieved?

To not feel the urge to judge so quickly, or find fault, or lay blame. Or offer such a loud opinion. Or correct. Or need to be right. All the time.

What if we just allowed some of that frustration to pass? Recognising the idiocy of it perhaps, but not becoming a lightning rod for it. Aware of it but determined not to be overwhelmed by it.

How do we do that?

Well, I think we have to agree on something. We have to accept the premise that it is not inevitable for men to become grumpy as we get older.

Why do I believe this? Because I see blokes celebrating life every day. Being tender and kind to those they love most, and obliging and friendly to those they might have just met.

I saw a great example of it this morning at the beach, ahead of a brutally hot day. An older chap was playing with his granddaughter, who looked to be about seven or eight. They were eating Twisties. He was tentatively presenting them, the way you might offer a seagull a chip. She leant in, laughing every time. Occasionally he would pull away and she would snatch at empty air.

He then tilted his head, lifted the bag to his mouth and emptied the dregs, making appropriately grotesque noises. She feigned outrage. Encouraged by this, he pulled something moist and yellow from inside his gob and offered it to her by way of apology.

‘You’re disgusting,’ she cried.

‘I know,’ he replied, before chasing her to the shoreline as she made her escape into the sparkling blue water.

I don’t know that bloke, but I liked the sound of his laugh and the apparent ease of his relationship with his granddaughter. And there’s a pretty good chance that, thirty or forty years from now, the grown woman will remember him, for his love and his kindness and his sense of mischief.

My father-in-law did it with lolly snakes and my adult kids have never forgotten.



If this book is to resonate with you in any way, then I think we have to agree there are more laughs to be had, more tender moments to share and more wonderful memories to build and bank.

Can we agree on that? Do I have to fling poo at you or tousle your hair, just to piss you off enough to get a nod of agreement?

Good. Then it’s settled.



Now, lest you think I am just some sanctimonious, smug, do-gooding, former ABC, politically correct, too-woke-by-half wanker… well, you’d be partly right. I did just use the word ‘lest’ after all…

But I do want you to know that I am exploring the ‘grumpy phenomenon’ not to sneer at you or tease you or anger you, but to share this adventure with you. I don’t want to be sucked into the vortex of endless harrumphing either. It’s fucking grim. And I, like you, am just as vulnerable to it.

Indeed, last weekend, as I read the local rag, which featured something I didn’t agree with, I immediately set my ‘I’ve Never Been So Outraged’ meter to eleven and declared to anyone who would listen…

‘I’ll write to the bloody paper about this!’

No one was listening.

And I huffed and puffed and began to dictate my anger into the air. Indulging my urgent need to correct. To put the bastards straight. To feel empowered again, in a world gone mad.

Anyway, I was clearly about to do all those things (not sure how), when I noticed a look of concern and some disappointment on the face of my wife (at this point I give myself some credit for having enough self-awareness to sense I was about to be ludicrous).

‘Are you really going to become the angry man in the newspaper?’ she asked, presumably preparing herself for another thirty years of opinionated tedium or to consider whether it might be an opportune time to grab the car keys and bolt. ‘Perhaps they can send a photographer around and you can pose with a furrowed brow and folded arms.’

She was right, of course. I didn’t really want to become Angry Man in the local paper. Annoyed by life’s potholes and demanding to know when council would fix them to my satisfaction.

I let it go.

It took some effort.

(No, it didn’t. I just had to swallow some of my self-important stupidity.)

And much of what I’m about to ask you is about your capacity to let things go.



Shall we do a little test of your tolerance? Ascertain your capacity for outrage or your willingness to just shrug and move on?

Let’s consider some of the issues in life that make us grumpy, and you can either sit there seething with incandescent, heart-attack-inducing rage… or perhaps you can wave away these exhibits of idiocy, allowing them to slide harmlessly by before crashing into the next bloke, who you can watch with detached amusement become all red-faced and cranky.

(Perhaps we need the bouzouki music from the Monty Python Cheese Shop sketch to set the mood. ‘Da, da, da, dum, da dum, da dum…’)


	
Let’s say it begins with something you saw on the Today show this morning about lines of people queuing in Midland so they can be the first to eat at a new Taco Bell. What a low-bar claim to fame. Queuing for a quesadilla. People these days etc., etc.…

	And of course you’ve already had a run-in with Mrs Drobny, the old Czech woman next door with the moustache, whose bloody Lhasa Apso never lets up with its confounded yap, yap, yapping when she’s at work. How many times have you wondered about throwing a bait over the fence and seeing what happens?

	And what about that nitwit driver in the white Camry who just came to a complete halt at a green light because of an overabundance of caution, forcing you to hit the skids? And now it’s turned red and he has blithely sailed through.

	And hang on, what did that cricket commentator on the radio just say about the peculiar superstition of umpire Dickie Bird, where he’d stand on one foot whenever the score reached 111? It wasn’t Dickie Bird; it was David Shepherd.
Get your facts right!

Get your facts right, world!

Why doesn’t anyone know anything anymore?

Why are people so stupid?







Let’s do a test, not a real one.

No prizes, just a means of taking the temperature of your brain.

Think of it as a word-association fireworks display. I want to know what explodes and fizzes within you.

Ready?

Here we go – images off the top of my head. Feel free to add your own. It might even make you laugh.


	Every motorist who is not you. Those arsehats who don’t know the etiquette of the roundabout, or how to indicate, or merge, or drive at an appropriate speed in the right-hand lane, or tow a caravan properly, and certainly can’t reverse into the allocated space next to your berth, or secure their tent pegs (that’ll be fun when the wind whips up later tonight), or keep their bloody kids quiet after eight o’clock as is designated on the Happy Wanderer Caravan Park noticeboard, which they might have seen when they came in were they not bickering quite so loudly. Look at the state of them. And who cut that kid’s hair?
You conclude, not unreasonably, that they are probably drug users or Sovereign Citizens or Greens voters or all of the above.



	Any reality-TV program – but particularly Love Island – although you did say to your daughter when she dropped in last week after netball that you wouldn’t mind watching an updated version of Gilligan’s Island where Little Buddy did finally get it off with Ginger. You thought that was hilarious. She thought you were having a stroke.
And what about Farmer Wants a Wife? ‘No, he doesn’t,’ you shout at the telly. ‘He just wants someone to give him a bloody hand with the mulesing.’



	Then of course there are those god-awful cooking shows. Tonight’s signature dish is… ‘Rissoles!’ you bellow at the screen.
‘Who watches this rubbish?’ you ask repeatedly.

‘The young people,’ says your wife, unless she’s gone to book club, which she increasingly wishes was on every night.



	Have you tried to buy razor blades lately? Bewildering. They’re usually called The Platinum This or The Mach That and are presumably designed by Lockheed Martin and endorsed by racing-car drivers or cricketers with sharp jawlines who look very, very pleased with themselves for having learnt how to shave.
Trawl the aisle looking for a simple blade to cut your old white whiskers and you’ll instead be offered a turbo, 3D, extra-lubed, anti-friction, pro-shield, skin-guard system featuring cool cartridge technology and an exfoliating bar so you can shave your balls.

The price, like the ball-shaving technology, is eye-watering, and you still have no idea if it will fit your razor.

Anyway… on we go.



	Do you remember when you used to be able to rely on the ABC? Sensible newsreaders (usually men) giving you the facts. Now they keep telling you what you can and can’t say and how you mustn’t offend people who want to identify as bees or sausages (vegan only, please).
Truth is, the older we get, the less we understand – anything.



	What are social influencers anyway? You’re not even sure what the phrase means, but it seems to relate to bulbous-bottomed young women – who may or may not have been created by AI – selling other people the benefits of something called mindfulness. Yesterday I heard that some style icon was trying to sell beer made from vaginal yeast. Anyway, as you understand it, they mainly ply their trade on TikTok and YouTube, which you don’t really know much about either, although you have enjoyed watching repeats of The World at War when the rest of the house has gone quiet.
Or gone out.



	The Kardashians? It all seems so vacuous. The relentless selling of ‘You too can be like me’ dreams to silly, self-centred, lip-plumped narcissists who are convinced this banal rubbish represents a profound 21st-century cultural truth.
And yes, while we can concede the odd point – we’re not unreasonable – and do understand that perhaps these influencers are changing the consumer habits of a new generation, it does make the rest of us hanker for simpler times. In our house, for instance, mindfulness for Dad represented twenty uninterrupted minutes on the toilet with the paper every morning, before one of us kids knocked on the door and declared we were ‘busting!’

That’s right, we only had one toilet. Tell that to the kids today.







Let me offer a few more itches to scratch:


	People who stop just as they are about to step off an escalator.

	Anyone who wants you to take off your shoes when you enter their homes.

	Plant-based ham.

	Every single thing about going to Officeworks.

	Any suggestion at all that we have achieved ‘synergy’.

	The private equity firms that own the pet-care industry and think it’s okay to charge twenty-five dollars for a dog’s heartworm tablet. How much do we love our pets? Don’t push me.

	Anyone who declares they are on a ‘journey’ or has ‘a story’.

	The barista who demands your name even when you are the only person in the cafe and then still looks past you and calls out, ‘Macchiato for Tom?’

	Baristas? My arse.

	Any media appearance by politicians who declare their concern for people ‘doing it tough’.

	Fridges that feature television screens.

	Beer made from fruit. And the people that buy it.

	The unsolicited automated phone call on the landline demanding we make an erroneous eBay payment.

	Australia Post delivering an item – usually late – and then emailing and asking in a folksy tone, ‘How’d we do?’ As if it’s their first day delivering things.

	The current-affairs promo that warns this is ‘a story no parent can afford to miss’.
And…



	The fact that Benny Hill and every other comedian you ever liked appear to have been cancelled by the woke police.
Whoever they are.





So there we are. Just a few exhibits, mind. Just a random sample of the inconsequential. Unless it’s not inconsequential to you.

How many of them make you grumpy? How many more can you come up with? Can I suggest you add to them?

I’m serious. Why not make your own list? Yes, I’m looking at you, fella. Why not spend fifteen minutes accumulating grievances? Piling them high on a plate of discontent. No annoyance too trite.

And then, while imagining you are hearing that bouzouki music in the background, read them out aloud.

I bet you start to laugh.

‘Da, da, da, dum, da dum, da dum…’


	Restaurant waitstaff who manage to walk past tables completely oblivious to anyone seeking to catch their eye.

	Daughter’s boyfriend who says he is perpetually exhausted yet appears to do nothing much at all.

	Anyone who wants to ‘reach out’.

	Or ‘value-add’.

	Or ‘circle back’.

	The dentist strongly suggesting it’s time for a crown, when we both know he just wants me to help fund his next ski holiday to Val d’Isère.



‘Da, da, da, dum, da dum, da dum…’

Give it a try. Go hard. You may be surprised how refreshed you feel.

It might even be a mindfulness thing. Like sitting on the toilet with the paper.



And so I ask again. How many of those grievances are you determined to hold onto and what might you be prepared to just let go?

I, for instance, don’t care if I never see another episode of The Benny Hill Show, although I did quite admire the sheer nerve of basing every joke around time-lapse ‘Yakety Sax’ sketches featuring revolting old men chasing near-naked nurses.

What I’d love you to at least consider over the following pages is whether the accumulation of annoyance and exasperation, complaints and pet hates (or hate of other people’s pets) is really making you happy.

Or more RIGHT.

Or more VALIDATED.

Or more IN CONTROL.

Or more HAPPY.

And yes, I repeated that because it matters.

Or is it simply making you, and those who float within your angry orbit, more MISERABLE?

Perhaps you think this is nonsense. That I am catastrophising the impact of this kind of behaviour.

The relentless appraisal and criticism and correction of everything. The mistakes latched onto and corrected. The weaknesses in others poked at. Every single day.

After all, it’s not your fault you are exact and have high standards.

Well, let me be frank, I reckon, you and I, we are risking plenty, if this is how we now communicate with and assess the world. Such miserable fault-finding righteousness is very, very bad for our health and happiness. And if it doesn’t kill us, it will, in all likelihood, begin to isolate us.

And at some point, our partners will notice but not alert us to the fact – lest they threaten our fragile sense of self – that the grandkids aren’t quite so keen on a sleepover anymore.

Or that the young fella can’t really be bothered to come home for Friday-night pizza and footy. Because you keep going on about players’ haircuts.

Truth is, the possible consequence of a world without you, me or us actively playing a positive role in it might just be a funeral where, with nothing much to eulogise, Father Ted will have no option but to pluck, seemingly from nowhere, that ‘Bob, of course, loved his snooker’.

Even though it was Bob being remembered yesterday and your name is Terry.



At this point, you are perhaps looking at your partner. The person who saw this book in WH Smith at the airport and thrust it in your lap, just moments before you boarded a flight to Sydney to see your daughter and son-in-law.

He, by the way, is a big-noting bullshit artist you can’t stand – and despite the appeals of your wife to just this once try to ignore his boastful ways, you have no intention of doing so.

But may there be pause for thought. May you ponder for just one moment…

Why did she buy this book for me?

And you will either choose to feel, as you so often do, under attack. Or you may soften a little, look into her eyes, however briefly, and see that perhaps you are the source of the tension today. And most days.

Except on Thursdays when you play golf. And even then, if you’ve had a few beers, you become belligerent.

So what do you want to do?

Can you acknowledge that maybe you do risk losing touch with those around you a little? That you might actually be making yourself and others unhappy?

My dad was aware of the impact of his behaviour, but the best he could ever come up with was, ‘I’m sorry if I…’ Which is a bit pissant.



Do you want things to change?

Well, for Dad it took a while. He seemed unwilling and incapable of escaping his circumstance, and it meant that for years Mum walked around on eggshells so as not to upset the delicate equilibrium of each day in retirement. I have read her diaries and have to admit that my dad, through much of his sixties and seventies, could be petulant and childish. And she would compromise her day almost every day to ensure there was peace and calm. As women do.

And yet, and to his credit, as Dad aged, he grew tired, I think, of being so righteous and negative and judgemental and grumpy. Fed up perhaps with being fed up. Even exhausted by it. And his kind heart began to beat again.

And today my kids remember him with great and real love. That was his belated gift to us. It is an enduring one.

What would you like to leave behind?
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