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			Bernard Salt is widely regarded as Australia’s leading social commentator, having appeared regularly on radio and television programs for more than twenty years. He is a twice-weekly columnist with The Australian news­paper, a business advisor as a KPMG Partner and a corporate speaker at the highest level. Decent Obsessions is Bernard’s fifth book in just over a decade. 
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			WHEN I was a kid growing up in the 1960s in a Housing Commission house in a small country town in Victoria with my parents and five siblings, there wasn’t much time, or inclination I must say, for me (or for any kid that I knew) to be considered special. And now almost half a century later I find that nothing has changed. Do you know why? It’s because I am white, male, middle-aged and middle-class. I am also heterosexual and able-bodied, have an Anglo-Celtic Christian heritage, live within a family environment and work within ‘greedy’ corporate Australia. And I have no deep-seated psychological issues. (Please don’t smirk.) I am not depressed. I was not abused as a child or as an altar boy. I am the antithesis of special. I am the embodiment of anti-special.

			I have nothing to complain about. I wasn’t special as a kid and I can in no way be considered special as an adult. In fact I am privileged. I am privileged to work hard and to be taxed accordingly. Apparently. Whenever there are concessions and special deals and off-peak rates being doled out, do you know where I am? I’m at the back of the queue. And that’s because I get to pay for everyone else—because I am so privileged and because I have had it so easy.

			There is no legitimate reason why anyone should cut me any slack. Not that I want any slack, but it would be nice to know that if ever I did want special consideration there was some stored somewhere for me to, well, be considered special. It is instructive that at this point I feel compelled to place my comments in context. I know there are people with special needs and those who have been, and who still are being, unfairly and unreasonably discriminated against. I understand this; I acknowledge this; I respect this. But what about me? And people like me? There is a case to make about the polite and dutiful middle class. We pay our taxes; we do our best to raise good kids; we work hard; we maintain the family unit as best we can; we don’t cause trouble. And what do we get for our efforts? Vilification. Anyone who works for corporate Australia is automatically part of an elite ‘who should pay even more tax’. Well here’s the thing. I think I work hard and that I don’t deserve the opprobrium that comes from those who have not been prepared to put in the same effort. I choose not to live on the edge; I choose to live in the centre. Life is better there. It may be less exciting, but for me and for millions of others we see it as largely a matter of choice. Yes, yes, I know there are those for whom life on the edge is not a choice but a sad reality. Yes, yes, I know there are those who are generationally and systemically caught within welfare traps and who can only dream of a middle-class lifestyle. But is it wrong to suggest that these circumstances should never be an excuse for not doing what you can to improve your lot? I did it. Others can do it too. At some point the hard-working middle class has to stand up and say enough’s enough. If so many people are deserving of special attention and special concessions, then, excuse me, but who is doing the work? Who is paying for all this? And there is one group who it might be said have done it toughest. Middle-aged workers who have put in thirty years’ hard labour and who have transitioned from battler class to middle class. This lot didn’t get the advantages of an idle, middle-class youth. What they got was the ­opportunity to put in year after year and to be rewarded for their efforts with being derided ‘because they’re rich’.

			In Australia as well as in many other developed nations you too can become well-to-do, even rich, if you work hard enough and consistently enough. Welcome to my world of decent obsessions. In this world people make rational decisions and act fairly and reasonably. They don’t impose on others. They act normally, if a tad conservatively, and they don’t require the effort or attention of others to live meaningful lives. I get up; I go to work; I pay my bills; I try to be a good parent; I have long-term relationships; and I can engage in balanced small talk with other people without redirecting the conversation back to me, my life and my kids. Experience has taught me this is hard to do for many.

			It’s not rocket science. Get a job and work at it. Don’t spend more money each week than you make. No one owes you anything despite the fact that parents, teachers, employers and Facebook friends have told you that you are special. You are not special. You and I and many others are quite ordinary. You will never be rich or famous or win TattsLotto. No. I’m sorry you won’t. Your boss isn’t psychotic; your co-workers aren’t sociopaths. Sometimes you need to work things through and to persist. That’s an odd word, isn’t it? Persist. It means to continue doing something that might be a tad boring and not very water-cooler-worthy in the eyes of your friends, who always seem to be doing exciting things. Eventually this concept of ‘persisting’ will deliver you a better quality of life by middle age than the alternative of pursuing every one of life’s options. And this includes, for example, the option of blowing it all on ‘wonderful life experiences’ but then have nothing to show for it by thirty. And when you have nothing to show for it at thirty you will no doubt look around and complain bitterly about all those people who had it easy.

			I was married at twenty-two; I had a mortgage at twenty-four; I had children at thirty; I have worked for four employers in thirty years. For many, life is what you make of it; for some there are constraints. My advice to generation Y is to look at the big picture and the long term; my advice to boomers is that what you have in your fifties is probably the sum total of your own efforts. You are not wealthy because you didn’t make the right choices or take the right risks or—you’re gonna love this one—have the right abilities and insight at the right time in life.

			No middle-aged person wants to confront the reality that they made bad choices; they want to believe that the only reason why they aren’t on the BRW Rich 200 list is because of some factor beyond their control: they married the wrong person; they didn’t get access to university; they were born in the wrong place; they didn’t receive adequate support from parents, employers or others. No. The reason why middle-aged boomers aren’t on the BRW Rich 200 list is because they more often than not lacked the talent, the application, the courage and the insight to do what was required in their twenties. Tough call that one. Easier to hold onto the dream that you would have made it but for the intervention or the non-intervention of others.

			Decent Obsessions is a book of columns written to a consistent theme: that there is a ‘them’ and an ‘us’. We work hard and pay tax and lead normal lives, and this effort goes into supporting the lifestyles of some who pursue, shall we say, edgier existences. We all know people like this. The relative who is constantly broke but who manages to find sufficient funds to flit off to Bali for a holiday ‘because they’ve had a rough trot lately’. The self-obsessed ‘friend’ who dominates conversation. Those who stay out late, who are self-obsessed, who invariably make silly choices in relationships, in jobs and especially with regard to money. Why should those who manage their lives well and who exercise self-control and discipline be forced to listen to or otherwise engage with those who live beyond their means and efforts? The centre, the comfortable, the safe and the secure are all ruthlessly parodied, and yet it is within these confines that the real drivers of society reside. My Saturday columns with The Australian newspaper have provided me with an outlet to vent quietly about the trials and tribulations of the pursuit of a normal life. It is a view of life from the middle of the bell curve. They have struck a chord with many. Welcome to my decent obsessions. This a cry of the heart, a cri de cœur from the middle aged and the middle class. We’ve had enough of your edgy ways. Come back into the fold, behave normally, and don’t ever leave the television volume on an odd, let alone a prime number again.
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			Obsession and Insight
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			NOWHERE is the minutiae of human thought more focused than in the special category of obsession and insight. Obsession, of course, is that which engages us to perhaps an unhealthy degree, whereas insight is more of a ­revelation, a new way of looking at things. People will happily chat on about their insights; obsessions, on the other hand, are more likely to be secreted in the darker recesses of the mind. Well I say bring them both into the sunlight so that we might better understand the matters that engage, amuse and infuriate us on a daily basis. An obsession can relate to time and the need to control it, or lists and the need to make them, or phones and the urge to check for messages, or the inexplicable preference to settle the television volume on an even number. Insight is a softer, more caring version of obsession: it pretends to be more cerebral but in many respects is just a milder form of obsession. For example, is developing a theory about French men by sitting in a Parisian sidewalk café peering at sockless male ankles an insight or is it an obsession? Or it is something else altogether? Regardless, it’s what occupies mind space, and as such it fulfils all that is required to be a decent obsession.

			 

			First of all, note that every second counts 

			To some people, now doesn’t mean ‘now’, it means as soon as they can

			I WANT to talk about a much-misunderstood concept. I want to talk about time. I have been operating on the assumption that time was the same for everyone. Or at least everyone within the same meridian. Oh, I do so like using the word meridian in context in a sentence; it makes me feel so, so—oh I don’t know—geographical? And frankly, who wouldn’t want to feel a teensy bit ­geographical? I know I do. Frequently. However, it has taken me a lifetime to realise that time is not as it seems. Time bends. Time shifts. Time ­shuffles. Time for me is not the same as time for you. Time for me is right here, right now, right this instant. Time for me is an immovable fact. 

			If I say, ‘Is everyone ready to go?’ and start walking to the car, then I assume that everyone who heard me and who explicitly or tacitly agreed that they too are ready to go is also walking to the car. But not so. Some people—okay, okay, some people of a gender other than male—dillydally; they shilly-shally; they dawdle; they get waylaid; they find things that need to be done on the way to the car. No. If you give an undertaking to a driver—okay, okay, to a male driver—that you are ready to go, it does not mean opportunistically finding stuff to do along the way. Walking to the car is not a multi-tasking opportunity. The hall table does not need dusting. The front doormat does not need shaking. Junk mail can remain in the letterbox. Yes, really it can. No one is going to steal junk mail. I promise. Can we please go? You don’t understand. When men say they need to go, we need to, you know, go. There is a demonic inner-male driving urge that once set in motion is quite unstoppable. You can’t toy with the primal male driving urge like that. It’s cruel. It’s just as well that this discussion is of a general nature and does not refer to any institution, individual or group of individuals, otherwise I might find myself in a bit of trouble this Saturday morning. 

			Yes, I suppose there is the remote possibility that I might be a tad prescriptive about time. But I don’t think so. Let me run this test past you. Do you think it’s unreasonable to say to a waiter that you would like a cup of tea, but if he is unable to bring it within five minutes, then to perhaps leave it, as you need to go? Is it fair to place terms, conditions and time frames on the delivery of service by a waiter? I say it’s okay as long as the request is politely pitched. Others who are, shall we say, less prescriptive about time say there is a sacred social contract that exists between the waiter and the waited upon: this contract stipu­lates that the waiter has sovereignty over their time and that to impose conditions and time frames is a threat to that intrinsic sovereignty. I say that the waiter cedes sovereignty over their time, or should so cede such sovereignty, for the duration that they are on duty, and for this reason a time-conditioned request for the delivery of a cup of tea is perfectly acceptable. I have yet to put my time-conditioned tea request to a waiter, but as you can see, I have very much applied my mind to the subject and will be prepared should the need arise. 

			And now, if you will excuse me, I have to attend a meeting that is due to start at 9 am, and as it is 8.57 am and the meeting room is two minutes’ walk from my office, I must leave now. Otherwise I will be late and that would never do.

			Car space, the final frontier

			Is it possible to lust after a parking space?

			SO there I am at 2 pm on a Saturday, prowling the Hawthorn Bunnings car park in Melbourne, looking for a place to park. Some people are lucky in this respect: the ideal parking space will magically materialise before their eyes just when they need it. I’m the opposite. I have to wait and queue and drive around, and when I do see a vacant spot, it’s invariably a tight one next to a concrete pillar at the farthest point possible from where I need to go. Do you believe in the concept of PSE, or parking spot envy? Do you ever look at parking spots and think, Why don’t I ever happen across a ­desirable spot such as that: wide, no concrete pillars, next to the store entrance, easy to reverse out of? Sigh. Sometimes these undeniably desirable spaces in the car park are painted, so your tyres squeak when you pull in. I don’t know about you, but I quite like a bit of car-park tyre squeak. It makes me feel clean. Come on, admit it, you do, too. It’s okay; it’s quite natural to feel this way. 

			Do you know my favourite parking spaces? Come close. I don’t want everyone knowing this. There are about six spaces outside the ground-floor car-park entrance to David Jones in the Chadstone Shopping Centre that are quite possibly the most desirable parking places I have seen: wide, under cover, pillarless, painted concrete floor, easy to get in to and out of, next to the entrance. I mean right next to the entrance. One or two steps and you’re at the perfume counter. How good is that? I’ll have to stop now. I’m coming over all faint. In fact I’m a bit flushed. But of course these car spaces are in such demand that they’re always full. Do you think it’s odd that a grown man should think—hmmm, shall we say longingly?—about parking spaces? No? Good, neither do I. In fact I would say that such musings are perfectly normal. But let me assure you that one day I intend having one of those parking spaces. Fully and completely. For hours, not minutes. Hours. And why not? After all, someone has to park in those spaces. Why can’t it be me? 

			I have an aunty who says a prayer whenever she needs a space in a car park. And she says it never fails. I suspect that’s the reason why people like me—people of marginal and dubious faith—never get the good spots. God is in cahoots with devout aunties and others, giving them the best parking spots. Sinners, on the other hand, are banished to the sheer hell, or at least purgatory, of remote, unpainted, tight spaces near concrete pillars that take ten-point turns to get in to and out of. 

			However, PSE is but one emotion that surfaces in the relentless hunt for a parking space. The other is repressed rage at being kept waiting by someone who knows you’re waiting for their space. Look, Bunnings-car-space-hogging fella, if you get into your car and put your foot on the brake pedal and put gears into reverse so that brake and reversing lights glow in anticipation of some car-moving action, then I expect you to follow through and deliver on your intent, if not your word. In fact I’ll be blunt: brake lights on means I expect you to pull out forthwith. Clearly there are car-park teasers who are always promising to vacate a spot but who never deliver. It takes nerve to look someone who is walking to their car in the eye and sum them up as a car-park tease. No, I won’t wait for you to leave because you look like a car-park tease. I have more dignity than that. I’ll take my chances out in the parking-bay fray rather than invest my time and emotion in waiting in vain for you to get moving. And I hope that when you finally do leave, you will see me luxuriating in one of those well-positioned, amply proportioned, painted-floor, pillarless, under-cover parking spaces that everyone—that’s right, everyone—so badly wants.

			The first thing to do is make a list

			There are those who make lists and those who don’t

			I WOULD like to talk to you about a very serious issue. A very serious issue indeed. I want to talk to you about a terrible affliction that is, well, afflicting all sorts of people. Not me. I am, fortunately, immune from this disease. Why? Because I have the capacity to operate on a whim, in the moment, without a plan. I am a man without a plan, and a man without a plan is a man who doesn’t need a list. 

			Do you know there are some people who create lists for everything? That’s right. The world just does not operate fluidly for these people unless they’re writing out and referring to and checking off lists. They suffer from a con­dition known as compulsive obsessive list-making disorder, or COLD. This is an affliction that can start quite young but which typically reaches its zenith among the busy middle aged. Meet a mum, any mum, in her forties and in her bag will be a list. Same for men. Well, some men. I know these men. I sit in their offices. These are men who have ­different sized containers for different sized paperclips next to their phone. COLDists don’t just make lists; COLD is about being prescriptively organised. Are you a bit of a COLDist? Did you write a list on Friday night of things you wanted to achieve over the weekend? Yes? Does this list have a heading? Yes? Is your list headed ‘To Do’? Think about this. What are the chances of you writing a list on a Friday night itemising things you want to achieve over the weekend and then rediscovering this list on Saturday morning and thinking, What’s all this about? You don’t need to put ‘To Do’ at the top of your list. You’ll remember its purpose, I promise. Do you date your lists? Do you have a carry-over policy for items—meaning if you didn’t fix the side gate on Saturday, this item reappears on Sunday’s list? Or is fixing the side gate a Saturday job, so that this item hibernates until being resuscitated by the list-making process the ­following Friday night? 

			Do you know how to freak out a COLDist? I love doing this. You suggest extra things that should be on the list, such as mowing the lawn, and you kindly offer to add this item to the list. If you are truly a COLDist, you will know exactly what is wrong with this suggestion. A hardcore COLDist will never allow anyone to add anything to their list. Why? Different handwriting. It messes with the intrinsic purity of the list: you can’t have a list comprised of different voices and different hands. I have seen these multiple-owner lists; they’re functional as opposed to pretty. Multiple-owner lists are known among the COLDist set as mongrel lists. And the reason I know about these lists is because on the rare occasion that I do create a list, it is made opportunistically on the back of an envelope without a heading and without the items being numbered. My mongrel lists are a chaotic fusion of unanchored cryptic terms: bread, milk, petrol, side gate. That’s it. I don’t need a ‘To Do’ heading and I’m happy if this list is written on the back of an envelope. It’s called recycling. 

			There are other things that trouble the COLDist community. If, for whatever reason, their list isn’t long enough—and who doesn’t want a long list?—they will add things to that list just so they can be immediately crossed off. Not that true COLDists actually cross things off their lists. Can anyone tell me why? That’s right. A line through the words ‘Fix the side gate’ looks messy. Best to have a system where a task completed is highlighted. And, of course, highlighter-pen cross-offs should never be in mixed colours. Pink is ideal—it suggests stop and that the task has ended—while green highlighter for cross-offs is silly and illogical. 

			The other thing about COLDists is that they love to show you their list. ‘Sorry. Can’t stop. I have a list a mile long. See.’ I’m not sure what the appropriate response is to being shown a list by a COLDist, but I think it’s along the lines of: ‘Gosh, you do have a big list, don’t you? My list is teeny in comparison. You must be a more successful person than I am because of the length of your list.’ If you are a COLDist or even if you have COLDist leanings, I am going to ask that you show tolerance to those of us lesser beings who happily, naively and quite blithely amble through life with list amiss and therefore blissfully listless.

			Parisians say non to the joy of socks

			The French may have loads of savoir faire but they need more socks

			JE suis a Paris en ce moment. Do you know what I just said? I said I’m in Paris at the moment, on holiday. This experience is not new to me; I have been to Paris several times. Do you know the reason I keep coming back to Paris? For the food? Non. Way too rich for moi. For the Parisians? Delicate one this one. Look, officially I love the Parisians but I’m not in love with the Parisians. Does that make sense? 

			No, the reason I keep coming back to Paris for my ­holidays is to partake of my favourite holiday pastime: ­people-watching. And in the realm of people-watching, there is no place better than Paris. Consider this. A prime seat in a sidewalk café on fashionable Rue Saint-Honoré with a pot of tea and a macaron on a balmy summer’s day with my iPad open to The Weekend Australian courtesy of the café’s free wi-fi access. Does life get any better than this? I mean seriously. Does it? From this vantage point the whole of life passes you by, from über-chic businessmen and high-end fashionistas right through to a random assortment of street show-offs and complete and utter ­crazies. In other words, nothing unusual. 

			Now, you may not know this, but I am a bit of a fashionista myself. Not in what I wear but very much in what interests me. I like to think that I am up with the latest. And nowhere is the latest more evident than on the streets of Paris. Do you know what smart-set men are wearing in Paris this summer? They’re turning up the collar of their sports jackets so as to deliberately expose the felt lining. I should add that the top button of the jacket must be buttoned and a contrasting kerchief should be made to spill jauntily from the breast pocket. But wait, there’s more. French fellas are also pushing up their jacket sleeves so as to expose not shirt and cuff but arm and skin. Male forearms are boldly and wantonly exposed this summer. 

			But my eye for male fashion detail goes further. Much further. Not only are collars being turned up and sleeves being pushed up, but men are wearing shoes without socks. Let me just repeat that: Frenchmen are going sockless. In summer! Now I kinda get the upturned collar thing: it’s raffish, it’s chic, and I bet it’s warm in winter—although I don’t think warmth is the purpose of the exercise. But try as I might, I simply do not get the no-sock thing. Perhaps it is just me and my provincial way of thinking, but doesn’t anyone else consider that there might be a hygiene issue here? I am all for fashion. But I am also all for cleanliness and no-smelliness. 

			I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking, I bet those French fellas have tiny socklets cut below the ankle. I thought of that too so I studied a few examples. Real hard. One particularly bon homme was sitting all cross-legged with a spectacularly naked ankle exposed for all the world to see. And from the angle of my table I had a direct line of sight right into the inside of his shoe. No sock. Nothing. Just bare skin against bare leather. I was shocked. What sort of a person eschews socks? Do Frenchmen think that the sight of a bare ankle, and of a bare forearm for that matter, might attract admiring glances? Excuse me. My glances were different; my glances were research. 

			Well, let me reassure all those French fashionistas that we Australian men think differently on the subject of socks. We understand the need for socks, the demand for socks, the role of socks—in fact, we understand the joy of socks. In fact so ‘for socks’ are we Australian men that male grey nomads insist on wearing socks with sandals. Now that is a look that I am sure draws more than a couple of admiring glances from women who think, Ooh la la, there’s something damned attractive about a man who takes good hygienic care of his feet.

			A severe case of melon overkill

			There’s a conspiracy involving chefs and melon growers and it involves fruit platters

			I’M coming straight out with this. I like fruit. In fact, the more I think about it, I’m a bit of a fruitophile. Not a fruitoholic. That would be weird. No, I am a fancier of fruit. Not any fruit, mind you. Fruit must be ripe and piquant; it must be exotic and slightly chilled; but above all it must be untrammelled, unbruised and untouched. Farmers’ markets in the south of France sell sun-warmed, ripe fruit. Sorry, but I believe fruit should be firm, chilled and virginal. Indeed, the very idea of eating warm fruit is as unnerving as is sitting on a warm toilet seat; give me the confidence of chilled sterility in both cases every time. I have always liked fruit. Why wouldn’t anyone like fruit? It is packed with vitamins and is largely fat-free. And it is so good for you. I am informed that there are internal organs that benefit from the passage of fruit. Well, if that is so, then let me assure you that my internal organs must glisten with good health. Just thought I’d share that with you. 

			Now all of this brings me to my point. Yes, I do have a point and it will arrive shortly. In my travels I stay in swish hotels where I regularly order a fruit platter as part of a meal. Over the years, I have noticed something odd about the average hotel fruit platter. They all have much the same baseload fruit: orange cantaloupe, green honeydew melon and red watermelon. To this base is offered, depending on the swishness of the hotel, a prettily cut orange, a thinly sliced apple or pear, as well as a banana and perhaps a drizzle of passionfruit innards. And then on top—bane of my room-service meal life—a single strawberry replete with intact green-leaf bit. 

			Fellow fruitophiles will know immediately where I am heading. The only reason honeydew melon and watermelon get a guernsey in a standard fruit platter is not because of any deliciosity factor—yes, there is such a word—but because (a) melons are bulky, common and cheap (sorry, melonophiles, but it’s true) and (b) because they can be cut and stacked to deliver baseload fruit. As you can see, I have a lot of time on my hands in hotel rooms to contemplate the structure, form and hidden philosophical meaning of the room-service fruit platter. Rarely do you see interesting fruit such as blueberries and strawberries in fair and equal measure, but rather what you get is boring fruit such as most of the melon family. You do realise that I will receive a letter of complaint this week from the Australian Melon Fanciers’ Association. 

			Let me make this very clear: j’accuse five-star hotel kitchen chefs of preferring cheap but visually pleasing melon fruit over expensive but undeniably more delicious berry fruit. In short, my demands of hotel chefs are these: dump the honeydew melon, cut down on the cantaloupe and rid the world of wretched watermelon. Oh, you like watermelon, do you? Well let me tell you something: the only reason watermelon makes it to a summer fruit salad bowl is because it’s red and cheap; it’s there for its looks, not its substance. This is reverse racism for fruit: watermelon is there because of its colour and bulk. Watermelon is a fruit-salad strawberry or raspberry substitute and every­one knows it. 

			And while I’m on a roll: that green-leaf thingy bit on top of the strawberry? Why? With all the kitchen gadgetry available to über-chic master chefs, why can’t they pluck before they serve? I’ll tell you why. Chefs leave the leaf on ‘because it looks good’. They like the visual of a ­voluptuous strawberry being teasingly covered by a skimpy, green, fig-leaf mat. Well, I am so on to you. The green-thingy bit being left on strawberries is emblematic of chefs plating food to please themselves and not the customer. Well, I have had enough: from this day forward, my fruit platter order will specifically request that all strawberry hulls be removed and that the melon content be restricted to no more than 10 per cent of the overall fruit content. And don’t think I won’t be measuring the melon.

			On Planet Tidy, things just add up

			Some people can’t settle unless everything is on an even keel

			YOU know when you set the volume on televisions there is usually a digital scale set from zero to perhaps fifty or 100? Well, do you know there are people in my household who casually and without a care in the world adjust the sound and leave the volume sitting on an odd number? How can anyone sit down to watch Australia’s Funniest Home Videos with the volume control set to an odd number? The volume should always sit on an even number. It’s a matter of tidiness. Surely? I mean, an odd number is just wrong, wrong, wrong. Why, just the other day I turned on the telly and instinctively I knew something was not quite right. And sure enough, not only was the volume sitting on an odd number, it was sitting on number 43. Forty-three! You do realise the significance of 43, don’t you? Oh, I think you do. Forty-three is not only an odd number; it is a prime number. A prime number! You cannot do things with a prime number. Prime numbers just sit there and steadfastly refuse to be divided by any number other than one and themselves. Now that is just plain unfriendly behaviour. On the other hand, a gregarious number such as 48 is—how shall I put this (children might be reading)—much more divisible. Almost every number wants to lustily divide into 48; 4, 8, 6, 2, 12, and I could go on but I think you get my point. 

			Anyway when I explained my logic about the ­wrongness of odd numbers and the straight-up weirdness of prime numbers in relation to the TV’s volume control, all I got back was a set of incredulous stares and, can you believe it, dropped jaws. I mean, it was as if they thought I was an alien from another planet. Oh, I am an alien from another planet all right. Planet Tidy, where all the numbers behave and none steps out of line. Hmmm, tidy numbers. I like it already. And, in fact, as the Supreme Ruler of Planet Tidy I have decreed that there shall be no prime numbers including that self-absorbed number 1. It’s time number 1 got its comeuppance and disappeared: go join the alphabet, number 1; you’re such a show-off. Televisions on Planet Tidy have volume controls that can be set only to even numbers: two, four, six, eight, ten and beyond. 

			Oh yes, yes, yes. Now, I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking I’m a Numbers Racist because I don’t like odd numbers and I especially don’t like unfriendly prime numbers. Well, let me put that one to bed. So to speak. I have always had quite a thing for number 27: three short of 30; easily divisible; two more than 25; comprising a curvaceous number 2 and a tick-like number 7. Now that’s an attractive number and in fact I defy anyone not to find number 27, ahem, alluring. 

			So there we go; I like to leave the volume control on even numbers, and unless you want to receive another numbers lecture like this, then it’s just easier if everyone on Planet Earth does as we do on Planet Tidy and leave any electronic setting on an even number. Beam me up, Scotty, for my work here is done.

			Addicts are hooked up on iPhones

			Look, I’m not an iPhone addict but I know people who are

			ARE you an iPhone addict? Take a seat and allow me to cross-examine you, your behaviour and your lifestyle. Do you check emails on your iPhone on weeknights when you are home with your family? What about on weekends? Do you zone out of a family conversation to ‘just check your emails’? Do you take your iPhone on holidays so you can keep track of what’s happening on the work front? Have you checked your iPhone at a family wedding? What about at a funeral? You have, haven’t you? Is nothing sacred? Why do you need to look at your iPhone all day, every day? What vital piece of information are you expecting that you have to look at that thing every five minutes? 

			I know why you do it. It’s because work email is intoxicating and addictive. All those permission requests and bits of information being channelled to you from minions and associates in different parts of your business empire: it’s information; it’s connectivity; it’s validation; it’s all about you. Email communication is confirmation that you are kingpin (or queen bee) and that you are an essential part of the workplace cognoscenti. Who wouldn’t find all this attention flattering? 

			Of course you have to take your iPhone on holiday; doesn’t anyone in this family understand how important you are in the workplace? And it’s not as if you respond to monitored email traffic during the weekend; you just like to watch, don’t you? It readies you for Monday’s onslaught. A weekend isn’t for switching off; it’s for keeping watch to guard against saboteurs, incompetents and assorted corporate goblins and gremlins who, left unchecked, may upset your stellar trajectory. 

			When interstate on business and staying at a hotel, do you wake in the night and reach for your iPhone to check the time? And when you check the time do you also think, May as well see what emails have come in? And as you briefly reply to a 2 am email, do you think when you press the send button, I bet they get a surprise at seeing a 2 am time-tag to my reply? This makes you feel all warm and fuzzy inside, so you drop off to sleep in no time, safe in the knowledge you have totally one-upped the sender of the email. I mean, who answers their emails at 2 am? You do, don’t you? And you’re proud of it, aren’t you? Oh yes you are. 

			When you are at your kid’s sport this weekend, will you have your iPhone jammed into your coat pocket ready to respond the second it vibrates? I mean, two hours out in the cold with the ball around your kid for only a few seconds at a time; why not scroll through, review and delete texts so you can make the most of this downtime? You’re not being a bad parent; you’re just being efficient. Frankly, if the rest of the world were as efficient as you, we’d all be a lot better off. Take your iPhone to junior football? What a fantastic idea. And you know exactly when to look up from the screen because other parents around you start cheering. It’s like a nuclear early-warning system. If you do this really well, I reckon you can delude your kid into thinking you are watching the whole match all of the time. You can even listen to the odd voicemail. The other parents aren’t going to know; they’ll just think you are talking to your partner. Just throw in the odd ‘Yes, dear’ to throw them off the scent. 

			What an extraordinary iPhone winner you are. Switched on all day, every day. The nerve centre of a business empire. Then again, you just may be a bit of an iPhone wanker: continually looking at and flicking a screen because you don’t have the social skills and the connections to conduct a relationship in the real world outside the workplace. I’m right, aren’t I? And if I’m not right, then I am sufficiently close to the truth that you are squirming just a bit. If this is the case, then perhaps it’s best that you remain technologically cocooned in your workplace because you ­probably wouldn’t survive in the real world, where real people ­connect in real time.

			Dash it, I remain a pedant fan of the comma man

			What the world needs now is a better understanding of the semicolon

			DO you know the sort of people to whom I am naturally drawn? Okay, so that wasn’t too hard: geeks is a good guess, but it’s a particular genre of geek that I like. I especially like good or spot-on spellers and pernickety punctuators. In fact, the more pernickety the punctuator the better. There is a punctuation mark that is perfect for every occasion. The fun, the thrill, the adrenalin rush is in dressing otherwise dowdy verbiage with precisely the right punctuation so as to make a sentence sing. And if you cannot relate to what I have just said, then perhaps you and I were never meant to be friends. 

			I once saw a friend misspell the Philippines and I cannot let it go. This person used a double l and a single p. A double l and a single p! For the Philippines! Ever since the Philippines incident, whenever I see this person all I can think about is their embarrassing act of misspelling. Was this carelessness or do they really think this is how the Philippines is spelt? What other words don’t they know how to spell? Is it wrong to fantasise about giving friends a bit of a ­spelling bee? Spell chrysanthemum; if you can’t, then you and I are finished. I can’t be friends with a person who can’t spell the Philippines. What if we are both kidnapped by Filipino separatists holidaying in Australia and smuggled back to the Philippines and held for ransom and my friend gets one chance to send our location to the authorities and misspells the Philippines and the person receiving the message is a spelling pedant like me and cannot understand where we are? In that situation I would be a goner and all because I knowingly chose to hang out with a bad speller. Well, that isn’t going to happen. Bad speller, be gone. 
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