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‘It took courage for Grant to admit that he was dealing with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). When he first opened up to me about the issues he was facing, I wasn’t shocked. I was relieved. I knew there was a long road ahead. But like everything Grant took on, I knew this one conversation would lead to him accepting the challenge. I knew he was a strong man, but facing this challenge showed me strength was much more than pulling a train or plane which he had done on many occasions.’

David Sharpe, former Assistant Commissioner, Australian Federal Police

‘A brave, life-affirming book from a brave man. Grant Edwards’ book works as a thriller, an adventure story, social history and self-help guide. Anyone struggling with the battle that goes on between our two ears will find comfort and help in Grant’s words.’

Gordon Peake, political advisor/academic

‘As a foreign diplomat I have had the honour and privilege of seeing Grant working in different nations, cultures, and languages where there are no barriers for his noble dedication: to make the world a better one for us all. He is truly a citizen of the world.’

Fernando de la Cerda Bickford, Deputy Ambassador, Embassy of Guatemala

‘Not only is Grant Edwards a respected leader in law enforcement in both hemispheres, he is also an acclaimed athlete, world record holder and mentor to many across the globe who suffer from the debilitating post-traumatic stress disorder. Grant Edwards is a champion of the highest order and a gentleman to boot. Along with my family, I am proud to call him a friend.’

Harry Mitchell, co-founder, Tartan Warriors

‘Anyone who has ever met Grant Edwards is immediately impressed by the physical size of the man – but that’s only half the human that he really is. Grant’s physical strength is matched by his ability to care for fellow humans. In his career, he has leapt more hurdles than most of us have been forced to, but he’s done with seeming ease as he’s a natural leader. Leadership, though, carries an unseen burden and Grant has had to deal with that for too long. The mark of the man is opening himself to fully disclose his weaknesses and not everyone has the inner strength to do that. For that is what I am most proud of him for.’

Leigh Diffey, NBC sports broadcaster
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I dedicate The Strong Man to three even stronger women: my wife, Kate, and daughters Emilee and Jacinta. Without your unconditional love, support and courage, I would not be where I am today. I am blessed to have you in my life, and even though I’ve written a book I can’t find the words to describe how much I love each of you.



FOREWORD


ANDREW COLVIN, APM OAM

Strength, courage and resilience come in many forms. Sometimes these things are obvious and other times they can pass by almost unnoticed. It would be all too easy to see my colleague Grant Edwards only as ‘the Strong Man’. It would be forgivable because to meet Grant you can’t help but be captured by his size, strength and imposing figure. Here is a man whose reputation and physical presence announce him to an audience even before he enters the room.

But that is not the Grant Edwards I know. I know a Grant whose courage and strength is not in his incredible sporting prowess, his amazing physical strength, or even his long, varied and very successful policing career. The Grant I have come to know has courage and strength beyond what most can see, and he lays it bare for everyone to see in this compelling and very personal story.

I first met Grant shortly after I joined the Australian Federal Police. ‘Met’ is probably an understatement as Grant was one of the most imposing human beings I’d ever laid eyes on. I fondly recall going to the Royal Easter Show at the old Sydney Showground and watching Grant take on other man-mountains as part of a World’s Strongest Man display. As a young cop, I remember thinking how good it was to see him, and that I was just like him . . . Well, of course I wasn’t. My entire 20-year-old body could nearly fit into one of Grant’s imposing thighs or arms. But he was an AFP officer, and so was I. I was proud that he was representing the organisation and the profession I had joined, and wherever Grant competed I always paid attention – and he always made us proud.

Over the years that followed, Grant took his strongman achievements to a whole new level – pulling planes, trucks, trains and ships, and at his peak he was recognised by Guinness World Records as the strongest man in the world. Despite those superhuman efforts, Grant’s story had a darker side, which he kept secret until much later in his career. He had just been offered the highly sought-after role of AFP Commander for the Americas. It should have been a career-defining moment and a justified reward for years of incredible service, but at that time Grant’s life was unravelling, and like many sufferers of PTSD, he had largely been suffering in silence. Grant decided to open up for the first time, sharing his struggles with a handful of trusted colleagues, myself included. What followed was an emotional roller-coaster for Grant as he came to terms with his own struggles while also taking a high-profile role in highlighting the importance of police in our society, and the toll that service can take.

The death of a colleague to suicide in early 2017 rocked our organisation, prompting Grant to share his personal battle with the AFP. He detailed the depths of despair he’d reached when he hit an all-time low and contemplated taking his own life only a few years earlier. This was another example of Grant’s courage and selflessness. He was all too aware of the potential consequences of baring his soul to the world and to a workforce that traditionally doesn’t tolerate any hint of weakness or vulnerability. It was the measure of the man that he took the unprecedented step of opening up, emailing all 6500 AFP members about his mental health challenges and the steps he was taking to gradually get his life back on track. What follows is just a part of Grant’s email to staff, and it in no small way helped set the AFP on an entirely new course in how we deal with mental injury and PTSD in our ranks:

What I did know was that I was broken, and for the first time in my life I acknowledged it. I needed to change, but most importantly I needed help.

I was tired and overwhelmed, but the desire to get healthy overrode my desire to worry about what work or others for that matter would think of me.

I confided in a couple of close mates (colleagues) and they helped me immensely through support and encouragement, and reinforced to me that by acknowledging my problem, and more importantly dealing with it, was the most important aspect.

I’ve done some pretty tough things in my life, but acknowledging this and seeking help is by far the hardest thing I have ever done.

My purpose for writing this email is to encourage each and every one of you to look after each other. If just one person in the AFP finds this email useful then it’s been worth me sending this email.

Mental health in our organisation and to that, our profession, isn’t a stigma.

It’s a result of the highly demanding, stressful and confronting job we have chosen to do and the burden of wearing the badge.

If you feel you need help. Please seek it.

The Strong Man is timely, coming as it does when most police, first responders and military organisations across the world are struggling to come to grips with the debilitating impact of mental injury on their people.

Grant’s story does much more than contrast the life of this powerhouse human with that of a fragile father and husband whose life teetered on the edge at a time when he should have been enjoying his best years. It is the story of a police officer who gave everything he had to the job he loved, and to everything he did. It is not a negative story about policing, but it is a reminder of the toll that a career like policing can take.

Grant’s story allows us to celebrate what a career as a police officer can look like. It is unique, but it is not unusual. Grant has enjoyed an amazing journey in the AFP, one that was unimaginable to him growing up. This reminds us of the incredible opportunities and challenges that come with being an Australian police officer. While Grant’s career has taken a toll, I know he has never once regretted the decision he made to join the AFP. Policing is a calling, a community service and a great privilege. Grant’s career embodies all of that.

This is Grant Edwards’ story. It is told from his perspective and reflects his view and thoughts. It is compelling, at times it is frightening, and at times sad. But it is also a wonderfully good read.

It’s also clear, amid the ever-present danger and chaos that is part and parcel of a policing career, how important it is to have a loving and supportive family in your corner. Grant is blessed to have Kate, Jacinta and Emilee in his life. I have come to know them well, and they are very special people. Together they have been through the toughest of times, and yet they remain strong for each other. It is my hope that the next chapter in the life of my friend and colleague Grant Edwards, the Strong Man, is the happiest and healthiest of his life. He deserves nothing less.

Thank you, Grant, for your exemplary service, for sharing your story, and for having the courage and strength to tell it.

AJ

Andrew Colvin, APM OAM

AFP Commissioner



INTRODUCTION


NOTHING BUT THE TRUTH

‘It’s like the day you join you’re given a backpack and every day you go to work you add a little pebble. After 10 years the backpack has gotten considerably heavier, but you carry on, as though you are still young and fit. After 20 years the number of pebbles has increased and the backpack is substantially heavier. You can only carry it for some of the time, the rest of the time you have to drag it. After 30 years you can hardly move the backpack. It’s so heavy that you are physically, mentally and emotionally drained from having to move it, the pain is just too much and the commitment, motivation and vigour you once possessed have all but been drained from your body . . .’

– Anonymous New York Police Department officer, 2018

I’m often asked by friends to talk to their son, daughter, niece or nephew about their aspirations to join the police force. Of course I tell them, hand on heart, that the day I graduated from the Australian Federal Police (AFP) college in 1985 was one of the greatest moments of my life. And it was – because I wanted to do my bit to serve and protect society. Thirty-four years later I’m still motivated by my pride in the uniform and my goal to give my very best. I tell these fresh-faced kids that, as a long-time member of the force, I believe policing is one of the most rewarding and honourable careers anyone can undertake. It’s a chance to do tangible good, and the opportunities in the jobs are boundless. I’ve been sent to Afghanistan, East Timor, the Americas. I’ve played my part in fighting illicit drugs, child exploitation and human trafficking, and been involved in other causes to help make our society a better place for everyone, particularly our most vulnerable citizens. It is a noble calling.

In recent years though, I’ve become painfully aware of the toll a lifetime in policing can have on a person’s mental and physical health. Because they’re entitled to transparency, I’ve started to advise would-be recruits that policing is one of the toughest and most emotionally brutal vocations on earth. A police officer must constantly deal with the worst side of humanity, which stands to reason because members of the public only ever call the police when a situation becomes out of their control and they’re in danger of being harmed – or worse. The insights police gain into the ugliness of human nature have a profound impact. Even when we’re off duty we’re in a constant state of hyper-vigilance, waiting for that moment when hell is unleashed. However, when we’re on the job, we need to put that instinct at the back of our mind because when the situation arises a police officer might have to be a counsellor, a social worker, a psychologist, a medic, a lawyer, a teacher or even a prison warden.

It is my hope that in telling my story I’ll help show what motivates men and women to commit to a job where they turn up to work not knowing if they’ll return to their loved ones at the end of their shift. Our reality is far removed from what’s depicted in high-rating cop shows on television. When a cop is caught in a real life-and-death situation there’s no moody background music playing. A police officer can’t casually draw their weapon and shoot a fleeing felon in the leg because they’ll risk facing a criminal charge for using excessive force. In real-life policing, the good guy doesn’t always win; detectives don’t punch a suspect in the face, no matter how much they might want to. Most commanding officers will bleed for those who serve under them, rather than engage in passive-aggressive pettiness to undermine them. There are rules and protocols that must be adhered to in car chases to protect the public. And not too many cops would mutter anything like ‘Go ahead. Make my day’ like Clint Eastwood’s alter-ego Dirty Harry Callahan in Sudden Impact, challenging a punk to take a shot at him. A real cop would be more focused on ensuring there was no bloodshed.

The challenge commanding officers face is to work out how to properly prepare someone – who more often than not is in their early twenties – to experience human tragedy on a sustained level. It’s not easy. How do you brace anyone to anticipate the sights, sounds and smells they’ll encounter as a police officer? How would you explain to a raw recruit that over their lifetime they’ll experience an average of more than 500 traumatic events?

In our profession we’re deeply sceptical about almost everything, because from our first day in the academy we’re moulded to distrust what we see and hear; to question everything. Eventually we’re left with a ‘deficit of distrust’, where cynicism becomes so deep it eventually permeates all facets of your life. The lessons of our job make us behave differently to the rest of society. Apart from country cops, very few police officers will live near their workplace. We race our friends to sit in the far corner in restaurants or other unfamiliar places so our backs are covered, and we scan for exit points in cinemas and shopping centres in case of a worst-case scenario. We don’t tend to associate with the broader community, preferring instead to mix with like-minded others.

In telling nothing but the truth, I always advise a would-be recruit they’ll be judged harshly in the court of public opinion. There are people who’ll film your every move in a powder keg situation, then selectively edit and post their footage on social media in a way that condemns the force. The trolls and others who believe our badge represents a repressive authority that aims to curtail civil liberties will never acknowledge that it actually identifies us as the public’s protectors. Instead, they’ll take delight in nailing you to the cross. The irony is that while a police officer is obliged by oath to present the facts and tell the truth, they’ll be condemned because someone has chosen not to disclose the full picture of their actions in a stressed situation. When a police officer is required to appear in court they must expect that their integrity, professionalism and credibility might be questioned at length by an alleged paedophile or an alleged wife-basher’s legal counsel, who charge their client a king’s ransom to do whatever it takes to ensure their freedom. Sometimes you’ll be attacked, ridiculed, patronised and mocked in front of your peers, the jury, the judge, the public gallery and members of the media. Criminals will do their utmost to physically and psychologically intimidate you and your family, telling you what they’d do to your wife, mother or daughter if the opportunity presented itself. Yet, as a trained professional, you never give them the satisfaction of a reaction.

If you’re in my line of work, it’s not unreasonable to expect to be verbally abused, physically assaulted, spat at, bitten or have urine thrown at you. You will suffer physical injuries like cuts, abrasions, broken bones, torn tendons and sprains. You’ll deal with horrendous homicides, rapes, assaults and fatal car and motorbike accidents. You might see bodies that have been decapitated or the terrible impacts of chemical weapons on innocent children in a conflict zone. The Taliban may set out to kill you. You could be exposed to life-threatening diseases like chikungunya, dengue fever, sleep apnoea, chronic inflammation, fibromyalgia or schistosomiasis, all of which can debilitate you for years. You’ll witness the devastation of natural disasters. You’ll remove children from dysfunctional families and be outraged to see they’re covered in welts and sores from living in flea-infested, maggot-riddled homes where the stench and the filth offends your senses. You may be required to be present in an operating theatre while surgeons fight to save the life of a drug courier whose gut is full of illicit drugs worth enough money to buy a two-storey house in an exclusive Sydney suburb. You might attend a scene where the friends of a deceased person were so stoned they used the electric cord from an iron to try to jump-start his heart when he stopped breathing. These terrible realities are the ‘pebbles’ that police constantly add to the invisible backpack we carry. Over time, you realise the pack is heavy but you soldier on, but you only realise the devastating effect of your journey when the day comes that you’re unable to carry the load anymore.

Any young person wanting to join the Federal Police should realise it’s guaranteed their hearts will shatter if they’re called upon to investigate the horror of toddlers being sexually assaulted. God knows you’ll be consumed by a rage that makes your body shake and forces tears from your eyes. You’ll seethe when you realise the film posted on the internet feeds the perversions of adults who maintain that their ‘love’ of a helpless child is no different to that between two consenting adults. You’ll be haunted forever by the piercing screams of those babies; the only way they can plead for their abuser to stop. Our profession authorises us to take such a person’s liberty from them, and in the most extreme circumstances we may have to use deadly force to quell a volatile situation when all other avenues have been exhausted. However, the law also mandates that we’re obliged to render assistance and attempt to save the life of that very same person who wishes to harm or kill us.

Anyone considering joining the police ranks ought to expect to work incessant hours. You’ll develop poor sleeping and nutritional habits, and possibly form a reliance on alcohol and medications. Slowly but surely, you’ll withdraw from your family and loved ones. You will miss many Christmas celebrations, birthdays, significant family events and your children’s milestone moments. You’ll hear people groan, ‘Oh, work . . . again’ after you offer an apology for your non-attendance. You will be away from your family and home for extended periods; you will isolate yourself, become angry and intolerant. Crying and sobbing will become one method of expressing your feelings. Eventually you’ll be plagued by exhaustion. And you will attend too many funerals for colleagues either killed in the line of duty or who have died by their own hand. Regardless of how they leave us, a small piece of you will be buried with each of them.

Most of us believe we’re tougher than the sights and devastation we’re forced to confront. And while I have done my best to protect the community, I didn’t know that the traumas of my job had devoured me until, finally, I was left psychologically vulnerable and exposed, suffering what’s called a ‘complete functional impairment’. For years, my smile was my mask, my laugh yet another disguise. But the relentlessness required for me to preserve my job drained every ounce of energy from me because I lived in fear that my career would be terminated if I revealed to my superiors that I was battling with a mental health issue. This was not a pebble for the backpack, it was a boulder that made it all but impossible for me to breathe. I trusted no one – not my colleagues, my friends or even my family. I became lost in a fog that clouded my head. Soon I was listening to a voice that suggested suicide as a way to end the misery that had consumed me.

Fortunately, I was blessed with a strong wife. Kate is my support and my love. If a young police officer is blessed to have such a partner, one who’ll love them despite the hardships policing imposes on both of your lives, they should embrace them tightly and never let go. I’m also grateful that rather than use my mental problems as a reason to ostracise me, my superiors at the AFP provided nothing but support, proving we are family.

My feelings are best summed up by William J. Bratton, a former chief of the New York, Los Angeles and Boston Police Departments, who analysed the calling of a police officer while delivering the eulogy at the funeral of an NYPD officer in 2015 that I was honoured to attend on behalf of the AFP. I was moved when I heard him speak because of the truth in his words.

‘What makes a police officer? Is it courage? Is it compassion? Is it a calling? It’s all of these. All these things make a cop, but the one thing most of all: we keep people safe. It’s what we do. Sometimes, it can be hard for people who don’t choose a life of service to understand . . . At some point every cop has gotten the question: “Why do you do it?” It certainly isn’t for the long hours, the last-minute assignments, the missed holidays. It isn’t for the stress, or the anxiety our loved ones feel. It isn’t for glory or recognition. No one casually chooses a life that can end up here [death]. We choose it because keeping people safe is worth it. Preventing crime and disorder is worth it. Being part of something that has improved millions of lives every day is worth it. And so, we swear an oath, and make a promise . . .’

I acknowledge there are police officers who’ve been through far worse experiences than me. And to this day I maintain that joining the AFP was one of the most important and proudest days of my life. I couldn’t wait to help take criminals off our streets, and I went to work every day believing I could make a difference by doing something worthwhile for the broader community. Now, thirty-four years since my graduation day, I still hold tightly to that belief because I live it. I’m proud to be a police officer, and given the chance I’d do it all again in a heartbeat. Yes, I have suffered, and I wish I’d known more about the psychological and emotional price of my job, but I gain strength from knowing I’ve been able to save others from suffering. Fighting crime takes a toll, so it is crucial that law enforcement officers – and their superiors – put in place a structure that can protect them, their family, and the community they’re protecting. The strongest response is to not only acknowledge we’re all vulnerable, but to do something to address the thoughts that keep us awake at night and cause us to shut down from family and loved ones.

After considering all this, if a young person still wants to pursue a police career, then they are made of the right stuff, and our community will be all the better for their willingness to serve. Regardless of which force they join, I only ask that they take strength from the AFP motto: Policing for a Safer Australia. But just as importantly, a police officer should not feel as though they need to take on the world alone or that they should suffer in silence.

Policing is a tough job, but we’ve learnt the hard way it’s one that is done by humans.
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THE TIES THAT BIND

‘I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father’s protection . . .’

– Sigmund Freud, father of psychoanalysis, 1856–1939

‘Mothers are all slightly insane . . .’

– J.D. Salinger, American writer, 1919–2010

The last place I expected to find myself when I joined the AFP was sheltering in a rat-infested bunker in Afghanistan with my colleague John ‘Ben’ Cartwright as the Taliban launched an assault on the Green Village, our compound in Kabul.

The village accommodated almost 2000 contractors, NGOs and an international police force of which I was the second-in-command. I’d almost completed my year-long mission with the AFP’s contingent of officers, doing our best to shape the Afghan police force into a professional and modern unit capable of maintaining law and order in one of the world’s most dangerous places, when two suicide bombers signalled the beginning of the attack by blowing holes in the village’s perimeter fence to provide their fellow insurgents with a staging post to storm our base. The insurgents’ quest was simple – they wanted to kill as many of the ‘infidel’s as possible, and as I listened to the gunfire being exchanged between the Taliban and our security detail of battle-hardened Gurkha veterans, I kept my Glock 22 service pistol trained on the door and took deep breaths to remain calm, terrified by the image that had formed in my mind of members of the Taliban kicking it open with their guns blazing.

I’d arrived in Afghanistan in 2013 aware of the dangers, but as I crouched in that bunker gripping my Glock for dear life it dawned on me that during my then-thirty years in uniform, this was the first time I’d had to prepare myself for a possible shoot-to-kill scenario. Amid the background explosions, machine-gun fire and the incessant wailing of the siren that let the village’s multinational inhabitants know we were under attack, I can vividly recall thinking to myself: ‘This can’t be happening.’

But if my childhood had braced me for anything in life it was this: Abnormal is normal . . .



I was 9 years old when my father, Ray, left our family to live with his boyfriend. I don’t know how long he’d been cheating on my mum, Denise, but he explained to my younger sister Jenelle and me that he was different to other fathers because he liked men. It was obvious he found the conversation awkward so I ended his misery by saying I understood and everything was okay, but it was some time before I fully grasped why our lives had been sent into a tailspin. Later that night, when Mum checked on us, Jenelle, who was only seven, asked only one question before we shut the book on the topic. She wanted to know if Dad was a ‘poofy-cat’. While it must’ve cut Mum deeply, her reaction was to simply nod her head and answer: ‘We could say that.’

It was tough. Sydney in 1970 was completely different to today. The mentality then decreed men were men and women thanked God for it. You played cricket in summer, footy in winter. Dinky-di Aussies drove a Holden or a Ford, not the so-called ‘Jap crap’ that was flooding the market. And real blokes didn’t dance. As for homosexuals? Well, no one admitted to knowing a ‘limp-wrist’ because in such a homophobic society there was the fear of guilt by association.

As the only children at our school who came from a broken home, Jenelle and I were already an oddity. We guarded our family’s secret closely because we knew the teasing would be unbearable if the other kids learnt the truth about Dad. School playgrounds in the 1970s were hell for any student who was different from the mainstream – the ramifications of being deemed ‘weird’ by your schoolmates were dreadful, and the punishment was being shamed and excluded. Due to the fear and the lack of trust that mindset fosters, you’d never dare tell a teacher about problems at home; once you talked about it you lost control of your secret.

So I suffered in silence, hoping things would work themselves out. Yet another damaging aspect of suburbia forty-odd years ago was that the gossip mill ran rampant, and very few people ever worried about the collateral damage of getting something wrong. The neighbours who dissected the possible reasons for my parents’ marriage breaking down added to Mum’s grief. They concluded that for Ray to leave she must have been unfaithful, because he was such a gentleman. I don’t know if the slander was the reason for it, but we left our Housing Commission place at Green Valley in Sydney’s western suburbs not long after Dad walked out and lived for a while with Mum’s parents at Padstow, some twenty-three kilometres away. Nonetheless, the behaviour of our old neighbours taught me to never form an opinion about someone unless I knew all the facts, a lesson that helped me later in life when I became a cop. The people who tarnished Mum’s name didn’t know that she was heartbroken. Although in despair, Mum still loved my father deeply despite his betrayal.

Another early life lesson I received is that despite your best attempts to bury secrets they eventually surface. When the truth about Ray Edwards was realised at Padstow Park Public School, I was derided in the playground as ‘the poof’s son’. It was always said slyly from behind a hand, or by a loudmouth in the middle of a large group, so it was hard to identify the culprits. They were cowards, but it was hurtful all the same. It was a tough time, and whoever said ‘sticks and stones may break my bones, but names will never harm me’ couldn’t have had a father whose leaving his family to live openly as a gay man became the talk of the town. Adding to my angst was being the biggest kid in my year – people often asked Mum why I spoke ‘funny’ because whenever I opened my mouth I sounded like the child I still was in spite of my size. On my eleventh birthday I stood 1.7 metres tall, or 5 feet seven in the old measurements. I was, however, soft-hearted and didn’t like fighting. The only time I snapped was when two older boys teased Jenelle because of her weight, and when I heard them call her names, I saw red.

As young kids, Jenelle and I argued and fought a lot. I resented having to look after her because Mum was working multiple jobs to make ends meet. (Dad meanwhile was working shifts at the Auburn RSL and shaping his new life by investing his energies in the Black Stump restaurant he and his boyfriend had bought.) However, despite our fights, I loved my sister and I tried, just as Mum did, to protect her from a lot of the painful stuff we were exposed to. So before I started throwing punches at the clowns who’d reduced Jenelle to tears I yelled, ‘The only one who can pick on my sister here is me!’

The injuries I inflicted were enough for me to be paraded before the headmaster, and I don’t remember if I got six of the best but he did read me the riot act. At a deeper level, I suppose those two boys pushed me to breaking point, because compounding the fact that Dad had left us was Mum’s drinking, which she had begun to do – and quite heavily – to cope with her catastrophe. The day would come when I’d understand why she needed to ‘self-medicate’ – to numb her pain – but the effect alcohol had on Mum was deadly, and at home, things quickly became toxic for Jenelle and me. As a young woman Mum had always looked after her health. She’d competed in swimming tournaments against the Olympic champion Lorraine Crapp, and didn’t have her first alcoholic drink until she turned 28. But such was the devastation grog wrought on her, she died just eighteen years later at the age of 46 as a result of renal failure. I was 24 when Mum passed away in 1987 and I still have a lot of anger about her death. It’s as though she chose to die. She hadn’t gone to the dentist to get a poisoned tooth fixed, which made her sick with septicaemia, and nor did she utilise help from Alcoholics Anonymous, despite Jenelle and me urging her to go. But on occasion I can imagine her torment, and I’m overcome by sadness. After all, she lost Dad to a man – perhaps if he’d run into the arms of another woman she might’ve been able to compete and woo him back, but Dad was lost to her for good once his sexuality smashed its way out of the closet, and she couldn’t accept it.

Ray was seen as quite the catch when he and Mum met as work colleagues at the Lowes menswear clothing store in the late 1950s. He was a national ballroom dancing champion, he dressed impeccably and he always smelt pleasantly of cologne. He was also extremely polite, attentive and a great chef, skills he had fine-tuned in the army when he was assigned to the catering corps during his National Service. Given how clumsy he was sometimes, it’s understandable that the military armed him with a whisk rather than a gun!

Dad fell for Mum and I know he loved her in his own way, and they married and had us kids. When I think of Mum’s sense of humiliation, I feel sad – I don’t know if she needed to rebuild her self-esteem, to overcome any ‘failure’ she may have felt as a woman, but after Dad left she formed several relationships with other men. They were all undesirables who used our place as a dosshouse to booze, take drugs and steal from us, with the exception of a bloke called Garry who was with Mum until she died. Garry is only eleven years older than me and I was impressed as a rugby league-mad kid to realise he’d represented the North Sydney Bears lower-grade teams. He met Mum at the abattoirs where she was working as a bookkeeper and he was one of the company’s meat-carters. While he was a drinker, Garry stood out from the others because he treated Jenelle and me as though we were his own children, and he showed us only kindness. A testament to our relationship, we’ve remained firm friends. He was the exception, though, because included among the unsavoury visitors to our home were older members of the violent Revesby Sharpies gang, some of whom would shoot up heroin in our lounge room.

I vividly remember the afternoon when Brian, a frequent visitor to our place, turned up. He was agitated – I now realise he needed a hit – and as I watched he pulled a needle from his pocket, carefully heaped heroin into a teaspoon, heated it with a lighter until the powder turned into a liquid and poured it into the syringe. As he tied a tourniquet around his arm he chatted away, and then injected himself. Suddenly he stopped talking mid-sentence and slumped back into the lounge, his eyes rolling to the back of his head, the blood-filled syringe hanging from his arm, and for a full ten minutes he was in a catatonic state – quite something for a primary-school-aged kid to see. Like other members of the Sharpies who came through our door, Brian died of a drug overdose.

One day I really discovered what the Sharpies represented. I was eleven and accompanying Jenelle and one of her friends at the Bankstown Ten Pin Bowling alley when a small guy aged in his twenties mumbled something to me that I couldn’t understand. When I bent down towards him and asked him what he’d said, he clenched his fist and BANG! He broke my nose. As I reeled back, my hands to my face and the blood flowing, he took off.

Any aspiring Sharpies member, I learnt later, had to belt someone out of the blue – today we call it a coward’s punch – and naturally, Mum’s friends knew who the candidate was. At the gang’s next meeting he was shocked to be told he’d belted an 11-year-old kid. He insisted that couldn’t be right – I looked much older due to my height – but ignorance couldn’t save him. The Sharpies may have been bad eggs, but before they addressed the next item on their meeting’s agenda my assailant copped a flogging when the gang voted with their fists and boots to reject him. There was a lot I didn’t like about the impact the Sharpies had on our lives, but they awakened in me a determination to try to be stronger than the weak men Mum brought through our front door.

Despite her own train-wreck of a life, Mum also took in wayward kids, giving them somewhere to stay and helping them get back on track by helping them put their resumes together and apply for jobs. Mostly though, she gave them hope, and Jenelle and I hold onto that thought tightly because we believe that Mum really was kind at heart. At least eight kids stayed at our place during a four-year period, the first when I was thirteen, a 17-year-old girl named Karen.

Karen shared my bed and while there was nothing sordid about it, some friends who came to my birthday party elevated me to legendary status because their pubescent imaginations ran riot when they learnt about my roommate. I realised my sleeping arrangements weren’t the norm when a few of the boys who’d told their parents about Karen and me were forbidden from visiting our house again. I have no doubt Karen was my first love, because my heart broke the evening her new boyfriend knocked on our door to take her out.

The last kid Mum took in was also seventeen – this time a loose cannon of a boy who stole cars. At that time we were living on the Georges River at East Hills, and one day he nicked a motorbike parked near the local train station. I was angry – I understood enough to know it was stupid to steal from people who lived in our neighbourhood. Mum had no idea a stolen motorbike was hidden underneath our house, and I finally took decisive action, worried the police would come looking for it – and I wouldn’t have put it past our house guest to blame me for the theft. Late one night I pushed the motorbike to the top of the footbridge that spanned the river and rolled it over the edge to a watery grave.

While our family was dysfunctional, Jenelle and I experienced plenty of love, and not just from Mum. Despite the way in which he left us, Dad continued to be our father. I don’t know if he paid maintenance because Mum often complained about things I later discovered weren’t true, but he paid for expenses like dental bills and clothes, and he also made time for us. I didn’t appreciate that at the time though, because Dad and I were so different we may as well have been speaking different languages.

Jenelle and I stayed with Dad at his place in Auburn once a month, but for me it was torture. Instead of playing footy with my mates, I had to watch Jenelle dance at the Neville Munroe School of Dancing in Lidcombe, and it was death by a million quick-steps. Dad did try to connect with me, though. He attempted to talk to me about about rugby league a few times, although I soon realised he’d read the footy reports in the newspaper in preparation just before Jenelle and I arrived for our weekend with him. The giveaway was that he always made mistakes. The day he tried to initiate a conversation about ‘that’ Tommy Raudonikis guy who was playing for Penrith on the weekend was the final straw – ‘Tom Terrific’ played for the Western Suburbs Magpies and their hero was playing against Penrith that Sunday. I asked him not to worry about the footy anymore. Whenever he made a mistake about something I was so passionate about, it only highlighted how different we were.

When Mum wasn’t drinking she was a loving parent, and it says a lot about her pride that even after a hard night she’d make herself look like a model mum before going to work; so prim and proper. The problem was that over the years it became impossible to disassociate from some of the comments she made while under the influence because they were very hurtful. As a man who is now closer to 60 than 50, I fight hard to push that baggage aside and remember ‘Good Mum’ – the loving mother who worked at multiple jobs to make ends meet and ensure we never went hungry. Jenelle and I might have been raised in a ‘loose’ household, but I suspect Mum didn’t know half of what the Sharpies and others who drifted in and out of our abodes got up to. But I knew, and it wasn’t great.

Mum’s poor taste in men was a constant curse throughout my childhood. One night when I was ten, one of her boyfriends lost his temper at a unit we lived in at Bardwell Park and bashed her. It was terrifying, and I felt torn as Jenelle and I hid under the bed. With Dad gone I considered myself the man of the house, and while I wanted to protect my mum I was too young to stand up to the thug, let alone fight him. The only thing I could do was protect my little sister as we cried to the sounds of our mother being beaten in the living room. When things calmed down we grabbed Jenelle’s purse, full of five cent pieces, and sneaked out to the red Telecom phone box on the corner and phoned Mum’s friend, Helen the hairdresser. About half an hour later my Pa, Harry Steele, was banging on the front door. He was armed with a rifle and I’m pretty sure he had the barrel trained on the now-former boyfriend as he packed his bags and left.

My grandfather, Henry aka ‘Harry’ Steele, was Mum’s dad – and my hero. We had great adventures together, from fishing or doing the rounds in the Nelson Tobacco Company’s delivery truck he drove for a living. I always felt special when I sat with him and his mates in the pub eating salmon and onion sandwiches for lunch while they drank beer and spun yarns with killer punchlines. Every Friday afternoon he took me to the Woolloomooloo Police Boys’ Club, where my uncle (Mum’s brother-in-law) Bobby McLaughlin was the second-in-command. As I learnt to play the drums, Pa visited some of his mates at the nearby waterside pubs that were havens for wharfies, union delegates and shady characters. He’d be well under the weather by the time the drum lessons finished and when we’d alight the train at Padstow the station master always made the same quip while he watched me struggle to help Pa off the train: ‘Cripes Harry, you’re meant to be looking after the kid, not the other way around.’

It wasn’t until that night at Bardwell Park that I saw the other side of Pa. He looked dangerous holding that rifle. But rather than feel scared, I was happy – proud even – to see my hero make the thug who’d battered my mother beg for forgiveness. As a young kid I also liked that Pa was the antithesis of my father: Pa was a man’s man who drank beer, gambled, smoked and had a great circle of mates who he could call on to help with anything.

During business hours, Pa wore a collared short-sleeved shirt, long shorts, knee-length socks with elastic garters and shiny black shoes. Jenelle and I loved it when, after a few beers, he’d allow us to draw on his legs, with the rule being we couldn’t go beyond where his socks ended. In his youth, Pa played rugby league for the Tweed Heads Seagulls, and he could fish too – the only time Dad took me fishing I ended up in the hospital’s casualty ward because he’d somehow hooked me; it was a disaster. Pa taught me to paint, make handyman repairs and use a power drill, and even though I cut my finger the first time I used it, he wouldn’t let me stop because he thought it was important to finish the job.

Dad might have taught me how to pull a beer at the RSL when I was eight – we went to the club early one Sunday morning while he tapped the kegs and collected the coins from the poker machines – but he wouldn’t have been able to change the spark plug in a lawnmower if his life depended upon it. While Dad and Jenelle got on brilliantly because of their shared passions for cooking and dancing, it was Pa who was my hero – I was his shadow. Whether he was selling trays of tomatoes he’d acquired at Paddy’s Markets for two dollars at the Lugarno Wharf, or driving the truck, I often wagged days from school to be with him. There was nowhere else in the world I wanted to be.

My Nan, Ada, hailed from Roma in the Darling Downs 400 kilometres west-north-west of Brisbane, famous for being the birthplace of six rugby league internationals, including two all-time greats of different eras, Arthur Beetson and Darren Lockyer. But as tough as they were, none of the town’s football heroes matched Nan’s heart and spirit. She was a beautiful person who, at the age of 16 left school to look after her siblings. Realising how tough things were at home, she showered Jenelle and me with the affection we craved. She was also a tough old bird, surviving a heart attack at 56 and going on to live till age 81 when, despite having given up smoking thirty years earlier, emphysema claimed her. Nan was adamant that I had it in me to be something despite the hurdles I needed to overcome. Because we moved so much, the friendships I enjoyed with kids from the neighbourhood were only temporary, but despite this I had no problems making friends. But I realise I didn’t invest much effort into many relationships because experience had taught me that people let you down: Dad had left us, Mum was unreliable, the calibre of men who came in and out of my life was so very low – one day, even the actions of my beloved Pa would ultimately crush me. I still smile now though when I remember the day Nan told me she’d had her tea leaves read and was told our family would have a third member in the police force. I felt so proud when she said that would be me. And true to the leaves, I would follow my uncle Graham Steele, a detective sergeant, and my Uncle Bobby, into the force.

Nan was the bright light in my life, but my grandmother had no appreciation for punctuality. Before her death in 1996 she asked if I’d make sure the people who attended her funeral were kept waiting. Everyone smiled on that terribly sad day when the undertakers delayed the service for fifteen minutes to honour Nan’s last wish.

While I idolised Pa and Nan, I didn’t get on so well with Dad’s parents. I remember them as strict. Papa, as we called him, was a Second World War veteran, a very hard man who’d be described as ‘old school’ nowadays. I never felt comfortable around him even though he was only ever nice to me. Dad was one of five sons and two daughters, and I gauged the relationship between him and his father to be strained, especially after he and Mum divorced. I don’t know if Papa and Grandma knew Dad’s secret, but if they did they never spoke about it.

Another important influence in my childhood was my uncle Graham Steele, who worked in forensics at Gosford. Before we lost contact because of Mum’s behaviour I was quite close to him. He had three sons and I liked that they were tight and did what I considered to be traditional father–son things. Apart from his police duties, my uncle was on the board of the Terrigal rugby league club, which my cousins played for. They were all members of the local surf lifesaving club too. Graham was extremely fit, but I later learnt he was such a keen surfer and paddler because he was in the throes of full-blown PTSD and used exercise to deal with it. When the endorphins weren’t enough to give him respite, he relied on the more traditional course of treatment that cops used to bury their pain and hit the bottle. As basically a ‘one-man shop’ at Gosford he was called out to many fatalities on the F3 freeway and the sights he witnessed took a brutal toll on him.

I don’t think anyone could’ve seen what Graham did and not be affected. I recall piles of photographs he’d taken, and some of the scenes they captured were horrendous. Although he couldn’t switch off from his terrible duties, as a kid I was unaware of the hell my uncle endured. I’d look at my cousins’ lives and think they were blessed to have a sporty, ‘real bloke’ for a father who worked in a man’s job, and who shared the interests of his sons. That said, I never had any desire to move in with them. Even though I knew my own family was dysfunctional, and even though I was still only a kid, I realised Mum needed me to protect her.

There were occasions when it felt as though I was the adult in our relationship. It seemed I was forever trying to protect Mum from herself, like preventing her from driving when she’d had too much to drink, or stopping her from escalating an argument with a boyfriend. I did all I could to protect Jenelle from Mum’s destructive nature too, but it was an exhausting battle. From a young age, I harboured a terrible fear that something would happen to Mum if I wasn’t with her. It was a form of anxiety and it crippled my social life as a teenager. It became too hard to go out with my friends – while they’d be skylarking, I was tormented with dread that something bad was happening to Mum because I wasn’t at home to watch over her. Perhaps she’d fallen over and hit her head because she’d had too much to drink, or she’d choked on her own vomit. The worry would become too much and I’d return home.

Abnormal? I know it was, but as Ray and Denise Edwards’ son, I was shaped to accept my life as normality.



2


LITTLE BOY LOST

‘If you are going through hell, keep going . . .’

– Winston Churchill, former British prime minister (1874–1965)

When I was 10, Pa Steele, the man who was my everything, tied some bedsheets together and hanged himself. In the lead-up to his death, my grandfather had suffered a stroke, but no one would tell me how he’d died because they knew it would crush me. I’d find out the truth when I accidentally stumbled across copies of the black and white photographs taken by the police forensics team, which had been left on Nan’s desk. Clearly I wasn’t supposed to see them, and I can only imagine that in her shock Nan had forgotten to put the prints away after Uncle Graham had given them to her, although I’ll never know why he did that. I couldn’t stop crying for months, but I couldn’t tell anyone that I knew how Pa had died because it would destroy Nan if she knew I’d seen those ghastly photographs.

I felt abandoned, and it had a destructive impact on my life. I lost direction at school, and the decline in my marks was of such a concern that the principal considered dropping me to the D ‘for dregs’ class. Nothing seemed to make any sense after Pa died, and very little seemed to matter. I also stopped playing sport, denying myself what would have been a great avenue to channel my energies. Mum added to my grief by accidentally backing over the prized Malvern Star bicycle Pa had bought me because he thought I had the physique to become a champion cyclist. It was beyond repair and I found the act of throwing it away extremely tough because I was losing a tangible connection to the person I loved most in the world.

To this day I still carry the hurt his final act caused me, but it wasn’t as though Pa hadn’t warned us he was capable of such a thing. Before he was moved to a nursing home, I remember him telling Nan in their kitchen that he wouldn’t be one of those old codgers who was a burden on their family – and he made good on his promise at only age 57, the age I am now. Despite the pain and suffering his suicide inflicted, I now understand the turmoil behind Pa’s final battle. When I returned from my service in Afghanistan, I would find myself contemplating a drastic solution to silence the demons in my own head.

Without Pa’s guiding hand, life became tougher. Mum continued to hurtle down her own path of self-destruction and the distance between me and Dad only got wider. While I dreamt of being a football star, he wanted me to try ballroom dancing and to learn to cook. I preferred to watch whatever sport was on the television and I silently wished he and Jenelle would shut up as they laughed and carried on in the kitchen while they prepared the food because it was hard to hear the commentary. I finally stopped going to Dad’s place when I turned sixteen and did my own thing instead. I fought incessantly with Jenelle and loathed the school playground, where I was still simply known to some as ‘that poof’s son’. My life hadn’t even really started, but if a counsellor had asked me to write three words that described how I felt they would’ve been: Lost. Alone. Heartbroken.

There was no way I could’ve known at the time, but a lot of pain was hidden behind Pa’s eyes. I remember hearing him say to a mate one Anzac Day that he was still stung by being rejected from joining the army on three occasions during the Second World War because he was deaf in one ear. Perhaps that challenged his sense of manhood, but while a legitimate impairment kept Pa on the home front, many of his mates who enlisted never returned. For all intents and purposes he’d seemed to have moved on. He and Nan enjoyed a loving life together and raised three kids. Apart from the family home at Padstow, Pa built a waterfront place on the Central Coast. And I’ve never forgotten that he was bold enough to scare a mean bastard out of our lives with a rifle.

Henry Steele, aka ‘Harry’, was a proud man. And perhaps that pride drove his decision to end his suffering – I have no doubt he couldn’t tolerate having strangers rob him of his dignity by doing everything for him after the stroke. Despite the many years that have passed since his death in 1972, I’m still his little mate. Whenever I’m down near the old Paddy’s Markets building in Sydney, I remember the great times we shared there and I invariably hear myself saying, ‘I miss you, Pa.’

Dysfunctional as things were, our lives went on. I lost count of how many houses we lived in, but it was well over twenty by the time I turned 13. We always lived along the East Hills train line because Mum wanted school to at least be the one constant in her children’s lives. Enrolling us at Padstow Park Primary and later the high schools at East Hills meant we’d only ever be a train trip away from our classrooms. Being a struggling single mother, sometimes Mum couldn’t afford to buy us pencils for school. I started fourth class without one, thinking I’d find one in the classroom. I didn’t, but my teacher, Miss Hurley, sent me to the office to drop off an envelope, and while I was gone she asked my classmates who could spare a pencil. When I returned she handed me a pencil case that had belonged to her with fourteen pencils in it. The gratitude I felt that day is something I’ve never forgotten, and whenever I’ve served in places such as East Timor and Afghanistan, I’ve encouraged my officers to support the local orphanages. And yes, I’ve made sure the kids all have pens and paper.

It was uncomfortable to know that my classmates realised we were poor, but I was also grateful that most of them shared what they could, and I have Miss Hurley to thank for that. She was my first crush. She was completely different to the teacher I had the previous year, who was quick to dish out punishment. I’ve long suspected Miss Hurley had a soft spot for me because Mum may have told her a few home truths about my upbringing. She was so dedicated to teaching that when I was laid up for a week with a sprained ankle she’d break her train trip home, dropping off my homework so I wouldn’t fall too far behind my classmates. Miss Hurley simply saw me as a kid who was burdened with problems and saw Mum as a single mother struggling to cope, and she was good enough to go the extra yard to help. She could never know what impact her kindnesses had on me, but it was deep.

Jenelle remembers the place we rented in Swan Street, Revesby, with the most fondness because Mum bought an above-ground pool with a diving platform from the Clark rubber factory. I remember it as the place I was most in danger of falling in with the wrong crowd. At that time I hung out with some older guys, a rough bunch, always doing dumb stuff. One day I was dared to steal a packet of cigarettes from the Safeway supermarket near the railway station so they could sell the stolen smokes to drinkers at the pub. I accepted the challenge, and the ease of getting away with it inspired me to chance my luck a few weeks later at the local newsagency. I’d slipped a Playboy magazine inside a newspaper but was nabbed when I tried to pay the eight cents for The Mirror. The store manager wasn’t swayed by my tearful promises I’d never steal again and called the cops. He wanted me charged for shoplifting. I definitely didn’t want my mother to know what had happened, and didn’t bother about calling Dad, so I contacted Mum’s boyfriend, Garry.

It says plenty about Garry’s character that, despite having outstanding driving warrants, he didn’t hesitate to drive straight to the cop shop to see what he could do to help. The sergeant told me to wait in Garry’s car. I felt sick as I waited and waited, for what seemed like hours. I feared the longer Garry remained in there, the more trouble I was in.

When Garry finally returned, he had a stern look on his face. He dramatically shook his head before saying I wasn’t going to be charged – this time – and proceeded to warn me I’d used up my one free pass. It struck me that Garry spoke from the heart when he advised me to keep out of trouble with the law – that having a police record was a burden because no matter how hard you might try to be a good person, it followed you. His words made a big impact. By the time I found out that the sergeant just wanted to give me the fright of my life, I was on the right path. After that I was too scared to even jay walk – and only a few months later, I even became an unlikely star witness for the cops.

Between five and seven in the morning each day, I sold newspapers on the pedestrian bridge at Revesby railway station. The tips were good – although The Sydney Morning Herald and Daily Telegraph cost eight cents, most people would just hand over a ten cent piece and say to keep the change. All up I’d make $10 a week, a substantial amount of money for a 12-year-old in 1974. But while most 12-year-olds would spend that on lollies or comics, every cent in our house was used to pay the bills. One morning, I watched as a car screamed down the street and smashed into a light pole opposite the train station. Then two young men casually climbed out and walked towards me. I thought they were going to rob me, but all they wanted to know was the time. I guess I had a cop’s instinct even then because I made a mental note of their approximate height, weight and what they were wearing, and called the police. I gave a statement but in the end I wasn’t required to attend juvenile court.

Despite the fact that Mum, Jenelle and I always worked, money was always very tight. I wore my summer shorts to school on even the most bitterly cold winter days. Mum was working as a full-time bookkeeper but also worked for a catering company and a real estate agency on weekends, and couldn’t afford to keep buying woollen trousers because I grew out of them so quickly. As a kid with nothing, you accept things for what they are, and I’d like to believe my childhood toughened me. There were no free rides at our place – if we kids weren’t at school, we were at work. In Year 7 my weekends were spent unloading trucks at the Old City Markets, and before that I sorted potatoes; I also worked after school at the Crawford’s Record Store in Revesby, and consequently I knew all the songs by the top bands of that era including Sherbet, Skyhooks, ABBA and Status Quo. During the school holidays I worked at the abattoir where I’d either help Garry cart meat or clean the rooms where the cattle were slaughtered. On other school holidays I stuffed mattresses at the Dunlop factory in Bankstown. Most of my earnings went to Mum, and even the cash I kept ended up in her purse because she’d always find where I’d hidden it.

After years of being constantly bullied about her weight, Jenelle left school at fourteen to work as the chief telephone operator at Woolworths in Revesby. The irony is that Jenelle was the brains of the family, and I wished the last school report card she brought home was mine – she finished first in maths, second in science and third in English! In contrast, my own most important lessons as a kid came via the school of hard knocks, and my teachers were the down to earth knockabouts I worked alongside at the Old City Markets. They were a great bunch of men who looked out for me. One day I sneaked off to play some pinball in the Penny Arcade on George Street and a desperado pulled a knife on me, demanding my money, all of about 65 cents. When I took too long to fish the coins from my pockets he started jabbing me with the point of the blade. I was terrified, and after I handed over my coins I sprinted back to the markets.

When the men heard what had happened, some of them sprinted back towards the pinball parlour, intent on teaching the thug who’d stood over a 12-year-old a lesson he wouldn’t forget. My childhood certainly wasn’t average by any stretch of the imagination, and while I often yearned for normality, I was learning about the realities of human behaviour in the wider world, and fast.
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MANHOOD MATTERS

‘Try not to become a man of success, but rather try to become a man of value.’

– Albert Einstein, German-born physicist (1879–1955)

Whenever Mum was in the darkest of her alcohol-induced moods, she’d spew vile comments. She said a lot of terrible things, but the one that cut me the deepest was the taunt: ‘If you grow up gay like your fucking father, I will kill you!’ I was twelve the first time I heard that, and the vitriol in Mum’s threat was chilling. I knew as a kid I wasn’t gay, but as a teenager I fretted. While some of my mates had girlfriends, a little voice in the back of my head told me romance wasn’t worth it, that pain and heartache would only follow, so I steered clear. Nevertheless, constantly hearing Mum’s disparaging comments about me and my father had a terrible impact on my confidence. Her fear I’d inherit Dad’s sexual orientation meant she drove me relentlessly to be a ‘real man’. I played soccer, rugby league, softball and hockey. I took up surf lifesaving at Elouera Beach in Sydney’s south. As I grew older I’d try my hand at rugby union, basketball and athletics.

Ironically, while Mum set about hardening me in the traditional Aussie mould of brawn and spilling blood on the footy paddock, Dad wanted to introduce me to ballroom dancing. He had no hope. Back before she knew Dad’s secret, for Mum footy was nothing more than a bit of fun. Our household was still ‘normal’, a happy home even, and for Mum – as well as Jenelle and me – all was well in the world. But once Dad left, Mum used sport to set in me what she saw as the masculine traits that would keep me on the ‘straight’ path. It didn’t matter that her weekends were consumed by ferrying me to sporting events, she viewed sport as something that would teach me to be a man.

When we moved into Pa and Nan’s place in 1970, I joined the Padstow United Soccer Club. We were different to the other teams because we were coached and managed by women. Mum managed the team and her friend, Val Adams, coached us. They took on these roles because no one else could be bothered, and while we lost more games than we won, they did a terrific job. Mrs Adams was a feisty character who’d embraced an alternative lifestyle and drove about in a groovy Volkswagen beetle. As someone who was more in tune with flower power than power shots, her coaching style was ‘chilled’. Every kid in the team – including her son, Stewart – played in a different position each game in what I guess was an opportunity for us to express or find ourselves. Of course, that approach didn’t help when we met teams who’d developed strong playing combinations. They made mince-meat of our ragged defence, and had no problem smothering our attack, but that didn’t worry us because we had lots of fun. Mum was a terrific organiser and all the off-field stuff ran like clockwork. At the end of the season she and Mrs Adams both stood down, which was a shame, because the team had provided my mother with an interest that kept her occupied after Dad dropped his bombshell.

Due to my size, Mum was often asked by other parents why I didn’t play rugby league. They thought I’d be a natural but as it turned out, they made a mistake by judging this particular book by its cover. The idea of me playing a contact sport was by then in synch with Mum’s need for me to embrace my masculinity. So in 1976 I joined the Milperra Colts under-14s. We were hopeless; our opposition used us for tackling practice. When we played our last game of the season against the equally poor Bass Hill, our coach had a brainwave that he thought would help us avoid the wooden spoon. He grabbed me and the two other front rowers and instructed us to chew on garlic cloves, figuring the aroma would be off-putting for our opposition whenever we packed down in a scrum. I felt sick as we chewed on the garlic and we were all gagging as we swallowed the stuff. While our victory in the match ensured Bass Hill finished in last place, I can assure you that despite our coach’s claim, our garlic breath had nothing to do with it.

The following year I joined St Christopher’s at Panania. We won a few games but the coach pulled the pin after our team copped one too many trouncings. However, I did learn the ramifications for foul play when I was sent off after a minor scuffle with a Greenacre player escalated into a one-sided punch-up. I can’t remember why the fight started but my eyes were rolling. It must’ve looked brutal because the kid’s father needed restraining as he attempted to run onto the field to give me a taste of my own medicine. I had to attend the junior league’s judiciary at Canterbury Leagues Club and was petrified as I waited to receive a one-week suspension. More disconcerting was that the kid I’d bashed was there. For a few days after the punch-up I revelled in the attention I received as the ‘crazy bastard’ who’d been sent off for fighting – I thought it made me sound like I was a tough guy to be wary of. But when I saw the fear in this kid’s eyes as I walked into the hearing I felt like one of the thugs Mum had gone out with. I felt so small, and never raised my hands on the football field again.

Even though I showed no promise as a rugby league player, my height and weight excited a number of coaches who asked Mum if I’d join their team. At 12 years old I was 6 feet tall (1.82 metres) and surprisingly quick on my feet for a big kid. I suppose they thought I’d bring an X-factor to their under-13s by steamrolling opposing players. I ended up at the East Hills Bulldogs, who played out of Smith Park. They were a proud club, and boasted plenty of characters, most of whom hung out in the Starlight Room at Smith Park, an old tin shed near the train line where, despite the many holes in its roof, people congregated on match day for a beer. One thing the police force and footy teams have in common is that they both have characters who invent killer nicknames. By the end of my first training session at Smith Park our coach, Terry O’Donnell, christened me ‘Haystacks’ after the American wrestler William Calhoun, who stood 1.95 metres tall and weighed 300 kilos.

Mum was delighted to be dubbed ‘Mrs Haystacks’. She considered it an acknowledgement that her son was big and strong, a real man in the making. I played with East Hills until I quit rugby league in 1979, but during my time there our team was considered the best under-16 and 17 team in the state, due to the skills of guys such as Tony Moore, Greg ‘the Bully’ Hunt and Herb Turvey. Some members would go on to play in the lower grades for Canterbury and the Newtown Jets, but as our worst player I wasn’t destined to follow them. I discovered early on that while I enjoyed rugby league, I didn’t like hurting people – the feelings I had about belting the Greenacre kid proved that – and as a front-rower that was expected of me because we took the brunt of the body contact.

Unfortunately, the fact that I lacked mongrel in my nature was lost on many of the adults, who only saw a hulking kid with the physique to be a wrecking ball. Their initial cries of encouragement when I joined the team were soon replaced by calls for me to not be a ‘cat’ and to ‘have a go’. The dreaded ‘poof’s boy’ slur re-emerged when some of the parents suggested I shouldn’t be in the team based on my ‘merits’. Their comments almost crushed the few remaining strands of confidence left in me, and it affected the way I played. Perhaps if I’d played in a different team I might have passed as a ‘good’ player, but the talent at East Hills was red hot and, try as I might, I just couldn’t match the prowess of my teammates. I played on, hoping to somehow find the spark that’d make me the player my body’s frame probably deserved, and it didn’t hurt that training a couple of times a week and playing of a weekend allowed me to escape my home life.

Dad didn’t like the junior footy culture – too much beer and testosterone. I also think that deep down he was probably scared of how the other fathers would treat him because of his ‘difference’. On the few occasions he came to a game he always looked awkward, and it didn’t help that one day he turned up with a ‘man bag’ – they were a fad in the mid-1970s. Jenelle recalls I hurled it at him in the mistaken belief it was a woman’s handbag. Dad and I both had our reasons to be terrified of people’s perceptions. I was always fearful of what people would think about him being gay; and given homophobia was rampant back then it’s not being overly dramatic to guess that Dad knew if he crossed the wrong person at a game he could quite easily be targeted for a hate crime. I regret I didn’t appreciate at the time how brave his turning up to support me was. It’s a pity that as a kid you’re often too dumb to see the good in what your parents try to do for you.
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