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For my family 



Prologue

I used to think I was raised by television. Like so many of my generation, language, attitudes and a world view came from infinite re-runs of Family Ties, Alf and, to a lesser extent, Punky Brewster. Later, as we grew up, The Simpsons set that in stone. Our dads all became Homer Simpson, lovable buffoons whose flaws were made acceptable through familiarity. Through my twenties this continued to be how I saw my father, until in 2007 I sat down to write a show for the Melbourne Comedy Festival and decided to tell the story that had entertained friends the night before at the pub.

This is my family’s favourite story. Every Christmas, after a few bottles of wine, we end up telling it again. Even though we all lived through it; even though we all know how it goes; even though we’ve told it to each other more times than we can count, it never stops being funny. If anything, it just gets funnier.

That’s because this story is my family. The chain of events that began with my dad being pushed into a pool and proceeded, on a few occasions, to almost cost us our lives, sounds borderline insane. But to me, it’s what makes a Pickering a Pickering. Growing up, these adventures taught me that no matter what happens, a good laugh is the most important thing in the world. Indeed, all Pickerings are comedians; I was just the first one to turn pro.

Until I started telling this story to people outside my family, I’d always thought that my father and I were very different people. Sure, we both like Steve McQueen, ’66 Mustang convertibles and beef, but that’s really just the unspoken bond of all men. Like menschkeit, but less spiritual and complicated. And even though my father likes Carey Grant and so do I, we’re still very different. He’s semi-formal, I’m smart casual. You see? Different. Like cheese and an altogether different variety of cheese.

I have often read about fathers’ desires for their sons to follow in their footsteps. Generations of accountants, builders, senators and oil men handing down a living from father to son; hoping, in some way, for an immortality born of replication. While I understand all that kind of malarkey, it isn’t analogous with my experience. If anything, my father made it perfectly clear that if I were to become a pharmacist like him he would have been very disappointed. This isn’t because he didn’t respect his own profession—far from it. He was a remarkably good pharmacist, a self-taught businessman who believed the only way of doing a job was doing it properly. Over a period of many, many years he made people’s lives better and I know that is a thing he is proud of. It was just that more often than not the best part of his working day was the glass of wine he had when he got home from work and he didn’t really want that for me.

But without realising it at the time, my dad gave me my career. He was the one that played a video of The Party to me on an almost weekly basis from about the age of eight. He is the one who gave me a Derek and Clive record with the warning that I would never be the same again. And he was the one who taught me that unless you were living the joke, then you were really missing out on something.

I remember the day I told my parents that I had quit my job at a law firm to become a comedian. My mother went silent. After a three-minute pause that seemed like an hour she began washing dishes in the kitchen sink, occasionally pausing to look out the window into the garden and sigh. Ever-practical, my dad just wanted to know how the hell I was going to make a living. I think he quickly realised the unavoidable truth that I wasn’t the only one who was going to be making sacrifices to achieve my dream.

In fact, I really wasn’t going to be the one making sacrifices at all. I moved back home, leant on them heavily for emotional and financial support, and pretty much reverted to being the oversleeping night owl I’d been throughout university; chain smoking in the back garden and claiming I couldn’t possibly do housework because I was wrestling with big ideas that just had to get out. To their enormous credit they accepted that this was just what I’d decided to do. Pretty soon they started finding funny articles in the newspaper that they thought I should talk about on stage; they came to every show I ever did at the Melbourne Comedy Festival and gradually made my dreams theirs.

The first time I performed this story live, my dad was in the audience. At the end of the show, he and his best mate, Richard, stood to take a bow and received a standing ovation. They soaked it up like an applause-hungry vaudevillian double act, but to say that my dad had the biggest smile he’s ever had would be a lie. He had the same smile I had seen on him every time we played a joke on someone. And it was the same smile he wore whenever anyone played a good joke on him.

By the time I had told this story on stage in Melbourne every night for a month, then around the country and the world at other festivals, I realised that everything I thought about my childhood had been wrong. I was not raised by TV, or Homer Simpson for that matter; I was raised by my family without even knowing it.
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THE GENERALS

Part 1: Ronald Leonard Pickering

Let me tell you about my dad.

He could be described as a pharmacist, a dog lover or the only person I know of to be blessed by Mother Teresa against his will. But he is best described as the man who loves a joke more than anyone else in the world. It’s his defining characteristic. How he came to be the best practical joker in the world was decades in the making.

Dad grew up in Footscray in the western suburbs of Melbourne. These days Footscray is undergoing something of a resurgence, with rising property values, declining crime rates and a burgeoning restaurant scene worthy of its multicultural community. But the post-war Footscray of my dad’s black and white memories was a very different place. For nearly a hundred years this town on the banks of Salt Water River was the epicentre of Melbourne’s brick-baking, meat-canning, fat-boiling and candle-making industries. It was the kind of suburb that terms like ‘working class’ and ‘industrial’ were invented for. And in amongst it all lived my dad, Ron, his mother, Wilma, and his grandma, Grandma.

Tired of his roving eye, Wilma had left her husband when Dad was about four. She worked hard to support the two of them but, as is often the case, that wasn’t always enough. With no father figure to show him how, Dad did what he could to help. He slept in a lean-to to make his bedroom available for boarders, he did odd jobs around the neighbourhood and made his own fun. The winters were cold, money was tight and times were not particularly forgiving. This combination could easily make a person mean. In my dad’s case it made him resourceful.

Sodality Sunday was the monthly roll call at Dad’s local Catholic parish of St Monica’s. For three Sundays a month it was possible for the less pious members of the congregation to simply say they’d been to mass, when actually they’d been playing hooky; no doubt drinking, smoking and committing other sins they would probably have known not to do had they been attending mass more often. But on Sodality Sunday you had to front up and get your name ticked off the register. This involved all the parishioners queuing up at the door of the church and on their way into mass, one by one, filing past an altar boy with a clipboard. For years Dad watched this procession until one Sunday, at the age of ten, the penny dropped and he realised three things. First, it was always the same altar boy, second, that clipboard held enormous power, and third, he wanted that job.

You see, when Dad was about five he once overheard one of his mother’s boarders say rather loudly over a longneck, ‘Wherever you find gambling, you’ll find Catholics!’ For years it hadn’t made any sense to Dad. Surely wherever you found gambling, you found a lot of other denominations as well. And surely what you found most of was gamblers. Perhaps because he had trouble understanding it, the phrase had stuck with him. By the age of ten he was a man of the world and had a far better idea of its people. And though not all gamblers were Catholic, and vice versa, he could see for himself that for some of the more truant of the flock, Sodality Sunday was the only Sunday they weren’t gambling.

Mr Ayre was the local SP bookie. SP stands for ‘starting price’, which pretty much means you can bet on any race anywhere. At the time, concepts like phone betting and TAB internet accounts were a long way off and it was against the law to take racing bets anywhere but at the track. Which is to say that Mr Ayre’s business was completely illegal. Which is to say, business was booming.

After applying to be the keeper of the clipboard, and being successful, Dad walked into Mr Ayre’s place with a proposition.

‘I want to talk to you about Sodality Sunday, Mr Ayre.’

‘What about it, young Ron? It’s a dead bloody day for me. I may as well be in church myself.’

‘What if it was busier, Mr Ayre?’

‘How is it going to get busier, Ron? Everyone’s busy getting ticked off the list.’

‘Well, I run the roll now at St Monica’s. And I was thinking that for a shilling or two I could get people’s Saturday winnings to them on a Sunday morning. And if they had that money with them then, they might even want to place a bet with you Sunday after mass.’

‘That is the best idea I’ve heard since getting little men to jump on horses and race around a track.’

And with that, my ten-year-old father began running the Sodality Sunday book out of St Monica’s. And by not telling any of the fold that he was on Mr Ayre’s payroll, Dad would earn an extra few shillings in tips when someone won big. His mum didn’t have a problem with it because it was bringing in more money. His grandma didn’t have a problem with it because she could now place bets on Sodality Sunday. And Mr Ayre was ecstatic.

‘How did you think of this, young Ron?’

‘Wherever you find gambling, you’ll find Cath’licks, Mr Ayre.’

[image: 9781742690803txt_0019_001]
My father worked in his first pharmacy in his early twenties. It was as a trainee at Roger James’ shop in the suburb of Sunshine. When Dad joined the staff, the store was new and still building its clientele. That is to say the only staff on duty were Roger and my dad and their day was only interrupted by a customer about once every three hours. Sometimes these customers would buy something, other times they were just asking for directions to the train station. Dad had the theory that if they put up a sign in the front of the shop with directions to the station, they could cut down their interruptions by half. It was an idea he kept to himself. He figured that if he brought any unnecessary attention to the shop’s lack of traffic Roger may come to his senses and realise there was no commercial justification for having an assistant. Dad stuck, instead, to making sure they had plenty of activities to fill the customerless hours.

I don’t know many things in life to be absolutely true, however there is one certainty in this world of which I am sure: two men when left alone for any length of time will invent a game. It’s just what they are programmed to do. I once walked into an all-night bottle shop at one in the morning to find the two guys who worked there standing at either end of the wine aisle, frozen as though they had been sprung in the middle of some nefarious act. One of them held a piece of paper that had been scrunched up into a ball and wrapped in sellotape. The other had his hand on his hip in a pose best described as ‘half a teapot’. I took one look at the situation and knew instantly what was going on. I let the awkward silence hang just a second longer than necessary before I broke the tension.

‘Shooting hoops?’

‘Yep.’

‘What’s the score?’

‘7–6’

‘Wow, it’s close.’

‘Yep.’

‘Carry on.’

Three years later I walked into an off-licence in Dublin. Two men were standing in exactly the same stunned positions. This time, while one held a paper ball, the other stood looking at the floor between them. There in the aisle was a large black marker standing on its end, clearly the target.

‘What’s the score?’

‘Nil all.’

‘Low score.’

‘Yeah, it’s bloody hard to hit.’

‘Have you thought of just making a hoop?’

The rule of game invention was true of Roger James and my dad, and for them it involved playing Combat!

Combat! was the name of a popular World War Two television drama in the sixties. It followed a band of US soldiers fighting their way through France giving Germans hell. Rick Jason and Vic Morrow were likeable roustabout leads and the show’s action credentials were made very clear in the opening credits, where the exclamation mark in the title was in the shape of a bayonet.

Around the height of the show’s popularity, my dad came into work one morning brandishing a slug gun, capable of shooting ball-bearings at high speeds at the crows and magpies that had been terrorising his mother and grandmother. Roger inspected the weapon, commented on its sturdiness and construction, before resuming his regular position of serving absolutely no customers whatsoever. Four transaction-free hours later, Dad, Roger and the slug gun were out the back of the shop. They’d lined up six faulty cans of L’Amour hairspray, a locally manufactured hair lacquer whose quality control procedures were about as legitimate as its French heritage—about one in four cans failed to work. This would have been a great inconvenience had they not made such outstanding targets for Combat! (or had there actually been anyone wanting to buy them).

Still dressed in their white pharmacist jackets, Roger and Dad would take turns leaping out into the alleyway and yelling, ‘Take that you lousy kraut!’ before blazing away at the tins. Combat! rapidly became their time-waster of choice and it would be played every day without fail. The only tricky part of the whole game was when Bruce Green, the L’Amour rep, would come around to collect the faulty cans which were then peppered with bullet holes.

A few doors down from Roger’s chemist was Bradman’s department store, owned by the then Lord Mayor of Melbourne. He would occasionally check on his investment, parking behind the store in his black Jag, registration LM1, and, flanked by two security guards, entering via the tradesman’s entrance. Most people in the neighbourhood thought that the lord mayor having his own secret service detail was a bit of overkill, given that nobody in history had ever made an attempt on the life of a lord mayor. Or at least that’s what they thought until one afternoon when, just as the mayor was getting out of his Jag, Roger leapt around the corner brandishing a pistol.

‘Take that you lousy kraut!’

‘Don’t shoot!’

‘Shit! Sorry!’

The security snapped into action. They bundled the lord mayor into the car and sped away, collecting a few rubbish bins as they screeched around the corner. Within an hour, the local constabulary were making their way door to door, canvassing for witnesses to the bungled assassination attempt. They walked into the pharmacy, where Dad and Roger were busy pretending to file receipts.

‘Did you see anyone around here with a gun?’

‘Nope. Haven’t seen anything,’ said Roger. My dad backed him up.

‘We’ve been too flat out with customers.’

[image: 9781742690803txt_0024_001]
After graduating, Dad bought a small pharmacy in partnership with Peter, another pharmacist he had met in the final year of college. The men didn’t know each other that well. In fact, all they really knew of each other was that they were both pharmacists and both had exactly half the money needed to go into business with the other.

The partnership began well for Peter and Dad. The novelty of a new colleague and the pride of owning their own business made the first few days exciting and fun. This initial momentum was helped along by a procession of eccentric local customers who provided no end of entertainment. There was old Mrs Stevens who never bought a thing but would come in at eleven-thirty on the dot to sit down and have a rest on her way to bingo. Then there was Mr Pappas, perpetually complaining about the ‘blardy garment’, but when pushed for specifics was unable to name which party or level of ‘blardy garment’ he was talking about. And then there was the dynamic duo of Mrs Mackilroy and her mature-aged, developmentally-challenged son, Maurice. She had a short-term memory that would make goldfish look gifted, while he found it infinitely funny that his mum was utterly incapable of getting Dad’s name right.

‘Thank you, Mr Partridge.’

‘Hehehehehe.’

‘Maurice. Don’t laugh at Mr Pilkington. It’s very rude.’

‘Hehehehe. It’s not Pilkington, Mum. It’s Pickering.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous, Maurice. I’m terribly sorry, Mr Picknelli. He’s a little touched, you see.’

‘That’s quite all right, Mrs Mackilroy. I totally understand.’

‘That’s very understanding of you, Mr Pettingill.’

‘It’s Pickering, Mum. Hehehehe.’

‘That’s it, Maurice, I’m taking you home. I’m so sorry, Mr Pankhurst.’

‘That’s quite all right, Mrs Mackilroy.’

And with that they would make their exit. The last thing Dad would hear as Mrs Mackilroy ushered Maurice out the door was his name, followed by a high pitched giggle fading into the distance.

But after four days of the theatre company of Stevens, Pappas, Mackilroy and Son (with a dozen or so supporting cast members) staging the same play in his small pharmacy, Dad became a little bored with the shop’s predictable cadence. He decided he needed to spice things up a bit.

At the time of this story, which was the seventies, two important things were true of pharmacies. First, all pregnancy tests were performed by pharmacists. You would submit a small jar of urine and the chemist would send it away to a lab. Some time later, the jar would come back and the pharmacist had the unenviable job of telling you if you were pregnant or not. I say unenviable because this is a piece of information with only a fifty per cent chance of being what the recipient wants to hear. While it’s possible that you are pregnant and want to be or aren’t pregnant and don’t want to be, it is equally possible that you are pregnant and don’t want to be or not pregnant but wanting to be. There are very few other pieces of information in the world that have such binary success rates—a doctor telling someone they are fit to serve in the army comes to mind; as does an occupational advisor telling someone they are well-suited to a career as a rodeo clown.

The second important quirk of 1970s pharmacies was that they sold two flavours of the effervescent vitamin supplement and hangover mainstay Berocca. They were the highly popular red flavour and the distinctly less popular tropical flavour. People would debate the tropical flavour’s poor sales for years—some put its failure down to insufficient marketing; others would blame its taste. But most would agree that it wasn’t helped by the fact that when dissolved, it turned water an unnerving, all-too-familiar yellow.

So on day five of his fledgling pharmacy’s existence, Dad was up at the crack of dawn to head into work. As he raised the shutters on the shop and waved at the fruiterer across the road, the fruiterer checked his watch and wondered why the chemist was in so early. And it was particularly early. The other shops were a long way from opening and it would be a while yet before the wonderful world of retail groaned into life for another day. But that suited Dad just fine. He wanted a clear hour to himself in the shop before Peter arrived.

Closing the shutters behind him, Dad stopped by one of the shelves before heading to the dispensary. He then meticulously dissolved a tropical Berocca in a pregnancy test sample jar, labelled it with a fake name and added it to the box of samples waiting to be sent for testing.

This took longer than you would think. You see, the sample jars themselves were quite small and to dissolve a whole Berocca resulted in a sample so yellow it would be reasonable to assume that a large, radioactive asparagus addict with a kidney problem had decided to ignore her many health concerns and try for children. As such, Dad spent half an hour trying different Berocca to water ratios, searching for the perfect yellow. This was made more complicated by the effervescent nature of the solution, which made many of the early attempts foam out of the jar, leaving an altogether too fizzy sample. In the end, after much trial and error, a third of a tablet was dissolved in one quarter of a sample jar of water, and allowed to stand for five minutes before being diluted with water. Was the result convincing? It was, quite literally, a piece of piss.

Five minutes after achieving the perfect formula, Dad greeted Peter with a casual ‘morning’, not even looking up from his newspaper.

‘You’re in early.’

‘Yeah. I got a good run of traffic.’

‘Half your luck.’

At the end of the day, Dad volunteered to process the pregnancy tests. While Peter was filing scripts and settling up the till, Dad went through the jars one by one, checking the paperwork and placing them in the courier carton. When Dad got to his jar, and he was sure Peter was watching, he opened the lid and drank it. Then, after an almost imperceptible smack of the lips, he put the lid back on, put the jar back in the box, and continued sorting the samples. Peter’s jaw hit the floor. He barely knew my dad; no doubt he was wondering who the hell he had gone into business with.

Now, obviously there was quite a lot of risk involved in this prank. First, it was imperative that Dad get the right sample. Sure he had picked the name and labelled the jar himself, but it could all have gone wrong. There was always the chance that someone with the same name had put in a sample while Dad was out on his lunchbreak. Dad had given this some serious consideration, but figured the chances of a Mrs Picknelli coming in at that particular time on that particular day were very slim. But the other big risk was that Peter would overreact and dissolve the partnership like so many practice Beroccas.

Thankfully neither of these things happened. The sample tasted as tropical as it should and Peter somehow managed to keep his genuine, deep-seated concerns to himself. The only perceptible change in Peter’s behaviour was that he insisted that Dad go home early. The reason he cited was that Dad had been in so early, but deep down it was because he was terrified at the thought of what Dad might get up to if left in the store unattended.

Considering that Peter was doubtless having grave concerns for the partnership, you might like to think my dad would have let him off the hook and broken the tension with a punch line. Perhaps after sipping the sample, he could have licked his lips and given a little burp and said, ‘Yep, definitely pregnant.’ But that would have been too easy. My dad is funnier than that. He said nothing. He let it linger. The true genius of the prank, what makes him an artist and sets him apart from any other prankster: he didn’t tell Peter that it was a joke for two weeks.

That’s my dad.
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THE GENERALS

Part 2: Richard Opie

Richard Opie has always been my favourite of Dad’s friends. There are a lot of reasons for this. Most of them have to do with the way he speaks. He has a refined English accent which has withstood the ocker erosion of a lifetime living in Australia. This accent is delivered in a velvet baritone and with an ever-present smile in its timbre that means whatever he is saying is a joy to listen to.

When I was younger, my favourite thing about the way he spoke was that he spoke with me. Not at me. Not to me. But with me. He made me feel like one of the men. It could be about sport, politics, religion or dogs—any of the big topics—and he would listen as though I had something to say. He would ask questions that indicated he’d not only listened, but was curious to know more. And this made me feel great. Sometimes all a kid wants is to be spoken to like a grown-up.

But he didn’t just play to the younger demographic. He was my grandma’s favourite too. He would incessantly flirt with her and make her giggle in a way I imagine she giggled as a young girl before the war when a local boy complimented her hair. Richard made Grandma feel young again, and that is one of his gifts—to transport people through time using only conversation. With the right question or quip he could make people feel whatever age made them happiest.

Richard first discovered his practical-joking flair as a regimental sergeant major of the Australian Army Reserve at Puckapunyal army base. For those with no military background, the rank of Regimental Sergeant Major is that most often portrayed in English cinema as the moustachioed nut-bag squawking orders at soldiers as they attempt to line up, march, salute, turn in circles, stop on a thruppence and other nonsense that is of no practical use in a wartime situation. In American cinema this is called a Drill Sergeant but serves much the same purpose.1 The main differences between the two are that a regimental sergeant major usually has a stick stuffed under his armpit and greatly resembles a rooster, while a drill sergeant resembles someone hoping to kill at least one person from their own army as soon as possible and that he gets his soldiers to stop on a dime instead of a thruppence. Other than that they serve an identical purpose in cinematic plots, that being to first destroy, then to rebuild, the self-esteem of the protagonist.

Being a member of the Commonwealth, Australia had largely adopted the English model, but to Richard’s credit, he seldom resembled a deranged rooster of any kind. Nor did he set about to take the life of anyone under his command. He simply tried to maintain an ordered and disciplined parade ground while discharging his two core responsibilities.

The first of these responsibilities was instructing all drill. Basically, if you were on the parade ground you had to do whatever he said. If he said ‘jump’, you said ‘how high?’ If he said ‘stop’, you asked what unit of currency to do it on. This gave Richard an immense amount of power over a small area of land.

His second responsibility was to administer fire-drill training. It was his charge, and his alone, to ring the fire bell at random junctures and time how long it took for everyone to form up, by platoon, on the parade ground. And fire drills were one of the great levellers on the base. It didn’t matter what rank you were or what important activity you were in the middle of, the moment you heard the bell, you had to drop everything and form up. This meant that invariably an entire platoon would be formed up in their pyjamas, or, worse still, miss the last five minutes of the weekly movie.

For the most part, Richard was content in his job as Regimental Sergeant Major. Fire drills had provided enough opportunity for random entertainment and petty revenge. But by the time most of his scores were settled and he had seen most of his fellow soldiers in their pyjamas, Richard decided the job lacked new challenges, and decided to take on a third responsibility: entertaining the troops.

Citing logistical necessities and a clash of scheduling, he made a small amendment to the timetable at the base, swapping the drill times of the signals group and the Women’s Auxiliary Army. This had no real consequences for anyone on the base, other than that for a five-minute period each week the Women’s Auxiliary Army would be marching on the parade ground at the exact same time that all of the base’s superior officers were having their showers in the shower block immediately adjacent to the parade ground.

Richard let the new timetable bed in for a few weeks, allowing everyone on the base to get used to it. One day the alarm bell sounded and the base sprung into action. Table tennis games were abandoned, meals were left half-finished and pornographic magazines were hastily stowed under mattresses to be enjoyed at a later time. Seeing as they were already on the parade ground and had received no orders to the contrary, the Women’s Auxiliary Army just kept marching. They were in perfect formation, coming up the right flank of the square parade ground.

‘Women’s Auxiliary Army . . . left wheel!’

Upon Richard’s orders they began making a carefully choreographed and rehearsed left-hand turn and headed for the centre of the parade ground. Reservists were now pouring into the area by the dozen and forming up in their designated areas. Signals, medics, Q-store; each taking their place as they would normally on parade. The area at the front of the parade ground was of course reserved for the superior officers, who had now come running out of the shower block. They were wet and covered in soap, and though some had managed to grab a towel to hastily preserve their modesty, most of them were still nude.

As they formed up in a line, facing the entire unit, the women reached the dead centre of things and Richard played his trump card.

‘Women’s Auxiliary Army . . . eyes right!’

In perfect unison and without breaking stride, they turned their heads ninety degrees to the right and ostensibly saluted the genitals of the base’s superior officers.

‘Women’s Auxiliary Army . . . eyes front!’

The women’s heads snapped back to a forward facing position and they continued marching. To their credit they never lost time, deviated from their path or took their minds off the job.

‘Women’s Auxiliary Army . . . halt!’

They came to a perfect stop, on a thruppence as it were, receiving a round of applause from the gathered troops. As three cheers were called, Richard beamed with pride. Not just for the success of the prank, but also for the excellent precision marching of the Women’s Auxiliary Army.
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Richard’s main gig for as long as I’ve known him has been as a purveyor of fine silk ties and quality menswear worthy of captains of industry or, in my father’s case, pharmacists whose wives would like them to dress a little more snappily than Dennis Franz in his portrayal of Andy Sipowicz in NYPD Blue. Ties and shirts have been the Opie family business for generations, with a proud history of local manufacturing. Over the years, it turned out that China was the cheapest place to make quality French silk ties, and most of that line of work headed offshore. But Richard’s steadfast commitment to keeping his operation in Australia long after it was profitable, was as noble as it was fiscally impossible. I mention all of this for two reasons: First, to introduce what Richard does for a living. Second, to put what he did on the record. When politicians, economists and CEOs talk about the global marketplace and net economic benefits to national economies, often the human detail of honest, hardworking employers and their staff goes missing in the big picture. I’m not saying that progress is wrong or that global isn’t the way to go, I just think that when someone really does their best to do the right thing by their workers at great personal disadvantage, the least I can do is give them a paragraph.

For a long time, though, his tie business was booming. Richard got to tour the world, establishing a network of like-minded rag traders. With an impeccable taste for clothes and good company, he revelled in his work. Through the ups and downs of the eighties and beyond he knew that as long as men had any interest in looking good, he was in business.

In 1990, Richard’s office phone rang. The familiar voice of Geoff, the managing director of one of Australia’s largest department stores, hollered from the receiver.

‘Opie! You have to get me the Triple Crown tie!’

Rugby’s Triple Crown is a very specific honour contested annually by England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales as part of what is now the Six Nations Championship. When one of these teams manages to win all their games against the other three, they win the Triple Crown. And in 1990, England had prevailed against her old dominions to take the trophy. Geoff, a mad rugby fan, desperately wanted to get his hands on the limited edition tie released to commemorate the achievement.

‘Well, Geoff, I’ll see what I can do, but don’t hold your breath. There were only a thousand released and I know they all got snapped up pretty quickly.’

‘Come on, Opie. I know you can do it. Get on the blower to your mates in the UK and snap one up.’

‘Ok, Geoff. But like I said, it’s not too likely.’

Richard hung up the phone and paused. This was a great opportunity to do a considerable favour for one of his biggest clients. At the same time he knew the chances of finding one of these ties was about as slim as the Triple Crown Title being won by Spain.

‘This,’ said Richard to himself, ‘could get interesting.’

If this request had been made today, Richard would have simply sent a group email, cc’ing all of his local and overseas contacts, asking all of his fellow mens-wear magnates if they could spare a solitary unit of the sports tie equivalent of a hen’s tooth. Within forty-eight hours he would have heard from most of them and he would know one way or the other if his quest had been successful. But the turn of the nineties was a different time altogether. Over the next few days he put out the feelers with what, at the time, could only be described as an all-out campaign of hi-tech telecommunications. He wrote letters, rang phone numbers and even sent a fax. Yep. This was hard core. He then played the waiting game, knowing full well that it could take weeks or even months before he had any idea if one of these ties was still in circulation.

A few weeks after his initial request Geoff rang again and Richard had the unfortunate honour of telling Geoff that he hadn’t heard back from any of the overseas distributors.

‘It’s not looking good, Geoff.’

‘No luck, huh?’

‘I’m pretty sure if somebody had something they would have called me by now.’

‘Oh, well. At least you tried.’

‘Sorry I couldn’t get a better result.’

‘Never mind. I’ll see you next month at the suppliers meeting?’

‘Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.’

Richard cradled the phone. He was not looking forward to that meeting. He and a dozen other suppliers would meet annually with Geoff and some other honchos to discuss strategies. Normally this was a cordial and pleasant gathering, but now Richard would have to attend having failed to meet Geoff’s request. This would doubtless be made fodder for some jocular ribbing and other shenanigans that could rapidly turn cordial and pleasant into bothersome and tedious.

Luckily for Richard, the next day, a package arrived from London. Inside, sealed in plastic, was an authentic, rare and highly valuable Triple Crown tie. Richard thought about ringing Geoff, but decided it would be better to surprise him at the meeting. What better way to get things off to a jovial start?

A few days after that, a package arrived from Auckland. A Kiwi associate, All Blacks fan and rugby tragic had managed to dig up a Triple Crown tie, still in its plastic, from a local collector. Later that week another Triple Crown tie arrived from Edinburgh. Richard began to think that the Triple Crown tie was perhaps not the rarity its reputation suggested, but was nonetheless happy with the success of his international network. ‘Faxes,’ he thought. ‘The way of the future!’

Over the next two weeks, a steady stream of packages arrived at the rate of one every two days. They came from all corners of the Empire, all in pristine condition, and all of them giving Richard the distinct impression that he really should find a good use for them all.

On the day of the annual suppliers meeting, Richard met Geoff early in a café to discuss some minor outstanding business. As matters were wrapped up, Geoff brought up the tie.

‘Still no luck with the Triple Crown?’

‘Nothing, I’m afraid. Not a whisper. You’ve clearly got great taste, though, because those things were popular!’

‘Oh, well. Maybe they’ll win again next year and we can get in early. Let’s get to this meeting.’

They walked into the foyer of the building where the meeting was to be held and headed for the lift. As they stepped inside, and told the lift operator their floor, Geoff spotted the man’s tie and his heart stopped beating. He instantly recognised the red, white and blue stripes and accompanying insignia. In a state of genuine shock, it was all he could do to gasp, ‘Is that the . . . ?’

‘Triple Crown tie, sir? Yes it is. And what a beauty it is too.’

Richard, pretending not to hear the conversation, kept his eyes straight ahead. Geoff was barely able to collect himself by the time the doors opened at their floor.

‘Mind your step, sir.’

Geoff stepped out in a daze and, as he walked to the boardroom, barely heard Richard call out, ‘I’ve left something in the car. I’ll be back up in a minute.’

Geoff was first to the boardroom and took his seat at the head of the table. A member of the catering staff arrived with the tea trolley and asked Geoff if he would like a drink.

‘Just a cup of tea with . . .’

He trailed off as he noticed the tea boy was also wearing the unmistakable red, white and blue stripes of the Triple Crown tie. He didn’t have time to ask the boy where he’d got it from before the door opened and in walked the first of the local distributors for the meeting. Geoff almost fell off his chair when he noticed that the distributor, too, was wearing the precious tie.

One by one the other attendees arrived, stepping through the door, looking resplendent in rugby’s most prized tie. And one by one they struck up conversations with each other, avoiding the gaze or inquisition of Geoff, who by this point was just about having a seizure. By the time the twelfth Triple Crown tie entered the room, he regained the power of speech.

‘Bloody Opie!’

As the room erupted in laughter, Richard made a triumphant entrance and presented Geoff with his Triple Crown tie in collectors edition presentation packaging.

That’s my dad’s best mate, Richard. The only thing he enjoys more than making people laugh is the satisfaction of a plan coming to fruition. A very dangerous combination.

1 Ok. I know that if you are a military enthusiast of any kind you will right now be saying, ‘Hang on. The US equivalent of Regimental Sergeant Major is Command Sergeant Major. This guy doesn’t know jack about squat.’ While that may be technically correct, I hasten to add that I am talking about the portrayal of certain ranks in cinema, not the actual military equivalent. If you find this footnote hasn’t satisfied your grievance, you may consider writing to the publisher or perhaps just giving up on this particular book altogether. That said, please don’t do either of those things. Just shrug your shoulders, say, ‘Oh well’ and carry on with the book. I promise to keep all military parlance to a minimum for the duration. I also apologise on behalf of the bookstore where you purchased this volume in the unlikely event that it was mistakenly shelved in the military history section.
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A Shot Heard Around 
the Restaurant

There is still conjecture as to how this war began. Some say Dad was the initial aggressor; others are adamant he was merely returning fire in defence of himself and his family. Yet others believe it all began when my father assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

What I know for sure is this: Like many of the world’s great conflicts, the beginnings were both complicated and simple; different sides have different versions of events and history will most likely remember it as it is first written down. With that in mind, I will recount events as best as my subjective memory will allow.

It was 1986. Picture, if you will, a boom time, where markets were high and spirits higher. Boy George had just made a cameo appearance on The A-Team and, quite understandably, anything seemed possible. The French and English governments announced they would tunnel under the Channel, the Russians launched the formidable Mir space station and the children of the world gathered en masse to be disappointed by Halley’s Comet. These were heady times.

But, despite the epoch of progress in which they found themselves, the group of friends gathered for a barbecue at the house of Richard and Cheryl Opie had no idea they would witness the start of something that would never be forgotten. This barbecue would come to mark the beginning of an obsession that would consume the lives of many, and inconvenience the lives of so many more. Ten years from this moment people would look back and say, ‘What the hell just happened?’

The social barbecue circuit of the mid-eighties was a phenomenon amongst my parents’ friends, and a wonder to behold. Men had the choice of a Crownie or a Swan Lager and any woman not drinking chardonnay was drinking a chardonnay-based wine cooler, recently promoted by a cheeky advert featuring a young woman in a convertible, sporting impressive breasts barely reined in by a Ken Done bikini.

These gatherings had a special energy to them. Everyone there was old enough to not be young, yet young enough to not be old. In essence, this was probably the last time they could have young hair. Or at the very least the last time they could have young hair without it being just a little sad. Their children had grown up to such a point that they no longer needed constant supervision and could be left to their own devices. Parents who had spent the better part of a decade of parties checking on bassinettes and cutting food up into little pieces were finally free to get together and have grown-up adult fun.

Now don’t get me wrong. By grown-up adult fun, I don’t mean that these were swingers’ barbecues. That is not the ‘special energy’ I’m talking about.

The barbecue in question was playing out largely as planned. The parents were talking and laughing in the backyard while the kids had absolute run of the house and were having a ball. Well, all the kids except me. I was the only boy. All the other families had two girls. Whilst there was always the option of going off with my sister, Suzie, and the other girls to talk about girl stuff, at the age of nine it never felt right. It was like an American playing cricket or a white person trying to crump.

That isn’t to say that girl talk was never of interest to me. Far from it. As I grew older and began to take an interest in girls, time spent with my sister and her friends would prove an invaluable resource. I would crash Suzie’s sleepovers, birthday parties, study groups and phone calls, desperately hoping to hear confidential information that would help me crack the code of women. My sister, to her credit, was enormously patient. Despite the fact that I was cramping her style in the most inconsiderate way, she didn’t get angry, tell me to ‘rack off’ or any similar vulgarity popular at the time. She included me. When I had a crush on a girl, she would give me advice, when I had a question about birds, bees or, more importantly, intercourse, that I could never ask Mum and Dad, she would do her best to answer it. On one occasion when, at the age of twelve, I was worried I might never kiss a girl, she was good enough to ask around her friends if any of them would give me a sympathy pash. I owe my sister enormously for many, many things. Not the least of which that thanks to her I never saw girls as an alien species, but rather a prettier version of my own species that, with hard work and good advice, I would still never fully understand.

But at that barbecue in 1986, thoughts of researching girls, dates and romance were still a few years off my radar. Instead, my usual barbecue activities revolved around trying to get in on the conversation of the grownups, and in doing so hopefully hear some jokes I wasn’t supposed to. When such pearls became too few and far between I would generally get bored, go exploring, hurt myself and get rushed to a hospital needing stitches. This was pretty much accepted as a fait accompli and was the only salient reason why one of my parents was always the designated driver. Over time, hospital-worthy emergencies became so regular for all of us that the only exciting part was guessing just how I would hurt myself and which hospital I would need to be taken to. Which was in turn dependent on whose house we were at, how much red cordial I’d had and if they had a trampoline.

On this particular afternoon I was still in phase one and things were going quite well. I had heard a joke about an Englishman, an Irishman and a Jew placing bets on the unlikely death of the pope. In hindsight it was a breathtaking barrage of clearly racist stereotypes, but as a child I didn’t know what racist stereotypes were and therefore just thought it was funny. I also heard a joke about a blonde woman having a football team back to her place for a sleep-over. I didn’t really understand that one. Apparently my knowledge of bigoted but humorous stereotypes was largely nationality-based and had not yet covered the mythical sexual appetites and stupidity of blonde women.

Around this time, Richard decided that the event was moving a little too slowly for his liking. Perhaps he’d been expecting a swingers’ barbecue after all; perhaps he wanted to try one of the hip new wine coolers but wasn’t willing to endure the teasing; or perhaps he was offended by the portrayal of his fellow Englishmen in a recent joke. Such details have been lost to history, but clearly he was a little bored, and chose to remedy that by pushing my dad, fully clothed, into the pool.

Needless to say his actions brought the house down. There were cheers and applause, Richard took a bow and Dad obliged everyone by splashing around violently, floundering in shock and fury. The rest of the Pickerings loved it. As a child, seeing my fully-clothed father pushed into a pool by another adult was a beautiful moment. It will stay with me for life.

Admittedly, pushing my dad in the pool wasn’t one of Richard’s smarter jokes. I mean, military gennies on parade was an instant classic that took instinct, discipline and strategy. This was more an ad hoc frolic—a lark, if you will. But despite its clearly improvised nature, the effects of this piece of mischief would be felt for a long time to come.

My dad got out of the pool, sopping wet, and trudged around to confront Richard. The gallery fell silent, fully expecting some kind of physical retribution. What people really wanted was for Dad to grab Richard, wrestle comedically on dry land for a bit before holding him tight and leaping into the pool in some kind of mutual death plunge. The people, on this occasion, were to be sorely disappointed.

Dad stood toe-to-toe with Richard, looking him directly in the eye. He slowly lifted a slightly trembling finger, directing it to the spot right between Richard’s eyebrows and spoke with a calm unnerving focus that gave you the feeling something irreplaceable had been broken deep inside him. If you were casting this scene in a movie your first choice would be a young Clint Eastwood. Your second choice would probably be an old Ed Harris, but that’s largely because he’s apparently great to work with and a young Clint Eastwood just isn’t available anymore.

‘Richard,’ Dad intoned, jabbing his finger with each of the following five words, ‘This’ poke, ‘is’ poke, ‘not’ poke, ‘over.’ Poke.

He then turned around, strode purposefully out of the garden and walked home.

From that moment on Richard Opie lived in a state of perpetual dread. My father was not a naturally intimidating man, but Richard knew that when it came to implied threats of petty, juvenile, vindictive revenge, Ronald Pickering was a man to be feared.

In the interests of personal safety Richard refused to attend any summer social functions held in proximity to bodies of water. No pools, no lakes, no rivers, no fjords. In the end, with most people’s houses and public gathering places ruled out, Richard determined that he would only socialise if it involved dinner inside his house or at a restaurant he deemed to be safe. As a consequence, over the following months Richard became progressively more housebound, taking on an enigmatic Howard-Hughes-like reputation.

After three months of this Richard, usually a sociable kind of chap, was starting to go a little stir-crazy. Sensing a chink in Richard’s defences, Dad booked dinner at what could only be described as a la-di-dah restaurant. A five-star, silver service, string quartet, ice sculptures aplenty, jacket and tie compulsory, la-di-dah restaurant. Dad figured that the better the restaurant, the more Richard would let his guard down, assuming Dad would never pull a stunt in a place like that. Richard was a sitting duck.

The afternoon before the dinner, Dad went to the restaurant, tipped the waiter and had him hide a small sports bag under their table. Dad had a plan fiendishly clever in its simplicity and, to be honest, the only thing that made him nervous was that the waiter hadn’t asked any questions. In fact the guy seemed genuinely comfortable stashing a mysterious package in his restaurant for a twenty-dollar handshake and no questions asked. This was clearly a pre 9/11 stunt. Dad had visions of Michael Corleone’s dinner with Sollozzo and McCluskey and was more confident than ever that he had indeed picked the ideal place to settle family business.

Despite some early edginess on Richard’s part, by half-way through the meal things were going well. By all reports the entrées had been spectacular and as the mains hit the table Richard really began to relax. When the nearest fancy-pants waiter was called upon to open another bottle of plonk the mood became positively jolly. Dad, however, remained fairly taciturn, appearing to focus primarily on his meal. Richard, glad just to be out of the house, more than made up for Dad’s sober demeanour. With the unwitting confidence of a rube tourist unaware that he’s walking through a bad neighbourhood, Richard merrily plugged any gaps in conversation.

‘Oh, I’ve missed this, Ron. I really have.’

‘Hm.’

‘Oh, yes. A couple of good friends, out having a nice meal. Everything as it should be.’

‘Hm.’

‘Yes. I’m so glad that we could put all the ugliness behind us and just get on with things.’

‘Hm.’

‘And a great choice of restaurant, too, Ron. Really well done.’

Just as Richard was fully embracing his role as the poster child for a false sense of security, Dad calmly reached under the table, pulled out a water pistol, stood up, drenched Richard from head to toe, sat back down, put away the water pistol and continued with his meal. The string quartet didn’t skip a beat, the hum of conversation at the restaurant didn’t fluctuate and the suspicions of management were never aroused. As Dad proceeded to take another mouthful of his meal and smile nonchalantly to surrounding tables, the whole situation had a strange air of normality. In fact, the only sign that anything had happened at all was the saturated man with the look of utter astonishment on his face. Notwithstanding the fact that he had just watched my dad produce a weapon, stand up and open fire, Richard really hadn’t seen it coming.

It could have ended there. A couple of moist middle-aged men, a couple of tasty japes and a respectable one-all scoreline. It could have ended there, but it didn’t, and it wouldn’t for another nine years. You see, when maturity is the first casualty of war, things tend to escalate.
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Behind Enemy Lines

In the face of his public embarrassment, Richard, a man with impeccable taste, natural sense of flair and readily available disposable income, invested in two of the most expensive water pistols available on the open market. They were the exact shape of a Heckler & Koch MP5 submachine gun. If you are au fait with machine guns you will know precisely what I mean. If you don’t have a basic catalogue-level knowledge of machine guns you may be thinking it’s a pretty odd way to describe what a water pistol looked like.

To clarify, at one time I could have been described as a little ‘machine gun curious’, much in the same way some boys were into spotting trains or could recognise a biplane by it’s landing gear. Like so many adolescent hobbies, that time has passed. Machine gun studies have gone the way of my marbles, footy cards and playing Leisure Suit Larry on my 386 computer with the dwindling hope of some kind of sexual experience. So many things that fascinate the mind of a young man are banished to boxes on garage shelves in order to make way for the real life concerns of being a fully-grown human man. Most of those banished fascinations are remembered with a wistful nostalgia, often shared with friends as a memory in common. You can laugh about how Garbage Pail Kid collector cards were far superior to their Cabbage Patch counterparts; you can delight in the reasoning of how a Fanta yoyo was better than a Sprite yoyo. But for some goddamned reason, if you mention at a barbecue that you know the differences between a Browning and a Glock 9mm and which is suited to a particular combat situation, people change the subject pretty quickly.

But moving on from my firearm proclivities, if you are still interested to know what the water pistols looked like, then the H&K was the weapon of choice for the diabolical fiends that terrorised the Nakatomi building one Christmas, making the life of one John McClane very difficult, but making Die Hard an unmitigated action blockbuster.

Much like a real H&K, the water pistols had to be ordered from Germany though clandestine channels. Richard sent order forms to European business contacts and made payments in Deutsche marks to offshore accounts with sinister names like the Strasbourg Feuerwaffe Novelti Korp. He then waited months for delivery. Just as he had begun to give up hope, they arrived one May morning in 1987 in a small timber crate that had to be opened with a crowbar in undeniably theatrical style.

And these babies were worth the wait. Made of a solid metal construction, the replicas were no less impressive than the German originals and if the words ‘state of the art’ can be applied to water pistols, this is what they were. The designers had done away with the laborious and altogether embarrassing pump system so often forced upon the recreational water pistoleer. There is no greater indignity than having the perfect ambush undermined by a firing action that makes you look like your masturbating the detached arm of a gaily-coloured robot. In contrast, the German uber-pistol was completely battery-powered, meaning that it would fire continuously at the mere depression of the trigger. Not only that, but it had removable ammo clips which could be filled with water and instantly replaced should you run dry. But by far their greatest feature was that they had a small speaker built into the barrel and when you pulled the trigger they made a loud and very realistic machine gun noise.

How loud and how realistic cannot be underestimated. The sound was deafening, terrifying and spectacular. This brought with it an unforseen bonus feature. If you fired at someone with this water pistol, you would not only wet your target, but they would immediately wet themselves as well. Richard had a fairly good feeling that these weapons represented a water-war endgame of sorts. They couldn’t be topped. When he unleashed them on Dad the current feud would, for all intents and purposes, be over.

Richard had the means; he simply needed the opportunity. It came one Saturday. As was their custom in the late eighties and early nineties, Dad and Richard were with their friend Ian enjoying an afternoon of watching the St Kilda football club get unceremoniously destroyed at Moorabbin Oval. I’m fairly sure that none of the men actually barracked for the Saints, but the ground (known colloquially as ‘the Cage’) was less than ten minutes from home and they all liked football for football’s sake. They could stand in the outer, drink beer, yell at umpires and be at home or the local Chinese restaurant by five-thirty. When you feel no emotion for the team being consistently pummelled into the notorious Moorabbin mud, that makes for a pretty good afternoon.

The Cage was also the location of the pinnacle of my football career. After years of hard work and handball drills at my local Vic Kick Footy Clinic, I was given the opportunity to play in a little league match during the half-time break of a St Kilda game. Being a relative local, I was drafted to play for the Saints. They weren’t my team. I was and will always be an Essendon man. But on this occasion that didn’t bother me. That, I reassured myself, was just the way footy was now, what with pre-season drafts and salary caps. You had to play where you were sent. Besides, I was eleven years old, had shiny new boots and was pretty sure that I was one talent scout away from snapping the winning goal in a VFL grand final. I wasn’t going to miss that opportunity by being precious about whose guernsey I was wearing.

The game itself was a low scoring affair. While the ground was actual size, we were not. We barely had the legs to run the ball to our forward line, let alone the strength to keep it there long enough to score. Our adversaries were the Bulldogs from the tough western suburb of Footscray. They seemed to be fitter than us, which we put down to their time spent evading police. By half-time we were down by three unanswered goals and things were looking dire. As the coach gave us a pep talk, I couldn’t help but think my time to impress the talent scouts was rapidly escaping—a pretty heavy thought to wrestle with over an orange and a cup of cordial. The pressure was amplified by the fact that the change of ends had placed me in the outer forward pocket, directly in front of Dad, Richard and Ian. My pulse became quicker and audible as I resolved that, come what may, I would have an impact on the game.

It didn’t take long. Moments after the centre bounce, Sammy Austen took possession of the ball and burst through the pack faster than I had ever seen him run. This I put down to an abject fear of being caught by the thugs in pursuit. He spotted me on a lead, slammed the ball on his boot and breathed a sigh of relief at the fact that without the ball, he just might not get bashed.

The ball sailed towards me and time stood still. Every scratch match, marking practice and skills drill boiled down to this one moment. I was perfectly poised to realise every childhood sporting dream I had ever known. Or at least I was, until my opponent planted two hands firmly in my back and sent me to the ground, before taking the mark that was clearly meant for me. No whistle was blown. No free kick was awarded. Time reanimated and my heart sank.

Furious at the injustice, I stood on the mark with my arms in the air, painfully aware of Dad and Richard’s gaze. As my opposition number took his kick, I turned around to see where it went. It was a particularly sluggish attempt and barely made the ten-metre journey from his boot to the back of my head, knocking me to the ground and rebounding towards the boundary line. Tim Baker, the one player on our team who was actually any good, effortlessly scooped the ball up in one hand, evaded two defenders and snapped a belter of a goal running at full tilt and only a couple of feet from the pocket boundary. The crowd erupted. And by that I mean a tipsy Richard yelled from the boundary, ‘That’s using your head, Charles.’

Those gathered around, laughed.

On the verge of tears I turned to tell Richard to shut up, but stopped myself as I caught sight of my dad. He was smiling. Not at Richard’s joke, but at me. We went down to Footscray by seven goals to one, but I felt like a winner.

If this were the only momentous personal event to take place at the Cage, it would still hold a special place in the hearts of Richard, Dad and myself. But, as I mentioned, another afternoon at the Cage was particularly memorable, and that was because a conversation which took place in the outer over a few beers was the catalyst for an act of all-out war.

The afternoon the war was reignited, the pummelling of the Saints had been particularly extensive and by the time Ian had gone on the half-time beer run, Richard had started to make plans for the evening.

‘So, Ron, what are the plans for this evening? Cheryl’s out for the night. Your place or mine?’

With his almost regal accent and effortless turn of phrase, Richard could sound distinguished in any situation. The fact that Richard was standing next to a man who had opted to urinate against the boundary fence rather than take on the grandstand urinal queue did remarkably little to reduce that distinction. As if swept up in Richard’s pomp, Dad forgot himself and gave a dangerously honest answer.

‘Well actually, Richard, Pammy has organised a bit of a dinner party for tonight. So . . .’ Richard didn’t need to hear the ‘so’.

‘Perfect, Ron! Sounds delightful. I’ll grab some wine, be round by seven, let’s make a night of it.’

‘Ah . . . no. You see, Richard; there are fairly limited numbers. Pammy’s already prepared the meal, so I’m afraid we’ll have to give it a miss tonight.’

‘What if I don’t eat?’

‘That could become a little awkward.’

‘I’ll bring my own meal then. Maybe get some Chinese.’

‘Look, Richard, we can go out next week, but tonight we’re going to have to leave it.’

Richard did his best to look hurt by the rejection. In between affected pouts and world standard moping, he threw in some precision martyr work.

‘Oh . . . I see . . . No, that’s fine, Ron. I hope you have a lovely evening . . . Don’t you worry about your old pal Richard . . . Your best friend . . . he’ll just stay home tonight . . . alone . . . reading a particularly lonely novel.’

He may even have managed to squeeze out a solitary tear. All the while in his head he was thinking, ‘Oh you little beauty’.

On the way home from the footy Richard and Ian hatched a plot. Ian was essential to Richard’s scheme and not merely because he had ordered two water pistols. You see, Ian was a builder and had done a bit of work on our kitchen and so he knew where the fuse box was.
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A Pamela Pickering dinner party is a sight to behold. My mum’s passion for food is matched only by her love of meticulous planning and her drive to be a good host.

She would start with the guest list. Four was too few; twelve too many. Eight was ideal but ten was fine. She would carefully consider which friends and couples would complement others. More importantly, she vigilantly kept track of who had had a falling out with whom and could instantly calculate which combinations could turn septic within the first half hour. Her guests could always be confident that if they RSVP’d in the affirmative, they would be perfectly suited to the rest of the people there.

Each meal had one simple responsibility: to be better than the last. And to achieve this, nothing was left to chance. If a dish was served at a Pamela Pickering dinner party, it was never for the first time. On a Saturday night when guests commented that their individual racks of lamb were both crispy and succulent, they had no idea that for the preceding week the Pickerings had eaten nothing but racks of lamb. On Monday night the racks had delivered on succulence, but the crumbs were soggy.

On Tuesday we achieved crispiness of crumb, but the meat was dry. Wednesday had seen an experimental glaze that all had agreed was a mistake never to be spoken of again. On Thursday the crumb to rack ratios had been adjusted to achieve a result that was passable, and on Friday’s full dress rehearsal, the lamb was perfect. On the day, Suzie’s responsibility was to assist in setting the perfect table. She would polish silver, fold napkins and arrange plates with a care and attention to detail that I could never muster. Accordingly, my job was to not touch anything and put away my damned skateboard.

My dad had three dinner party responsibilities: stay out of the kitchen, serve the perfect wine to match the food and, when people had overstayed their welcome, play Frank Sinatra really loudly and begin cleaning the dishes.

The result of all of this preparation was a well-oiled machine that created a dinner party environment where you simply had to turn up to have the best evening you could recall.

And this particular dinner party was no exception. Cocktails and canapés had seamlessly progressed to a broccoli and pumpkin soup that, it was agreed, all but defied science. The broccoli was contained in a green-coloured soup and the pumpkin in an altogether separate orange-coloured soup and they met exactly in the middle of the bowl along a shared border of cream. The result looked like a pie chart for an election in which the orange party and the green party had run a dead-heat for the Democratic Republic of Soup. And the pundits were unanimous, hung parliament or not, the outcome was delicious.

Through entrée, the diners enjoyed a spirited debate about whether Elvis would have lived longer had he taken the lead role he was offered in Rebel Without a Cause instead of making Kissing Cousins and Girl Crazy. To wit: did the dreadful mismanagement of Colonel Tom Parker eventually kill Elvis Presley? As complicated as this sounds, it is a conversation my mother could have predicted. She matched a known Elvis buff with a known kitsch film buff, sitting directly opposite a man whose American cousin would ship the latest collectible Sun Session recordings of the King to my dad. The only unknown quantity in the room were the parents of my best friend from school but in all honesty, they just seemed happy to be out.

The main course was served to considerable applause. Each person had an individual trout, baked in paper. The diners celebrated how perfectly tender the fish was without being overcooked. Rest assured I had eaten some disappointing trout that week. Silence was called for, a toast was made and this dinner party was well on track to deliver as the best one yet.

And then, halfway through main course, all the lights went out.

A brief silence followed, but it was soon broken by the occasional tinkle of cutlery on plate or the surreptitious slosh of misdirected wine missing mouths. The dinner party was making a valiant attempt to carry on, confidently expecting power to resume at any moment.

‘What’s the matter, Ron? Didn’t pay the electricity bill?’

Polite chuckles were stopped in their tracks by the almighty thud of a shoulder being applied at full force to the dining room door.

Richard and Ian burst into the dining room, stockings over their heads, water pistols in their hands, bellowing threats at the diners.

‘Nobody move! This is a stick-up!’

There were five couples seated around the dinner table. Before the assailants even got to the word ‘stick-up’ all the men had hit the floor, leaving the women to take the fire. All except for my father, who, my mother is adamant, used her as a human shield.

‘Just do as we say, and nobody gets hurt!’

There is anecdotal evidence to suggest that some guests soiled themselves without a shot being fired. What is for certain, is that panic struck the group with gusto, and people weren’t going to calm down any time soon.

‘Oh, god. Please don’t hurt us.’

‘Please, take me. Just don’t hurt my wife.’

‘Who robs a dinner party?’

‘Who cares, Peter? Just do as they say.’

‘Does anyone else smell urine?’

Ian, one of only two people in the room who knew the machine guns were fake and that the gunmen were close personal friends of the hosts, found the whole situation very amusing. He began to laugh. The harder he tried to hold it in, the harder he laughed. Before long he was out of control and the mood of the room shifted one step closer to despair.

‘What’s going on?’

‘Are we going to die?’

‘Please, just tell us what you want!’

‘Come to think of it, I can smell urine.’

By now Ian was doing his best impression of a drain but Richard remained silent. He may have been planning his next move. Or perhaps more likely he realised that a machine gun wielding, stocking-faced robber that begins laughing hysterically immediately transitions in the eyes of the hostages from threatening to maniacal. Either way, he decided someone had to break the tension.

‘All right, everyone be quiet!’

Unsurprisingly, this did little to calm anyone. If anything it made things worse. They now had to huddle in silence and just listen to the laughter.

It was around then Richard started to sense that the plan was going awry. What was meant to be a simple retaliation for a harmless joke had rapidly become a full-blown hostage situation. By this point in the prank, people were meant to be laughing. As it was, the only person laughing was a lunatic with a gun, apparently wearing a disguise so that any unlikely survivors couldn’t identify him. It had become a bona fide trauma and anyone with even the most entry-level legal training could tell you that the whole situation became pretty much illegal the moment Richard and Ian said ‘this is a stick-up’.

Richard decided it was time to give his joke some kind of punch line and get the hell out before someone called the cops.

‘Is Ronnie Pickering here?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ve been giving some people a hard time, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘So is there someone you want to say sorry to?’

My dad desperately tried to figure out who he had crossed that would go to this much trouble to retaliate. I’d like to say he knew instantly that it was Richard but, frankly, the possibilities were endless. It could have been Jeff, the pharmaceutical courier, who almost had a cardiac episode when Dad put a tiger snake skin in a return delivery. It could have been Mary, the shop assistant, who kept finding a very realistic severed hand in her hand bag so often that she stopped bringing a bag to work. Hell, I wouldn’t have put it past my mother. After a long think, the penny dropped.
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RONALD PICKERING

Pictured showcasing his 1991 collection of FASH ION FOR THE BLIND. This particular ensemble has been known to cause headaches and nausea in the fully sighted.
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RICHARD OPIE

Formidable adversary and master of disguise. Seen here at a summer barbecue, he is almost indistinguishable from his surrounds. It took many party-goers the entire afternoon to realise he was even there.
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PEACETIME

My sister took this photo of (left to right): Mum, myself, Dad, Richard, Cheryl and Richard’s dog Thabi. The happy, peaceful proximity of all parties leads me to assume this was snapped before the war began.
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MUM, RICHARD, FRIENDS ROBBIE AND HARRY, DAD AND CHERYL

I have included this photo as a historical document that I want on permanent record. Not because it highlights two fine examples of eighties knitwear, but rather because it highlights the look my parents and their friends had on their faces throughout my childhood.
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WANTED FOR BREAKING, ENTERING AND ALMOST EXITING

Richard Opie and Ian Jackson, seen here in custody after a bungled dinner party hold-up. It is unclear from eyewitness accounts if their blue moustaches were drawn on before or after the raid.
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HUDAR

Me and my best friend, Hudar. Hudar’s alive-state indicates the photo could have been taken either before or after the hold-up.
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SEATS OF POWER

Dad and I are seen here in the planning phase of our artistic venture. Such is our focus and dedication we are seemingly unaware of the camera’s presence.
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THE DAFFO DILS OF WAR

Installation piece by Pickering and Son. Materials: reclaimed toilet bowl, daffodils and dirt. Value: priceless.
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NO BUSINESS LIKE IT

From left to right: Mum, me, friends Julie and Harley, Dad, Richard (apparently incognito), Cheryl and Suzie. Our smiles and cheerful dispositions are easily explained by the fact that we were outside our lodge.
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GOD HELP ME, I WAS ONLY FO URTEEN

Suzie, myself and other kids from the lodge attempt to build fortifications at the height of alpine hostilities. Due to the abundance of winter clothing I couldn’t for the life of me tell you who is who.
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WE W ISH YOU A MERRY CHRISTMAS I

It’s hard to believe this impressive yuletide masterpiece was made by hand. As you can imagine, the street was delighted at our second-ever attempt at neighbourliness since the ill-fated ‘Get to Know Your Street’ barbecue.
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WE WISH YOU A MERRY CHRISTMAS II

A return gesture came a week later. This seasonal creation is the product of a toilet seat, a glue gun, a spotlight voucher, my sister, my mother and them having way too much time on their hands.
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OPERATION LOVELY RITA —THE SECOND ATTEMPT

Much like an iceberg, the true magnitude of the structure remains hidden from view below the surface.

‘Bloody Opie!’

‘Correct!’

And with that they opened fire. Because not everyone at the table knew who ‘Bloody Opie’ was, there were some poor souls who believed they were genuinely under attack. As the triggers depressed, the precision German speakers blasted out their cacophony of convincing gunfire. Within seconds there wasn’t a dry pant in the house. Some people started screaming. Others were crying. Nobody was laughing.

When everyone had received a blast from the pistols and the two bandits were sure that their job was done, they made a run for it. Sprinting headlong into the dark, they promptly got lost.

Ian, thinking he was running out a door, ran into a cupboard. Ricocheting off the back wall, he came tumbling out under formidable duress from a posse of overcoats. He bounced off a wall, flipped over a chair and landed in a crumpled heap in the corner. Richard used this kerfuffle as the perfect cover and poured himself a large glass of claret, which he drank through the stocking on his head. Thirst quenched and giving up on Ian altogether, Richard went to make his getaway. He fled down a darkened hall and immediately became disoriented. Wheeling around and groping the air for help that wasn’t there, he tripped over an indoor plant, knocked a painting off a wall and cracked his shin on a low-lying coffee table. Within seconds he was on all fours, swearing loudly and making little progress.

He had barely gotten to his feet before Suzie, recently awoken, descended the stairs to see where all the noise was coming from. They bumped into each other in the dark and by all accounts it is impossible to know who got the biggest fright or made the girliest scream. Suzie sprinted upstairs and hid under her doona; Richard headed in the opposite direction and cracked the other shin on the coffee table. In quite some pain, he groped around until he spotted the faint glow of moonlight in the garden. Deciding this was his best option for escape, he made a run for what he thought was an open door.

It was in fact a door-shaped window. Richard ploughed through plate glass and dropped four feet onto the bluestone paving outside. He landed with an audible thud. He was out cold. And bleeding from the head. The jig, it is safe to say, was well and truly up.

Five minutes later the lights were turned on and it looked like an actual robbery had taken place. Furniture was strewn across the room, food was everywhere, petrified and slightly soiled victims were huddled together looking for reassurance in a world gone mad. Ian was slumped in a corner and looked like he had been apprehended by a crack team of tweed jackets. Knowing that tweed jackets can be persuasive interrogators and his chances of remaining anonymous were negligible, he had removed his stocking. He was laughing uncontrollably, but not giving up his water pistol for anything. At that moment he appeared to be the most amused man in the entire world.

Richard, on the other hand, was in a state. As you would expect, glass had pierced the none-too-protective stocking. This had caused a ladder to form diagonally across his face, running from just below his left jowl to just above his right ear. Protruding from the ladder were his upper lip, right nostril and the top of his right ear. A large wine stain had formed around his mouth and spread north towards his nose. His heavily lacerated head was bleeding heavily in a southerly direction. The two red stains met somewhere in the middle and it was impossible to tell where the bleeding stopped and the shiraz began. He had come to, but was babbling, trying to make sense of the situation.

‘How did we . . . bluestone? But . . . who put the . . . bleeding badly now . . . oh, dear.’

A small crowd had gathered around him. He was looking crazily around the group with a middle-distance stare, seemingly unable to focus on anyone. He had the dazed look of a recently concussed boxer or a bird that has flown into a mirror. The kind of confusion that only time can heal. Dad was the first to offer help.

‘Richard, are you ok?’

‘I suppose a scotch is out of the question?’

My father picked him up, took him inside and sat him in a chair, making arrangements for urgent medical attention and even more urgent scotch. He went to the drinks cabinet and poured Richard three fingers of green ginger wine.

‘Glenfiddich for the patient.’

‘Thank you, Ron. Ever the good host.’

He took a long sip, appearing to savour every drop.

‘How’s the scotch, Richard?’

‘Top shelf, Ron. Really hits the spot.’

‘I think you may need a hospital.’

A few minutes later my mother began performing first aid. The few remaining guests made polite goodbyes and squelched off down the driveway. It was assumed that any others had fled during the shootout, or were hiding somewhere in the garden. As Mum pulled pieces of glass from Richard’s head and briskly applied the most astringent disinfectant she could find, Richard began a perfuse, concussed apology.

‘Pammy, I’m terribly, terribly sorry. I assure you, this was not the plan. It is safe to say we have deviated significantly from the plan at this point.’

‘It really is a little too much, Richard.’

‘I know. It’s terrible. Totally out of order . . . I suppose another whisky’s probably pushing it?’

As Richard sipped another green ginger wine, my mother worked away at Richard’s head and navigated towards some more polite conversation.

‘You know, Richard, this is a very nice stocking you’re wearing.’

‘Yes, it’s one of Cheryl’s. She’s going to be furious when she sees what I’ve done with it. Come to think of it, can I stay here tonight?’

Now, sane people would say that it was here, as my mother was pulling shards of glass out of Richard’s scalp that alarm bells should have gone off. Property had been destroyed, grown adults had suffered forced incontinence and my mother’s dinner party reputation may as well have gone with Richard to the emergency ward. An armistice should have been called, treaties drawn up and the healing process allowed to begin.

None of this happened.
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Codename: Poodle

On the Monday following the dinner party, Richard rang Dad to apologise.

‘Ron, I just called to say how sorry I am for the mess I caused on Saturday night.’

‘Well, Richard, you know you’ll always be my friend, but I don’t think Pamela will ever speak to you again.’

‘But it was just a dinner party. Surely she’ll forgive me for that. It’s kind of funny, when you look at it.’

‘Well, actually it’s not funny, Richard. It’s not funny at all.’

‘Come on, Ron. Lighten up. Even Pammy had a laugh while she was pulling the glass out of my head.’

‘Richard, you may recall that I put up a tarpaulin to cover the window that you broke. Well, in the middle of the night a buck possum got into the house and attacked the dog . . .’

‘Oh, god’.

And so started Dad’s counterattack. The genuine genius of his approach was the use of the term ‘buck possum’. In my experience any lie can be made believable with the inclusion of a fact that doesn’t need to be there. As a person is told a tall story, they will accumulate doubts, little trapdoors they can use to escape the embarrassing accusation of gullibility. The insertion of a truly surprising detail forces the victim to focus entirely on it, forgetting all those trapdoors and suspending all disbelief in the genuine hope that it is true. This is the Mr T Principle2, and can be boiled down to the phrase ‘that’s just insane enough to be true’. And so, at the mere mention of a ‘buck possum’ Richard would have been almost entirely consumed with trying to imagine what a ‘buck possum’ even looked like—how its appearance would differ to that of a regular or ‘non-buck’ possum and how the attack of a buck possum would by definition be a ferocious thing to behold—and forgotten to consider that this was my dad he was talking to. The moment Richard began to paddle down that stream of consciousness, the lie had very much become real.

To this day my dad is adamant that the possum ruse was not premeditated. He swears he had been racking his brain all that morning, trying to think of a suitably elaborate revenge for what was, let’s face it, an attack on home soil. He had contemplated hiring actual burglars but decided against it; not only because he didn’t know any actual burglars but even if he did, it would be too unsatisfying to not be part of the invasion force. He also entertained the idea of arranging for a fictional insurance company to sue Richard for astronomical window repair costs; however, this would have required a level of paperwork and forgery that was frankly impossible for a relative luddite with no desktop publishing skills, let alone a desktop computer on which to not have those skills. They were the best ideas he’d had by the time the phone rang and he maintains that the possum came to him as a divine gift from the universe the moment he heard Richard’s voice. Dad was merely a vessel for the shenanigans the cosmos had in mind and he was going to ride this wave of inspiration for all it was worth.

‘And, you know, the dog put up a really good fight . . .’

‘Oh, god.’

‘Jesus, she loved that poodle.’

‘Oh, god.’

‘But in the end there was nothing the vet could do. Poor little Hudar had to be put down.’

‘Oh, god.’

‘Suzie’s taken the week off school.’

‘Oh, god.’

‘Charlie hasn’t spoken for over a day.’

‘Oh, god.’

‘You know, maybe in six months she might get over it, but for now I can’t see you and you really shouldn’t call.’

‘Oh, god. Ron, I am so sorry. I promise I will never pull another prank as long as I live.’

Richard heard my dad go silent on the other end of the line. No doubt he imagined my father overcome with grief, searching for words that would never come. In reality Dad’s hand was over the receiver as he tried to suppress laughter, tears streaming down his cheeks. His mirthful paroxysms sounded like muffled sobs, putting the final touches on a stunning deception. Sensing the kind of sorrow that words cannot heal, Richard bade farewell.

‘I’ll let you go, Ron. I know it may take a while, but call me some time. I will be looking forward to it.’

Self-imposed exile didn’t last long. Three days later Richard called Dad again.

‘Ron, please, don’t hang up. I’ve spoken to the Poodle Breeders’ Association of Australia, who gave me the numbers of all of their currently registered breeders. And after calling all of those breeders I have discovered that there is a litter that has just been born in Jamieson, only four hours away. Now, I know Pam is angry with me, but do you think she’d let me take her out there to pick out a puppy to replace your poor departed Hudar, rest his soul.’

‘I really don’t think that’s a good idea, Richard.’

‘Please, Ron. In some way I must make up for the terrible thing I’ve done.’

‘I just don’t know if she’s ready to . . .’

‘But Ron, it’s pedigree is fantastic. It’s lineage has been traced back to Louis the fourteenth.’

‘This isn’t about pedigree, Richard. Pammy is devastated.’

‘I know, Ron. But maybe a puppy would make her feel better. I have never in my life known for a puppy to make a situation worse. And that is God’s honest truth.’

‘Richard, I’m sorry but . . .’

Once again Dad went silent. He was just about to come clean with Richard, who sounded palpably distraught on the other end of the phone. He was going to let Richard off the hook and tell him that Hudar was fine and that this was just a little way of getting him back and there were no hard feelings and everything was as it should be. But he didn’t. That, he surmised, would be too easy. All Richard had done was make a few phone calls. That was hardly sufficient punishment for a heavily-armed assault on a dinner party and the destruction of a perfectly good window. Divine inspiration may have begun this poodle fiasco, but the finish would be pure Pickering.

‘Maybe you’re right, Richard. Maybe a puppy would help. I tell you what. You can pick Pammy up at eight o’clock on Saturday morning and take her out to Jamieson. I’ll have a talk to her and make sure it’s ok.’

‘Thank you, Ron. You won’t regret it.’

‘You know, Richard, something tells me I won’t.’
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On the Saturday morning at eight o’clock Richard arrived to collect Mum. Few pleasantries were exchanged as Mum got into Richard’s car and they headed off—for four hours my mum sat in stony silence, never once looking at Richard.

This was impressive. Imagine for a moment having to go on a four-hour car trip with a dear friend in utter silence, maintaining an outer veneer of personal devastation and animosity, while internally wanting to shout for joy. This takes more than just attendance. This takes fortitude, dedication, focus and monumental acting skills. For four hours Richard tried to make small talk and my mum gave him nothing. The weather, football, recent television programs and politics all failed to raise her curiosity. When Richard changed tack and asked about how my sister and I were going at school, she was silent, coming across as genuinely disinterested in the lives of her children. When they stopped for petrol, Richard asked Mum if she wanted anything to eat. She uttered the only words she spoke for the morning which were: ‘I don’t really have an appetite, Richard.’ Oh, yes. Pamela Pickering was a professional accomplice.

Around midday, they arrived at the home of Jamieson’s most prestigious poodle breeder. Richard was no doubt ecstatic to simply be out of the car in which he had suffered a slow death. Mum would have been relieved that she had not once given Richard any inkling that she was anything other than a grieving dog lover.

They were greeted by a roly-poly woman who can best be described as looking exactly as you would expect a poodle breeder to look.

‘Pammy. Richard. Please come around into the back garden. I think we have the perfect dog for you.’

They wandered around the back of the house to find Dad standing in the back garden. Bundled up in his arms was Hudar, our poodle, very much alive with a smile on his face that indicated even he was in on the prank and found it hilarious.

‘G’day, Richard!’ said my dad with a cheeky smile and faux innocent tone. He looked for all the world like a middle-aged Dennis the Menace. Richard, doing his best impression of a young Mr Wilson went decidedly ape-shit.

‘Bastard!’

‘Come on, Richard. At least the dog’s alive.’

‘Bastard!’

‘What? You’re angry that the dog’s alive? That’s not very nice.’

‘Bastard! Bloody! Bastard!’

‘You have to admit it’s pretty funny.’

‘Bastard.’

‘By the way, if it’s any consolation, Pammy thinks this is all hilarious.’ Dad gestured towards my mother who was standing behind Richard, laughing so hard as to cause severe physical discomfort and respiratory difficulty. Richard himself had turned an alarming shade of purple and appeared to be vibrating. Dad continued, ‘So that should make you feel a bit better.’

‘Bastard! This is an act of cowardice. Of temerity. Indicative of a lack of character.’

He was so angry he had become Winston Churchill.

‘This is not over, Pickering. Not by a long shot. It has not even begun to be over. And I say, that by the time that this is over, it shall be finished.’

Richard pivoted, stormed past my mother and one fairly confused poodle breeder and crunched his way back up the gravel driveway. He slammed the door of his car and sped off down the road.

Foolishly, my father thought he had won the war. Surely nothing could top this elaborate poodle-based double-cross? There was the minor collateral damage of one poodle breeder who was slightly miffed not to make a sale, but other than that this was a precision strike which would shock and awe Richard into understanding that Ronald Pickering was a significant foe who was not to be trifled with. Dad declared ‘Mission Accomplished’ and in what can only be described as a premature celebration of Bushian magnitude, packed up the family for a week away down the coast at Flinders.

On his second four-hour drive of the day, Richard began planning the next phase of the campaign.

2 The Mr T Principle: In 1996 my friend Colin and I decided to create an urban myth. To qualify it simply had to be a story of our own unique creation that was told back to us by someone whom we hadn’t told it to. The story we fabricated was that Emmanuel Lewis, the diminutive star of the eighties television smash Webster, had died performing a head-spin at a wrap party after they filmed the last episode. We felt the story was believable as it was set in the mid-eighties when breakdancing had taken the nation’s playgrounds by storm and parents were beside themselves about the potential dangers of head-based rotation. However, in practice we found that people were slow to accept the story as fact. After some deliberation we added to the story that at the time of the incident, Mr T had called the ambulance. By combining two eccentric eighties stars with seemingly inexplicable careers, the tale was instantly better received and was eventually told back to me four years later by a member of the Perth street press. For the purposes of clarity, I should add that Emmanuel Lewis is very much alive and well. In 1997 he graduated from Clark Atlanta University and since then has made numerous on-screen appearances, most notably a cameo in 2007’s Kicking It Old Skool, a movie about a breakdancer who comes out of a twenty-year coma after suffering a head injury while breakdancing. I am not making this up. And if you don’t believe me, just ask Mr T.
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Flinders

Nestled on the coast an hour out of Melbourne, the holiday house at Flinders represents probably my parents’ biggest regret. That is really something. These are people who, in the eighties, invested in the artificial insemination of designer goats—a scheme that went so badly that eventually the cost of one of these goats actually dipped below the cost of a .303 bullet to put the goat out of its misery. As a result, there are some very expensive feral goats currently calling the Dandenong Ranges home.

Bought in the early seventies and known to us only as Flinders, the house had a couple of bedrooms, a bathroom that looked dated the moment it was built and an open plan living/dining/kitchen/craft/rumpus room. The TV didn’t always work but it looked good sitting on top of a sideboard that housed puzzles, board games, totem-tennis bats, Uno cards and the numerous other things that the law requires you to keep at all holiday houses without exception. Flinders was proudly un-fancy and smelled like the beach twenty-four hours a day. It was the perfect example of a seaside shack, back when such things still existed. Today if you drive through Flinders there are very few shacks. They have been replaced with ‘summer houses’ which look remarkably like mansions and give you the feeling that you will never truly understand what it is like to be rich.

The reason Flinders is a regret is that my parents wished they had never sold it at the end of the 80s. Well, that and seagrass matting.

Some time in my early infancy, the floor of the holiday house was dilapidated, but to polish the floorboards would have been costly and there was a chance they wouldn’t withstand the buffing. A cheap floor covering was required.

Simultaneously, in a mysterious laboratory in places unknown, significant breakthroughs had been made in seagrass matting. Anyone who played table tennis anywhere near an ocean between 1977 and 1988 knows exactly what I’m talking about. The colour of straw, the consistency of rope, it sits on the floor-covering spectrum between tiles and debris and its price puts it well within reach of the average rumpus room decorator on a budget. Indeed, seagrass matting loves nothing more than rumpus. It is robust enough to withstand whatever level of rumpus you can throw at it, yet delicate enough to consistently fray around the edges. This gives the illusion of character without the hassle of genuine long-term rumpus.

But seagrass matting’s true genius is that it is segmented into squares, making bespoke flooring a breeze and giving the purchaser an inflated sense of handiness. This is definitely true of my dad who took the measurements and, once the matting was down, stood back to admire his work. And it was good. Except for the fact that the door to the toilet could not close.

It turned out that the exact level of clearance between the door and the existing floorboards was exactly one quarter of an inch less than the standard thickness of seagrass matting, as dictated by the faceless powerbrokers of the matting industry. This discrepancy was discovered when my father, after admiring his handiwork, headed to the smallest room in the house for a hard-earned wee. With the half-closed door wedged firm, Dad’s shoulders slumped and his head bowed. Relief was a long way off.

Now, of all the doors in the house, this is the one you most want to close. You can overlook an exposed pantry or even an ajar spare bedroom. But a toilet with an open door is the least-dignified throne in the world. There is little more demeaning than having to sit on a toilet with passers-by. Your only hope is to pretend to be thoroughly engrossed in National Geographic and permanently outraged by pedestrian traffic. But even this act can only be maintained for so long before you realise you’re just a person on a toilet with an audience.

This all happened when I was a baby, but according to my mother, a system of toilet warnings was implemented. An orange bicycle flag on a six-foot pole would point into the corridor, warning people that someone was mid-business in a highly exposed fashion. As I was still filling nappies at this stage, I was not party to this demeaning system. In fact, it is the only time ever that being prone to polluting a nappy had more dignity than being toilet trained.

As ingenious as this flag system was, it could not last long term. The agreed solution was that a small portion of the door would need to be removed. About half an inch. Just enough to allow clearance between the seagrass matting and the door. The door was removed from its hinges and placed in a makeshift vice in the back garden and a saw was fetched from the shed. My father is a meticulous man and if he is going to saw half an inch off a door, he is going to do it right. A ruler, a set square, a spirit level and a protractor were all used to rule a perfectly straight line. At around ten in the morning my father and grandfather commenced sawing.

The first difficulty came immediately. The door, it turned out, was solid oak and not easily intimidated by any saw man had yet devised. In fact, the door was so hard as to raise ontological questions about how the door was even sawed into a door in the first place.

To begin with the conversations were jovial. Some mention of recent sporting fixtures; a little talk of what they might do with their afternoon. This lasted approximately eight minutes. At that point they were both too exhausted to talk. Their work had yielded a small depression in the wood. Not quite a groove. But almost.

From there Dad and Grandpa had to work in ten-minute shifts. As the sun rose higher in the sky, the enormity of the challenge seemed to grow. While one was sawing the other would be resting in the shade and taking on fluids. My grandfather, a veteran of a world war, typhoid and open-heart surgery was an energetic worker and therefore a massive health concern to all around him.

After some hours, lunch was served. Cut sandwiches were eaten as the job so far was discussed. There was general consensus that the job was a goddamned pain in the arse and progress decidedly tits up. The saw remained frozen a quarter of the way through the door. It was stuck and couldn’t be removed. It was like Excalibur, if Arthur had to saw through solid rock to get his sword back. Destiny be screwed, this was going to take hard work.

Sawing continued through the afternoon and into dusk. A beer was had and sawing went on. The sun went down, the sawing continued. An ad hoc spotlight was erected, sawing continued. Some time around ten-thirty, half an inch of door fell to the ground, as did the saw and my sweat-drenched father. There was a smattering of applause from the patient but altogether over it crowd.

My triumphant father and wheezing grandfather hoisted the conquered door aloft and headed for the toilet.

There was some quiet chat and jokes made as the door was screwed back into place. It is the kind of talk you can imagine at sundown after the taking of Normandy. Too exhausted to speak, too relieved to not. ‘Well, we won’t be doing that again anytime soon.’

The final hinge was attached and, with an announcement of, ‘I’ve been waiting all day for this wee,’ my father attempted to close the door. It wouldn’t budge. The harder he tried, the harder it wedged on the seagrass matting.

My father swore. My grandfather swore. The door was inspected. They both swore. Loudly.

One initial theory for the door not closing was that they hadn’t sawn off enough of the wood. The subsequent and significantly more correct theory was that, over the space of eleven hours, they had sawed a perfectly aligned, expertly measured, half-inch strip of wood off the top of the door, leaving the bottom intact.

An awkward night was had by all; a meal in silence and the then-working television watched without laughter. That night, no matter how funny John Blackman’s ripostes, how suggestive Dickie Knee’s antics or how abrasive Red Symon’s barbs, Hey Hey It’s Saturday was considered neither light nor entertainment.

It was decided that the men needed some time away from the door, so the following day was spent at the beach.

Day three involved a lot of sawing; very little talking.

By nightfall, the men of the house were the proud owners of one solid oak door and two half-inch strips of solid oak door. One strip was glued back onto the top of the door and the door was re-hinged. It opened. It closed.

My dad opened and closed the door a few times to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. And, with a call for privacy, he took one of the most hard-earned wees in history.

The lasting memorial to three days of struggle was a line at the top of the door where the strip had been glued on again. Every time my dad sat on that toilet, it would mock him.

The seagrass matting itself was a short-lived success. At first everyone agreed it had been worth the trouble, but three months later they changed their minds. Suzie, then aged three had woken up at the crack of dawn. Not wanting to wake anyone, she set about occupying her busy mind with household chores. She tidied up toys, folded some linen and then came to check on me in my cot. She noticed that my nappy was full and decided, having seen Mum and Dad change me countless times, she would give it a shot. Mum and Dad walked in to check on us at seven and what they saw when they opened the door was something that will stay with them for life.

It was clear from the state of the room that Suzie had no trouble taking my nappy off. What happened after that was pretty much up for grabs. There were clear signs of a struggle, evidence of confusion and frustration and an overall sense that what had gone on in this room was not the happiest of times. The other conclusion that was drawn from forensic inspection was that while the papered walls had been of little use to my sister for removing nappy contents from her hands, seagrass matting had worked a treat. Not a single swirling gap in the seagrass weave went unfilled. Every square would need to be cut out, removed and, I dare say, incinerated.

The room was repaired, but never felt the same. We would continue to go to Flinders, but somehow the magic had worn off. You can burn all the nag champa you like, but you’ll never deodorise a memory. Deep down I’m pretty sure that’s why they sold the house.
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Misinformation, Disinformation 
and Goddamned Lies

Back to 1987 and we returned home from our trip to Flinders to find that Richard had put our house on the market.

It was late at night, dark, and we were tired from the journey. We pulled into our driveway and the headlights hit the front gate only to find it chained shut and adorned with a real estate agent’s sign that read:

MORTGAGEES’ AUCTION: 
DUE TO DISASTROUS BUSINESS PRACTICES AND PENDING LEGAL ACTION FOR MEDICAL NEGLIGENCE, ALL PROPERTY OF RONNIE ‘THE BASTARD’ PICKERING IS TO BE SOLD FORTHWITH.

My sister and I were confused. My mum was beside herself. This was a public relations disaster. Upon seeing the sign, Mum immediately assumed that everyone in the street had been talking about her behind her back.

‘Did you hear about the Pickerings?’

‘Didn’t they go belly-up?’

‘Yes. I hear it was gambling.’

‘Well I hear it was drugs.’

‘Well I hear they gambled on drugs.’

‘You don’t say?’

‘Yes. They’d get hopped up on goof-pills that Ron made in the pharmacy and then hit the craps tables at the casino.’

‘Well I’m glad they’ve had to sell up. It’s a danger having those sorts of people living in our street.’

This may sound ridiculous, but I think it is a fairly accurate transcript of what was going through my mother’s head at the time. She had always aimed for our family to have a good ‘street reputation’; a goal that flew in the face of any rational assessment of our street community.

When my parents first moved in they made a grand overture to the neighbourhood: the first (and only) ever ‘Get To Know Your Street Barbecue’. They figured they would start a tradition. Twenty years on people would spend their year looking forward to the street barbecue. ‘Remember the first one of these we had?’ people would say. ‘Yes,’ other people would reply. ‘It was the Pickerings that started all this. They held the first ever Get To Know Your Street Barbecue, and haven’t we all just been the best of friends since?’

Initial disappointment came with the underwhelming level of RSVPs. When final numbers were tallied in order to calculate supplies, it was agreed that a more accurate name for the event would have been the ‘Get To Know Upwards Of A Quarter But Definitely No More Than A Third Of Your Street Barbecue’.

By midway through the event my parents began to wish the attendance had been poorer. It became apparent there were some seriously long-running feuds in operation in our leafy street. The evidence for this included the numerous people making vigorous, pointed attempts to be seen to be not talking to other people, or making a noteworthy exit upon the arrival of a neighbourhood nemesis. That kind of behaviour and the one woman who actually said, ‘I have some seriously long-running feuds in operation.’

By the end of the barbecue my parents concluded that there was one person in particular that everybody had a problem with but, apart from him eating most of the pigs in blankets, they couldn’t see why. They also concluded that this would be the last ever ‘Get To Know Your Street Barbecue’ and it would be best for everyone to henceforth keep a low profile and try not to start any feuds.

So, feuds aside, our street was about as far from a gossip factory as you could imagine. Some of our neighbours had passing conversations with our other neighbours, but on the whole most people kept to themselves. A reality lost on my mother in this time of shock, as her fantasy continued.

‘So they lost everything?’

‘Yes, everything. One night the children had to eat dog food.’

‘Well, I blame the mother.’

‘Of course you do. It’s the only logical conclusion. The mother is definitely to blame.’

‘I’d go so far as to say she is the worst mother in the world.’

‘Without a doubt. Pamela Pickering is the worst mother in the entire world. And that includes those ones who sell their daughters into sex slavery in South-East Asia.’ ‘They’re saints compared to Pamela Pickering.’

But while Mum came to terms with a P.R. disaster that didn’t exist, my dad’s reaction was very different.

‘Brilliant! This is bloody brilliant!’

‘It’s not brilliant, Ronnie. It’s embarrassing.’

‘No, Pammy. This is brilliant.’

‘Why is it so bloody brilliant, Ronnie?’

‘The rules of engagement have changed, Pammy. It’s about signs now!’
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On a Saturday morning in September my dad woke me around five o’clock. He’d spent a sleepless night mulling over ideas and had finally come up with a plan.

‘Come with me, son. We’re going to have some fun.’

This was a very important moment. It was the first time my father had included me in one of his schemes and I was giddy with excitement. I had always been a keen and admiring observer of my father’s shenanigans, building a checklist for the things that one does when one becomes a man. First on the list was ‘hilarious retribution’. Dad’s war with Richard, in particular, would become the yardstick against which all of my future comedic ventures would be measured. To be included, nay conscripted, into Dad’s retributive plans meant something else altogether. Clearly now I had come of age and was ready for active deployment. I was the general’s new lieutenant. He was taking me under his wing and was going to teach me what it meant to be an adult.

So to speak.

But there was another reason why his call-up was such a big deal and that was closeness. My father and I had always been very close, but in a way that we never vocalised. He taught me how to kick a footy, ride a bike, hammer a nail, swear after hitting your thumb with a hammer and all of the other important things that a boy needs to know. But we never spoke about what we, as men, had in common. This really is the Australian version of menschkeit—it is that which exists between men, but dare not speak its name. Sure you might have a few too many schooners at the pub and tell a mate that you love him enough to give him your golf clubs, but it’s never taken seriously, and if you ever said something like that sober things would get very uncomfortable.

I could only recall one prior moment, when I was about six, that Dad and I truly related to each other on a man-level. It was a Sunday afternoon in summer and, as was our Sunday afternoon habit, we were watching Solid Gold. If memory serves, Billy Ocean was really letting rip with a power lip sync of ‘Caribbean Queen’. As if the audio feast wasn’t enough, the Solid Gold Dancers were doing what they do best. Dancing. Dancing in tiny costumes. Spandex had only just been invented and the world was beginning to see why. Even at the age of six there was something about the scene that caught my eye, and I felt that I had to share it with my father. I turned to him and said, ‘Those girls have big boobs, don’t they, Dad?’ With all the beautiful simplicity of bread and butter pudding or a drop punt, my father replied, ‘They sure do, son. They sure do.’

This was our Wonder Years moment. An unlikely connection that passed as swiftly as it arrived but would not be forgotten. Much like my childhood and the relevance of Billy Ocean, the Solid Gold Dancers are now long gone. Some of the greatest things in life, it seems, have a built-in use-by date.

And so it was, nearly five years later that we were about to bond again. As the sun was rising and rubbing the last remnants of celestial sleep from its eyes, my dad and I were hard at work. We had twenty-three large sheets of cardboard and some fat smelly textas. We were making signs. I was using my neatest handwriting and only messed up two signs by trying to fit too many words into a line so that the last three letters were all skinny and unreadable. Dad said that was ok, that was exactly why he bought spare cardboard. After a half-hour craft session we had a stack of twenty signs that read:

FRESH FISH 
FOR SALE 
CHEAP!!!!

And then each sign also had Richard’s address at the bottom of it. We grabbed a tall ladder and a staple gun and went out and put up these signs at all of the major intersections around Richard’s suburb.

You would be amazed how many people like the idea of ‘Fresh Fish Cheap!!!!!’. The doorbell first rang at seven am and it didn’t stop. By the time the Saturday morning traffic swelled to the point of mild inconvenience, hundreds of fish-loving motorists had taken note of Richard’s address. We had unleashed a monster.

Initially, Richard’s reaction was one of simple confusion.

‘I’m sorry but I have no idea what you’re talking about. I have no fish for sale.’

As the morning wore on, his temper became shorter.

‘No! I don’t have any fish. Not for sale or otherwise.’

And shorter.

‘No. I don’t have any bloody fish. You’re welcome to come in and have a look around but I don’t have any bloody fish!’

And shorter.

‘There’s some bloody goldfish in the bloody pond! How about you eat some of them?!’

Each time Richard sent away a fairly bemused customer who felt that, if nothing else, this fishmonger really needed to work on his people skills.

By one pm, Richard thought he had it figured out.

‘Pickering put you up to this didn’t he?’

‘Who’s Pickering? I’m just after some fish.’

‘Oh ha-bloody-ha! Very amusing. Seriously though, what’s he paying you? I’ll double it.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just wanted some whiting.’

‘Not talking, eh? Well why don’t you just piss off back to Pickering and see if he has any bloody fish for you?’

Dad and I had a great day. Buoyed by our newfound camaraderie, I helped Dad with some chores around the house. I had never been that enthused with garden maintenance or home repair, but on that day, knowing I was Dad’s young second-in-command, I attacked the tasks with gusto. If I had to pull out weeds, that was fine because I was pulling out weeds with my dad. If I had to do the edging because the goddamned-stupid-useless-fucking-whipper-snipper had broken down, that was fine because I was doing the edges with my dad. Let this be a lesson to all fathers about how to get sons to do chores: simply don’t make them seem like chores. Make them seem like team projects that men do together as equals. Never before, nor since have I cleaned out gutters with a smile on my face. But on this wonderful day I was glad to be up to my elbows in slime. And the best thing was that about every half hour we would look each other in the eye, remember the signs, imagine Richard’s face answering his door to fish-seekers and crack up laughing. For the whole day Dad could reduce me to tears just by saying, ‘Do you know what I feel like? A nice piece of flake.’ This was a Saturday for the ages.

Richard’s Saturday, however, was not going quite so well. After all-but-beating information out of a customer he went out in search of the signs that were ruining his day. After an hour of searching, he had collected seven and returned home expecting the enquiries to dissipate. But still the people came. It got so bad that some time around three o’clock Richard’s wife Cheryl turned to him and said, ‘Richard. Should I just go and buy some fish?’

Eventually, at five o’clock, after a harrowing day, he put up a sign on his front gate that read:

SORRY: 
FISH SOLD OUT

Richard had lost a Saturday. And, as we all know, Saturday’s are a rare and precious commodity. Reprisal would need to be swift, unexpected, calculated and, above all, disproportionate.
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Trouble in the Pacific Theatre

While the war was not going well for Richard, the commercial world was treating him much better. His tie-making business had gone from strength to strength and he was on the verge of signing a deal to become a major supplier of ties to one of Australia’s largest department store chains.

To seal the deal, he had planned a function. A veritable who’s who of tie industry fashionistas and the department store manageriat were invited to a cocktail party and tie-based fashion parade. Despite the lofty list of invitees, Richard didn’t forget his roots. Opie Ties was a family business and as such, a select group of his nearest and dearest were also invited to give the event that personal touch.

My father duly received a formal, printed invitation in the mail. It read:

You are cordially invited to the launch of the new range of Opie Ties 
In conjunction with David Jones department stores 
Thursday 17 August, 1988. 
Cocktails At 8 
Dress: Hawaiian 

Dad was excited. Finally a highbrow social event where looking like an idiot was not only sanctioned but mandated. Not only that, but it was the ultimate opportunity to unveil the Hilo Hattie’s three-piece Hawaiian ensemble he’d had made for him while on a family holiday to the aloha state.

It was without a doubt the ugliest triumvirate of tailor-made clothing in the history of the world. The three pieces themselves were all made from matching fabric that could best be described as audiovisual. One first had to overcome the noise created by a palate of primary, secondary and tertiary colours, as well as a few that apparently dropped out of school altogether. Once adjusted to the volume, the viewer was treated to an overwhelming collection of hibiscus flowers, pineapples and palm trees. Just so there was no confusion as to the outfit’s origin, the word ‘Hawaii’ was also stamped across it diagonally from left shoulder to right hip. The three pieces were a short-sleeved shirt, a pair of three-quarter length knickerbockers and a matching legionnaire’s cap with an extra long back flap. It was a fashion monstrosity and had the unique ability of making anyone who wore it look both tropical and mentally retarded. If you put Henry Kissinger in this outfit, you would expect the first words to come out of his mouth to be, ‘I’m a big boy. I dressed myself. I like traffic lights.’

On the drive to the party, Dad wore the hat. He didn’t have to wear the hat. He chose to wear the hat. The way he saw it, there was no point limiting his audience to the cocktail party guest list when there was a whole world out there he could entertain. Without the hat, the people he drove past would have seen him merely as a guy in an awful shirt. The world is full of them. With the hat, he immediately became someone going somewhere. He had the power to be a conversation starter just by pulling up at the lights, and he played the part. He sat up straight, head tilted at a proud, semi-regal angle; eyes always facing ahead, save for a few mannered and conspicuous glances at his blind spot. It was impossible to behold this man without wondering who he was and where he was going.

I feel like this says a lot about my dad. It’s like when you rent a dinner suit for a Friday night function. If that suit isn’t due back until Monday, come Saturday morning you begin to hear a little voice. The little voice starts out asking, ‘What else do you have on this weekend?’ It quickly moves on to, ‘What outing isn’t improved by wearing a dinner suit?’ Once you start to listen to that voice, it’s a matter of time before you’re at the football in a tuxedo. My dad will always listen to that voice.

The drive to the party was one of those moments that makes me feel for my mother. A lot of the time the only witnesses to my dad’s childish behaviour were people close enough to understand. Mum could just laugh along and occasionally throw in a well-timed roll of the eyes, a knowing look or a little ‘you know Ron’ for good measure. But when the wider community shared the insanity, my mother had few places to hide. As the Hibiscus Express made various stops, garnering confused looks as it went, Mum gradually gave up on becoming invisible. She instead began working on a facial expression that could say, ‘in the short time that we are stopped here it would be impossible to communicate the context that would make you understand my husband’. Make no mistake, my mother loves his antics. Whenever things get bumpy, it is their shared sense of humour that gets them through and she wouldn’t swap him for anything in the world. At the same time, she knew that this would not be the only opportunity she would have to work on that particular look. In short, it is safe to say that they each arrived at the party with a different sense of how the drive went.

With a spring in his step, my father entered the party first. He walked through the door to stunned silence. The bar stopped serving drinks, the record player skipped and two hundred people turned to look at him. Two hundred people were simply unable to carry on their conversation above the noise of Dad’s outfit. Two hundred people were in silent awe of this fusion of fabric and nausea. Two hundred people in black tie were all focused on my father, who was apparently dressed to play the lead in a mentally challenged production of South Pacific.

As it turned out my mother didn’t look too out of place. She had worn a simple floral sarong with a hibiscus behind her ear and had it not been the dead of winter, she would have fitted in completely. As it was she drew a constant stream of praise and flattery. The general consensus at the party was that she was the very picture of grace. Not only did she look so lovely, but she was so caring and compassionate the way she doted on her clearly brain-damaged husband.
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My father doesn’t take kindly to being made to look brain-damaged. As discussed, he may take some pride in doing that for himself, however, he chooses to do so on his terms. He would not soon forget the sting of tropical indignity. He could always handle self-inflicted embarrassment, but embarrassment at the hands of others could never be allowed to go unpunished.

Needless to say, Richard’s take on the evening was a very positive one. The launch itself was a resounding success. The clients were happy, the press were glowing and the guests were thoroughly entertained. On a personal level, it was an especially proud night for him. Not only had Opie Ties arrived on the national department store scene to a very warm welcome, but he even found time to serve his best mate a cheeky appetiser of payback washed down with a nice big glass of abject humiliation.

Despite, or possibly because of, my father’s ridiculous appearance, David Jones inked the deal soon after. Part of the deal required that Richard take out a month’s worth of advertising in the Saturday morning papers. For four consecutive weeks, full-page advertisements would tell the world of the arrival of Opie Ties on the nation’s shelves. This represented the largest ad buy Richard had ever made and he was petrified. This would cost him thousands upon thousands of dollars, and in his mind, anything could go wrong: he could send the wrong photo; he could send the wrong slogan, or worst of all, do something that would put David Jones offside. Over a beer, Richard explained to Dad just how worried he was.

‘What if the paper comes out advertising Opie Ties now available at Bavid Bones?’

‘Well, I think that’s highly unlikely.’

‘That we wouldn’t notice the typo?’

‘That you’d use a ‘B’ twice. I mean typos happen all the time, but two Bs in a row, that would be extraordinary.’

‘You’re not helping, Ron.’

‘I didn’t realise I was supposed to be helping.’

‘Ron, I’m just so worried that we’ll make a mistake.’

In the end the only real mistake he made was mentioning his fear to my father.

On the first Saturday the ad was to run, a nervous Richard Opie made his way out to the footpath to collect his paper. It had been delivered earlier and, as is the practice with home-delivered newspapers in the post-Cold War era, came rolled up in a tight cylinder which was comprehensively wrapped in cling film. From what I can tell the practice of hermetically sealing newspapers is aimed at delivering two major advantages. First, it increases the newspapers’ ability to withstand water damage, by all accounts a traditional weakness of newspaper. Second, the increased aerodynamics enable the delivery boy to get genuine momentum from his throw, thus increasing the number of truly interesting and hard to reach places from which one may expect to retrieve their paper. Yet on the morning in question, Richard found his newspaper waiting neatly in the middle of his driveway. He tucked the laminated news tube under his arm and headed inside to allay all concerns he had about the campaign. What he didn’t know was that on that particular morning, the paper had actually been thrown four feet into a small shrubbery that bordered his driveway. Or at least that’s where my father found it, before promptly exchanging it for the previous week’s newspaper.

When Richard tore into the cling wrap and started furiously flicking through the pages of the paper, his thoughts were not of news. He was hunting only for his ad. Page after page was scanned in an instant, looking only for a photo of a tie and an absence of capital Bs. It was on the third pass that the swearing began.

‘Bloody hell. Cheryl!’

‘What is it, Richard?’

‘Bloody hell!’

‘Yes?’

‘Damn!’

‘What is it Richard?!’

Whilst it had all the appearance of a conversation, no actual information was being exchanged. Cheryl, frustrated, was keen to get on board, but Richard’s train of thought had well and truly left the station. It was by pure chance that it stopped to collect her at all.

‘It’s not here.’

‘What’s not there?’

‘Shit.’

‘What’s not there, Richard?’

‘The ad! The bloody ad!’

‘Are you sure it’s not there?’

Richard was now waving the paper wildly above his head.

‘How many effing thousand dollars have we spent on this effing ad and the effing thing isn’t even effing there.’

‘Is it really that bad?’

‘Yes. Yes it is, Cheryl. There’s actually quite a good chance that we are now effed. And if . . .’

As he lowered the paper, he trailed off. The front page had taken his attention. The headline wasn’t particularly exciting and the story itself was of little consequence, but the photo was strangely familiar.

‘Bastard!’

‘What now?

‘Bastard.’

‘Who?’

‘Pickering.’

‘Ronnie?’

‘Bastard.’

‘Why?’

‘This is last week’s paper, Cheryl.’

‘Bastard.’

‘That’s right, Cheryl. Bastard.’

Seven days later it was a far more vigilant Richard Opie who trundled out to the footpath. He picked up his watertight scroll, checked the date, smiled and walked inside.

Satisfied that he was in possession of the correct newspaper, Richard flicked through it at a leisurely pace. He took time to actually read a few articles. Then he lazily filled in a little of the crossword and even checked the comics. A quarter of an hour later he knew that seven down was ‘hubris’, Garfield still hated Mondays and everything appeared to be in order. He even poured himself a second cup of coffee before he went looking for his ad.

‘Bastard.’

When Cheryl looked up, she saw Richard’s seething face, framed by a perfect rectangle of newspaper. That morning my father had meticulously unwrapped Richard’s paper, used a scalpel to remove the ad and re-wrapped it, placing it back out the front of Richard’s house with no visible signs of tampering.

By the time another week had passed, my father had had a fortnight to get to work on his real plan. For two weeks he had aggressively collected newspapers. On top of the ones we had delivered to our house each day, Dad gathered up those delivered to my grandparents, the one from work and the two real estate funded local papers that came once a week. To really get the numbers up, Dad even harvested papers from unsuspecting friends and neighbours, and I was more than happy to help out as the lead player in an elaborate cover story.

According to the scam I was a burgeoning artist who would gratefully accept all possible help in achieving my vision. We would drop in on people and Dad would do the talking while I stood by looking wistful and doing everything I could to tug on their heart strings.

‘You haven’t got any old newspapers lying around, have you?’

‘Sure. Why?’

‘Charlie’s really getting into papier-mâché.’

‘Really?’

They would look at me with a mild disbelief that I matched with my best ‘struggling artist’ face, the look a young Picasso may have had if he needed his dad to ask around the neighbourhood for spare paint and a slightly fractured view of things.

‘Yeah, he’s mad for the stuff. Isn’t that right, champ?’

‘Oh, you know me. I love to mâché.’

If you go back far enough, I think you’ll find most of the greats worked in news and paste at some point.

‘He’s used up all the papers at home, so if you could help us out . . .’

Before long, and without exception, the mark would be handing over a stack of dailies.

‘So what are you making with all this stuff?’

‘I’m working on a pyramid.’

‘Good for you.’

As we walked back to the car my dad gave me a look of pride mixed with fear. Pride that I shared his love of the game, fear that I had lied so easily and that he could quite possibly never trust me again.

And so it was that on the third Saturday when Richard went out to his driveway, he found no less than two hundred newspapers, all perfectly wrapped in cling film, covering his entire driveway. By all accounts he spent an hour sifting through them, inspecting each one. He found tabloids, broadsheets, locals, internationals, farming periodicals and journals of record. The one paper he didn’t find was that day’s paper with an ad for Opie Ties. That particular paper was up a tree.

Seven days later he came out to discover there simply wasn’t a paper.

As far as we knew, in four weeks, Richard had not once seen his ad.
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Within a few months, Richard was faring a little better. The ads had all run successfully and the good people of Bavid Bones seemed thoroughly satisfied. Opie Ties were a welcome addition to their range and to the necks of men across Australia.

Once you become something of a player in the mens-wear business, sooner or later people will start coming to you for fashion favours. Not always a great advantage but one fine November morning Richard’s phone rang with a matter both urgent and welcome.

‘Richard Opie.’

‘Richard. It’s Ron.’

Richard beamed. His secretary had not seen him smile this much since he inked the deal with the Bones Corporation.

‘Ronnie. What can I do for you?’

Dad could hear in Richard’s voice that he was smiling. This made him nervous, but he chose to ignore it.

‘Look, I’ve got a family wedding this weekend and I really need a new tie.’

‘Absolutely, Ron. Describe your suit.’

‘Now, Richard, before we go any further, I have to tell you that this is really important.’

‘Of course, Ron.’ Richard’s smile was very broad now and Dad could hear it.

‘I mean it, Richard. The wedding is for Pammy’s side of the family and I could really do with some good public relations after the last wedding.’

‘The last wedding?’

‘I’d rather not go into it.’

‘How am I meant to decide on a tie if I don’t know what public relations disaster I am trying to overcome?’

‘Ok. There may or may not have been some inappropriate dancing with the mother of the bride. But that’s not the point. The point is I need a good tie.’

‘Getting back to where we began, describe your suit for me.’

‘I’ll be wearing a navy pinstripe and a white shirt. I just need something simple and conservative that doesn’t scream “life and soul of the party”.’

‘Not a problem, Ron. I will make a tie especially for you.’

At nine o’clock on the morning of the wedding, Richard promptly arrived with the tie. Dad lifted the lid of the box to check that there would be no surprises. He confidently expected a tie in the shape of a fish or embroidered with the phrase ‘I get first crack after the divorce’, but what he found inside the box was a charming red tie that matched his suit perfectly.

‘It’s perfect. Thanks, Richard. I really appreciate this.’

‘All part of the service, Ron.’

‘Seriously. You’re a real mate. I can always count on you.’

‘That’s true, Ron. I am nothing if not reliable.’

It wasn’t until that afternoon, when Dad was getting dressed, that he took the tie out of the box, only to discover that it was in fact an eight-foot tie.

As my father didn’t wear ties that often, the irregular length was initially lost on him. He struggled with it for about ten minutes. Most of that was spent trying to choose a sensible starting position for the broad and narrow ends of the tie. Then, after a few false starts, he made a valiant attempt at a windsor knot. After this failed miserably, he figured perhaps a shelby would be more appropriate. This came out worse than the windsor, and so a four-in-hand was called for. Compared to attempts one and two, this was a disaster. Figuring that he may have been on the right track to begin with, he tried a half-windsor. Who knows? Maybe he just gave it too much windsor. It wasn’t until the end of the tie hit the floor for the fourth time that Dad noticed my mum was looking on in hysterics.

‘What’s going on, Pammy? Is this length the fashion now?’

‘Not quite, Ronnie,’ she said through hoots of laughter.

‘Bloody Richard!’

Mum was really laughing hard now. Partly because the tie was hilarious, but partly because when my father dresses, he has a habit of putting his pants on last. As a result she was looking at her husband, in a shirt, socks and underpants, with a tie that started normal at the neck but ended in a crumpled coil at his feet and a look of confused fury on his face.

‘Well, what am I supposed do with it?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe tuck it into your shoe?’

As it turned out, this wasn’t far from the eventual solution. For the entirety of the wedding, my father had to keep his jacket fully buttoned, lest he reveal that a good three feet of tie was stuffed into his trousers. At least, thanks to this precarious set-up, there would be no inappropriate dancing.
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A Tale of Two Toilets

For a short while, life returned to normal for the Opies and the Pickerings. Richard went back to making regulation length ties for commercial purposes and Dad went back to dispensing medication and pretending to drink pregnancy samples. Everything was as it should be. The only thing that took place that was even a little out of the ordinary was the renovation of the second story of our house which began in the summer of ’89–90.

Anyone who has ever lived through a renovation will tell you that it is one of the most godforsaken, pain-in-the-arse activities you can subject yourself to. There are pitfalls, drawbacks, disappointments and wholesale fuck-ups that are almost impossible to predict and even less possible to prevent. The people you assume to be experts often turn out to be cowboys, deadlines you thought were inflexible bend on a whim and on an almost daily basis you find yourself thinking, ‘I must remember every detail of this because I know that one day I’ll be repeating it to a current affairs reporter.’

Yet people persist with this masochistic farce. Why? I put it all down to propaganda. Do you know a phrase you never hear? ‘Our renovation was finished ahead of schedule, came in under budget and exceeded our expectations’. Do you know why you’ve never heard that phrase? Because renovations occur in the real world and phrases like that occur only in the fantasy land of radio advertisements for companies that perform renovations.

And advertisers aren’t the worst offenders. A chronic overabundance of renovation shows on television have given regular people like you and me a dangerously unrealistic expectation of the ease and success of home alteration. In this ‘house porn’ all we see is some well-built guy enthusiastically pounding away at a wall with a sledgehammer, never breaking a sweat, and giving the camera a calm smile that says he could renovate for hours on end without needing to take a rest. Meanwhile, his buxom co-host with the cut-off shorts and immaculate hair is such a natural at painting and decorating that she never gets so much as a spot of Island Tide splashed on her blouse. They can work solo, in pairs, trios, or groups and never miss a beat. And when these dynamos finish the job, their hair is still as perfect as when they began.

What you don’t see are the false starts, tears, swearing, injuries, floods and genuinely relationship-threatening conflict. You don’t see the three-day argument over a tap. You don’t see an architect, a carpenter, a plumber and two homeowners all pretend to do a poo in a woeful attempt to settle a disagreement over what height the toilet roll holder should be placed at. You don’t see the living room piled high with a whole family’s worldly possessions because all of a sudden they have no upstairs to keep it in. You don’t see the builder and the dad uncover the adolescent son’s secretly stashed copy of Playboy or the awkward conversation which follows that evening when the adolescent son comes home from school. You don’t see the grandparents shipped off to a six-week lawn bowls and poker machine retreat on the Gold Coast while the family moves into their two-bedroom house because theirs is no longer deemed liveable according to UN human rights standards. And you don’t see the youngest child, the aforementioned son, miss out on a bedroom at said grandparents’ house and end up sleeping on the floor of the dining room with the family dog. These are the things the renovation shows don’t show you.

From memory, I only agreed to go along with the ‘reno’ because I had been lured by the promise of a larger bedroom. But as with all such promises, the devil was in the fine print. I was never told I would have to sleep on a floor, I was never told that my family would be set to full-time-grumpy for a whole four months and I was never told that while my new bedroom would be larger it would also be noticeably smaller than my sister’s.

All of that now said, there were some good things that came of the renovation. First, everyone got a sink out of the deal. My parent’s en suite had two sinks, my sister’s and my bathroom had two sinks. We were a four sink family. Among numerous other tiny blessings, this meant no more holding toothpaste in your mouth while waiting for someone to finish washing her hands because she’d pushed in after going to the toilet. This may seem like a tiny improvement, but after dealing with this kind of sink negotiation over a number of years it represented a giant leap towards family harmony.

The other great windfall of the renovation was that we had a surplus of toilets. The two upstairs toilets had been replaced and we were left with two perfectly good porcelain thrones with nowhere to go. We contemplated just leaving them on the nature strip out the front of our house and letting someone take them but in the end we decided against that on the off-chance that someone actually tried to use them. The repercussions were too hideous to risk.

Instead, Dad and I decided that with a little effort they could be put to very good use. First, they were filled with soil and potting mix which, combined with their innate drainage properties, made them excellent flower beds. We then waited for the first cold snap of winter and planted daffodil bulbs. When spring arrived a few months later, the bulbs sprouted and began to flower, and they really were something to behold. The crisp white of the porcelain contrasted with the black of the soil, created the perfect frame for the bright splash of yellow provided by Mother Nature. They were arguably quite beautiful and Dad and I were justifiably very proud—we had made the mature transition from minor tomfoolery to high art installations. Great art is often controversial, and these toilets were definitely designed to polarise. Personally, I may not know much about art, but I know what I like. And I what I like is a handful of daffodils growing out of a commode. Sure, some would argue that they were just a couple of old dunnies with some flowers stuck in them, but that’s the great thing about art: it’s open to interpretation.

Once the daffodils were in full bloom Dad and I decided it would be wrong not to share our artwork with the wider world. And where better to place them than at the entrance to Richard’s business headquarters so that anyone coming to meet Richard, creator of high quality silk ties, had to first pass through this rather surreal, and highly sanitary, welcoming station? The toilets were there from eight in the morning, yet it wasn’t until four in the afternoon that anyone thought to mention this to Richard.

Dad and I thought this was fairly hilarious until three months later when we returned home from a long weekend away to find that the two toilets had been cemented to the tops of the columns on either side of our front gates.

Allow me to repeat that.

CEMENTED to the tops of the columns on either side of our gates. CEMENTED. WITH CEMENT.

They were labelled ‘Ron’ and ‘Pam’ and hanging from one was a sign that read:

RONNIE’S SEAT OF POWER

And on the other was a sign that read:

PAM & RON: 
SIDE BY SIDE THROUGH THICK AND THIN

My dad’s first response was ‘Brilliant!’ His second response was to declare the first ever ‘Pickering Family Edict’. Standing at the front of the gates he pointed a finger loftily to the sky, just as one might when starting a revolution or, indeed, indicating where the ceiling is.

‘All right! Pickering family edict!’

‘What’s that, Dad?’

‘Go with it, son. Pickering family edict. The Pickerings will no longer be going on holiday.’

He paused to stare momentarily into our fallen, baffled faces before going on,

‘It only leaves us vulnerable to attack.’

And so it was an uneasy truce existed between the two families. It was less a lasting cessation of hostilities, than it was a precarious peace born of a complete absence of opportunity. And thus it remained until one day in 1991 it was decided that the Pickerings and the Opies would holiday together.
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The Winter Campaign of 1991

The week-long ski trip planned for the winter of 1991 was no small undertaking. Four families of four had to coordinate school holidays with time off work and miraculously match them with a lodge booking at the height of the winter season. This, combined with costs of ski hire, lift tickets and groceries that all seemed to be indexed to altitude, meant that compromises had to be made. In short, any romantic notions of alpine chalets, jacuzzis and jumpers worthy of a Nordic Bill Cosby can be dispensed with immediately.

According to the brochure ‘Valhalla Lodge’ was a ‘spacious alpine hideaway for sixteen people offering a modern kitchen, cosy lounge room and great selection of games for the whole family’. In reality it had four cupboard-sized bedrooms, each with bunk beds for four, that offered a closeness and intimacy that the average family seldom survives. We had to get dressed one at a time because there wasn’t enough floor space to simultaneously have a suitcase open and more than one person standing. Being the youngest I would go last, so my day would start by watching my family dress themselves one-by-one, right at my bottom-bunk eye level, until I eventually had the room to myself. At the end of the day, the order would be reversed. Being the youngest, I had to go to bed first and then lie there watching my family strip off and change into their pyjamas. These are memories that will never leave me. Never.

It was all worth it, though, because we loved to ski. It was one of the few activities we did as a family that we all enjoyed equally. Sure, there were other things we all did together, but they were invariably for the benefit of one person. We went to antique car shows for Dad, on steam train rides for me and to art galleries for Mum. For the twelve months we went horse riding every second Sunday, my parents smiled through bruised thighs, chafing and the smell of manure because horses were my sister’s number one priority. But the snow was the one place where every smile was real, every laugh was genuine and every joyous moment was shared equally by us all.

Admittedly, this had not always been the case. The first time I ever went to the snow I was four and showed absolutely no aptitude whatsoever for cold climate activities. When my mum would take me out to play in the snow, I would grow frustrated with my gloves and immediately throw them on the ground. In seconds I would begin crying because my hands were cold. My mother would dutifully put my gloves back on my hands but within moments I would once again become furious and jettison the gloves. The crying would then resume, my mother would pick up the gloves and the cycle would continue. After an hour or two of these high-altitude high jinks my mother took me inside and sewed my gloves onto the ends of my sleeves. Back out in the snow and with the avenue of glove removal no longer open to me, I simply defaulted straight to the crying. Looking back I acknowledge that there must have been times that my mother loved the snow more than me. As I stood there snivelling in the alps, if she had been asked to choose between the snow and her son, she would have been well within her right to say, ‘Well, I have known the snow for quite a long time . . .’. But by 1990 I had acclimatised. The snow was a magical frozen playground where I could fall over as much as I liked without breaking anything.

However this particular skiing trip did not begin well. A blizzard set in on the first day, making the mountain miserable and skiing impossible. After a glum breakfast, the four families crammed into the ‘cosy lounge’ and tried to make the best of a bad situation. Cups of cocoa were circulated and we raided the games cupboard for some family-friendly fun. To everyone’s significant disappointment, the ‘great selection of games for the whole family’ consisted of an incomplete deck of Uno, a slightly soiled Kerplunk, an early edition of Mousetrap with three pieces missing and one dirty playing card from a 1974 Playboy Playmate commemorative deck. Needless to say that Miss July, AKA the Queen of Diamonds, got a fairly enthusiastic reception, while the other items received lukewarm indifference.

Around 9.45 am, after the inevitable confiscation of Miss July, sixteen people settled into the most pointless game of incomplete Uno ever. The ‘draw four card’ was downscaled to a draw two card, because to draw four would have terminally depleted the remaining supply of cards. While the point of regular Uno is to get rid of all your cards while forcing others to pick up what you put down, our version revolved around the principle of keeping the game going for an infinite amount of time while being on the lookout for any excuse to leave the room.

At 10 am, the men declared that as much fun as they were having, they were headed to the pub while there was a gap in the weather. Sensing an opportunity, the kids made their excuses and went outside to start a snowball fight with the lodge across the road. The women, finally having the lodge to themselves, took over the kitchen and started cooking a special meal to celebrate the start of our alpine sojourn. If this sounds a little bit like the fifties, they were probably doing it to match the decor of the lodge.
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At the pub Richard introduced the men to slivovitz, a Balkan spirit of which about ninety per cent is alcohol. The remaining ten per cent is a cheeky mixture of plums, violence and regret. The other remarkable thing about slivovitz is that ‘slivovitz’ is statistically proven to be the second hardest thing to say when you have been drinking slivovitz. After two or three shots, if one attempts to order a fourth the most one will get out are a few valiant attempts. ‘Shlivivivi . . . Slavovo . . . Slobodan Milosevic . . .’ At which point confusion sets in and one tends to get dizzy and throw up on one’s trousers. For those who are curious, the most difficult thing to say when you’ve been drinking slivovitz is, ‘Goran Ivanisevic defeated Yevgeny Kafelnikov in a five set upset.’ This borders on impossible and has, on at least one occasion, caused a man to swallow his tongue. One final noteworthy slivovitz fact: nobody in history has ever said the phrase, ‘Oh no, one slivovitz is enough for me, thank you. I think I’ll turn in for an early night.’

By about the fifth round, all of the men were sitting on a forty-five degree angle. This was only made ok by the fact that they were all on that angle and in essence holding each other up. They were like a circle of dominoes placed too close together so that when one fell, the chain reaction merely bolstered the entire circle.

By the tenth round, they were all doing the most infuriating thing a group of people can do in a pub at the snow. They were singing. Loudly. And they were singing one song in particular: ‘There’s snow business like snow business’. And seriously loudly. They were like a super-annoying four-man Ethel Merman.

After thirteen rounds, the men had all but lost the use of their bodies. My father was now standing up, but his head was permanently attached to the top of a table. At his hips he was bent at right angles and he was singing into an ash tray. With all subtlety out the window, he had begun singing ‘snow’ in place of all the words that even vaguely rhymed with snow. And to make the point even clearer he was drawing out ‘There’s snowwww business like snowwww business, like snowwww business I snowwww!’

It was about this time that Dad noticed that Richard’s most recent chorus wasn’t quite as resounding as it should have been. As round fourteen hit the table, he took a close look at it and asked the poignant question: ‘Richard, why does yours have bubbles in it?’

It turned out that Richard had tipped the barman earlier in proceedings and every second round, as everyone else downed the culinary equivalent of aviation fuel, Richard had been swilling soda water. As the group instantly became a mob, Richard offered a feeble explanation about someone having to keep their wits about them to lead the long walk home. Unsurprisingly, the mob didn’t buy it.

That’s the thing about mobs: they are notoriously unreceptive to rationalisation. This may go some way to explaining why mobs seldom achieve anything positive. Mobs never spontaneously improve the world. I’ve never seen five drunken guys get kicked out of a nightclub and show their disdain for the system by picking up litter. For that matter, a mob has never, on the spur of the moment, participated in an adopt-a-highway scheme. The closest a mob has ever come to road beautification is deciding that a bunch of witches hats would look much better up a tree.

On this occasion, the mob was focused on the administration of ad hoc justice. Richard, they declared, would need to drink six shots of slivovitz to catch up. Once the sentence was handed down, they immediately launched into a recital of the evergreen classic ‘There’s snow business like snow business’. With the din of an anarchic show tune ringing in his ears, Richard drank six shots of slivovitz and immediately regretted being born.

When all the men were equally ferschnickered on thirteen shots apiece, they set off for home, stumbling and singing, the long way around the mountain.

And promptly got lost.
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Back at the lodge the snowball fight had escalated. There were now five lodges involved, some of whom had big kids who wanted to hurt us. After four hours of heavy skirmishing, things had settled into a stalemate. One of the lodges had set up something of a sniper’s nest on their roof and up there were three big kids with freakishly good eyesight who were accurate throwers. They had a pile of pre-compacted snowballs, could pick off anyone who showed themselves and were holding the entire neighbourhood hostage.

A kid at one lodge had attempted to get them off the roof with a hose, but the hose had frozen, his mum had cracked it and he had to go inside immediately and watch the rest of the fight forlornly from the window. Gee, we envied that kid. He was indoors, safe and warm. We, on the other hand, were pinned down behind a frozen tree, completely unable to move. Pretty soon we descended into trench-talk about all of the great things back home at the lodge.

‘Remember how we used to play that imperfect yet strangely comforting game of Uno?’

‘The one that used to go on forever, no end in sight and no idea how one may achieve victory?’

‘Yeah, that’s the one. God I miss that utterly pointless game.’

‘You know what I miss? That game of Kerplunk with dried Milo over the holes so you could only get about five sticks in.’

‘The one with only four marbles?’

‘Yeah. Gee we would play a game of that quickly.’

‘I’m cold.’

‘It’s best not to think about it. Hey, remember Miss July, 1974?’

‘I sure do.’

‘I bet you wouldn’t be so cold if she was out here with us now.’

‘No. But I bet she’d be pretty freezing.’

Laughter.

‘You hear about that kid that got busted with the hose?’

‘I hear he bought it.’

‘Nah. I hear he got a free pass back home. I bet you right now he’s dry and warm and drinking Milo by a fire.’

‘Well, I know one thing. He wouldn’t be missing this godforsaken mess.’

‘That’s for sure. That lucky sonofabitch.’
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Meanwhile somewhere on the mountain the men were properly lost. With each rendition of ‘There’s snow business like snow business’ they lost a little more strength, enthusiasm and hope. Before long the song had subsided to something of a mumbled mantra, a suitable soundtrack to a death march. Sensing the group was about to give up and begin carving their wills into the surrounding trees, Richard attempted to take charge of the situation, stepping up onto a tree stump to address the group.

‘Gentlemen. We must . . .’

Richard, overwhelmed by a sense of purpose and a skinful of slivovitz, fell backwards off his makeshift plinth and into a snowdrift. While the slapstick interlude did have the effect of raising morale, it wasn’t quite the lofty address he had hoped for. It took him a while to gather himself and once again clamber up into a speaking position. By the time he spoke again he had everyone’s undivided attention.

‘As I was saying . . . Gentlemen. We must not give up hope. I assure you that I will lead you all back home. For I was a regimental sergeant major and I have extensive field experience in the field of navigation and orienteering in the field.’

There was a half-hearted smattering of applause at this point. The men were reassured by his confidence but unnerved by his overuse of the world ‘field’. Sensing that his support was on a knife-edge, Richard attempted to bring it home.

‘I can tell you exactly which direction we are heading in because I know for a fact that moss only ever grows on the south side of a tree.’

Richard then stepped off the stump and strode towards the nearest tree. With a generous helping of theatre he made a grand gesture of stooping over to inspect the trunk. All the men huddled around to inspect it with him. The sense of optimistic anticipation built within the group, all of them conveniently ignoring the fact that even if they did know which way was south that really wouldn’t lead them any closer to the lodge. This, it turns out was the least of their problems, as they all saw at the same time that moss was growing all the way around the tree.

Maintaining his role as the unflappable leader, Richard stepped back onto the stump.

‘Gentlemen . . . I believe we’re fucked.’
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Back in the village things had gone from bad to worse. Amid sporadic fire, we were still pinned down behind a tree unable to move, only now one of the kids in our group needed to go to the toilet. In an attempt to bring about a ceasefire, my sister, Suzie, pulled a white hanky out of her pocket and waved it above her head, making it just visible above our fortification.

‘Hold your fire!’

There was a pause that seemed to go on forever. The world stood still as we waited for a response. And because we were in the snow it was that special stillness you can’t experience anywhere else in the world where you can actually hear the snowflakes falling on your gloves. Finally the snipers spoke.

‘What do you want?’

After some reassurance from Suzie, the unfortunate child spoke. ‘I need to go to the toilet. I want everyone to hold their fire while I walk to the lodge to go to the toilet.’

‘Will you come back?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What if you go inside and go to the toilet but then sneak out the back door and come around and ambush us?’

‘I hadn’t even thought of that.’

‘So are you coming back or not?’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘You should have to come back and go behind the tree again.’

‘Ok. But you have to not throw any snowballs when I come out again. Do we have a deal?’

‘Deal.’

‘Ok. I’m standing up now.’

He stood up, and was immediately pummelled by heavy fire from a number of directions. He dived back behind the tree and began crying. It was only later that we found out that a snowball had hit him directly in the bladder, causing both urine and dignity to seep out of him. War, as they say, is hell.

And it was here we remained, pinned down, unable to move, never gaining an inch, one of us drenched in his own piss and tears. The sense of futility and constant stalemate gave it the feel of the Gaza Strip in winter or playing Uno in a lodge. As time marched on, it was increasingly impossible to conceive of victory. Until into this frozen battlefield walked the chorus line from ‘Piste! The Musical’.

‘There’s snowwww business like snowwww business like snowwww business I snowwww!’

They took a barrage of snow and, sensing yet another situation they were drastically ill-equipped to handle, collapsed to the ground and gradually crawled into the lodge.

All except for my dad’s mate Harry. Beautiful, kindhearted Harry, who holds the distinction of being the only grown up to have a beaming smile in every one of the childhood memories I have of him. He was known for an extensive collection of hats and enormous, careening dinner parties, the two often going hand in hand. I was fortunate enough to sit at the kids’ table at one such party for twelve adults and ten children. The evening began with Harry, in a pith helmet, serving an entrée of a bottle of wine for each adult and a raspberry spider for each kid. To top it all off he spoke like Terry Thomas, conducted himself through the entire course as a foppish colonialist hosting a get-together in deepest darkest Africa in a time when it was ok to use phrases like ‘deepest darkest Africa’. With each course, Harry wore a different hat and adopted a new character, but never failed to top up everyone’s wine and spiders. All of this worked to create a genuine sense of chaos and distract everyone from the fact that Harry really didn’t have a meal plan to speak of. A supreme court judge served dips. A viking served the entrée. The main course was served by Charlie Chaplin, complete with moustache drawn on with indelible marker. By the time dessert was served, a dangerously jolly Harry had given up on the hats but kept the moustache, giving the impression that Hitler was serving industrial-sized ice-cream tubs topped up with vodka. Above all I remember that from start to finish and without exception everybody at that party was laughing.

But on this day, Harry would be known for selfless heroics that would not soon be forgotten. He stood up, brushed himself off and raised a finger to the sky in the manner one does when they are about to declare something very important or have just invented the light bulb.

‘No! I must save the children!’

As he walked out to meet his destiny, Harry drew some heavy fire. He dropped like a stone. He tried to get back on his feet, but the attack showed no signs of letting up and he was forced back down by a vindictive avalanche.

Things were getting ugly, but we weren’t stupid. We could see that Harry was a once-in-a-lifetime decoy. He proved enough of a distraction for all of us to crawl through the frozen undergrowth, across no man’s land and into the lodge. Just as my face felt the warmth from within the open door, I turned back to see Harry, writhing on the ground and disappearing under a growing pile of snow. ‘God be with you, Harry,’ I thought. ‘You are on your own.’
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Inside the lodge it was bedlam.

The men of the lodge were desperate to enthusiastically tell their story of improbable survival in the unforgiving frozen ranges. The women of the lodge, on the other hand, were more intent on enquiring of the men of the lodge as to where all these fuckwits had come from and if it was possible to send them back to the warehouse.

Now, the major problem with fuckwits is enthusiastic solidarity. Whenever a wife would question her husband, his comrades would immediately fly to his defence, invariably in song. An entirely reasonable question like, ‘How could you go and get so drunk this early in the afternoon?’ would not receive even the most fumbling response before the fuckwit ensemble intervened with a spirited ‘There’s snowwwww business like snowwwww business’. It was one of the more counterproductive conversational strategies ever seen and had most of the kids predicting an imminent spate of divorces.

Indeed relations between my parents very quickly hit an all-time low.

‘Ronnie. It’s two-thirty in the afternoon, we had a special dinner planned and you are completely poleaxed. What do you have to say for yourself?’

Now, apart from the phrase ‘there’s snowwwww business like snowwwww business’ my father could only muster one other sentence. With all the misplaced earnestness of a wino tramp telling you the secrets of a successful life, my dad would look my mum in the eye and say, ‘I’m hisstree, Pammy. I’m hisstreeeeee.’

Not surprisingly, this didn’t seem to answer my mother’s questions.

Just as the 1990 Valhalla Lodge Tension Convention looked set to descend into physical violence, the door to the lodge burst open. Like Mawson returning to base, it was Harry, accompanied by a theatrical touch of blizzard and barely recognisable from the man who left the lodge at ten that morning. He had two black eyes, was bleeding badly from the nose and was drenched to his core. His body seemed to be fighting a losing battle with gravity and he was a source of great concern.

‘Jesus, Harry, are you all right?’

As Harry’s head lolled from side to side, everyone moved towards him hoping to catch him should he fall.

‘Harry, say something.’

Harry took a deep breath. The kind of deep breath one draws just before they pass away or dive under water to find their wedding ring on the bottom of a public pool. Just as the concerned gallery got within catching distance, Harry lifted his gaze to the group and bellowed, ‘There’s snowwwwww business like snowwwww businesss, like snowwwwww business I snowwwwwwww!’

And with that the all-singing, all-dancing fuckwit chorus joined in with their most vigorous recital yet. Somehow this seemed to break the tension. Soon the women joined in, a few bottles of wine were opened, and the children were reassured that their parents’ marriages might last through the week.

Shortly after Dad decided that in his historical state, bed was the best place for him. The only problem being that from the kitchen, the bedrooms were at the bottom of a flight of twenty stairs. Realising that walking down these stairs posed a potentially lethal obstacle, my father hatched an alternative method. He sat on the top step, legs akimbo, and composed himself. When he was all set, he turned around to address the group.

‘I’m hisstreee, Pammy. I’m hisstreee.’

Then, as though launching a toboggan, he pushed himself off the top step with both hands, getting slightly airborne, before bouncing his posterior off every step on the way down. He lay in a motionless heap at the bottom of the stairs for about five minutes, before collecting himself and crawling off to bed.

Truly, there was no business like snow business.
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The next day, the Mount Buller Hangover Federation hit the slopes. On the first run my Dad took a tumble and didn’t get up. The rest of the group laughed and skied off down the mountain. The Pickerings waited for a while, but when Dad didn’t stir Mum made an executive decision that we should leave him. We skied to the bottom of the run, caught the lift back up and when we skied back down we found that Dad still hadn’t moved.

‘Dad? Are you ok?’

‘No. I think I’ve broken my thumb.’

We fetched some first aid officers and, en masse, followed Dad to the mountain hospital. His transport was a ski-born stretcher, pulled at about knee-height by the skiing ambos past crowds of curious onlookers. Richard followed close by, drawing as much attention to Dad as possible.

‘Make way, please everybody! This man has a serious incontinence problem! If he doesn’t get to a hospital immediately, we could all be swimming in frozen wee.’ Dad, for his part, was waving to the crowds like the queen passing in a carriage, although dignity was definitely not his co-pilot.

At the hospital, X-rays confirmed that dad’s thumb was broken in two places and his arm was set in plaster. The entire group took Dad back to the lodge and looked after him, which wasn’t easy because he was being a dreadful sook. He was a little hung-over, in a lot of pain and constantly on the lookout for a way to make that apparent to anyone who would listen. Within fifteen minutes of being back on the sofa at the lodge, he was holding court, making a list of things he couldn’t do anymore now that he was missing a thumb.

‘I’ll never write a novel. You need a thumb to write a novel . . . Hemingway had thumbs . . . Can’t do up my fly anymore. I’ll just have to leave it open forever, I suppose . . . Can’t peel a potato. You need mister thumb to peel a potato.’

This last one was weird for two reasons. First, it was an odd activity to be mopey about missing out on. More importantly, I had never in my life seen that man peel a potato. Worst of all, though, he was adamant that nobody was to write on his cast. Everyone wanted to have a bit of fun and write something silly, but he insisted that he needed to look respectable for work on the Monday and under no circumstances was anyone to put anything on his cast.

In the end, everyone had had enough of his bad attitude and Richard wasn’t backward in telling him so.

‘Ron, you’re being a pain, and boring and insufferable and we think that you should just go to bed.’

‘Fine. I will then.’

And he took a handful of pain-killers, washed them down with a big glass of red wine and headed off.

Now, the problem with saying that under no circumstances was anyone to put anything on his cast was that Richard would immediately start thinking of circumstances to put something on his cast. And so Richard waited outside Dad’s door until he heard him snoring. He then snuck in, put superglue all over the cast and sprinkled it with gold glitter. It was spectacular. A disco-cast straight out of the seventies. It was possibly his most brilliant revenge on Dad yet.

Or at least it would have been, had Dad not rolled over in his sleep and rested his head on his cast. He woke up in the morning with the cast stuck firmly to one of his eyebrows and it is safe to say that over breakfast the shits were well and truly cracked. Dad stormed into the kitchen and, despite limited visibility, made a beeline for Richard.

‘Richard bloody Opie! What the bloody hell were you thinking? My hand is stuck to my bloody head! How! Could! You! Be! So! Stupid!?’

It was these last six words that brought Dad completely undone. He intended their staccato delivery to be punctuated with aggressive hand gestures, but for some insane reason he was attempting to gesticulate with the hand stuck to his head. As such it looked like he was yanking himself around the room by his own eyebrows.

Richard attempted an apology, but couldn’t stop laughing. Nobody could. All the inhabitants of the lodge had now made their way into the kitchen and formed a circle around my father. Their laughter seemed to disorient him and he started wheeling around and lashing out at anyone he could fix his monocular gaze on.

My mother attempted to console him, but was literally crippled with laughter. And when she wasn’t laughing, she was just saying, ‘I’m hissstree, Ronnie. I’m hissstreee.’ The angrier Dad got, the funnier it became. He tried to lash out, but his cast kept taking his forehead with it.

It would be years before my sister and I would either respect or obey my father again. Henceforth if he ever told us to do something, be it tidy our rooms or do our homework we would simply put our hands to our eyebrows and say, ‘Sorry, I didn’t get that.’

Receiving no sympathy from anyone in the lodge, my dad then attempted one of the funniest things in history. He attempted to storm off in a huff, into the snow, with an arm attached to his head. First, he stormed over to the coat rack. He grabbed his beanie and proceeded to hook it over his elbow and stretch the other end over his head. The result was that he appeared to have a large triangular-shaped tumour sticking out the side of his skull. He looked in the mirror and seemed unjustifiably satisfied, as though the ridiculous angle of the beanie was in some way a statement. To my father, if it was possible for a beanie to be rakish, this was it. He then grabbed his parka, put his good arm through one sleeve and began whirling like a dervish. He then stopped abruptly. The empty sleeve kept spinning until he caught it with his good hand, stuffed it into his pocket and stormed off into the snow. Sadly, I don’t think he even heard the applause.

Down at the hospital, he didn’t fare much better. The doctors tried to be sympathetic, but it was impossible. They simply couldn’t stop laughing and therefore were unable to begin removing the cast from my dad’s head.

‘I don’t see what’s so funny. This is a serious medical condition.’

The angrier he got, the more they laughed and so his abuse got louder. Soon word got out around the hospital and a crowd formed.

‘No wonder you’re working on a bloody mountain. None of you could get a job in a real hospital!’

Some doctors were dispatched to get on the phone and tell other doctors who were off duty to get to the hospital immediately. As crowd numbers rose, so too did Dad’s temperature.

‘I’m a pharmacist you know. I’ve got friends in the AMA. I’ll have you all reported to the ombudsman!’

This pitiful threat of mid-level bureaucratic punishment was enough to elicit functioning medical attention and a team of two doctors and two nurses used a solvent to free the skin and a razor to detach the eyebrow. So in the end, my father, who didn’t want to look foolish, was left with a face missing an eyebrow and one arm in plaster cast covered in gold glitter with a solitary eyebrow embedded in it.

At this point it looked as though Richard had won the winter campaign, but my father refused to be beaten. Hell bent on revenge, his plan was simple. Before leaving the hospital he insisted, in return for his not filing a formal complaint, that the doctors give him an eye-patch. An hour later he trudged through the door of the lodge with a forlorn expression on his face, looking for all the world like the saddest yet most flamboyant pirate in history. Everybody crowded around to ask what was wrong.

‘The doctors at the hospital spilled some solvent in my eye trying the get the cast off. I have to have some tests when I get back to Melbourne, but they’re pretty sure I’ve lost the sight in my right eye.’

Of the chorus of sympathy, one anglicised voice spoke louder and more desperately than all the others.

‘Oh dear god, Ron. I am so sorry. I feel dreadful.’

‘Oh, you weren’t to know, Richard. What’s an eye between friends.’

‘No, Ron. You are too forgiving. I promise, and you are all my witnesses, I promise that I will never pull another prank as long as I live.’

At this point Dad looked at Mum and she swears that under that eye patch, she saw him wink.

As always, it was my father’s commitment to the deception that made it truly spectacular. The next morning when the group were heading off skiing, they implored him to come with them but he refused.

‘No, I couldn’t possibly go skiing. Without this eye I’ve got no depth perception. I’d be a danger to myself and others.’

By now the sympathy was off the charts. And rightly so. This was a significant price to pay for a prank. To pull this off, Dad couldn’t ski for the rest of the week. But the best thing was neither could Richard, who made a grand gesture of staying back at the lodge to wait on Dad hand and foot. Peeling him grapes, pouring him expensive wine and feeding him steak cut into individual bite-sized pieces.

To his credit, Dad played the martyr to perfection.

‘Ron, are you comfortable?’

‘Who said that? Come closer into the light. Oh, Richard. I couldn’t see you. Maybe the other eye is going now.’

‘Oh dear. Ron, I’m so sorry. Is there anything I can do?’

‘More steak?’

Dad kept up the act for a day and a half, until we were leaving. When we got to the car park and were about to drive away, Dad looked over at Richard, lifted his eye-patch and winked at him. He then burst out laughing and drove away.

You might think Dad had won, but he did have to go to work the next day with a cast unevenly caked in glitter and most of an eyebrow stuck in it.
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Must Have Good Sense 
of Humour

I think that the role of my mother in all of this deserves some discussion. I would hate for anyone who reads this book to be under the impression that my mother was an innocent, passive, entertained but often inconvenienced bystander to the shenanigans of her husband. This could not be further from the truth. Pamela Pickering was more than complicit; she was integral. Oftentimes pranks would be her idea, she merely had a great knack for assuming a safe distance after the fact so as to appear neutral. This kept Richard Opie in a constant state of underestimation and my mother in a position of immense power.

Thus many things that would, to most wives, seem senseless, intolerable and childish were, to my mother, cornerstones of her and Dad’s relationship. To fully understand this, I need to tell you about how they met.

My parents met at the Victorian College of Pharmacy in the sixties. Before you entertain any ideas of the Summer of Love and budding young chemists using their lab time to make hospital-grade LSD so strong you could taste sound, I should add that this was the mid-sixties so the strongest thing anyone ever made was a hospital-grade coffee strong enough to help you cram for exams.

As well as being an outstanding student, my mother Pamela was the celebrated winner of the Miss Pharmacy Pageant. Politeness prevents me from saying in which year she won the coveted title, other than to say A) it was 1965 and B) I’m really sorry, Mum.

Winning Miss Pharmacy posed something of a conundrum for my mother. As an informed feminist, she recognised and supported the theory that beauty pageants of any kind, even in an academic arena like pharmacy college, were demeaning to women and reduced them to a level of purely superficial value. Yet at the same time, it was terribly flattering. Indeed it is very difficult to have a bunch of people think you’re a bit of all right without seeing at least some wisdom in it. She mulled this poser right up until the point that she won, finally realising that no matter how highbrow your effort in the talent portion, the moment you wear a sash it’s very difficult to tell you apart from any other beauty queen.

It was this newly buttressed feminism that stymied a genuine invitation for her to compete in Miss Australia, and also first brought my parents together.

Mum’s first-year pharmacology lecturer was Professor Krauthammer.3 An ancient and cantankerous bully, he clung to his outdated worldview almost as tightly as he clung to his tenure. He had been at the college long enough to remember a time when there were no female students. He really missed that time. And while he had finally made begrudging peace with that fact that he would henceforth be obligated to educate females, he didn’t have to like it and he sure as hell didn’t have to make them feel welcome. If they were going to come into his lecture theatre, they were going to do it on his terms.

And one day these two opposing forces met. Miss Pharmacy, the unlikely feminist, and Professor Krauthammer, the wounded old dinosaur, keen to take some young homo sapiens down with him before the asteroid of progress made final impact. My mum started it, really. She had the gall, nay, the bald-faced temerity to get up one morning and decide to wear jeans to university. I know! In 1965! The outrage! And to be honest, I don’t know what’s more abominable: going to an esteemed institute of learning in what is ostensibly drag, or the fact that she decided it for herself! Either way, when she walked into Krauthammer’s lecture he gladly took it upon himself to focus a particularly hirsute eyeball on her and then to set her straight.

‘If young women want to receive an education, there is little I can do about that. However they will not do it dressed as men. From now on if you must come to my lectures, you will do so in a skirt. And until such time as you are appropriately dressed, I will kindly ask you to leave.’

I don’t care what kind of power-feminist you are; to be scalded like that in front of your peers is nothing short of humiliating. I’m sure that if put in the same position Germaine Greer herself would have gone to water and run out of the room, before composing herself and then heading immediately to ‘Lady Sangster’s House of Petticoats: Feminine Clothing Emporium For Proper Ladies Who Know Their Place’. Which, if memory serves, is pretty much what my mother did.

My dad was in second year, slightly older and something of a natural leader. When he got word of this outrageous episode, he declared that something had to be done. He didn’t really know my mum and wasn’t necessarily a feminist, but he sure did believe in putting the wind up Krauthammer.

The next day my mother wore a dress that would have been better suited to a mourning widow in Victorian England. She entered Krauthammer’s lecture theatre via the rear door and took a low-profile seat towards the back. Despite her obsequious entrance, Krauthammer still managed to spot her, look her up and down and smile to himself, reassured of his status as old guy most in charge of that lecture theatre. As he picked up a piece of chalk, wrote on the board and began to talk, the door to the lecture theatre flew open with an enormous crash. In strode Dad and three friends, resplendent in knee-high skirts.

‘Sorry we’re late, sir. There was a dreadful queue for the ladies’ lav.’

To say that Krauthammer was shocked would be an understatement akin to calling World War Two a ‘hoo-ha’ or the bombing of Hiroshima a ‘nasty business’. He went into a genuine meltdown. There are those who were there that day who distinctly remember a small piece of brain falling out of his head. Others say they saw a puff of steam come out of his ears, which yet more insist was his soul leaving his body. Whichever version of events you believe, one thing is certain: he was no longer in charge of anything.

Completely unable to form words, Krauthammer stormed out of the room. To thunderous applause, Dad and his mates took a flamboyant bow and went out the other door. My mother was left thinking, ‘There’s something about that Ronnie Pickering.’

Professor Krauthammer was never seen or heard from again.

[image: 9781742690803txt_0178_001]
Mum and Dad didn’t see each other too much immediately following the Krauthammer incident. This was mainly because the different year-levels occupied different parts of the college. Their labs were in different buildings and their lockers were in different cloisters. The closest they came to genuine proximity was the three-storey lecture building. First years had lectures in a theatre on the first floor, second years in the middle and third years on the top floor. Each floor entered from a different stairwell and the closest they ever came to interaction was being able to hear the scrapes of chairs being moved around in the other theatres. But while they never had any visual contact, Dad ensured he was never far from Mum’s thoughts.

You see, a few weeks after his cross-dressing heroics, Dad came into possession of a rail coupling. This is the large, extremely heavy, iron doodad that links two train carriages. They weigh about as much as a fully-grown human man and for some baffling reason my father carried one around pharmacy college in a sports bag. His friends understandably asked him why on earth he was hefting locomotive spare parts around the university, to which he would only ever respond, ‘You’ll see.’

There are so many reasons I like this story. For starters, how does someone come into possession of a rail coupling? I have never, in my thirty-something years on this earth, happened upon a rail coupling. In fact the only point of reference I have for what one even looks like is action movies, often set in the Wild West, where various dastardly fiends and dashing do-gooders separate train carriages as part of a greater strategy of evil/good. That said, I could not operate one nor would I have any idea what constitutes a reasonable offer for one on the open market. My father, however, apparently knew exactly where to find one and apparently had some clues for its operation.

I also like the old-world aesthetic of a scheme that requires a rail coupling. Simply by telling the story and mentioning the central prop, the story could not imaginably take place later than 1970. Stories after 1970 involve things like disco, lava-lamps and affordable aeroplane travel. Simply by mentioning a rail coupling the whole thing insinuates that this was a time when the railways were still the backbone of commerce and society. That and it should be filmed in black and white.

The final thing I like, and possibly the most important part of the story, is my dad’s natural flair as a showman. When people made enquiries about what he was up to, he was controlled enough to pique their curiosity even further by being enigmatic. Admittedly the word ‘enigmatic’ is interchangeable here with ‘deranged’, but surely this is a distinction better left to the audience. And the audience at the time were enthralled.

One Monday morning, with heads turning as he passed, Dad would struggle with the sports bag as he went from the tram stop to his locker, from his locker to the cafeteria, then up the four flights of stairs to the second years’ lecture theatre and then up yet more stairs to the middle of the theatre as the first lecture of the day began at eight am.

At exactly fourteen minutes past the hour, Dad lifted the bag to the height of his desk and then dropped it to the floor.

Bonnnnnnnggggggg!

Three levels of lecture theatres became a giant bell-tower and no one was safe. It was monumentally loud. Well beyond Dad’s expectation. The windows shook, the blackboards rattled and more than a few people’s fillings were loosened. As his confused lecturer scanned the room for the source of the disruption, my father’s eyes remained focused on his notebook as he pretended to write notes while working harder than ever to hold back laughter.

When the lecture finished, the whole building was abuzz with excitement. Where had the noise come from? Who was responsible? Amid the kerfuffle, nobody seemed to notice my dad sneak past, limping like Quasimodo under the weight of his sports bag.

The next morning, at exactly fourteen minutes past eight, again Dad lifted the sports bag to the height of his desk and dropped it on the floor. Once again shock and chaos were deployed in equal measure, but this time a few people started to giggle.

At 8.14 the next day, shock and chaos were on the wane, but the laughter grew significantly. Later in the day, some members of the engineering faculty inspected the building to see if there was any structural damage. They found nothing, but suggested there could be something wrong with the pipes.

The next day’s eight am lecture was largely uneventful. That is until the fourteen-minute mark, when the phantom struck again. This time enormous laughter gave way to a smattering of applause. Nonetheless Dad continued to focus on his notepad even though on the inside he was beaming. Later that day the faculty maintenance crew concluded that there was nothing wrong with the pipes, but that the college may want to get someone in to check the heating.

On the Friday morning the lecture began with a guest in attendance. A five-foot tall, sixty-something representative from the Hydro-Temp Hydronic Heating Company who, if his embroidered name tag was to be believed, was named Jock. He was sitting in a chair next to the blackboard and on his face was the look of a person who was listening. Which, incidentally, is identical to the look of a person who suspects, but is not sure, that they have just smelled faeces. At fourteen minutes past the hour, as three floors of students vibrated on the same hilarious frequency, Jock listened, shook his head, turned to the lecturer and said with a broad highland accent, ‘It’s definitely noo the heating.’

‘Well, what is it then?’ asked the desperate lecturer.

‘Aye, could be a number of things. But if I had te guess, I’d say someone is trying te make ye look like a goose.’

Come the following Monday morning, the sense of anticipation throughout the college was electric. Attendance was beyond capacity, drop-outs had rediscovered their passion for learning and pre-lecture hubbub was at an all-time high. The lecturers, too, were particularly focused. They had conferred over the weekend and concluded that they must catch the culprit in the act to put a stop to this nonsense. The lecture began and for the first thirteen minutes and fifty-nine seconds the entire class were on the edge of their seats. The lecturers turned away from their blackboards to face the students, scanning the rows for any sign of movement. And then, at exactly fourteen minutes past the hour, nothing happened. Silence. People looked at the clocks, then looked at their watches and then looked, bewildered, at each other. Disappointment hung heavy in the air, perhaps the time of the anonymous hero had passed. The lecturers, too, were disappointed. They hadn’t captured the villain and would never have the chance to bring them to justice. A little deflated, three lecturers in three theatres shrugged and turned back to their respective blackboards to resume their lessons.

Bonnnnnnnggggggg!

An almighty cheer went up, the masses applauded and, without turning around from their blackboards, the lecturers dropped their shoulders in abject defeat.

For the rest of the week, everyone’s day started the same way: laughter at 8.14. Going to early lectures had ceased to be a chore and everyone at the college seemed a little happier. Even the lecturers had found humour in the prank, post capitulation.

But soon word of who was behind the prank began to spread. People had started to whisper the name ‘Ronnie Pickering’ around the cloisters. Dad got wind of the chatter and decided the Great Railway Coupling Fiasco must come to an end. At fourteen minutes past eight that second Friday morning, the pharmacy college bell fell silent forever.

Dad was saddened because the prank had brought him great joy. But at the same time he was relieved because his spine had taken on a fairly significant lean from carrying around the coupling for two weeks. That and it was worth a small fortune in scrap metal. Best of all, at fourteen minutes past the hour, every day for two weeks, my mother had been giggling, thinking to herself, ‘There’s something about that Ronnie Pickering.’
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After the Great Railway Coupling Fiasco, Mum began to notice Dad more and more around the college. On a few occasions she saw him in the cafeteria pulling one of his less honourable tricks ‘The Shifty Claw’.

In the laboratories, there were many tools and devices for attaching test tubes to things. The most common were clamps that you could attach to an upright stand at one end and grip a test tube at the other. The end that held the tube took the shape of a small square claw.

Whenever Dad was a little short on money for morning tea at the caff, he would put on a lab coat one size too big and take one of these clamps in each hand. The extra sleeve length would cover his hands and all that would show were the two claws. In one claw he would grip the exact amount of change needed for a can of soft drink, and he would set the other claw to the right size to hold a can.

When he ordered his can of drink, he would hand over the money and say, ‘I don’t suppose there’s enough there for a coffee scroll as well?’ After counting the money, the lady serving him would say, ‘Sorry, love. There’s just enough for the drink.’

‘That’s ok. Thanks anyway,’ he would say with a tone that suggested he was used to the little disappointments of life.

He would then take a seat at the table nearest the counter and, with a forlorn look on his face, make pitiful attempts to open the can. The tuckshop ladies would ignore it for as long as they could, but Dad was persistent. Biting his tongue in concentration, he would toil away at the ring-pull to no avail, occasionally sighing or looking hopefully around himself for assistance. The longer this went on, the more the ladies felt they had to do something.

If they took too long to notice him, Dad would turn up the heat. He would let the can slip from his claw and fall to the floor. He would then try a few times to pick it up, dropping it each time and shaking it up as much as possible. Finally, on the fourth attempt he would open it, unleashing a geyser of fizzy pop. He would then try frantically, but in vain, to pick up his straw and get it into the can, before giving up and simply putting his mouth over the aperture and gulping. It was never long before one of the lovely ladies of the tuckshop would come over and give him a coffee scroll.

Now, this questionable behaviour may sound like a pretty good reason to write someone off, but apparently there was something quite endearing about the whole thing. And besides, who are those cafeteria ladies to go treating an amputee any differently from anyone else? I know it was the sixties and minds were a little less open, but come on. That’s just prejudiced. The bottom line—as always with my dad—was that it was funny and it made my mum laugh.
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Eventually, one act of unconventional chivalry won Mum’s heart forever.

One of the more squeamish aspects of obtaining a pharmacy degree is the necessary work you have to do with living things. As a child I would be simultaneously enthralled and disgusted with stories of the kinds of experiments my parents were forced to perform on an array of animals, living and dead.

One afternoon, on the tram home from college, my mother opened her purse to buy a ticket from the conductor. As she unfastened the snap, a large frog leapt out of the purse, onto her lap and made for the door. My mother went to pieces. She wasn’t great with frogs at the best of times. For the purpose of higher learning she had made peace with the creatures, but after hours was her time. The last thing she wanted was more frogs. Let alone surprise frogs. She shrieked, threw her purse in the air, stood up and began running on the spot, and all of this was done in one fluid but instant movement with the kind of rapid precision that can only be achieved involuntarily. The other passengers on the crowded peak-hour tram didn’t see the frog. All they saw was a mental woman do her nana and start thrashing about at frogs that weren’t there. The conductor decided that this was one passenger who perhaps didn’t need a ticket to ride.

When she went to the lab the next day, Mum’s lab partner, Mad Mack McCormack, asked her how her night was.

‘It was dreadful. I had a frog jump out of my purse on the tram on the way home. It gave me such a fright that I—’

She didn’t need to finish the sentence because Mad Mack was laughing so hard his face had begun to turn red. She responded with a stern look that seemed only to make him laugh harder. Before long his head was doing a fairly convincing impression of a beetroot and Mum knew for sure that this beetroot-headed nimrod was behind the despicable amphibious attack.

Three weeks later, Mad Mack McCormack noticed a strong odour whenever he drove his car. He tried rolling down the windows and driving faster, but the smell remained. When he inspected the car he found a dead frog wedged behind his number plate. With a suitable amount of swearing and gagging, he removed the frog and figured his problems were solved.

What Mad Mack didn’t know was that this frog was a decoy frog—a frog placed in an obvious position, to be easily found, to lull Mad Mack into a false sense of security. The whole situation was created entirely to give Mad Mack as little idea as possible that Dad had extensively hidden thirty dead frogs throughout the car in the most hard to reach places. There were frogs in the sills, behind the exhaust, above the diff, beside the radiator and under the wheel-arches. None of the frogs could be seen by simple acts like sliding under the car, and removing any of them required more than a passing knowledge of motor vehicles.

This was at a time when those students with cars would provide something of a taxi service to other students to offset their running costs. Maintaining a full car was essential both socially and fiscally, and before long Mad Mack was poor and driving alone.

One day Mad Mack came into the lab and implored my mother to end the revenge.

‘I’m sorry, ok? I’m sorry about the frog in your purse. I’m sorry I laughed. Just please, make the smell go away.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘The smell. Please just make the smell go away. It’s ruining my life.’

‘I mean it. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Well, just so you know, I caught the train to college today. And I’m going to catch it again tomorrow. And the next day. And every day until the smell of dead frogs is gone from my car. So I hope you’re happy.’

My mother had no idea what Mad Mack was talking about, but she had a pretty good idea of who was behind it. And as far as she was concerned, this was the kind of man she could marry.

So, if you ever wonder why Mum never had a problem with Dad’s war with Richard, it was because this practical joker was exactly the man she fell in love with.

3 This is not his real name. From time to time to avoid litigation, I have sometimes changed people’s names if I intend to portray them in a negative light. On this occasion I have chosen the name Krauthammer, which I got from a right-wing columnist in America whose name I find fascinating.
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A Full-sized Gavin Wanganeen

The following sentence is, I think, one of the more unique sentences I have ever written: Some time in the winter of 1992 my father came into possession of a full-sized cut-out of Gavin Wanganeen.

Who is Gavin Wanganeen? The short answer is that he was a footballer.

The longer and more satisfying answer is as follows: Gavin Wanganeen began his professional football career at the age of sixteen at the Port Adelaide Magpies Football Club in the South Australian National Football League (SANFL), a curiously named organisation which, to the best of my knowledge, consists only of sides within South Australia. He received the coveted SANFL Rookie Of The Year Award and in doing so attracted the interest of Melbourne’s Essendon Football Club, inarguably the greatest team in the history of all sport everywhere. In 1991 he began playing for Essendon in the Australian Football League, a national league appropriately titled on account of how it has teams from more than one state in Australia. At Essendon he took the counter-intuitively named position of attacking defender, where he quickly established himself as a player of distinction, with spectacular marking abilities and the ability to out-position his opponents. His quality as a player was matched only by his good looks, and it wasn’t long before various marketing and sponsorship opportunities revealed themselves, one of which was with an instant photo printing company whose stores nationwide would feature full-sized cut-out photographs of Gavin, in Essendon playing strip, holding a football in front of his crotch. The photo printing company went under soon after. While Gavin was never held personally responsible for their demise, full-sized Gavin Wanganeens did became something of a must-have for Essendon supporters with an eye for quality.

In 1993 he received the Chas Brownlow Medal for the best and fairest player in the AFL, and played in Essendon’s successful premiership team. He remained at Essendon until 1997 when he returned to the Port Adelaide Football Club who had by now joined the AFL under the bafflingly unimpressive name, the Port Adelaide Power. Rumours abounded that in order to lure Gavin back to his home town, the Power had offered him a McDonald’s franchise on top of his negotiated salary. Whether true or not, this scuttlebutt really puts Australian professional football of the 1990s in sobering fiscal perspective with its American and English counterparts. McDonald’s franchise or not, Gavin played for the Power as captain from 1997 to 2000. After relinquishing the captaincy, he continued as a successful player, coming third in the 2003 Brownlow. In 2004 he helped the Power win the premiership over the Brisbane Lions, much to the chagrin of petty Essendon fans who still owned full-sized cut-outs of Gavin Wangineen. In 2006 Gavin suffered a serious knee injury while playing a reserve grade match, poetically enough for his original club, the Port Adelaide Magpies, in the SANFL. By the end of his three-hundred-game AFL career, Gavin had amassed 3473 kicks, 1027 marks and 1588 handballs for a total of 5031 possessions. In 2002 he was voted the nineteenth best Essendon player of all time.

The one thing the stats don’t tell you is that if you put a full-sized cut-out of Gavin Wanganeen in a place where a person does not expect to find a full-sized cut-out of Gavin Wanganeen, it will, without exception, scare the bejesus out of said person. This is a fact my dad discovered almost immediately after taking possession of one.

The photo business across the way from Dad’s shop had gone under. The departing manager came over to say goodbye and brought with him a full-sized Gavin Wanganeen.

‘I’m afraid that’s all she wrote, Ron.’

‘Sorry to see you go, Phil.’

‘I remember you saying your boy is a mad Essendon fan.’

‘Yeah. He gets it from his mother.’

‘Well, I figured maybe he’d get a kick out of this.’

The unintended pun was lost on the two men, who were by this point almost overcome with pathos. Indeed the scene would have been truly emotional, had it not been for the utterly ridiculous nature of the parting gift. Where pathos leads, it has to be said, bathos is never far behind.

Dad arrived home from work, parked the car and popped his head through the garage door into the living room.

‘Pammy, can you come and give me a hand with something?’

He then ducked back into the garage, closing the door behind him. By the time Mum had walked over to the garage door, Dad had ample time to grab his full-sized Gavin Wanganeen and place it in front of the door facing in. When my mother opened the door, she was greeted by the smiling face of one of the games more tenacious attacking defenders, and promptly became airborne.

‘Ohmygodsweetlordshitgavinohbloodyron!’

Mothers have an unmatched ability to make involuntary noises of an infinitely entertaining quality. It’s as though three sentences want to say themselves at once and come bursting past the lips together, like shoppers at a boxing day sale who all want the same fridge. The result being that each word is completely audible but, taken as a whole, the outburst makes no sense. Invariably delivered in the key of squawk, the overall effect is nothing short of spellbinding. The sad thing is that the mother never sees the humour in it, a fact my mother had no hesitation in pointing out once she had landed back on solid ground.

By the time she had returned to earth the garage door had closed itself. When she opened the door again, Gavin was still there only now my dad was next to him, on his knees laughing, pounding his thigh with his fist. He was very pleased with himself.

After that there was no limit to the variety and frequency of the circumstances in which Dad would surprise us with his full-sized Gavin Wanganeen. He would be waiting in the toilet for you. He’d hide in the pantry. Some mornings my mum would walk into the kitchen to make cups of tea, only to find Gavin standing at the kettle. Some days Dad would leave the house, pull up out in the street, get Gavin out of the boot of his car, walk around the back of the house and leave Gavin at the back door to greet poor Sandy, our once-a-fortnight cleaning lady. Every time Gavin made an appearance, whoever found him made the same noise.

‘Ohmygodsweetlordshitgavinohbloodyron!’

Have you ever woken in the night to find one of the AFL’s leading footballers standing very still in your bedroom? I have. And let me assure you, that shit stays with you for life.

Then Gavin went missing. Dad was adamant he simply couldn’t remember where he had left him. My sister and I were pretty sure that Mum had had him destroyed. Either way, we would walk around the house hoping to catch a glimpse of him, asking each other, ‘Have you seen Gavin?’ For six months we lamented the loss of Gavin, saying that the house just felt empty without him and for all the trouble he caused, it sure would be nice to have him back. Then, on the first cold day in Autumn, we heard a familiar sound.

‘Ohmygodsweetlordshitgavinohbloodyron!’

My dad’s face lit up.

‘Of course! The cupboard! I hid him in the winter coats!’

Dad then resumed his original uncontrollable laughing and thigh punching. For six months, through spring and summer, Gavin had lain in wait in the cupboard, holding a football over his crotch with that permanent smile on his face. Just biding his time; waiting for his moment. Truly he was one of the great attacking defenders.

‘That is it! Ronnie, this is the last time. I want Gavin Wanganeen out of this house!’

To be honest, I was about to protest. I was about to say, ‘But Mum, it’s not Gavin’s fault. He didn’t do anything wrong.’ But I caught myself, remembering at the last moment that this wasn’t a real person. Dad promised to get rid of him and we all thought she’d put an end to the full-sized Gavin Wanganeen madness once and for all.

But Dad thought otherwise. In Dad’s mind this was merely research and development. He’d perfected his act; it was time to take this show on the road.
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Everyone at the Opie household on Shasta Avenue looked forward to Wednesday nights. For Cheryl it was because she hosted her guided meditation workshop. Roughly a dozen people would remove their shoes at the front door and sit cross-legged on the floor of the sitting room at the front of the house. Cheryl would then walk them through visualisation exercises aimed at deep relaxation and, I dare say, spiritual enlightenment. All of this happened to the relaxing sounds of whales, rainforests, oceans and panpipes—all of nature’s aural sedatives. My mother was an occasional attendee of the classes. My father and I, on the other hand, were not welcome.

I had been barred from the group after my first and only visit because of an incident that took place while exploring the nooks and crannies of my cave. If you have never done any guided meditation, your cave is a place you go in your imagination. You are occasionally asked to walk through a made-up desert or conceptualised windy cliff-top to get there, but once you arrive it’s the ideal place to find tranquillity and peace. Or so I’m told. I wouldn’t know for sure. I wasn’t in my cave long enough to find out. At a crucial point in my journey Cheryl said the words, ‘you are entering a state of deep relaxation’. Unfortunately at that precise moment my sister, whose head had lolled onto her chest, began snoring and I, naturally enough, burst out laughing. The willing suspension of disbelief that all meditation caves rely on was instantaneously and irreparably broken for the entire session. We sure lost a lot of good caves that night. I was told that my behaviour had been inappropriate. I was adamant it was my sister’s fault for snoring near my cave in the first place, but I was banished from the group all the same, at least until I grew up and could take it more seriously. It is safe to say neither of those criteria has yet been met and I have not been back since.

My dad was unwelcome for different reasons. On more than one occasion he had snuck into the house while a session was in progress and tampered with the shoes. Initially he was amused enough just to move the shoes to the opposite side of the hallway, achieving a subtle sense of disorientation. One week he stepped things up a bit, moving them out of the house and onto the front lawn before laying them down in a perfect circular formation that would have made Busby Berkeley proud. But, as with all things my father does, the stakes were inevitably raised. One week he replaced everyone’s shoes with muddy football boots. The following week they were replaced by an assortment of children’s roller-skates, ballet shoes, gumboots and school sandals. And the following week nothing at all happened, largely because Dad had received more than one threat of physical violence. I’ve got to tell you, for a suburban guided mediation group, they sure could kick off.

Wednesday nights were special for Richard for a different reason. With Cheryl confined to the sitting room, Richard had the rest of the house to himself and for exactly an hour he employed a little guided meditation of his own. Richard’s version of the cave involved a hot bath, a generous pour of single malt and ABC Classic FM, with its unique mix of history’s great composers and announcers so soporific they have been known to put themselves to sleep. Beside a window overlooking a softly lit fernery, Richard would lie back in the bath, drink his whisky, close his eyes and drift off to a very special cave of his own. This was Richard time.

But one evening in 1993 it was also Gavin time. Dad snuck past the shoes in the front hallway—fighting the urge to swap them all with snorkels and flippers—tiptoed past the bathroom, through the living room and out into the back garden. Gavin, who was tucked under Dad’s arm, remained smiling and impressively quiet. The two made their way around the side of the house and to the edge of the fernery, where they stopped and waited for confirmation that Richard was at his most vulnerable.

After a few minutes of Tchaikovsky, Dad began to hear Richard’s accompanying aria in snore sharp major. He then carefully placed Gavin in the middle of the fernery facing into the window.

By all accounts the sound Richard made when he realised he had company was loud enough to reverberate into the depths of the cave of even the most resilient meditator. All attempts to reach any kind of enlightenment were promptly postponed until next week and Cheryl hastened her way to the bathroom, fully expecting to find that her husband had accidentally electrocuted himself. What she found was no less terrifying.

Richard’s ‘Ohmygodsweetlordshitgavinohbloodyron!’ had been accompanied by a spasm of fear that saw his whisky somersault into the bath and his transistor radio go flying across the room before smashing in the corner. Soap, shampoo and back-scrubbers had also been spread over a large area and a towel rack had taken leave of its wall mount. The overall result was a mess that looked like someone had indeed met their end, but had not given up without a fight.

The mess was the second thing she noticed as she entered the room. The first being one of Australian football’s brightest stars standing at the window holding a football over his crotch.

‘Ohmygodsweetlordshitgavinohbloodyron!’

Once she had landed and taken in the chaos, she was relieved to find her husband naked, muttering to himself and fishing around in the bath for an empty whisky tumbler. His dignity had apparently been washed away like so much single malt.

‘Look at you, Richard. This has got to stop.’

‘Cheryl. The only way that this is going to stop is if someone puts an end to it.’

‘So you’re going to quit all this nonsense?’

‘God no, Cheryl. I couldn’t possibly admit defeat after a brazen attack like this. All I said was that for this to end, someone will need to end it. I never said it would be me.’

Cheryl immediately fled to her cave.

In a way, Richard was right. The coming months saw a number of harmless pranks come and go. Dad received a strippergram at work for his birthday, Richard’s driveway was the site for an unoffical scout bottle drive, our house received unsanctioned Christmas decorations and the favour was immediately returned. What was clear was that this would never end unless something monumental ended it. But not even Richard, the bathtub prophet could have seen it coming.
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Operation Lovely Rita—Part 1

I will admit that I am at least partially responsible for what happens next. You see, in January 1994, I read an article in our local newspaper saying that the council would be replacing all of their old analog parking meters with newfangled electronic ones. According to the article, the existing system of inserting a prescribed number of coins in return for parking had become insufficient to satisfy the needs of the modern motorist. Apparently what the parker of Today desired was a small digital display and the added step of printing a small paper ticket to be displayed on the dashboard. Thankfully this ticket would be printed on paper so thin that the action of closing the door would invariably cause it to blow onto the floor. The cutting-edge driver would then have the pleasure of fossicking around for their keys, unlocking the door, returning the ticket to the dash and then attempting the seemingly impossible task of closing the door gently. The electronic parking meter would add value to the overall parking experience that conventional parking meters could only dream of, as well as being squarer, uglier and more impersonal.

What was of most interest to me, however, was that immediately following this great leap forward, the council would be auctioning off all of their old parking meters. The article said that they would be ranging in price, condition and quality. At the time I wondered exactly how much variety there could be in parking meters. I also wondered if Dad found the whole idea of a parking meter auction as ludicrous as I did.

‘Hey, Dad. Take a look at this. What kind of losers would go to a parking meter auction?’

It turns out the Pickerings are exactly the kind of losers who would go to a parking meter auction.

It also turns out, if I may say so, that the kinds of losers who go to parking meter auctions are a rather special breed of losers. As in category nine, off the Richter, put them in a time capsule to show losers of the future how it’s done type losers. These are the people trainspotters make jokes about. Gathered in a council maintenance shed-cum-auction hall, were tweed caps and coke-bottle glasses as far as the eye could see. Slippers outnumbered shoes 2 to 1 and after a quick scan I calculated that eighty per cent of the crowd had some kind of stain on their pants. I’ve been to nursing homes with better stats than that. One look at this circus-worthy collection of freaks should have told us that we had gone too far.

Yet none of this entered Dad’s focused mind. He quickly became something of a self-declared parking meter afficionado and once three or four lots had gone under the hammer, he created a checklist of what represents value in a second-hand parking meter. For those interested in making a similar purchase the list included the condition of the paint job, whether it was still in working order and, above all, what colour it was. Grey, he concluded, was too common to hold value in the competitive market of parking meter resale. But not yellows and reds: now that’s where the money was! Brighter, more noticeable colours, he surmised, were rarer, more appealing to parking meter enthusiasts and all but guaranteed to appreciate in value. Once Dad had this idea in his head he set about proving the theory with his own money, getting involved in a heavy bidding war for a parking meter simply because it was red.

When lot six was opened to bids, a lot of hands went up early. Clearly Dad was on to something. But above the seven dollar mark the competition thinned out rapidly, with most of the interested parties rightly judging that with nearly four hundred parking meters in the catalogue and less than a hundred and fifty people in the room, there was a very good chance they could secure the parking meter of their dreams at a price that suited their lifestyle (that being the lifestyle of a bespectacled weirdo with stains on their pants). Dad had two main competitors: a man wearing army fatigue trousers with a ski jumper; and the only person I have ever seen wear a reefer jacket and cravat with grey tracksuit pants. These were losers to be reckoned with.

Dad’s strategy was to bid confidently and without hesitation, creating in his opposition the impression that his infinite funds were matched only by his infinite enthusiasm for this particular parking meter. This was the ‘intimidate them with genuine idiocy’ strategy. As the price sailed past ten dollars, twenty and well into the mid-thirties, it became clear that both G.I. Mental and Captain Reefer Madness shared the same strategy. Clear to everyone, that is, except my father who had officially ceased thinking.

Once the bidding got above forty dollars, Dad refined his strategy. Enthusiasm wasn’t enough—this would take recklessness. With no prompting from the auctioneer, Dad started making bids at five-dollar increments. This in no way intimidated his opposition, who continued to bid in one-dollar units. In fact it didn’t change the course of the auction at all, other than to make the meter ridiculously expensive as quickly as possible and make the auctioneer’s job of keeping tally much harder.

At seventy-five dollars, G.I. Mental dropped out with a fairly theatrical, ‘this is bloody ridiculous’. If you are to take only one thing from this story, it should be this: when someone wearing camouflage cargo pants and a woollen ski jumper with snowflakes and pine trees knitted into it suggests that your behaviour is beyond that of a reasonable person, it is time to stop and take a good hard look at yourself.

You will be unsurprised to learn that my father neither stopped nor took said hard look. As far as he was concerned, his strategy of non compos mentis bidding had just paid dividends, effectively removing fifty per cent of his competition. He dropped his bid increases back to a dollar and focused his gaze on the only remaining imbecile that stood in his way.

At ninety dollars, I decided that someone here had to be a grown-up.

‘Dad. The guy in the reefer isn’t going to stop.’

‘I don’t fear the Reefer, son.’

‘Oh Jesus,’ I thought. ‘We’ve lost him.’

When the price clipped over the one-hundred-dollar mark, even Captain Reefer Madness began to realise this was out of control. Or at least that is what I inferred from his developing something of a twitch whereby he would almost cluck like a hen before each bid. When the bidding reached one hundred and ten the clucking became more pronounced and was accompanied by an involuntary stamp of the foot. I seemed to be the only person in the room concerned by this. Everyone else remained calm. They’d seen it all before. Clearly these were seasoned losers.

When the hammer finally came down, we were the proud owners of a fully operational, second-hand, red parking meter at the bargain basement price of one hundred and twenty-seven dollars. Some would say that was too much to spend on a parking meter. Others would say that one hundred and twenty-seven dollars for a parking meter of that quality represents serious value. Where you stand on that issue rests largely on whether you are the kind of industrial-strength loser that would attend a parking meter auction.

So we had a parking meter. What wasn’t certain was why. After some debate in the car on the way home, we decided that the logical thing to do with a parking meter would be to cement it into Richard’s driveway. That way he would be the only person on his street that had to pay to park at his own house. The parking meter was placed in our shed and would stay there until we had the means and opportunity to execute what had become known as Operation Lovely Rita.
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Over the coming months, Operation Lovely Rita took on an air of near-mythic importance. My father, whose favourite films include Dam Busters and The Dirty Dozen, saw this as his opportunity to pull off one of the great strategic manoeuvres of the soon-to-be-ending century. It was imperative that it be discussed in strictly hushed tones, with nobody outside our immediate family being trusted with the information.

‘I was over at Grandma and Grampa’s today and—’

‘You didn’t tell them about Operation Lovely Rita, did you?’

‘Not really.’

‘What do you mean “not really”?’

‘I might have told them we bought a parking meter.’

‘Charles Anthony Pickering.’

I knew he was furious because he’d rolled out my full name.

‘How many times have I told you? All information regarding the planning and execution of Operation Lovely Rita is on a strictly need to know basis. And unless you live under this roof, you don’t need to know.’

‘But it’s Grandma and Grampa.’

‘Loose lips sink ships, son.’

‘Yeah, but I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t—’ ‘What do loose lips do?’

‘They sink ships.’

‘That’s right. They sink ships. And I will not have any ships sunk on my watch.’

Needless to say significant security and intelligence threats like my ailing grandfather and eternally good-natured grandmother would never sneak under our radar again. What we completely failed to be concerned about was the steady escalation of the operational blueprint.

A month to the day after the auction, Dad came home from work excited.

‘Come out to the car, champ. I’ve got something to show you.’

He had something in the boot, wrapped in a blanket and caked in mud. At first glimpse it looked like a leg he’d dug up from a shallow bush grave. The only thing that stopped me believing that it could be was that Dad was so cheerful and excited to show it off to me. He opened the blanket to reveal a metal cylinder about a meter long, with four handles spaced evenly around one end and a propeller-shaped blade system at the other. It looked like a cross between a jackhammer and a corkscrew.

‘What is it, Dad?’

‘That, my son, is a rotary fencepost digger. It will dig straight down, bringing excess dirt to the surface and it will do it ten times faster than a shovel.’

I was going to ask where the hell he’d gotten a rotary fencepost digger from, but thought better of it. I’d seen a parking meter auction. I didn’t even want to imagine the freaks at a rotary fencepost digger auction. Country losers. Imagine the stains on their pants.

A fortnight later Dad returned home from work, again excited and again with something to show me. Sticking out of the boot this time was our bright red parking meter, now welded to the end of a long steel pole. Dad was visibly proud.

‘So, exactly how long is the pole, Dad?’

‘Eight feet.’

‘Isn’t eight feet a bit excessive?’

‘I don’t think so. Not if we cement it four feet down.’

‘Well, we do have a rotary fencepost digger.’

‘Exactly, my boy!’

We now had all we needed other than opportunity, and settled in for what turned out to be an excruciating four-month wait for our chance to strike. You see, we deemed the installation of a parking meter to be a major project with the potential to cause something of a commotion. As such we felt it best to execute the plan at a time we knew Richard wouldn’t be home and preferably late at night to minimise the suspicions of neighbours. In retrospect, the first part of this theory makes perfect sense. The second does not. Waiting for Richard to go away on business before excavating his garden is a very logical strategy. For starters it would enable us to use his hose to make the concrete, not to mention allowing us to carry out the digging over multiple nights should we encounter any difficulties. But thinking that scurrying about with digging equipment in the middle of the night would minimise neighbourhood suspicion is utter lunacy. If you do something nefarious in broad daylight, you may look slightly shifty. If you do it at night, you may as well be wearing T-shirts that say ‘I’m guilty and will not be requiring legal representation’.

It’s a lot like stealing a piano. My grandma used to tell me the story of two men who stole a grand piano from a department store during business hours. They parked a truck out the front and walked inside, carrying clipboards and wearing overalls. They went straight to the assistant manager of the music department, pointed to the biggest Steinway on the floor and said, ‘We’re here for the piano. Your manager told us to come and pick it up.’ While the hapless assistant manager signed the shipping form on the clipboard, he directed the sales staff to help load the piano into the truck. Then they all shook hands, exchanged pleasantries and the truck drove off down the road. The next day when the manager came in he turned to his assistant and said, ‘Did somebody buy the Steinway?’

Later, when the assistant manager was telling his story to the police, they would ask if he got a good look at the men who stole the piano. He would have to reply that yes, he did get a good look at them, particularly when he signed their form and helped them load the piano into the truck. My grandma would finish by explaining the moral of the story.

‘So you see, if they’d broken in at night, they would have looked suspicious, never have gotten the piano out and probably have been caught. But because they were smart, did it during the day and looked like they knew what they were doing, nobody suspected a thing.’

‘Grandma, do you want me to steal pianos?’

‘No, Charles. I want you to be a movie star like Cary Grant. But if you’re going to steal pianos, I want you to do it with class.’

But for some reason the piano theory went out the window when it came to Operation Lovely Rita. Having a heightened sense of covert danger was far more important than a sensible strategy and a feasible escape plan should anything go wrong. Dad had decided this manoeuvre had to feel dangerous. And so, when we found out that Richard and Cheryl had to go to Europe on business, we put fresh batteries in our torches, dressed in black and loaded up the car with our cache of quasi-agricultural armaments.

One night in June at around midnight we headed around to Richard’s. We had a pick, a shovel, a rotary fencepost digger, a parking meter on an eight-foot pole and a small bag of cement. In accordance with our planning, we parked the car a block up the road from Richard’s house. Our thinking was that should we get caught in the act, the last thing we wanted was for anyone to get our licence plate number and trace it back to us. That’s right. If we were apprehended with a pick, a shovel, a rotary fencepost digger, a parking meter on an eight-foot pole and a small bag of cement carrying out unsanctioned public works and civic improvements, we were to remain as anonymous as possible. And if upon apprehension we were to be asked what we were in fact doing with a pick, a shovel, a rotary fencepost digger, a parking meter on an eight-foot pole and a small bag of cement we would say, ‘I dunno. Nothing.’ The theory being that this would so defy comprehension that we would probably be filed straight into the too-hard basket and simply be asked to move along. Failing that, we would claim never to have seen each other before in our lives and that this whole thing was a baffling coincidence. Oh, yes. We really had thought this through.

After breaking the surface of Richard’s lawn, we went to work with the fencepost hole digger and bugger me if it didn’t churn through the dirt. It was amazing. It dug a cylindrical hole, straight down.

Dad and I got cocky.

‘I thought it would work, but I had no idea it would work this well,’ I said.

‘Start mixing the cement, champ. We’ll be done in five minutes.’

Oh, how wrong we were. After two minutes of rapid progress we hit something metallic.

It is a proven scientific fact that if you are digging a hole and you hit something, you will think it’s buried treasure. As I stooped to see what booty I had unearthed, I heard a hissing sound. I stooped closer and noticed that dirt was literally flying up into my face. I tried to pat down the soil but that just made larger clumps of soil fly up at me. With each handful of earth I grabbed, the situation seemed to get worse. As my action became more frantic, the hole simply got bigger and the hissing louder. Dad, sensing my distress, decided to get involved. Adopting what was possibly the loudest stage whisper in the history of the world he asked, ‘What’s going on?’

Still trying to plug the growing hole in the ground and very much confused, I unwittingly matched his volume. With the two of us dressed in black, surrounded by digging equipment and me on my knees covered in dirt, we looked like a theatre company for the hard of hearing putting on an amateur production of ‘The Great Escape’ and having a lot of trouble remembering its lines.

‘Well, Dad. You know when you go to light the barbecue but it doesn’t light for a while?’

‘Yes.’

‘It smells like that.’

‘Charles.’

‘Yes?’

‘Run!’

We tried to bundle up our digging equipment, cement and parking meter as quickly as we could and make a dash to the car. But after two steps, we dropped everything, causing a loud racket which woke every dog in the neighbourhood and prompted house lights all around us to switch on in sequence. We were frozen with terror, not knowing where to run. All I remember thinking was that given the impending capture, denying that I had ever seen my father before in my life was actually going to be far easier than I had imagined.

Our complete failure to do anything was soon remedied by Roger, Richard’s neighbour who lived across the street. You see, Roger smoked. But Roger’s wife didn’t know he smoked. She thought he’d quit. This meant that every night before bed, Roger would sneak out into his front garden for a cheeky cigarette, before having a mint and sneaking back inside to carry on with the long-term deception he called a marriage. So when our excavation equipment hit the ground, he emerged enigmatically from the shadows, lit cigarette in hand.

‘Is that you, Pickering?’ Dad had something of a neighbourhood reputation. ‘What are you up to this time?’

‘For god’s sake, Roger. Get inside your house.’

‘I don’t think so, Ron. I don’t want the missus to know I smoke.’

‘We just hit a gas pipe, Roger.’

‘Bloody hell!’

In the shock Roger let go of his cigarette. He dropped to his hands and knees in a panic and started groping furiously around for it. We dropped to the ground with him to talk this whole thing through.

‘Roger, whatever happens here, you can’t let Richard know it was us.’

‘Well you can’t let the missus know I smoke.’

‘Deal.’

‘Deal.’

The three of us shook on it, like gentlemen, and then ran off into the night.

From Dad’s car we called the Gas & Fuel emergency number to report the mysterious smell of gas in the street. Attempting to regain some of our rapidly diminishing anonymity, Dad made the phone call as moronic as possible.

‘Hey. Yeah. Um. I was in Shasta Avenue and kind of smelled gas or something and figured that, yeah, maybe you guys should come and check it out or something. Yeah. Bye.’

A bizarre mix of curiosity, fear and a previously absent sense of civic duty compelled Dad and I to stay in the car and see that everything worked out ok. We turned off the interior light, sunk down in the seats and peered out the rear window. As we waited to see our misadventure play out, I was struck by an unshakable feeling of déjà vu. The beating of my heart ringing in my ears, the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach; I had felt them all before, hiding with childhood friends from the inevitable repercussions of our boyhood actions. What I simply couldn’t get my head around was that on most of those prior occasions I had been hiding from Dad. What kind of upside-down reality had we created where Dad and I would be hiding together from someone else? The world as I knew it had changed forever. Whether for better or worse remained to be seen, but one thing was clear. Throughout this story I may have made numerous mentions of my father’s immaturity, but this was the first and only time I felt as though we were the same age.

I didn’t have long to linger on that thought as a small Gas & Fuel van duly arrived. Two men got out, walked over to the hole, took one look at it and very quickly got in their van and drove away. In the stillness that followed, I tried to be optimistic in the face of mounting evidence of a catastrophe.

‘Perhaps it isn’t as bad as we thought.’

‘Champ. Something tells me that’s not the case.’

Three minutes later two large emergency trucks arrived. They were as big as fire engines, had flashing blue lights and telescopic ladders mounted to their roofs. A team of about fifteen men in coveralls and hard hats leapt from the vehicles, split into teams and set about saving the day. One team went straight to the hole, another headed for the supply valve that controlled the street while another two teams headed to either end of the road to stop traffic. In what seemed like a matter of seconds they had shut down the entire street.

As they were cordoning off our only avenue for escape, Dad and I decided it was time to make our exit. Particularly before anyone discovered we were the proud owners of a goddamned rotary fencepost digger. In a fairly inspired attempt at a ruse, Dad wound down his window as we pulled up to the roadblock and asked what the problem was.

‘Bit of a problem?’

If playing dumb were a sport, my dad could compete at the Olympics.

‘Yeah. Major gas leak.’

‘Burst pipe?’

‘No. Burst main. Some idiots have dug into the main supply line that services this whole block. Bloody lucky the whole street didn’t go up.’

There was then a long pause. I can’t tell you how long because my heart had stopped beating and in moments like these time becomes very hard to quantify. Thankfully Dad spoke what must have been a millisecond before the silence became suspicious.

‘Well, good luck with that.’

And we drove home.

‘You’re back early. How did it go?’ Mum asked.

There was another long pause. Once again the length of which is hard to gauge, although this time around I’m pretty sure it was Dad’s heart that stopped. As Mum waited for an answer, I watched Dad’s face as he very slowly rebooted his decision-making capabilities and settled on exactly how much of the story to tell. Initially his eyes indicated that he was going to opt for a reprise of the moronic tête-à-tête with the Gas & Fuel chap. But with each millisecond that passed it dawned a little more on Dad that there was simply no way he could keep the events of the evening a secret within his own family. As the penny finished its descent an enormous smile made its way across Dad’s face and we both collapsed in laughter.

It was some time before we collected ourselves enough to tell Mum the hilarious tale of how we almost blew up a suburb. Despite some initial concern for our wellbeing, she too was soon in stitches. It has been said that comedy is tragedy plus time. It turns out the same goes for near-tragedy.
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Upon his return, Richard lived in fear. All he knew was that he’d been away for a week and come home to a disconnected gas supply and a large crater in his lawn. He pumped Roger for information but, good to his word, Roger gave nothing away.

‘It was Pickering, wasn’t it?’

‘Was it, Richard?’

‘I was asking you. You must know something.’

‘Richard, all I know is that I came out for a smoke one night to find a couple of chaps telling me there was a gas leak and that I should put out my cigarette and go back inside. Which I did. Other than that there’s nothing more I can tell you.’

All of which is true, without actually telling the truth. A skill I’m sure came in very handy for Roger maintaining the duplicity of a successful smoking career and a happy, if ignorant, marriage.

As for Dad and I, we planned to just kick back and relax while Richard appeared to worry himself into a paranoid state. We figured there was probably some kind of a lesson to be learned here and we were going to do our best to figure out what that lesson might be, but in the short term, at least, our job was done. If nothing else we had had a fairly spectacular adventure and had gotten away with it nicely.

Or so we thought.
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Operation Lovely Rita—Part 2

The dispensary phone rang on an unusually busy July morning in the pharmacy. As Dad picked up the receiver he was being well-occupied by three waiting prescriptions and Mr Klapstick, an elderly regular who on this occasion was requesting a detailed seminar on how to use a suppository. All in all Dad could be forgiven for being distracted.

‘Hello.’

‘Hello. Is this Ron Pickering?’

‘Yes.’

‘Hello, Mr Pickering. My name is Carolyn Winters from the Gas & Fuel legal department.’

‘Look, Carolyn, I’m pretty sure we’ve paid our bill and even if we haven’t I think maybe a reminder notice is perhaps a little more polite than a call from the legal department. Now if you don’t mind I’m in the middle of something quite important and if there’s one thing I hate it’s having to show someone twice how to use a suppository.’

My dad really is the master of using one too many details as a means of driving people away.

‘Actually, Mr Pickering, I was wondering if I could speak to you about an incident in Shasta Avenue, Brighton, two months ago.’

All of a sudden Mr Klapstick’s rectum didn’t seem quite so important. Dad’s brain desperately tried to process the sentence he’d just heard but came up with nothing. After a suspiciously long pause all his brain could offer was, ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘On the evening of the twenty-fourth a gas main servicing an entire block of Shasta Avenue was ruptured by an unauthorised excavation and after speaking to local residents we believe you may have some information as to how the incident occurred.’

Dad’s temperature had now risen sharply and he was beginning to sweat. In fact, if his fever got any worse he was going to need one of Mr Klapstick’s suppositories. In desperate need of time to formulate a strategy, Dad opted for the best defence he had.

‘A gas main you say?’

And another gold medal for Extreme Naivety in the Playing Dumb Olympics goes to Ronald Pickering.

‘Yes, Mr Pickering. A high pressure gas main that cost the State of Victoria over seventy-five thousand dollars to repair.’

And with that Dad immediately suspected Richard. It all just sounded so ridiculous. Sure he’d ruptured a major gas supply line for an entire suburb and witnessed the full-scale emergency response required to stabilise the area, but seventy-five grand? No way. This had Opie written all over it. Positive that he had accurately detected the mischievous hand of his adversary, Dad’s fever subsided and he was immediately imbued with new conversational confidence.

‘Well, I really have no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘That may be the case, Mr Pickering, but we would still very much like to speak to you.’

‘We’ll I’d be happy to tell you what I know about it. But seeing as that is very little, we’ll have quite a bit of time left over. Perhaps I can show you how to use a suppository, Ms Winters?’

There was an audible gasp on the other end of the phone. After a few false starts, Carolyn Winters regained her power of speech.

‘I’m . . . well . . . I don’t think that will be necessary, Mr Pickering. We can definitely confine our discussion to the issue at hand. Now, would you be available to come into our offices next Thursday morning at ten o’clock? We’re located at number eighteen Lower Esplanade, St Kilda.’

As elaborate as this had all been, Dad felt it was time to call their bluff.

‘Well, look, I’m not sure if that time suits. How about I check my diary and get right back to you, Ms Winters. Can I please have your phone number?’

Carolyn Winters gave Dad her number and hung up the phone. Dad figured that the moment he dialled the number Richard or one of his accomplices would answer and they would all have a big laugh about how, for a moment, Dad had panicked and actually believed he was in serious legal trouble.

After finishing off his scripts and sending Mr Klapstick home with clear instructions and a memorable afternoon ahead of him, Dad waited half an hour and then called the number he had been given.

‘Gas & Fuel legal department, can you hold the line please?’

The voice on the other end was not the voice of Carolyn Winters but that of someone else entirely. Given the situation, holding the line sounded like a very good idea.

‘Um . . . yes.’

Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony began playing in Dad’s ear. Despite being one of the most soothing pieces of music in the history of deaf composers, it served only to set Dad’s pulse racing. What dawned on him was the very real possibility that this music was actually coming from the telephone system of the Gas & Fuel legal department.

‘Oh, dear.’

The wait was excruciating yet welcome at the same time. As a million thoughts whizzed through Dad’s head the one he kept returning to was that as long as he wasn’t talking to anyone he couldn’t make things any worse. Unfortunately, unless you’re trying to get your phone connected through a major Telco, you can’t stay on hold forever.

‘Gas & Fuel legal department. How may I direct your call?’

‘Carolyn Winters, please.’

‘Thank you, sir. Putting you through now.’

Beethoven’s Pastorale had moved on to a jaunty second movement but it was doing little to improve my dad’s mood. What was becoming clearer with each passing second was that his future legal wellbeing quite possibly lay in the hands of a woman named Carolyn Winters who, much to my father’s dismay, actually existed. Not only that, but my father had, as recently as one hour ago, offered to show her how to use a suppository. Even if this offer had been genuine it was clearly inappropriate, particularly to a member of the legal profession whom you had only just met over the phone. This was as far as my dad’s thinking got before he heard a voice cut through the violins on the other end of the line.

‘Carolyn Winters.’

‘Ah. Yes. Hello, Ms Winters. This is Ronald Pickering. I spoke to you earlier.’

‘How could I forget?’

‘Ah, ha. Yes. Well. Anyway . . . I have checked my diary and next Thursday morning is as clear as a whistle. So I can definitely come in and meet with you.’

‘That’s good to hear, Mr Pickering.’

‘Can I just get the address again?’

‘Yes. It’s number eighteen Lower Esplanade, St Kilda. It’s on the corner of Acland Street. I’ll see you next Thursday.’

Dad was fairly sure Gas & Fuel were going to throw the book at him and for the next ten days behaved like a man condemned, skimming through the five stages of grief at the consistent rate of two days per stage.

Kicking things off with denial, Dad started listing the reasons they wouldn’t be able to convict him of anything.

‘Well, they’ve got no evidence for a start. We left nothing at the scene, we wore gloves so there’d be no fingerprints and the only witness is too scared of his wife to get us into trouble. They really have nothing on us.’

‘Except for the rotary fencepost digger in the shed and one hundred and twenty losers who witnessed us buy a parking meter,’ I offered.

‘Never mind all that, champ. If they knew about that stuff they wouldn’t just be asking me in for a chat; they’d be ready to prosecute. If you ask me, they’re just fishing for info because they don’t have enough evidence to make a case. Provided I don’t give them anything, we should be fine.’

This was followed by a full day of a game called, ‘surely they wouldn’t’. The rules of the game are simple. You start by saying ‘surely they wouldn’t’, then insert a thing that they surely wouldn’t do and finish with a rationalisation as to why they surely wouldn’t do it. This rationalisation is often best followed by a grand statement like ‘no reasonable man would convict me of that’.

‘Surely they wouldn’t press criminal charges. We were just trying to have a bit of fun. No reasonable man would convict me of that.’

‘Surely they wouldn’t make me pay the repair costs. They have insurance for things like that. Nobody in their right mind would go after one man for the money.’

‘Surely they wouldn’t take things that seriously. I was just playing a trick on a mate and made a simple mistake. No court in the land would convict me of that. It would just be Un-Australian.’

Ah, the old ‘Un-Australian’ defence. The last refuge of the damned.

On day three, anger came swiftly to my father. By his logic, there’s no way they could have known that he was responsible for the gas leak unless someone had blabbed.

‘Bloody Roger. That rat. I told him not to tell Richard. That doesn’t mean he can tell bloody Gas & Fuel. That fink.’

‘Let’s not leap to conclusions, Dad. We don’t know it was him.’

‘Well, who else could it be? The only other witness was . . . Where have you been going during the day?’

‘To school, Dad.’

‘And you have witnesses?’

‘Of course I do.’

‘Then it had to be Roger. And if he thinks I’m going to take the rap for this without taking him down with me, he is an idiot. Something tells me his wife would appreciate a phone call.’

Thankfully the personal destruction of Roger became a lower priority to my dad than bargaining his way out of trouble, which he started considering on day six.

‘I could do time for this.’

‘Don’t be so dramatic, Ron. I’m sure you’ll be able to sort it all out.’

‘No, Pammy. We can’t be that naïve. Maybe if I plead guilty, they’ll go easy on me.’

‘Why don’t you just go in and see what they have to say about it?’

‘Maybe if I pay the repair bill they will drop all the charges.’

‘You don’t even know if there are charges.’

‘Maybe community service. I could go around to schools telling them that gas is no laughing matter.’

‘I don’t know how successful that would be.’

‘What? Are you saying the youth of today couldn’t learn from my tragic tale of gas?’

‘I’m sure they could. I just doubt it could be anything other than a laughing matter.’

Come day eight, in the depression stage, the minutiae of life took on great significance. Each act, moment or event was commented on, as though being recorded for some great archive that would be open to the public upon my dad’s release from prison.

‘Take a good look at this salmon patty. This could be the last salmon patty I eat for a while. Yep. Won’t be getting any salmon patties in the clink, that’s for sure. When people on the inside ask me what freedom tastes like, I’ll tell them it tastes like salmon patties with tartare sauce.’

As the big day drew nearer, Dad moved on to acceptance, trying to find the silver lining for this ridiculous cloud.

‘Learn from me, son. Don’t make the same mistakes I’ve made. Practical jokes are more dangerous than you think. Sure, they seem like fun. But before you know it you’re going to jail. Don’t do it, son. Become a lawyer, keep your head down and leave jokes to the professionals. You don’t want to end up a jailbird like your old man.’

Thursday morning rolled around and Dad left home for what he believed could be the last time. He had worked himself into such a state that he reasonably expected the legal offices of the Gas & Fuel Corporation would have an on-site court for the immediate criminal trial of wretches such as himself. This would of course be directly adjacent to a holding cell and penal processing office. His deluded fantasy barely stopped short of being dispatched on a convict vessel, bound for exile in a new colony. It certainly didn’t include even the slight realisation that the constitution of Australia in no way endowed a quasi-governmental utility service provider with any legal standing to hear criminal cases or administer punishment. At best it could impose a late payment fee or immediately dispatch a man in a blue jumper to re-read your meter. Other than that it was an almost purely administrative authority. This was a legal detail lost on my father as he made his melancholy journey to St Kilda.

Dad parked his car at the bottom of The Esplanade and reluctantly made his way to the corner of Acland Street, counting the numbers as he went. As he did so he took big lungfuls of sea air, hoping the smell of salt would linger in his nostrils on his first night in the big house.

He came to number eighteen. He looked at it. He checked the address written on the piece of paper then returned his gaze to number eighteen Acland Street. Looking back at him was the big, laughing, neon face of Luna Park.

Dad dropped to his knees with sheer relief, intoxicated with the heady waft of freedom. He thought about kissing the ground but out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of a hobo urinating on a dumpster and thought better of it. He stood up, looked at the piece of paper and back at Luna Park. All he could say was, ‘Bloody. Brilliant.’

He immediately rang the number of the Gas & Fuel legal department to offer congratulations.

‘Gas & Fuel legal department, can you hold please?’

‘Of course.’

The Beethoven kicked in again and Dad began to giggle.

‘Gas & Fuel legal department. How may I direct your call?’

‘I’d like to speak to Richard bloody Opie.’

The receptionist on the other end of the line burst out laughing. This laughter was joined by the laughter of others and then a smattering of applause. Finally a familiar voice came on the line.

‘This is Richard Opie speaking.’

After some prodding Richard revealed the true magnitude of his operation. At his office he had arranged for a second phone line to be installed. This was connected to a red telephone and his receptionist was given a very specific script to follow whenever the red phone rang. The red phone was also connected to a tape recorder loaded with a Beethoven cassette and a second red phone which sat on the desk of Richard’s assistant Carol A.K.A. Carolyn Winters. All of this took place directly in front of Richard’s office where he sat laughing like a drain. All in all it was a masterpiece.
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For six months after Dad’s brush with the law, nothing happened. After a significant wake-up call, Dad and I resumed trying to learn whatever lesson we were meant to learn from it. Possibly the lesson was that we should learn to grow up and stop pulling pranks, but to be honest that just seemed too simple. We figured there was a greater selection of lessons on offer from this debacle, and with time and rumination we could learn a more valuable lesson which was far more in tune with our lifestyle. We just had to be patient.

The only problem was that for six months we had a bright red parking meter, welded to the top of an eight foot steel pole, sitting in our shed. Mocking us. A constant reminder of the failure of Operation Lovely Rita. We couldn’t go to the shed to get a hammer without feeling the sting of defeat. Some days it was as if Richard’s head were atop that pole, laughing at us.

One day, after fetching dad a beer from the fridge in the shed, it all became too much to ignore.

‘Hey, Dad. I was just thinking about Operation Lovely Rita.’

‘What were you thinking, champ?’

‘I was just wondering what lesson we’re meant to learn from it.’

‘I don’t know. There are a lot of lessons you could learn. Like that a man’s got to know his limitations. Or dial before you dig. The list is almost endless.’

‘Well, I was thinking it might be something else, Dad.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, perhaps the lesson to learn here is that a job worth starting is a job worth finishing.’

‘You know, champ, that is a very important lesson to learn.’

‘I know.’

‘I know.’

‘I know.’

There was a brief pause as we realised we were slightly out of conversational sync and not entirely sure of what it was we knew we knew. This pause gave Dad just enough time to attempt some rational, grown-up thought.

‘But it’s too dangerous, son. We almost blew up an entire block. Maybe it’s best just to play it safe for a while.’

‘But that’s the thing, Dad. Sure we may have nearly blown up a suburb when we ruptured a gas main, but now we know exactly where that gas main is. This has pretty much become the safest prank we could ever pull.’

‘Well, that is another good point.’

‘I know.’

‘I know.’

‘What do you know?’

‘I know what I know, son.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘I know that we’re not done with Operation Lovely Rita.’

‘Are we going to finish the job?’

‘Too bloody right we’re going to finish the job!’

‘When are we going to do it?’

‘Tonight!’

‘But he’ll be at home.’

‘Exactly, my boy! We’ll attack him when he least suspects it.’

Once again we waited for the cover of darkness and for the community of greater Shasta Avenue to turn in for the night. We loaded up the car with our agrarian grab bag of tools and headed for Richard’s. We cased the neighbourhood and everything seemed clear. There was no sign of Roger or his nightly fag. Perhaps he’d been doing some lesson learning of his own.

We carefully cut out a small patch of turf and dug a four foot hole a metre to the left of our previous attempt. Holding the pole in place, we filled the hole with concrete, leaving just enough room for two inches of soil at the top. We then relayed the turf and patted it down, leaving no indication of the extensive subterranean foundations. All up it took us about fifteen minutes. It’s amazing how quickly things can go when you don’t have to call in an emergency crew to avert disaster.

The next morning, at first light, Dad and I went around to Richard’s to check out our handiwork. It was a thing of beauty. As dawn broke over Shasta Avenue, shards of light sliced through the treetops and ricocheted off the bright red parking meter.

We didn’t say a word to each other. We just stood there, looking at it in all of its ridiculous perfection. Before we left we put a fake parking ticket on Richard’s windshield, took a photo and hugged. It had been over a year and a half since I’d read about the parking meter auction in the local rag and to say that we felt an enormous sense of achievement would be a drastic understatement. At that moment I think the two of us had some idea of how all those bespectacled blokes in the NASA control room felt the day Neil Armstrong stepped on the moon. It was, put simply, bloody magical.

Richard thought it was funny too. When he walked out to his car to go to work that morning he took one look at the parking meter and burst out laughing. He ran inside to share his excitement.

‘Cheryl! Come outside and see what Ronnie’s done.’

Cheryl came out and got the giggles as well.

‘So this is why we didn’t have any gas for a week.’

‘I know, Cheryl. It’s brilliant. It’s bloody brilliant.’

They took photos of it as well. And Richard stood for a good ten minutes admiring what he considered to be a hilarious, good spirited piece of harmless fun.

Or at least he did until he tried to get it out. No matter how hard he tried, the parking meter wouldn’t budge. He presumed the thing had just been rammed into the earth. He had no idea that four feet of steel and concrete lay beneath the surface. They tried pulling and pushing and tilting and shaking but it simply refused to move an inch. Finally, really putting his back into it, he gave it one last heave. His hand slipped off the pole and he went flying backwards, crashing ungracefully in the middle of Shasta Avenue.

Richard lay on his back in the middle of the road.

‘I think I’ve broken my bum.’

Cheryl ignored his plea and started laughing again.

‘Bastard, Pickering. Bastard.’

Richard then got the giggles too and laughed so long he was late for work.
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This was the last prank my dad and I ever pulled together. The following year I went to university and things like cars, beer and losing my virginity seemed far more important than hanging out with my dad. I was in a rush to discover myself, be my own person and a whole bunch of other tedious clichéd euphemisms for being selfish and young. We grew apart, grew more different and, over time, grew to frustrate each other. I would never have admitted it at the time but when you exist in a world almost devoid of responsibility it is very easy to be flippant about the few genuine parts of your life.

Some years later, my dad and I have a lot more in common. These include things like family, responsibilities and the constant inconvenience of having to be a grown-up. The guy that taught me to kick a football, ride a bike and hammer a nail has become the guy that taught me how to buy a house. The truly remarkable thing is that it is completely the same guy. The guy that gave me what I most needed to make it in the world—a pathological desire to make people laugh.



Epilogue

After telling this story on stage one night, I was asked by a member of the audience if Richard and Dad still do it? Are they still at war? The short answer is: no.

This is for a couple of reasons. Firstly, they are starting to get a little long in the tooth and the idea of fleeing a potential gas explosion on foot is beginning to sound both unappealing and unfeasible. Secondly, and most importantly, Cheryl made Richard sell their house to move into some kind of maximum-security apartment and, frankly, we just can’t get at them. We have tried to get fake security passes and convincing disguises, but in these times of heightened security people really do seem to have lost their sense of humour.

That said, Dad hasn’t changed at all. I was reminded of this a couple of years ago, around the time of the 2006 Victorian state election. I was living in London and rang home to chat with Mum as she cleaned up after a Sunday night family dinner.

‘How was dinner?’

‘It was good. Your dad is hilarious.’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘No, seriously. He’s hilarious.’

And then she told me about dinner.

All had been going well, with good wine, conversation and laughter in abundance, but my dad seemed to be out of sorts. He wasn’t really participating in the dinner conversation. The longer the night went on, the more detached he became. By the time the main course was served, my mum couldn’t let it go any longer.

‘Ron, are you ok?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Really? Because you look a little . . . depressed.’

’Well, it’s just that . . . No. It’s not important.’

‘No really, Ron. You should tell us.’

‘Well, you see, tonight, when I was driving home from work I got stuck at the lights and noticed something. I noticed that a house on one corner of the intersection had a Liberal Party election sign in their front yard. And the house opposite had a Labor Party sign in their front yard. And the more I sit here thinking about it . . . geez I wish I’d swapped those signs.’

Everyone laughed.

‘Seriously. It was there for the bloody taking and I let it go.’

The dinner continued from there, Dad cheering up and everyone thinking they’d heard the end of it. Then, just as dessert was being cleared and coffee served, apropos of nothing, Dad stood up from the table.

‘Bugger it. I’m going to change the signs.’

With that he walked out the door.

And that is why I love my dad.



Acknowledgements

I have dedicated this book to my family, but significant thanks must go to Richard Opie and the entire Opie family for not only giving me such wonderful memories, but for letting me share those memories with the world. A truly great sense of humour means not only making jokes but being the good-humoured subject of them as well.

This book would not have happened if it weren’t for a wonderful woman named Jo Paul who came and saw Impractical Jokes in a little theatre in Sydney and signed me up to Allen & Unwin. She gave me great advice along the way and her colleagues Sue Hines and Lauren Finger very gracefully cracked the whip and got me to my deadline with seconds to spare.

Also, this book would simply not have been possible without the help, support, guidance, work and love of Claire Hammond, WG ‘Snuffy’ Waldon, Kennedy, Kevin Whyte, Erin Zamagni, Veronica Barton, Kathleen McCarthy, Georgie Ogilvie, Dioni Meliss, Zoe Pyke, Georgia Chadwick, Lana Matafanov, Nick Pullen, Shaun Micallef, Tony Martin, Terri Psiakis, Justin Hamilton, Danny McGinlay and Sarah Krasnostein.


OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0213_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0200_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0241_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0227_001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0178_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0188_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0185_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0157_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0155_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0164_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0161_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/ImpracticalJokes_cover.jpg
Sur

The true story of two toilets,
a deceased poodle, the State Emergency Service
and what happens when Dad takes a joke too far...

Impractical Jokes

i






OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0246_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0066_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0076_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0073_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0076_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0024_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0077_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0037_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0077_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0074_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0075_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0075_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0004_002.jpg
VA

FSC

Mixed Sources
Productgroup flom welkmanaged
Toests, 2 ohar convoled sources

W ficory Cetno.SGSCOC00A121
51355 ForetStewardanip Counch

The paper inths book i FSC certfie.
FSC promotes environmentally responsible,
sacially benefical and economically viable:
management of the world'sforests.





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0019_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0003_016.jpg
44
ATT1ENSUNWIN





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0132_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0124_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0153_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0149_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0111_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0093_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0080_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0078_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0078_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0079_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781742690803txt_0079_001.jpg





