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      Chapter One

      
      Open Sesame and I watched the big car slowly roll along the road towards where we stood. Not many people had a Mercedes Benz
         in the 1970s. They were big cars and you could see them for miles away, cruising around the streets like ships. I stood outside
         my home and waited as the car came rolling down the hill and through the new lights at Crash Corner. Across the road, at the
         top of Ella Street, stood Open Sesame. He waited like he always did, and watched. He lived down towards the beach in a small
         chamfer-board house and would walk up to the busy road to stand. And wait.
      

      
      The car sailed past the brown brick house with the wooden carvings from Papua New Guinea and past the house with the bore
         water pump in its front yard.
      

      
      My father said Open Sesame liked to play spotto and my mother said he was a little touched – harmless but not quite right.

      
      ‘He’s nearly there but not quite right. That’s all.’

      
      
      We never knew his name, but my father christened him Open Sesame one day.

      
      Open Sesame had been standing in his slippers and his long cotton drawstring jammies watching the traffic, flicking his head
         from car to car.
      

      
      ‘Poor bugger, that’s not up to speed,’ my father said as he wandered in from parking his truck.

      
      Occasionally Open Sesame would crouch to get a better look at a car roaring past, which gave anybody watching him a good look
         at his wherewithal as his pyjamas’ fly gaped open.
      

      
      ‘Open Sesame!’ my father yelled as the traffic watcher crouched and gaped. ‘Show us your goodies!’

      
      ‘There’s a nice sight before breakfast,’ said my mother.

      
      My old man wandered off across the road and had a chat to the newly christened Mr Sesame. He patted him on the back and Open
         Sesame disappeared down Ella Street armed with a new name.
      

      
      I looked across the road at Open Sesame as the Mercedes Benz drew closer. He looked like everyone else, save for a perpetually
         worried look on his face. It was as if he gazed at the day, but was contemplating something far greater, far more mysterious.
      

      
      One morning Dad and I nodded a greeting to Open Sesame as we walked down to the beach. ‘He always looks like he’s trying to
         think about something important … Something big. Like he’s thinking about life,’ I said.
      

      
      My father looked down at me. ‘Him? That fella … Open Sesame? Don’t be bloody thick, he’s just after a Kingswood. And good
         luck to him.’
      

      
      
      Open Sesame wore his perplexed and troubled look as the big white Mercedes Benz started to slow.

      
      ‘Hitler’s car! Hitler’s car!’ he cried out.

      
      The door opened and I hopped into the deep red, leather back seat next to my friend David West. In the front were his parents.
         My parents were too busy to take me to the baseball that weekend, so the Wests were picking me up.
      

      
      I settled into the back seat and said good morning to Mr and Mrs West. To me they seemed incredibly old and unbelievably polite.

      
      Mr West looked down the lane that led to our house. He pursed his lips and took in the image of Gough Whitlam smiling down
         from the placard that was hammered into the entrance of our drive. It was the morning of election day 1975. That’s why my
         parents were busy – they were off working on one of the voting booths, handing out how-to-vote cards for the Labor candidate.
      

      
      ‘I see your father’s tacked his colours out again this year,’ said Mr West.

      
      I didn’t really understand what he meant so I just smiled.

      
      He didn’t say it nastily or with any edge, he was a nice man. The Wests had a shop in the arcade in Redcliffe that had different
         coloured roofs. It was the closest that the Redcliffe Peninsula came to a delicatessen. The shop was sparsely decorated with
         such delicacies as pork pies. The Wests were English. And more than that, Mr West informed me in his soft English accent,
         ‘Well, I’m a small businessman. So there we are.’ A soft whistle floated from the front seat when he said his s’s.
      

      
      I smiled a bit more for I had no idea why he was telling me this.

      
      
      ‘You’ve got a shop,’ I said. And, thinking I should make it sound grander, I added, ‘And it’s in the arcade …’ I tried to
         think of anything else to do with the shop … ‘Mum says your pie things are dear … but good.’
      

      
      ‘Well, quality sometimes has a price,’ said David.

      
      Mr West didn’t say anything.

      
      Mrs West turned her white-haired head and smiled at me. I smiled. She smiled. David smiled. Gough smiled. Everyone was smiling,
         except Mr West who kept softly whistling.
      

      
      ‘What is your friend trying to say?’ Mrs West said.

      
      I smiled back.

      
      ‘Your friend,’ she said again, pointing towards Open Sesame who was mouthing at us as we sat in the car.

      
      ‘Mr Sesame?’

      
      Mrs West smiled politely.

      
      ‘He … He’s just saying something … I think he likes your car.’

      
      We drove off into the Saturday morning and I looked at Open Sesame and he stared after us with that look on his face. Trying
         to think, trying to make sense of something. Across the road Gough Whitlam, with his faintly supercilious eyebrows and his
         half smile, was almost mocking Open Sesame’s efforts to make sense of the big question that haunted his thoughts.
      

      
      Open Sesame stood still and I could see him open his mouth to speak. What he said I didn’t know, but he waved and then stood
         stock still and leant back against the fence. I had no idea what it was he was trying to say and I didn’t really pay much
         attention.
      

      
      The Mercedes Benz purred along the road, David West and I chatted about the test match being played in Perth between Australia
         and the West Indies. Australia had been saved by former captain Ian Chappell from a complete thumping by the West Indies’ pace attack. Chappell had scored 156 runs on the
         fastest wicket in the world and had pulled and hooked like a buccaneer.
      

      
      Mr West whistled that he much preferred Ian’s brother Greg who had taken over the captaincy.

      
      ‘He’s much more of a gentleman.’ And then for good measure he added a thoughtful whistle, ‘Ian’s crude.’

      
      ‘He can play though,’ said David.

      
      I thought of how Ian Chappell would constantly clutch and adjust his protector. My mother would make a face when she saw Chappell
         grip and pull. ‘Why doesn’t he wash himself, that man?’
      

      
      ‘You what?’ said my father.

      
      ‘Always picking and poking.’

      
      ‘Oh, come on, love, he’s not playing with himself, he’s having a think. There’s a difference. You’ve got to know the game
         to see it.’
      

      
      ‘Oh That’d be right … that’s what you call it – having a think! Yes, you’d know, wouldn’t you, Col.’

      
      My father stared ahead, half closed his eyes and shook his head slowly.

      
      I scratched myself and Ian Chappell continued to think.

      
      In the car I looked back at Open Sesame. He looked back at me. He suddenly gripped at himself in a manner that Ian Chappell
         would have surely approved. He was deep in thought.
      

      
      I took it as a sign to pass on my father’s insights into the subtle intricacies of the game of cricket.

      
      
      ‘He doesn’t need a wash and he’s not that itchy. He’s not playing with himself. He’s just thinking. Just … just thought you
         might want to know.’
      

      
      David giggled. Mrs West still smiled, a little bit more tightly, and Mr West whistled patiently.

      
      ‘Is he now? … Well, thank you very much.’

      
      •

      
      Open Sesame faded from my view and my memory. But not Gough Whitlam. He popped up here and there with that half-mocking smile
         as if the comings and goings of the day were a joke that only he could appreciate. It was almost as if he looked at me and
         said it was a lark, and I had a feeling that Gough was having a silent laugh at my expense.
      

      
      Especially when I compared him to the great square-jawed glower of Malcolm Fraser who frowned down from telephone poles and
         trees. Where Gough Whitlam was all chubby-cheeked fun, Mal Fraser was very serious about everything. Fraser’s picture was
         always sitting above the candidate for whatever electorate we drove through. It was slightly unnerving because the photos
         of the candidates were all very smiley and happy to be up there on the tree or shop window, or plonked in front yards and
         driveways.
      

      
      They all looked like bad hairdressing cards: great mutton-chop sideburns, black horn-rimmed glasses, massive walrus moustaches,
         and great Brylcreemed sweeps of hair. It was like they were all dressed in some bad party disguises. And all of them it seemed
         were men. A boys’ party.
      

      
      Gough thinking it was fun and Mal grim-lipped in disappointment at the frivolity on such an important day.

      
      
      It is hard to accept now that Fraser was only forty-five years old when he contested that election. Forty-five and a model
         image of the puritan conservative. Forty-five while Gough must have been close to sixty. Now Fraser is most people’s favourite
         conservative prime minister. The old liberal conservative. And Gough still just seems to be Gough.
      

      
      The cricket wasn’t on until later in the day because of daylight saving so the radio was full of election news. The government,
         which was the caretaker one headed by square-jawed Mal, was expected to romp it in against the government that had been headed
         by smirking Gough until he’d been sacked by the Governor-General Sir John Kerr, a silly man who drank too much.
      

      
      ‘I hope Whitlam wins,’ I said, in the manner of wishing a football team would win a match.

      
      ‘I hope he doesn’t,’ said David. ‘I hate him … don’t I?’

      
      Mr West whistled politely. ‘Yes, he’s a communist and he’s ruined this country, or done his very best to … but …’ Mr West
         gave a lovely smile. ‘Let’s not mix politics and sport, never does any good.’
      

      
      You’re a small businessman, I thought. You sell odd food in an arcade with a coloured, see-through roof. Sometimes you pay
         for quality. You think Ian Chappell is crude. And you hate Gough Whitlam …
      

      
      I may have been slow but I tried to read between the lines. I told myself not to mention the election again. And even to be
         careful about what I had to say about the cricket.
      

      
      Still, he was a nice man and it was a lovely day.

      
      And as the various Goughs and Mals whizzed by, with their hairy and odd-faced underlings beneath them, they began to look more and more like the portraits of the Tracy boys from the television series The Thunderbirds.
      

      
      When I watched The Thunderbirds it was already a decade old, but it still seemed to air every day after school. It was an adventure series about an ex-astronaut
         billionaire with five sons who flew around the world saving people from disaster. There was a space station that eavesdropped
         on every bit of radio communication in the world to cherry pick which adventures the boys should pursue. The characters were
         puppets with huge heads and wobbly arms and they always wore weird clothes, like the ones migrants would buy from the St Vincent
         de Paul Society op shop down the road – skivvies, stripy polo jackets and trousers that were too short.
      

      
      In fact they looked a lot like the men in the photos my sister would bring home from her work at a film-processing plant.
         For some reason men liked to take posed photos of themselves for dating agencies or matchmaking services, or maybe they just
         liked to pose in weird, Thunderbird clothes.
      

      
      One sad little fellow had a series of self-portraits taken in various guises: with a tennis racquet, wearing a raincoat, in
         a dinner jacket, in a huge anorak with a furry hood like an Eskimo, in his underpants and then one I wasn’t allowed to see
         but which would bring howls of laughter from the rest of my family. All the photos were taken in the same setting. His yard
         presumably, with a fern, a gnome and a concrete windmill, and he always wore the same vacant, glazed expression.
      

      
      These men must have known that the photos would never be handed back to them and yet, I wonder if they ever complained? Or
         did they think it was enough that someone would see them, even with the knowledge that it might bring howls of laughter?
      

      
      No wonder they looked so waxen and distant in the photographs.

      
      I thought that Mal Fraser had the sort of expression that could have suitably been developed in between the holiday snaps
         and tour pictures.
      

      
      Oddly enough, Mal came to end up with his trousers around his ankles in Memphis, courtesy of some South African Secret Police.
         And this was meant to humanise him.
      

      
      I supposed if any of the Thunderbirds had sent photos of themselves in various states of undress into the photographic lab
         where my sister worked, they really wouldn’t have had much to show, so it was no wonder their faces looked on in earnest,
         waxen blandness.
      

      
      In the television show, whenever there was about to be some heroic action, Jeff Tracy, the patriarch puppet with the biggest
         and wobbliest head, would sit behind his desk, which looked like the bar at the Mariner’s tavern, and would throw a switch
         and have a chat with one of his sons via a portrait in his office. The portraits’ eyes would blink with a disconcerting brightness
         and the portraits would talk. I imagined the election posters mimicking the talking Tracy boys’ portraits which signalled
         impending heroic action.
      

      
      It made the car trip quite fun. Especially when I thought of Gough and Mal posing by the fern, the gnome and the windmill.
         Especially with the look on Gough’s face.
      

      
      The Wests had stopped chatting and the Mercedes Benz drifted to the ground where we were to play baseball.

      
      
      I thought of what Mr West had said about politics and sport not mixing. It seemed to me that men like the candidates whose
         faces flashed past had little in common with men like Ian Chappell. Yes, some of them were hairy like Chappelli and perhaps
         some of them liked to think a lot like him, but I couldn’t see much chance of them mixing.
      

      
      My father was perplexed when it came to Whitlam.

      
      ‘He’s such a … a … smartarse. But he’s got brains and, by Christ, he’s got guts. You only have to look at Lang Park for that.’

      
      Gough Whitlam once accepted an invitation from the Labor senator Ron McAuliffe to toss the coin and greet the players at a
         Rugby League match at Lang Park.
      

      
      My father had always used this afternoon to illustrate the worth of Gough Whitlam, even though much of what Whitlam seemed
         to stand for was about as clear to ‘the fellow at the bus stop as a roast pig saying the Lord’s Prayer’.
      

      
      It was the perceived sophistication of Whitlam – his embracing of the arts, his idolatry of the ancient civilisations and
         cultures – that jarred with my father.
      

      
      ‘He nips off overseas and tells everybody over there what they don’t know about their own history. It’s all right to know
         more than the rest of us, but he seems to get a kick out of proving it.’
      

      
      Gough Whitlam, Grecian scholar and lover of the arts, fronting Lang Park for a game of Rugby League. My father and his kind
         must have shaken their heads. The crowd let him have it.
      

      
      They booed. They howled. The roar of disapproval was deafening. Whitlam slowly walked off with McAuliffe. He was a tall man,
         Whitlam, but he walked with a thigh-chafing gait.
      

      
      
      ‘Never kicked a football in his life,’ said my father.

      
      But as he chafed his way from the field, Whitlam held himself taller than ever and turned to Senator Ron McAuliffe with a
         wink. ‘Ron, I didn’t realise you were so unpopular here.’
      

      
      This story floated down through the Labor Party network. And my father nodded with approval.

      
      ‘He’s a brave bugger, you got to say that. Like an aristo in the tumbrels heading off to the guillotine. Good on him.’

      
      It seemed that a crowd at a sporting event considered to be the ‘working class’ game had sensed that Whitlam didn’t really
         belong. No politician is ever really given a resounding reception at big sporting events, especially the football. It’s as
         if the crowd can collectively display that anti-authoritarian streak that Australians like to think they have. Especially
         men at an outdoor sporting event – a couple of beers, a few hours away from their lives and they dive full-length into the
         uncomplicated idea of being a man. It wasn’t so much learnt behaviour back then, it wasn’t encouraged, it was expected as
         a measure of a Sunday arvo in the sun.
      

      
      But it was more than just a few boos to a bloke in a suit. It was like a baying call for Whitlam’s head. My father nodded
         at the television screen, ‘He’s not long for the world that fella.’
      

      
      On that fine Saturday on the 13th of December things seemed to unfold in a set and unhurried pattern. The Wests set up their
         camp chairs and flasks of tea and sandwiches and gently unfurled the great bedsheet of a newspaper that was The Courier-Mail, while we began to play baseball.
      

      
      We played baseball to accompany our cricket, that’s what the great Chappelli had done. So if it was good enough for that great
         thinker, it was good enough for us. It was an odd game though, all the backslapping, calling out and cheering seemed a bit embarrassing. A bit too demonstrative. ‘A bit too
         American,’ said Mrs West. ‘But it’s quicker than cricket.’
      

      
      We were playing against the All Stars club and they all wore neat, ironed baseball outfits. We wore T-shirts and Stubbies.

      
      Our club was filled with some incredibly large and hairy people, some of whom would occasionally give us juniors a glimpse
         of their social life.
      

      
      One of the senior players, a rolling man with long dark hair, drove to the ground in a purple, hard-top Cortina, sat on a
         bench, unfolded a Bex paper, funnelled it into his mouth and washed it down for good measure with a can of Coke.
      

      
      He began to unwrap a pie and said to nobody in particular, ‘Had a seance last night in the graveyard.’ He took a mouthful
         of his pie. A few heads turned to him.
      

      
      ‘Oh yes?’ said a man with no irony or colour in his voice.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said the pie-eater. ‘Table was wonky and Carol fell over and cut herself. She cracked the shits and went home with
         her mum.’
      

      
      ‘That’s no good.’

      
      ‘To be expected.’

      
      ‘What’d you do?’

      
      ‘Sank me six pack and went home.’

      
      ‘That’d be right,’ said the man, adjusting his cap.

      
      The pie-eater gave a slight nod. And then belched.

      
      I wondered if he had voted and who he had voted for. I wondered if he was a small businessman. I didn’t think so, I couldn’t
         imagine him in the delicatessen in the arcade with the coloured roof.
      

      
      
      I looked back at the small business person I did know. I couldn’t imagine him at a seance in the Redcliffe cemetery. The headline
         of The Courier-Mail he read proclaimed, ‘Massive Swing To Libs’. He turned the page past the smirking Gough.
      

      
      You’re not long for this world.

      
      Gough was in an advert with Kim Beazley Senior urging all Catholic parents to vote for Labor. I had heard my father laughing
         at this earlier in the morning.
      

      
      ‘We’re in trouble all right, off begging again.’

      
      It was a memorable Courier-Mail edition. There was an ad for Condon Byrne from the DLP that a vote for him would ‘Bring sanity back to the Senate’.
      

      
      ‘Jesus Christ all bloody mighty,’ my father said, ‘that’s like voting for a baboon with a hairy arse … it just doesn’t happen.
         That bugger is as mad as a two-bob watch.’
      

      
      There were lots of electoral slogans draped across the paper, between ads for McDonnell & East department store. Imported
         cork platform shoes duelled with the major parties’ platforms – ‘Maintain Your Rage’ for the Labor Party and ‘Turn on the
         Lights’ for the Libs.
      

      
      ‘Turn on the Lights’ came complete with a song, sung by Renee Geyer.

      
      ‘If I hear that woman with the big jaw howl that awful tune again,’ growled my mum, ‘I’ll throw up.’

      
      ‘I don’t know why they want to turn the lights on, those buggers get more done in the dark,’ she added.

      
      The paper also contained a glorious story about two Playmates from the Playboy magazine in Sydney at the opening of a nightclub. One of them was called Bonnie Large. The story had accompanying photographs
         and detailed just how much money the Playmates had received and the fact that the winner of the Playmate of the Year had won a free car.
      

      
      The pie-eater had also seen the story.

      
      ‘Good bloody car, better than the Datsuns they give the footy players.’

      
      I looked up at him.

      
      ‘Doesn’t seem right, eh? A bloke does all that work and training, he ends up with a Datsun. And a bird drops her tweeds and
         scores a Mustang.’ He belched again. ‘I’m maintaining my rage,’ he said with a straight face.
      

      
      Opposite the story about the Playmates was an advertisement for a Presbyterian girls school in Toowoomba. On and on it went.

      
      But, not far from where we were playing baseball, the day took a different turn. The senior Redcliffe cricket team was playing
         Toombul at Oxenham Park. Sandgate Redcliffe had played well the week before and now the Toombul openers took to the crease.
         They would have voted early that morning so they could concentrate on the cricket. That’s what Martin Bedkoherzz would have
         done. He was a young player, only twenty-two. It would have been his second election. He’d come up from Sydney with a group
         of players, including Ian Davis and Jeff Thomson, to bolster the Queensland ranks. Ian Davis had opened the batting for Australia
         and was destined to again, while Jeff Thomson was bowling for Australia against the West Indies in Perth.
      

      
      Martin Bedkoherzz was a wicketkeeper who could bat, something of an exciting prospect. And as we sat there, the pie-eater,
         the small businessman and me; and as my father handed out how-to-vote cards for his party, who he thought were ripe for a hammering; across at Oxenham Park the opening bowler for Sandgate Redcliffe, a hardy medium pacer, trundled
         in and let a short ball go at a 22-year-old on election day.
      

      
      The batsman misplayed it and was struck on the heart.

      
      On that fine and warm Saturday, Martin Bedkoherzz collapsed. Under the afternoon sun ambulance officers, his team-mates and
         the opposing players did their best to revive him. He was rushed to hospital. His friend Ian Davis travelled with him in the
         ambulance.
      

      
      Bedkoherzz died. The doctors said that blood had entered the pericardial sac surrounding his heart. It was a very rare occurrence.

      
      That night my father returned early from the election do he’d been to.

      
      ‘Jesus, he got eaten alive. They’ll be in for years,’ he announced to the house and nobody in particular.

      
      He dumped a bundle of how-to-vote cards on the table. ‘Turn on the Lights’ boomed from the Liberal Party celebrations on the
         television.
      

      
      ‘Oh here we go,’ said Mum.

      
      Malcolm Fraser smiled and raised his arms and nodded his head uncomfortably.

      
      Nobody said anything.

      
      My father broke the silence. ‘Did you hear about that poor lad at the cricket today?’

      
      My mum nodded.

      
      ‘He was a friend of Thommo’s you know.’ My father meant Jeff Thomson. ‘They didn’t tell him. Over in Perth. Greg Chappell
         didn’t tell him until the end of the day’s play.’
      

      
      
      I thought of Mr West saying what a gentleman Greg Chappell was. And then I supposed Mr West was happy with the day. Well,
         he was a nice man at least.
      

      
      ‘He was going to get married too,’ said my mother. ‘Poor girl.’

      
      My father let out a sigh.

      
      ‘It was such a beautiful day.’

      
      For no reason at all I thought of Open Sesame, of what he tried to say. Of what he thought. The day was drawing to an end
         and I imagined him now. What was he doing? Was he still thinking about the mystery? Whatever that was. Was he in bed or was
         he at the top of Ella Street watching the cars go by in the dark warm night? Maybe he looked across and took in the placard
         of Gough Whitlam in our drive. The lights of the cars would have shone on Gough briefly and then left him in darkness. He
         belonged to history now. The traffic light above the telegraph pole hadn’t worked all week. There would be a time yet before
         anyone would turn on the light.
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