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Prologue

I once had a part-time clerical job in a public service department that dealt with family allowance forms. We were given the rather unfortunate title of FA Monitors, or Sweet FA monitors, as one man, George, insisted on saying when he answered the phone.

‘That’s all we do, sweet FA,’ he said with a smile.

I couldn’t really disagree; we all seemed to simply sift through our forms, stamp a section and file them away in large yellow envelopes that then disappeared down to a room in the basement. Although the work was dull, the Sweet FA monitors were an interesting group of people.

George, a bearded man with round rimless spectacles, was a Christian Brothers old boy who looked like an illustration from an 1890s Anarchist International handbook, which was apt as he happened to be a member of the International Socialists.

There was a Polish vet who was waiting for her academic credentials to be recognised in Australia, and a large woman who put sugar on her hot chips because she was diabetic. I only found this out when I asked her why she was pouring the contents of a large plastic Saxa salt container over her fried food.

‘Sugar,’ she corrected.

‘Sorry?’ I said.

‘It’s sugar.’

‘Sugar.’ I nodded.

‘Because I am diabetic,’ she said.

I didn’t know if that made any sense but I nodded again.

‘Why do you put the sugar in the salt container?’

‘Because it makes me feel normal.’

‘Nobody puts that much salt on their chips,’ George said.

‘It’s sugar.’

‘You are normal,’ a woman who looked like Oscar Wilde said.

‘Am I?’ said the sugar salt sprinkler.

‘You are to me,’ said Oscar Wilde. ‘Very normal.’

‘Thank you.’ And she sprinkled more sugar from the salt container.

One of the Sweet FA monitors was a strange man who hardly said anything but had a habit of whistling Kiss’s ‘I Was Made For Loving You’ as he walked through the office. He was a small, emaciated man with lank hair and a drooping moustache who reminded me of Mathew Brady photographs from the American Civil War. He floated through the halls like the spectre of one of General Grant’s whiskey-swilling inner circle.

Our supervisor, Don, was anything but a spectre: a stocky man with a surfer’s bleached shoulder-length hair, tight pants and short-sleeved shirts always adorned with a broad tie.

He had rather bad skin and would walk about with a nod, dipping a finger in his mouth and then daubing a bit of spittle on something he was picking at on his arm.

Once a day, the world’s most violent tea lady would storm about and bully people into buying something from her trolley, all the while dispensing personal advice and character assessments.

‘You want to put a bit more weight on, mate,’ she said to the Civil War spectre.

‘Still picking at yourself, Don? Feed your hobby with some choccy! Zit fertiliser.’

Don smiled as he bought some chocolate and picked at himself.

The section manager was a man called Kerry, with a Dennis Lillee moustache and neatly combed, tortured hair. He was either constantly on the phone or going through calculations in a low mutter at his desk.

It was only when I was moved closer to Kerry’s desk and overheard his conversations that I started to understand how far and wide the FA monitors’ work spread.

Kerry spoke like a radio presenter from 4IP during Rock-tober, smooth and certain, save for the fact he couldn’t pronounce his r’s. Which was slightly unfortunate, seeing as his name was Kerry. Or Ke-wee, as he pronounced it.

‘Okay, Slacks Cweek are all in and the Northern suburbs are done. Gweat.’ A few phone calls later, ‘Amewica, West Coast and Wocky Mountains?’ and then, ‘What about a Bawwier Weef for the short term?’

From Slacks Creek to the Rocky Mountains to the Great Barrier Reef.

I was never sure what any of us was supposed to be doing but, in between creating a ball made of discarded rubber bands the size of a soccer ball and stamping my forms, the most exotic suburb that I saw mentioned on any form was Lota, down past Wynnum but nowhere near the Rockies.

On my final day, during a tea trolley round, Kerry enlightened me as to what we Sweet FAs did.

I asked the tea lady for a Cherry Ripe, Don picked at himself, the Polish vet bought an apple, and the sugar salt sprinkler asked for a couple of salt sachets to mix up her chip seasoning. Oscar Wilde sat smiling. The tea lady asked me how my last day was going.

‘No last-day shivers, Stretch? Not worried about where you’re going?’

I told her I was okay and that I never really knew what it was we were doing there anyway.

There was a silence.

Eventually Rock-tober Kerry filled it.

‘Intwesting, Willyum. Intwesting. Not just about forms and filing what we do here, you know. Just a means to an end. We pwovide a service, twue, but it’s a means to an end.’

‘To what?’

Rock-tober Kerry laughed. ‘To what? I’m fairly incwedulous, Will. To what?’

It was like I was some poor sod who had missed a basic truth about the purpose of work.

There was a gurgle behind me from the Civil War spectre. I looked at him and realised to my astonishment that he was talking.

‘Holidays,’ he said, smiling.

Everyone else around the trolley nodded. ‘Holidays.’ And they laughed.

I understood.

Holidays.

‘How you measure your good times,’ said Kerry. He winked at the tea lady. ‘Will’s Chewee Wipe is on me.’

It was as if a life could have its happiness measured in holidays.

Work and toil might be a part of life, even at the Sweet FAs, but it is the golden moments of a holiday – with your children, your partner, your loved ones and friends – that you remember. They can determine your happiness.

I like to think all the Sweet FAs had holidays they remembered.

Because for them, like so many Australians, a holiday is a special time that you have either worked hard and long for, or come by with a stroke of good luck, or simply look forward to achieving. It’s a reward for lasting through work or school, or some period of life, to reach that state of nirvana of being on holiday.

But first, before that blissful state, you have to understand what a holiday actually is and then perhaps you’ll understand what it means to you.
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