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Chapter 1

It Began in an Auction House

It began in an auction house. I was sitting on a plastic seat. I had been sitting on that plastic seat for two hours, trying to look interested in what was going on around me.

I was there as a part of a television series about the fascinating stories and people that can be found at auction houses. They were fascinating initially but after an age of sitting, nodding and staring at heavy characterless pieces of Edwardian furniture, the shine had come off a bit.

For the tenth time, I nodded for the cameras and proclaimed how interesting a set of drawers, which had the charm and warmth of the Monolith from 2001: A Space Odyssey, was. The owner of the drawers, a pleasantly abrasive widow, told me how her doctor husband had been passionate about this type of furniture.

I switched off a bit and my mind wandered. The plastic seats we were sitting on were the same as the ones I had sat on at high school during an English class about mime.

It wasn’t just the seats that took my mind in this direction though. One of the bidders at the auction was loosely throwing out his right arm and then letting it fall with every bid, as though he were fishing. It looked for the entire world as if he were a member of that long-ago mime class.

Squashed in the classroom on our plastic seats, it was almost a point of honour, and a wise move in the interests of self-preservation, not to put too much effort into the mime exercise.

Our long-nosed teacher was as bored as us. She, after all, had seen it all before – or so she thought. She only roused herself if somebody spoke. ‘It is mime. Silence!’ she would bellow. Or if a student did something that was deemed, in her words, ‘lewd and indecent’. Then she would scream, ‘Nooooooooo!’

One boy dropped to the floor and then started to rub his bottom back and forth. At first the teacher seemed a bit stunned and then, not quite sure of what was going on but certain that it was lewd, she screamed, ‘Noooooooooo!’ She summoned the boy to the front. ‘You will tell the deputy head what you did here today, Martin,’ she said.

After a moment’s pause for thought, deciding she couldn’t trust Martin to pass on the message accurately, the long-nosed teacher told him to wait while she wrote a note. She folded it, gave it to Martin and told him to give it to the deputy head.

He left the room then reappeared at the door a few moments later to protest, having rather sensibly read the note on the verandah.

‘I wasn’t strangling one, I was my dog with worms.’

The long-nosed teacher looked at him blankly.

Martin elaborated. ‘I wasn’t miming strangling one – a poo. I was miming my dog, Dexter, with worms.’

‘Silence! It is mime!’ was the long-nosed teacher’s response. Martin the Strangler went off to his fate and we went back to mime.

A boy nearby me was doing a low-rent, generic form of fishing, throwing out an arm loosely, letting it fall and then rotating his other hand in little circles, winding in the line. It was the go-to mime effort when nothing else could be found in the creative cupboard.

Occasionally the pretend fishing rod would jerk with the imaginary fish on the end of the line, but more often than not it was the basic cast and reeling-in mime. Martin the Strangler had been trying to imaginatively stir the pot a bit, but heaven help anybody who wanted to be truly creative, like the poor sod who painted his face with sandshoe whitener and tried to be a falling snowflake to the strains of Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’.

He’d even brought along a cassette player.

Why he thought a snowflake would be falling in subtropical 1970s Brisbane is anyone’s guess. But he did his best at floating down and melting and, of course, never lived it down. It didn’t help that the long-nosed teacher said, after he had melted, ‘Well done, Lawrence, very imaginateeeve.’ For some reason she drew out the last syllable as if she were a Mexican cantina-owner from a bad John Wayne film.

Lawrence was never allowed to forgeeet it. Whether standing in a lunchtime line at the tuckshop, or even detention in a hopeless maths class, he would always be referred to as Snowflake, usually with an accompanying push or thump.

It must have, quite frankly, been awful for him. Although it always got a laugh from me.

I sat and thought a bit and looked again at the woman selling the Space Odyssey drawers.

She seemed forlorn all of a sudden. ‘Oh, I do miss my husband terribly,’ she said softly.

I looked at her and all her Space Odyssey furniture and couldn’t even begin to comprehend what it must have been like to sit and watch piece after piece of her husband’s belongings offered up to strangers. It wasn’t the Monolith that was moving on, it was a piece of her life, her husband.

She sat like that for a moment longer, then she smiled tightly and said, ‘Oh bugger this, I’m off out the back for a smoke.’

•

The auction included toys and collectables from the late nineteenth century to the 1980s. I had a go bidding for a die-cast Mr Whippy van but was soon outbid by a gaggle of determined middle-aged men in stone-washed jeans and tipped hair. They stared balefully at each other as they battled over a set of 1960s Corgi toy cars.

One of these men was the miming fisherman bidder. His rather rakish bidding was at odds with his intense stare. During a tea break I sidled up to him as he made a cup of instant coffee with grim-faced determination.

‘You did well with the Mr Whippy,’ I said.

He gave me a curt nod of the head.

‘You collect them, do you, mate?’

He gave me a quick look. ‘Not just Mr Whippy vans, mate. I have a wider interest,’ he said, as if to collect just tiny Mr Whippy vans would be somehow suspect.

‘Did you have them when you were a kid?’

He smiled. ‘No, mate. Couldn’t afford them. Got Matchbox models but not the die-cast ones. Wanted them, but never got them.’

I asked when he started collecting them.

‘When I got on, made a bit of money and the kids had left home. My wife told me to get a hobby.’

I nodded. I was going to go back to my plastic seat but the fishing mime bidder went on. ‘Every birthday when I would get a Matchbox car, my mum would give me a little cuddle and say, “Maybe next year.” As if she was saying sorry that she couldn’t afford to get one of the Corgis. Never bothered me but I always remember it. I collect them now, and I remember Mum. Funny.’

He bought four more Corgi models with his fishing mime bidding. After the last purchase he said to me, ‘Another one for Mum,’ and laughed.

Inspired, I bid on a baggy green Australian cricket cap that had once been worn by captain Kim Hughes. Just to say I had bid, really. When bidding quickly rose to an astronomical amount, I panicked, wondering which child I’d have to sell to pay for it, but then I thought of my father, with whom I’d watched Kim Hughes’s tearful resignation press conference. Hughes didn’t even get through it; trying to be full of bravado he suddenly descended into a blubbing blond mess and scuttled out of the room broken-hearted. A golden boy who came a cropper. A leader who couldn’t, or wasn’t, allowed to lead the team he was given.

‘Too much talent and not enough mongrel,’ my father said of Kim. ‘He’s no Ian Chappell.’ Actually, there wasn’t much pity for Kim from my father, just a bit of perplexed fatalism. ‘That’s not on,’ said my father when Kim started crying, and he looked about to see if my mother was anywhere near. ‘Not up to speed, that. It’s only a bloody game. No reason to sob, you silly sod. Weak as piss, son, weak as water.’

Thousands of dollars on a sobbing sod’s baggy green. But I suppose a baggy green is a baggy green. Eventually I was put out of my misery by an agent for an institutional collector, who looked about as interested in what he had purchased as a stick insect might be.

Next was a signed photo of an old cricketer called Maurice Leyland. The photo was very beige and hailed from another, more gentlemanly time. Maurice was a generous-shaped man who in the photo had a shy smile on his face and his hands shoved deep in his voluminous cricket whites.

‘He looks like he’s enjoying himself!’ said the auctioneer. ‘I wonder what he’s up to way down there. At the bottom of his pockets.’

His words just hung in the air until the bidding began.

I was determined to take something home from the auction, and Maurice was it, although he didn’t stay long. Later, I wrote about buying him in all his beige-framed, deep-pocketed glory in a newspaper column and received the oddest response. It was from a Brisbane woman, who was a relative of Maurice’s. She wondered if it were too rude to ask if she might be able to purchase Maurice so he could hang on the walls of his family’s house. I posted Maurice to her with a note saying the pleasure had been all mine and that I could think of nothing better than Maurice smiling shyly and doing whatever he was doing in his pockets in the home of some of his kin.

As I looked at Maurice’s photo and his signature, I thought of all the stuff that’s been made. All those bits and pieces. Where do they all go? Some were here but all the rest were just out in the great ‘There’.

A day later I was browsing at an op shop stall. The oppie, like the entire suburb, was in a state of transition. So much so that the church, which used to be next to the op shop, had been deconsecrated and had itself become the op shop. The altar area had been left open as a welcoming place where anybody might like to come and sit a while.

The op shop staff was being turned over as much as the contents of the undies drawer. All the cheery, chatty old ladies had given way to a younger set of charity workers. Gone was the cheeky aged Scottish woman who would whoop with joy when somebody bought something she never thought anyone would find interest in. (‘Well! Would youuuuu ever have thourrrrrrrrt! Somebody has taken the Barry Manilow t-shirt!’ she would sing joyfully. Barry didn’t even appear on the shirt, it was just a shirt that she thought he would have worn.) In her place were a couple who drifted about like early morning hot-air balloons, endowed with a self-proclaimed great deal of good taste and style. Or an enthusiastic but prickly volunteer, who would either be full of good cheer or have abrupt and aggressive character advice. ‘You arrogant turd,’ she advised me as I flipped through the record stacks once.

I looked up and saw her glowering at me.

‘Yeah, you,’ she said again.

Perhaps it was the disdainful way I was flipping through the platoon of Kamahl records. Above her, in a golden frame smiling beatifically, was the photo of another op shop volunteer who had died a few years earlier. A kind-natured, round old woman who used to give my son and other toddlers Monte Carlo biscuits from her special bickie box under the front counter. Two faces of the op shop, past and present, before me. The transition could be a tricky trip.

Now, I peered in through the door and saw no sign of the prickly woman. I decided to push my luck and enter but tried to be discreet by sifting through the old vinyl collection in my most humble manner.

I decided that I couldn’t live without the classic recording of Love is a Piano Accordion. Two models, supposedly in the throes of deep love, clung to each other like a mixture of two drowning people or awkward cousins at a bad wedding. Maybe they were cousins. Drowning awkward accordion cousins.

Still trying to browse drenched with humility, I picked up a little Ladybird book entitled A First Book of Saints. Well, the pictures were nice and it had all the old faves: Pat, Francis, Christopher and Joan.

I looked at these things. These bits of flotsam and jetsam from the tide of time. I wondered to whom the shyly smiling Maurice Leyland had signed his ‘Best Wishes’, as well as what on earth he was up to in his trousers.

I looked through the little Ladybird book and found that it had belonged to ‘Roberta of the 3rd Glenroy Brownie Pack’. How did Roberta get on? What did she see and where did she go? Did she ever think about her little book of saints? Who, I wondered, was her favourite saint? The pick of Roberta.

As for the cousins on Love is a Piano Accordion, they just gave me a laugh.

I thought of the face of the old woman at the auction when she remembered just how much she missed her husband, not really his monolithic heavy furniture.

And I remembered Snowflake. Decades after that fateful mime class I was walking through Sydney’s CBD on the way to a meeting.

I thought I was headed through a door of a hotel lobby in George Street, but instead I marched into a very clean, large glass wall to the side of the entrance. My face hitting the glass sounded like a deep gong summoning monks from a cavernous Himalayan retreat. I reeled back, my eyes watering, and looked up to see a greasy imprint of what presumably was my nose festooning the glass.

And as my eyes adjusted I saw a man doubled over in mirth. Laughing as if he would break in two. I stared and he laughed more. I wondered if he recognised me. I think he did and I think that’s why he laughed more.

He had changed a bit since he took that tape recorder into mime class and painted his face with sandshoe whitener. Now he was dressed in the uniform of an air steward.

Snowflake. Laughing at me. Somehow it seemed just. And it also seemed human. That these memories, these things, bits and pieces, which had belonged to other people, go round and round, that some of them were now with me. Maybe they’re just crap, nothing of note, but maybe they are more. Maybe they remind us how brief and transient we all are. And maybe they remind us just what fun we have while we’re here.

These bits and pieces of stuff all have stories – stories of where they came from, stories of the people who they belonged to.

And that is what this book is about.
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