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            THERE'S GOLD IN THEM THAR FISH

          

        

      

    

    
      I had to tell my friend Orville today to go get a haircut, so I could test my fish theory.

      "But I don't need a haircut," he protested.

      Sheesh, he sounded a lot like I did when I was a teenager and my father used to say: "Why don't you go and get a haircut, you long-haired lout?"

      "I don't need a haircut," I would say.

      And it was true. My hair was rarely all that much longer than dad's.

      My father could never see that.

      I do see Orville's point, however. My guess is that he has not really needed a trim since the last of his hair follicles fell out about five years ago and he became completely bald.

      "You can wear a wig if it worries you," I told Orville. "Just make sure that Guiseppe is the one who cuts your hair and let me know if he says anything about making money from breeding fish."

      "Fish?" said Orville

      "Yes, Guiseppe cut my hair this morning and it came up in our conversation, right after he enquired about how I filled in my spare time."

      "If I were you," he said, merrily snipping away, "I'd get into breeding pets."

      "Pets?" I said.

      "Yeah, lotsa money to be made breeding pets," said Guiseppe.

      "I know a fella who breeds fish and sells them for $5 a centimetre. Five centimetre fish, $25 dollars. Easy money. He breeds millions of fish at a time."

      "No kidding?" I said as he picked up the cut-throat razor. "Does he sell millions at a time, too?"

      "Hundreds, anyway," said Guiseppe, as he lathered the back of my neck. "I tell you: it's easy money."

      It was at this point two thoughts flashed through my mind.

      •	If the money is so easy to make, why doesn't Guiseppe make a fish-breeding career change; and

      •	Maybe this is just how barbers get their kicks on slow days. They have bets with the other barbers to see who can string along the most customers. Before they know it all their customers have chucked in their jobs and are breeding fish. Or other pets.

      Not that I have ever thought of fish as pets.

      When I think of pets, I usually think of critters that drink from a bowl, not live in one.

      Creatures that you bury in the garden when they die rather than flush down the dunny. I just hate large family funeral processions in the usual tranquility of little room.

      I certainly do not generally think of things with fins when I think of pets.

      "I know another fellow who breeds birds," Guiseppe went on. "Or he used to. He had to let them all go during the January bushfires. I don't know what kind of birds they were but he used to sell chicks for thousands of dollars a breeding pair."

      "No kidding," I said. I did not say it but I thought it: they were probably geese who laid golden eggs.

      Orville was less diplomatic with me.

      "You don't really believe all that?" he said.

      "No, but you can't be too sure," I said. "That's why I want you to go in there, undercover, and see if they tell you the same story."

      "But I think they'll see through my disguise," said Orville.

      "If they do, just tell them you forgot you're bald. You just want to look your best for your fish's funeral.”
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      I have no idea why I have never been head-hunted for a position as a fashion consultant.

      Possibly it is because I think fashion crazes are confidence tricks.

      Call me cynical, but I think they are designed to make money for the movers and shakers and con people in the fashion industry.

      Boss: ''We seem to have 100,000 excess pink and yellow teapot cosies in our storeroom. What are we going to do with them?"

      Fashion designer: "No worries. We can market them as hats and tell the customers that they're all the rage in Paris right now."

      Thankfully, I have not seen too many human teapots in my neighbourhood lately.

      I have, however, seen countless male teenagers dressed in oversized trousers, sloppy sports jumpers, boots and beanies.

      What's wrong with that?

      Well, it would be perfectly OK if we were in depths of winter and they were simply trying to keep warm.

      But it has been swelteringly hot here in Canberra and I have to feel sorry for anyone whose head is encased in a woollen beanie and whose feet are encased in big, heavy boots just because some fashion guru has decreed them to be fashionable.

      I stop short of calling the young men Stupid! Gullible! Sheep-like!

      I guess they just want to look hot.

      Mission accomplished. They look very bloody hot.

      I can understand where they are coming from, I guess.

      I was a teenager once so I know something about the generation gap and a teenager's desire to be different.

      My father had short hair. I had long hair.

      My father wore sombre grey suits. I had a loud purple suit.

      He had thin, dark ties. I had wide ties adorned with pictures of coconut trees and naked ladies.

      But never, ever, ever did I borrow any of his clothes.

      So what is it with the oversized trousers I see so often?

      They must be three to four sizes too big.

      "Hey, kid," I feel like saying. "Why don't you give your father back his trousers? He needs them more than you right now. But don't worry. One day he will die, and you will inherit them. Legally. And I promise you will grow into them by middle-age."

      I have to stress, I never actually say this.

      Mostly, the young men are on skateboards and are simply too fast to get away.

      Funny that. You'd think they'd covet my trousers now that I have a middle-aged girth.

      I guess they are just wary of me because I wear a very fashionable pink and yellow teapot cosy on my head nowadays.
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      Welcome back Katherine,

      Before you ask, I can explain why the fridge is now full of stubbies of beer when no doubt you half-expected it to be still full of all the healthy green things you left in it.

      I know I promised to take good nutritional care of our six-year-old Jack while you were away this week. Once again.

      But, well, something else came up that prevented this. Once again.

      On the credit side, I did provide Jack with a varied diet for his main meals during your absence. We had takeaway pizza with pineapple and ham on Monday, takeaway pizza with tomato and onion on Tuesday, takeaway pizza with egg and ham on Wednesday and takeaway pizza with chicken and cheese on Thursday.

      He seems to enjoy takeaway pizza which, I think, is a good thing. It expands his culinary experience and teaches him to be adaptable.

      And I am sure you would agree that he learnt a nice lesson from what we did with all the healthy green stuff you left in the fridge for us.

      We bunged it in a charity bin.

      Gee, there was rather a lot of it, Katherine. Heavy too.

      But we got it there by making two trips in the car, stacking it in the boot neatly and making good use of the roof rack.

      I am glad now I insisted on all those extras, including the roof rack, when we bought the car.

      I bet you are glad, too, that at Christmas, while we are stuffing our faces with turkey, ham, cake and mince pies, some folks less privileged than ourselves will be eating all that healthy green stuff. Another nice lesson for Jack.

      Sorry I had to leave this rather impersonal note on the fridge, Katherine.

      How was your conference?

      It is good to have you home again.

      I would have been here to greet you in person but I had to duck out to pick up another takeaway.

      I was going to cook something special tonight but I ran out of time.

      It has been suuuuuuch a busy week.

      Sorry about the things in your vegetable garden shrivelling up. It has been very hot here and I did not have time to water much. Well, not at all actually.

      On the plus side, I used my time productively to make a very nice stubby glove.

      You don't know what a stubby glove is, do you Katherine?

      Neither did I until I saw an advertisement on television during the second day of the Ashes cricket Test between Australia and England.

      It is a glove you wear while you are drinking stubbies of beer. It is designed to keep them cold and probably your hand warm. I'd guess it is the greatest invention since the splade.

      Stuffed if I know what the bought ones are made of though. I made ours out of your left slipper.

      (Your right slipper is right where you left it, under the bed, if you need it.)

      I had planned to watch the fourth day of the cricket Test on Monday but, wouldn't you know it, England capitulated on Sunday and I had nothing better to do than have a crack at making the stubby glove thus saving us money.

      Having mastered it though, I realised that a stubby glove is of absolutely no use unless you actually have a stubby.

      Hence, the fridge-load of stubbies.

      It works out much, much cheaper to buy stubbies of beer in bulk.

      It goes really nicely with pizza, too.

      Shame about the cricket ending early.

      May the glove between us never die,

      Your husband,

      John
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      My computer keyboard has 102 keys and I have no idea what at least 20 of them are supposed to do.

      What, for instance, does the Pause button do?

      When curiosity got the better of me and I hit it, nothing at all seemed to happen. It just, well, paused. At first.

      When I was in my last years of school in the 1970s, computing was an elective subject and only seriously strange kids took it.

      I decided it was better to learn how to type because it seemed like a skill that would actually be useful to me.

      Who knew that computers were going to revolutionise the way we work and live? Er, well apart from Mr Spock on Star Trek?

      Computers now are everywhere, not just at our workplaces but also in our cars and our kitchens.

      Have you ever used one of those public dunnies that automatically lock and flush and dispense soap and wash your hands and dry your hands and unlock and send you away feeling like you've just come off a production-line conveyor belt?

      My guess is that the same seriously strange kids who took computer classes at my school designed them. Only now they're seriously rich and kids no longer.

      I learnt to touch type using all my fingers at school, but only to music. The teacher thought playing classical music in class would help us with our typing rhythm.

      When I began as a cadet journalist, and we were not allowed to play music in the office, I lost all my rhythm.

      You have probably seen in the movies the stereotypical journo — with a visor, cigarette hanging out of his mouth and two fingers banging away at a typewriter.

      Well, no one I knew early in my newspaper career wore a visor.

      With a crusty news editor always asking me to hurry, older reporters pulling rank and leaving me with the most clapped-out key-sticking Olivetti in the office, I buckled under the pressure and started two-fingered typing like everyone else.

      I would still be a two-finger typist if that same scary news-editor had not pestered me often with commands of "make sure you use all those fingers, son."

      Typewriters were simple contraptions.

      I am not sure they had changed a whole lot since the first QUERTY keyboard was invented in 1873. In fact, I was pretty sure that one of the early prototypes was kept in our office and forced upon the newest employee.

      But there were only 54 keys, not 102 like on my PC.

      And I knew what all of them were supposed to do.

      They were mainly numbers and letters, exclamation marks and question marks.

      I cannot remember any Num Locks or Scroll Locks.

      Furthermore, if the typewriters malfunctioned they did not take a lot to repair.

      Mostly, you just changed the ribbon or cleaned the ink from the keys or cleaned the layer of cigarette ash from the tray or found someone in the office even lower on the food chain than you, pulled rank and requisitioned theirs.

      You cannot easily swap a computer with an underling though.

      The monitors seem to be attached to your desk and can only be removed on a trolley by a computer technician muttering what a moron you must have been to hit the Pause button.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TURN THAT FUNKY MUSIC DOWN, BOY

          

        

      

    

    
      I was pretty sure they had music in the 1950s.

      At least, that is what I told a young woman I met at the CD stand in a budget store the other day.

      "Excuse me (middleaged gentleman)," asked the woman, who was just 17 or 18, as we browsed side-by-side. "Do you know when the disco era was?"

      "The 1970s," I said with authority. I am usually absolutely lousy at answering trivia questions but, hey, I cut my musical teeth and learnt to wear flares in the disco era.

      "Oh," the young woman said, obviously disappointed as she replaced a motley purple CD back on the stand. "I'm looking for music from the 50s. Can you see any?"

      "Um, let's have a look," I said. Not that I knew what I was looking for. I scanned the shelves but drew a blank. Aside from disco music, I was sure that rappers and punks did not come from the 1950s either. "I can't see any."

      "Did they even have music back then?" the young woman asked.

      "Oh yes," I said. They must have done.

      I was just a mere baby in the 1950s, you understand, but I am pretty sure my mother sang lullabies to me.

      And I am quite sure they sang Good Old Collingwood Forever when the Magpies won the 1958 Victoria Football League premiership.

      I have no idea why the young woman was looking for 1950s music.

      I expect she was shopping for a Christmas present for her grandparents.

      I could have been mischievous, I guess, and told her: "Oh yes, the disco era was from the 1950s."

      Imagine the delight of her grandparents when they removed the wrapping on their gift to find from KC and the Sunshine Band's Greatest Hits.

      Ah, disco! In the 1970s I was a disco freak who liked nothing better than shaking a booty. I had to. Wearing a white body-hugging polyester disco suit was the only way to impress girls. Well it seemed to work for John Travolta.

      Oh, I get goosebumps just thinking about all those disco sensations from Saturday Night Fever: Staying Alive, Night Fever, Night on Disco Mountain, Disco Inferno and Boogie Shoes.

      I had other favourites too: Baccarra’s Yes Sir, I Can Boogie; Boney M’s Rivers of Babylon; I Want To Put On my-my-my-my-my Boogie Shoes by KC and the Sunshine Band; and Play That Funky Music, White Boy by Wild Cherry.

      I loved that last record. I used to play it really, really loud and dance along in front of my bedroom mirror. Luckily, I came from a really hip family. The louder I played Play That Funky Music, White Boy, the louder my dad would bellow from the other room: Turn That Funky Music Down, Boy.

      We did have other music in our house.

      My parents had a few LP records. You know, the big black saucer-shaped things that we later discovered could be melted in fantastic big ashtrays when, first, cassette tapes then CDs came into being.

      I cannot remember all my parents' records. At the time, in fact, I thought most of them were pretty forgettable.

      I remember, however, there was stuff by Perry Como, Nat King Cole, Bing Crosby and the soundtrack to South Pacific complete with scratches and stains and soapsuds. "Gonna wash that man right outta my hair."

      I do not know why, but I suddenly felt very nostalgic.

      "Hey, I remember music from the 1950s now," I excitedly told the young woman next to me.

      "Cool," she said. "Where do I find it?"

      "Over there," I said, pointing to a fine selection of black ashtrays.
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