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Post Office
1970
Nobody believes I am expelled for something so puerile as a literary crime. And it’s Robbie who cops the flak because it is she who remains at the college. ‘It must have been more than that,’ they whisper, behind her back. 

Now that Robbie is keeping wicked company, the issue of her cousin Di Roy comes up all the time because she was expelled too. Apparently, a few years before our time, Di, Bronwyn Nicholls and Janice Fleming were rumoured to be ‘holding sex orgies in the art room’. 

‘Well, they wouldn’t have been,’ I reply, ‘what Adventists call orgies, normal people call ‘holding hands!’

‘People keep bringing up my cousin, saying that’s why they got expelled,’ shrugs Robbie. ‘They keep talking to me about Di and it’s not all bad. She played Peter Paul & Mary records, read a lot of modern novels, then went to uni. We must look alike because Pastor Hefren keeps talking to me as if he thinks I’m Di’.

*

Living with my parents now, in North Turramurra, I have to get a job. Mum thinks I should ‘travailler pour le governement’ but I don’t want to be a public servant clerk. I apply to be a postman. 

The other posties don’t take me seriously when they find out I’m halfway through a BA degree. Also I’m always carrying a grey-spined Penguin Modern Classics novel, like Camus, Orwell and Salinger, which doesn’t help either. I got this job because the postmaster, Mr Smith, has a son Greg who is in the same boat – half way through his course, suddenly in need of a job as a postie. 
Greg knows who Piaget is and stuff like that, which is a distinct disadvantage at the St Ives Post Office. Like me, he doesn’t swear properly, doesn’t tell dirty jokes and he reads books. He reads Sci-Fi and I read the Bhagavad-Gita, which is not why they nickname me ‘Buddha’. That’s because I sit cross-legged when streeting-up. After a while I start wearing a Buddha (in the earth-touching position) on a neck chain. 
There are nine of us. The only other person in the room with a nickname is Mullet. Mullet is our boss, the Senior Postman. Last Friday he wanted to get away early and stashed two bags of mail in a cupboard – to be sorted Monday. That almost cost him his job.
Mullet has served in the Army, which is why he has an encyclopaedic recall of dirty jokes. He can tell them non-stop for the entire two hours it takes us to sort the mail into pigeonholes. 
‘Why do you call a shiela Butterface?’
Dunno.
‘Well you’d fuck her, but her face!’ Ha ha ha.
‘What’s the difference between a wog shiela and a dog?’
Dunno.
‘Well, you’d fuck a dog! Ha ha ha!’ Two posties laugh, most don’t, but it’s me Mullet picks on. ‘And what’s bloody-well eating you Buddha?’
‘Nothin.’
‘By the way, how’s church?’ he sneers.
Later, I tell Clayton about it. He says, ‘You’ve never worked with the ‘men’ Lowell. I don’t like those kind of jokes either, but I don’t draw attention to myself by pulling faces’.
Mullet’s jokes are disgusting – jokes about periods, having sex with cripples, incest, farting on your girlfriends’ head – nothing like Avondale College humour. ‘Hey Buddha – what’s a Cum Dumpster?’
Dunno.
‘A quadriplegic whore!’ Ha ha.
*
As Senior Postman, Mullet does Beat 1, an easy beat which starts right outside the post office door, proceeds through St Ives shopping centre and the commercial area, plus a few other streets close by.  
Horry does Beat 2, the streets between the shopping centre and Pymble. Horrie is the oldest person in the room and has a vocabulary used only by people his age. Words like drongo, bonza and poofta, furthermore he calls your ‘arse’ your ‘date’. He tells us stories about a middle-aged shiela in Ganmain Road who is still in her nightie when the mail arrives. Plus she’s always drunk. 
‘Haw haw!’ exclaims Mullet, ‘I’d say you’re in there, Horry, if you wanna be!’
‘Does she look alright?’ I ask.
‘Nope.’
‘There was a lady whose nipples, were so big that they looked like two cripples…’
‘Shaddup!’
Estonian Tim fought in World War 2. After finishing his beat he drinks at the Pymble Pub every night. He bets on the horses a bit, no talk of a wife. Every now and then he talks dirty, which in his instance is saying things like ah-pull-a-pood and jiggy-jiggy in his wild Eastern European outburst.
Then there’s Mark who seems like a Mensa person – he is fascinated with trams. When I mention Woollahra Primary School he immediately says, ‘Pity you weren’t there in 1955 Buddha when there were trams running up Ocean Street! Still, you were lucky enough to have seen the Bondi Tram!’
‘Did I?’ 
‘Why do we use the expression shoot through like a Bondi tram?’ asks Horry, giving us a wink. 
Mark answers without hesitation, ‘Because two trams typically left the city for Bondi together, the first an express tram which would shoot through from Darlinghurst to Bondi Junction’. 
‘You wouldn’t give us a bum steer, would ya Mark?’ laughs Horry, who then turns to us and adds, ‘You can’t catch the bloody bugger out, can yer?’ 
The two posties with shoulder-length hair are Matt and Stacey, and they’re as bad as each other. When they’re in the mood they open people’s mail and read it aloud. 
‘You’re bloody-well not ser-posed to do that!’ snaps Mullet, ‘it’s a fucking offence!’ 
‘Look who’s bloody talking!’ Matt and Stacey don’t care, they open the boxes of wedding cake slices and eat them for morning tea. And I promise that all bottles of alcohol mailed to Beats 5 and 9 have zero chance of delivery.
*
We arrive for work 6.00am, when most of the posties have a smoke and a hot drink. Tim, Matt and Stacey usually get a sausage sandwich from the downstairs milk bar. Then we sort. 
Sorting means getting the mail out of around 16 mailbags that come in each morning and sticking them into the nine pigeonholes in front of us, these being each of our beats. So every letter addressed to Memorial Road, Collins Road, Bass Place and the streets as far as Toolang Road go into box 3, which is mine. Yarrabung Road and streets around it is beat 5, the Warrimoo Avenue area is is beat 9 – we’ve got to learn fast, because the slower you are, the more work for others. Every mistake is a hassle. 
Around 9.00, that part is over. They all stop for a smoke and a hot drink.
Next, we all take our mail from their boxes. I take all mine for Beat 3 and stack it on my desk, a desk with raised sides so we can lean the mail against it and we ‘street up’, which means we put the mail in order of delivery. For me it’s even numbers up to 20 Memorial Road, then all of Luton Place, back to 22 Memorial Road until we reach 56 then half of Cranford Avenue and so on until we’ve done all Memorial Road’s even numbers, then back down Memorial doing odd numbers, the other half of Cranford Avenue, Lincoln Road and finishing up at 1 Memorial, my last delivery. 
With Beat 3, I have a choice of transport, I can walk, take a bicycle or drive the Honda 90 motor scooter. I usually walk, sometimes I take the bicycle, the scooter is too complicated.
It’s important to street up in reasonable time because around 11.00 the mail courier picks up our depot bags and drives them to 2-3 locations per beat en route, so we don’t have to carry the lot all at once, which would be impossible. Other than listening to filthy jokes, that’s what we do. And out of necessity we learn fast, to get back as quickly as possible because even though we get paid until 2.00 (8 hours) if we get through our delivery faster, we still get paid for the whole day.
*

When Carmen joins as a postie, swearing and dirty talk becomes off-limits. Horry would be horrified if anyone swore in front of Carmen or anyone ‘of the fairer sex’, as he calls women. Matt and Stacey might get away with stealing mail, but never saying shit in front of Carmen. ‘Bloody’ is as far as it goes, and not too often at that. Mullet concurs with these values.
Mad John is also new and I’ve got to train him. He is properly mad. He has just been released from the Morisset Asylum, not far from Avondale College. 

Avondale College - that’s where Robbie is. She’s having a tough year with her expelled boyfriend somewhere in Sydney working as a postman. What’s going to become of me? My expulsion is an ideal jump-off point if I wanted to make any changes. I could become a stamp dealer if I wanted. Maybe go to Macquarie Uni and study Ancient History. Maybe sell second hand books and records.
I’ve found a whole new world of music at the White Elephant Shop in Chatswood where I buy 78s. I like Johnny Ray a bit, but I love Spike Jones and His City Slickers because they play horns, whistles, washboard – anything – to me it sounds like complicated skiffle music. Last week I bought Ghost Riders in the Sky and took it over to Allan’s place at Randwick, forgetting he can’t play 78s.

I don’t see so much of him now that he’s a Dad supposedly studying medicine at NSW Uni, when in reality he mostly spends his time fishing at Coogee. The marriage is on the rocks already, that’s what Clayton and I think.
But Mad John isn’t interested with Allan, it’s Robbie that he wants to talk about, spluttering through the question, ‘Is she your girlfriend?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Are you going to marry her?’

‘I haven’t really thought about it, John.’

‘What’s it like having a girlfriend?’ he asks, lighting another cigarette. I’ve never seen anyone smoke so many cigarettes.

‘It’s like always having someone to kiss,’ I reply with a shrug.
‘Do you…?’ he stammers, ‘do you…?’

‘Now now, don’t get too excited. Let’s worry about Beat 3, okay?’

We’re supposed to be streeting up, but he can’t do anything right, he sticks anything anywhere. There is no logic. He sticks 23 Collins Street in 23 Luton Place. He puts Toolang Road at the beginning of the beat, not the end. And he can’t remember Memorial Road at all.

‘Mullet, we’ve gotta talk…’

‘What’s up Buddha?”
I take him aside to Horry’s corner, ‘Mate, you can’t be serious, this guy can’t make it’.
‘If brains were dynamite he wouldn’t have enough to blow his nose,’ adds Horry.
‘He won’t last Buddha’, says Mullet, ‘he’s as silly as a wheel, but the bloody employment people have landed him on us and we’ve got to sit with it until something happens’.
So it’s back to Mad John then. 

‘Have a smoke mate,’ I push him aside, ‘I’ll do the streeting, just take it easy. You don’t really want to be a postman, do you?’ 

‘Neither do you.’

‘How long were you in Morrisset?’

‘Two years,’ he says, but he can’t get over Robbie. ‘What’s it like Buddha, having a girlfriend?’

‘Haven’t you ever had one?’

‘No.’

‘Have you ever wanted one?’ I ask, impressively flicking envelopes into Bass Place real fast. Pow-pow-pow.

‘My best friend in Morrisset cut a guy’s cock off,’ he says, as if that’s the sum total of his sex life. Boy, that gets everyone’s attention! ‘That’s why they locked him up,’ he adds. 

‘Hey Mullet, you got a joke about that?’ taunts Mark.

‘Not today.’

Mad John has got to accompany me on the round, so he can learn. But he can’t ride the bike properly, he wobbles, especially when riding one-handed because he’s smoking. He has no wind, he’s marginally older than me and I can hear the emphysema already buried in his lungs. He stops all the time, to talk and smoke. Everything is horrible when he talks about the asylum – throwing shit at the wardens, yuk. I don’t need to know that! At least, we both like Ringside Boxing on TV, so we talk about Tony Mundine - wow. Other than that, I don’t watch much TV and I don’t know the other programs he’s talking about, I sure don’t watch game shows. 

Three o’clock also comes and goes, and we’ve only just picked up our third depot bag at the top end of Toolang Road.

‘What were you expelled for?’ he asks, sitting down and lighting up.

‘Nothing,’ I reply, which somehow seems satisfactory.
‘It can’t be nothing?’

‘Well it was.’
‘Do you think I’m crazy?’

‘Well, ‘ I explain, ‘it’s not everyone who’s best friend slices off guy’s cocks…’. 

‘Oh,’ Mad John says sadly. ‘I don’t understand sex. You know that girlfriend you keep talking about…?’

‘The one you keep talking about!’

‘Are you going to marry her?’

‘I haven’t thought about it.’

‘Wouldn’t you think about it all the time, if you were getting married?’

‘Come on John or we’ll never finish, I’ll do the delivering, you just watch’.

*

All the time I think about the Domain, chess, poetry and PACT Folk – where I hang out almost every Saturday night. Unless I’m asked to play guitar at a Seventh-day Adventist gig, I have very little to do with church. So what is it to be? Chess? Poetry? Maybe I’ll be a cartoonist?
The Seventh-day Adventist uni students have their own magazine called Scope. Their editor, John Pye (my old chess-playing classmate) has commissioned me as the cartoonist at $2.50 a cartoon. So I sketch away in my bedroom until I come up with a character, a long-haired pacifist called Ortog. 

Then I go to bed early because I’ve got to ride my motorbike to work at 6.00am. I never wear a stack-hat, I wear a World War 1 leather flying cap instead, which can be bought at Army Disposal stores. 

Today it’s Mad John’s ‘test’ day, he’s doing Beat 3 on his own. So I help him street up. He tells me about another asylum friend who…no John, I don’t want to hear this. 

Then I send out the depot bags, load him up on his bike and off he goes. I go back to the postman’s room where Mullet tells me to assist Carmen.

Within half a hour Mad John is back, bleeding and distressed. ‘What happened?’ Carmen goes all motherly. 

Mad John got to 15 Memorial Avenue, just around the corner, and somehow he fell into a prize-winning rose bush. He upended himself so completely that the entire contents of his mailbag is tipped out and the front lawn is now strewn with letters, postcards and cheques. A woman is on the line right now – to Mullet. She wants an explanation of how a confidential letter addressed to her husband from the Bank of New South Wales was found five doors up?

‘What are we going to do now?’ The moment the words are out I know it’s going to be me appointed to go back to Memorial Avenue and pick up all the mail from the rosebush, the lawn and the neighbouring gardens, dogs or no dogs.

‘If we deliver it, Mullet, we’re going to be here til midnight!’

‘Tell you what Buddha’ he says, opening the cupboard door and wiping John’s blood from the letters.

‘Isn’t that how you nearly lost your job – stashing the mail?’

‘And not a bloody word – pardon the French Carmen…’

‘My lips are sealed.’

*

Robbie comes to Sydney and stays with us, in North Turramurra whenever she can get a Get Out of Jail pass from the college. 

She is sitting on my bed, we’re listening to Traffic, I’m looking for a girl who has no name, she has no face, nor number… and quite off the cuff I say to her, ‘I’m going to marry you some day’. 

‘Thank you,’ she replies.
