
 “This is an extract from the memoir You Never met My Father by Graeme Sparkes. As suggested, the memoir centres 

around Sparkes’ father who was mentally ill. Many family troubles (and many family strengths) came from the father's 

illness but so did many good stories! 

This one tells of a time when the younger Sparkes went with his father to the regional office of the Housing Commission. 

Sparkes who by then was a university student, didn't know what the visit was about, but thought it was to pay rents. 

Although the extract raises good discussion issues for VCE students such as gambling, violence, dealing with 

bureaucracies- its humour, which has a subtle quality that is hard to even describe- is a winning element. Graeme's father 

was ill but he was not dull!” 
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'..Many family troubles (and many family strengths) came from the father's illness but so did 

many good stories!..' Sparkes, Graeme 

One day my father asked me to accompany him to the regional office of the Housing 

Commission. It was the next to the bowling alley at the corner of Bell Street and Oriel 

Road, a prefabricated building that looked like the field headquarters in a war zone much 

closer to home. I had no idea what he was doing—paying the rent, I assumed—or why he 

wanted me to be with him.  

Inside he demanded to see the manager. I followed as we were led into a back room, 

where Dad got straight to the point. He tossed a letter onto the desk and demanded more 

time to pay his arrears.  

The manager was a slightly built young fellow with a gaunt face and sunken eyes 

too close together. He was ensconced on a padded chair behind a huge desk, which 

seemed much too stately for the outpost. No doubt his rise through the ranks of the 

Ministry of Housing had been more rapid than any of his peers expected; you could see it 

in the smug expression he wore.  

‘My son.’ Dad pointed at me. ‘He’s at university. You can imagine how much that’s 

costing me. He’ll have to give up his studies if you don’t give us more time.’ He picked 
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up the identification prop from the desk and studied the public servant’s name. 

‘Maurice—My son will be a dropout, Maurice. You want that hanging over your head?’ 

An argument ensued, the details or substance of which I no longer remember. But I 

started to pay attention when he said, ‘You listen here, you little worm,’ and he started to 

excoriate the hapless fellow. 

 I had witnessed the transformation in his appearance often enough when he lost his 

temper, but I doubt if Maurice had ever seen anything like it. My father’s skin seemed to 

tighten and lose its colour. He would close his eyes for a moment. Then they would 

suddenly bulge, while their pupils constricted. And his bottom dentures would wobble 

around in his mouth as if they had a life of their own. He looked possessed. And it was the 

perfect mien for what he did next, which even took me by surprise. 

He leant over the stately desk and pointed his finger a few centimetres from the 

shocked district manager’s nose. His eyes protruded so much I could see their whites in 

profile. When he spoke he sprayed him with cold fury. ‘I’ve only ever put the hex on two 

men in my life before and both were dead within six months.’  

And then, to my utter astonishment, his final utterance was sibilant. ‘And now it’s 

your turn, Maurice.’  

It was an utterly convincing performance. And judging by the expression on the 

poor fellow’s face he was no less impressed than I was.  

I hastened from the office, mortified. 

When Dad emerged he was wearing a triumphant grin. 

‘What did you want me in there for?’ I protested. 

He was genuinely surprised that I asked. ‘I just needed a witness,’ he answered with 

a defensive lilt. 

‘To what? Your lucifer act?’ 

‘You saw how reasonable I was with him. He wouldn’t listen when I tried to explain 

what our costs are like, would he? It’s not cheap, you know, putting you through 

university. I wanted him to realise I wasn’t just wasting our money.’ 



We drove home in silence, both of us knowing where our money went. It was like 

the elephant in the car, if that were possible. As he parked he reached across and squeezed 

my neck reassuringly.  

‘Don’t worry about him. He’s only small fry. You’ve got to give ’em a bit of a scare 

so they’ll sit up and take notice, that’s all. You’ve got to let ’em know you mean 

business.’ 

And I assumed from this that there would be some agreement reached about our 

arrears with the unfortunate man’s superiors. But I was in for a big surprise. 

 


