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FOREWORD

A very unusual event occurred one Saturday morning in my 

home in mid 2012. I found my wife Katie in tears at the kitchen 

table while reading a copy of The Weekend West.

What had we published that had upset her so much? It was 

the column she had become quickly addicted to in a few short 

weeks – the column written by Ros Thomas.

She later asked me for an email address for Ros and like 

hundreds and now thousands of West Australians sent her 

an email praising the honesty of the column and how it had 

touched her.

While I trust the impeccable judgment of my wife it was 

not just Katie who was giving me great feedback about our new 

columnist.

It seemed everywhere I went I was being told by people 

how much they were enjoying the new column. And it was 

a wide cross section of people from mums at my kids’ school, 

politicians and even a member of the clergy.

For a newspaper editor this sort of unsolicited positive feed-

back about anything that you publish is both rare and valued. 

Any editor will tell you they are much more used to receiving 

complaints.

What is it that Ros does that elicits such a response from 

readers? 
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 Foreword

Well I think it is a number of things.

Ros has an ability to hone in on everyday topics that are 

often occupying the minds of ordinary people.

She then brings a unique and often brutal honesty to that 

topic. Most of all she is willing to reveal so much of herself and 

her family in each column.

I think readers can identify with so many of the situations 

Ros reveals. They have similar relationships, heartaches, and 

triumphs in their own lives. 

And of course she’s not shy about throwing in a little bit of 

sex.

The West Australian has enjoyed being able to connect with 

our readers in this unique way through Ros’s column.

I am sure avid readers of the column will enjoy this consoli-

dated collection of her work and I hope new readers will enjoy 

the book as well and then go looking for her column each week.

 

Brett McCarthy

Editor, The West Australian newspaper
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INTRODUCTION

This column has been a good friend to me. 

Each week it lifts me clear of my domestic doldrums. It 

allows me to explore the oddities I see in suburbia and the 

absurdities I contend with at home. 

After twenty years in radio and television I had vanished 

into the suburbs to have baby number three. On a rainy day in 

2012, the phone rang: “We want you to write a weekly column 

about what women are thinking. About what it’s like to give up 

a career for motherhood. About having it all. Or having none of 

it. We want you to lift the lid on ordinary life.” 

An old television boss got on the blower: “Are you sure you 

want to do this? Being a columnist means sitting at your desk 

each week and opening up a vein.” 

He was right, but the scars heal nicely. I’m always brooding 

on the next column. At the traffic lights, I’ll scribble down 

notes on the stub of a parking ticket I’m hiding in the glove box. 

Walking to school, I’ll stop and madly thumb an idea into my 

phone lest this thought-flower withers by the time I get home. 

Writing memoir is a messy business. I feel a great obligation 

to be truthful to the essence of an experience, to be brutally 

honest about my thoughts. I don’t want readers to toss me aside 

for being inauthentic. 
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 Introduction

Every Saturday morning, a one-act play is staged in 

our kitchen—my column meets its toughest critic. It’s not 

uncommon for my husband (and muse) to find himself on the 

receiving end of some gentle mockery. After his shower, he’ll 

spread my page of the Weekend West magazine between coffee 

and Weetbix and fall silent as he begins to read. I feign indiffer-

ence and carry on unpacking the dishwasher. But each minute, 

I’ll study his face for signs of amusement, incredulity, or rising 

bile. At column’s end, he’ll pause for dramatic effect and then 

pronounce: “Very amusing, Blossom” or “Not one of your best, 

Blossom.” Only once have I been in the doghouse (see page 98). 

Tolerating me is his greatest virtue.

I should mention too, that when my eldest son turned 12, 

I agreed not to write about him, all because another mum at 

school gave his hair a patronising ruffle. It was the dumbest deal 

I ever made—a tide of great copy ebbed away. (I console myself 

by occasionally slipping in one of his grunts, or a scoff, just to 

keep him en garde). 

My greatest pleasure in the columns is the storytelling. I 

save up the wonderful lines I see written in weird places – the 

graffiti in the ladies’ loo, a strange quote in a magazine at the 

dentist’s. I store away the snippets of a spat over-heard at the 

checkout. At times I’ve dredged up the traumas I thought were 

peculiarly mine—the emptiness of not knowing my dad, for 

one—and was overwhelmed when readers wrote intimately of 

their own absent fathers. 

I hope my stories are touchstones for those experiences 

we all have in common. And I hope I don’t get it wrong too 

often. (I’m still being chastised by an 84-year-old gentleman for 

labelling him ‘elderly’).
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Introduction

Full of bravado at the outset, I said to my editor: “I want to 

write the kind of stories a man would want to read.” 

“Good luck,” came the reply.

To those husbands who tell me they fight over the breakfast 

table to read the column first: thank you.

To those wives who write to ask: “Are you sure you’re not 

married to my husband?!”—I’m afraid not. One is all I can 

handle. 
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THE END OF 
INNOCENCE
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CLOSE ENCOUNTERS

More bosses have asked me to take my top off than I care to 

remember.

Back in the 1980s. Actually, it was the ’90s as well.

Radio then was loose and fast and a hotbed of lascivious 

ego. Lotharios stalked the corridors (the best ones were in 

advertising) and were good at brushing up against you as you 

passed them in doorways. Men old enough to be your granddad 

offered up their laps if there weren’t enough chairs round the 

IBM to sub your story. The kitchen was a dangerous place to be 

after an executive lunch, and the gent’s toilet door was often left 

ajar to give you a tantalising glimpse of what you were missing. 

Perhaps disinfectant.

If you had a nice bum it got pinched, if you didn’t, a smile 

might win you one anyway. In their wanton eyes, it must have 

been a glorious time to be female. I got my first job answering 

the phones and making tea. I was so good at it they asked me to 

accompany my cups of tea into the studio and be the ditzy barrel 

girl for competitions. I was so bad at that they asked me to try 

on the new station T-shirts. Without a bra.

I’m not sure what let me down, my assets or my resistance, 

but either way, they asked someone else do the publicity titbits 

and let me do work experience in the newsroom. I was twenty, 
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naive and unworldly but desperate to impress. I became a cadet. 

And the sexual politics of my first job in journalism lay spread-

eagled before me.

It made for hysterical drinks with girlfriends after work on 

a Friday night.

There was the one gentleman who took me to lunch at a 

posh restaurant by the river to celebrate a ratings win, only to 

expect dessert in the bulrushes afterwards. Or the Don Juan who 

would pay for my drinks at office parties and then demand to 

settle the bill at the motel room he’d pre-booked across the road.

Best of all was the visiting American disc jockey who locked 

me in the music library so I could share his hot dog. There was 

no shortage of Yankee doodle in his establishment – apparently.

He was married. Come to think of it, they all were. The 

young single guys were the safe ones. They were trying, like me, 

to work their way up the ladder with all they had. Hopefully 

talent. The older married ones had career superiority, deep radio 

voices and wore the pants. With their fly undone.

I never once thought of dobbing on anyone. That would 

have been career suicide. And they knew it. Sexual harassment 

was sport and they were self-deluded enough to think that deep 

down we loved it. The one in the bulrushes? All he scored 

that day was an own goal. But he didn’t speak to me for weeks 

afterwards. He even wrote me a poison-pen letter asking did my 

mother know what a tease I was?

It wasn’t just me of course. I was the late bloomer in the 

office so goodness knows what the pretty girls had to cope with.

I discovered years after leaving one job that a girlfriend who 

later worked in the same office had a bulrushes story of her own, 

identical to mine. We got our own back by swapping notes on 
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his ridiculous modus operandi and laughing long and loud using 

our little fingers as props.

Sexual harassment was then a disease that pervaded cer-

tainly my industry, and I’m sure plenty of others. It worked 

its lecherous fingers into any office where men had power and 

women didn’t. And it cared little for being caught, because 

power gave you immunity against any salacious dirt that some 

girl might dig up because she was riddled with vindictiveness, 

or needed a shrink.

We didn’t need a shrink, all we needed was the sisterhood 

to do what it did best. Take the sting out, giggle uncontrollably, 

exchange stories, empathise. It was harassment pure and simple, 

and if you caved in they got to brag about it. I never heard of 

anyone in my line of work who was physically assaulted or hurt. 

At least those Casanovas were smart enough to beg for consent.

But that doesn’t excuse it, does it? Or does it? In the 1980s 

I don’t recall any protection, of the legal sort. It was Mad Men 

circa 1988. With big hair and stretch ski pants instead of coifs 

and twin-sets. But the pearl of wisdom I received at the time 

from a much-loved older (female) colleague was not to take 

offence, but negotiate the treacherous path of unwanted sexual 

advances with cheekiness. My smart mouth saved me every time. 

And saved my relationship with the men who really were very 

good at their job of teaching me. If only they’d concentrated on 

it hard enough.

As I got older and wiser, they became more manipulative. 

In Sydney, the long 1990s lunch was like quicksand – how deftly 

could you make your escape before you got dragged under by 

the cocktails they plied you with and the expensive red wine 

that was working its magic on them under the table.
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But for every groping buffoon there were a dozen others 

who were a joy to work with. Colleagues and bosses throughout 

radio and television who were decent and professional and served 

as the best and most inspiring of mentors. Those who still knew 

how to have a good time. With their wives.

Whatever happened to the Yankee and his pals? I expect 

they had long and fruitful careers, and in retirement can look 

back fondly. On their fondles. I heard one is now calling sumo 

contests in Japan. Good luck propositioning one of them.

I now have a small daughter and two sons. The boys hope-

fully will have a good moral compass to guide them in the 

workplace. I hope my daughter never has to tell my kind of 

stories. Funny as they are, they’re also a dirty scourge on the 

heyday of media in this country. And now I’m at home with 

three children I’m free to try on any promotional T-shirts. As 

long as they come with a built-in bra.
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LOVE IN THE TIME OF LEGO

Six is a splendid age for puppy love. At dinner, I asked my small 

son why five-year-old Violet had taken his fancy over all the 

other girls in his class: ‘Because she’s the only one with a round 

head.’ His older brother stifled a guffaw. But I knew what he 

meant, having a round head myself, unlike my children’s father, 

who has an annoyingly square head.

My six-year-old was smitten. I watched him as he deliber-

ated over whether to write her a love letter using red crayon or 

orange crayon. He settled on blue. Then he drew an elaborate 

aeroplane with two wings and two wheels and two little faces 

peering out from two windows in business class. ‘To Violet’ he 

wrote carefully and drew a box with a love heart.

‘Is she so pretty?’ I asked him as we walked to school. He 

had his letter in hand, ready for hiding in Violet’s bag. ‘She’s 

as pretty as Pinocchio!’ he declared proudly. I didn’t have the 

heart to tell him Pinocchio had a really big nose and came with 

strings attached.

Violet asked to come to our house to play. My lad waited by 

the window to see what colour car she had: ‘White!’ he yelled 

to me, ‘It’s bright white!’

I made a fuss and baked his favourite brownies. They sat 

nervously together at the kitchen bench, legs dangling, until 
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he showed her how to swivel on her stool to make it squeak. 

In return, she demonstrated how she could lick the end of her 

nose with her tongue. He snorted and blew a cloud of icing 

sugar off his plate. Encouraged by her giggles, he took off his 

shoes and skidded across the lounge room floor in his socks, 

crashing noisily into the French doors. She looked over at me, 

alarmed (Violet only has sisters). I gave her a wink and her little 

baby-face relaxed into a smile. The two of them raced upstairs 

to play Lego.

My own taste of puppy love was carnal by comparison. In 

Year 4, I sat side by side with a boy called John. Our teacher, 

Mrs Gray, barked at us like Cornelia Frances on The Weakest 

Link. While Mrs Gray’s back was turned, eight-year-old John 

turned to me and whispered: ‘Give us a look, then!’. Never one 

to put risk before risqué, I gave him an eyeful of my regulation 

Bonds cottontails size six under the desk. I arrived at school next 

morning to discover he’d moved his things and was sitting at 

another desk with the new girl, a mystery brunette.

Puppy love can bite back. Last week, on the walk home from 

school through the park, my small son burst into tears. ‘Everyone 

says I have a girlfriend’, he choked. ‘The boys say I’m stupid.’

I hugged him and he wiped his runny nose down my sleeve. 

‘Maybe those boys prefer footy’, I said, but his sobs came harder 

and faster.

At dinner that night I decided a family discussion was in 

order. I nudged my eldest son: ‘Your little brother has a problem 

– what do you think he should do?’ ‘Get over it’, he mumbled. 

Dissatisfied with his disinterest, I pressed on, elbowing his father 

to bring to bear his lifetime of wisdom. ‘Pass the peas, champ’, 

was all he offered.
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Undeterred, I described to my child what jealousy was, 

and how it turned people into green-eyed monsters and how 

everyone says mean things when they’re a green-eyed monster. 

‘But you have green eyes all the time, Mum’, he said, looking 

confused. So I began explaining about eye-colour and genetics, 

but then everyone started talking over the top of me about 

whether Josh Kennedy can kick sixty goals this season.

Later that night, after the children were in bed, my life-long 

crush took my hand and sat me down on the sofa. ‘Here comes 

dessert!’ I thought, but all I got was a dressing down: ‘Back off 

Blossom’, he began, ‘He’s six, for goodness sake – big deal if he 

cops it for being friends with a girl? It’s a non-issue.’

I felt miffed, then patronised, then guilty. Had I become 

one of those parents I rail against: the ones who stage-manage 

their offspring? Call them what you want: helicopter parents, 

hot-house parents, over-parenting parents. Had my solicitude 

made my son all the more anxious? And was I teaching him to 

be resilient, to stand up for himself?

Maybe all he needed that Friday afternoon was a pat on the 

back: ‘It’ll be all right kiddo – hey! Let’s go to the park.’ That’s 

what his father would have said.

In the car yesterday, on the way to the dentist, I asked after 

Violet: ‘Would you like her to come over again honey?’ ‘Sure, 

Mum’, came the reply, ‘you can make cupcakes with her while 

I go to Jake’s house and play Spiderman.’
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UNDER THE COVERS

I learnt more about men and sex in 1985 than I should have, 

thanks to a book called The Hite Report on Male Sexuality. It 

was a fat, well-thumbed paperback, containing interviews with 

hundreds of blokes on everything from ‘What Men like Women 

to Wear’ to ‘How A Man Likes to be Seduced’. Its pages were coffee 

stained at juicy junctions, underlined and exclamation marked, 

and I discovered a silverfish entombed near the spine in a chapter 

devoted to Men’s Fantasies. (‘Stop talking’ featured heavily in the 

advice to women.)

I used to hide out with a girlfriend in a deserted corner of 

the university library, sitting on the floor between the compac-

tors. There we would pore over the book we renamed ‘the boy 

bible’ absorbing every carnal secret: ‘Surely they can’t want us 

to do that?’ If we were startled by approaching footsteps, we 

would slam our bible shut and, in fits of giggles, jam it back into 

the shelf. That book sustained us through an entire semester of 

Psychology 100. I can still faintly remember the sweet woody 

scent of its yellowing pages.

Twenty years later, with the mysteries of marital relations 

(mostly) solved, I’ve made several attempts to rediscover a copy 

of The Hite Report on Male Sexuality on the internet or in second- 

hand bookshops, but it’s out of print. Part of me desperately 
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wants to be shocked anew, feel the weight of a thousand men’s 

desires in my hands. Like all books, that one transcends time: 

it is the only graspable remnant of my seventeen-year-old self, 

hungry to learn the ways of the world.

Such is the power of the book: the cleverness of minds 

printed onto leaves of pulped wood and sewn to leather bind-

ings. Or bound and glued to a paperback spine. If asked to 

name what things I would be most devastated to lose, my book 

collection would top the list.

My life is bookended by the assorted volumes of other 

people’s imaginations in print. It began with the Golden Books 

read to me as a toddler in the 1970s, every one of them saved by 

Mum in her longing for grandchildren. My small daughter and 

I now read those slim little board-books with the same wonder. 

For me, the illustrations are instantly recognisable even after 

forty years of living have got in the way.

Enid Blyton, the Famous Five and the fantasy worlds of 

C. S. Lewis soon followed. As a teenager, I discovered the 

great novels, and was carried away into the villages and slums 

of Thomas Hardy and Dickens, curled up in my single bed 

at home. At thirty-five, newly divorced, I was overwhelmed 

reading Yann Martel’s Life of Pi, because I too felt alone and 

adrift, like the boy on the boat with the tiger. Books can exalt 

time and place, remind you where you were in life the week 

you read them. Just last month, I couldn’t wait to climb into 

bed with the new Nigella cookbook and fantasise about the 

gluttonous pleasures of chestnut ice-cream at the expense of the 

husband who gave her to me.

Stories of the death of the book are everywhere. But not 

once had I heard an argument that captures what it is about 
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books I love most, until an elderly American author called 

Philip Zimbardo said simply: ‘It is something you hold, near to 

your heart.’ Yes! My books too, are pressed into me.

I am drawn to bookshops – there is something soothing 

about browsing amongst the shelves, thumbing new books, 

fingering embossed covers and sharp-cut edges. It’s the promise 

of quiet escape.

Try getting sensuous with a Kindle, or an iPad – please tell 

me it’s not the same? Friends, avid readers also, have emptied 

their houses of books, fed up with the clutter and dust. They tell 

me I won’t miss the clumsy mass of my books, that electronic 

readers are brilliant by design and just as satisfying. I don’t 

believe them.

Do I fear the extinction of the book? Not yet. But I fear 

for bookshops. I take heart knowing the internet hasn’t killed 

off television, that television didn’t wipe out radio, radio didn’t 

hurt newspapers. Technology is changing how we read, how we 

buy books and store them, but I will never part with my leafy 

treasures.

I will, however, buy hard-to-find books on the internet, and 

order others online when they’re half the price. But some books 

need to be fancied and flirted with in person. A cookbook, in 

particular, must be felt, studied, assessed for compatibility with 

the cook. If it still inspires after that first meeting in the shop, 

it can be bought and taken home in a stiff paper bag to be 

consumed with the same greedy thrill as a new lover.

I cannot imagine the day when I do not look upon a much-

desired book and want to hold it as a rare and marvellous thing. 

I will then carry it gently to the bath, where no Kindle dares  

to follow.
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SEX AND THE SINGLE  
ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD

My eleven-year-old son knows what a rubber is. He’s seen 

me wearing one. We’d gone to the local pool so he and his 

best friend could let off some steam and I could do some laps. 

Fighting the uncooperative elastic of a white swimming cap, I 

was trying to force the last of my hair inside it when son number 

one said ‘Mum, you look like a rubber’ and then he and his 

mate fell about laughing.

Sex education is a dangerous business.

I couldn’t think of a fast rejoinder. So I laughed too. And 

then swam up and down the pool with my rubbered head 

submerged in a sea of questions – does he really know what a 

rubber is? Does he know what it’s for? And why? And how?

I didn’t envy his teacher ploughing into the sex education 

curriculum at the end of last term. All that sniggering and stifled 

giggling. A little birdy told me in one class, the teacher had the 

kids yelling ‘Penis!’ and ‘Vagina!’ until they lost their indignity. 

I might try that at home. Mine’s still quite undignified.

We learnt about sex the old-fashioned way. Behind the 

toilet block in the school playground. Where girls tittered about 

how gross it would be and which one of the cool gang had 

already let a boy get to No. 2. (No. 1 was a kiss, 4 and 5 were 

unthinkable.)
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By the time we were thirteen, sex education was a black 

mark on Friday’s calendar. The teacher who took it was awkward 

and humourless, much like those first fumbling entanglements 

would be. From her drawings of the male anatomy in both its 

incarnations, I had a handle on the mechanics (there was an 

apprentice I quite liked too!) but I’d heard not one word about 

love itself – infatuation, desire, what led to sex in the first place, 

and I knew from the besotted and love-struck poets on the 

school reading list that I was only getting half the story.

Our mothers’ Cleo magazines threw up more questions than 

they answered. Cleo was a leap too far but the centrefolds had us 

in stitches. Right around the staples.

The Playboy stash under a girlfriend’s house filled all the gaps  

we could imagine. And there we’d sit, poring over the pictures 

(no-one reads the stories) until we got a chance at a real-life 

encounter, or her big brother came home.

After we left school we shared everything in infinitesimal 

detail. No young man’s performance was ever going to escape 

the huddled scrutiny of a clutch of young women chattering at 

warp speed about the ins and outs of last night’s liaison.

Perhaps that’s how we learnt how to behave sexually. We 

taught ourselves and each other about the unreliable and shifting 

rules of the mating game, the dangers of lust and inappropriate 

flirtations, the heaving burden of unrequited love, what felt 

right and what didn’t. Some of us found Mr Right and had the 

happy endings, others we know met with tragedy, crushed by 

heartbreak or infidelity, and many are still dating, like a never-

ending story.

So whose job is it to teach my son about love and sex? 

Yes, his teacher’s. If he’s concentrating hard enough and not 
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distracted trying to impress the girls. Maybe his father, or his 

step-father, probably not me, if his withering look when I circle 

the subject is anything is to go by.

I will tell him everything I know about men and sex from 

a woman’s perspective. That should take about three minutes. 

Then I’ll give him my beautifully rehearsed and effusive speech 

on the importance of following your heart and what falling in 

love feels like and bore him witless until he begs for mercy.

No, he’s going to learn most of it by osmosis from his mates, 

as have generations of teenagers before him.

He’s about to turn twelve and I know he’s already being 

bombarded with confusing messages about his sexuality from 

the great mass of modern media that stalks his every move: 

Computer games with leather-bound women so tough you can 

beat them up and they’ll happily come back for more. Video 

clips that show women laid out flat like dogs begging to be used 

up and sent packing, with or without a bone. Magazines full of 

pop stars and actresses proudly telling anyone and everyone how 

they bump and grind and like to change partners on a Tuesday. 

Music that shouts angry misogyny into your earphones. Does 

modern male culture think it needs to reassert its wounded 

superiority by resorting to the age-old business of insulting 

young women as hoes and hookers and easy game? God knows 

girl(ish) celebrities make it easy for them – have you seen 

Rihanna lately? She might be the highest-selling digital artist in 

US history, but she sure knows how to look cheap.

All the dads I know are going to great pains to teach their 

boys the right way to treat girls, leading by example. But they’re 

up against it when their teenagers are turning to their iPods for 

guidance on these matters. And what do mum and dad know 
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anyway? The new world is awash with music and videos and 

games that not only justify, but glorify the exploitation and the 

objectification of women.

And half the time, those mixed messages are being drip fed 

through headphones attached to boys who take gangsta rappers 

at their every word, and whose parents, hearing only silence, 

live unwittingly in compliance.

Is feminism to blame for spawning this cult of misguided 

masculinity? And how do we correct it for boys coming of age? 

Sex education hasn’t got a hope. It’s still in the dark ages. And 

how on earth are young girls (and their parents, no less) going 

to navigate this mire of mixed messaging?

Fashion doesn’t help. Neither does our great obsession 

with celebrity. All that does is make teens feel inadequate and 

desperate to rise above the crowd as though being famous is a 

destination for who you are, not what you do.

I don’t know the answer, and my generation certainly hasn’t 

provided any adaptations for the renewed symbiosis of the sexes. 

Talk to any woman in her thirties or forties and you’ll hear the 

familiar complaint that men and women are still poles apart.

And the pole is part of the problem. It’s a self-centred, narcis-

sistic, fickle, unpredictable organ and women don’t understand 

it. That’s the nub of the problem. Women are every bit as fickle 

and unpredictable, and most of the time none of us have the 

balls to speak openly and honestly about why we don’t get it.

Or give it. So there we lie, adolescence a distant memory, 

each of us on our side of the bed with this great gulf of misun-

derstanding breathing heavily between us.

For my eldest son (and the smaller one growing up alongside 

him), I hope he experiences all the rapturous highs and crushing 
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lows that come with the search for acceptance and contentment.

Which is often what love and sex are about. I hope he 

cherishes the girls who will pass through his life. Above all, I 

want him to treat them with respect, no matter what happens.

And I hope somewhere along the line, someone perhaps 

older and wiser than him, will earn his respect by telling him the 

whole intoxicating story of sex, with all its knobs and buttons.

In case he ever has to wear a swimming cap.
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LIMERENCE AND LINDT

Who’s not a sucker for limerence? That electrifying but danger-

ously unpredictable state of being in love. The term ‘limerence’ 

might be unfamiliar, for good reason, because it only arrived in 

the dictionary in 1979. Before that we just talked about ‘infatu-

ation’, or ‘having a crush’. No matter, because I’ve always lived 

for its heart palpitations (and sudden weight loss) having realised 

that being in love is the most exquisite yet fleeting phase of the 

human condition.

My pursuit of limerence has taken up a quite considerable  

chunk of my life. In my twenties, finding a mate was about 

being in the right place at the right time (any pub on a Friday 

night) and spotting someone who had that indefinable ‘some-

thing’ (usually a bourbon and coke and a packet of Benson & 

Hedges).

Go back a few more years and my girlfriends and I were 

‘getting the hots’ and hanging around at the bus stop aged six-

teen hoping the boys we liked hadn’t decided to ride their bikes 

to school. As one of our nannas used to remind us – boys are 

like buses – there’ll always be another one along in a minute. 

On weekends, we’d go to a ‘show’ at someone’s house, and if 

we were lucky, we’d ‘get lucky’ on the front lawn. (I never did 

Mum, I’m just generalising.)
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A decade before I was born, lovers would be necking in 

their Hillman Hunters and Morris 1100s all over Kings Park on 

a Saturday night. If a boy was sweet on a girl and ‘had it real bad’, 

he’d get down on one knee, they’d get hitched, settle down and 

raise a couple of nippers (‘sprogs’ if they were accidents).

Now, I’m discovering via my friend’s teenagers, or anyone 

too young to remember the drive-ins, that the internet has 

changed dating forever. The home phone is obsolete now that 

you ‘hook up’ with people on Facebook, and break up with 

them via text (I was shamefully way ahead of my time on that 

one.)

Whatever happened to flirting in person? Or making eyes at 

someone? Or being (pretend) shy and coquettish? Or laughing 

at a boy’s dumb jokes because ‘he’s a God’, as we used to say, 

and all of God’s jokes are hilarious. (Especially the withdrawal 

method. And the wonder bra.)

How many hours did I spend hogging the phone with 

girlfriends dissecting the subtle nuances of the twenty-second 

call I’d had with my teenage heart-throb, Andy, who’d rung 

to say: ‘Hello?’ followed by ‘Will you go round with me?’ 

followed by ‘Great. Bye’.

At sixteen I would sit on the beach all afternoon watching 

him surf. He was always so far out I couldn’t tell which one was 

him – sometimes I wondered if he’d caught a wave in behind 

the groyne and gone home. I wasn’t even that interested in boys’ 

groins then, I just wanted the adrenalin-fuelled charge of being 

smitten.

At university, a lovely Greek boy would pass me little notes 

in the library and take me to candlelit dinners in restaurants 

where surf ’n’turf was new-fangled and cool. (Now it’s even 
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more hip and they call it reef ’n’beef.) I used to write him 

gushing love letters on perfumed paper and post them with 

those sticky little squares we used to know as stamps.

Later on, in another time warp, I wrote poetry and swooned 

over my French tutor, until I discovered he wasn’t really Parisian 

but the enfant terrible of Midland. No more kissing frogs, but I 

remained a sucker for an accent, so I took up with a Norwegian 

one, thinking I knew it all, at age twenty-three.

These days science tells us the smell of our armpits, the sym-

metry of our faces, and the distance between our waists and our 

hips all factor in our unconscious attraction to certain members 

of the opposite sex.

I’m a big believer in Schopenhauer’s theory of attraction. 

He was the nineteenth-century philosopher who believed we 

unwittingly seek out our ‘physical’ complement, because, in 

evolutionary terms, the search for a mate is really about the 

continuation of our particular gene pool. Unconsciously, we are 

drawn to that individual who might balance out our shortcom-

ings in the next generation – the one person whose long legs 

might cancel out our stumpy ones, or whose petite ears might 

be given precedence over a set of wingnuts.

Unfortunately, Schopenhauer’s theory ends bleakly, because 

he then tells us, invariably, our most suitable physical complement 

is not usually our most suitable life-long complement. Long-term 

happiness and creating robust children are like two radical, but 

mutually exclusive, science projects. I wonder if that’s what hap-

pened in my first marriage, because the product of it has been a 

mostly delightful child, while his father and I became a disaster. 

I blame Schopenhauer. And Norwegian accents.
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Second time round, I’ve gone for the one bloke who makes 

my heart thump but who clearly has my short legs and no hope 

of cancelling out my histrionic gene with his calm, rational one. 

He is without accent, has an encyclopaedic knowledge of war 

history, in case I ever need it, and is quite a dab hand at writing 

a love letter, though come to think of it, I haven’t seen one of 

those in a while. He can also shoot a dugite with one bullet 

from a shotgun – at point-blank range – and has ironed every 

shirt he’s ever worn, since telling me in 2005 I was doing it 

wrongly, and you have to start with the sleeves first.

I get the feeling romance is no longer a high priority in our 

house because only once in the last six months has that lovely 

man I live with remembered his (loose) commitment to affairs 

of the heart. Last week he announced: ‘I’m ready for date night, 

Blossom – but let’s have it at home – I’ve rented Downfall, that 

great Hitler movie’.

No wonder speed dating is held in such high esteem these 

days. Weed out the dud candidates in two minutes and you’re 

left with a pool of genuine romantic possibility. I just wonder 

if hunting in the wild is a more dependable outcome, even if 

it takes the best part of your mating season to find who you’re 

looking for. Those matchmakers are in a rut – packaging and 

controlling the rules of attraction takes half the fun out too. 

I’d rather drop a line in the ocean and hope some buck-wild 

specimen chooses my bait, than cast out in an artificial lake full 

of pre-selected exhibits. I’m not after small fry, I want Moby 

Dick.

My lifetime Lothario knows a thing or two about hosing 

down my romantic tendencies, seeing he brings home a box 
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of my favourite Lindt balls on a Friday night, and then eats all 

the blue and red ones. I don’t much like the white ones, but I 

appreciate that he leaves me any at all. Then he makes me a cup 

of tea and we settle in on ‘date night’ to watch Hitler’s last days 

in his bunker. I’m already looking forward to next date night. I 

think he’s pencilled it in for 2015.
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SINGIN’ THE ONLY-CHILD BLUES

‘So, how many brothers and sisters do you have?’ asks the school 

mum I’m standing with.

We’d been chatting, this new friend and I, waiting for our 

six-year-olds to come barrelling out of class. I feel a thud of 

embarrassment at her question, but I force a smile and reply: ‘I’m 

an only child.’

I say those four words with a shrug so they’ll appear weight-

less, but they drop between us like stones. I see on her face that 

peculiar mix of curiosity and suspicion. She can’t hide the look 

I know so well.

‘Wow!’ she says, ‘I wouldn’t have picked you for one of 

those’, and our conversation skids in a direction that makes me 

feel exposed.

‘What was it like growing up?’ she asks.

‘Oh fine!’ I reply. ‘You don’t know what you’re missing if 

you never had it.’

She looks at me expectantly, waiting for more, but I’m saved 

by the bell as kids come swarming through doorways.

On the walk home through the park with my son, I feel 

a familiar pang of alienation, uneasiness at having been outed. 

Even as an adult, a single childhood still feels like something  

to hide.
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My mum wanted lots of babies, but she and my dad divorced 

when I was three. No matter – I had a long-suffering Siamese 

kitten that filled the role of baby sister. I’d squeeze her into dolls’ 

dresses and wheel her up the street imprisoned in my toy pram.

As a kid, I’m not sure I even knew what ‘lonely’ felt like. 

I was just alone, and I was very good at it. Inventing ways to 

compete against myself turned into elaborate tests of endurance. 

(I was a fierce opponent.) My nanna gave me a plastic kitchen 

timer which I put to work, furiously pedalling my blue bike 

around the block, trying to beat yesterday’s record.

Obstacle courses were my specialty. I mapped them out 

with an eight-year-old’s precision: start at the thunderbox, swing 

once around the Hills Hoist, sprint to the back fence, twice 

down the slide and leap onto the verandah to finish. Fifty-three 

seconds – not quick enough. (Losers got eaten by the crocodiles 

that lived in the cracks in the pavement.)

We had little spare money for toys, so I grew expert at 

collecting odd things. I sorted buttons by colour into glass jars 

and curated coin exhibitions on bedspreads. I invited beetles 

into plastic containers fitted with five-star cotton-wool day beds 

and leafy gazebos.

Sleeping over at my cousins’ house, the noise of their big 

family was overwhelming. Tormented by her big brother, my 

girl cousin would unleash her ear-piercing shriek:

‘Mum! Christopher yanked my hair!’

‘I did not, you dobber!’ he’d bellow in protest.

I’d be scared witless but secretly thrilled as he chased us 

down the hallway. My role was reluctant witness for when 

brother whacked sister, or sister pinched brother. My aunty 

would storm out of the kitchen with flour on her hands and 
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shout at us over the ruckus: ‘ENOUGH! All of you – outside 

and sort it out!’

I was worn out from the rioting but even so, I hated being 

detached from the herd. In the quiet at home, I’d head for my 

room and dive back into The Famous Five. Books transported 

me into other teeming families where I could observe the action 

without feeling compelled to join in.

But my favourite story was about an only child who lived 

in a three-storey apartment in New York, just as Mum and I 

had lived in a third-floor flat in South Perth. The girl in the 

book had strung a makeshift sign out of the window, hoping 

the people walking below would look up. ‘Hello!’ the sign 

said. ‘Wave to me if you see this.’ When we moved into a 

duplex, I scolded myself for not playing that game when I’d 

had the chance. In my teens, it dawned on me the story’s theme  

was isolation.

In high school, I worried that a kid with no siblings would 

be branded a misfit. But I wasn’t. Friendships came easily and 

I cherished girlfriends like sisters. (I still do.) But I envied their 

taken-for-granted solidarity with siblings. They always had 

someone to watch their back or take their side.

I carried into adulthood those traits often ascribed to only 

children: over-achieving, over sensitive, over indulged, self-

centred. I’ve tried to rub out those tics, tried not to conform to 

stereotype, lest someone point a finger and say: ‘See!’

Now, when I meet another only child, we make an  

instant connection. Feeling safe, I’ll plough straight in and ask: 

‘Did you feel lonely growing up?’ Almost always the answer is 

‘No’, followed by a pause: ‘But now that I think about it, maybe 

I was.’
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And then I go home to my own brood of three, cavorting 

and messing up the lounge room and yelling: ‘Mum! Come into 

our cubby!’

I put my childhood aside and concentrate on theirs.
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IN THE PASSION PIT

Power is still the best aphrodisiac. That’s why I get all a-tingle 

at the sight of my husband brandishing an electric drill or a 

whipper snipper. The mere suggestion that he has forsaken the 

cricket, the newspaper and his children to do a job that lessens 

my domestic load is guaranteed to earn him an afternoon delight. 

And I don’t mean a visit from my mother.

Sometimes I fantasise about my bloke leaning over the 

kitchen sink. I like to imagine him up to his elbows in suds 

teaching that saucepan with the burnt-in scrambled eggs burnt 

into it a lesson in brute force.

I can also get steamed up watching him iron a shirt. He 

likes to do his ironing after a shower with a towel wrapped 

around his waist. I’m always captivated by the way he moves 

from cuff to collar instead of the other way around, though 

really I’m just excited that it’s not me taking the creases out. Just 

once, I wish the towel would drop to the floor. Instead, his belly 

works against gravity to keep it firmly in place. (Ironing has 

always been a wrinkle up the sleeve of fun.)

Foreplay in a marriage is a dance of many complicated steps. 

It’s not like the hokey-pokey we did in our single days. Back 

then, shaking it about after a couple of shandies at the pub was 

all it took to get propositioned. Now, in a long-term partnership 
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overrun with children’s swimming lessons and endless cut 

lunches, the matrimonial polka comes a sad second to wakeful 

toddlers and twelve-year-olds who can stay up later than I can. 

Even when the kids are finally asleep, I find it difficult to read 

the signals coming from the man on the sofa. If he’s engrossed in 

the latest Economist magazine, I never know if my fortunes are 

looking up, or if Greece has killed off any hope of a stimulation 

package: mine. 

A girlfriend says her husband needs to understand that 

foreplay starts three hours before bedtime. For her, it involves 

curling up on the sofa with him while they watch Stephen Fry 

on QI. During the show, she likes to talk about subjects that 

have been troubling her during the day. Vexatious questions like 

whether the dripping laundry tap might fix itself. After that, my 

girlfriend likes some hand-holding (her hand being held) or foot 

massaging (her feet being massaged) while they watch re-runs 

of his favourite show The Sopranos, and she asks him repeatedly 

whose hit-man is whose. Maybe he gets up to make them both a 

cup of tea because ‘togetherness’ is all about connecting in ways 

that make her the centre of (his) attention.

If he’s perfectly content watching a mob hit without her, 

having baggsed the comfy arm of the sofa after leaving the 

dishes for the maid, then she’s not hitting the sack with him later 

on. Any hopes he has of making faces with her at 10 pm sink 

faster than a Mafia victim in New Jersey harbour.

I’m going to make an educated guess here and say most 

blokes don’t need foreplay. In fact, I’ll take a stab in the dark and 

say that leaving a man in peace in front of the telly is foreplay in 

itself. In our house, I have learnt the Golden Rule of obtaining 

amorous congress: silence. Sometimes I give myself an extra 
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challenge and see if I can remain mute even during the ad 

breaks.

The only trouble with pandering to my man’s love of quiet 

is that some nights I have no idea where I stand. He might be 

a prized stud, but occasionally, I like to imagine I am queen of 

the Stepford wives and can expect certain reward for my verbal 

restraint, only to discover that while I was loading the dish-

washer he has hit the hay and any pleadings for a roll in it are 

met with: ‘Go to sleep please Blossom, I have a 7 am meeting.’ 

(Business and pleasure are mutually exclusive in our house.)

As far as I can tell, men don’t talk with other men about 

their sex lives. If they did, they’d have worked out that women 

like to use sex as a reward for good behaviour. A husband 

who takes the kids out and leaves me in my house alone for an 

afternoon is in for some conjugal happiness. On the other hand, 

husbands who take the rubbish out then act as though they’ve 

cleaned both toilets are likely to be going to bed alone.

Men should talk more to each other – that’s what the phone 

is for. Commiserating with mates over the mysteries of the 

female libido might unravel why it blows cold even after you’ve 

put the bins on the verge. Women, of course, are enlightened 

about what men want because they discreetly share the details 

for the greater good of womankind. These are the kind of 

private conversations best saved for fifteen of your besties at  

book club.

If men had book clubs they’d have all the answers. Instead 

they’re doomed to pub get-togethers where the talk rarely 

ventures outside the cricket or the nags until some bloke, half-

polluted, asks wistfully: ‘You know that look women get when 

they want sex? Me neither.’
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