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‘What does it matter if you do not believe me?  
The future will surely come.  

Just a little while and you will see for yourself.’

(Aeschylus, The Orestia)
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On winter days on tables and floors she builds endless card houses, propping 
one card carefully against the other, simple houses with sloping walls and a 
space left for a door and chimney.

Inside there is always a small clean enclosed space of filtered light.
She plans to swallow a bottle called ‘Drink me’ and crawl in there, but 

instead she stays like Gulliver, a giant amongst the Lilliputians. If she got 
in she could never get out.

She tries to build a second storey, but it holds only for an instant, then 
topples into ruin. She keeps building them up. They fall into heaps and are 
lost, and the game has to begin all over again.
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Part 1



The flat stones on the hill were black

With rain, the she-oaks

Dripped and murmured with an aged

Dim loneliness: we rode our horses,

Hunched in the saddle, through the swollen creeks,

And smelt the steaming wet smell of the earth,

The heavy body of the soil, like a giant bell

Behind the old house creaking in the wind.

‘Testament’
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The first house sits in the hollow of the heart, it will never go 
away. It is the house of childhood become myth, inhabited by 

characters larger than life whose murmured conversations whisper 
and tug at the mind. Enchanted birds and animals out of a private 
ark sail out on tides of sleep, howling, whistling, mewing, neighing, 
mooing, baaing, barking, to an endless shimmer of wheat and 
cracked creek beds. Through the iron gate on the edge of Day’s 
paddock we enter the farm, and drive past the giant she-oak split 
in two by a strike of lightning. The house lies in the bend of two 
creeks. The sheepdogs are barking from the verandahs. Beyond is 
the stable yard with the well in the centre where you let down the 
bucket to bring up fresh clear water. Large animals move there, 
draught horses big as the Spanish Armada champing forever at 
mangers full of oats, licking at rock salt, or rolling ridiculously in 
grey sand, hoofs waving in air. Liquid or wild-eyed, the cows file 
into the cow bails with curled horns and names like Strawberry, 
Buttercup and Daisy. The sheep jostle together in the pens, the 
kelpie running and snapping across their backs. The sun reflects 
off the corrugated iron of the shearing shed till it tilts and topples, 
crazy as a glasshouse. In the chaff house it makes eyes that glitter 
and run like mice across the floor.
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The haystacks prickle and gleam behind the ‘chunk chunk 
chunk’ of the chaff cutter feeding an endless belt through cogs 
and wheels. Magpies are sitting carolling on the York gums. At 
the back of the stable yard is an old, half-rotted horse race where 
Yarriman, the Aboriginal horse-breaker, drove the wild horses 
down from the low hills before we were born. To the right of the 
path through the house paddock where our father staggered with a 
bloody eye kicked in by Jack, the rogue horse, there is the married 
couple’s flat-fronted flat-roofed weatherboard humpie, with one 
door and two eyes for windows like a child’s drawing. The red-
headed Pommy, Mrs Rogers, is running in and out of the house 
like a weather woman bringing her underclothes in off the line 
so that my father won’t see them; inside Peggy Rogers is eating 
her peas off her knife, because ‘the fork might prick me tongue’. 
Outside in the yard their electric-blue Tin Lizzie is parked waiting 
to carry them away for ever.

Near the high wire stable gate are the murderous gallows, 
dripping blood and fat; where the sheep hang with their throats 
cut. On the other side of the gate is the blacksmith’s shop with 
the grinder and the forge and the black anvil shooting sparks, the 
floor littered with curls of wood shavings. We hang them over our 
ears like Mary Pickford. On the left is the ant-heap tennis court 
where I tried to jump the tennis net and broke my arm and had to 
be driven fourteen miles over bush roads to the local doctor, with 
a deal splint my father cut from the wood heap bound round my 
elbow. My mother sits on the sidelines barracking ‘good shot’ and 
‘butterfingers’. Past the tennis court is a dry abandoned dam full 
of rusty tins where Nancy the black-and-white cow fell in and had 
to be hauled out, mad-eyed and lowing, with ropes and a pulley.

The little gate opens into the garden with the pink Dorothy 
Perkins rose climbing on the wire fence, the Geraldton wax bush 
blooming. The house is ringed with almond and fig trees. In spring 
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the almond blossom falls in white bruised drips on the couch-grass 
lawn. In summer the twenty-eight parrots crack nuts over our 
heads till our father goes for the shotgun. At Christmas time we 
sit on the verandah preparing the nuts for the cake with a silver 
nutcracker. The twenty-eight parrots flash green and black as they 
fly away, the nutcracker flashes silver in the sun. We carry the 
almonds into the kitchen, plunge them in boiling water and peel 
off the skins, till they curl like brown tissue paper and the almonds 
emerge smooth and creamy white.

The fig leaves are rough like cows’ tongues and the fig skins 
tingle and burn in our mouths. At night time our father carries us 
shoulder high to the outside dunny singing ‘When the moon shines 
over the cow shed’ and ‘There’s a little black cupid in the moon’.

The house is built with two wings, the old house and the new. 
The old house has two corrugated-iron rooms. In the ramshackle 
sleepout, my grandparents live in an old iron bedstead with silver 
balls for decoration. The shelves are made of butterboxes filled 
with paperbacks, and copies of Bleak House and Little Dorrit, 
with the ominous Phiz drawings. The Swiss Family Robinson 
build their tree-house, menaced by giant snakes and jungle. My 
grandmother’s tin trunks are crammed with eyelet-embroided 
petticoats with yards of handmade lace, pale leather button-up 
boots, pearl-buttoned kid gloves and VAD nurses’ uniforms from 
the First World War.

Beside the old sleepout is the little back verandah where the 
quinces and Jonathan apples are stored to ripen on open wooden 
shelves. I hide there reading All Quiet on the Western Front, and a 
paperback stolen out of the butterboxes with a cover drawing of 
a droopy, yellow-haired girl playing the piano, mooned over by a 
handsome Catholic priest.

Go through the French doors, pleated and dark with dusty 
muslin curtains, into the enchanted centre, the playroom, the 
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children’s domain packed with forty-three dolls and a huge box full 
of Alice in Wonderland, Tom the Water Baby, Treasure Island, Wind in 
the Willows, Peter Pan, Emily of New Moon, A Child’s Garden of Verses, 
Ida Rentoul Outhwaite’s Elves and Fairies, Andersen’s and Grimm’s 
Fairy Tales, A Child’s History of England, What Katy Did and What 
Katy Did at School, Seven Little Australians, Norah of Billabong, Dot 
and the Kangaroo, Pollyanna, Daddy Long Legs, Anne of Green Gables, 
The Tales of Pooh, Robin Hood, Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, 
The Arabian Nights, Little Women and Good Wives, Coral Island and 
Tom Brown’s School Days, Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare and all my 
mother’s English Schoolgirl Annuals.

The dolls are made of rag, celluloid and china. The china 
dolls’ eyes fall in and rattle about in their heads. On the rag dolls’ 
plaster faces the painted eyes run blue when they are left out in the  
rain. A black mechanical toy car called Leaping Lena bucks  
across the playroom floor. There is a train set with tangled rails, 
a double-storeyed, butterbox dolls’ house with wicker furniture 
and a magic lantern, its wavering images clicking on and off across  
the wall.

Here is the open whitewashed fireplace where our father roasts 
potatoes in their jackets under the coals in winter, and in summer 
piles up gum branches to break the fall of Father Christmas as he 
tumbles down the chimney. We put out a bottle of beer and a 
piece of Christmas cake, iced and decorated with silver cashews, to 
reward him for his trouble.

In summer we sleep in the big sleepout completely enclosed in 
flywire so that at night we feel as if we are floating in air above 
the garden and the quiet orchard, borne away by the call of the 
mopokes. In the morning we wake to a wash of light, a magpie 
perched on the clothes prop, a rooster crowing from the chook 
yard at the bottom of the garden. In the dim light we watch the 
cured hams swaying from the iron hooks above our heads.
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An old weatherboard verandah runs right through the centre of 
the house where the sheep carcasses hang in blood-spotted calico. 
A big water bag with a long spout swings by the tank stand, the 
rainwater tasting of wet hessian. The bathroom has a claw-footed 
enamel bath and a chip heater, where our mother develops her 
sepia photographs in an enamel dish on the marble washstand.

The new wing of weatherboard and fibro was built when I 
was five. There is a big farm kitchen, a black stove with two huge 
boiling kettles, a long lino-covered pine table, and a jarrah dresser 
with a recess underneath where we can crawl and hide. Our father 
sits in the corner, puts the headphones on, and listens to the test 
cricket on the crystal set.

In the pantry there are sacks of flour, nuts, sugar and potatoes, 
rows of home-made preserves and jars of jam. The kettles hiss 
on the blackened stove, the bread rises in the pans set out on the 
hob, the wheat is ground into meal for our morning porridge, the 
sheep’s head floats in the white basin, muslined from the flies, the 
cream is slapped into butter between the wooden pats.

The flypaper hangs from the ceiling and catches in our hair. 
Blowflies buzz angrily outside the flywire door. Through the 
kitchen window you can look out on the cannas growing beside 
the drain, the wattles marking the orchard boundary and the edge 
of the creek.

In the hall there is an etching of Gladstone, who always chewed 
every mouthful thirty-six times, and two oil paintings, ‘The Stag 
at Bay’ by Great-Aunt Eva and ‘The Deer in the Snow’ by Great-
Aunt Dora, who died of TB in Wooroloo Sanatorium. Eva’s stag 
has a crooked leg.

The hall is the best place to be when the temperature hits 114 
in the shade. We lie on our bellies on the jarrah boards listening 
to In a Monastery Garden, Cavalleria Rusticana, Humoresque and The 
Laughing Policeman on the wind-up His Master’s Voice gramophone. 
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Sometimes we play lady wrestlers, or impersonate Two-Ton Tony 
Galento on the strip of Persian-patterned carpet.

On the other side of the hall is Great-Aunt Eva’s bedroom, all 
polished lino, cheval mirror and oak bedroom suite, reflecting the 
light. When Aunty Eva comes, once or twice a year, she lies in 
bed with us reciting The Schooner Hesperus, Hiawatha, Horatius at the 
Bridge and Little Jim, while we pull out her grey hairs one by one.

In the bedroom next door that I share with my mother and 
sister I have a little single bed where I lie sweating at night, keeping 
one eye on the griffins on the wardrobe door, which are likely to 
metamorphose into real monsters, and the other eye on the square 
of light from the bedroom window, which is likely to let in all 
things that go bump in the night. The little oil night-light with its 
round milky glass floats luminous above the dressing-table, where 
my mother sits singing … ‘There’s a long, long trail awinding into 
the land of my dreams.’

On the right of the hall is the sitting room where we are 
allowed to go only on special occasions, or when the Salvation 
Army chaplain calls in overnight. Then my mother plays hymns 
and makes mistakes on the iron-framed German piano. My 
grandfather’s favourite is ‘Rock of Ages’, my father’s is ‘Abide with 
Me’. There is a leatherette sofa and two armchairs, an oval jarrah 
table and six high-backed dining chairs. The table is always draped 
in an orange tasselled cover with a leather centrepiece in a cut-
out design of fruit and flowers. On the walls are prints of ‘The 
Watcher on the Hill’, a group of wild horses with flying manes 
and rolling eyes, a herd of Highland cattle fording a stream, some 
Victorian English girls in frilly muslin pinafores toasting chestnuts 
in front of a fire grate, a sunflower painted on glass, and Great-Aunt 
Eva’s out-of-perspective painting of a huge Newfoundland, paws 
outstretched under a half-drowned girl, a ship’s funnel smoking in 
the distance.
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The fire grate has fleur-de-lis tiles, and elephants from Bombay 
on the mantelpiece. The bow windows are hung with pale yellow 
linen curtains bordered with William Morris fruit. They frame  
the lightning-struck she-oak and the line of salmon gums, shiny 
and creaking in the wind, their bark hanging in rags like giant 
beggar women.

Under a broken-backed wattle in the orchard we have our cubby: 
an old dunny, cement-floored with a row of tulip tiles behind the 
seat, and a tent made of sewn wheatbags. By the swing is the wrecked 
Willy’s Knight chassis that once belonged to our grandfather. I play 
Death and the Maiden laid out on the cracked leather seat, dressed 
up in my mother’s crepe de Chine wedding dress, pleated from neck 
to hem, with the remnants of a gossamer train.

The orchard is heavy with peach and apricot, nectarine and 
mandarin, quince and pear. A silver balloon hangs for a moment 
on the quince tree and floats away. The grapevines are pendulous 
with pale green ladies’ fingers. The orchard is thick with paddy 
and pig melons. I suck the transparent globule of gum prised off 
the jam tree. The moon rests on the stable roof like a great ruby 
bubble. My mountain pony Silver steps out daintily, pulling up 
clumps of capeweed, her hoofs curling like Arabian slippers. She 
has foundered in the wheat.

Every spring the magpies nest in the almond tree, raining 
naked-necked fledglings, their beaks gaping for worms. The tomtit 
builds its hanging nest and lays three warm speckled eggs amongst 
dry grass and feathers. A wagtail balances on the toprail of the 
wire fence hung with dew drops, chirping ‘sweet pretty creature’. 
The drops hang, glisten and slide. The plover nests in the furrows 
made by the plough. The quail settles down in the long grass over 
her eggs. The peewits are crying over the wheat. Rain’s coming 
– the black cockatoos sweep down from the rock hill and collect 
like black rags on the gums. The racehorse goannas are racing 
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through the orchard, switching their tails. A silver-green tree frog 
leaps into the pink ivy geranium hanging by the tank stand. I am 
running to the end of the farm, I am running to the end of the 
rainbow where there is, apparently, a pot of gold. I am holding the 
silver balloon on the end of a long string. ‘The crow flies home 
to the rocky wood’, and Trix, the sixteen-year-old shearers’ tabby, 
sits patiently in the doll’s pram under the almond trees, a frilled 
baby-doll’s bonnet tied under her white whiskers.

My grandfather goes out to feed the poddy calves, the milk 
bucket clanking at his thigh. In the kitchen garden Mr Wrigglesford 
leans on his spade on the dry manure heap telling me stories of 
bardies and earthworms and furry black caterpillars. An old mate 
of my grandfather’s, he goes on monthly benders, and swims, 
making tracks like a goanna, through the dust to his camp on the 
other side of the machinery shed. One day he will mysteriously 
disappear, and we will sit mourning over his tent props and his 
blackened billy on a cold heap of ashes.

In summer the centre of our house shifts from the kitchen to 
the verandahs. We sit waiting for the Albany Doctor to blow up, 
rippling the tops of the wattles along the creek, while the voices 
murmur on and on telling their endless tales of past and present. 
The trees lift up their roots and come closer to the house to listen. 
Then legendary characters stalk the Avon Valley, the ghosts of the 
gold miners on the road to Kalgoorlie with their wheelbarrows, 
riding, driving their drays, to camp at Split Rock at the bottom of 
our orchard; Joe Anchor, who lies buried under Joe Anchor’s rock 
at the edge of the farm, was he seaman or drifter?; the Ridleys 
and Bells and Hothams who take over the country like crows; 
the Mundy brothers with their bell-bottom trousers swaggering 
through the towns; the silvertails playing golf and holding cocktail 
parties, dancing to their doom, while their farms are taken over by 
the banks and the rabbits.
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We lie in the hammock flying out above stars and wind, 
listening as worlds coalesce, floating us down the avenues of sleep. 
The houses of childhood all have this mythical quality lost under 
the mist of time – the wooden house on the shores of the Swan 
River and the holiday cottage behind the sand dunes on the beach 
at King George’s Sound.

As long as I can remember we have had these holiday places. 
Every year in October we go to the Perth Royal Show and stay 
in my grandfather’s jarrah house on the river at Como, where 
we learn to swim with water wings at the end of a spindly jetty. 
Globules of jellyfish litter the sand, transparent and quivering. It is 
the same jetty where my mother went, travelling with her father 
as a little girl, driving over the causeway in a spanking horse and 
buggy that left all the other drivers for dead. The air of that house 
always seems full of the sound of Indian doves cooing. There is a 
small jarrah forest on the other side of a wooden stile, where we 
run to catch the tram and ferry to the little city. The rooms are 
dark and cool, a long living room furnished in oak, a primitive 
lean-to-kitchen, the bedrooms lined, floor to ceiling, with pale 
green pressed iron. Our water comes from a stone well with a hand 
pump and a bucket at the back door. We carry fluted pink and 
white shaded oil lamps from room to room.

At night strange bleeps and muffled screams come from the 
back bedroom, where an ancient caretaker, called Lapp, tunes in 
on his home-built crystal set. We sit with the headphones on for 
hours trying to decipher something from the rushing airwaves, but 
we never hear anything that remotely resembles a human voice, 
or the sound of music. But we are fiercely loyal to the end, and 
indignant when the grown-ups make fun of Lapp’s invention.

There is a copse of wattle between the house and the river. 
Through the door and across the verandah an old donkey grazes 
in an empty paddock, like a framed picture. On the other side of 
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the wattle grove lives Mrs Pooley, a tall thin woman with wisps of 
yellow-white hair, who breeds Pekinese behind a blue convolvulus 
hedge.

The zamia palms drift their fronded patterns across the white 
sand.

After the harvest, we travel 250 miles to the South Coast and 
live for two or three months in a tiny cottage of two rooms and a 
kitchen beside the sea. The landscape is forbidding and melancholy, 
with black rocks and low dark scrub lit by the occasional gleam 
of sunlight on granite or wave or sand dune. The places around 
us have magical names like Torbay, Nornalup, Nannarup and 
Two People Bay. Lagoon and ocean, seabird and scrub, lonely and 
deserted, are surrounded by great karri forests where you can drive 
a car through a hollow tree. A petrified forest covers the sand 
dunes. We fish on mirror-smooth rivers. In their green depths 
white drowned forests drift, quivering. A great kingfish breaks the 
surface and flashes through sunlight to land jiggling on the end of 
a line.

At night the lighthouse on Breaksea flicks on and off across the 
Southern Ocean and steamers with smoking funnels sail by on 
their way to the ends of the world. The beach on one side is ringed 
by a scrubby headland like a resting emu, on the other by Bald 
Head, a sheer crag of black rock. In the distance the tiny island of 
Dunder Rock glitters in the setting sun. Behind it rises a mountain 
glimmering like Shangri-la. At Emu Point there is a spring where 
the Dutch explorers called in to water their ships and Green Island 
where the colonial ladies fled from a black ambush. The beach is 
an arc of hard white sand stretching along the bay. Cars drive to 
the point when the tide is out but often, on their way back, they 
meet their doom. Bogged or caught in the incoming surf, they 
wash, bobbing ludicrously out to sea. Pacific gulls fly low over 
the dunes, pods of whales are sometimes beached, dark-humped 
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and dying in the shallows. We gather white crenellated shells and 
put them to our ears to hear the sea sighing. At night we lie in 
bed listening to the surf breaking and lulling against the beach. 
Sometimes the sound is so loud and the house is so small, we feel 
as if we are rocking on the surface of the sea, going out with the 
tide. Next door is a wild tract of reserve covered in eucalyptus 
and prickly bush twined with purple clematis. We build elaborate 
cubbies floored with moss and roam with our boy cousins playing 
wild horses, Robin Hood and Maid Marian and the Merry Men. 
Behind the house, on the wet bracken hillsides at Miramar, we go 
blackberrying and run down the slopes to fling ourselves into the 
surf, the salt smarting the bramble cuts on our legs and arms. At 
night our father makes big fires of driftwood in the open fireplace 
and we sit, flushed and stinging with sunburn, in wicker chairs, 
playing rummy and Rickety Kate on the round oak table.

At the South Coast, where a honeymoon couple once whirled 
to their death in the blowhole, the sea rushes in under giant granite 
causeways, sucking and swirling through gaps and holes. If you 
lean out over hummocks of rough grass on the headland, you 
can see Jimmy Newell’s Harbour where he took shelter, running 
in under the knoll from a raging storm. King waves sweep over 
coastal rocks, drowning intrepid fishermen. At Frenchman’s Bay 
there are the stone remnants of jetties and huts left by the French 
whalers. The wild sea and historic past seem to merge together in 
one glamorous tale.

At the end of the summer we pack up our shells, call ‘Steamer, 
steamer’ for the last time, and go back to put them on the farm 
mantelpiece, listening to the suck of the surf in our faraway inland 
country.

My grandfather’s house on the Swan River disappeared long 
ago under high-rise apartment blocks. The wooden house by the 
sea still stands unchanged, silvered with age, but the beachfront is 
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thickly settled and a caravan park cuts off the house from the dunes 
and the sea. The farm is long since sold and the farmhouse derelict. 
The new owners have shifted to a kit home beside Rock Hill, 
away from the creek and closer to the electric-light poles.

Is it still there on the far side of Day’s paddock in the bend of two 
creeks, unchanged, unclaimed except by the weather and starry 
wastes of sky? Do the ghostly draught horses wheel and gallop 
through the dark? Through the open French doors swinging in the 
wind is a scratchy 78 still playing the Hallelujah Chorus over and 
over again … Hallelujah, Hallelujah?
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Chapter 1

A skinny ten-year-old, carrying the billy of tea in one hand and 
trying to keep her brown lisle stockings up with the other, I am 
taking the afternoon smoko to ‘the man’ ploughing the hundred 
acres across the creek.

I’ve never worn stockings before and I’ve forgotten the garters 
(or perhaps I never had any). They concertina around my knees 
and fall to my ankles. The billy bumps, scalding, against my thigh.

I am very conscious of the eyes of the handsome Italian farm 
labourer watching my stump-jump progress, hiding his smile with 
his hand. He is kind to me, the first of many men who will find 
my aspirations forgivable, even charming.

But they are neither forgivable nor charming; no interesting 
hobby, no spare-time dilettante scribbling under her hair after the 
important business of being a woman is over for the day.

Daughter, sister, lover, wife, mother, grandmother, domestic 
treasure, I will be suborned into all of these roles (except perhaps 
domestic treasure … there I am always clumsy and half-hearted), 
but I have my vocation. It is outside sex, and yet my sex is part 
of it. It is already fixed, brutal, implacable, complete. There is 
nothing I can do about it, except to get better at it. It shakes me, 
seductive as love. Words fall out, I am possessed by them.
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It is 1933 and I live at the ends of the earth. This is really 
another country, all the wenches are dead, and I am a misfit … a 
little girl who will grow up to be a writer, brought up on a wheat 
and sheep farm at Malyalling via Wickepin, the Great Southern 
of Western Australia … New Holland, Terra Australis, the Great 
South Land that the Dutch explorers touched at, blown out of their 
way to the fabulous spice islands by the Roaring Forties.

As far as the eye can see stretch our three thousand acres. We 
are amongst the richest farmers in the district. We know who we 
are. At least everybody does except my father, who has been given 
a share of sandplain across the railway line, plus a grace and favour 
residence with us all in the old farmhouse.

My father is driving the new Twin City tractor five paddocks 
away, my mother is ironing the doilies edged with lazy daisies 
on the kitchen table till the pattern comes through on the hot 
undersheet, my grandmother is setting the bread dough to rise in 
front of the black fuel stove, my grandfather is feeding the poddy 
calves in the stable yard, letting them suck the milk off his fingers, 
my little sister is doing correspondence lessons at her butterbox desk 
on the verandah. I carry the billy of tea to the Italian ploughing 
the one hundred acres.

He came to us from timber-cutting amongst the giant karri 
forests in the south-west, and sucker-bashing with Ab Walsh and 
his blue heeler. Ab is a middle-aged bachelor, a prodigious swearer, 
who pisses (so they say) in the same enamel chamber pot he uses 
to brew his tea. He has taught the Italian to speak English, so that 
the first night around the kitchen table he asks my grandmother 
to, ‘Pliss pass the fuckin’ butter, Mrs Coade.’ I am tremendously 
impressed by him. A vigneron’s son from outside Venice, he has 
beautiful manners and sings like an angel. One of the romantic 
young fascisti who followed Gabriel d’Annunzio in the attempted 
recapture of the port of Fiume after the First World War, only to be 
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betrayed by Mussolini, he has been given the choice of firing squad 
or permanent exile and has chosen Western Australia. Anyway, 
that’s his story. He will work on our farm until he has saved 
up enough to rent a run-down property from my grandfather. 
Eventually he will rent our farm, overstock it, make his fortune 
out of wool during the Second World War, and become the richest 
farmer in the district, with an Australian wife and two mistresses.

Now he sings Italian opera as he puts out the horse feed. On 
a ledge in the darkest corner of the stable there is a whole boxful 
of French letters. The chaff falls from the sack like the sound of a 
wave. I sit on an upturned wheatbag and suck rock salt; the line of 
horses’ heads, rhythmically chewing, watch me with their liquid 
eyes. Their tails swing in unison against their warm rumps in the 
half-darkness.

The district is full of migrant Italians, little fat swarthy southerners 
who bring their big wives to sit in our kitchen, speechless and 
eternally smiling, a crescent of sweat under the arms of their black 
satin dresses. Their earrings flash off the afternoon-tea things. The 
kitchen range blazes with heat under the giant iron kettles.

There is a Depression. Everybody talks about it. I ask my father 
what it means, but his explanations don’t sound rational. He argues 
politics with Cecil Elsegood, the Country Party member, outside 
the Yearlering Co-op. I stand and listen. My head reaches up to 
my father’s waistcoat button. My hair twines around it. I can’t 
move. It seems like hours before he notices.

Cecil Elsegood says, ‘I’m a politician, Tom. When I move into 
the sandplain country I’m bright red, in the middle districts I’m 
palest pink, but when I travel through the rich farms of the Avon 
Valley I’m white as driven snow.’

He wears a spotted bow tie, and looks seedy. For years he stays 
in my mind as the image of ‘the politician’.

‘Sorry, Nip,’ says my father, carefully unwinding my hair.
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The swaggies are out on the roads, calling into the farms for 
‘a few stores, Missus’. When she sees them coming across the 
paddocks my mother rushes us inside, locks the doors in terror, and 
shouts through the keyhole, ‘The men are down in the stable yard.’

The farms on our boundaries have been given over to the 
rabbits and the banks. The farmhouses fall into ruin, the fences 
sag; as season follows season, the bush takes over. My father says 
the bankrupt farmers are ‘silvertails’ who spent their time going 
to grog parties, playing golf, buying flash cars, and getting off 
with each other’s wives. They have all been punished, working for 
wages down in Perth, or even, in a hushed whisper, ‘on the dole’.

Some of them hang on grimly because they have nowhere else 
to go. My father talks about ‘those redraggers further out’, and 
years later I discover that many of these poorer farmers, ex-miners 
from Kalgoorlie who’d taken up this marginal land, fought a fierce 
struggle with the banks in the ‘Hold Your Wheat’ campaign, 
defending the wheat stacks at their local sidings, armed with 
pitchforks and desperation.

Once a year when we travel to Perth for the Royal Show, 
the pavement artists line St George’s Terrace, their crude chalk 
drawings of rising suns and sinking moons over black bush washing 
away in the rain.

‘Look, darling, give the poor man a sixpence,’ says my mother 
and I drop it into the Havelock tobacco tin, embarrassed – for 
him, for ourselves, and for the gulf that divides us. Along the 
Causeway where the Dutch once dragged their sailing ships over 
the sand banks, the corrugated-iron humpies and smoky fires of 
the unemployed cover the swampy little islands in the Swan River.

It is my grandmother’s heyday. We have liens on crops and 
farms. We own a cinema in Perth and grocery shops in little 
wheatbelt towns like Corrigin, Wickepin and Lake Yearlering. We 
will never go broke. It is our reward for industry, thrift, morality 
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and brains. Years later I travel through these towns reading poetry 
in Country Women’s Association halls for Adult Education. Two 
old men nod sardonically in the front row. ‘You’re Ted Coade’s 
granddaughter. He was always ready to lend y’ money … at ten 
per cent.’

The breath of their irony reaches out over the years. And I 
suppose he must share the blame. After all, he was her front man … 
my grandfather, charming, sociable, affectionate, the ex-alcoholic, 
drinking lemonade and covering up for my grandmother’s 
devastating tactlessness. They are a formidable combination.

‘She’s got a brain like a man,’ says my father. High praise indeed!
‘I don’t know why he married me,’ she says, her Japanese eyes 

crackling. ‘He had such beautiful girls.’
Years later I find his love letters in her writing box, written in 

that perfect copperplate that has no character at all. They are full 
of excuses.

Dear Marie,

How can you say I don’t love you, when I am always thinking of you, I’m 

sorry you waited so long under the clock last night, but I will explain when 

we meet.

Dear Marie,

Please forgive me, I met an old mate from Beechworth last night and he 

insisted on standing me a dinner. We had a beautiful meal with a glass of port 

afterwards. I hope you were not too disappointed.

‘Dear Marie’ … I wonder how she ever got him to the altar. My 
Great-Aunt Daisy hints darkly about it after their deaths. ‘Poor 
Ted, he never stood a chance. Oh! but she was a wicked, scheming 
woman, your grandmother.’

The stories about her …  her stepfather forbade her to go to a 

wildcard_text_AW.indd   19 22/03/12   2:17 PM



wild card

20

dance with the butcher’s boy, so she tore down the velvet dining-
room curtains and, like Scarlett O’Hara, made herself a ball dress 
and went to the dance anyway.

The family live in genteel poverty in South Melbourne and 
Mary is ‘delicate’. She is anaemic and has to sleep without a pillow 
but, heartened by the astounding success of the ball dress, she sets 
herself up in a little room as a professional dressmaker. Eventually 
she is ‘making’ for Melbourne’s most fashionable clientele. The 
family are horrified, but nothing can stop her. She has the bit 
between her teeth. My sister and I reap the benefit of these 
Melbourne years. In the corrugated-iron sleepout with the swifts 
scrabbling in the roof, we rifle the contents of her old trunks and 
bursting suitcases.

I invent implausible tragedies. Playing ‘improvised theatre’, we 
parade down the roads under the peeling salmon gums, waving 
our pearl-buttoned gloves imperiously. The temperature is 112 
degrees in the shade. Polly of the Circus, bare-breasted, a pasty of 
sequins over her crotch, crashes to her doom from the highest York 
gum. In another year, gawky in my unbecoming wool bathers and 
rubber bathing cap, I will have real breasts, crossing my hands to 
hide their swell from the other kids.

The sleepout is our Pandora’s box, unleashing our wildest 
imaginings, the first stir of my sexuality. When my sister, playing 
some male surrogate, bends me over backwards on the iron double 
bedstead to murmur extravagant compliments in my ear, the cracks 
on the corrugated-iron roof wink with a thousand glittering eyes. 
What does she think about it, this dark plump little girl with the 
bluebag around her eyes to keep off the blowflies? I take her with 
me on all our outlandish adventures. She is told what to think, 
what to say, what to do, who to be, a dozen times a day. I torture 
her when I don’t get my own way, pretend to leave, packing a 
bogus bag, crying like Tosti, ‘goodbye for ever’, as I stride off 
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across the paddocks into nowhere. ‘Don’t go, come back,’ she sobs. 
I wonder when she will be old enough to call my bluff.

But she gets her revenge with the silent treatment, a revenge I 
will never be able to cope with, so that eventually I am reduced to 
writing begging notes for forgiveness on all the garden paths.

‘Please forgive me, I love you,’ I write with sharpened stick into 
the dust until, eventually she relents and speaks again.

When we play Jack Jackson and his wild horses, she is Jack, 
a sensible, solid sort of chap, and I am all the wild horses, with 
names like Starlight and Black Beauty, tossing their manes and 
galloping across the couch-grass lawn.

We have forty-three dolls of all shapes and sizes in the playroom, 
but we are not very interested in the usual ‘baby-doll’ games. Our 
dolls are actors and actresses. Some come from remote foreign 
lands, brought back to us from ‘abroad’ by my spinster Great-Aunt 
Eva, my grandmother’s half-sister.

There are a pair of dancing dolls on an elastic string, an Italian 
doll we call Lucia di Lammermoor and a French china doll in a 
blue knitted silk dress hung with bells we call Suzette de la Falaise. 
We bury a wax doll one winter under the almond trees with full 
funeral honours and when we dig her up in the spring her face 
has melted. We call her Scarface, and she becomes the heroine of 
innumerable tragedies.

In the chooks’ grave at the bottom of the orchard we construct 
wobbly crosses over dead pullets, a twenty-eight parrot who bit my 
finger to the bone, then keeled over and died, and a grey chinchilla 
rabbit overfed with lucerne.

We invent the None-Go-By Club with its motto – ‘Let none 
go by while this house lives, who need what this house needs  
to give’ – and spent days piling the dead wattle leaves at the  
bottom of the chook run into crackling heaps preparatory to 
building the None-Go-By House for the shelter of passing 
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travellers. But the leaves fall down and very few travellers ‘come 
by’ in any case …

My Great-Aunt Daisy, my grandfather’s half-sister, arrives from 
Perth with her teenage daughter, exhorting her to ‘breathe in the 
good air, Friedelle’. Her son Howard speeds in occasionally on 
his motorbike, looking a lot like my grandfather, and her eldest 
daughter, Beau, leaves the handbag counter at the Bon Marché 
to sit eating chocolates and reading paperback romances on the 
verandah. A real Hollywood beauty, Beau, with her stilt heels and 
flyaway satin panels. When she gets bored she makes us up with 
her astounding array of cosmetics. My mother uses only Pond’s 
cream and almond lotion and ‘Naturelle’ face powder. Beau, of 
the many admirers, makes a disastrous marriage and dies of cancer. 
Howard is killed in the air force in New Guinea.

‘My dainty Beau, my poor Howard,’ weeps Aunty Daisy, the 
tears coursing down her powdered cheeks.

My grandfather’s nephew, Jack Pemberton, and his best friend, 
Kev Mardling arrive from Melbourne to learn about farming. 
Handsome, laughing Kev Mardling has ‘a bad chest’ and the  
dry, clear wheatbelt air is supposed to cure him. Jack Pemberton 
sits on the verandah at night and tells us the legends of the stars – 
how the crash of thunder is Thor pushing great boulders around 
the sky.

But when they shift on to one of my grandfather’s run-down 
farms they spend their time careering wildly into Wickepin to the 
pub, driving home at dawn, drunk and singing, in a battered old 
tourer called the Grey Ghost.

When Kev Mardling dies, coughing up blood in the Wickepin 
Hospital, Jack Pemberton goes back to Melbourne and the Grey 
Ghost, shat on by the turkeys, lurches into the dry grass in the 
farmyard, like the ghost of all those golden boys who come to dust.

They are all the visitors who go by, and I can’t really imagine 
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any of them living in an igloo of dry wattle leaves at the bottom 
of the chook yard.

When I begin to read I people the world of the farm with 
characters from Hans Andersen and Grimm’s Fairy Tales. They 
are everywhere in the dim green light of early winter, a peculiar 
sensation because I both love and fear them. Of course there is always 
a price to pay in bed after dark with only the night-light between 
me and Big Klaus and Little Klaus, making shadows; long, thin, 
squat, obscene. Afterwards, when I see Toulouse-Lautrec’s Moulin 
Rouge posters, I recognise that elongated top-hatted shadow of the 
dancing man behind La Goulou as the image of my nightmares.

I float down through still green stagnant water with the taste of 
that curiously childish sin in my mouth. It’s like the taste of Henry 
James’s Turn of the Screw. They are all sexual stories … Andersen’s 
… and he is the evil sophisticated child skipping in the enclosed 
garden where Kay and Gerda sit with the hearts of roses eaten out 
by canker; Kay, a little blue-black boy crouched immobile in the 
centre of the frozen lake, the Snow Queen mesmerising him with 
all that white corruption in her face; the sea maid, tongueless, feet 
spiked through with knives, and her soulless death dissolved in 
foam, punished like Catherine Earnshaw for a love that annihilates 
the self.

There is a special smell in the pages of Andersen, the smell of 
well water and muddy woods. The hobgoblin on the cover caught 
in the slimy forest is metamorphosed into a white gum as big as 
a house that can burst its tree fetters and come striding across the 
paddocks from the line of timber as dusk falls.

I am afraid of the woodheap behind the wash house. When I 
am gathering wood, and the sky behind the creek is streaked red, 
I race inside, dropping the chips out of my pinny.

My sister Lesley, who is going to be a doctor, keeps her evil 
smelling concoctions in dozens of empty medicine bottles under 
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the tank stand; tea leaves gone sour and green, parsley, mint and 
piss mixed up together. It’s nothing real I’m afraid of, although 
it is the place where beheaded chooks run in a demented circle 
with their neck stumps bleeding. There seems to be a presence out 
there and my heart won’t stop thumping until I see the faces bent 
over the kitchen table in the splashy light from the gas mantles 
that shrivel up and turn black without a moment’s warning. I 
slip into my place at the table and am ashamed. My fears feel silly 
now. Later the woodheap will be the place where I masturbate 
and discover a clitoris. Menstruation will be God’s punishment for 
these forbidden thrills.

My father recites a nursery rhyme:

Who goes round my house by night?

Only poor old Jim … 

I know exactly what old Jim looks like. He is a loony with a 
hairless head like a dome, who runs in circles round the pigsty 
baying in the moonlight, a wide vacant grin fixed on his drooling 
mouth.

The squealing of the pigs at night is the sound of Jim, running 
round and round. When my father gets rid of the pigs because he 
hates them, I am relieved. In the daytime I’m not often afraid … 
only of Jack Frost, who lives in the toolbox on the old harvester, 
and the Haunt of the Owls. But these are rather delicious fears 
because I have created them myself. Somebody or Some Thing has 
locked Jack Frost in the toolbox and we never dare go too near in 
case he jumps out, white, glittery and vengeful.

The Haunt of the Owls is really where the mopokes nest in a 
section of the creek bed choked with dead branches. The slime on 
the stagnant pools is oily and rainbow-coloured. Here the mopokes 
perch, staring down at me with glowing eyes or flapping off into 
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the bush with a curious unearthly sound. There is the Wishing 
Tree, a little bent-over deathly bush with twigs sweeping the 
ground. I never climb through the orchard fence into the Haunt 
until I have danced three times round the Wishing Tree and made 
a cross of bent twigs to carry with me. The Wishing Tree has 
fallen on its side in the floods, roots exposed, smothered in some 
bright-green parasite my father calls knottygobble. Once I try to 
climb it, but feeling the creeper twining around my arms, legs and 
hair, I hurry down again before I am changed, like Daphne.

I am halfway there already. Burying my face and my skinny 
body against the trunks of the trees, I always feel more like a tree 
than a child.

One summer, deciding to put away childish things, I climb on 
to the harvester and, eyes tight shut, open the lid of the toolbox. A 
tiny circle of sunlight comes through a nail hole in the side. There 
is a cobweb spun across the bottom. I look down at my little sister, 
waiting, goggle-eyed at my daring.

‘There’s nothing there,’ I say stupidly, and see the faith die out 
of her eyes. After all, it has been my story and now there seems 
nothing else to do but grow up.

In the summer we sleep in the sleepout in a double bed, the 
helmeted profile of Apollo-brand corrugated iron repeated 
endlessly above us. My father wraps himself in his blankets on 
Gallipoli and fights the Turks all night. He shows us the black dots 
of shrapnel buried in his forearms.

When I have a toothache he packs my hollow tooth with oil of 
cloves and tells me stories about Dan McGrew, who slept under the 
lee of a jam tin on Lemnos and put his head in front of a cannon 
and blew his brains out, or Jeanne, the little French girl whose 
parents were shot in the moonlight to the strains of Cavalleria 
Rusticana because they were German spies. Sick with nostalgia 
(maybe), he sings us songs about Bendigo – ‘Take me back, back, 
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back to Bendigo’ – and talks about green fern, flowing water and 
luminous girls in big hats on the Yarra, Nellie Stewart, and Melba 
singing High Mass in Melbourne. We think he must be mad. What 
could be lovelier than our great, dry, golden country with the wheat 
paddocks stretching to the horizon and the little humps of grey-black 
Aboriginal hills rising out of the landscape like an afterthought?

Sick with a migraine headache, he staggers back from the 
paddocks, swallows his Aspros and lies in the sleepout with a wet 
cloth round his head.

The stream train runs through the farm, lighting dangerous 
fires. My mother remembers when the First World War ended … 
the engine driver drove across those flats blowing ‘Yankee Doodle 
Dandy’.

It’s four years since the last time I remember being perfectly 
happy, coming down the verandah singing between the old 
farmhouse and the new wing. I compose poems in bed and wake 
my parents in the middle of the night; patiently they write them 
down, marvelling, no doubt, that they have produced a swan. 
They buy me Jean Curlewis on the rules of prosody and try to 
make me scan. ‘Tee dum diddle de dum’. How I resent it. I won’t 
listen to the rules or let them transcribe any more. I will learn to 
read and write, painstakingly transcribing the lines of copperplate 
into my copybook. 

Now I make up my poems to the drone of the separator out 
in the wash house, mesmerised by the underground rhythm. But 
sometimes they flash upon me out in the paddocks miles from 
home, words, images, lines tumbling out in a frenzy so that I have 
to run back, gasping for pencil and paper. If my sister is with me 
she has to remember the lines as I say them, over and over, and pity 
help her if she doesn’t.

Who is Jean Curlewis anyway? The daughter of Ethel Turner, 
who wrote Seven Little Australians and made me cry over the death 
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of Judy and long for a brother like Pip. Later I read Jean Curlewis’s 
Beach Beyond and spend years looking for a boy who’ll walk with 
me into the sea. But they’re all afraid.

I walked home with a gold dark boy

And never a word he’d say,

Chimborazo Cotopaxi

Had stolen his soul away.

I think of my first memory. I am standing up in the back of a 
car, almost too small to see over the front seat. My father is driving 
through a huge storm. The rain pours down the windscreen. Blurry 
shapes of storm-driven trees whirl past. He is driving carefully and 
my mother is afraid. It’s his first car and he’s only had two driving 
lessons. My grandparents sit on either side of me in the back seat. 
I can feel their warm knees pressing against my sides. There is 
no sister. She isn’t born yet and I am safe amongst all these large 
people who love me and my father who is so cleverly driving on 
and on into the night where nothing can happen to us because he 
knows everything. I am probably two years old.

Another thunderstorm. My mother is hanging out the washing 
on the verandah. I run and hide my face in her green cotton dress. 
She often wears green. For years it becomes the colour I hate most 
because I associate it with her. But now she looks down smiling as 
a clap of thunder shakes the farmhouse. She takes me by the hand 
and we go into the bedroom. My baby sister is sleeping in her 
wooden cot, her short black curls fall against her chubby face. She 
has long, sooty black eyelashes like a sleeping doll.

‘Ssh!’ says my mother. ‘Isn’t she beautiful? Don’t wake her. She’s 
not afraid.’

I pretend to agree but she seems alien to me with my yellow 
hair and thin body, and I am surprised by jealousy.
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The new farmhouse is being built. The old one stays where it 
is, corrugated iron and a weatherboard, grey jarrah verandah. The 
new house beside it smells of sawn timber and asbestos walls. I take 
my crayons and draw all over the lovely whiteness. How thrilling 
it is.

My father takes my hand and speaks to me seriously. ‘Look 
what you’ve done, Nip,’ he says, ‘You’ve spoilt the beautiful wall.’

I shake my head. I want to cry. Can’t he see that I only wanted 
to make it even more beautiful?

‘I want you to promise me you’ll never do such a thing again.’
Molly, too light for a plough horse, has a new foal. I go with my 

father, tiptoeing through the early-morning frost. ‘Be very quiet. 
Don’t frighten her,’ he says. I hold my breath. They are standing 
in the clearing. The foal is perfect, a white star on her forehead, 
her forelegs trembling. Everything is bright green. The sunlight, 
slanting through the clearing, outlines the foal’s coat with silver. 
The scene holds, trembles, reflected in the glass of the morning.

‘Can I have her?’ I whisper. ‘Can she be my horse when she 
grows up? Can I ride her?

‘We’ll see.’
I will call her Star. But he is only being diplomatic, because, 

later he sells them both to the Dutchman on the neighbouring 
farm.

Another memory. I am walking at dusk to the stables with my 
pet joey hopping through the dust beside me. I am just like Dot 
and the kangaroo. The joey has a leather collar around its neck 
and it follows me everywhere, but the dogs pull it down and kill 
it. Nobody tells me where it has gone, but I know.

An old woman in a large black silk dress and a white lace cap 
sits under a walnut tree in a Beechworth garden. Her face, when 
she turns, is fragile as paper. ‘This is Great-Aunt Kate,’ they say, 
pushing me forward, and she takes my head in her hands and 

wildcard_text_AW.indd   28 22/03/12   2:17 PM



part 1

29

speaks in a strange lilting voice; the voice of my grandfather when 
he speaks the Cornish of his forebears. ‘Where’s goin’ thee? Goin’ 
tay matin’. Hear chillun singin’ luvely.’

I am five years old and we have gone on our trip to the eastern 
states to visit my father’s relative at Korong Vale and the last of the 
Coades in Beechworth.

Beechworth … the magic town where my grandfather lived 
when he was a boy. His mother kept the pub and it still stands. The 
Star Hotel, a youth hostel now, where once the drinkers gathered 
round the bar and cheered the actors in the playhouse at the back.

Blanche Coade was a Cornish servant who married a miner old 
enough to be her father. He died when my grandfather was only 
two, so she married again and had several more children. When 
her second husband died she was in her fifties but she married my 
grandfather’s best friend, who was only in his twenties, and my 
grandfather cried for a week. I stare at her photograph: a stout, 
unbelievably ugly woman with a big course face and a knob of hair. 
Why did he marry her? Was it the pub, or did she have unknown 
female charms that just don’t show? Afterwards my mother says 
darkly, looking at me, ‘It must be in the blood.’

She drank and died of asthma and her young husband outlived 
her but she must have made the most of it while she could, my 
ugly Cornish great-grandmother. A pewter beer mug blessed, they 
said, with the lips of Ned Kelly, still stands on the shelf in my 
study, all I have inherited from her except that suspect blood.

The evening is full of bats flitting like tiny, eerie birds through 
the air. The poddy calves frisk in the home paddock, lifting their 
tails; amongst them is Blucher, the son of Amen. Amen is the 
crooked cow with the hollow back, so named by my father because 
she looks like ‘the last word’.

My grandfather starts up his new Willy’s Knight and drives it 
like a stump-jump plough straight at the wooden gates that lead 

wildcard_text_AW.indd   29 22/03/12   2:17 PM



wild card

30

on to Yealering road. My father runs to open them but he drives 
straight through, one gate hanging lopsided over the radiator. He 
doesn’t stop but grins out of the driver’s window. ‘Don’t worry 
about opening the gate, Tom,’ he yells and waves and is gone 
in a spurt of dust, driving with one hand into the distance, his 
nicotine-stained moustache-ends streaming in the wind.

Dew falls in the garden, swimming with the scent of sweet 
peas, stocks, carnations and love-in-a-mist. The dusty asparagus 
fern shakes by the tank stand.
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