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Dear Dad,

I don’t know how to tell you this, but when I was in America last 
year I began an online relationship with a man in Texas. His name 
is Sam. He has been a farmer, a diplomat and a Buddhist monk. 
He is also a poet, and he sent me a CD of him reading his poetry. 
His voice was high, like a plastic kite caked in the blood of birds. In 
1992 he was smuggled as a political refugee into the States, where 
he stayed, translating Walt Whitman into Khmer. He emailed me 
his favourite passage, which was this:

I think I could turn and live with animals 
they are so placid and self-contained
I stand and look at them long and long
they do not sweat and whine about their condition

During the three years, eight months and twenty days he was 
a slave under the Khmer Rouge, Sam would remember lines of 
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Whitman as he worked in the fields. 
I remember I once took you and Mum to see Shakespeare’s 

As You Like It. As it turned out, you both hated it. ‘Oh my God,’ 
Mum said loudly during the interval in Chinese. ‘Quick, stick 
toothpicks in my eyelids to keep them open!’ 

I took you both to the Winter Masterpieces exhibition at the 
art gallery once too. ‘There is enough suffering in this world 
already,’ you said. ‘Why would people want to manufacture more 
crap?’ You were standing in front of a Jackson Pollock.

I also remember when you both came to my graduation. After-
wards, the university served up breadboards of food: blue-veined 
cheeses looking and smelling like the innards of mummified cats; 
vinaigrettes emptied into raw green plants like scrappy jungle 
food, like a dog had pissed on a garden patch; and stuff called 
‘Dijon mustard’ that, when squeezed out of the plastic bottle, had 
the colour and consistency of diarrhoea. 

You learnt very early on when you arrived at the Midway 
Migrant Hostel that this sort of thing was the white  people’s 
good food. At the hostel the elements were still the same, 
only in different dilutions. Baby salad greens were then let-
tuce, and mustard was tomato sauce. Human-bud pink steak 
dripped with a sponge of red blood in the middle. Mum was 
ready to burst with the baby but she couldn’t eat any of this 
stuff. So you would secretly feed her two minute noodles in 
your room because you didn’t want to offend the kindly white 
people, who of course would never understand how food that 
smelt and tasted of vomit and shit and blood would instil such 
inordinate terror in people who had trekked through the Cam-
bodian jungles on foot. 

When I was growing up, I remember, you and Mum greeted 
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all your friends not with ‘Hello’ or ‘How are you?’, but ‘Have you 
eaten yet?’ or ‘How many are left in your family?’ 

T. S. Eliot once wrote: I will show you fear in a handful of dust. I 
finally understood what this meant when you told me about our 
two cousins who were forced to dig their own graves for finding 
sweet potatoes, boiling them and eating them. They were accused 
of stealing from the revolution, and their fifteen-year-old sis-
ter –  the bravest girl you had ever met, you told me –  pleaded for 
their lives. ‘Stop!’ she cried. ‘Please don’t kill my brothers. They 
were just hungry.’ The soldiers, not much older than her, took 
the hoe from her younger brother and handed it to her. ‘You dig 
their graves for them, then,’ he told her. You said that the younger 
brother whispered to his sister as she was digging, ‘Sister, don’t 
dig it too deep.’ There was fear in a handful of dust, and it was like 
killing one bird, with two stones, three times. 

Sam asked me for a photo and I sent it to him. I know you 
wouldn’t approve of me sending photographs to strange men in 
Texas. But Sam also sent me a picture of himself. In it, he is smil-
ing. You would like his smile. It is like a moonbeam. In his photo, 
Sam is with his family. He is clutching his four-year-old grand-
daughter, Rosie. His knuckles are whiter than his hair. 

Sam’s twin daughters were strangled by the midwives imme-
diately after they were born in 1977. One midwife squatted on his 
wife’s chest, the other pulled the babies out. Sam could not see this, 
but he heard two cries, then silence. Then two more cries, then 
silence. The midwife wrapped his babies separately in black plastic 
and told him to throw them into the Mekong River. The bags were 
still warm in his hands but he did not dare open the plastic.

Sam asked me to call him Grandpa Chao. Grandpa Chao made 
me see things about you and Mum I never thought that much 
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of before. Like, why did you always sleep with a light on in the 
house? 

You and Mum called me every week while I was away, hop-
ing that I’d met someone in the States. Almost thirty now, you 
kept reminding me. I started hearing the questions that you 
would never ask me. Like, why don’t I have my own family? Why 
haven’t I woken up all the babies sleeping in my bones? How long 
am I going to wait? 

I asked you to take me to Cambodia for the first time earlier 
this year, and we finally stood in the field where you buried all the 
dead. This was my heritage, I realised. At twenty-seven your job 
in Cambodia was to bury all the bodies that had died of starvation 
and were floating in the Mekong River. Ten years later, those very 
same hands rubbed Vicks VapoRub on my stomach and stirred 
cups of Milo for me. 

I never told you about Sam. I never even got a chance to go to 
Texas to meet him and his family before I returned to Australia. 
But while I was away those six months, instead of finding myself 
a partner, I found myself a 74-year-old grandfather. 

An American undertaker once wrote that grief is like falling in 
love, but backwards.

So now I realise that perhaps the falling in love isn’t all that 
important. 

Perhaps it is the rising to it that counts. 

Your daughter,
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Dear Turning Point, School Road, Year 11, 2000,

When new-age gurus talk about ‘letting go’, about surrendering 
yourself fully to the moment you’re in, I always shake my head 
and think, But surely that’s impossible to do while still remaining 
upright, isn’t it? I mean, if I was to surrender to this moment completely 
I think I’d be a quivering mess of limbs scattered in the corner over 
there.

I’ve tried meditating, but as soon as you start thinking, I’m in 
the moment, I’m totally doing it, yep, I’m soooo zen right now! –  
well, the moment is lost, isn’t it? You’re out of it, you’re conscious 
of yourself! It’s hard. Really hard. 

There is one time in my life, however, where I can truly say 
that I let go. Granted, it wasn’t under the happiest of circum-
stances –  but nevertheless, I surrendered completely. 

Flashback to the year 2000: boarding school, Geelong. A bru-
tally cold wind is at my back as I walk hunched over, clutching 
my blazer to my chest, towards the dining hall with my friend 
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Ariella. At the age of seventeen there is usually some sort of tur-
moil going on in your head, it’s normal. But this evening it was 
different, it was much worse –  there was a new darkness brewing 
inside me, a heavy shadow looming above me.

For the first time in my life, I’d actually begun studying really 
hard. It had almost become an obsession, in fact. I was now one of 
those annoying girls you saw draped over her desk late at night, 
pens and pencils symmetrically lined up beside her, neon-pink 
ruler in hand, making the margins just perfectly so. But now it 
was getting towards the end of the year, several final assignments 
had just been given out all at once and, quite frankly, my brain 
wasn’t coping. It didn’t help that a year earlier, when I’d been 
dating Hamish Stewart, the school rugby captain (and blond 
heart-throb), I’d discovered ecstasy, cocaine and anything else I 
could get my hands on to escape the grind of adolescence. It had 
never gotten out of hand, but it was, I think, doing some pretty 
weird things to my growing, malleable sixteen-year-old brain. I 
had begun to feel as though I was wading helplessly in the deep 
end, my head only just above the water. Studying seemed to have 
become the only way I could feel in control again, but now I was 
losing my control over that as well. The due dates were closing 
in and I was procrastinating horribly, paralysed by the choice of 
where to even start. 

The weekend, my usual study refuge, would be no good either, 
as I’d just been put on gardening detention again. The day before, 
my accomplice, Diana Palmer, and I had given each other the 
usual nod for a quick ciggy after class in the toilet block behind 
the music school. Diana pulled out the soggy old fag she’d been 
carrying around in her cleavage and we passed it back and forth 
over the top of our separate cubicles, and it was heaven. For a 
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moment. Then we heard, ‘Well, well, hello, girls. Would you like 
to come out of there now, please?’ 

It was Miss Cling, our housemistress! She must have been spy-
ing on us! God, she was so good at that ominously calm snarl too, 
she must have learnt that one in bitch school. Well, of course we 
strolled out of our cubicles with mock confusion on our faces: ‘Hi, 
Miss Cling! What brings you here? What? Us? No, God, of course 
not, there have obviously been some year tens in here before us. 
Yeah, it’s gross actually, we had to wee in there among all that 
smoke. Urgh! Shame on them.’ 

Well, she wasn’t a complete idiot, so that weekend we were to 
be punished –  condemned to shovelling shit in her backyard. So 
I’d be doing that rather than getting a start on any of my assign-
ments, and the stress was compounding.

So, on that cold, bitter walk to the dining hall with Ariella, 
the great shadow was closing in on me, I was starting to feel very 
outside of my own skin. There was a growing feeling of heaviness 
in my limbs, as though they were solidifying. I wanted to evapo-
rate, or explode, or implode; I just wanted the feeling to go away 
and me with it.

To put it into context, I inherited the ability to feel like this, 
apparently. You see, my dad has always suffered depression, or, as 
some people call it, the clinging of the ‘black dog’ to his back. He 
self-medicated his way through medical school with the equiv-
alent of valium, and was on antidepressants for years before 
meeting my mother. Mum, being a sparkling fairy of positivity 
and fun, pulled him out of this depression for six or seven years, 
but when the sparkle dust settled the dog came back. Since then 
Dad’s resigned himself to the fact that he’s simply a happier, bet-
ter person when he’s medicated, and Mum certainly agrees that 

2ndpp_Women of Letters_Pages.indd   375 25/07/11   2:07 PM



to my turning point

376

the cuddles and compliments are more frequent when he’s on 
them. 

However, on this evening I’m telling you about, I knew noth-
ing of my dad’s mental history. So I walked on, sinking deeper 
with each step, not knowing what was going on, but sinking into 
the shadow of myself. We reached the dining hall, grabbed our 
plastic trays, filled them with the usual dry, rubbery meat, pow-
dered potatoes, soggy beans, and then went to sit at a long wooden 
table. From here on in it gets a bit blurry, because, although Ari-
ella was talking to me, I couldn’t hear a word. People were filing 
past, chatter was all around me, the dining hall was abuzz with 
flirting teenagers and gossiping teachers. But I was somewhere 
else. I could hardly lift the fork to my mouth. There was a kind 
of drone coming from the back of my skull that was beginning 
to reverberate down my arms and into my fingertips, making me 
feel ill. I managed to mutter to Ariella that I wanted to go, and she 
quickly agreed, seeing the look on my face. Out of the dining hall, 
the bite of the offshore breeze hit me in the chest like a jolt and for 
a second I felt like I might have survived it after all, but then the 
drone started again. Step after step it got louder and louder, and 
as it did a voice in my head started saying, ‘I can’t cope with this, 
it’s too much, it’s too heavy, I need to be gone, I need to give up, I 
have to let go.’ 

And then it happened. 
I did let go. 
It was like a switch. 
In the space of about four seconds I decided that I liter-

ally didn’t have the strength to keep existing, that this was it, 
I was switching myself off from the world. My knees buckled, 
I fell to the ground, and everything from then on happened to 
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someone else, not me. There were screams of panic, people run-
ning towards me, calling my name, picking me up, hurling me 
this way and that, then throwing me down and trying to revive 
me. I remember it all like I was watching a movie, twenty metres 
back from a tiny screen. 

Miss Cling came onto the scene and started shaking me, say-
ing my name, over and over, and calling for someone to get an 
ambulance. I was holding everything so far down that I was sure 
they’d never know I was conscious, but then suddenly, against my 
will, I started crying. Damn it, I wasn’t strong enough. But still I 
refused to open my eyes. Miss Cling’s voice turned from panic to 
a sad realisation of sorts, and before long I was being picked up by 
someone and taken to the school hospital.

On the bed there I was fussed over, prodded at and exam-
ined by urgent-sounding voices and cold, anonymous hands. 
One of them with a torch in his hand opened an eyelid to look at 
my pupil. ‘Wow,’ he said, ‘this is strange, her pupils aren’t at all 
dilated, which means technically she didn’t faint.’ Fuck, my cover 
was blown. Again. 

They put me into a hospital bed for the night and by morning 
I had resigned myself to the fact that, despite trying my hardest, I 
had not, in fact, switched off the world. Outside the hospital walls 
was still a seething, revolving mess of life, and, like it or not, I 
had to participate. My assignments’ due dates had been extended, 
though. That was a plus. 

The nurse, having taken one look at my hollow eyes and 
under-nourished seventeen-year-old frame, recommended I 
go home for a while to recuperate, and I gladly accepted. At this 
point my parents had no idea what had happened, so I called to 
tell them. 
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I said to my father, ‘Pop, I think I’m depressed. And, um, I 
don’t know if you know anything about them or what your opin-
ion is, but I was wondering whether you think maybe I should try 
antidepressants.’ There was a long silence. ‘Argh, right,’ he said. 
‘Well, I guess now’s the time to tell you. I’m sorry, but in a way 
it’s kind of my fault you’re in this mess. You see, depression’s been 
in our family for generations and both your sister and I have been 
on antidepressants for years. I didn’t want to have to tell you.’ 

God, I was dumbstruck. Why didn’t he want to tell me? Did 
he think that it’d become some sort of self-fulfilling prophecy? 
Did I know my father and my sister at all? When I did get over 
the shock, however, it was surprisingly comforting to know that I 
wasn’t alone, and that it apparently wasn’t my fault. Whether the 
sadness had been passed down to me through blood or by associa-
tion, or even if it had found me for some other reason (like all that 
happy powder my young skull had ingested), I was now walking 
alongside at least two people I loved, whose shadows were also in 
the shape of a saber-toothed tiger, threatening to devour them at 
any minute. 

That, dear Turning Point, is when you happened. I began a 
small dose of antidepressants and, as the days passed by, the thick, 
heavy blanket that I used to wake beneath began to lift, and instead 
I woke to blue skies and the brilliant possibility of good things 
happening. Problems arose without crushing my brain, things 
became manageable again, and although I slept my way through 
every recess, lunch and literature class, the world became more of 
a playground than a battlefield.

These days I have a mixed relationship with the little white 
pills. I find myself fluctuating between the ‘enlightened’, purist 
opinions of the science sceptics who believe that depression is a 
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personal choice, and those who believe that we are all to some 
extent victims of our genetics and that depression is simply a 
chemical imbalance that should be treated like any other illness. 
My opinion lies somewhere in between, I think. 

Maybe some people are born without blinkers, their eyes 
prised painfully open, A Clockwork Orange-style. Some people are 
born with optional, remote-control blinkers that they can switch 
on and off, and some people just seem lucky enough to have been 
born with satin eye masks that would never come off even if they 
wanted them to! 

But most people feel down from time to time, and I think the 
degree to which we feel it is where genetics comes in. Then from 
there we make choices, choices which a lot of the time are based 
on the support and advice of the people around us. So I’m thank-
ful to you, dear Turning Point, for bringing me, my dad, my sister 
and every other person in the world with a heart as exposed to the 
elements as mine, to show me that I’m not alone, that it’s okay to 
be sad. In fact, you can make a really good career out of it if you 
turn it into songs . . . 

All the best, and don’t be a stranger,
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Laura Jean mcKay

Laura!

It’s tomorrow! Already. Twenty-years-plus tomorrow. I’ve just 
received your letter. Australia Post is amazing –  I’ve moved 
thirty-one times since 1990. When you get my reply in 2030 you’ll 
be fifty-two and have just given birth to your first child (they’ll 
have worked that out by then). But I hope instead that the post-
lady rides this back to you at the start of the ’90s. I hope she knows 
where to find you. I’ll address it: 

Laura Jean McKay
Age twelve
The chipboard desk looking over the horse paddock
Roseleigh Farm, Sale, Gippsland

You’ll be listening to a tape of yourself playing every part in the 
Maffra Amateur Theatre Society production of Annie so you can 
learn your lines.
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GRACE: This is Annie, Mr Warbucks. The orphan who 
will be with us for the Christmas holidays.
WARBUCKS: The orphan? But that’s not a boy. Orphans 
are boys.
GRACE: I’m sorry, sir, you just said ‘orphan’. So, I chose 
a girl.
WARBUCKS: Oh. Well, I suppose she’ll have to do. (To 
Annie, assessing her) Annie, huh? Annie what?
ANNIE (frightened, confused): Sir? 
WARBUCKS: What’s your last name, child?
ANNIE (nervously): Oh, I’m just Annie, sir. Mr Warbucks. 
I haven’t got any last name. That I know of.
WARBUCKS: So, you’re just Annie, huh? Just Annie.

If this letter gets to you a few years late, the postlady will need to 
look underneath that desk, where you’ll be fourteen and writ-
ing poetry by candlelight, and listening to your makeup-ed men 
megamix –  Freddie Mercury, David Bowie and Tim Curry as 
Frank-N-Furter, together at last on one mixed tape. But this let-
ter really needs to find you at twelve. I’ll express post it, urgent, 
for tomorrow. 

Don’t worry that I can’t read your handwriting, Laura, you 
won’t be able to read mine either. And being a famous actor would 
be great. You will be famous tomorrow on the streets of Maffra 
when you play Annie in Annie. In your Nana’s eyes, tomorrow 
night is the greatest moment of your life. Tomorrow, the Maf-
fra Amateur Theatre Society is your Broadway. The Maffra 
Town Hall is your Alvin Theatre on 52nd Street. Tomorrow, 
you are hauled from the obscurity of your mother–daughter 
singing class and thrust before the theatregoers of Gippsland. 
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You are the Annie-who-can-act; the other girl, who does every 
second night (probably because of child-labour laws), is the 
Annie-who-can-sing. 

The sun’ll come out/ Tomorrow/ Bet your bottom dollar/ That 
tomorrow/ There’ll be sun!

Yes, it is quite hard to make a career out of musical theatre. 
But fame or not, you’ll spend the rest of your life looking at life 
as though it’s a stage show. If this letter reaches you at sixteen 
instead of twelve, you’ll be spending much of your time working 
in the meat-roasting section of the supermarket deli, fantasising 
about the chickens forming a chorus line and cancanning slowly 
down aisle five to Sheryl Crow. 

To answer more of your questions from twelve: Yes, someone 
does want to have sex with you one day. No, I didn’t ever check, 
but I’m pretty sure there isn’t a family living in the toilet and you 
don’t have to warn them every time you flush. I think it’s nice 
that you worry about that, but don’t ever tell anyone. And when 
the high school boys who work as the stagehands for Annie stand 
in the wings while you’re on stage, put their tongues in their 
cheeks and move their fists in a thrusting motion as though they 
are sucking a giant icy pole, it doesn’t mean ‘sing louder’. 

Just thinkin’ about/ Tomorrow/ Clears away the cobwebs/ And the 
sorrow/ ’Til there’s none!

You should keep working on that poem you sent me, ‘Love is 
Like a Ferris Wheel’. It’s good. I mark university creative writing 
now of a similar standard. I would write on your draft, ‘I enjoyed 
the ironic use of rhyme and the central image of the Ferris wheel 
doubling with the heart. Watch your clichés and perhaps recon-
sider the ending.’ 
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Love is Like a Ferris Wheel
by Laura Jean McKay, aged twelve
Love goes round
upside down
like a Ferris wheel.
It goes so fast
you can hardly start
to say what you really feel.
Inside out
roundabout
mixed-up inside your heart.
You think it’s fun
but all of a sudden
you think you’re breaking apart.
Another girl or boy
suddenly appears
inside your loved one’s life.
You try to interfere
but it only appears
to get you in more strife.
Is it too late
for another date
or one more kiss goodbye?
Is that so?
We’ll never know.
All we can do is try.
Moral:
Love is like a Ferris wheel,
it goes round and round
then suddenly stops.
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On love, yes, Laura, I do remember the movie Labyrinth. The 
image of David Bowie in his exciting pants is blowtorched to my 
skull. 

But tomorrow you are Annie. You want to know what it’s 
like? 

Maybe now if someone asked me to compare something inde-
scribable to something else, I’d say, ‘It’s like starring in Annie.’ 

You’ll drive through the fog to opening night. Mum, who 
plays four parts in the show –  a beggar, a lady, a flower woman, 
a maid –  will put the lights on high-beam and the other cars will 
pass like ships. It’ll be a lonely sort of a feeling, the moment before 
the red curtains are hauled up by the stagehands. That plastic wig 
at your neck. The needing to pee and doing it a little bit, and then 
hoping your orphan costume is stained enough already to hide it. 
You’ll get over your nerves by doing some freestyle jazz ballet to 
the medley played by the live church band pumping on the other 
side of the curtain. The other orphans will be in their places, 
watching you with ‘the Annie-who-can-sing doesn’t dance’ 
looks.

You also asked me about the high note in ‘Tomorrow’. In 
rehearsals you smile like Annie, with your toes curled over the 
edge of the stage as though you might take off and reach the note 
that way. 

When I’m stuck with a day/ That’s gray/ And lonely 
I just stick out my chin/ And grin/ And Say/ Oh!
The sun’ll come out/ Tomorrow/ So ya gotta hang on/ ’Til tomorrow 
Come what may!
Tomorr—
I don’t want to lie to you, Laura. You don’t hit it. And there’s 

nothing you can do about that. No twelve-year-old ever played a 
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pre-recorded tape of herself as every part in the Maffra Amateur 
Theatre Society production of Annie as much as you do. 

Maybe it doesn’t matter that you don’t hit the note in ‘Tomor-
row’ tomorrow. They just put new theatre lights in at the Maffra 
Town Hall. They’re really bright. You won’t even be able to see 
Nana out there witnessing the greatest moment of your life. She 
won’t hear the missed note. You’ll hear it, but it will be overshad-
owed by someone asking you for your autograph at the end of the 
show. And even though the stagehands tell you that the woman 
who wanted it is the town mental, your signature is still out 
there –  somewhere. Laura Jean McKay, Annie. 

Come what may!
Tomorr—
The Annie-who-can-act will keep smiling, flinging her  little 

arms. To the cold. To the other orphans curled in the home. 
Maybe. Again and again, like a spell. She will also say, ‘Tomorrow. 
Tomorrow is a day away.’ 

Ah, gee, Laura, it is tomorrow. You’re still smiling through a 
missed note. You sound awful and you’re wearing that ‘look on 
the bright side’ grin that stays with you for the next twenty years. 
Laura! Listen. Don’t hop in the car yet. The frost from the farm 
gets in the engine and Mum needs to warm it up anyway. Laura! 
Who cares if the Annie-who-can-sing hits the note the regular 
way? Fuck the Annie-who-can-sing. Laura. Laura! Are you still 
reading? I have the answer to your question ‘How will I hit the 
right note in “Tomorrow”?’ 

The sun’ll come out/ Tomorrow/ So ya gotta hang on/’Til tomorrow
Come what may!
Key change! Of course, key change! Laura! Key change!
Tomorrow!/ Tomorrow!/ I love ya/ Tomorrow! 
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You’re always/ A day/ Away!
Tomorrow!/ Tomorrow!/ I love ya/ Tomorrow! 
You’re always/ A day/ Away
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eddIe perFect

To the love of my life, my medium-sized love, my Lucy,

It is warm here as I write. Well, it looks warm, and that is 
enough. I got Kitty off to childcare, after a shoe meltdown. One 
second she had both red shoes on and the next she was standing 
in just one. I kept asking, ‘Where’s the other red shoe, Kitty? 
Where’s the other red shoe?’ And she kept pointing to the blue 
ugg boots, saying, ‘Shhhh . . . Shhhh . . .’ And I couldn’t very 
well say ‘No, the fucking red ones!’ could I? In the end, I put those 
massive black shoes on her and dropped her at childcare crying 
and holding her doll Cate Blanchett (who needs a clean desper-
ately because she is so filthy, even the childcare workers don’t 
like touching her). 

I dread the drop-off. There is nothing worse than the drop-
off. I don’t like beginning a work day feeling like an arsehole. I 
usually like to build up to that. I prefer the pick-up. If you can 
get past the swaying semicircle of confused toddlers, wide-eyed, 
mumbling like zombies and handing you shoes, the smile you 

2ndpp_Women of Letters_Pages.indd   262 25/07/11   2:07 PM



eddie perfect

263

get from Kitty is like dying. It’s such a killer –  my heart actually 
stops, I’m sure of it.

I’m aware that I’ve never written you a song, Lucy, and that 
this letter is no substitute. I may have a melancholy, sentimental 
streak wider than the widest bits of the Murray, but I find writing 
love songs the hardest. There’s no sting and no hurt. There’s no 
river of tears to dip the bucket into. Love songs go in by the front 
door, and I’ve always scrambled in through the laundry window. 
Love should never come in through the laundry window. And 
I’ve been worn out by the love-bragging of friends –  the superla-
tives radiating from their mouths just light from a long-dead star. 
Things have never been better. She’s the one. Just when you thought it 
was impossible to love someone more, man, you just go deeper . . . All 
that and the girl is gone in a week. 

‘How come you love me?’ you ask me, arms locked around my 
waist in the kitchen. 

‘Ah, because you’re smart,’ I say. ‘And you’re sexy. And you’re 
funny. And you think I’m funny. And you’re a good mum.’

‘What else?’
‘Oh, lots of things. You’re kind. You like animals. We think 

about things in similar ways.’
‘Like what?’
‘Ah, like funny ways. Like when we were having that barbe-

cue by the Yarra and we spent twenty minutes trying to decide 
which seagulls looked the most like you and me. And when we 
saw that echidna on TV that was exactly like you.’

‘That’s right. It was like it was me.’
‘And because we go to bed every night and get up each day and 

we look at each other’s heads all the time and we never get sick 
of it.’
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‘We are going to look at each other’s heads until one of us is no 
longer breathing and cold and dead.’

And on it goes. The easy back and forth of our own 
myth-making. 

We talk each other down from the wrong ledges and gently 
shove each other out onto the right ones. You saved my skin dur-
ing the workshop presentations of Shane Warne: The Musical. It 
was your thirtieth birthday and we were going to Cairns with a 
group of your friends to celebrate for a long weekend. Before I 
met you there, I had to perform Shane Warne in front of an audi-
ence for the first time. ‘Just do it,’ you said. ‘And tomorrow you’ll 
be underwater on the Great Barrier Reef looking a fish right in 
the eye. Think about that. While you’re performing, there’s a fish 
somewhere up north that has no idea you’re going to be look-
ing right at its eye. Isn’t that a comforting thought?’ You were 
right, of course. That was a comforting thought. What does a fish 
care? When they have to look at something, they just look at it. 
During times of stress I think about that fish. The fish and India. 
All those people in India and so many have never heard of Bob 
Marley or Jimi Hendrix or Elvis. A parallel universe on our own 
planet. What bliss.

All the reasons I love you tumble out of my mouth into an 
embarrassing and artless mess. The truth is, I don’t make friends 
easily and I have trouble connecting with the ones I already have. 
If it wasn’t for you I’d have walled myself in long ago. You push 
outwards. Others talk, but you actually do. Unlike almost every 
other person I’ve ever met, you are always open to influence, and 
you readily admit, even in the heat of a fight, when you’re wrong. 
I find that extraordinary. 

Moving to Healesville raised a few eyebrows, but I love our 
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new life. We lured parrots to our balcony with home-brand seed, 
and I bored a young stand-up comic senseless with my frustra-
tion at not being visited by the cockatoos. He backed away pretty 
quickly. Weeks later the cockatoos came and ate all my sage and 
parts of the balcony and just groaned there in the fog, until we 
discussed releasing the cat and I googled cockatoo recipes. 

The wedgetail eagles gliding through holding patterns above 
the house when it was open for inspection never really came back 
and we began to suspect a very well-executed hoax on the real 
estate agent’s part. Imagine that. Eagles and real estate agents 
working together for mutual profit? Awesome. 

Buying Lenny raised a few more eyebrows. I loved him from 
the second he walked off the float and I looked him right in his 
fleck-marbled eye. A horse. Man, that’s one big fucking pet. 
Lenny was unfit for jumping but it was perfect having a horse 
roaming around the property. We went from being a couple who 
had to pull over on the side of country roads every time you saw 
a horse in a paddock, to being night-nuzzled by a snorting horse 
while getting groceries out of the boot.

I got drunk on a Friday night cooking something on my own 
and you rang from town to remind me about feeding the horses –  
we had two horses by then, Lenny and Bobby. I lied and said it was 
done, then had to mix up the chaff and molasses and chickenfeed- 
looking stuff with water and God knows what else and cruise on 
down to the horse paddock in the pitch black and driving rain. 
I slipped in the mud, tried to steady myself on Lenny, failed, 
and fell on my back and sank into the earth. It’s a moment the 
Germans probably have a word for: the moment things turn to 
shit but precisely because you’re in the shit, you gain a new and 
beautiful perspective. And in that moment it was the stars. Horses 
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grunting and freaked somewhere near enough to stand on me, 
and rain driving into my face, and water and mud already seeping 
into everything, the stars were amazing. And I thought, This is 
different. I wonder what the kids in the city are doing?

I know I yelled ‘I fucking hate horses’ at you a couple of times, and 
I probably meant it in the moment. But there’s pleasure in there –  
it’s the pleasure of doing something completely new and pretending 
it’s normal. I couldn’t reverse-park the horse float at Wandin so 
I just parked in the middle of a field, perpendicular to a glorious 
row of neatly reverse-parked four-wheel drives, the ladies already 
brushing the horses tied to their horse-float doors. If my parking 
hadn’t convinced them I was new to this, they got the idea when 
you left me to get Bobby off the float and I opened the wrong door 
at the wrong time and he ran away. I had to chase him through the 
carpark. Meanwhile, the ladies brushed their horses and judged. 

Our new life has romance, but it is not a romance that trans-
lates easily. After catching Bobby and handing him back to you, I 
smoked a joint at Domaine Chandon, drank an excellent glass of 
sparkling, and Kitty and I shared a cheese plate after I chased her 
around the vineyard. Who and New Idea and TV Week and what-
ever other God-awful magazines are keen to get a snapshot of 
our country family life –  for us to open our home, to share our 
thoughts on family, to basically become Bec and Lleyton Hewitt. 
Wonder how stoned carpark Dad would go down? Never in a mil-
lion years would you read about that in their magazines. But who 
wouldn’t want to be standing, right now, in a glorious vineyard, 
sun warming their entire body, smoking a joint with an excellent 
cheese platter beside them and glass of Chandon Reserve in their 
hand, while their daughter plays in the lush grass? Are you kid-
ding me? That is fucking heaven right there. 
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I don’t know what a family is, how to define it, other than as a 
collection of people who bind themselves together and get weirder 
and weirder until no one understands them. I read there’s evi-
dence that the moon was created when a giant asteroid shaved a 
chunk off the earth. That’s a family. A broken-off bit of rock that 
gets its own name and develops its own gravitational pull. 

Other families are weird. They don’t treat each other as well, 
they allow their kids to do things they shouldn’t and restrict them 
from doing things that are totally harmless. They have dubious 
motives, unnecessary bitterness, indecipherable quirks. But not 
us. We’re weird in a way that is completely perfect, as far as I can 
tell. 

We may not gel with everyone, but we’re only scornful of 
deadshits. You have to kick the can down the street –  always 
kicking it forward no matter the can and no matter the street, 
just keep kicking it on down. Deadshits don’t kick the can any-
where and stomp on your can and never push anything forward. 
They aspire to be mediocre. They’re happy to not put anything in 
the pot. We may be perfecting our own brand of familial weird-
ness but at least we’re kicking it forward. Like that time you got 
drunk upstairs at the Darlo Bar and tried to crowd-surf and no 
one wanted to catch you –  you were onto something when you 
shouted, ‘You people are fucking boring!’ Kicking it forward.

We tell each other every day how lucky we are that we love 
each other, that we are an irrefutable fact. We go to work or write 
the songs that make the money, that buys the cat food, that Moloko 
turns into fur, that floats on the wind, that the birds use to make 
their nest so they can sing and make the early mornings alive with 
their song, as we get in the car to go to work to make the money 
again in this strange circle of life. And whatever the life, it’s you 
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and me in the circle with Moloko and Kitty and Lenny and Bobby 
and we keep turning, the family growing and the circle widening, 
and I love you like the sun.

As for the song, your song –  no excuses, I’ll do it. You’ll see. 
One day I’ll do it and it’ll knock your socks right off. 
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JudIth Lucy

Hey you,

I know that there are at least a dozen evenings sitting around 
(possibly at an AA meeting) saying, ‘Who, me?’

Well, you can relax, 25 December 1993, I’ve done the whole 
‘father trying to kill my brother, ’tis the season to be jolly fa la 
la la la –  you’re adopted’ story to death. And speaking of death, 
take a chill pill, 5 December 1999 and 23 October 2000, everyone’s 
parents die. Sure, not every father disowns his daughter over a 
testicles joke before packing up his bongos, but hey, that’s show-
biz. And I learnt my lesson: never crack a joke about your parent’s 
genitalia, no matter how hilarious they might be.

No, I’ve decided to go with the worst night of my life –  with 
a man. And what an embarrassment of riches I have to choose 
from. I really couldn’t decide on one, so consider this a highlights 
package –  a kind of ‘hooked on shit nights’ medley.

Night one: Peter
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I was still a virgin at twenty (ouch). Believe me, it was not 
because I had been saying to every man that came anywhere near 
me, ‘Be off with you! My maidenhead is a gift that I’m saving for 
my husband.’ I couldn’t give the thing away. A friend’s mother 
had actually had her hymen removed by a doctor and this was 
an option I was seriously considering. (I eventually lost my vir-
ginity to the drummer from the Beasts of Bourbon, as some of 
you might know, but that’s a gentle and sophisticated story for 
another time.) I was determined to lose it to Peter, an old tutor 
of mine who I’d been obsessed with, one night when he came 
over for dinner. Let’s just cut straight to the following morning –  
mainly because I have no memory of the actual evening. One of 
my housemates (who I also had a huge crush on –  no wonder, he 
was the one who told me that I had ‘a good body and an okay face’) 
said to me, ‘Big night last night.’ I said, ‘Really? What did you get 
up to?’ He replied, ‘Not me, you.’ That’s when I started to get that 
slow sinking feeling, as he then went on to tell me that he and my 
other housemate had heard me chasing Peter down the hallway, 
literally begging him to have sex with me. (Quick tip, ladies: this 
is not the strategy to employ if you want to come across as ‘myste-
rious’.) My housemate then watched from his window (oh yeah, 
who needs pay TV?) as I followed Peter out to his car. I forced 
my tongue down his throat before he sped off, leaving me to fall 
into a hedge, where I apparently remained for some time. Maybe 
I thought I could be deflowered by an actual plant. 

Night two: Richard
‘No,’ my friend Andrea told me the next day, ‘it was great. While 
you were passed out face-first in a plate full of dips, I was able to 
tell him what a great person you are.’
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I never saw Richard again. The way to a man’s heart might be 
through his stomach, but apparently a mask of tzatziki is not as 
attractive as you might think. I hope everyone’s taking notes.

Night three: John
I have no memory (are you sensing a theme here?) of how we 
went from dancing at the Carousel (so already you know it’s 
going to be a good story –  and, actually, it was one of the first 
times I ever got really stoned, so ‘dancing’ could mean ‘squatting 
under a table’) to having sex in the front of his car. What I do 
remember is that when I asked him to put on a condom, he pulled 
himself out of me, told me he had a girlfriend and dropped me in 
the middle of nowhere at four in the morning. I was a little dis-
appointed that he bothered to slow down the car when he could 
have just pushed me from a speeding vehicle. I made it home only 
to pass out very close to the heater. Cheese on toast, anyone? Oh, 
sorry, that’s actually my back.

Night four: Mark
Mark simply didn’t speak. I was trying so hard to keep things roll-
ing along that I stopped just short of pulling a balloon out of my 
arse and fashioning it into a series of animals. After one of the 
most excruciating dates I have ever had, I woke up next to him 
the following morning to find him lying as stiff as a board beside 
me. Oh my god, I thought, I’ve killed him. I asked him if he was all 
right and he replied that he was having a panic attack and would 
have to go home.

Night five: Ardel
I met Ardel the night he picked me up in a gay nightclub because 
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he thought I was a transvestite. I had no memory of his name, 
occupation or physical appearance, but wisely had given him my 
phone number and agreed to go on a date with him. Ardel turned 
out to look like a juvenile pimp, i.e. a twelve-year-old with a 
porn-star moustache and gold jewellery (not, as I had optimis-
tically told a friend, Antonio Banderas). For our ‘date’, Ardel, 
who was Turkish, took me to a takeaway kebab joint. His English 
wasn’t very good so I started talking to him like he was a deaf 
imbecile: ‘So what kind of music do you like?’ He replied that he liked 
Dire Straits, but mostly he enjoyed Turkish music. And then in 
the middle of the ‘restaurant’ he started to sing one of his land’s 
beautiful tunes.

‘Oh,’ I said, trying to shut him up, ‘what does that mean?’ He 
said, ‘It means the moonlight shines on my bouzouki.’ 

I remember thinking that was the only thing that was going 
to get anywhere near his bouzouki. And yet I somehow wound up 
in his room, where the decor consisted of the poster of a female 
tennis player scratching her naked arse. Couldn’t he have had the 
monkey on the toilet?

Night six: Grant
When we woke up the next morning, my friend asked me how I 
had managed to spend most of the night kissing Grant, a homosex-
ual. I couldn’t answer because I had to get to a toilet very quickly, 
where I was pretty busy at both ends and essentially threw up on 
my own underpants. We were at a complete stranger’s house so, 
not knowing what to do, I eventually took off the underpants and 
threw them out the window. Unfortunately, I didn’t realise that 
the window faced the front of the house, and we all walked past 
them as we left.
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I’m happy to say that this almost-week of evenings all occurred 
during my early to mid–twenties, and I would like to thank each 
night for teaching me the invaluable lesson that it is never a good 
idea to combine alcohol (and in some cases marijuana, ecstasy and 
laudanum) with being a fuckwit.

Thanks for the material, and the therapy.

Yours, 
Judith ‘must remember to add these tales to my RSVP.com profile’ 
Lucy

PS I’m not really on RSVP.com, you know. I don’t want to disap-
point every single man reading this.
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nonI hazLehurst

1974

Dear Sir,

Enclosed please find a letter of recommendation and introduc-
tion from the Dean of Drama at Flinders University, Professor 
Wal Cherry, under whose guidance I have been studying for the 
last three years while completing a Bachelor of Arts majoring in 
Drama, English and French.

I was planning to do Honours, but instead accepted a six-
month engagement touring South Australia playing the Maid in 
Ferenc Molnár’s The Guardsman, which I felt I could not pass up 
as I thought it would be good experience.

Professor Cherry also cast me as the lead in his professional 
production of The Fantasticks, which opened the Space Theatre 
at the Adelaide Festival Centre, and for which I received rave 
reviews calling me a ‘young Jacki Weaver’.

After that I decided to return to Melbourne, my home town, 
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to continue my career in this city where you have deservedly 
earnt your reputation as the director doing the most interesting 
work in Australia.

Unfortunately, I have not seen any of your productions, but I 
believe they’re very good.

I have an audition scheduled with you next week, so I thought 
that I would write to give you more of a chance to understand 
what I have to offer than the fifteen minutes allotted to me may 
allow.

I have been told that if you fail at these general auditions, you 
can never audition for the company again, and naturally I am 
keen to give myself every chance of success.

I have never considered any other career. An actress is all I 
ever wanted to be, and I have spent just about my whole life pre-
paring to be the best actress I can be.

I come from a family of theatricals. My parents met when 
they appeared on the same bill –  both of them were variety 
artistes in England before World War II, and my maternal great- 
grandmother toured to Australia in 1906 with an act called The 
Varsity Girls. I have a long pedigree, as I’m sure you will agree.

I have studied ballet, singing, piano, calisthenics, acrobatics, 
accents and comedy timing since I was a small child. Because of 
their background in the business, my parents would have been 
the first ones to dissuade me from my chosen path, if they had 
not recognised that I was blessed with talent and the passion to 
develop it.

At school, I performed in all the plays, and in the choir, and 
in my last year, the drama teacher let me choose the school play, 
as she knew that my mind was firmly made up about being an 
actress. I chose The Merchant of Venice, not for the role of Portia, 
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which I think is a nice role, but not the meatiest.
I wanted to play Shylock. It was an all-girl school, so it wasn’t 

too unusual, and sort of Shakespeare in reverse, as in Shake-
speare’s day all the roles were played by men. But you probably 
know that.

I played the part with a heavy Jewish accent, and I made a 
full beard out of steel wool. I must have made a reasonable fist 
of it, because I was awarded The Sun newspaper’s Best Actress in 
a School Play award and received $50 worth of books, including 
one about Sarah Bernhardt.

At Flinders University, I performed in many productions, 
including Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair and a season of Japanese 
Noh plays, and I studied Stanislavskian and Brechtian techniques, 
as well as commedia dell’arte. I also performed in a professional 
season of the pantomime Winnie the Pooh at the Adelaide Festival 
Centre. I played the Dormouse.

Since being back in Melbourne, I have played Snow White in a 
two-week season at Chadstone Shopping Centre, Main Mall; been 
a member of The Ernie Sigley Show’s comedy team; and played 
numerous rape victims in Homicide, Division 4 and Matlock Police 
for Crawford Productions.

Although I have mostly played leading roles up until now, I 
would be happy to do anything at all to have the chance to work 
with you in your company.

I am five foot three and a half tall, and I have long blonde 
hair, which I’m happy to cut or dye a different colour, and despite 
being small and looking quite frail, I am very strong and have a 
very loud voice, with a three-octave singing range.

I hope you don’t mind my writing to you like this, but I just 
wanted to make sure that you know how important this audition 
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is to me, and how thrilled I am at the thought of meeting you and 
perhaps working under you.

If my nerves get the better of me on the day, I hope that by 
getting to know me from this letter, you will understand that I 
really am capable of doing whatever is required to achieve my 
dream.

Yours truly,
Noni Hazlehurst

PS I would be happy to play Portia in one of your productions, 
but should you ever consider an all-female Merchant of Venice, I 
would love to be considered for Shylock.

∑

2010

Dear Sir,

I write this more in sorrow than in anger. A few years ago that 
statement would not have been true. And before I get to the end 
of this letter it may be untrue yet again.

When I think back to the way you treated the girl I was then, I 
remember how I felt in every cell of my being.

Firstly, what I didn’t know, and couldn’t have known, was 
that Wal Cherry, whose training and endorsement I thought 
would impress you, was a bitter professional rival of yours, 
whose approach to theatre was radically different to the one you 
espoused.
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I vividly remember how nervous I was at the audition, sit-
ting in the waiting room with the other wannabes –  all of whom 
looked older, smarter and more self-assured than I felt.

Following my mother’s dictum that you should always dress 
nicely and speak politely to ‘adults’, I was probably wearing some-
thing pink and floaty, possibly with cork platform shoes. Naively, 
I wanted to look attractive and alluring. It didn’t occur to me that 
young, pretty blonde females might have absolutely no appeal to 
you whatsoever.

I recall that you were very tall, and strangely tanned. Your 
hair was as questionable a shade of yellow as mine was, and you 
wore a skivvy with what I recognised as a smoking jacket. Your 
manner was rather imperious and aloof, but at the time that 
didn’t seem unreasonable to me.

Actually, now that I think about it, I don’t think you spoke 
to me at all. When I asked which of my monologues you’d like to 
hear first, the man sitting next to you said, ‘The first one,’ and you 
tittered and looked at your watch.

I got through both speeches without too many fumbles, and 
was peremptorily thanked and dismissed.

And of course I failed the audition.
The shock of receiving the terse, typed letter, which coldly 

reiterated that I could never try again, was immense.
My career focused on television for a while, where I was cast 

as victims of one sort or another. Eventually I moved to Sydney 
with my abusive, alcoholic partner.

You see, back when I was twenty, I didn’t know that I had 
the right to expect people to be kind or to treat me with respect. 
My parents taught me many things, but not that. Their preferred 
method of parenting was criticism, with the desired outcome 

2ndpp_Women of Letters_Pages.indd   106 25/07/11   2:07 PM



noni hazlehurst

107

being perfection. And whenever I was less than perfect, it was 
because I hadn’t followed their instructions to the letter –  they 
were always right.

Just as my partner had won my heart by having an impressive 
job, a handsome face and –  shock of shocks –  seeming to want 
me, you, sir, got away with being intimidating, rude and arro-
gant, because you were a figure of authority. You were someone I 
thought I had to respect, just because.

The notion that reality was a personal construct was not to enter 
my consciousness for a number of years. I thought reality was some-
thing I might be allowed to be part of at some stage if I got things 
right and if somebody let me in to the mysterious club of adulthood.

In 1974, I just wanted to act because I loved it. I loved show-
ing off my talents, I loved the escapism, I loved the applause and 
approval. I knew I was good at it, and I thought I was just waiting 
to be discovered.

Despite your rejection, my career grew and developed. But my 
reasons for doing what I do have now changed, and I wanted you 
to know. 

I wish, I wish, I wish –  that you had not been the way you 
were. And I wish that I had not been the way I was.

Now, more than thirty-five years later, I recognise that you 
were an unfortunate individual. You see, you thought you were 
special and that I didn’t matter. Now I know that nobody is spe-
cial. But everyone is unique.

I’m convinced that it’s this core belief that is at the heart of 
all art forms. The role of the artist, as I understand it now, is to 
prick pomposity, to recognise that the emperor has no clothes, to 
strip away ego, and to know and emphasise that we are all human 
beings and all equal.
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If an artist believes in their own specialness, they have lost the 
ability to communicate.

How can you truthfully touch the emotions of another human 
being unless you feel empathy with them in their struggle?

For life is a struggle, and it is the artist’s responsibility to not 
only acknowledge our kinship in that struggle, but to illuminate 
it, and possibly ameliorate it. And, to do that, kindness is required. 
It’s being, not acting, that’s important. There’s a world of differ-
ence between being real and pretending to be real.

After several more disastrous encounters with men, both per-
sonally and professionally, I went through a stage of being very 
down on them. Until finally I realised that there’s nothing wrong 
with men –  there just aren’t many of them. Most ‘men’ are boys.

Similarly, it’s not women who are hard work –  it’s women 
who insist on behaving like girls. 

Now I have adults in my life. Still playful, still with the heart, 
purity and joy of children, but people who have grown up, who 
are whole and honest and emotionally mature, and who don’t 
crave attention or expect unquestioning respect. I have learned 
that practice makes progress, not perfect.

You, sir, were a needy boy who believed he was special. And 
you and your ilk give artists and the arts a bad name. Because of 
people like you, artists have a reputation for being fragile, egocen-
tric and expendable, and the arts are seen by too many Australians 
as the preserve of elitist, intellectual wankers.

For the arts to claim their rightful place as a necessary part of 
a well-rounded, balanced life, people like you need to go away and 
learn the lesson that those in the business of communication must 
be able to communicate.

No doubt you dismissed my variety and vaudeville background 
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because it wasn’t serious, ‘real’ theatre, but a lesser form unde-
serving of your respect or interest. I would like to share with you 
a quote from that great variety artist, communicator, humanitar-
ian and Goon, Harry Secombe. He claimed that he always lived by 
his father’s precept: You can always tell the measure of a man by 
how he treats those who don’t matter to him.

Shame on you, sir, for treating me as though I didn’t matter.
Every one of us has the chance to influence those around us, 

for better or worse, by our attitudes and words. But we can only 
make things better for others by being mindful of their similari-
ties to us, and by treating them as we would like to be treated.

To quote Shylock and Shakespeare: 

He hath disgraced me and hindered me half a million; 
laughed at my losses, mocked at my gains, scorned my 
nation, thwarted my bargains, cooled my friends, heated 
mine enemies; and what’s his reason? I am a Jew. Hath 
not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimen-
sions, senses, affections, passions? fed with the same food, 
hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same diseases, 
healed by the same means, warmed and cooled by the same 
winter and summer, as a Christian is? If you prick us, do 
we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh? if you poi-
son us, do we not die? and if you wrong us, shall we not 
revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will resemble 
you in that.

But I don’t want revenge. I want to play. Childishness creates 
conflict and war. Childlikeness creates joy and laughter, even in 
the midst of tears. The French use the verb jouer –  to play –  for 
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acting. And, although it took a while, I did finally get to work 
with some directors who understood that idea.

Directors who were grown up enough to accept my strengths 
and weaknesses without judgement, and who were happy to 
acknowledge their own, because nobody is perfect.

Directors who were kind, serious, responsible adults with a 
wonderful, childlike sense of humour, and a real empathy for 
their fellow human beings.

Yours sincerely,
Nosy Nasalburst

PS I made my debut for your company a couple of years ago.
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