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To my family, who have always encouraged me to
live differently x









Introduction




‘Music … can name the unnameable and
communicate the unknowable.’


Leonard Bernstein





That Mr Bernstein is one clever fella. Of course, we knew that already because of the incredible music he wrote. But he also nails in one short sentence the reason music is so important. It connects us, consoles us, lifts us up and helps us make sense of our place in the world. It can also make us think about where we want to be in the future.


Music and lyrics have almost always done that for me: named the unnameable and communicated the unknowable. They have taught me a great deal and been a constant my whole life. My love of music would help define my career.


So, it can’t be that surprising that, in sharing stories from my life and lessons I’ve learnt along the way, music would be the narrative thread that stitched them together.


Like so many Australian kids growing up in a rural community, being a long way from the big smoke meant TV and radio were things that helped me feel connected. The bands I loved and the music I listened to made me feel not so distant. And when I left home and started living in the not so mythical big smoke, music helped me find ‘my people’. Some of those friendships are still going strong.


In telling my story I hope I spark some memories for you, give you some laughs and maybe even something to think about. But, most of all, I hope it makes you remember the music, the bands and the lyrics that mean the world to you. And that, in remembering, you get to re-live all the great moments, all the profound moments and all the sad, joyous and defining moments that make up your life.


I have re-lived times that are embarrassing, lovely and perhaps shouldn’t be shared. Keanu, Beyoncé, Daryl Braithwaite, Sting, Dolly Parton, Kenny Rogers, Olivia Newton-John … okay, now I am just namedropping to get your attention.


Like you, I have more to do and definitely more songs to hear, but I can honestly say, up to this point, I have had the time of my life!


– Myf
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1.


We are family


There are pivotal times in every life and for me nearly every one of those has a soundtrack. I have chosen to open this book with a family memory. You know them, the stories that are woven into every gathering, every celebration dinner and then repeated over and over so that in the end you aren’t sure if the memory is yours or has just been absorbed into your brain so you think it is. Most of the Warhurst family memories have been retold so often that I suspect the original tale is so embellished that the fine line between fact and fiction is forever blurred. In our family, if a story has given everyone a few laughs, it becomes entrenched in family folklore. But even with collective memories, what we home in on and how we choose to remember can be very different and personal things.


The fact that this particular memory involved a satin-clad, shirtless male pop star, with an enviable 1970s-style mullet hairstyle and a twinkle in his eye, who went on to sing Australia’s unofficial anthem, makes this tale even better, and it is one I’m happy to embrace as wholly my own. Mostly because it illustrates exactly who I was at the time and gave strong clues as to who I was to become.


It’s Sunday night. I’m around three years old. I’ve got long, blonde hair (I know, you’re shocked as I’m now as dark on my noggin as the mission brown paint my dad loved to coat everything with in the ’70s, because it was going cheap). My fringe is cut thick, chunky and a little off-kilter thanks to my mum’s, shall we say, enthusiastic, home hairdressing skills.


I’m wearing denim overalls and a stripey skivvy combo that I think would look absolutely on trend now. Clutched in my chubby, grubby hands is my special blanket. Most kids have something they latch on to for security and simply can’t live without. Mine is a scraggly, cream-coloured, barely holding together wool carcass of a blanket with a satin edge. I call this blanket my Nap Nap. When I sucked my thumb I’d simultaneously rub that rancid blanket on my nose in a comforting manner. Standard, revolting three-year-old stuff.


I am the youngest of four kids (I have three older brothers), and when this oft-remembered incident famously took place, we lived in a 1960s small cream brick veneer house in the country town of Donald, about 240 kilometres from Melbourne, in central Victoria, in a street where, if you looked past the row of houses on the opposite side, there was nothing but wheat fields as far as the eye could see. Wheat was the main economy of the town, as was the abattoir on the edge of town. There was a horseracing track, a pool, a football field, a local newspaper and a main street with three pubs that were built in a time when the promise of finding gold brought people and money to the area. Both had long ago deserted the place.


It’s Sunday night. Australia’s favourite pop music TV show Countdown is on the tellie. Every Sunday me and my three brothers would gather around the Rank Arena TV in the corner of the living area for our weekly communion. This show was our church, where new pop songs from around the world were revealed to us like sparkly offerings, and we kneeled at the altar with an almost religious fervour. What this means is, we all sat glued in front of our black-and-white TV, hoovering up the content like our lives depended on it.


Out of all the revelatory moments that Molly Meldrum and Countdown delivered, there was one song that changed everything for me. I think you’ll know it. Everyone in Australia who grew up in the ’70s would have heard it. It starts with a loping bassline that steps up and down in a rhythmic fashion; slow, creeping, slightly urgent, also ominous. Something good or bad (or a little bit sexy, not that I really knew what sexy was back then) is clearly about to happen. Basslines had that power in the ’70s. Ba dum, ba dum, ba dum, ba dum. Then the male vocal begins telling us he believed the lies the subject spun and that he was the one.


Verse two confirms the deceit of the subject of the song (no prizes for guessing the subject in question has been fooling around), and then the chorus starts. A trio of voices build like a musical round, each voice adding a new layer of urgency and a tiny hint of ’70s prog rock frippery. ‘How … How … Howzat!’


My brothers might have looked cool and unmoved, but my mind was blown. I was feeling things that I’d never felt before. What was this song? Who were these men on my screen, in my house, combining two of my favourite things: cricket and music? This was even better than when I was stuck at home with the mumps and allowed to drink flat lemonade. Treats like that were pretty rare in our house.


My love of cricket can be attributed to the fact that I lived in a house full of boys and I loved everything they loved. Mum had played hockey for Australia and Victoria, my dad was apparently a gun at local footy and cricket, and my brothers all excelled at whatever sport they turned their minds to. Me, on the other hand, didn’t show too much promise in this department. But regardless, I adored what they adored and this is also probably why I also watched Countdown religiously at such a young age. They loved it, so I did too.


This family love of sport led to watching a lot of sport on TV, but I worked out later that watching Test cricket was about as interesting as watching question time in parliament, and you could be guaranteed that nothing ever happened until you left the room to go to the toilet. I reckon the popularity of Test cricket back then was due to the fact it allowed the menfolk to zone out into a state of mindfulness (shutting out the world, sitting still, emptying your mind, and doing nothing, for hours on end), at a time when mindfulness would have been laughed at, along with the concept of sheilas getting a mortgage in their own names or not having to give up working when they were pregnant, or other such unbelievable societal progressions.


So back to the huddle of Warhurst kids in the lounge room on that particular Sunday night … here’s this song about cricket, I was instantly in, but it seemed odd that these men were wearing decidedly un-cricket-like clothing. Their attire looked neither functional nor comfy. It looked positively stifling in certain areas. There’d be no way you could bend down to retrieve a ball in silly mid-off in those trouser boa constrictors. The singer caught my eye. He was wearing a velvet and satin jacket with lapels so pointed and wide that they could probably take an eye out or, even better, rudder a small boat. The jacket, was, of course, worn with no shirt underneath (it was the ’70s, nipples were everywhere), and was paired with a pair of light-coloured satin pants that creased ever so suggestively where the top of the legs met the torso, leaving little to the imagination about the choice that one singer had made when he got dressed in the morning. We’ve all heard how satin is unforgiving, but in this case, that was clearly the point. These were the type of going-out clothes that maybe a young, hot new teacher from the city might wear to a dinner party where my mum would impress the guests, serving up beef bourguignon for dinner (it’s French, don’t you know?), matched superbly with a sweet riesling direct from a Coolabah cask, and finished off with those posh chocolate After Dinner Mints that came in individual brown wrappers. So sophisticated.


I placed the song in the camp of adult stuff, with cricket leanings. I was utterly entranced.


I continued to watch, and felt something stirring within me, something that would connect me to that little brown box with moving pictures in the corner, and the sounds that emanated from it, for the rest of my life.


Deep from my brown vinyl beanbag, which squeaked with every move, I arose. My chubby limbs seemingly driven by an unknown force. I walked zombie-like towards the tellie, knowing full well that Mum was about to yell at me not to get too close because I’d ruin my eyes. I didn’t care. I was being led towards a bloke named Daryl by a force so strong that I was ready to sign up to whatever satin-and-velvet-clad cult he was leading. I stood directly in front of the television, placed my hands on the screen, felt that initial buzzy electric pulse that only a valve TV screen can give off, then pressed my face on the screen and proceeded to pucker up, giving Daryl Braithwaite, resplendent in his daring satin pants, a big ol’ sloppy kiss.


But it wasn’t just Daryl that I had fallen for, it was everything that he represented. The storytelling through words and sound, the fashion, the lights and drama, the music, the intrigue of a glamorous world out there with strange, bewitching things beyond my small town. Somewhere so exciting that people wrote songs about what happened there so everyone could hear about it. I wanted to be part of it.


I should acknowledge that Daryl did not consent to the kiss I planted on his face, nor was he ever aware that this happened and so, for the record, I apologise in writing here for my objectification of an unknowing gentleman in satin pants. It was very clear though that, at that moment, I had messed about, Sherbet had caught me out, and I was a goner.


From that time on, music, and my love of it, became my obsession. Put simply, Daryl Braithwaite from Sherbet was my gateway drug (and I bet you never thought that sentence would ever be uttered).


About thirty years later, I was able to tell Daryl this story, when he came on the ABCTV music quiz show Spicks and Specks, and I could tell he was genuinely chuffed. Or slightly embarrassed. I’m not entirely sure which, really. Either way, despite my cool demeanour, I can guarantee that little Myf was squealing on the inside.


Daryl not only had an effect on people in the ’70s, he managed to back it up again in the early ’90s, this time by singing a song that has since become one of Australia’s unofficial anthems, his version of the Rickie Lee Jones’ song ‘The Horses’. This slick, adult contemporary ditty chock-full of ’80s tropical island keyboard is now adored across generations, from older folk like me, who lived and loved through it the first time while we wore high-waisted pleated chinos matched with boat shoes and a grandpa shirt, thinking that we looked just like we’d stepped off a yacht, to millennial AFL footballers who sing the song in their clubrooms after winning a game. Why this particular song has captured the imagination of so many disparate types is inexplicable. Even Daryl himself has said that he can’t put his finger on why it’s an ongoing success across generations.


None of us know what that song is really about either. The lyrics are obtuse: telling a little darlin’ that we’ll go horse-riding. It’s a song with such a broad musical palette, it lets the listener place their own meaning into the words, and therein lies the appeal. ‘The Horses’ is vague enough that it can be about whatever the hell you want. And that, my friends, is what music is all about. It offers us mere mortals a way to access feelings and make sense of our thoughts, at times when we might not have the emotional or intellectual language to do so on our own.


The first time I heard ‘Howzat’ I didn’t have that language but I knew enough to know those musical moments meant something special. They changed me. And for that, I am truly grateful. Thanks Daryl.
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2.


Dance like nobody’s
watching


Besides my Countdown epiphany, it was Mum and Dad’s parties that I remember best from the Donald era of my early life. Those, and watching The Muppets on my birthday for the first time in colour on our brand-new colour TV (a momentous occasion in the Warhurst household). Otherwise, it’s really all a bit of a blur. Days and nights followed the usual weekly patterns. I was regularly pinned down by any one of my brothers, who would perform a game called ‘The Typewriter’, where they would pretend to annoyingly type on me and then roll the fake paper roller by twisting my ears. If I was lucky, they would finish by dribbling on my face, saying they were just applying the liquid paper required to cover a mistake. This game, and farting on my head at any opportunity, were big faves in my house (well, my brothers’ faves, I was not as enamoured of the experience). I idolised my brothers and put up with the ear twists because I loved hanging around with them. This was my role as the (sometimes annoying) little sister. When they got sick of me, they’d tell me to go to my room and draw a horse. Which I would do, happily, for hours. I perfected how to draw a horse but that early artistic promise never sparked so I am afraid that is the extent of my visual arts career.


Mum says it was so hard to get me to go to bed as a kid, let alone sleep at night, because I was worried about missing out on something exciting. Apparently I was quite the howler. These days I still have the same arguments about going to bed every night, except I have them with myself. Even though I’m nudging fifty and know that I desperately need my eight hours a night so my face doesn’t look like I’ve been run over by a hair crimper, I still drag my feet about going to bed. There’s something in me that continues to believe the most interesting things happen in those dark hours of the night. They never do, of course. The old adage, ‘Nothing good happens after one am’ is true. Pity I don’t ever listen to myself.


But in our house at Donald sometimes good things did happen after bedtime. Mum and Dad were both art teachers and the reason we had moved to Donald, from Portland in regional Victoria where I was born, was because Dad had been offered a position as the headmaster at Donald High School. Being sociable folk, Mum and Dad were keen to get to know the locals after we moved, so they held dinner parties and staff gatherings at our little house, which would go late into the night. I clearly remember being put to bed many times, furious that I was missing out on the action, but strangely comforted by the sweet aroma of cigar and cigarette smoke wafting from under my closed bedroom door.


Smoking indoors was perfectly normal in those days. Many years later, I took a boyfriend to stay at Mum and Dad’s house, and Mum, knowing that my boyfriend smoked, offered him an ashtray so he could smoke inside while we had a glass of wine. I nearly fell off my chair. I hadn’t been part of that culture since share house life in the ’90s, where we all thought we were so cool because we sat next to our own ashtrays, puffing away while watching Beverly Hills, 90210 on TV. Dylan McKay was still a spunk even through a smoke haze!


Dad is an artist and plays piano by ear and Mum is a fabulous seamstress, artist and potter, so when they rolled into town with us four kids, they brought with them a love of teaching, Gilbert and Sullivan musicals and old-time melodrama theatre productions. It didn’t take them long to spread that love. They would put on these huge shows once or twice a year and the whole town would get involved. It was brilliant. This was a formative time for all of us kids, as each of us discovered a love of the stage at this time. I attempted to follow in Dad’s footsteps to become a great pianist (obviously, I didn’t ever get to the Richard Clayderman heights I so clearly aspired to in the ’80s, though I have photos somewhere of me sporting a hairstyle like Clayderman’s glorious, feathered mullet). Two of my brothers, Kit and Andre, would both follow their musical passions by playing in their own bands. My eldest brother, Shaun, gave theatre a go for a while, too. Thanks to our parents, we all have a love of performance. I imagine it’s lodged somewhere on the back shelf, deep in our DNA.


After the closing night of a show’s hugely successful run, where everyone in the town would attend (there was literally nothing else on so it was the highlight of Donald and its surrounds’ social calendar) there would be the after parties. Of course we kids got to go, but our appearance was limited to a quick hello, and if we were lucky the older kids might steal a sip of alcohol from an abandoned glass and then, already dressed in our PJs, we’d be sent off to sleep in what was then known as the ‘Mobile Babysitter’, the family car. Look, what can I say? It was a simpler time.


The parties Mum and Dad held at our place were my favourite. I’d spend much of the night looking through the frosted glass sliding doors, ubiquitous in those ’60s joints, facing into the ‘good room’, which was located at the front of the house. The good room is a relic of times past. Back then, it was the only part of the home where children weren’t welcome to hang out, because it was full of the ‘good furniture’ that was saved for use when guests came over. As a child, I thought this unfair. Why couldn’t I go in there and play with the trinkets on display with my greasy, Teddy-Bear-biscuit-covered fingers?


I totally get the concept of a good room now, even though the idea has fallen by the wayside. It was a practical idea, really. The rest of the house could look like the aftermath of a Keith Richards’ hotel room party (and with four kids I imagine ours did most of the time), but if a guest came over unannounced, you could simply pull the sliding doors across and, tickety-boo, the guests could recline in the plush velour of the on-trend burnt orange, velvet couch, without them seeing the hallmark grubby hand marks and food crumbs that come with having young children.


I remember peering through the frosted glass into the good room and it was filled with the coolest people I’d ever seen, aside from those on Countdown. They looked so different from the people we’d see in the main street or at the grocer. It was like they had all morphed into different beings. Shiny, happy people. They were eating a spread of ’70s delicacies – square cut cheese and cabana speared together on toothpicks, celery sticks filled with cream cheese, and Mum’s favourite party favour: white bread (crusts cut off), containing mayonnaise and soggy tinned asparagus, rolled up and held like a little piggy in a blanket with another of those ubiquitous toothpicks. Ooh la la. (Side note: I have to admit I have craved this asparagus treat ever since I wrote this line. Once you get over the fact that asparagus from a tin has a rather slimy mouth-feel, it’s quite the culinary revelation. You should try it some time.)


I thought everything adult was posh and sophisticated when I was a kid. When Mum pulled out the big guns to serve real coffee from the percolated coffee machine, you knew the guests were very important. Most of the time Mum and Dad, and every other adult I knew, drank Nescafé Blend 43; there was none of this takeaway coffee business back then. If you can’t instantly remember the stale breath of a teacher who’s sunk too many cups of Nescafé, chased with a Winfield Blue cigarette, did you even go to school in Australia in the ’70s and ’80s? I think not.


At the end of proceedings, Mum would roll out the After Dinner Mints. I would collect the small paper bags they came in the next day and sniff them, imagining a future where I too could serve such a sophisticated chocolate to my guests.


The signifiers of affluence, or at least the understanding of the signifiers, were much easier for people to access back then. These days the signifiers are an Insta-worthy jet-set lifestyle or an architect-designed home, but back then it was pretty simple: if you had a double-storey house and a pool, then you were obviously millionaires. If you took a family holiday to Queensland, you were way out of our league, and if, like our neighbours in Donald, you had a speedboat named Alebrad, which was their two children’s names combined – Aleta and Brad – then you were certified royalty.


We might not have had the pool or the speedboat, but we had a record player. To us, it was the most valuable thing in our house. It sat in the corner of the good room, and I was told never to touch it. It was far too expensive and precious. Only my oldest two brothers, Shaun and Andre, were allowed to use it without Mum and Dad in the room. Kit and I hadn’t really mastered the art of properly dressing ourselves at this point, so it was probs for the best we weren’t allowed to even touch it.


But, in the same way I was drawn to the satin majesty of Daryl Braithwaite, I was of course inexplicably drawn to fiddling with the record player. I’d seen Mum put on her copy of Neil Diamond’s Hot August Night on a Saturday morning a million times, while she did the vacuuming. I’m pretty sure every household had a copy of this record in the ’70s. What was going on with that weird cover photo of Neil in his bedazzled double denim Canadian tuxedo playing what looks to be an air saxophone? I’ve never quite understood that choice but I was obviously the minority. Whoever sat down with him and said, ‘Neil, this is a great pic that captures everything about this one hot night in August,’ was a marketing genius. It sold a gazillion copies.


Occasionally Mum would also play another ’60s and ’70s staple, Bert Kaempfert’s A Swingin’ Safari. This one featured a classic ’60s-looking gal on the front wearing a sexy short safari suit, topped by a pith helmet that barely contained her bouffant hairstyle, alongside some culturally inappropriate artefacts to signify that Bert had been to Africa once. To me, this girl looked like a classier version of the women I’d seen on The Benny Hill Show, who would run around rather fast, sometimes without tops on, to the soundtrack of Boots Randolph’s ‘Yakety Sax’. You know the one. No one blinked an eye when it came on the tellie in prime time. This was all very normal.


Not surprisingly, most record covers from this time featured a woman on the front in a suggestive outfit of some sort, usually for no reason at all. My all-time favourite of the ‘album cover showing an underdressed female for no obvious reason’ was the Australian music compilation series that went under the name Ripper. Each year of ’75, ’76 and ’77 had an image of a woman’s arse in a ripped pair of shorts, with the artists’ names on the exposed butt cheek. What’s not to love about an unphotoshopped pimply bum advertising that Fox’s ‘S-S-S-Single Bed’ song (which, incidentally, I thought was about a very innocent sleepover – I guess that’s correct, sorta?) is inside? I was sold!


But one day I’d had enough of simply looking at the record covers, I was determined to master that record player. I’d watched Shaun put a record on, probably something by AC/DC, and it didn’t look that complicated. It was as simple as putting a black circular thing that makes the sound on a round thing with a stick in the middle. Then all you had to do was pull a lever downwards and a stick would move of its own accord across the round thing and drop onto the edge. Hearing the pre-crackle before the music started let you know you’d done it correctly. Sweet.


While Shaun’s AC/DC records terrified me – they were far too dark for my young ears – I was obsessed with a record that I suspect most Australian houses had alongside their copy of Hot August Night. It was Abba’s Arrival. This was another record cover that I fixated on. I was entranced by the matching white jumpsuits of the four very attractive young Swedes in the photo, they were all just so perfect. This, combined with the sweet pop magic and the tinge of melancholy that they created with songs like ‘Dancing Queen’, ‘Knowing Me Knowing You’ and ‘Fernando’, had me spellbound. I pored over that cover as if it was the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which again, only rich people had.


It was as if Abba had arrived by spaceship (or by a futuristic helicopter at least) into our small house in a tiny country town with only wheat fields beyond the last row of houses. I don’t think I’d ever seen a helicopter before, let alone matching crotch-splitting jumpsuits such as these. It was all packaged in a fold-out cover, which meant I could look at more pictures of these incredibly glamorous creatures again on the inside. Beam me up, Scotty.


The moment inevitably arrived when, driven again by an innate desire, I crept into the good room and went straight to the record player. I gingerly took the record out of the cover, slid it out of its plastic sleeve, and placed it on the turntable, then pulled the lever, which was quite a feat for my uncoordinated fingers. Success! The much-anticipated crackling sound started, followed by the sweet, sweet sad sounds of a band whose music is now imprinted in a million histories worldwide. Little was I to know at the time that the event that spurred those four musicians towards fame was a European song contest called Eurovision and, years later, I would have the job of hosting the live Eurovision broadcasts for Australian viewers. Young Myf would never have believed such magnificence would come her way.


But before all that, there I was, in the forbidden environs of the good room, in my own fantasy world, dancing alone to Abba. For that moment, I was the Dancing Queen. At least I thought I was alone. In actual fact, the whole family was watching and laughing at me through the frosted glass sliding door. It was so amusing to them that I didn’t even get in trouble.


Again, I was learning that music allowed me to tap into a portal that helped me express a yearning inside, before I even had the language to express it. And that was the urge to not only dance like no one’s watching, but to wear a white jumpsuit like those perfect Swedish babes. Sadly, I only managed to implement one of these things into my lifestyle as I grew up. White jumpsuits are simply too unforgiving.
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3.


Long live disco


In those early Donald years, Mum and Dad came up with a brilliant idea that would set our family on a trajectory that made us a little different from most. I suspect it came about because having four kids meant money was tight. So my parents worked out a way to make a bit of extra cash and, at the same time, retain a connection with Dad’s family, who were all based near Mildura in the area of Sunraysia, right at the tippy-top corner of Victoria. The area is known for its grape and citrus produce. When Uncle Rob, who lived in a place called Darling View, on the mighty Baaka, the Darling River, about twenty kilometres out of the New South Wales town of Wentworth, told Mum and Dad about a sixty-acre property near his going for practically nothing, they snapped it up. The land had orange and mandarin trees and the goal was that our family would pick the fruit from those trees during school holidays.


Aside from where the earth met the water and life was fecund, everywhere else at Darling View was covered in scrubby bush and salt flats. It was mostly a dry, desert environment. Anything that grew or lived there survived against the odds. There is a harsh beauty to this difficult landscape that speaks to me still.


Darling View was on the way to a little outback town called Pooncarie, where our grandfather Abe, who we called Pop, was living at the time. Pop didn’t suffer fools or any kind of bullshit (his favourite word) from anyone, especially children. We kids knew our place and trod carefully around him. Pop was once married to our nan, who had been a glamorous singer back in the day. Pop went off to the Second World War as a gunner, miraculously came back (not many gunners did, apparently), they had a few more kids, then they separated. Nan remained in the family home and we saw her quite regularly given she lived in Irymple, which was in the area. The rest of Pop’s life was quite a mystery to me. From whispers I found out he was an SP bookie in South Australia for a time, but when Mum and Dad bought the land at Darling View he was living in a converted bus. Pop loved the river and the bush, and when we travelled with him it was in a battered Mini Moke, sans walls and roof, and of course no seatbelts.


He wasn’t the most cheerful bloke and the only time I saw Pop truly happy was when he was relaxing in his bus after a day’s work on the land. From what I can gather, Pop was a bit of a nomad. He spent much of his life travelling around the desert areas shooting rabbits, and living off the money he made from selling their skins. In the bus, I witnessed him at his happiest, playing an ornate 1970s organ. You can see them in the back of op shops now. They’re the ones with dual keyboards and loads of coloured buttons promising a samba or marimba drumbeat, with many foot pedals to control the basslines and sound.


Pop’s life, like Nanna’s, was very hard. Relying on the land to survive was not an easy prospect in those days. There wasn’t a lot of time or room for laughter or fun. I suspect Pop carried some trauma from the war too, but none of that was discussed in those days. Pop didn’t talk about feelings. Maybe the music did that for him. I just know that when I was there watching this old, weathered man happily churning out a few tunes on an organ in his bus, in outback Australia, it was pretty joyous.


I imagine this is where my own dad got his extraordinary talent for piano, too. Pop and my dad were very different in so many ways but their love of music was a bond they shared. Neither of them was taught how to play, they both simply played what they heard. That’s quite a skill.


My dad still plays piano, and, like Pop, he seems happiest when he is embellishing a trill at the end of a song and lurching into the next crowd-pleaser. It must be genetic because there’s nothing more hilarious than our family gathered around the piano at Christmas, all rosy from being a few sherbets deep, while Dad rips out a cracking version of ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’ and we all sing along, badly. That’s a Warhurst Christmas, right there.


I suspect Mum and Dad’s next project on our new property was inspired by Pop’s bus, or perhaps it had its genesis from an article that Mum saw about an artist’s retreat in a converted tram. She tore that story out of a magazine and kept it in her special drawer in her bedroom. That same drawer housed her bottle of 4711 Eau de Cologne, which was the perfume du jour of the ’70s, even though I vaguely remember it smelling like peppery antiseptic cleaner.


My parents had a vision. Instead of us all sleeping either in the shed or our burnt orange VW campervan when we stayed up at ‘the block’, the dream was that we should find something a little more permanent, and a little less lived in and loved by the local snakes and rodents. Not having to share a dwelling with snakes is enough motivation for anyone to rip pages out of a magazine.


This is one of those moments I am pleased I don’t remember, but one night Mum says she saw a huge black snake on the dirt floor where our camp beds were. Then it disappeared. There was a fruitless search and then the horror of us all going to bed knowing that a clear and present danger was still possibly in the vicinity and could quite likely slither back looking for mice or rats or us for its dinner. I don’t remember if I slept well that night but Mum didn’t. In the morning, the search resumed to find the snake. No one thought about the welfare of the poor creature in those days – the snake catcher was simply called a shovel. ‘Kill the bastards,’ was Pop’s oft-said refrain.


Now that I am writing this, I do remember the next day clearly, because we were forced to spend the entire time in the above-ground Clark pool that Dad had just purchased and hastily set up next to the shed. Aboveground pools in those days weren’t quite like pools today, they were essentially just a blue plastic tarp and a bit of rolled tin that made the wall, all held together by clamps and plastic. On recalling these pools, the exposed raw tin of the walls seems particularly unsafe for children to be around. Never mind. We filled ours using the hose from the water tank. No chlorine or filters for this baby. Just brown water direct from the Darling River.


Our cousins had a proper indoor inground pool, surrounded by PebbleCrete, which we all thought was extremely exciting and quite the step up from our Clark pool. Everyone (including me) also thought it hilarious when Uncle Brent would put the powder chlorine into the pool and get me to swim around in it to mix it into the pool by calling it ‘grow’, promising that these chemicals would give me a growth spurt, which, being a short arse, was something I desperately wanted to have. Sadly, the growth spurt never really happened, and now that we know what’s in chlorine, it might have actually been the reason why it did not. It was a different time.


Summers at Darling View were so hot – most days were usually over 40 degrees – so for a kid who loved water, being forced to stay in the pool for as long as it took my parents to find the snake was just the best. At one point the snake was finally spotted but slithered up into our parked car, where it promptly disappeared into the interior engine mechanisms, never to be seen alive again. A few days later a terrible smell emanated from the car and confirmed our suspicions that our snake friend had found its tomb in the car’s motor. There was no such thing as air conditioning for us, so winding down the windows was enough to blow the smell away and allow us to drive the car (and for Mum to sleep soundly) again.
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