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Wandjina 

 

 

I was in the habit of hiding; not hiding from – just hiding. So sometimes I watched him, from 

between the wattles on the other side of the dam, while he worked the field that rose to the top of 

the clearing. I didn’t enjoy seeing him digging or spraying, or checking the pump, or sitting on 

his arse on a low stump, with his knees up and spread wide, holding between his legs his cold 

can of piss, raised and lowered until he sucked it dry. There was always his soundtrack drifting 

across meanwhile: the steady agitating idle of his motor, either his tractor or the ute he called 'the 

Truck’, which he liked to leave running there, doors hanging open. He rested it like a tethered 

horse, letting it chew on its petrol supply awhile. And there was always the radio wafting out.  

People don’t always watch to see, they watch to keep track of – that’s what I did. While I 

was looking at him I knew where he was. I saw his head turn towards my hut now and then and I 

was gratified not to be in it. Sometimes I saw him wander across, too close, maybe calling me. 

He worked long and then he went away. That was the best moment. The sound of the sea 

washed overhead in the tops of the ash. The lyrebird called out, shy as I was, hidden as I was – 

glad too, as I was, that he was gone. 

He watched me too, though I didn’t know it. Later he told me: ‘I saw you in the dam, talking 

to the water, I saw you. What was that? What in fuck’s name was that? Talking to the water.’ 

‘I dunno,’ I said. I was too young to say, ‘It makes more sense than talking to you.’  

 

The autumn light of late evening, that orange glow, was full upon the field. My window framed a 

scene blighted with a black spot – his small dark form still toiled there like a cursed man. I 



recalled the scriptures then: Till the earth, it will yield thee nothing. Yet it yielded small 

flowering plants, nothing native to this soil, which he would dig up and sell. I called them 

flowers; he called them ‘stock’. 

He had stopped digging now and stooped down with the movement of a man whose eye 

catches something unusual on the ground. When he stood again, his face, that dark place beneath 

his cap, turned in the direction of my cabin. Then he turned away, hand in the pocket of his 

shorts, the same dusty brown as his legs, his face, his hands, his hair even, all that same dirty 

colour – it brought to mind the word soiled. He walked away and shrank into that place between 

the trees, entering silently the evening dark, which had already reached that sheltered place. And 

I – omniscient through familiarity – knew his feet crunched gravel there and that he would be 

whistling. I knew, as though I actually saw, that he would have his shirt undone, or just one 

button done, with his gut, round as a pregnant woman’s, protruding, preceding him, and he 

would be thinking of cold beer and of that thing he had found in the field. 

 

‘Ambergris,’ he bellowed, in that tone at once brazen and self-conscious. (Like me, he was 

introverted. But he pretended not to be by drinking and bellowing, and by pretending, as some 

men do, that he was a man.) ‘Ambergris, get out here. I got something to show yuh.’ 

From the doorway, I saw him, too close. Had I been a sorceress I would have withered him 

to that tiny dark form I knew from afar, but I had no potent magic to achieve it, to make him go 

away. I did not know there were words to create such effects. So I allowed him to stay there, 

looking through my open door, and looking past me because he could never look me in the eye. I 

couldn’t make him go – I had to be what I was.  

He, too, had to be what he was: a bald, pink, soiled man, standing in the sun. One hand held 

his filthy hat. The other hand wallowed in his pocket, like he was doing something dirty at me, 

but he pulled out a smooth grey shape. He held it out like an offering to me, up to the sun. It was 

a stone. 

Too young to oppose him, too young to say, ‘Shove it up your arse, whatever it is, and fuck 

off from my door, you old bastard.’ Far too young to know how to say these things or why I must 

say them, I skipped down from my doorstep, barefoot, and suddenly I could feel his scent 

breathing on me – he reeked of sweat and nerves and beer – and I felt that smooth shape in my 

hand as I took it from him. One rough touch of his finger left its creeping impression on my skin. 

I was holding it, the stone, and looking at it, but more than that I was doing what he wanted, not 



what I wanted. 

It was the shape of a hand with fingers together. It was smooth as my skin, much smoother 

than his.  

He chuckled then. From the corner of my eye, I saw his forearms crossed over that 

oedematous stomach. He was covered with orange fur, glistening in the sun. His boots were 

caked with pale mud.  

‘Know what it is?’ 

‘What?’ I said. 

‘Aboriginal axe-head. From here. I find heaps of ’em. Right here in the middle of the 

property, right where I cleared. This one’s good luck.’  

I didn’t know what to say so I just stood there and pretended to examine the smooth calm 

stone in my hand. Irrationally, I thought that I would rather be the stone than him or me. 

‘Knew you’d like it. You keep it. You’re into that sorta thing I reckon.’ 

‘How do you mean?’ 

‘You’re into it. You hippies.’ He chuckled. ‘You got a bloke?’  

‘Sort of.’ Don’t reveal anything to him, he wants to imagine me with him. There was no right 

answer. 

‘You’re into it, I bet, like rabbits.’ 

Too young to say, ‘Go fuck yourself, pervert.’ Too young to know. 

 

Something was wrong after that but what was it, that tension in my guts? He went away but after 

that my eyes were sweeping that field a hundred times a day, scanning it for him, while my guts 

wound tighter and tighter.  

The axe-head lay on the windowsill gathering dust.  

The weather was humid and heavy, the reluctance of the dying summer to let go. They say 

it’s autumn, I thought. But there is no fall here. The wall of ash stood still and green, 

magnificent. There are six seasons here. I wonder what this one is. 

Fear. Displacement. Alienation.  

I am a young woman; somehow I’ve got to believe that. Where was the danger? 



 

Then the dream came. Was I sick in body or in spirit, when I saw that evil darkness gathered 

around my hut, felt it crouching all around, like a fog? Then I saw the birds, whirling within it, 

flying low, so slowly, but with powerful intent; those dream birds, heavy, bald vultures, circling 

my cabin relentlessly like the shark circles, swimming through that thick dark air. Were they 

many or one? They all had the same face, a face like a man, bald-headed, and when they passed 

my door there was a wake of rotten wind, not hot or cold, that made me sick. They were closing 

in and beating against the door.  

Startled to my feet but not awake, I crashed through my hut to the door and listened, my ears 

rushing with blood and my stomach bloated. The floor quaked and there was scuffling under the 

house. I grabbed the broom and thumped the walls and floor, praying my panic sounded like 

anger. The floor strained and creaked and something broke itself loose, and I heard it thrashing 

away through the forest. I woke fully then and opened my door into the night, pushing my fists 

into my sick stomach desperately. No fresh air. No moon. Soupy dark. But I knew then, it was a 

feral pig – a big one, rooting around in the space under my hut, seeking god knows what. Just a 

feral, foreign, disgusting, fat, hairy, dangerous, stinking, ignorant, violent pig, invading my 

home. 

 

I woke up to the sound of his engine bouncing across the field and felt my nakedness and 

sleepiness. Too close. The engine idled and the door slammed, forcing me to my feet. I nearly 

fell from fatigue and dizziness, and I couldn’t find my clothes again. There was a whole pile on 

the floor but somehow there was nothing to wear in it. The sickly smell of damp rose from the 

pile as I dug into it gingerly. Once, I had found a nest of mice in there. It frightened me now to 

look through the clothes, so I tried to leave them alone.  

I could smell exhaust and hear his boots on the porch.  

‘Ambergris, wake up! You still sleeping? Fuck, it’s eight o’clock. Fucken hippies! Get up. I 

got something for yuh.’ 

He bashed five times on the wall. 

Five times. I wrapped a sarong around me fast. Five times. Two too many,  

I went past him quickly and stood in the morning sun, bare feet on the dewy grass. I cringed 

to do that in front of him. Felt my body in the sarong naked. All I wanted was to lure him from 



the door, to make him get away from my cabin, for him not to see in or go into my cabin. I 

couldn’t think of another way.  

Too young to say, I paid my rent, so leave me alone. Too young to say, No. Just no. 

This time he was holding a little stiff brown figure in his hand. It was a Wandjina, he told 

me. He knew its name. I had never seen one before. It looked like the stick figure drawing of a 

child come to life, a magical being. The wood, I found out later, was hard and even though it was 

very thin, it was strong. Looking at it in his hand confused me. My mind’s eye was seeing a 

small brown child, prematurely small, stiff with fear or death, in the grip of a coarse, fat, pink 

man. His hairy red fingers were closed around its waist, and he held it up, naked in the light, to 

show me. 

‘Thought of you when I saw this. Found it up the bush. Over there.’ He gestured to the forest 

behind my cabin, the place where I went to have a shit. 

‘Keep it,’ he said. ‘You’re into this sorta thing, I reckon.’ 

‘What sort of thing?’ My poor attempt at rebellion. To be assertive was to ask a question 

instead of agreeing. 

‘You’re an artist.’ He chuckled and his bare stomach shook. 

The word came out forcefully, with aggression. I didn’t know what it meant. My mind’s eye 

scanned my cabin and found art materials, drawings, chaos, filth all over the place. All my 

despair scattered everywhere, leaving its mark on everything, blowing out the door, leaving shit 

in its wake. Art? I did not know what he was talking about. 

‘Reckon you could make a Wandjina if yuh wanted to. Those boongs know how to cash in 

on their art. Every boong’s an artist these days. Reckon you should sell some art. What the 

bloody hell is this?’ 

His eye was drawn to something. There was a twenty-dollar note blowing off my porch and 

landing beside his boot. His boots frightened me. They were so caked in mud that they looked 

like they had no boots inside.  

He clapped his hands to get my attention and I jumped. 

‘Ambergris! Here’s yuh fucken money. He picked it up and held it. Well, come on, take it. 

D’yuh want it or don’t yuh?’ 

I supposed he thought money, like a sacred book, shouldn’t come in contact with the ground. 

But I didn’t want to come nearer to him. I was holding my sarong up too. 



My stomach was filling with poisonous gas. The humidity made my body sick. My white, 

introduced body, burning and fainting in the ordinary weather. Not even as good as a feral pig 

here in the forest. 

‘Bloody hell. You hippies are fucken hopeless. D’yuh want your money or don’t yuh?’ 

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Thanks. I don’t know why it’s there.’ What was I thanking him for? I held 

my breath and took it but he held it for a second before I could pull it away.  

‘See, you like money just like everyone else, don’t yuh? Put it away safe.’ 

His voice became softer and hoarse. ‘Take the Wandjina too. It’s yours.’  

‘No, you keep it. It’s all right,’ I managed to blurt, sweating profusely. Such rebellion. 

‘I said it’s yours, Ambergris, fucken take it.’ 

‘I don’t need it. It’s all right. It’s yours from your land.’ I’m a liar, I thought. I just lied. 

Suddenly, I heard our sub-text loud and clear. He’d said, I’m going to fuck you. I’d said, I 

can’t stop you. It was hard for me to concentrate on what I knew. But in a flash, I saw that he 

knew it all and that he was counting on me being isolated, weak, and confused, like wounded 

game. The sound of his idling engine – when did he ever turn it off? – was relentless. It was part 

of how he confused me.  

‘Nice sheet you’re wearing,’ he said, chuckling. He climbed in the ute, put the Wandjina up 

on the dashboard and drove off with the door open, making a big circle around my cabin and 

then heading out.  

‘I’ll give it to yuh next time,’ he yelled. 

 

I guess I was an artist but not in the way he meant it. We’re not all what we seem to be. We do 

not all fly or fall from our nests; instead we have to question whether we are birds. I did not even 

know the right question yet; I was far back from the point of maturity at which he thought he was 

meeting me. He never actually met me for I had not yet been born.  

He spoke of me to his daughter (my age but capable of wondering why the land was being 

let out to hippies who lived without jobs or toilets) and introduced me to her as ‘the artist I’ve got 

up the back paddock.’ If it wasn’t that, taking an artist in residence, if it wasn’t his generosity to 

young people, then what was it? He used my so-called art, an ineloquent expression of my 

despair and confusion, as his justification. 



So the next step was for him to have me draw his daughter; he had her sit for me in my 

cabin. He did it to convince himself and her, and under the pretext that I needed to earn some 

money. Then he was justified. After I had taken the twenty dollars for producing a bad portrait, I 

was what he said I was, though I never claimed to be anything at all. Then he could sleep, 

assured that I was not, could not possibly be something darker, weirder or more dangerous than 

some arty-farty hippie chick he was helping. 

People have strange ways to satisfy themselves. He needed not to think of me as a stray gin, 

a white one, the road-kill of progress, abandoned at the edge of his clearing, free for the taking. 

Some things, he thought, were beyond question: he owned land. He was a man. I was a dole-

bludger. (I was unoccupied and unclaimed land, not a proper woman or a real person, land 

anyone could claim with impunity.) Anything that bothered him, if he did not have a name for it, 

he could scare it away with a gas gun, hit it with the back of a shovel, or poison it, and never 

admit that he felt threatened. He had come from a generation of men who cannot admit to feeling 

fear. Sex and death did not bother him but male fear was taboo, something unnatural and 

unspeakable.  

I won’t say that he was rough with me; perhaps he was but I have no memory of it. I will say 

that we were from different worlds and had no right to have been close to each other. He had 

hunted down and caught something he did not recognise; he took it for prey but it was more than 

he took it for. 

That’s how I came to know that they too, those who fashioned the stone and the Wandjina, 

were utterly underestimated in what they were.  

 

His kitchen was dirty and depressing at dusk. The day packed up early – the best of the light was 

gone by 4 o’clock in those months. It gave him the shits to stop work so early. 

‘Are you gunnah get rid of it?’ He spat on the stovetop and it sizzled and writhed to nothing. 

I stared into the glow around the metal edges of his stove. We both faced it to avoid each 

other, sitting on separate stools. I was afraid of cold. The wood at my place was wet and I 

couldn’t get my stove working. I didn’t have any good shoes, only gumboots, which I wore 

everywhere. I had no socks but the dry rubber was comforting. 

‘Well, are yuh gunnah get rid of it or aren’t yuh? I’m trying hard to be very fucken nice to 

you, so fucken answer.’ 



‘Nice? How are you being nice?’ My rebellion stirred again. 

‘I’m not nice, she says to me. After I give her a cabin and my land and every fucken thing, 

let you dip your cunt in the dam. We drink that water you know. Even gave you work but you 

slacked off after one day and I had to pick the rest of the nuts for you. Just did it as a favour. You 

fucken embarrass me.’ 

‘You’re not that nice. You don’t understand anything.’ 

‘You watch it, Amber.’ Ambergris was gone. ‘You watch it. I don’t take shit from the likes 

of you.’ 

I stared into the glowing crack between the metal plates. There was fire in there, like there 

was fire in me.  

‘Yeah, the likes of me,’ I said. ‘That makes sense.’ 

‘What do you fucken mean by that?’ He was really angry. The words were bouncing off the 

walls. 

The glowing fire gave me strength. I knew if I looked at him I would not be able to say 

anything but if I spoke to the fire, the fire would listen and comfort me. I could say whatever I 

wanted and the fire would not mind. 

‘You’re a colonist. You hate women and hippies and Aborigines.’ 

He chuckled and scoffed. ‘Yeah right, I hate Aborigines – that’s why I gave you those 

artefacts. They’re probably worth a fuckuvalot of money. I love the land, Amber, not that you 

would ever know. Waste my time with a bitch like you.’  

‘I threw the Wandjina back into the bush. You’ll never find it twice. You took rent for a 

place with no running water, no toilet, and you took a year to put in the stove. It wasn’t habitable. 

I nearly died of cold out there. There was frost on my blankets in the morning.’ 

‘You want to live like that, you’re that kind of person. It’s your choice.’ 

‘You own three properties and you can’t resist pulling more money from anyone who needs 

shelter. You’re a garden-variety arsehole.’ 

My heart was whirling with terror. My head was exploding. My vision was blurred. My 

stomach hurt so much I thought I might lose the baby then and there. I had no opinion about that. 

It was more important to fight.  

I had the strange feeling that I had infiltrated his house, come all the way from my life into 



his, been violated by him and impregnated, been invited to sit by his stove in his dark kitchen, 

just for this moment. I would never get another chance.  

‘The Aborigines lived here with their families until people like you fucked them up. Those 

axes and stuff, they don’t belong to you or me. Neither does the land.’ 

‘Come off it! You don’t believe that, you don’t really believe it. Take your blackfella 

bullshit somewhere else. And I know why you let money blow around. I figured it out. It’s 

because you don’t work. If you worked for it – ’ 

‘No – that’s not why. It’s because I don’t want to be like you.’ 

‘You’ll never be like me. You’re fucken mad!’ 

‘Yeah, that’s true. I might be mad.’ It hurt a lot to hear it but it didn’t make me lose my mind 

altogether because there was comfort from the stove. The stove kept glowing at me, so warm and 

true, and inside that metal box, even though I couldn’t see it, I knew there was a real fire burning 

in there, the same fire as all fires from the beginning of time to the end, the same fire I used to 

light on the land and dance around, naked in the cold misty day, while he, alone in the dark of the 

track, behind the damp trees, had watched impotently, unable to understand. 

It wasn’t that I saw or felt my skin darken then, or that I saw him pale; he was ruddy and 

glowing, no doubt, still fat and covered with orange fur; but I, I was that ineffable shade of 

transparency, that windowpane again, looking out from the vantage point of my placeless soul – 

there was nothing behind me, no history and no beginning, no name; yet the body was the place 

in which, right at the core, he had planted his seed against my will. I felt the swelling inside all 

the more because it didn’t yet show. He had practiced his agriculture upon me, he was – yes, he 

was the colonist now and there was no way to return to my innocent state – from boots to cap, all 

the way from the dam to the top where the road gave a border to the land he called his, he was 

the lord. I was in his property, now a nuisance to him, one last thing to clear. I didn’t belong in 

his world, I never had, and this knowledge saturated me with secret beatitude. 

But no, I didn’t darken, not visibly. I glanced at him and kept my heart running, thrumming 

– he was starkly white now, waxy like a dead man, and I was fading like a shade, slipping behind 

cover too late; he had seen my naked look, that single look of mine: one third fear, one third 

contempt, and one third implacable beauty, that last being the greatest threat to him – it was a 

beauty such as emanates from the eyes of the animals and makes a man guilty. He had caught 

that look of mine; he knew what it meant. I was black now, in his eyes. If he could have reached 

for the gun he would have. I saw the flash of his glance; it was there; then it shot away to the 



ground, to hide from me.  

We both knew the rules. He was the man, and I had made him unsure of himself. He didn’t 

know whether to shoot me, rape me, or cry for mummy. I had frightened him and could never be 

forgiven for it, never. All he whispered, hoarse and low, was ‘Get out.’ 

I walked down the bright-lit hall, weak in the legs, out into the arms of my sister the night. I 

was all black now and he was all white, and, if I had my will, his seed would never grow in that 

land I had finally come home to, my own sweet dark earth. 

 


