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This is a story of a weekend in 1987. A weekend when I fell in love, not so much with a woman, 
but with a family. The setting was Wingan Inlet, a wonderful wild place. 
 
Looking back on it now, I think to myself that having Nerida’s love was like watching a sunset. 
Spectacular, but you need to make the most of it… it doesn’t last very long. Loving the kids was 
different. They and the wonderful memories of their childhood and the adventures we had 
together became part of the my life, a sort of background which is always there. Mind you, I don’t 
want to give the impression that Nerida is not important to me. She is. Very. After all these 
years. 
 
It was Springtime, 1987.  I was 40. Nerida was 25. Jasmine was a bit over 4, and very outgoing 
and rather cheeky. James, about 2 and a half, was a gentle, quiet child, perpetually in a good 
mood. With a smile on his lips and a look in his eye which could have graced a much older face. 
But I’m getting ahead of myself: at the time this story begins, I had no knowledge that Nerida 
and her children even existed. 
 
I was working for the Victorian Government, the Department of Environment. Our regional office 
was in Traralgon, one of several small towns in the Latrobe Valley, about a 3-hour drive to the 
east of Melbourne. I had bought a house in Traralgon, as well as a block of land in the bush, 
south of the town, where I planned to build a small house, surrounded by forest. I had my 
Traralgon house to myself; 14 Grubb Avenue. I enjoyed my work as an environmental planner. 
We had a good team at the office, and living in a regional centre meant that the bush was never 
far away. I loved wild natural places back then, as I still do today. And Rosemary, my ex-wife, 
had bought a house with her husband Dave, about 15 minutes drive south west of Traralgon. It 
was good to have close friends nearby. 
 
The last winter had been long and cold, as winters in Victoria tend to be. I had turned 40 in July. 
The local swimming pool was warm enough, and I had been swimming regularly. I had made up 
my mind that I would swim the 50m length of the pool as a birthday present to myself. 
Underwater. No fins. I did it… so I was rather pleased with myself.  
 
To digress a little into the future, my 50th birthday celebration was to be more social. I walked 
Claustral Canyon, in the Blue Mountains north of Sydney. At night, with friends. The night was 
organised by Martin Parmenter. As we walked from the car park towards the track leading to the 
canyon, I read a warning sign placed by the parks agency. The sign read “Unless you have in 
your party at least one person who has been through this canyon before, go no further. Turn 
back now. This area is dangerous, and visitors have died in the canyon.” I was glad we had 
Martin; our adventurous leader. He had made sure we had the right gear, including food, water, 
torches, light wetsuits and dry clothes in a waterproof bag.  
 
And it was indeed a great night, as Martin had promised… always remembered though never 
repeated. A small clear forest stream had cut its almost vertical channel, over millions of years, 
deep into the sandstone. A lot of our path, following the stream, was 40 to 80 m below the forest 
floor, unseen but high above us. The night included abseiling down waterfalls, and swimming 
through long dark narrow channels. Even our quiet voices echoed from the rock walls. The ever-
present glow-worms lining the rock above the stream looked rather like stars in a black sky. 
When we emerged from the ‘canyon’ we were tired but still filled with the excitement of the 
journey. The sun was about to rise. We had walked through the canyon and through the night.  
 
But to return to 1987. A long weekend was coming up, and I planned to take a few extra days off 
work and make the 7-hour drive to Wingan Inlet. I had my trusty 1972 Holden panel van, which 
was a great vehicle for a car camping. I often carried a plastic river kayak on roof-bars, and I had 
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a kayak on this weekend. Wingan Inlet is beautiful, quiet, remote, exciting. The inlet itself is quite 
small, only about 6km in a north south direction. North of the tidal reach, the inlet is fed by a 
clear, cold mountain stream, plunging and cascading over large smooth brown rocks. There are 
extensive shallow areas within the inlet, and swans are there for much of the year, feeding on 
seagrass. Their quiet flute-like calls are particularly beautiful on a still night. The inlet opens to 
the ocean, Bass Strait to be precise, and just offshore lies a rocky outcrop, the Skerries. There 
was at that time a seal colony at the Skerries. The inlet lies within the much larger Croajingalong 
National Park.  
 
The town of Cann River, a timber-cutters’ town, lies on the main highway, north west of Wingan. 
I stopped there for a light meal, even though it was only late afternoon. I knew that I still had an 
hour to drive, mostly over a narrow winding dirt road. I was tired after the 6-hour drive from 
Traralgon, but feeling pleased to be away from cities and towns, and into a land of forests, 
mountain streams, rocky headlands and long lonely beaches.. 
 

 
 
I drove slowly after leaving Cann River. I could easily miss the small, poorly-marked track to the 
south.  Just as I found the track, I saw that a car, heading from the opposite direction (from the 
east) had also found the track. That was disappointing… somehow I resented even one car on 
“my” wilderness road. On previous visits I had sometimes had the whole camping area at 
Wingan to myself, and of course it was now obvious that on this trip I would not be so privileged.  
Little did I know then that the occupants of this car were going to change my life permanently 
and dramatically. 
 
In the falling light I could not see who was in the car. It was old and a little beaten-up, actually a 
perfect companion to my Holden van. But I could see that it was traveling particularly slowly. The 
driver was taking quite unnecessary care, almost as if she had some precious cargo on board.  
 
Reaching a short stretch of straight road, I pushed my van past the car. At the time I was 
conscious that my action was perhaps a little rude, a little pushy. But it was too late to feel 
regret, I was now ahead, with the rest of the dirt road to myself.  I reached the camping area, 
found a nice shady camping spot (this was years before the forest around the camping area was 
“thinned” for safety reasons), and unpacked.  After some time, the car behind me arrived. I 
couldn’t see the occupants, but it appeared that they were setting up camp not far away. 
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I wasn’t very hungry, so after I had eaten another snack, I decided I might walk over to their 
camp, introduce myself, and offer an apology for my bad driving. On reaching their camp, I found 
a young woman cooking dinner, while her two children were preparing a ‘play’ dinner. Jasmine 
was carefully mixing a small amount of soil with water, stirring it with a teaspoon.  
 
“Here Mummy, could you try my soup?” 
Nerida put the bowl to her lips… was she really drinking? 
“Jasmine, it’s good, but perhaps it needs a little something.”   
Picking up a half passionfruit, Nerida offered it to Jasmine, who scooped out the insides and 
(with a serious expression) mixed it with her ‘soup’.  
James watched the proceedings quietly, with interest. 
 
After a minute or two, Jasmine again passed the bowl to her mum. 
“Could you try this?”  Nerida again put the bowl to her lips. 
“Oh, Jasmine. It’s delicious! The passionfruit makes it!” 
 
Like James, I was also watching the proceedings with great interest. Here was a young mum, 
treating her two small children as if they were human beings. This was very different from a 
‘standard’ parenting approach which I had seen so often, where young children were regarded 
by both parents more as animals who had to be trained, and had to be kept safe from the 
slightest danger. But this family was clearly different. Nerida was encouraging these children to 
be individual people, and to make decisions within their own immediate framework. The children 
were happy, confident, outgoing and welcoming. To them, it seemed as though each new adult 
was a potential playmate. 
 

 
 
Nerida dished out dinner, inviting me to join them. I wasn’t hungry, but I wanted to stay a while 
longer, so I accepted a small portion. We chatted. I found that their home was in Wollongong, 
just south of Sydney, and that they were headed westwards for Wilsons Promontory, the site of 
another well-known Victorian national park. As I left the family to return to my camp and my bed, 
Nerida made a passing invitation. 
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“We are going to walk to the beach and headland tomorrow morning. Would you join us?” 
 
I answered in the affirmative, casually enough. But the truth of the matter was that I was already 
in love. I had decided that this woman was the best mother I had ever come across. She had a 
remarkable mixture of common sense, intelligence, and great affection for her children. And a 
truly great sense of humour… the sort of dry laconic humour often found amongst Australians. 
 
Although my two sisters had children, my nephews and nieces were, with one exception, rather 
shy and retiring, not at all like Jasmine and James. From previous experience, I had a feeling 
that perhaps I was not naturally good with children.. my nephews particularly always declined 
invitations. Thanks to Jasmine and James, I was about to find out that I was wrong. These two 
kids were truly ‘bouncy’, and great fun to be with. The next morning found the four of us walking 
along a wonderful ocean beach, surf on one side and sand dunes on the other. Driftwood and 
shells and washed up kelp. And no other human being in sight. Nerida was walking slightly 
ahead, and Jasmine and James were holding my hands, one on each side.  
 
The family spent one more night camped at Wingan, and planned to push on to Wilsons 
Promontory the next day. After dinner the second night, I mentioned that my house in Traralgon 
was not far out of their way, at least it was in the general direction of Wilsons Promontory. “It 
might be a good place for you to do some washing, have a good hot shower, and do a bit of 
shopping.”  I gave them the key to the house.  
 
 

 
 
I spent the rest of the long weekend at Wingan, although I was in fact tempted to cut my solo 
adventure short. Anyhow… it was, of course, wonderful to be alone in that wild place. To be out 
at night under a black sky, sitting quietly in my kayak listening to the sounds of the bush and the 
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swans. Out there on the water it was hard to tell where the water stopped and the sky began. I 
was surrounded by stars, some real, the others just reflections. The sky was so clear, and the 
water so still, and the whole world such a deep blue-black, that it was hard to tell the 
difference… just amazing. But now there seemed to be something missing… 
 
When I finally returned to Traralgon, I found a present, a little rose in a pot. A rose with delicately 
formed, small white and pink flowers. And a note, which simply said “thanks”, with a suggestion, 
that if I was to ever find myself in Wollongong… here was an address and a phone number. 
 
And, with the passing of time, I did find myself in Wollongong. Nerida wasn’t surprised at my 
arrival, and Jasmine and James were clearly very pleased to see me again. I met Nerida’s dad 
and mum, Ron and Margaret. And two of Nerida’s sisters. Margaret was warm and welcoming. 
Ron was cold and aloof., to the point of rudeness. Nerida, or Ned (as she was known) explained 
that, well, Ron was just like that… it was his nature. Don’t take it personally. 
 
Nerida was renting a flat, close to Wollongong Hospital. A good location.  The house had two 
bedrooms. “You could sleep on the sofa in the living room, but I might be able to find you a more 
comfortable bed”  she said with a smile. 
 
As events unfolded Nerida and the children moved in with me in Traralgon. We also spent time 
in a house in Hampton, Melbourne. Here I introduced my new ‘family’ to my mum and dad, and 
to my sister Ann and her family… all living in Hampton. Mum and dad were particularly pleased 
to meet Jassie and James. 
 
At this point I must digress (again!) to tell you about a visit to see my sister Janet, then working 
as a vet in Hall, a small town on the outskirts of Canberra. When we arrived, Jan’s house had 
the appearance that it had either just been ransacked by burglars, or a major earthquake had 
just occurred. Normal household items, which one would expect to be stored away in cupboards 
and cabinets, where strewn in what appeared to be a haphazard way around the house. 
Clothes, tools, medical equipment, food and other stuff were everywhere, on the floor, on chairs 
and sofas, and on tables. However I assured Ned and the kids that, indeed, there had been no 
calamity, and that this was Janet’s standard practice.  
 
Again, as usual, there were animals everywhere, in various stages of ‘treatment’. Dogs, cats, 
wombats and wallabies. Yes, that sack, hanging on a kitchen chair, was indeed moving. Inside 
was a baby wombat. One of the dogs, no doubt unusually distressed for some reason, gave 
James a nip on his leg, which immediately started to bleed profusely. Neither James nor Janet 
were upset by this incident. James merely observed the dog and the blood with his usual 
thoughtful demeanor (actually, nothing ever upset him). Janet had, as you might expect, the 
necessary equipment on hand, and within what seemed like only a minute or two, had the 
wound sewn up and bandaged. Clearly, all this was part of a normal day in Jan’s life. A good 
introduction to my crazy family…. 
 
While this was happening, I didn’t know it, but I was making the biggest mistake of my life. I can 
see now, looking back, that I should have moved the family, including myself, back to 
Wollongong. I could have found part time work, and I could have encouraged Ned to start 
studying. I could have looked after the kids for at least a couple of days a week. She had, and 
has, one of the most powerful intellects I have ever come across. She was never going to be 
happy being a house mum in Traralgon. But somehow, at the time, I just couldn’t see what 
should have been blindingly obvious.  
 
But to continue the story, our family by then included Ned’s Labrador, Pia, but was about to 
expand further, in a feline direction. Ned and I had taken the kids to the Melbourne CBD. Pia 
was left ‘guarding’ the house in Hampton, much to her disappointment. Pia considered herself as 
part of the family, so we only left her behind if it really was necessary.  
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Once in the city, we had a look at the museum, and at a park where there were swings and other 
points of interest for the kids. Sunset found us on the northern edge of the CBD. The street had 
little else but shops, which were either already closed or were closing. Jasmine had something in 
her arms, and a smile on her face. James, as usual, remained quiet but following proceedings 
closely. 
 
“Jonny, look what I found!”  
Jasmine was holding out a cat for my attention. A tortoise-shell cat, female, quite small. Maybe a 
year or two old. 
“It’s lost. Can we take it home?” 
“It is not lost, Jasmine. Have a look. It’s not thin, in fact it’s quite plump.” 
“No it’s not, Jon. Look, you can feel its ribs”  
“Hmmm … I still say that it belongs to someone in this street.” 
“Well, where does it belong?” 
By this time it seemed as though all the doors in the street were shut and the lights out. There 
were no houses, and it was getting dark. Except for a small hotel. 
“That’s where it belongs, Jasmine. That pub.” 
“Well, I’ll soon find out”   
So Jasmine, now barely five years old, took her cat and her brother and walked off.  
Ned and I, standing beside our van, watched them go, but made no move to follow them. The 
pub was maybe 250 m away. 
 
Jasmine and James and the cat disappeared into the lighted door of the pub. Ned and I looked 
at each other. We didn’t say much. We could both imagine the scene inside the pub. Jasmine 
was a girl never easily intimidated. Actually, never intimidated. 
 
A short time passed. Jasmine, James and the cat emerged. Jasmine and James were both 
smiling. As they approached the car, it seemed that Chasey was smiling too. At any rate, she 
was relaxed and purring. That was the name that Jasmine gave her… Chasey.   
 
I warned Jasmine that Chasey, like many cats, might be attached to her place of residence. If we 
released her at our house, she might not be around in the morning. I suggested locking her 
inside the house for three days.  
 
“Chasey is not being locked in, Jon” Jasmine declared. She doesn’t want to leave. She has 
chosen us as her new family.  
“Well, OK, she’s your cat, but don’t say I didn’t warn you”. 
 
I was wasting my breath, in more ways than one. It was clear that Jasmine was right. Chasey 
had indeed made a conscious choice. She had found her new home.  She settled in immediately 
and became part of our family. She had a sixth sense, and when we went away, she seemed to 
know when we were about to return, and would watch beside the main gate, a position she 
never took when we were home. 
 
We made many happy trips together as a family, although of course Chasey never came with us 
on major excursions. We visited the Castle, and the Valley of the Monoliths (Southern NSW) 
several times. Another of our favourite holidays was to take the kids to the snow. We spent four 
weeks exploring Tasmania, and about the same length of time exploring the Eyre Peninsula in 
South Australia. One of Nerida’s friends was amazed at the long car trips we did. “My kids would 
create so much trouble I could never do trips like that!”  Part of the explanation was that our kids 
were very easy going (perhaps because they were so happy). Another part of the explanation 
was that Nerida was extremely well organised, and was always able to pack toys, music tapes 
and books to keep the children entertained. 
 
I was also able to take the family to Fiji over an Easter holiday break, as I was already there on 
business with AusAID.  By that time Ned had moved back to Wollongong, and started study at 
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Wollongong University. And I had moved from Traralgon to Canberra to be closer to the family. I 
got a job with AusAID based in Canberra.  As an aside, years later James was also to work with 
AusAID, shortly before it was taken under the wing of the Department of Foreign Affairs. But 
that’s jumping ahead. While working for AusAID I was looking for work in Wollongong, and 
eventually found it with the NSW Environment Protection Authority. With the EPA, not only was I 
close again to the family, but the office itself was one of the best, perhaps the best, workplace I 
ever had.  
 
After we split up, Nerida made it easy for me to keep in contact with the children. I would visit, 
sometimes every four weeks, sometimes six.  It gave Ned a chance for a weekend “off” from her 
motherly duties, and she generally left me her flat and her car. Ron used to say “I can’t 
understand why Jon keeps visiting the kids… What’s in it for him?”  When Ned told me about 
Ron’s comments, I didn’t say anything, just raised my eyebrows, but I did feel sorry for him. I 
don’t know if he ever realized what amazing grand-children he had.  
 
Perhaps he did. Many years later, at Jasmine’s funeral, he approached me, and looked me in 
the eye… something he had never done before. “I want to thank you, Jon, for everything you’ve 
done for the children.”  That was the last thing I thought he would ever say, after year upon year 
of coldness towards me. But at the same time, it was one of the most valuable, and treasured, 
compliments anyone has ever paid me. I sat with the family at the funeral. 
 
As Jasmine and James grew into teenagers, their inclination for family excursions evaporated. I 
can remember a Saturday when we (Nerida, Jassie, James and me) were taking the train to 
Sydney. Waiting on the platform at Wollongong Station, Jassie became aware that she might be 
observed by a school-friend, waiting with her family. That would never do!  Not at all cool!  So 
Jasmine waited, sitting by herself on a bench seat at least 40 m away. It was only once we 
reached Sydney that she conceded to re-join us.  
 
Returning to the subject of compliments, I have to tell you about Jasmine’s question when 
Nerida and I split up. I think this was the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.  
“Jonny, its sad that you and mummy have split up. But WE haven’t split up, have we?”  
“No” I answered “and we never will”.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Footnote 
In Chasey’s latter years, she moved in with my mum, Hilda, after dad died. 
Chasey died in April 2003. Hilda wrote to me in a letter dated 13 May 2003 (three years before 
her own death). 
 
Chasey’s last days were made so happy by your presence. Her love for you was so profound. 
Your absence during much of her life never affected her feelings. She was a remarkable 
“person”, with loyalty and intelligence and understanding and funny ways. 
 
 
 
 
 


