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FOR PIGS 

 

‘Cabbage?’ Mrs Carroll snorts the way she always does when 

I’ve said something stupid. ‘That’s peasant food,’ she answers 

her own question. ‘Food for pigs.’ 

 ‘Oh.’ I glance down at my feet, summer-brown except 

for the white lines left by the straps of my sandals. Shoes off 

in Mrs Carroll’s house. The white lino on her kitchen floor is 

so spotless I imagine her on her hands and knees licking it 

clean when no-one is looking.  

 I look back up at her: she’s tall and slim with a yellow-

blonde perm that sits on her head like a fuzzy helmet. I’m only 

in here with her because Sharon, her daughter and my 

sometimes friend, is changing into her bikini before we head 

up the road to the pool. You can’t wear a one-piece to the 

pool, unless you want to be hopeless. I’m hopeless. And I’m 

a peasant now, too, since I told Mrs Carroll my favourite 

vegetable is cabbage, when she asked. She sets me up like 

this. All the time. 

 ‘You don’t like vegetables much, do you,’ she adds, 

not asking, bending down to open the bottom utensils draw. 

She takes out the cleaver that lives there, wrapped in a tea 

towel, and places it on the benchtop by the pumpkin she’s 

about to prepare for dinner – a special roast dinner. They’re 

having guests over, relatives of some kind, here for the 

Christmas holidays. Here from England. England, under Mrs 

Carroll’s many shiny knives, is the place where all right things 

come from, and where Christmas comes from too. She’s 

wrong about Christmas: it comes from Europe, from 

Germany, but she knows so much better than me: she’s forty-

something and I’m twelve. What would I know? I love 

vegetables, but she knows so much better that I don’t. I love 

cabbage because we eat a lot of it – steaming sauerkraut, 

fridge-crispy cold slaw, and slippery strings of it in the salty 

Chinese stir-fries my mum’s been experimenting with in her 

new wok. But I especially love cabbage today because we’re 

going to the Markovics’ for dinner tonight, and Mrs Markovic 

will cook cabbage rolls. Mrs Markovic’s cabbage rolls are not 

like food – they are more like a feeling, like warm hands on 

my shoulders or the sun on my back – and she lets me call her 

Zivka, a name that sounds like a feeling, too, like a cool 

breeze: Zzhhivkaa. Mrs Carroll would have a fit if I called her 

by her name: Barbara. Barb. Barbed-wire.    

 I keep my mouth shut; I just want to get away as 

quickly as possible, without a lecture, which might lead to me 
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back-chatting, which would then lead to Sharon not being 

allowed to come to the pool with me, which would mean I 

can’t go at all – because my mum won’t let me hang around 

the pool on my own.  

 ‘You people…’ Mrs Carroll whacks the cleaver into 

the pumpkin, its waxy flesh squeaking as she pushes the fat 

blade down into it. ‘All you know is cabbage and potatoes…’  

 She’s right about this. Being half Irish and half 

German, cabbage and potatoes are big in my house. We joke 

about it. Dad’s worst party trick is impersonating Mein Führer 

in a bad Irish accent, goosestepping around the dinner table 

with the black end of a liquorice all-sort pressed to his top lip 

for a moustache. But we’re not German or Irish, really. We’re 

nothing. Just Australian. This is 1980 – we’re all just 

Australian now, aren’t we? And Mrs Carroll’s stuck-up you 

people makes me smartarsy before I can stop myself.  

 I tell her: ‘Cabbage and potatoes, kraut und kartoffeln, 

they’ve been sustaining hordes of peasants for millennia.’ 

 Mrs Carroll stops chopping, cleaver stuck in mid air. I 

think she’s going to slash it at me, but she places it back on 

the bench, on its tea towel, instead, and turns around, slowly.  

 She clicks her tongue. ‘Eleanor Oster.’ She says my 

name like it’s dog poo on her doorstep. ‘You and your long, 

fancy words. Be careful, young lady. People who pretend 

they’re something they’re not get found out – eventually.’ She 

lowers her voice: ‘You think you’re smarter than everyone, 

smarter than my Sharon, but I can see what you really are, 

don’t you worry about that.’ 

 I’m not worried about anything but the slimy chill Mrs 

Carroll sends shivering up my spine. I don’t know why she 

has it in for me. She’s so wrong about me thinking I’m smarter 

than everyone else. I know I have a lot to learn – that fact is 

exciting and scary all at the same time. I’ve only just finished 

my first year of high school. I know how small I am. But I 

also know I’m smarter than Sharon, and there’s only one 

reason for that – because I read. Books. Sharon couldn’t be 

bothered. That’s the only difference between us, brain-wise. 

It’s a giant one, though. 

 Her footsteps thump down the hall this second. ‘Come 

on, Ellie!’ she shouts to me from the top of the stairs just 

outside the kitchen door, and I’d go at a sprint after her but 

Mrs Carroll barks: ‘Sharon!’  

Like she’s on a chain, Sharon gets herself in here, 

ponytail swinging, eyes rolling: ‘Mum?’ 

Mrs Carroll gives her the squinty-eyed onceover, 

checking for any sign of sluttiness. Sharon is wearing a white 

crocheted halterneck top over her white crocheted bikini 

triangles, and baby pink shorts with a white trim round the 
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edges. Her hair is pulled back so tight it’s hurting my own 

forehead just to look at it. The bobble that’s strangle-holding 

that ponytail is the exact same pink as her shorts. She is a 

perfect pool-party Barbie doll, stepped straight out of her 

plastic campervan.  

 ‘Kiss,’ Mrs Carroll demands, lowering her face, and 

Sharon pecks her on the cheek.  

 They make me feel a bit sick, really. Both of them.   

 My eyes go blurry for a moment. I’m dizzy following 

Sharon down the stairs and out across the front yard. It’s all 

the shifts in light, I think, from the sparkling white kitchen to 

the dark orange carpet on the staircase, then the sun bright on 

the green lawn.  

 ‘Be home by four-thirty!’ Mrs Carroll calls over the 

front balcony when we’re at the gate. 

 I turn and look up the red-brick front wall of the house. 

Mrs Carroll’s mean mouth switches to a wide, fake smile 

when she sees my mum washing the car in our drive next 

door. ‘Good day for it, Pam,’ she calls down to her with a 

wave. 

 Our houses are almost the same: red bricks, blue roof 

tiles, two-storeys. Inside, there is a mother and a father, and 

two children each, a boy and a girl. But the differences are so 

huge I don’t think I’ll ever know the whole of them. For one, 

Mum wouldn’t let me have a plastic Barbie campervan if my 

life depended on it.  

 
 

 

Because I left my sandals back at Sharon’s house, I have to 

tiptoe across the bindie burrs all threaded through the grass 

between the road and the pool. I’m used to walking barefoot 

on the sandy paths all around our neighbourhood so I didn’t 

notice I’d forgotten my sandals until I got here, a half a k from 

home. 

Ouch. 

I hate bindies, but I don’t let it show that their nasty 

little pin-pricks are bothering me – I’m not that hopeless. I’m 

annoyed with myself, though. I can remember that potatoes 

arrived in Europe from Peru in the sixteenth century, but I 

can’t remember the simplest things, like sandals, lunch 

money, putting books back in my school bag when I’ve 

finished my homework. I wonder if I am stupid, like I’m 

mostly smart but there’s an important piece or two missing 

from my brain. Sometimes I wonder if Mrs Carroll knows the 

truth about me, that everyone else does, too, and that they’re 

just being kind, the way most people are kind to those who 

are a bit slow, unless they are like Mrs Carroll. Is it possible 
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to know if that’s the way it is with me or not? If there’s 

something wrong with my brain, maybe I can’t know if I’m 

stupid or not. 

Ouch.  

‘Hurry up, Ellie.’ Sharon is heading for the far corner 

patch of grass beyond the toddlers’ pool, where all the cool 

girls hang, beneath the concrete stand, where all the cool boys 

hang, looking down on the girls. 

‘Yeah, hang on,’ I say. I’m going as fast as I can, so 

that I don’t look like I’m trying too hard to get through the 

bindies. It’s not far now, and they’re weeded out from around 

the toddlers’ pool anyway. I look over at all the little kids 

splashing around in there and see my friend Janine, sitting on 

the step, feet in the water, watching her baby sister. I wish I 

had a sister. I have a brother, Sean – he’s fifteen and about 

fifteen feet tall as well. He smells like a dead animal and is 

about as good at conversation as one, too.  

I can’t walk past Janine without saying hello, so I 

make a detour over to her. 

‘Hey.’ I sit down next to her and the tops of our thighs 

are so brown they are sun magnets; she’s darker than me but 

if we were colours on a paint chart, we’d be side by side, just 

like this, in summer.  

‘Hey,’ she says, and like there hasn’t been nearly a 

week since I last saw her, on the last day of school, she tells 

me: ‘I finished Carrie this morning – heaps better than the 

movie.’ 

‘Yeah?’ Janine is the coolest person I know: she reads 

Stephen King and she’s allowed to watch the late-night horror 

shows on TV. I don’t even want to watch horror shows. I’ve 

just finished reading Picnic At Hanging Rock, again: missing 

school girls swallowed by the bush, that’s all creepy enough 

for me. I don’t tell Janine that, though – she’ll think I’m a 

wimp. I ask her: ‘What you gunna read next?’ 

She says: ‘Salem’s Lot. Got it on reserve at the library.’ 

She’s so unbelievably cool I have to try not to stare at 

her; I look at her sister instead: Lila. She’s three, rainbow 

polka dots stretched over her tubby little belly. She’s blowing 

bubbles on the surface of the water, looking at both of us with 

her huge hazelly eyes.  

‘Ellie!’ Sharon yells, so loud they’d hear her in 

England. ‘Come on.’ 

I’m caught between her and Janine, but a warning from 

Mum follows me here: Don’t ever dump the friend you came 

with for something or someone better – that’s low class.  

‘Gotta go,’ I tell Janine. ‘See ya later.’ 

‘Yeah. See ya.’ Janine doesn’t look up as I go. 
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‘What were you talking to her for?’ Sharon gives me 

her squinty-eyed onceover when I get to her. 

‘Just saying hello.’ I look out at the main pool, not 

wanting to see the other girls here. They are all crocheted and 

coconut-oiled, and all looking at me. I take off my dress; it’s 

just a t-shirt dress, blue stripes, dark and light. Fading. 

Nothing. I hear one of them say, ‘Stinkin’ black,’ referring to 

Janine, but it sounds like she’s calling me that, too. 

‘I’m going to the kiosk,’ another one says, getting up 

off her towel, asking the crowd of perfect ponytails: ‘Want 

anything?’ 

‘Get us a spring roll and chips?’ I hear Sharon say as 

I’m walking away. Spring rolls are mostly stuffed with 

cabbage; chips are mouldy old potatoes chucked in the fryer. 

My stomach growls in wanting both. But I’m going for a 

swim. I’ve lost all my words in a shame I’ll never get to the 

bottom of. Meanness that isn’t my fault and silence that is. I 

dive in the deep end and through the freezing chlorine like an 

arrow. No point except my fingertips. No target except the 

rock-hard, jelly-blubber floor. 

 
 

 

Zivka is so quick at rolling the pork mince in the cabbage 

leaves it looks like some kind of magic. The leaves are cooked 

and see-through, the mince is so pink from the spices it’s 

glowing. It’s a secret recipe, those spices – Zivka won’t even 

tell Mum what the mixture is. The cabbage rolls are called 

sarma, and they’re a tradition, from Croatia, her home. The 

way she tucks the ends of the leaves in, so fast but so gentle, 

and the careful way she lays them in the pot, they seem like 

little babies being put to bed.  

 ‘Now is our turn for drink, darling,’ she says when 

she’s rolling up the last one, pointing with her elbow at the 

bottle of red wine on the counter next to the salt pot. ‘Please.’ 

 She makes me feel useful, like I’m more inside my 

own skin in her kitchen than anywhere else. Her kitchen 

bench is a rosy pink, with dings and burns that make me 

unafraid. I pour out the wine – a half a glass for Zivka and just 

about a quarter for me that I mix with water, the Croatian way.  

 There’s laughter and shouting rising up from the 

loungeroom, where everyone else is playing cards and having 

whiskey and beer and cheese and nuts. Mum and Dad and 

Sean are in there, with Stan – Stan for Stanislav, that’s Mr 

Markovic – and Tommy and Chris, the Markovic boys. I hear 

Mum’s high laugh: ‘Stan you’re a terrible cheat.’ And Stan 

pretends to explode: ‘Cheat! Cheat! I show you cheat!’ Stan 

is loud. He drinks a lot, because of the war, Mum has 
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explained, and said nothing else about it except that we have 

to make sure when we have people over for dinner at our 

house we never accidently invite the Markovics at the same 

time as the Nikolics – because they’re Serbian, and Stan 

would have a fit.   

 ‘Ah…’ Zivka takes a sip of her wine in one hand and 

puts the lid on the rolls with the other. The skin on our arms 

is the exact same colour and kind, fair in winter, tanned now; 

her thick wavy hair is always a bit messy, too, like mine, 

coppery strands here and there falling around her face. We’re 

from the same place, even though we’re not. She lights the 

gas stove and says to me with a sideways nod: ‘Come.’ 

 We go out the back door to the patio and sit either side 

of the wooden table with its flaking paint. The whole house is 

wooden and flaking paint. All cream-coloured flakes over old 

yellow flakes, like an ancient vanilla slice. It’s the oldest 

house I’ve ever been inside, and outside, right where we are, 

the view is always amazing. Out past the chimneys of the 

paper mills, where Stan works, the sea is a biro smudge that 

streaks up into the sky.   

 Zivka says something in Croatian, lifting her glass like 

she’s toasting the sinking sun; she says it with a sitting-down 

sigh that sounds sort of sad and somewhere else, but then she 

turns to me, like she might have forgotten for a moment that 

I’m with her: ‘You want to play the game with the boys? The 

cards?’ 

 ‘No.’ I nearly jump at that idea. I don’t want to be in 

the same room as Tommy until I have to be. He’s got so good-

looking and so suddenly, I don’t want to see him at all.  

 Zivka smiles and takes another sip, like she knows. 

 I scramble around in my head for a change in subject, 

but I can only think of vegetables, and that it’s true we’re only 

going to have sauerkraut – more cabbage – and boiled 

potatoes tonight, with the rolls. My cheeks are so hot, some 

steam in me makes me blurt out the question: ‘Do you like 

pumpkin?’ 

 ‘Pumpkin?’ Zivka’s smile curls up so that her 

beautiful teeth show but she’s frowning too. ‘Funny girl. Why 

you ask me?’ 

 I take my first sip of watered wine and its bitterness 

tingles my tongue. I can’t believe I just asked Zivka that, 

especially when I know it’s more than cabbage and potato 

we’ll be having – there’s onions and herbs and garlic in the 

sauce, there’s red peppers and eggplant in the dip we’ll have 

with bread for an entrée. I tell her, pretending I’m not 

embarrassed, about everything I say and do: ‘I was just 

wondering.’ 
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 ‘I tell you.’ Her eyes are glittery with her smile, 

pretending I haven’t said something stupid. ‘I don’t eat any 

pumpkin to say I like or not like. I don’t know first thing how 

to cook it. Where I am from, is food for the svinje – for the 

pigs, on the farm.’ 

 ‘Oh!’ I laugh now, not really sure why I’m laughing, 

but I know that I will laugh at this forever, the strange joy of 

it spinning and fizzing out from the centre of me.   

 ‘Funny girl.’ Zivka laughs with me. 

 We talk about normal things for a while then, my 

school report and that I still like English the best; she tells me 

how lucky I am, reminding me she can’t read or write. I want 

to tell her I could teach her, but I’m too shy to say that yet. 

 An hour later, sitting at the dinner table, I eat three 

cabbage rolls – as much as the men – not just because I’m 

hungry and they’re so delicious they make me insane but 

because I have to have a reason to keep looking at my plate 

and not at Tommy.  

‘Good girl,’ Zivka says when I ask for a fourth. 

‘Ellie…’ Mum’s on about her fourth glass of wine and 

dreamy-eyed, arm around the back of my chair: ‘You little 

pig.’ 

And I smile back at her, happy to be one. Maybe, I can 

be anything I like. 
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