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THE HOUSE OF NO OBJECTS 

 

The Man, his Wife and their Twin Children were packing boxes in preparation for the move 

from the rendered, neatly-ordered bungalow in family-friendly Coorparoo to their new house in 

Highgate Hill, a well-thought-of suburb with spectacular-city-and-river-views. The new house, 

found three months before by the Man's Wife, was elegant-and-leafy, a Queenslander in classic 

style finished in muted-pastels, with polished brush-box floors and café-society-proximity.  

 To anyone who inquired, his Wife had consistently used the increasing ages of the Twins 

as rationale for the move. More space needed, she’d said urgently, for growing Children, 

however the Man knew that this was mere whimsy developed for the convenience of cocktail-

party explanation. They were moving because others had moved before them. Each of these 

moves, the Man had lately thought, was a repeated stage of their urbanised programming, of the 

fervent need to acquire and then flaunt that acquisition. Sometimes he had wondered whether 

this programming was intrinsically linked to the medieval principle of finding safety in a castle 

on higher ground. However, each time he had come to the conclusion that it was definitely 

extrinsic; the nose-thumbing principle of finding a castle on better ground. And in a continuation 

of the evidence, their friends, colleagues and acquaintances had moved en masse into well-

thought-of suburbs with spectacular-city-and-river views. 

 Now it was their turn. 

 The Highgate Hill house was four-bedroom large, clothed in ecru-white environmentally-

sensitive cladding and topped with a roof of mountain-blue. There were gable windows, breeze-

catching louvres and, through the established poinsettias that fronted the house, glimpses of a 

quieter part of the river and the edge of the northern sprawl of Brisbane. The house included a 

number of other important features: a small, manageable rear yard with broadleaf lawn, fertile 

mango tree and garden shed, a Grecian-style pool with statue-fountain (a cherub of course, 

smiling cheerfully as it urinated chlorinated water), a deep, slat-covered entertainment deck with 

outdoor kitchen and rammed-earth Mexican fireplace and then inside, a curved iron staircase 

leading up to an observatory-cum-study, a fully blue-toothed media room with wireless-

controlled blackout blinds and screen as well as a ceiling-mounted data projector and, cleverly, a 

resort-style garbage chute in the kitchen. The Man’s Wife freely admitted that it was this, the 

chute, which had convinced her that the house was a good buy.  

 When I was a child, she'd said wistfully, we stayed in a beachside apartment in Surfer's 

which had a garbage chute like that. I’ve never forgotten it. 

 The removalists were coming the following day so boxes had to be carefully packed in 

readiness. His Wife had calculated the cubic metres required and purchased the requisite number 

of boxes from a specialist outlet in East Brisbane. Whilst her method was systematic and 

regulated, the process for the Twins was an audit of sorts, each object linked to a moment or 

thought before being thrust carelessly into a container. 

 I loved that cell, said the Daughter, holding up the pink, battered case for inspection. It 

was my first ever.  

 Clunky, said the Son.  

 It was cute! Check out the humungous buttons! 

 Then the Son bawled: Oh my god! My god, a CD! I can’t believe we still have them. 

 The Man stood in the epicentre of their energy, surrounded by opened boxes and unusual 

family industry. He was very tall, fair, slightly stooped. His natural way was to be quiet and 
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reflective. Over time, he had learned to keep the anger that surged within him beneath a skin of 

impassive control. 

 My Husband is a Giraffe, his Wife often told her friends (who were also her work-mates) 

and he supposed that in a way she was right, giraffes being angular, old-fashioned sorts of 

creatures, mainly consigned to zoos these days. It could certainly be said that he was giraffe-like 

in his size and tilt-headed manner, and in his careful adoption of a sluggish kind of grace. 

 Nevertheless, the anger remained. This was their fifth residential acquisition since they 

had married sixteen years before. Each acquisition, despite cleverly-worded public justifications 

to the contrary, had been based upon the principle of upsizing, each house costing more, having 

more, being more. More-ness, it seemed, had underpinned their time together. He now toiled in 

IT Management because it paid more yet he would have much preferred a return to the real 

puzzlers, the wires and electronics of the workshop. Exactly three months after the birth of the 

Twins, his Wife had resumed full-time employment in the Milton branch of a US-owned fast-

food conglomerate. Working in Recruitment and Personnel allowed a speedier expedition of 

their latest more-mortgage. Their evening discussions began and concluded with the same topic; 

the growth and potentiality of their wealth. His Wife was extremely budget-conscious, 

scrupulous in her monetary allocations. Not that they lacked – far from it – but all purchases 

were openly tested against her fiscal indicators. Which meant, quite simply, that the Twins 

received whatever they wanted, that his Wife bought whatever she wanted and that he, despite 

not knowing what he wanted, still worked long, tedious hours to assist in the maintenance of that 

particular status quo. 

 Day-dreaming. Her voice prised him open like a steel lever. Make yourself useful. How 

about some coffee? 

 He padded obediently into the kitchen. Most of the cupboards were open, their contents 

casually disrupted. He found two glass mugs, put them on the coils of the café-quality coffee-

maker, pressed the right buttons, waited. Stared at the nearly-bare interior of the house. Less than 

four years of occupancy; nowhere near enough to make it a home.  

 He exhaled, tightened his gaze. Inside the nearest cupboard, to the rear, was a tiny object 

that he could not remember seeing before. He reached in. It was metal, a rolled cylinder with two 

spikes on an end. 

 Curious. He took the object into the next room. 

 What’s this? 

 His Wife looked up from the gold-leaf monogrammed champagne flutes that she was 

bubble-wrapping. 

 Blast from the past. 

 What is it? 

 You've really forgotten? It holds corn-cobs. 

 The Man turned it over in his fingers. The object was cool and sharp.  

 Why do we have one of these, he asked. We don’t eat corn-cobs. They're a natural food. 

Can you still even buy corn-cobs? 

 I don't know. Probably in the country. Does it matter? 

 I doubt that you can buy corn-cobs, he continued obstinately. Not now, not with climate 

change and genetic modification and farms going to the wall. I doubt there's much demand any 

more. 

 What are you – 
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 And even if you could buy a corn-cob, said the Man, it would be ludicrously expensive. 

A kind of collector's vegetable. 

 That thing’s cute, said the Twin Daughter. Daddy, can I have it? 

 Is there another, asked the Twin Son. Then we can have one each. 

 No. He surprised himself with the curtness of his tone then turned to his Wife. 

 Surely, he said, we should throw this away. I mean, if we ever rediscover corn-cobs, we 

can use our fingers. 

 She continued to roll the flutes. There were delicate popping sounds. His watch hurt his 

wrist. She said: other people might use their fingers. We never will. 

 The Man stared at her then returned to the kitchen. The coffee was ready. It smelled too 

strong. He lifted the lid of the old-fashioned garbage bin and dropped in the corn-cob holder, 

there to sleep on a bed of cans and plastic wrap. 

 

So many things like that, he thought, so many useless possessions. He lay awake for a long time 

that night, listening to brisk winds dancing through the roads and highways, bringing occasional 

stammerings of rain. Some time after midnight he switched on a pinpoint light. Around their bed 

sat the boxes, the products of their lives neatly packed and stowed. Each one had been marked 

with room-names and contents: Dining-Crockery or Ensuite-Towels. It irked him, this 

summative, objectified approach to what they had become.  

 He thought: is this how we are to be forever measured, by the quality and quantity of our 

dinner-plates and towels? By the presence or non-presence of a silver corn-cob holder? 

 At 3.13 insomnia had taken a firm hold so he arose, found yesterday’s t-shirt and tip-toed 

into the stillness. Two night-lights offered a dull glow beneath the doors of the Twins' bedrooms; 

flat beacons of gold. The replica grandfather clock in the hallway clicked relentlessly. He kept 

walking, went through the kitchen and lounge area to the only space yet to be packed; the Media 

Room, a mid-sized space replete with electronica. He stood inside, closed the door gently then 

switched on a small halogen lamp. Immediately the shapes materialised; the familiar panoramic 

LCD screen with its nodules of glowing red light, the DVD-MP3 player, dual-core processor 

laptop linked to multimedia centre with gaming facility, Ipod dock with Bang speakers and four-

track mixer, wireless router, quadraphonic wall-mounted speakers for Surround Sound, X-Box 

and game handsets.  

 How many thousands of dollars, he wondered. How many working hours? More to the 

point: how justifiable?  

 How might their lives have been without these things? 

 It came upon him at that point, the idea, surging with an urgency and clarity that was like 

warm seawater rising within the cavity of his chest. For a brief moment he was reminded of a 

National Geographic article read long ago: a phenomenon called potlatch where native 

American tribes diminished their own wealth by distributing gifts. 

 Could he do this? Be this daring? Unravel in this way? 

 The answer lay in breathing deeply, walking forward, unplugging one of the speakers and 

placing it carefully into an empty box. He shivered as he did so, felt the seawater rise once more. 

Another speaker followed, then the dock, Ipod, X-Box and handsets; all into the box. The Man 

worked quickly and quietly, with a sense of purpose and a power that was as unusual as it was 

fulfilling. When the box was filled, he used ducting tape to seal it before turning to the DVD 

player. 
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 What on earth are you doing? 

 His Wife, framed by the doorway, rubbing her eyes. 

 Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you. 

 I heard all this banging. What’s going on? 

 I’m packing. 

 At four o’clock in the morning? That’s ridiculous. 

 I couldn’t sleep. 

 Neither can I, now. Come back to bed. 

 I’ll just finish off – 

 No. It’s too noisy – 

 I’ll be quiet. Sorry. Look, the sun will be up soon. I won’t be able to sleep when the sun 

comes up so I might as well keep doing this. 

 Ridiculous, she said again but turned away defeated, left him there listening to the 

diminishing rustle of her retreat. 

 

An hour later he had finished. The usually passive Giraffe had finished! As a result, the Media 

Room was bare, dustless rectangles the only evidence of previous occupation. Eight sealed boxes 

sat before him, as well as the LCD screen in bubble-wrap.  

 He smiled contentedly before returning to the bedroom. His Wife was asleep, covers 

pulled tight to her chin. Thief-like, he extracted socks and joggers from the walk-in, closed the 

door gently behind him. 

 The Twins’ bedroom doors had remained shut throughout. Self-possession, he thought 

grimly, was a tiring state of being. 

 In twenty minutes he was ready. The house was relatively silent, his most recent actions 

apparently undetected. Outside, glimmers of fresh sunlight blinked through the tree-line and 

danced on the front portico. Single, reminder raindrops swung from wind-kissed leaves. The air 

was humid, smelled of fruit and damp bitumen and milk running in gutters like revolutionary 

blood. 

 He had already raised the radio-controlled garage door. The ever-gleaming MPV was 

ready. He was singing a childhood nursery rhyme as he decoded the security grills, watched 

them slide open, drove into the street. 

 

At eleven o’clock that morning, as the removalists heaved their furniture into a truck, his Wife, 

who’d been ticking a list, asked: where are the boxes from the entertainment area? 

 The Media Room? It's official label is Media – 

 Whatever. I hate it when you're pedantic. Anyway, you packed them. Where are they? 

 He paused before answering. 

 I took them away. 

 What do you mean – took them away? 

 Exactly that. I took them away. 

 Where to? Are they in the garage? 

 No. I took them away. Away! 

 Don't be so obtuse. Where are they? Did you take them to the new house? 

 No. I got rid of them. 
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 The Twins, who relished any opportunity to listen to their parents' dialogue, began to 

protest. The Daughter cried, as she readily did. Daddy stole the television, she sobbed. And then 

the Son's disbelief: not the X-Box! Bloody hell! Followed by the Daughter again, her cry harsher 

now, like that of a swooping valkyrie: Daddy stole everything! 

 Got rid of them? His Wife shushed the Twins with a contemptuous waggle of her fingers. 

What on earth does that mean? 

 Gone, he said. Forever. Out of our lives. Good riddance. Fare-thee-well, electronica. Sans 

plugs, sans cords, sans everything. 

 Are you mad? 

 We’re all mad, the Man told her sincerely. We’re mad to have those things when we 

don’t need them. We're mad for all of these – these objects.  

 His Wife stared as he waved his arms vaguely about himself. Then, as if it came from 

elsewhere, he heard his own voice produce his theme.  

 We've become urbanised into acquisiton, said the Giraffe. We clutter but so much of it is 

detritus. Non-necessities. Shit, in fact. It's like – like we're inside a large intestine, the Brisbane 

intestine. We're stuck in here with a million people and a billion objects, and the intestine is 

clogged with shit. Thick, stinky, unyielding –  

 She had rummaged through her handbag and found the keys to her Audi.  

 Where are they, she growled. 

 Gone, he told her. 

 Gone where! Tell me! 

 But he refused to say any more. 

 

By five o’clock that evening, they were partially-installed in the house on much-sought-after 

Highgate Hill. It smelled of disinfectant and sugar-soap. His Wife had used her Blackberry to 

email for the Twins' favourite pizza before promising them that the missing objects would be 

found the following day. 

 Daddy and I need to have a little talk, she said softly after pizza. The Twins, 

understanding implicitly the dangers that lay in their mother's tone, drifted into their new 

bedrooms, began delineating and sorting objects. 

 What’s going on? 

 Your face, he thought; it's changed. It used to be soft and glossy, a place where a passing 

smile would naturally want to fall. Now there's a hardness – 

 I said, what's going on?  

 Good question. The Giraffe lifted his chin. Justify for me, if you can, the presence of all 

this crap in our lives. 

 I'm not interested in justifying anything. You’ve completely ruined their day, not to 

mention mine – 

 On the contrary, I think that I should be thanked. I’ve shown each of you how easy it is to 

discard the useless, the unnecessary – 

 Thousands of dollars worth, she snapped, and let me remind you that it's our money, not 

yours – 

 The intestinal shit – 

 Where is it? Where? Tell me! 

 Hey baby, baby. You’re screaming. You never scream. 
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 Where? You have to tell me! 

 Hell's bells, you must be really upset. The Giraffe smiled and straightened. Seriously. 

Listen to yourself; screaming about a TV and a few other bits of scrap. It’s unhealthy – 

 Tell me! 

 You’ll make yourself ill. How about a laboratory-tested, filtered, fully decaffeinated cup 

of shit and it'll all go away? 

 A pause, before a lowered voice and more controlled breathing. 

 I want you to tell me where you have put these things, said the Wife. You may not value 

them but we do. The children do. They need them. So –  

 Oh need them, scoffed the Giraffe. Need them! 

 Yes they do! How else can they keep up, fit in? Don't you impose your Luddite values on 

them! They deserve every opportunity – 

 Truth is, he interrupted, I don’t know. I don't know where any of it is. 

 

He’d begun by heading past Southbank's dormant cafés and austere motels before crossing the 

Victoria for the city. His first stop had been outside Sizzlers, adjacent to the Mall, where he'd 

unloaded two boxes, leaving them neatly on the footpath with hastily marked signs on their 

sides: Free Objects. He was particularly pleased with the sign because of its ambiguous nature; 

the verbal and adjectival possibilities in Free. Then he’d backtracked to the Bypass, slipping 

north towards Chermside. At Westfield he'd waited until a nose-picking cleaner had pushed his 

trolley into the distance then unloaded two more boxes in a sheltered alcove near the cinemas. 

After that it had been relatively simple to head back along Hamilton, link up to the Arterial and 

turn off for the DFO complex. At a twenty-past six there'd been increasing traffic and people at 

the complex so he'd waited for the area to clear then deposited the next pair of boxes near a 

noodle bar. An elderly Asian lady who'd been putting green bags into garbage bins glanced at 

him with the blank, uninviting eyes of the long-term city-dweller. He'd smiled before returning 

briskly to the car and heading back towards the Gateway. The bridge had become busy, 

menacing trucks and late-model vehicles hurtling by in a race towards – what? What was so 

important? On the south side he'd headed towards Carindale, stopping briefly near the traffic 

lights that cornered Creek and, in what he'd considered to be a moment of ironic inspiration, 

propping up the unwrapped LCD screen against the lights-pole like an electronic welcome sign. 

The final pair of boxes he had placed outside the first entrance to Carindale's undercover car-

park. By 7.15 he was back at Highgate Hill with none of his family arisen, or any the wiser.  

 

On the street, she said incredulously. You left our possessions on the street. 

 Not so much the street as around shopping centres. Lovely irony, don't you think?  

 Jesus! 

 But you're right. In principle – yes. Yes I did. I left our possessions on the street. 

 I can’t believe this. 

 The Giraffe smiled. Why not? 

 Because it's irrational. Bizarre. I don't see why – 

 I haven't finished, he interrupted. There’s more to do, more to get rid of.  

 This is insane! 
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 No, this is reason. In fact, reason is the key. Ask yourself: is there any real reason to own 

these objects? Beyond temporary self-gratification, beyond the capacity to boast to others of our 

gluttony – 

 Because they're good to have! A reward for hard work.  

 I don't feel rewarded. I hate my fucking job and I hate working to pay off shit. That's 

hardly rewarding. 

 Christ! The air sang with her anger as she closed the space between them.  

 You know, said the Giraffe, I haven't felt this good in years. Disposal is so healthy. 

Cutting away. Life-editing. Call it what you like – 

 Do what you like with your own things, hissed the Wife, but don’t you dare touch 

anything else of ours. 

 

Old jackets. Trousers; he had thirty-two pairs. Thirty-two! A silk scarf that evoked a distant 

memory. Shirts that he hated. Silk socks and Disney ties. Their ridiculous collection of self-help, 

property investment and money-management books. Travel brochures and psychobabble. Over 

four hundred magazines; Donna Hay, National Geographic, Better Homes & Gardens, Women's 

Health, Australian Gourmet Traveller, Men's Health, Money, WHO, Vogue Living and Vogue 

Australia. Jewellery, real and fake. Prints framed to look like real artworks. A box of cute, 

unusable stationery, including a sculpted quill-pen that she had bought overseas for him. 

 Thanks, he'd said at the time, wondering when and how he would use it. 

 It's designer, she'd said proudly. 

 Pieces of luggage sitting in cupboards, their collective sin that of being no longer 

fashionable. Gimmickry. Old wallets and key-rings. Diaries of the early-years, kept for purposes 

of nostalgia but never looked at. A bust of Buddha. A plastic jar filled with children's teeth. 

Many cards: invitations, birthdays, get-well-soons, anniversaries; all completed with hurried, 

temporary sentiments. And then, hastily shoved into a drawer, sex toys, bought over the Internet 

a few years back, used briefly in darkness then wiped and put away, not spoken of. 

 He left the toys there, closed the drawer, went to work, flicked through folders, shammed 

a migraine, returned to the well-thought-of house just after eleven. His Wife was at her Milton 

office, the Twins at school. Once the move had been financially confirmed by an ever-obliging 

bank – was there any amount of debt that couldn't be had? – his Daughter and Son had been 

swiftly enrolled at an obscenely expensive independent college, the same one that his Wife’s 

Supervisor’s Children attended. The Supervisor had kindly provided obsequious personal 

references for both children but the Man knew that his Wife had written the references and the 

Supervisor had merely signed them. 

 Back to the boxes. Five more nearly filled. Easy-peasy. 

 He felt clean. The car-keys jangled in his fingers. 

 

The silk scarf, she whispered that night. Anger had passed into a sadness that would've jarred 

had he not felt that it was feigned. It was mine. You gave it to me. Remember? On our 

honeymoon. You bought it in Phuket. 

 The genuine article, he reminded her. What rot. Genuine-fake, like everything else. God, 

I can still remember all that bullshit: Thai silk, hand-spun, original item. Meaning factory-

produced by unpaid children in some dingy Beijing basement. 

 Our honeymoon, she repeated. 
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 From the street, back to the street, smiled the Giraffe. And don’t say it was yours. Don't 

even pretend to be sentimental. You never wore it, not once. 

 From a distance he could not be certain but he thought there may have been a tear welling 

in her eye. 

 

This, she said later. This – thing you're insisting upon. What do you call it – a quest? Quest! 

Apart from the psychological damage you’re doing to the Children, you realise it’s pointless. 

Everything is insured. We can just buy it all back again. 

 How, he retorted. They won’t give you the money. Nothing's been stolen; it's all been 

donated to the wider community. To the very needful Brisbane needy. Insurance doesn’t cover 

the replacement of gifts. 

 Why are you doing this, his Wife screamed. Why? 

 Join me, he said. You’ll feel a whole lot better. 

 

Talk of their honeymoon had reminded him of their very early lives together. They’d met on 

campus at St Lucia. There had been a protest rally aimed at cutting the number of overseas 

student places on offer and increasing the domestic number. She’d taken the microphone and 

spoken passionately in favour of a more balanced offering. Australian unis for Australian 

students, she'd said. Fees lowered for the indigenous and under-privileged. Priority one: look 

after your own home. 

 He’d been struck by two things; her hair, a wild mane of red-streaked purple, and the 

trembling strength of her voice. At the coffee-shop afterwards he’d made the unlikely move of 

introducing himself. They’d enjoyed flat whites, talked, gone onto the Regatta, had too many 

schooners, ended up at some post-grad's dreary Pizza-And-Nietzsche party. Pissed, she’d told 

him that she liked his gentleness and all the ways in which he was different to her and the other 

politicised, argumentative animals with whom she ran. Besides, she'd said, you're really tall and 

kind of handsome. Like a pale, stretched-up version of Michael J Fox. 

 He’d told her that he liked her vitality and then lied by saying that being with her was a 

welcome contrast to the bog-boredom of dealing with coding and decoding all day. In truth, he 

enjoyed his work. Coding and decoding, she'd said, sounds like an IT version of digging holes 

and filling them in. Exactly right, he'd said, only vaguely disquieted by the furthering of the lie. 

I'm a digitalised council-worker. 

 Without actually expressing the idea they’d both thought this, and subsequent 

conversations, to be foundation enough. Besides, it was summer in the city, humid enough to 

make the sex frenetic. Since the trend of the time had returned to a brief period of engagement 

before marriage, this was what they had decided to do. For a while it had been exciting to 

imagine a future together but looking back he realised that, even then, despite the artifice of her 

apparent idealism, the terms in which she viewed their relationship had been acquisitive. When 

they had projected their lives into the realm of Husband and Wife she had immediately said how 

good it would be to have a house together, to buy new cars, to earn more than enough to achieve 

their goals, whereas he’d been thinking of something less tangible – something like, well, love, 

he supposed. 

 

The quest, as she had labelled it, continued. He took another day off work to cancel 

subscriptions. More objects were removed and distributed. On Thursday he saw a brief item in 
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the newspaper about ‘mystery boxes’ appearing randomly across the city. When he read it to the 

Family while they were having breakfast, his Daughter cried and his Son called him an arsehole 

and left the room.  

 That night, at his Wife's request – he thought it not unreasonable – the Giraffe slept alone 

in the observatory. In the morning he awoke late. Delicate sunlight had spread like a coverlet 

over his sleeping-bag. He felt rested, cleansed, complete. The seawater had purged. 

 As he dressed, a familiar noise came from downstairs. Inane breakfast television 

presenters; his Wife has been shopping. 

 In the kitchen she said to him: I've – I've made an appointment to see a lawyer. 

 He spread a thin layer of GM-margarine on toast. 

 This morning, she continued. I'm going to ask about what grounds I have for your – 

 Go on. 

 Your eviction. The word fell awkwardly, like an object between them.  

 I'm not a tenant. 

 I know.  

 Then I don't see how you can evict me. I haven't touched anything more of yours. I've 

been careful to redistribute my own unnecessary objects, or those that may have had mutual use 

that I have paid for. 

 The quill-pen? 

 A gift. Mine to – 

 You never used it! Like my silk scarf – 

 Not correct, he told her. I once signed a cheque with that pen. Took me ages. Having 

discovered that it was more ornamental than functional, I decided to no longer persist with it. 

 His Wife sighed, turned her back. She switched on the dishwasher and repeated: I've 

made an appointment. 

 

At a quarter-to-eight, the Giraffe sat in the lounge-room of the elegant-and-leafy house on 

Highgate Hill and watched People walk through a puddle of lawn towards the gleaming, black 

Audi. He thought, how glossy they are! How urbanely urban, how Brisbane! Each of them 

seemed to shine in the sun, like polished dolls. The Woman was coiffed, hair pulled into a 

disciplined whorl, navy suit descending with symmetry and exactitude towards precise calves 

and gleaming shoes. The Girl and Boy were stiffly alike, uniformed, scrubbed, moving in unison. 

They reminded him of the silver corn-cob holder; its cold, perfect steel. When the People got 

into the car he saw how well they fitted, as if the vehicle had been designed with specific slots 

for each of them. 

 Woman, Girl, Boy. Functional and remote, thought the Giraffe. Acquired, even. 

Accepted benchmarks to a successful life, like houses with spectacular-city-and-river-views in 

well-thought-of suburbs.  

 Little more than objects, in fact. 

 

 


