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Chapter 38   A Snowflake in Hell 

 

 

On the Monday morning of the third week of the election campaign, Alice reversed 

through the front door of the office, shaking her umbrella. ‘I shouldn’t door knock in the 

rain,’ she said to Joan, ‘because people invite me inside for a nice warming cup of tea. And 

that’s twenty minutes that I don’t spend knocking on twenty other doors.’ 

Joan said, ‘SA Party Office rang while you were out.’ 

‘Oh goody! Do they want to give me a large sum of money for my campaign? Or 

perhaps they’re putting together a team to help me doorknock?’ 

Joan shook her head. ‘No. It seems that Parents Without Rights are holding a rally in 

Victoria Square on Sunday and they’re demanding that each of the parties send a Federal MP 

to address them. The State Secretary wants you to go and represent the government.’ 

Alice stamped her foot. ‘No, Joan. No! Why is it always me who has to go and face those 

angry, women-hating men? Why me? A woman in a marginal seat?’ She let out a long breath. 

‘I’ve already done my duty in that regard, Joan.’ Then she smiled benignly. ‘Tell them to 

send a senator, preferably one of the men. A senator would have nothing to lose by going.’ 

‘But Party Office wants you to go because you’re familiar with the issues.’ 

‘Well, they can tell some senator to get familiar with the bloody issues! He’ll have five 

days to do it. That should be enough time.’ 

Joan smiled – ‘Okay, will do.’ Grabbing a wad of papers, she followed Alice into her 

office. ‘You’re still getting invitations to things,’ she said. ‘This one is for April. It’s from the 

Armenian Cultural Association and concerns the 75
th

 anniversary of the’ – she hesitated – 

‘the Armenian Genocide?’  

Alice nodded. ‘I’ll definitely go if I’m still around.  Do you remember when I went to 

see Mr Sarkissian of Clovelly Park? That’s when I learned about the Armenian Genocide. It 

took place in Turkey, beginning in Constantinople on the 24
th

 of April 1915, the day before 

we Anzacs landed up the road at Gallipoli. I had to ask myself how I could have studied 
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modern European history, taught it for years and never known about the Armenian Genocide. 

I was quite ashamed of myself.’ 

‘Well, I must admit that I haven’t heard of it before.’ 

‘It went on for six years until Kemal Ataturk finished off the few Armenians who were 

still left in Turkey in 1921. That’s why I now cringe every time some Australian political or 

military figure gets up and says what a great man Ataturk was. There’s even a memorial to 

him in Canberra.’ She huffed. ‘You know, there are actually two war criminals memorialised 

in Canberra.’ 

‘Really?’ 

‘Yes, Ataturk and Field Marshall Sir Douglas Haig, who has a park named after him.’ 

She grimaced. ‘I’d always intended to visit Mr Sarkissian again. But I may not get the chance 

now.’ 

 

Later that week Warren returned from State Party Office with a cargo of cardboard boxes 

containing 75,000 Alice Perry ‘How-to-Vote’ cards for handing out to voters at the polling 

booths. ‘I’ll get these out to the branches over the weekend,’ he said. 

‘Can I have a look at it?’ she said. 

He slit open one of the boxes and handed her a card. She glanced at it, then looked up at 

the ceiling in despair. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. 

‘What?’ 

‘They’ve used a new photo of me on the card – one that they took in party office. Not the 

old familiar one that I expressly said I wanted on the cards.’ She had tears of anger in her 

eyes. 

Warren took the card. ‘Mmm, I see what you mean. It’s not a particularly good photo.’ 

‘Can you ring them, Warren, and tell them it’s the wrong photo. Because if I ring, I’ll 

probably scream at them.’ 

He left the room and returned a few minutes later. ‘I spoke to the State Secretary and he 

said that he knew nothing about your request. And that it’s too late and too costly to dump 

these and print new ones.’ He grimaced. ‘And he also said that he didn’t know you were so 

vain.’ 

 

The following Monday Joan said to Alice, ‘Do you want a visit from Hazel Hawke next 

week? 

Alice’s eyes lit up. ‘Of course I do!’ 
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‘Party office in Canberra is suggesting that you invite local people to morning tea with 

her at some local venue. Probably seniors – they’re more likely to be free to attend. If we 

send out a couple of hundred invitations, we should get plenty of takers. Canberra will fax 

over guidelines on how to conduct the event.’ 

The guidelines arrived fifteen minutes later and included such invaluable advice as: 

 the candidate must meet Mrs Hawke outside the venue when her car arrives, and 

 the candidate must remain with Mrs Hawke and circulate, introducing her to 

guests. 

Alice read it and said to Joan, ‘Why are they telling me all this? Do they think I’m some 

kind of moron?’ 

‘Well, it seems that, on other such occasions, Mrs Hawke has largely been left to fend for 

herself.’ She smiled and said, ‘Well, I’ll get cracking on the invitations and round up local 

party members to organize the tea and cakes.’ 

‘Thanks, Joan.’ 

The function was held on the following Tuesday, four days before the election, at the 

Parkholme Senior Citizens Hall. It was a lovely day: the hall was packed, the tea was flowing 

and all was going swimmingly. The guest-of-honour made a brief but gracious speech in 

which she extolled the virtues of the local member.  

Halfway through the proceedings Alice spotted a Labor senator entering the hall. Ah, she 

thought with relief, someone to help with the tea and conversation. She left Mrs Hawke with 

the Senior Citizens Club president and greeted her colleague. 

‘Can I have a word?’ the senator asked her. 

‘If you’re quick. I’m run off my feet.’ 

‘Well,’ the senator said, ‘it looks pretty certain that the Government will get back, which 

means that we’ll need to fill a few vacancies in the Ministry. I’ll be standing.’ 

‘Uh huh.’ 

‘And I’d like your support.’ 

Alice was distracted. ‘You’re asking me to vote for you for the ministry?’ 

‘Yes. Shall we go somewhere more private and talk about it?’ 

‘No. Because if I don’t hang onto this seat, I won’t be there in the Caucus to vote for 

you, will I? So why don’t you let me get on with this function and then, if I win on Saturday, 

we can talk.’ 

The senator left in a huff. 
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On Sunday 18 March, six days before the election, the Opposition Leader announced on 

commercial television that he was opposed to the Multi-Function Polis planned for Adelaide, 

and that it would not go ahead under a Peacock Government. He called it an ‘Asian enclave’. 

Alice didn’t see the program because she was holding a public meeting in a local park. When 

she got home her husband told her the news. 

‘Well, that’s it for me then, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘I’m done for.’ 

‘Not necessarily.’ 

She shook her head in despair. ‘I’ve told you before. They hate the MFP out there.’ Then 

she smiled bitterly. ‘You know this announcement is purely so the Libs can win Holder, with 

all its oldies and veterans. Liberal HQ in Adelaide has talked Peacock into it. Opposition to 

the MFP has never been Liberal policy. A lot of Libs support it. They’ve done this now just 

to win Holder.’ 

Over the following days Government ministers hit the papers and the airwaves 

highlighting this ‘division’ within the Liberal Party on industry policy, thereby ensuring that 

voters in Holder well and truly knew about Peacock’s promise not to go ahead with the MFP. 

 

Four days before the election, Alice returned home as Michael was preparing dinner and 

the boys were in the family room engaged in their usual Tuesday evening activity of folding 

the Courier Messenger newspaper and putting it in its plastic sleeve for them to deliver the 

next day. A tall stack of unfolded papers still remained in the middle of the room and the 

packaged ones had been put in bags by the door. 

As she went to greet the boys, Michael said, ‘Don’t look,’ but her elder son said, ‘Look, 

Mum, look what’s on the plastic sleeve.’ He handed her one and she saw, in large letters, the 

words, THE ANSWER IS LIBERAL - VOTE 1, followed by her opponent’s name.’ 

She said nothing. Michael came over to her. ‘What do you want to do?’ he asked. 

She shrugged resignedly. ‘What can I do? My sons have a job, and this week it involves 

delivering election material for my opponent.’ 

He smirked. ‘Ironic.’ 

‘No, Michael,’ she said. ‘This is not irony. It is beyond irony. There is no word to 

describe this. The Greeks didn’t have a word for it because they never envisaged that such a 

situation would ever arise.’ 

The next morning, as she and Michael waited in the car for the lights to change at the 

intersection of Anzac Highway and Morphett Road, they watched a group of young Liberal 
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supporters on the median strip jump up and down and wave streamers and placards urging 

motorists to vote for their candidate.  

‘Is that legal?’ Michael said. 

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But no doubt it will sway a voter or two.’  

‘So,’ he said, ‘shall I run them over?’ 

 

On the evening before election day, when there was absolutely nothing more she could 

do, she sat on a kitchen stool sipping white wine and cracking pistachio nuts. Michael said, 

‘What are you thinking?’ 

‘Dead meat.’ 

‘Eh?’ 

 She pouted sulkily. ‘The last time I flew to Canberra there were some Libs on the same 

plane. As we boarded we exchanged light-hearted banter, and then Amanda Vanstone turned 

around and said to me, “As for you, you’re dead meat.”’ 

 ‘Mmm. Not very nice.’ 

 ‘No. I was quite disappointed. I mean, I’ve always liked Amanda. I thought she was a 

good sort… but she’s probably right.’ 

 ‘Don’t think that way,’ he said. 

 She pondered. ‘Which is worse, do you think? Being dead meat or a snowflake in hell?’ 

 

Early the next evening she, Warren and Joan were in the electorate office watching the 

ABC election coverage while Michael stayed at home playing host to their election night 

party guests. There was no early indication of the Holder results, but phone calls from Labor 

scrutineers observing the count at the polling booths were not encouraging. By 8.30 it looked 

like she’d definitely lost; the Liberal was ahead by about 1600 votes. She got into her car and 

drove home, feeling like she’d been punched in the stomach.  

Their guests were obviously uncomfortable, not knowing whether to commiserate and 

thereby concede that she’d lost, or remain positive and talk up her chances. And she, of 

course, circulated and chatted graciously, old habits dying hard. At one point an ABC TV 

journalist and camera crew turned up at the front door wanting to interview her. ‘Why didn’t 

they come at the last election – when I won?’ she asked no-one in particular. But, her 

defences being well and truly down, she let them in and revealed her humiliation to the 

nation. 
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 On the morning after the election Alice received three phone calls of commiseration – 

from Paul Keating, who said he was very sorry to lose her from the parliament, from Michael 

Lavarch MP, a fellow member of the Class of ’87 who had retained his seat, and from Chris 

Sumner, the State Attorney-General, who said to her, ‘Politics is a rotten business. Go and get 

a decent job where you’ll be appreciated.’ 

 

 Over the next few days, as more preferences were distributed and the postal and pre-poll 

votes were counted, the Liberal woman’s election night winning margin progressively 

shrank. By Tuesday, her 1600 vote majority had been almost halved. Local pundits were 

puzzled since such a development was contrary to the received wisdom, based on 

considerable evidence, that postal and pre-poll votes always favoured the conservative 

parties. This was attributed to the theory that postal and pre-poll voters were largely people 

who were going to be out of the country on election day and that anyone who travelled 

abroad was, by definition, financially well-off and therefore more likely to vote Liberal. 

 After a day at the Electoral Commission office watching the count as an accredited Labor 

scrutineer, Warren said to Alice, ‘What the hell’s going on? Why are you doing so well in the 

postal votes? I don’t understand.’ 

 ‘I do,’ Alice said. ‘It would be due partly to my father’s efficient conduct of the postal 

vote campaign, but mainly to the fact that most postal voters would have lodged their vote 

before Peacock’s announcement that he’d dump the MFP. His announcement came too late 

for them to switch their vote from me to the Liberal, but not for other voters to switch on 

election day.’ 

 He looked sceptical. 

 ‘Well, do you have another explanation?’ she asked. 

 ‘Not at the moment.’ 

 

 The next day, the ALP office in Adelaide decided that it might be a good idea for them to 

also send a scrutineer to watch the count. That afternoon, after counting had finished for the 

day, the scrutineer rang Alice to tell her that the Liberal candidate’s winning margin was 

down to eighteen votes. The next morning he rang to say that it was fourteen votes. 

 ‘They’re the final numbers,’ he said. ‘There are no more votes to count.’ 

 ‘So it’s fourteen votes.’ 

 ‘Yes. You’ve lost by fourteen votes.’ 
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 She gathered her staff together and told them the result. With tears in her eyes, she said, 

‘I’m really sorry. You’ve all lost your jobs.’ 

 ‘So have you,’ Joan said, giving her a hug. 

 Her husband came around to the office. ‘Fourteen votes,’ he said. ‘That means that if 

eight Democrat preferences, or any eight preferences, had gone the other way, you would 

have won.’ 

 Warren shook his head despairingly and said, ‘When I was watching the count, I saw 

some very weird preference behaviour. For example, a lot of people who voted number 1 for 

the Socialist Party candidate, gave their second preference to the Liberal candidate, rather 

than to Alice. It made no sense at all.’ 

 Michael said, ‘So, is Party Office going to ask the Electoral Commission for a formal 

recount? That’s what usually happens, isn’t it, when the vote is so close?’ 

 She shook her head. ‘I don’t think so. If Labor needed my seat to stay in office, they’d 

ask for a recount, but they don’t need it. The government was “returned comfortably”, as they 

like to say.’ 

 ‘You should insist,’ Michael said. 

 ‘No. I’m tired.’ 

 He huffed. ‘I bet if you were a member of the New South Wales Right, there’d be a 

recount. They wouldn’t want to lose a number in the Caucus.’ 

  

 A few days later, at the Declaration of the Poll in a community hall in North Glenelg, the 

man from the Electoral Commission formally announced the result to the assembled party 

officials and supporters, and the new Liberal Member for Holder made a gracious speech. 

Alice did likewise, but couldn't resist saying that Andrew Peacock’s announcement opposing 

the MFP had been ‘a master stroke’ in the Liberal campaign – an observation that was met 

with gasps of indignation from the blue rinse set. 

 Over tea and biscuits the Grey Power candidate came up to her and said, ‘I’m sorry you 

lost, Mrs Perry. You worked hard for the elderly of this electorate.’ 

 She was incredulous. ‘So why did you stand against me? And why did you direct your 

preferences to the Liberal candidate?’ 

 He shrugged. ‘I didn’t have any say in it. And anyway, I don’t understand all this 

preference business.’ 

 Later, the Liberal state campaign director came up to her and shook her hand. ‘It was a 

good campaign here in Holder,’ he said. ‘A clean campaign.’ 
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 She didn’t respond.  

 As they left, her husband asked her, ‘So who’s here from our Party Office?’ 

 ‘John Hill, the organiser.’ 

 ‘No-one else?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 

 The next day she flew alone to Canberra to clean out her Parliament House office, taking 

with her a large empty suitcase to carry back files and personal items. Although Parliament 

wasn’t sitting she spotted a few MPs from NSW and the ACT in the building. After closing 

her office door for the last time, she struggled with her load into the lift and down the 

corridor to the House of Representatives Transport Office. The man who ran it, a well-liked 

character, took her suitcase and said, ‘Sorry you lost, Mrs Perry. It’s always the good ones 

who go.’ 

 She nodded, smiling. ‘Thanks. Am I still eligible for a Commonwealth car to the 

airport?’ 

 ‘Technically, no.’ 

 ‘Oh’ – she paused – ‘so can you call me a taxi? Are you allowed to do that?’ 

 ‘Hang on a minute.’ He made a brief internal phone call. ‘I’ve booked you a Com car 

under another member’s name. He said he’s happy to oblige.’ 

 ‘Gosh,’ she said, ‘that’s serious fraud, isn’t it? Rorting of parliamentary travel?’ 

 He shrugged. ‘We’ll take that chance.’ 

 At the House of Representatives entrance she bumped into the Member for Lindsay, a 

stalwart of the NSW Labor Right. ‘Sorry you lost, Alice,’ he said. 

 ‘Thanks.’ 

 ‘But it’s not all bad, you know.’ 

 ‘Isn’t it?’ 

 ‘No,’ he said. ‘Such losses are very character-building. It’s an opportunity to take 

adversity on the chin and venture out in a different direction. It makes you a better person.’ 

 ‘You think so?’ 

 ‘Yes, believe me. It’s very character-building.’ 

 She related this conversation to her husband when she got home and he laughed 

helplessly. ‘So, if he ever loses his seat you can remind him of those words.’ 

 She huffed. ‘There’s not much chance of that. His seat’s pretty safe.’ 
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 He raised a finger. ‘Well, you never know. He could lose it some time. But not to worry 

– we know he’ll take it on the chin.’ 

 

 The next morning she carried out a final check of the electorate office and headed for the 

door for the last time. As she went to open it, the phone rang. It was a Mrs Price of Plympton 

Park. 

 ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Perry. I’d like to make an appointment to see you about a pension 

problem I have.’ 

 ‘Mrs Price, I am no longer the Member for Holder. I lost the election.’ 

 ‘Yes, I know that. But you’ll still have your office, won’t you?’ 

 Alice sighed loudly. ‘No. The new Member for Holder will be in this office from 

tomorrow.’ 

 ‘But it’s you I want to see. Where will you be working now?’ 

 ‘Nowhere, Mrs Price. I’m unemployed.’  

 

 

      oOo 

 

 

 


