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  Introduction


  We impose narratives upon the smallest of observations, if we are writers; we search for them even if they are not there. And so to these snippets of narrative, so hard to condense into 660 words or thereabouts every week. What are they, really? According to George Johnston, the husband of the columnist and novelist Charmian Clift, she referred to her weekly newspaper outpourings as ‘pieces’ – because essays sounded just ‘too high-falutin’’.


  And mine? To this weary soul, week by week, these could be appreciations, or caresses, or pokes, stirrings of the proverbial possum perhaps, sometimes bewilderments, sometimes admonishments, teases or indignations, performances or songs of praise. Clift’s word ‘pieces’ implies a musical quality, and isn’t that what most writers aspire to? The rhythm of the thing, its internal song.


  But really, for this lot, can we just settle on ‘conversations’ perhaps? Conversations with a mate who might even, possibly, be you, even though we’ve never met. Often, when the writing is stubbornly stuck (something that happens far too often at the moment in this kid-addled, sleep-deprived life), I imagine a bar with a best mate I’ve known since primary school. In the introduction to Clift’s collected columns, one of her readers noted that her writing left them feeling as though they’d not so much read an article as spent a few minutes with a valued friend. Yes. That’s it, that’s exactly what’s aspired to. Thanks for letting me into your world for a brief few minutes every weekend. It feels like such a privilege.


  And hasn’t it been a rollercoaster of a year? There’ve been the big noisy dissections of Julia Gillard and Tony Abbott, and my inbox has veritably roared with indignation or appreciation. Three new prime ministers in three months; a grandmother moved to a nursing home; the post-Fifty-Shades world; male tenderness; the rise of private tutoring for school children; the loss of wonder in our architecture; kids beginning not only high school but kindergarten and, just to make life a little easier, the acquiring of a new child, a dog – from a pet shop that doesn’t use puppy farms, although silly me forgot to mention that bit (the animal liberationists, those rabid haters, can now back off) – all have been juicy fodder over the past year.


  But the pieces that garnered the biggest responses, aside from the hugely polarising political ones, have been the examinations of female misogyny. One of these looked into the dark heart of Twitter, which almost stopped me in my tracks. Floored me, actually, took the wind right out of my sails, because the attack came from the very centre of my world: from my peers. The only way to move on was to write it away. Publishing and journalism friends urged me to name and shame, but my heart wasn’t in it; I’d said my bit, and if it made just one female woman-hater pause and think before letting fly on social media, then I’d done my job.


  Then there were the quieter ruminations, ones I assumed would pass the world by with nary a whimper of comment, yet they’re still receiving responses weeks – months – later. The place of mulberry trees in the Australian psyche was one of these, as was the piece on reciting bush poetry, and memories of a childhood marinated in nature, and being utterly alone in a house without family. They seemed to wend their way into hearts or, perhaps more importantly, onto the hallowed dunny wall (oh yes, I’m sometimes alerted when this happens, and how chuffed I am to be Blu-tacked alongside the school merit certificates and Leunig cartoons). Those quieter pieces are my favourites, and you, dear readers, keep me writing them.


  Then there are the collections of good ol’ Aussie sayings and nicknames, which could be written over and over again given the wealth of material contributed from this nation’s far reaches: from school yards and staff rooms, and from memories stretching back pre-war. There’s a sense of urgency to these pieces, as though the riches in them need preserving before they’re lost in the mists of time. Any suggestions for new themes along these lines are most welcome; I’m passionate about cataloguing an Australia that is rapidly fading before our eyes, left behind by the ephemeral world of social media with its candy-like, instant gratifications.


  The American columnist George Will most admired those authors who wrote about what he called the ‘inside’ of public matters – that is, not what’s hidden but what is latent, the kernel of significance that exists ‘inside’ an event. I, too, am interested in the ‘inside’. Of Australia as it is now, and as it has been, and of what we’ve lost. How we exist in this rapidly changing world; our fragilities and indignations and bewilderments.


  How long will these pieces last in their paper form? This past year has seen a big shift to an online readership, as well as an upsurge in social media commentary. Twitter now tells me how my words are going down. But I do love that so many readers still find a quiet moment to consume my pieces in magazine form and then to tell me about it – in a café by themselves; in a miner’s lunchroom; under a favourite tree; in a house vibrating with stillness while the family’s all away at weekend sport (I dream of that one). These acts of reading involve a snatched moment of contemplation – mulling, quiet, the bliss of alone – and the solid, sensual feel of paper. It gives me hope for this world.


  And yet I’m often getting it wrong. Tony Abbott took advantage of the email address at the bottom of my weekly pieces to alert me, most politely, of just this. According to him, my column about him was completely off the mark – and he wanted to tell me so in person. We met, and I acknowledged my mistake with another rumination. I might have got that one wrong, too. That’s the prerogative of the columnist: an opinion offered, an opinion retracted, a fumbling in the dark. We’re not infallible. In fact, we can make a living out of our vulnerabilities. As the American writer Ben Hecht wrote, ‘Concerning the newspaper sages of my own day I am certain that when the future pauses to rummage among the columns we filled it will be amazed, as it always has been, by how little we saw, how confused we were, and how nimbly we met the high winds of our hour by standing on our heads.’


  So, thank you, dear reader, for your indulgence, for glancing at these weekly narratives – conversations, shall we settle on? – often wrapped around the tiniest of observations or a mere snatch of a chat. Thank you for letting me briefly into your world, whether it’s with a Saturday cuppa on the balcony, in a trawler’s mess, at a café down the road or tucked into a letter from Mum. Love it, love it all – and love you telling me.


  nikki.theaustralian@gmail.com


  October 2013


  Columns


  
    And so say all of us


    ‘As cold as a mother-in-law’s kiss.’ ‘She looks like a broom in a fit.’ ‘A face like a bagful of bums.’ ‘She fell off the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down.’


    ‘She’s all over the place like a wild woman’s wee.’ (‘Perhaps only a woman could truly appreciate that one,’ the correspondent helpfully adds.) ‘He looks like he’s been ridden hard and put away wet.’ ‘He’s as ugly as World War I.’ ‘She’s the bottom of the cocky’s cage.’


    Ooooh you are awful, but I love you! Thank you to everyone who sent in their old Aussie sayings by the glorious bucketload, who scoured not only their own memories but those of their mums and dads and nannas and pops; the gems flooded in from workplaces, backyards, smokos and pubs. I’ve got enough here for a book, and if I didn’t have two other pesky tomes champing at the bit right now I’d be on to it. But in the meantime here’s a follow-up column, because these sayings, old and new, are just too good to let slip away. And Queensland, you’re the national winner by a mile here; thank you for preserving the glories of our distinctly Aussie idiom more than any other state.


    A lot of sayings seem to refer to the national sport of inebriation: ‘As blind as a welder’s dog’ is a lovely one. ‘Hilarious and poignant,’ explains the contributor, ‘evoking the loyalty of the blue heeler watching his master toiling day by day in a hot, sweaty environment and also prodding memories of the first time we were “flashed” by the welder’s blinding light.’ Then there’s ‘he played up like a second-hand motorbike’, and ‘he’s as useful as an ashtray on a motorbike’. ‘He’s so slow you have to line him up with a fence post to see if he’s moving.’ ‘He couldn’t organise a line to a brothel’, ‘he’s not the brightest bulb in the chandelier’ and ‘he couldn’t pull the skin off a rice pudding’ (sorry for the gender bias here but these were all sent in with the pronoun ‘he’). Busting for a pee: ‘My back teeth are floating.’ Starving: ‘I could eat the crotch off a low-flying pigeon.’


    Back to the sheilas, and how deliciously stinging they can be: ‘She’d be late for her own funeral.’ ‘She looks like a piece of God-help-us wrapped in a brown paper bag.’ ‘She’d put on a clean apron over a dirty dress.’ On walking behind a large lady: ‘It looks like two boys fighting in a sack.’ Emotionally all over the place: ‘Up and down like a stripper’s knickers.’ Sex education circa the ’60s: ‘Men do not want anything to do with bruised fruit.’ Yet from a prim old maiden aunt, on a handsome man: ‘He can leave his boots under my bed anytime.’


    Then there are old favourites such as ‘she could chat up a joy stick’ and ‘as dark as a tiger’s tummy’, alongside distinctly modern ones: ‘A shallot short of a laksa.’ And this from ’70s PNG: ‘Mixmaster belong Jesus Christ.’ Meaning? A helicopter. Glorious. Also from PNG: ‘Piccaninny dawn’, describing that lovely, soft time between dark and day.


    To pesky kids: ‘Go and tell your grandma she wants you’ (when mum wants a break). ‘You’re not the only pebble on the beach’ (it’s not all about you). ‘I’d rather keep you a week than a fortnight’ (when kids are eating mum out of house and home), and to a sulking child: ‘You wouldn’t be happy if you were a dog in a paddock full of stumps.’


    Speaking of pesky kids, I’ve recently been informed of a new expression: ‘The swagg’. That is, a confident coolness. The boys were interrogated. ‘So, do I have it?’ Dead silence. Further interrogation. A reluctant ‘No.’ Fuming. How about their dad? ‘Oh yes.’ ‘Why?’ through a tight smile. ‘Because he always takes us to comic stores and movies.’


    Right. I see. A column about the tough love of a mother as opposed to the indulgent love of a father, forthcoming.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 20 October 2012)

  


  
    The man in the mirror


    The Spectator magazine’s recent cover headline was bold: ‘Abbott Examined’. Under it, the names of four distinguished contributors: Peter Craven, Neil Brown, Greg Sheridan, Peter Coleman. Anything wrong with that?


    Let me bring in Virginia Woolf. ‘How to speak to a man who does not see you?’ Each of these writers had insightful things to say, but nowhere did The Spectator present a woman’s opinion, let alone trumpet it. Was it simply that a voice representative of half the population was deemed unnecessary? Surely not. Yet there are men out there who (still) feel they know best, they will speak for us, they don’t feel our view is worth considering, or worthy. Yes, Virginia, they just don’t see us. Still.


    At their peril. Because we have a vote and we often perceive differently. To wit, Tony Abbott’s recent admission that he did call a woman senior to him a ‘chairthing’ for a year – despite her wishing to be known as ‘chairperson’. I gasped at that, as did a lot of women around me. It was a telling indicator of the divide in thinking that many men dismissed it as mere uni prankishness. But some women flinched because it indicates a male they’re instinctively wary of, and on the bare bones of public actions narratives are created – perceptions firmed – whether they’re true or not. Of the kid up the back of class constantly disruptive for disruption’s sake. Of the pugilistic rule-breaker always getting away with it. Of the testosterone-fuelled alpha male professing his love of women – but does he really, actually like them? Especially, most unforgivably, when they’re senior to him? These women think he can’t quite hide it. ‘It’s a gut instinct,’ they say at the school gate, the supermarket. They may be wrong; his wife says they’re wrong. But according to Newspoll, fewer than a third of female voters are satisfied with his performance.


    There must be a man of rich complexity under there but they don’t see it. This is someone who regularly attends mass, who almost became a priest. The tenets of the Christian faith are compassion, forgiveness, love thy neighbour, turn the other cheek – but we don’t seem to get any of that subtlety in the relentless, snarly attack-dog before us. The most holy of people I’ve come across seem to have one thing in common – they’re brimming with love. Abbott doesn’t seem to have this in him; his tactics embody a brutalising negativity, a rat-tat-tat of naysaying. In the real world, as one mum said, ‘it just comes across as a barrage of un-niceness’.


    Margie Abbott let slip recently that ‘one problem’ she has with her man is how ‘he likes to make a competition of everything’. Too right. Political writer David Marr claims Abbott has changed forever the way the Opposition operates in this country: made it so much more gruelling, negative, destructive, expertly flurrying up a feeling of chaos and imminent catastrophe. A lot of women are starting to see through it; they want uplifting, visionary, galvanising, adult politics. The tactics are starting to feel wearyingly petulant and, worse, predictable.


    Margie Abbott tells us her husband loves watching Downton Abbey – but he’s nothing like the show’s patriarch, the Earl of Grantham. Would that decorous gentleman ever turn his back on a woman socially (as Nicola Roxon says Tony Abbott does to her), repeatedly insult a female in authority (the chairwoman thing), happily stand in a crowd among damning placards (the ‘Ditch the Witch’ signs at a rally anchored by Alan Jones)? No. Malcolm Turnbull wouldn’t either. A lot of women despair at the coarsening of the national discourse and feel Tony Abbott has encouraged this veering, that he allows it. Back to Virginia Woolf: ‘The eyes of others our prisons; their thoughts our cages.’ Mr Abbott, the perceptions of women are your cages. Prove them wrong. They need to see it.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 27 October 2012)

  


  
    Taking charge


    This column is written out of bewilderment and anguish and a deep love that is going nowhere.


    My grandmother’s 99. She’s just gone into a nursing home. She did not go gentle, oh no. And suddenly, after a lifetime of mutual respect and delight and chuff, there’s anger. How did it come to this? I’m painted as the ogre and I’m exhausted, flinched, just want it to stop.


    A strong, proud woman, whip-smart, always smarter than what society expected of her. A Barnardo’s child, born in London’s East End, sent off to a children’s home at five and then shipped off to another in Western Australia at eleven. Raised to be a domestic servant, she hauled herself up using a fine mind and an inclusive sociability that has always stood her in good stead, and after a lifetime of two husbands and varied, satisfying work she finds herself alone, deliciously, in her own flat, purchased with hard-earned funds; the one thing to show for a life lived vigorously, magnificently, quietly. Yet her musings return, often, to the bewilderment of childhood institutions. She can’t release the past – and her beloved grandchildren are now reminding her of it most cruelly. Because she’s back in an institution.


    She’s been in hospital a lot recently. Can barely get out of bed by herself, struggles to dress, shower; her mind’s sparky but the body’s failing. ‘There’s no dignity in getting old, Nik.’ During the last hospital bout the medicos said it’s time for a nursing home; she couldn’t use the hospital as a nursing facility. My brother and I asked her and she indicated yes, it was time.


    The day before she was due to go: nightmare. Nan dug in her heels. Snapped that she didn’t want it, we weren’t listening.


    The hospital called a family conference; all the way through she covered her ears, crying, ‘Stop talking, too loud, all of you.’ Oh, the mess of it.


    Swamped, can’t think straight, just this morning I shovelled baby food into a stunned five-year-old’s mouth – only realised when I caught her astonished expression; too much in my head right now, and feeling like I’m failing, at all of it.


    What I’ve learnt: that extreme stress, at any age, is caused by a loss of control. My grandmother feels she’s lost control, that momentous decisions are being made without her say. What I’ve also learnt: that strong, intelligent women can still be pleasers, right to the twilight of their lives. My brother and I concluded that as people in medical coats started suggesting, she concurred out of a sense of duty, acquiescence, but it was only when push came to shove that the enormity of the situation hit. Now, a submerged anger over a loss of control bursts spectacularly to the surface, like a mighty horse’s kick.


    So. Nan’s in a nursing home, for a month. A respite situation now because we can’t bear to see her unhappy. If she still wants to go home at the end we’ll do our best to get her there, with professionals helping out. (I offered to have her with me: ‘Only if you can give me a flat, Nik.’ Wise. I wouldn’t want to be crammed in with the mad, cacophonous lot of us either.) But as a woman whose early years were blighted by institutions she deserves a choice; as a woman whose motto has always been ‘If I rest, I rust’, she deserves a say. Because she’s stayed active her entire life and it’s kept her young and we all dread the stasis of a nursing home, of what it may do to her.


    She’s almost 100. I’m organising congratulatory missives from her MP, Prime Minister, Governor-General and Queen. All women. Who would have thought such a thing possible in her birth year, 1913? I want to honour her proud independence. But it’s hard. We feel like stumbling amateurs who’ve done everything out of a protective love and concern – but it doesn’t seem that way to the person who matters the most.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 3 November 2012)

  


  
    Sweet memories


    The mulberry tree is gone. It feels like an axe into childhood itself.


    The old beach house is bulldozed to make way for yet another McMansion, as is most of its garden, including a venerable mulberry tree that hung over the fence into the local reserve and come early summer was like a benevolent god with its long arms dipping down, dispersing its joy to all in the know. A local secret that all the kids seem to be in on, as kids are, but not all the grownups. The generations of children that gathered those purple goblets of sweetness! The bulldozer roared its way through memory, nostalgia, charm in an astonishingly short time; roared through a local childhood ritual that was like a flag unfurling in this neighbourhood, heralding summer.


    Thankfully, there’s still a mulberry tree at the local primary. For several weeks at pickup I watched the tree shivering, children high in its limbs. Arms, legs, blue-swabbed faces would briefly burst out only to be drawn back inside the green depths to more juicy baubles, higher and higher as the lower branches were denuded; there were shrieks of triumph and faces eventually emerging like the Joker from Batman, school uniforms smeared and mums groaning but not too much because it was pure exhilaration before us – delight to bottle, to pass on to the next generation, and the next.


    It’s about the urgency of nostalgia, too. As this world becomes increasingly attached to screens of some sort, usually indoors; and as this world becomes increasingly homogenised – everyone’s doing Gangnam Style, X Factor, Instagram – we want our children to know the simple, particular delights of our own, sun-drenched Aussie childhoods. Childhoods like no other. Marinated in nature, diving into the audacious light. One reader told me about jumping into the local pool, fully clothed in her uniform, on the walk back from school – you’d be dry by the time you got home. Another about running through the Hills Hoist’s tent tunnels, smelling that lovely aroma of sun-dried sheets. Swinging around the clothesline over the sprinkler in your undies. Sand in your togs. The shrill of cicadas. Sprinklers under the trampoline. Six and out cricket in front of the tin garbage can on the street. The coolness of a river gum’s shade in the heat, no other tree fulfilling the function quite so perfectly, as if it were made for this very sweetness. The sudden, dank cold like a crypt of a shady creek pool. All those pungent sensory memories of the summery Aussie childhood. So there was something of a ritual to that initial spotting of the local mulberry tree: saying to my own kids, ‘I used to do this,’ popping the young fruit into affronted mouths and then watching the growing wonder.


    For 14 years in London the rain pressed against the windows and the dullness drew in and again and again came the great craving of those northern days: to be bathed in light. England’s light was too milky, diffuse, for an Aussie-raised child; wasn’t optimistic enough. A friend once wrote, ‘Where is your home, Nik? I guess it’s where your bed and your laptop are.’ And where the light is. I feel like my whole life has been spent in pursuit of it. Best poem title ever: Les Murray’s ‘The Dream of Wearing Shorts Forever’. And now I stand in this replenishing Antipodean sun after so many years away and feel like I’m shedding the carcass of an old, bowed, crotchety self. Feel younger, taller, giddied by the light. I kick off my shoes (bare feet being another of those secret symbols of the unencumbered, earthed Aussie childhood) and feel the lovely land my land – close. Summer buoys these days.


    The plan: to plant a secret mulberry tree, somewhere in this locality. The area’s children will know where it is. Hopefully, the adults will not. And I will stand back and watch the sheer delight of it, at summer’s start, my soul singing like a corset unloosed.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 17 November 2012)

  


  
    Vive la difference


    I’m begging the kids to muck up for I’ve somehow promised to take them to Jamberoo Action Park and now need any excuse not to.


    Because it involves lots of water with everyone wandering around in a swimming costume: unspeakably terrifying for women of a certain age. Thank goodness we’re now allowed to wear boardshorts, for they hide a multitude of sins, but I’m still not convinced.


    ‘You’re coming on the Taipan ride with us,’ sing the boys in ruthless glee. ‘How about the Science Centre?’ I throw in lamely. A withering look. Those little buggers are onto me, are as good as gold – no naughtiness will jeopardise this trip. Meanwhile I’m sweating it out in a hotel room, praying for rain.


    Forecast: perfect. Excruciating.


    NSW’s largest theme park emerged from the bones of a failing dairy farm to become an unheralded Aussie success story. After the quota system was introduced the owners couldn’t make a go of milk production so they got creative. Diversified. Wildly, for 1970s Wollongong (I know, I grew up in it).


    The dramatically sloping land was opened to grass skiing; now there are 50 hectares of pools and chutes and rides surrounded by native vegetation and peopled by a veritable army of beachy young Aussies all in their iconic yellow and red.


    We’re greeted by a life-sized white pointer mascot; the boys are off. The five-year-old’s happy with a giant platypus in the toddler pool so I’m given a blissful reprieve – I can just laze on a sunlounger and absorb. It’s all, unexpectedly, moving. Because it feels like the whole world is here and it’s testament to how far Wollongong’s come. I was firmly of the Anglo tradition amid a grand and jostling social experiment fuelled by the great roar of steelworks and coal mines. At school there were ‘the wogs’ on the fringes of the playground but to my shame we never interacted meaningfully; it was just how it was. Our lot were unthinkingly incurious, entitled, blinkered, removed. Yet now, before me, are all races, colours, creed, every one of us reduced to looking distinctly Aussie in that oh-so-casual national dress of cossie, hat and thongs (except for a group from India, women all firmly in jeans and tops even as they immerse themselves in the water; they have no idea, I’m sure, that they look far more erotic in wet clothes than any of us do in bathers.) But the point is, everyone’s mucking in together here, laughing, shrieking, having a ball.


    It’s a world removed from our nation’s shock-jocks bleating their old-world fear and paranoia of anyone in a leaky boat or headscarf. This is reality, and this way is winning. ‘I opened my eyes and here was the world. Here was this great human and divine enterprise,’ the Russian writer and philosopher Vasily Rozanov said. At Jamberoo I feel how I used to in London’s Soho: that the whole world is in this place, in an energising, dynamic, harmonious way. It feels like the future, far removed from that narrow-eyed little existence of suspicion and separation I grew up in. A future that will be much more international, mixed, fluid – that our children will intermarry more easily and move around more confidently, not just from city to city but from country to country.


    One son has a beloved schoolmate from China, sent by his parents to live with his aunt for a better way of life; another has a best friend from Slovakia, who’s here for the same reason. The kids are leading the way.


    Their easy, unthinking way of interacting with difference seems so evolved compared to my own, fenced childhood. All the children at Jamberoo are testament to this: it’s a state of grace before cynicism, fear, paranoia, anger, doubt. Long may it last. I know it will. I saw it in London, and again at a former dairy farm near Wollongong. It’s the future, whether the old guard likes it or not.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 17 November 2012)

  


  
    It’s barking


    Right. Not quite sure how it happened. The fifth baby. Chloe. Eight weeks old. A tiny bundle of fluffy whiteness. Arrived yesterday.


    Awoke with a start at 2am thinking, ‘I am mad, I am mad.’ This feeling persists. We already have one baby in the house who’s not toilet trained.


    It all began with a throwaway line to lure the kids from England to Australia. ‘We’ll get a dog.’ I assumed they’d forget in all the excitement. They did not. I was able to stem the tide when baby Jago arrived but as he’s grown the begging’s increased. Every mum within cooee insisted it was insane – a puppy on top of a baby. Are. You. Kidding. I took note.


    Then, just like that – walking past the pet shop on the way to the flicks – it happened. Eldest son spied bundle of white fluffiness among six black ones tumbling about in a cage. Asked if we could have a cuddle. The assistant obliged. I felt the dog’s energy – calm, quiet, resilient. Why aren’t my children like this more often? It licked me. Again. The movie was forgotten. Son took a pic of ‘enraptured Mum’ on his mobile. Sent it to Dad. The Chap replied dolefully, ‘Your mother looks happier than she did on her wedding day.’ From that moment a new expression entered the family lexicon: ‘Pathetic Mum’, meaning ‘Expression of extreme drippiness when in contact with white, fluffy object.’


    We enquired about price. It seemed like more than we’d spent on Jago in a year. Then there were the extras. An awful lot, and apparently we needed every single one. Hang on, when I was a kid it was just the dog and two plastic ice cream tubs – where did this vast accessorising industry spring from? Then there were the vet fees (note to self: all vets must be millionaires and all my children must become vets when they grow up).


    This was madness. Expensive, pooey madness. And Mum would end up doing everything. We went home puppyless. Howls of trauma but The Chap put his foot down: one baby was enough in this crazy house. Yet by morning, something had morphed. We’d all just go back and have a look, as a family, and make a rational decision. Together. The Chap’s repeated mantra: ‘I’m not looking after it.’ We got to the shop. Predictable ecstasies. The only one who wouldn’t go near the dog was The Chap, who hung back and laughed. My madness and mine alone, babes.


    Taking Chloe home was as exciting and tremulous as putting each baby into the car on their first trip from hospital. Neighbourhood kids flocked; word had got around. We all cried with excitement when she did her first poo. This will change. Jago began eating her first meal then crawled into her kennel. My son’s Instagram picture of Chloe had an option to ‘like’, or click ‘poor mum’. All the mums following him clicked the latter.


    But the most extraordinary thing: she’s changing all of us. With the boys, it’s a sudden eagerness to muck in (praying this lasts – and extends to the rest of the house). The baby: crude attempts to pat, the first green shoots of a heart-swelling, giggly kindness. Our vividly boisterous girl: sitting perfectly still, with a blissful smile on her face, quietly stroking Chloe until she falls asleep. And Pathetic Mum? Revelling in sudden, restorative circuit-breakers of cuddle time amid all the madness.


    But hang on, we’re missing someone.


    The Chap. Where is he? Outside. Flat on his back on the hard wooden decking. Because Pathetic Mum’s turned into Cruel Mum and insisted on Chloe being an outdoors dog. So The Chap’s head is on a cushion at 8pm, new baby cradled in the crook of his elbow, both fast asleep as the dark gathers in. I gather the kids to the window. ‘Look,’ I nudge, laughing and photographing the evidence. ‘Pathetic Dad.’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 24 November 2012)

  


  
    So near, so far


    Belly to belly, or back to back? An Irish reader alerted me to this lovely, pithy encapsulation of an enduring relationship when describing a venerable woman of a certain age at her husband’s funeral.


    When she buried him, a labouring man, after 60 years of marriage, she said, ‘Son, we were more times belly to belly than back to back.’


    As for myself? Too often now it’s neither, and that cuts through me like a piece of ragged tin. Relationships aren’t meant to be like this. Another reader, in a missive of despair, pinpointed a peculiarly modern aloneness:


    ‘Our children are happy, healthy and involved in various extracurricular activities; my wife and I are on school boards, church groups and have a good social network. We’ve never been busier. Yet at times I don’t think I can remember ever being so lonely. I miss my wife. Somehow along the highway of life we changed cars. We used to be in the same one, windows down, singing songs from the radio. Now we’re travelling in the same direction but in different cars, different lanes.’


    My own relationship feels sometimes, bizarrely, achingly, as if there’s a banker’s screen of thickened glass between us; I can’t reach my husband enough anymore, touch him, be still with him, commune meaningfully. We’re just too busy. Encumbered, exhaustingly. By everything. ‘Little by little, living together, two people fall into a sort of unison, they vibrate so intricately on one another. That’s the real secret of marriage, not sex,’ D.H. Lawrence wrote, yet in this great tumult of kids and socialising, emailing and Instagramming and Tweeting, tidying and washing and shopping and working, it feels as if the two of us are rarely still enough, close enough, to be in that car of old anymore, madly singing songs together at the top of our voices. Every weekend’s an intricate ballet of child-ferrying to sporting fixtures and playdates and parties yet we’re rarely doing anything side by side now, with the lovely looseness of the past; we’re too busy making time for everyone except each other. We’re rarely even in the same bed anymore. If there’s not a squirmy little body already in it by the time The Chap’s ready for sleep, he’s nodding off in front of the telly because he’s so exhausted from his gruelling days at work. The joys of modern life.


    My brother and I have been doing a bit of car travel recently, moving our grandmother into a nursing home. It’s got us reminiscing about the trips we endlessly took as kids, lying in the back of the station wagon among a jumble of pillows, staring out at the moon following us. It’s my brother’s favourite childhood memory. There was a little flinch at that, because my own kids so rarely experience just being together as a family. We’re too unwieldy as a gaggle of six, too crazy-busy with so many different ages and demands rubbing up against each other. So there’s a splintering. Every weekend. We’re too rushed, too busy making an effort doing everything that everyone else is doing. We rarely have the courage to do nothing, without screens; seem almost afraid of it. There’s something wrong with this.


    Summer holidays are coming. That great pause of replenishment and release. It’s an opportunity to take time to just stop, to unfurl a different self. Notice someone again. Maybe the person closest to you. Talk. Be still with each other, perhaps even lie belly to belly. It’s a time to remember the repairing shock of kindness, which could be something as simple as a goodnight kiss after endless nights of not, a morning cup of tea, a sleep in. Because kindness and generosity signal to someone that you want them, respect them, are not just taking them for granted: basic messages so easily trammelled. I need to get in the same car again with The Chap, need this relationship giggled up. It’s taken two wake-up calls from thoughtful male readers to glean that.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 1 December 2012)

  


  
    Putting down roots


    Just as you can glean an insight into a person’s psyche, in all its ugliness or beauty, in an unguarded moment with a dog, a person’s attitude to a garden is like a door flying open into who they really are.


    In his new book Philosophy in the Garden, Damon Young looks at 11 writers and their response to tamed nature. And so the author of Emma or 1984 or A la Recherche du Temps Perdu is flared beautifully into being through their communion with the earth and its riches. It’s a book you devour with your head nodding, because there’s a humbling humanity in the relationship between those titans of the written word and their little plots of green.


    Take Virginia Woolf. Her last diary entry before committing suicide: ‘L. is doing the rhododendrons.’ There’s something so moving about that, a woman looking out for her husband, knowing that life will go on in all its order and quietness, and that solace and connection will be drawn from that. Leonard was a writer too and the couple had a steady rhythm of work, garden, work, both needing that circuit-breaker of earth and air after the desk’s intensity. What did he do after her body was discovered, three weeks later, in the River Ouse? Garden, the next day, for the entire day.


    I draw solace from our own patch of earth. We’ve not been in this house a full year but the soil’s slowly releasing its secrets. Exuberant little cackles here, and here, and over there, unfolding week after week, so thoughtfully planted by unknown hands. The thrilling pageantry of it! And gratitude towards the person who once loved this garden so much. Their legacy, a symphony of wonder. Two shy white camellia bushes tucked in a corner. Heady jasmine blaring the arrival of summer. A cascade of sudden bougainvillea. Blousy hibiscus. Bullying bamboo. The insistent ceremony of the snails after rain. The first, thrilling, gardenia. A puckish West Australian flowering gum. We’ll quieten you, it all seems to be saying – astonish, delight, smile you up.


    I needed this earth. Had lived apartment-high in my twenties and felt tetchily too far from soil and trees, the singing green. At one stage lived in a tiny mews house and drew endless delight from two crammed window boxes out the front, our sole patch of green, tending them as lovingly as babies.


    We planted a coltish silvery gum amidst the robust British shrubs in every back garden we had there. But it was never enough. As we age, don’t we experience an inexorable drawing towards nature – a desire to enfold ourselves back into the sights and smells of our own childhoods, when we lived closer to the sky and the earth? The anaesthesia of the known: that’s what the modern exile often escapes from. Yet there may come a point where they want to reconcile with the known. Corrosively.


    And now, a cascade of childhood green that’s incalculably restorative. Amid it, creativity is unfolding strong. ‘The same household routines and daily walks in the garden … the same sounds and silences, all these samenesses made a secure environment in which her imagination could work,’ said biographer Claire Tomalin of Jane Austen.


    Damon Young writes of passionate gardener Emily Dickinson and her wonderfully apt description of her poems: ‘Blossoms in the brain.’ The last words of George Orwell’s domestic diary as he lay in bed, lungs bleeding: ‘Snowdrops all over the place. A few tulips showing. Some wallflowers still trying to flower.’ Because as we near death there can be a softening to wonder as we note the astonishing beauty and resilience of the natural world, are moved in a way we’re not when younger. It’s the great, endless turning of the plants – all those little miracles of creation, stoicism, obedience – and they’ll still be there, presumably, long after we’re gone.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 8 December 2012)

  


  
    Our better selves


    A friend has a disabled child. She was in a crowded carpark at a popular picnic spot, hoping to park. Another woman was at her car in the disabled bay; she was by herself, obviously not disabled.


    ‘Excuse me,’ my friend said politely, ‘would you mind moving your car?’ ‘No, I’m delivering things to my child’s party which is just about to start.’ Then she had a look at my friend. ‘You don’t look too disabled yourself.’ My friend indicated the child with her. ‘My daughter’s in a wheelchair.’ ‘Well you must have done something really bad in a former life to be punished like that.’ My friend was gobsmacked. ‘Actually, my daughter’s a gift,’ she responded quietly. Then she wept all the way home in her car.


    Where does a deep-seated self-centredness spring from, and is it getting worse in our time-poor, increasingly demanding, pushy, impolite world? We’ve all, I suspect, been guilty of a lack of empathy at some point. I have. I’m not proud of it. It’s that sense that you alone are right, you’ll punish the other person who gets in your way, master a situation no matter what. It’s the inability to read another person’s circumstances, to be certain about your own beliefs with not a modicum of doubt. It’s diminishing, ugly, and most of all juvenile – for as we get older, and gain perspective, our minds can fly open to a humbling uncertainty. About so much.


    That ability to see through another’s eyes is a highly evolved human trait; our most magnificent, perhaps. Atticus Finch, in To Kill a Mockingbird, summed it up: ‘If you just learn a single trick, Scout, you’ll get along a lot better with all kinds of folks. You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view … until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.’ To do that, and act on it, can be astonishingly balming, connecting – and the softening around Christmas is a great time to try it.


    Another carpark story. London, five years ago. December, 3pm, sky glooming down. Running late, and cold. Grumpy? Oh yes. A Muslim man walking towards me, bearded and robed. The papers were full of warnings that al-Qa’ida was planning a Christmas terror campaign focusing on people travelling through the festive season. Let’s just say I wasn’t feeling particularly … open at that moment. My whole being was one huge flinch; there may even have been a scowl. ‘Would you like my parking ticket, madam?’ ‘Pardon?’ ‘I’ve got several hours left on it and I’m going. Please. Have it.’


    Well, stun me with kindness. I looked right into that good man’s face, properly this time. Saw not a Muslim but a fellow human being beaming nothing but compassion, friendliness. A light heart. The smile stayed on my face deep into the night, for that gesture of connection had lightened me, wonderfully.


    A third story: a recent school assembly. A Principal’s Award for consistent kindness. ‘Hands up if this person has been kind to you this year.’ And before us rose a sea of hands, not only pupils but teachers and other parents, until practically every hand was raised in that hall. It was extraordinary. Powerful. Salutary. I spoke about the lesson of it to my kids that night. As we age and life nibbles away at us, disappointing and frustrating us, we can unlearn the natural empathy and sense of fairness that children can demonstrate so beautifully. I bet there aren’t many adults who would have that effect on a hall of people. In practising empathy, you don’t aim to master a given situation; by letting go and imagining yourself in another’s shoes, and acting on it, you can end up in command. Just ask a nine-year-old boy.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 15 December 2012)

  


  
    Claws for thought


    ‘I beg you to give up that poor dog, you stupid, ignorant, awful woman you. Are you nuts, YES your are, and just plain wicked. Please surrender that poor poor baby you wicked awful nasty woman. You have to be so dumb how have you ever got a job on this magazine. Oh just grow up and get a brain transplant for you dont have one that works. Don’t ever own a pet, you are to nasty.’


    A missive received after my recent column on acquiring a puppy from a pet shop. And this, after an appearance on the Today show:


    ‘After seeing you on tv the other morning I asked myself if you are for real. Do you realise how ridiculous your voice is I have never seen anyone as pretentious and this morning I stumbled across your column and I still don’t get it. I can’t imagine anything worse than having you for a mother I can only imagine how much damage you’ve done to them. Poor kids there’s no way they don’t freak when you open your mouth. Come down to earth, one last thing I know without a doubt your voice is cultivated nobody sounds like you do you think you sound posh? NOT A FAN!’


    What do these letters have in common? (Apart from poor grammar, and an extraordinarily vivid voice I can only admire as a novelist – so much character conveyed, with such economy!) They’re both by women. Oh, I get a few. Usually not read, because from the first words the vitriol, sourness and sadness can be gauged. It’s a survival instinct to ignore them: not knowing keeps me buoyant. But they say so much about where we are today.


    Female cruelty. Such a flinched, dark, raging little world. Given spectacular life by the Pandora’s Box of social media, with its Machiavellian delights and delicious anonymity: our brave new world so embracing of sneer, jealousy, abuse. Out spews a new mode of discourse: things that, in the past, women may have thought but never voiced. Civility, for the most part, used to prevent us from spitting such demeaning bile so openly.


    American neuropsychiatrist Louann Brizendine theorises about the way women cohere. In The Female Brain she explains that it’s programmed into us to connect intensely in the childbearing years, because we need the support and protection of other women when the males are often away (hunting in the old days, working in the modern age). The flip side of this urgent need for bonding is the way women control one another – if everyone acts and thinks the same way, the group will stay intact; everyone will be protected. If we can’t control someone – if an individual acts differently, in a way not expected – the women turn. Viciously, brutally, insidiously, attempting to destroy the rebel’s confidence, to make her change, conform.


    These emails want to destroy my equilibrium, silence me, make me stop. Women can be so vicious to each other in a way utterly different to a man’s brutality because the female radar knows, by instinct, the Achilles heel of another woman – because we often have those vulnerabilities ourselves. So, a blazing E.E. Cummings quote (from ‘A Poet’s Advice to Students’), for any female under siege by another – whether she’s six, a teenager or a grown woman: ‘To be nobody-but-yourself – in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else – means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.’


    My bullying missives from female readers are telling documents of who, exactly, the senders are: women who aren’t happy with their lives. If they were they wouldn’t be writing. They go to the heart of a particularly female bitterness. My trolls need to feel their life choices, whatever they are, are ‘right’ – as opposed to my world with all its differences. If they hate me this much, they only hate themselves a lot more.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 19 January 2013)

  


  
    Wonderstuck


    And so the gaze is turned to wonder, on this our Australia Day, because I despair that our glorious nation has lost its mojo in that department.


    I’m not talking wonder of the natural kind – it’s there for all of us to gulp if we can be bothered taking the time. Nor am I talking wonder of the sporting kind – for we may be sorely tempted to ask where, lately: what’s happened to us? No, it’s wonder brewed by humans – creative, daring, risk-taking humans – which should be the easiest to conjure up and the most celebrated perhaps.


    I happened to be in central Sydney last month, caught the David Jones Christmas windows, the ones that tin lids in jarmies are traditionally carted off to in a ritual of rapture. The heart sank. The creaky animals on visible strings and crudely painted backdrops looked worn out, tired – and, most damning of all, provincial. Sydney’s premier department store had managed to make one of the nation’s greatest cities look like nothing so much as a 1970s country town. Selfridges in London had miniature ponies and giant gingerbread houses; Harrods had fairytale castles; Barneys in New York had enormous cartoons of Sarah Jessica Parker and Naomi Campbell. There was wit and verve and, most importantly of all, wonder. These were stores trying hard to lure an increasingly recalcitrant customer, proclaiming cheekily ‘we’re giving you something here a laptop screen can’t’, and in cities that had suffered a lot more than ours during the financial downturn. No wonder our major retailers are waning. They’re making us feel as if Australia is an irrelevant adjunct to whatever’s happening elsewhere rather than a dynamic, competitive, energised player on the world stage.


    ‘In architecture, the most important thing is astonishment,’ architect Oscar Niemeyer declared. That sense of audacity should apply to any artist wanting to brew a bit of wonder. Australia’s capable of it but recent examples seem to be sparse on the ground. Australian wonder is not a new casino, a replica of a sunken ship from Belfast, a so-so addition to Sydney’s Museum of Contemporary Art. (Sorry, but the new extension does not bring gasps, nor does it thrust that institution onto the global artistic map.)


    There are heart-lifting homemade blooms of loveliness here and there: Hobart’s MONA; Melbourne’s witty domestic architecture and soaring freeway sculpture; the poems of Les Murray; the songs of Gurrumul Yunupingu; the films of Baz Luhrmann. But there’s not enough of a celebration of Australian wonder nowadays, that heart-lifting inventiveness that has more international heft than local ambition, the grand projects that require vision and daring and more than a touch of eccentricity, an ability to think beyond narrowness and naysayers. The extraordinary Sydney Opera House is 40 years old this year. Not bad for an old dame, and she still catches the heart. That’s the thing about wonder – the timeless quality of it. ‘The House’ is included in UNESCO’s World Heritage List as one of the great modern marvels of the world, yet I can’t imagine it ever being constructed now.


    The important point about art, great art, is connection. Does it electrify, lift, intrigue, startle, harangue? We need more projects that brim the heart, that instil wonder. My Australia Day wish for the nation: to connect, fearlessly. With the world. With our architectural projects. With the way we treat each other. In our fractured sense of unity, our discourse and yes, our shop windows. But most of all in our politics. It feels as if there’s been a vast flattening over the past couple of years: a culture of depression, almost. Now’s the time for the galvanising allure of national purpose. Some call it vision. I’d like to see it veering into a sense of wonder. We crave a healthy dose of it, sometimes, to energise, to soar our hearts. It’s needed.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 26 January 2013)

  


  
    Perfect 10


    My love is like butter I baste them all in, yes yes, but then … they went. Vanished. The whole blinking lot of them. Far, far away, to the in-laws, as a writing deadline roared close. Leaving me utterly alone. For 10 whole days. Guilt? What do you think. The deliciousness was … obscene.


    Why had no one ever told me about this? The best gift a mother could ever receive – the envy of every mum in the ’hood told me that.


    Parenthood’s a state of siege. I know that now. Mainly chosen, welcomed, revelled in of course, but a siege nonetheless. To cough with impunity in the early morning, knowing you’re not waking an entire house. To uncurl in an absence of to-do piles and crumbs. The glee of stripping child-locks off cupboards as the adult side of the house is released from its cordoning-off; the languidness of being in a supermarket all by yourself.


    First task: clothes purchased in an ecstasy of deluded youngness; garments wildly inappropriate but oh, the joy of a child-free shop. Second task: hair dyed, at home, because it hasn’t been done in six months and too many eyes have been straying to the temples with sadness and tut, that look of ‘Oh, she’s let herself go’. Third task: a chocolate Monte packet consumed in one fell swoop because one can – and doesn’t have to do it in great haste while furtively hiding behind the cupboard door. Fourth: sleep gulped, and upon waking just floating back once again. Because there’s no one to wake up for. No one to serve.


    Distant memories: being so tired there’s no time to dress for the school run so in a doomed attempt at togetherness the nightie’s accessorised with a belt. So tired you’re forging the walkathon form with every relative you can think of because it’s hand-in day and you forgot. So tired you’re calling everyone but the dog the dog’s name. So tired you’ve lost yourself, and your angry voice has turned you into someone else. Someone you don’t like.


    To live organised, lean, wolfishly again!


    After the frenzy of Montes the diet settled into a rhythm of sushi and banana smoothies. I could get skinny again, living like this; resolutely can’t in the thick of family life. As Jerry Hall said upon splitting from Mick Jagger: ‘Your life is how the other person would like it to be.’ How they’d all like it to be. As I widen inexorably and eat what everyone else wants I’ve become the hot-water bottle of choice; the bed like Grand Central Station come winter as they all gravitate to the spreading warmth. Too often, my life feels like it’s been reduced to a communal hot water bottle that never goes cold.


    So. Ten days sitting like a beached whale in a vastly empty bed and writing solidly for 12-hour stretches, newly dyed head a helmet of straw reflecting no light. But delighting in the idea of the whole raucous lot of them again – because, frankly, towards the tail-end of last year I could’ve wrung several necks at once; was thinking I couldn’t cope. This circuit-breaker was the answer to everything before one headed into kindy, one to high school, one into daycare and one to puppy school, and a myriad of uniforms needed labelling and sorting out.


    Imminent invasion. Stretching on the couch, gathering in the silence and pocketing that last half-hour of golden peace, like a squirrel, for the year ahead.


    The house waited for the jumbly-tumbly assault of them, ticking in the heat, holding its breath. The carcass of an old self had been dragged out to the rubbish and I felt young again. Knew it wouldn’t last (13 minutes to be precise) but I had the strength and energy to face the world again. ‘Please can we do this every year?’ I gasped as the whole crazy, glorious, exhausting tumult of a cycle began all over again.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 2 February 2013)

  


  
    A woman scorned


    In this our high heat, a bleak anniversary. Fifty years ago, London; the tail end of one of the bitterest winters on record, deep in a cold that never seemed to crack.


    A young woman with two children neatly folded a cloth, put it in the oven of her modest kitchen, laid her head inside and gassed herself. She had sealed the door of the children’s room with wet towels. She was, of course, Sylvia Plath.


    The death and its legacy are still raw. Just last month her literary estate’s executor, Olwyn Hughes – sister of Plath’s husband, Ted – described the brilliant, troubled American as ‘just nasty … vicious and I think a bit crazy’. Her prickliness towards Plath has never softened. It’s well documented they did not like each other; Olwyn has the last word. And, for many years, the power – vexingly and farcically for Plath fans – over her work.


    Ted Hughes’ final act of contrition and love to his late wife is a lot more forgiving. The heartbreaking tome Birthday Letters was published in 1998, just before his death. It is the work of a man skinned, and does much to repair his public reputation after the trauma of Plath’s demise. (She committed suicide after he fell in love with the wife of a rival poet.)


    Hughes writes movingly about a woman hated, belittled, scorned by the establishment: ‘There you met it – the mystery of hatred’ in his Birthday Letters. ‘But then they let you know, day by day / Their contempt for everything you attempted / Took pains to inject their bile.’ Like Keats, Plath’s fame was posthumous. There’s a photo of Hughes with W.H. Auden, T.S. Eliot and Stephen Spender at a Faber and Faber party in 1960; Plath was present, a writer herself, but not invited to join the esteemed men. Who will endure most potently?


    She had courage, enormous courage, to keep on going. To enslave herself to the God of creation because she had to, she could not give up, no matter what was flung at her. There’s another modern artist who reminds me of Plath’s determination and stubbornness and courageous flaying of self. During my time in London I marvelled at her ability to endure; to keep on being magnificently honest, brazen and vulnerable in the face of extraordinary bile and belittling. She is Tracey Emin.


    Her work is about the female body, lovers and miscarriages, masturbation and babies, in delicate line drawings, neon signs, photography and embroidery. Her subject is the self. A lot of people don’t like it, yet it connects through the flint of truth. Her titles are brazen: Automatic Orgasm; Helter F--king Skelter; All The Loving (Underwear box); and My C--t Is Wet With Fear. Emin has done the seemingly impossible: reclaimed that most ugly of words for women, made it into something powerful and intensely feminine. Usually, when I hear it, it’s spoken by a man and there’s a flinch – the assumption being that he doesn’t like women very much.


    Emin displays the unvarnished female psyche in all its ugliness and beauty, complexity and contradiction, with art that connects fiercely and provocatively – and traditionally, the male canon has never been very accommodating of such hormonal eviscerating. She’s still dismissed by some, still harangued and sniffed at, despite a major retrospective in London in 2011.


    Thank goodness many now celebrate the vigour of Emin’s honesty and expertise (her line drawings are astonishing).


    Plath didn’t get the chance to ever know how powerfully her work would connect. Would she have had an inkling, back in 1960, that one day her fame might eclipse that of all the men in the publisher’s photograph? I doubt it. And what of Hughes? He spent his life ‘permanently bending so briefly at your open coffin’. Snared, to the end. And the saddest adjunct: four years ago their son, Nicholas, also committed suicide. He was 47.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 9 February 2013)

  


  
    Open to question


    The whirl of several new schools. Stories swirling of teachers and principals: attitudes, peculiarities, dogmas, weaknesses.


    But I’m trying to shield the kids from all that, as much as I can; don’t want them closed off before they embark upon their bold new experiences; don’t want any ugly hardenings into narrowness and judgment. The tuning fork is the American writer George Saunders (from ‘The New Mecca’, in Tenth of December): ‘Don’t be afraid to be confused. Try to remain permanently confused. Anything is possible. Stay open, forever, so open it hurts, and then open up some more, until the day you die.’ Oh yes. Big, blazing openness, cracking apart our lives to so much.


    A great sadness of our great religions: that their most publicly fervent supporters are often the fundamentalists hijacking a life-affirming sense of openness. Often these people are going against the very tenets of the religion itself in a blinded fear of ‘the other’, tenets of tolerance, forgiveness, compassion. Those who are the most angry, unbending and belligerent often seem the least open; and they now have the shouty forums of the blogosphere and talkback radio to fuel their sense of righteousness. Do we want our own children – with their natural sense of openness – to calcify into this? Wisdom flourishes by withholding judgment. Judgment is the enemy of openness. Judgment is learnt.


    My son’s just started high school, a proud institution that banners its welcoming of all faiths and none. Yet on the first day he brought home the handout from its matriculation assembly with several prayers attached. Odd, I thought, after all the hip talk of inclusiveness to parents. Then I took the time to actually read the beautiful cadences of the text, so foreign to many kids of today: ‘grant that we may seek not so much to be understood as to understand’. A universal rallying cry for openness if ever there was one. It’s about tolerance. Empathy. Imagining yourself in another’s shoes and becoming richer, humbler and wiser because of it. Surely a heightened sense of openness signals emotional maturity; its opposite, a dimming of awareness.


    Saunders ruminates on how interesting it would be if we could permanently retain the heightened sense of awareness and openness we often acquire fleetingly in proximity to death. I’ve felt it at times. That sense of being so fiercely, vividly aligned with life, utterly open to the world’s wonder and beauty and complexity; wanting to gulp experience, seize it all, not waste a moment of the extraordinariness. All the petty irritations and angers drop away; you feel cleansed, almost guiltily, despite your grief. But then that glary, knife-edge awareness leaks away and normalcy takes over. Would we be better if we could retain that hyper-receptiveness to life, in all its astonishing variety?


    Openness is aligned with uncertainty.


    It’s OK to say you don’t know, you’re unsure; perhaps preferable. Deeply human and honest. The great writer W.G. Sebald was profoundly engaged with the idea of uncertainty in his later works; as he aged there was a brisk restlessness with certainty, particularly of the narratorial kind. ‘I think that fiction writing which does not acknowledge the uncertainty of the narrator himself, is a form of imposture which I find very, very difficult to take. Any form of authorial writing where the narrator sets himself up as stagehand and director and judge and executor in a text, I find somehow unacceptable.’


    Openness is also aligned with that flint of a word, curiosity, and I used to think that people without curiosity were as disquieting as houses without books. Great things are achieved from a rangy impulse to question. It’s about not being afraid to be vulnerable, humble, honest with yourself. Openness is a discipline and a tonic. A state of grace. Do we want our kids closed off from that?


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 16 February 2013)

  


  
    March of the drones


    What is more irritating at night than a mozzie, somewhere close? You can hear the veering whine of it but can’t see it, let alone catch it. You can’t quite fall asleep because you know it’s just waiting for that moment to lunge at some exposed flesh.


    Consider this statement from a man in Islamabad, Pakistan, published last year in a joint Stanford and NYU report called Living Under Drones: ‘[They’re] always on my mind. It makes it difficult to sleep. They are like a mosquito. Even when you don’t see them, you can hear them. You know they are there.’ And these mosquitoes of our brave new world can not only spy on you – they can kill you. And your family. Imagine. The sheer powerlessness of that.


    Like the iPod, drones are a transformative technology. The most magnificent of flying machines – but there are no men in them. Deadly versions of those radio-controlled toy helicopters little boys love playing with. And in a few short years they’ve changed the model of modern warfare, forever. To those with the power, they seem like the most beautiful and clean of weapons: they kill with a surgical accuracy and without risk, in the most impenetrable of terrains, while the operator sits far, far away in a control room.


    Soon they’ll be game-changers in the domestic sphere also. Australia in many ways is a ripe territory for them. As forces for good they can be used to fight fires, locate those lost at sea or in the desert, to dust crops and track schools of fish; they can control borders and survey the damage in natural disasters; they can be sent to the bottom of the ocean and to Antarctica’s wildest places. America is waking up fast to the possibilities and Australia won’t be far behind. Just last year, Obama ordered the Federal Aviation Administration to fast-track the process of integrating Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (as the US government refers to them, as opposed to ‘drone’, with all its mucky, murderous connotations) into civil airspace by 2015.


    Keeping control of them is the problem in a rapidly changing world so busy tearing down the sanctity of privacy. Imagine drones of the future in the hands of the paparazzi. Teenage boys outside a girls’ locker room. Drug couriers. A Martin Bryant or an Anders Breivik. Type ‘drones’ into Google and one of the most popular items that comes up is ‘drones for sale’. A joke video last year on YouTube, of one rigged up with a machine gun, has racked up 16 million hits. The technology is escalating, fast. We’re being catapulted into a brave new sci-fi world but the morality of the whole situation hasn’t yet been mapped out.


    Philip Alston, a former UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial killings, wrote: ‘If other states were to claim the broad-based authority that the United States does, to kill people anywhere, anytime, the result would be chaos.’ Quite. And currently 76 other countries are either developing their own drones or shopping for them.


    Right now the use of drones is ridiculously one-sided, concentrating omniscient power into the hands of a remote few. ‘Civilisation is the progress toward a society of privacy,’ Ayn Rand wrote. ‘The savage’s whole existence is public, ruled by the laws of his tribe. Civilisation is the process of setting man free from men.’ On one level drones feel like the height of civilisation but on another, ignoble, immoral and utterly cowardly. Throughout history, powerlessness has been a galvanising force. If absolute power corrupts absolutely, what does absolute powerlessness make you? Angry. Has America thought through the drone’s enormous potential to provoke new levels of radicalisation and volatility? The world’s future alongside drones will be fascinating, and it’s almost upon us.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 23 February 2013)

  


  
    100 not out


    You feel like a failure. An elderly woman declares in no uncertain terms that she wants to remain in her hard-earned flat for the rest of her life – never have it taken from her – yet she’s now in a nursing home.


    You, along with your siblings, have put her there in a process of traumatic rupture. At the grand old age of 99. How could you? Her will to renew was zero.


    This situation has hijacked our lives over the past few months because we care deeply about our grandmother’s wishes and want to do whatever she wants, but it was all becoming so complicated. Medicos telling us she’d entered a dependency grey area where it was becoming unsustainable to have her all by herself, in a first-floor flat no less; none of us having the room to accommodate her, despite offers, nor the time for round-the-clock care (the guilt, the guilt). How to respect her fierce independence amid all this? A nursing home was agreed upon. At the last minute she told us, in anguish, she didn’t want to go. On transportation day she was so traumatised we promised it would only be for a month, as a respite situation: all any of us could bear.


    I dreaded the very concept of a nursing home – as much as my grandmother did. The whole idea of a holding pen to death where all control, all choice is stripped from you. The institution we admitted our beloved girl to has a ‘high dependency unit’ and it’s a shock to pad through it. The silence of the patients, the faces of ruined stillness; the staring into space, the open mouths, the endless TV seemingly unwatched. All those unvisited hours and days ticking by. It’s the Australian way of death for a lot of us now.


    But our grandmother wasn’t put in that section. She was on a different floor, in a room of her own that she very quickly made her own. She had lived a vividly active life of hard work, community service, tennis into her 90s and her giggly secret, a shot of brandy every night. After several weeks in her new environment the question of returning to her flat became redundant. No one asked it. She was getting in-house care for relatively simple things that had hospitalised her previously, and she had massages, hair care, day trips and exercise classes such as tai chi on tap. After several weeks of dipping in her toes, she plunged. Hasn’t looked back. It’s now hard to track her down when I phone – she’s never in her room. What to call her when I ring reception: client, patient, inmate? The family refers to the place, jokingly, as ‘the hotel’, so ‘guest’ is perhaps the best bet.


    The past few months have been an eye-opener. The main thing it’s given us: peace of mind. That our grandmother’s not spending lonely days of nothing-much in her flat, staring at the telly; or worse, that she’s fallen or blacked out all by herself. The low-level hum of worry about her – which had become a constant feature of our lives – is gone. We are all released.


    If we let go and embrace change it can take us to unexpected places. Like acceptance, discovery, delight. Even at 99. With rupture we’re always learning something new – if we’re open to it. Playwright Eugène Ionesco spoke about the power of replenishment: ‘There has always been at every living moment of culture a “will to renewal” … all history is nothing but a succession of “crises”, of rupture.’ Our grandmother has just had her own tiny, triumphant moment of renewal, by surrendering to the unknown and eventually, wholeheartedly, embracing it. At her 100th birthday party she looked healthy, engaged, chuffed. She didn’t look like this in the last months in her own flat; she looked pale, ill and painfully thin because she wasn’t eating enough. She is now. With constant care on tap. It worked, it actually worked, and my siblings and I are incredulous.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 2 March 2013)

  


  
    Little women hitting puberty


    What is it, this strange new world of pubic hair on five-year-old girls and breasts budding at six, seven? It feels as if we’re creeping into a sci-fi realm imagined by a Margaret Atwood or a P.D. James; the latter’s novel The Children of Men was about a world where women suddenly, mysteriously stopped conceiving.


    It examined a hormonal disruption that seems quite preposterous now; but we’re in the thick of another that’s very real, and encapsulated recently by a despairing reader: ‘I’ve been blown away by the discovery that my heavenly eight-year-old is in the early stages of puberty. After tears and anguish (mine, not hers), I’m even more blown away to learn that this is no longer unusual.’


    It’s all around us. Little girls into fairies and stickers and sparkles, with budding breasts. Stories of disposal units for menstrual pads placed discreetly in primary school bathrooms; teachers quietly equipped for any ‘emergencies’ that may arise among their younger female pupils. What is happening to our children? Should we now expect puberty at eight or nine – with all its attendant anxieties?


    My correspondent, fearful of losing her little girl too soon, is following a familiar pattern of seeking specialist after specialist in a desperate search for answers. From doctors, mostly, blank looks. No concrete explanations. Just a subtle redefining of what may now be normal; a feeling we’re on the cusp of an unknown world. Some parents turn to hormone shots to halt puberty’s progress; some train with their daughters for 5km runs because exercise is one of the few measures known to stall early maturing. Many are clearing cupboards in a desperate attempt to remove products that may contain those ubiquitous, scary chemicals now saturating our lives: chemicals that mimic estrogens, endocrine disruptors, pesticides. Are baby bottles safe? Dashboards? Carpets? But most eventually give up; holding back early pubescence seems nigh on impossible.


    Besides the possible influence of environmental toxins, the most obvious explanation is that girls are getting larger. In Elizabethan times, when people were smaller, many girls didn’t reach puberty until their late teens. Experts acknowledge other possible factors at play, including family breakdown. (The theory being that stress and difficulties lead nature to trigger a younger maturation.)


    My correspondent wonders if Australian schools need to conduct body awareness classes earlier (it’s in Year 6 at my kids’ local primary). ‘Apparently at last year’s Preparation for Puberty class,’ she writes, ‘two of the Grade 4 girls had already started menstruating. So is this class too late? Perhaps we need stage one, puberty, and stage two, sexuality. Regardless, I don’t think mothers should be so unprepared and shocked when our daughters suddenly start sprouting. Had I been aware, I might not be feeling so isolated.’


    What to do? Doctors caution not to make the child feel there’s something wrong with her body; to just accept it. Don’t treat the girl the age she looks but the age she is. It can be a huge hit to self-esteem when an emotionally immature child is confronted by that dreaded curse of adolescence: feeling different. A lot of doctors say parents should focus on their daughters’ emotional health rather than desperately trying to dam the development. Prepare the way. Be honest with them about what’s ahead. Patient. Support feelings of vulnerability. Stem the tide, however possible, of an increasingly sexualised society. And everyone, of course, catches up eventually.


    But this new normal is still a shock. I leave the last word to my still-reeling correspondent: ‘I’m coping – just. But I feel as though we as parents, and she our daughter, have been robbed of two or three or four years [of childhood].’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 9 March 2013)

  


  
    The word had passed around


    The golden hour. An Aussie beach, an evening of heavenly clearness. Several families around a fire, tummies full of snags and steak.


    The sparklers have all been sparkled by the kids – whirligigs and words in the sky, too brief! And the glow-sticks are losing their potency. The world is settling, exhaling at last. Suddenly, a voice.


    ‘There was movement at the station …’ The entire poem: 104 lines, by heart. One by one we’re reeled in, caught; especially the children who’ve never heard of the colt that got away, of the galloping rhythms of Australian recital. By an urban bloke, no less, who none of us knew had it in him; a shine in him as he sat there and stunned us all.


    The voice, the words washed over each adult, stilling us with a great calm of reverie and wonder. Oddly, it didn’t feel out of place among state-of-the-art beach recliners and iPhones. Most of us were astounded our friend could remember the poem at all. ‘Mum taught me as a kid,’ he shrugged quietly. ‘I’ve never forgotten it.’


    Shortly afterwards, I did a TEDx talk in Brisbane. These talks are meant to be memorised rather than delivered with notes; it’s a feature of their tightly controlled presentation. But the words felt like they were hanging on by their fingernails; they lost their grip too much; mortified, I surrendered to palm cards. My mind just refused to relax and unfurl amid the mad fracturing of motherhood, work, age, life. So much in my head, too much! I willed my brain to astound me that day and resolutely, disappointingly, it didn’t.


    Learning by heart is a form of mental exercise; leave it untended and the ability rusts away. Like handwriting and shoelace-tying, its significance is fading in this modern world. Memorising anything at length now feels like an agility, a marvel, that’s being lost amid everything, instantly, on tap; screens are constantly at the ready, in front of us and in our pockets, for whatever we want. Recital’s no longer taught in schools. NYU professor Catherine Robson’s book Heart Beats: Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem looks at recitation from last century, when it was part of the classroom curriculum. Why do it? To cultivate a love of literature, to boost self-confidence, to improve the speaking voice, to exercise and strengthen the brain – and to maintain a connection with the poet. ‘If we do not learn by heart,’ Robson writes, ‘the heart does not feel the rhythms of poetry as echoes or variations of its own insistent beat.’


    Poets are big on recital. Russian Joseph Brodsky demanded his students memorise a thousand lines per semester. Why? To prepare them for later life, he reasoned, for whatever might be flung at them; to provide solace. During his exile in the Arctic by the Soviets he was grateful for every piece of poetry he had in his head. Aung San Suu Kyi kept her mind exercised during her own long imprisonment by learning a new poem every day. In the end she’d memorised Tennyson’s and Yeats’ complete works.


    My kids don’t learn poetry by heart in their Aussie schools. In London they were forced to, for an annual, compulsory, school-wide competition. Five-year-olds were reciting mostly nursery rhymes but the older kids were diving into Shakespeare, Wordsworth, Lear. It was wonderful to witness. The sheer skill of it; the way their little minds would absorb the poem’s rhythm, beauty, narrative muscularity. I wish they’d do something similar here. We have a vast tradition of bush poetry that feels like it’s not written for the page but the voice.


    A campfire voice, just as I heard on that wondrous night recently, which felt like we were suddenly afforded a direct line to the poet. Banjo Paterson felt close, thrillingly, for an arrested moment, and then life took over once again …


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 16 March 2013)

  


  
    Harsh critics baying for blood


    You hate what you cannot be. Think about it. You could apply that illuminating little aphorism to any number of situations: the office, the school gate or playground, in politics, among neighbours; with different races or religions.


    And behold our brave new world where bile and cynicism and sneer and rage are given free rein as never before, in all their bold new forums. Hatred seems to be admired more than ever now. Championed, celebrated.


    Take a new literary award in the UK which aptly reflects our sour-spirited age. It’s the prize for Hatchet Job of the Year by a reviewer – the winner being the writer who’s torn apart someone else’s book in the most memorably blistering, excoriating way.


    It was won this year by Camilla Long for her attack in The Sunday Times on Rachel Cusk’s memoir Aftermath, which detailed the end of her marriage with painful honesty. Long wrote off Cusk as ‘a brittle little dominatrix and peerless narcissist who exploits her husband and her marriage with relish’, a novelist who ‘describes her grief in expert, whinnying detail’. That doesn’t sound like thoughtful, constructive criticism; to me, it sounds like a personal attack.


    Cusk is a fine writer in the tradition of Virginia Woolf with 10 books under her belt; Long has none to her name. As Coleridge said 200 years ago: ‘Reviewers are usually people who would have been poets, historians, biographers etc, if they could; they have tried their talents at one or at the other, and have failed; therefore they turn critics.’ This new prize is rewarding a reviewer for a grand and triumphant spewing of highly personal viciousness; it’s a gleeful stewing of envy and malice that pedestals the little person, and I’m guessing it will only encourage more cruel recklessness like it (and this in a reading world when the power of the books pages is dramatically waning; publishers acknowledge they just don’t hold the sway that they used to).


    Because, of course, literary editors prefer the vitriolic review over the benign in order to spice up their pages. It gets noticed, it’s successful, it triumphs.


    Take the recent banquet of misogyny, sexism and racism at this year’s Academy Awards, courtesy of its shockingly deflating host, Seth MacFarlane. Once again, he’s been lauded in some quarters. Yet his crude attempts at offensive humour felt flat, uninspired, leaden, obvious. This was meant to be entertainment – but for whom? Why had the academy sunk to this? Because in this day and age they think it works. It’s how to get those elusive younger viewers, how to generate the column inches. Ricky Gervais led the way with his hosting of the Golden Globes in 2010 – so ugly-spirited that he was asked back to do it twice more.


    We don’t want civil or graceful anymore, we want memorable. Controversial. Buzz. Traction. It’s just like the newspaper editors who prefer relentless attacks on political figures and stories about party instability whether manufactured or not – because they generate interest in their product. It keeps the consumer glued.


    We hate what we cannot be. Let’s play a little game. Apply it for fun, say, to a Seth MacFarlane, whose biggest target on Oscars night was hugely successful, confident, working women, people much more successful in his field than he is. Hmmm, feeling threatened perhaps, mate? Then there’s Ms Long. Does she dream of being as successful a writer as Ms Cusk? The latter maintained a dignified silence throughout the recent grubby little Hatchet Job prize. But in these matters I do love the famed response to a critic that’s attributed to German composer Max Reger: ‘Sir, I am seated in the smallest room of my house. I have your review before me. In a moment it will be behind me.’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 23 March 2013)

  


  
    Baby on board


    It happened so quickly. Just recently, not one but two wake-up calls about the terrifying fragility of these tiny souls entrusted to us; the enormous freight of responsibility that’s at times almost too much to bear.


    Both involving the child who feels like he was placed on this Earth to be adored, nothing else; the medieval kissing post we’re all drawn to in wonder and shock that he’s among us in the first place, sneaking in under the goal posts with that look of utter chuff on his face.


    So. Dashing off to lunch; zippily happy, a day of high heat. The baby strapped in his car seat; car keys tossed to the front seat as they always are. His door is shut. I go to open the driver’s door as I’ve always done, a mindless ritual of motherhood. But … lockdown. What? The car garlanded with all its fancy electronics has stubbornly sealed off every door to me. With the baby inside. The windows are firmly shut. In a dark-coloured vehicle that’s been baking, viciously, all morning.


    I didn’t have long. The air inside was thickly hot. I couldn’t get into my locked house. My neighbour rang the police and roadside assistance; the car was frantically hosed. The precious babe was getting increasingly redder in his cocoon of death, sweat beading his tiny face. OK, yes, I’m crying now as I write this – the minutes ticking, too long; the ghastly memory of it all.


    The police screamed down the street, two roadside assistance vehicles not far behind. They worked swiftly, with little talk; they’d done this before. Their urgent ballet involved tiny blow-up pillows swiftly inserted between all windows to let oxygen in but it still took excruciatingly long; these newfangled cars are buggers to break into. Eventually they hooked the keys with a metal rod and with sheer force bent the metal window frame to get the keys out. A minute more and they’d have smashed the glass. Jago’s saviour was a milk bottle I’d shoved into his hands.


    And the little man himself? Smiling, gurgling, through the entire drama. That’s the fourth child for you – he’d never had so much attention in his life. How had it happened? Still don’t know. The rescuer shook his head despairingly. ‘I tell you, the locking systems on these fancy new cars.’ If they go wrong, they go catastrophically wrong.


    And just a week earlier: arriving home to a babysitter in a house whose power had bizarrely shorted. Once again at the mercy of a fiddly new electronic world suffering catastrophic failure. Our fancy communications system means the phone and internet are all connected electronically and yes, I’m the last person on Earth without a mobile (this will change). So I couldn’t ring out. Once again, my goddess neighbour to the rescue. The emergency electrician flummoxed. A methodical check of every power point revealed the culprit: a power board behind an armchair with a cord that had been chewed through. By a puppy who’s followed religiously by his adoring, tumbling, giggling little mate. It’s a wonder the baby was still alive, let alone the dog. There are safety switches but an adult would still get a shock if the severed cord had been touched – and a baby’s heart would’ve stopped. The electrician told me he’d attended two electrical fatalities last year involving children.


    Hold them close. Even when you’re exhausted, screaming for peace and quiet. Show, on your face, how delighted you are to see them. Always. Blogger Rachel Noble lost her beautiful Hamish in an accident six months ago – ‘every mother’s unbearable, unthinkable nightmare’. He was Jago’s age. She writes bravely, so bravely in her blog Mummy Muddles, and her words resonate for all parents. ‘Even those who haven’t lost children say they now hold their children more, and for longer. I think that’s a lovely legacy for my darling.’ Her gift to Hamish. And to us.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 30 March 2013)

  


  
    Sorry for apologising


    Walking a gaggle of kids on a well-worn path to school. A morning of hurting blue.


    ‘Severe clear,’ pilots call these skies, and the pull of that hard light is a reason why we’ve returned to this fair land; the giddying thought of it whispered under my skin for many long years in England and wouldn’t let me go. Spirits are high; this is indeed the lucky country. We pass a well-dressed, middle-aged man and his handsome boxer dog. Nod and smile, as you do; a businessman, I assume. The dog halts. Defecates. The man patiently waits, moves on. ‘Sorry,’ I gasp, disbelieving, ‘but aren’t you going to pick that up?’


    ‘You pick it up,’ he challenges. Cocky. Indifferent. Leaving the large messy mound in the path of all the kids trooping along here. Couldn’t care less. Ah, modern Australia.


    Many things are wrong with this scenario: most obviously, the all-too familiar breakdown in civility we’re witnessing increasingly now on roads, in supermarkets and carparks, on the airwaves and in our politics. That attitude of each for their own and bugger the rest. But what was also wrong was the instinctively female response, that first pathetic word from my mouth. ‘Sorry.’ Eh? In a flash my little stutter of submissiveness conveyed a certain kind of woman – and the kind of man he was instantly seized upon it with a dismissive flick of a response. In that moment I imagined him as a husband: controlling, arrogant, selfish.


    We women apologise too much. A 2010 study pointed to this fact and it’s true; it’s a lower status tic. By doing so, we devalue a powerful word’s meaning and inadvertently signal our lesser status. It’s the ingrained language of womanhood and it needs changing, as do the telling little dances around directness – ‘if I could just add …’, ‘perhaps we should …’, ‘but what do you think about …’ Why did I preface my shock with that blurt, ‘Sorry’? It was the programmed precursor to what I really wanted to say. It’s all those years of female conditioning to be nice, compliant, the peacemaker. ‘I think that constantly apologising sends a message to ourselves about who we are in the world, about what place we feel we deserve,’ says social psychologist Fiona Barlow from the University of Queensland.


    Despite that ridiculous lapse, women do, mostly, grow out of it. In our late 30s and 40s we find our voices. We’re less afraid to speak out, ruffle feathers, displease. To be the women we really are. We tend to reclaim some of that fire of early girlhood that’s gradually nibbled away by puberty, teenage years, the shock of life; the curtain of niceness that Edith Wharton says befalls all females. It’s the arc of womanhood for a lot of us.


    And it’s why Julia Gillard’s manner – regardless of her political legacy – is so instructive. She’s not an apologiser. She wilfully, blazingly, doesn’t conform to the fragrant, diminishing stereotype. This is why her demeanour is so enraging to some: females aren’t meant to be like this. Yet for certain women, younger ones in particular, she’s galvanising. It’s a way of being. A banner for how to be. The tenacious feistiness when under pressure, the determined calm, the direct, articulate voice, the refusal to play the lower status card. Perhaps that will be her legacy more than any other. She’s teaching women something. To speak up; to be the kind of woman who wouldn’t say sorry recklessly or extemporaneously, but selectively; to preserve the word’s potency.


    A postscript: After the momentary lapse, both sense and voice were reclaimed. The man was told in no uncertain terms that school kids walk daily along the sullied path.


    ‘That’s their problem,’ he said. Sigh. The whole episode a reminder to cull that word, sorry, as a meaningless, diminishing reflex. It doesn’t get you far.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 6 April 2013)

  


  
    Passed present


    Do you believe in an afterlife?


    Here’s Ann Wroe, obituaries editor of The Economist, in one of those radio interviews where the car is lingered in long after the journey’s end: ‘I just feel this very strongly from members of my own family who’ve died … I always feel that they move into a kind of relationship with us which is even closer than when they were here. And it’s a very interesting relationship and certainly very intimate. I don’t feel that the dead have gone at all, I’ve never felt this; I feel they’re at another stage and having another life with new adventures in it which is really very exciting. I also felt when two old people died very recently that they were moving on consciously, that they felt they were in some more interesting realm and they’d lost interest in the world itself; they were not interested in Earth life anymore, there was something more they were going to …’


    A man I loved was killed in an accident several decades ago. I felt skinned by grief. My world was a howl. But shortly afterwards, in the thick of the rawness, something challenged all my rational beliefs. I was lying on my stomach on the couch, my face resting on folded arms, when suddenly, vividly, I felt his presence. Utterly calm, tender, light, lying belly-down on top of me along the length of my spine. It was a moment of pure peace. A knowing swept through me; he was with me, he was alright, I didn’t have to worry about him. That fleeting haunting felt so real and even now I can feel the shock of it – that chink of a glimpse into something else. Yet I feel foolish even telling you. For my rational self tussled with the memory and rejected it: no, impossible, a trick of the imagination. A mind grasping at straws, at some kind of solace, nothing more. But how the brain can deceive so convincingly! Similar moments persisted for several months afterwards – in some wistful, lovely, tender lingering – and then he was gone. Just like that. Lost to me. But I was at peace, for it felt like he had vanished of his own volition. Yet with others close to me who’ve died – my grandparents, for example – I’ve felt no persistence, reluctance, energy; they’re utterly gone.


    A friend brought it all back in a recent missive about the death of her dog: ‘Everywhere I go I seem to see Monty, but oddly, it doesn’t feel as though he’s there. When Dad died, my sister and I both felt he was “around” for several days, then subsequently he was very often “with us” – but Monty seemed to depart instantly. No lingering presence, no complicated emotions …’ It’s not just after death that the presence of life seems to linger; the cycle seems to start before birth. Each of my own babies seemed so fully formed and present as a person, a soul; fresh from the womb. As if they’d been inhabited by an older consciousness, some imprint of another in there. This wondrous sense of completeness and freshness persisted for months, then faded.


    What is it with us fragile, vulnerable, deeply alone inhabitants of this Earth? How urgently, irrefutably, we crave certainty in terms of a continuum of life in some form. A knowing. With our organised religions the concept of an afterlife feels like an ingeniously insidious idea, a big con, the great man-made construct that ropes us in and binds us to servitude. Yet are religions trying to explain a mystery of life and the mind similar to what happened to me, once, whether it’s imagination or something else? The question: whether to believe in that abrupt nothingness, à la Kerry Packer’s famous declaration after almost dying on the polo field, or the idea of a journey more wondrous and peace-filled than anything ever before experienced? I know which one I want to believe.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 13 April 2013)

  


  
    Out of control


    ‘Life should be touched, not strangled,’ declared the late, great Ray Bradbury; and it’s particularly apt in this hand-held age of micro-managed parenting.


    Why is it so hard for our modern generation to relinquish control of its offspring – to trust?


    The NSW Teachers’ Federation has pleaded with parents to back off. It says a minority of them are creating chaos. Turning up uninvited during school hours. Doorstopping teachers in class. Yelling, bullying, even physically assaulting. ‘They can be difficult, aggressive and they can challenge and undermine the authority of principals and teachers through their actions,’ says the federation’s deputy president, Gary Zadkovich.


    From various mums recently, there’s been a familiar refrain: ‘I went mad.’ With it comes a chill of recognition, for I’ve almost tipped over the edge myself once or twice. I’m none too proud of those moments when you’re consumingly tangled up in the minutiae of your child’s world. I am less that way now, mercifully; too many kids, too busy, no time to hover obsessively. And I just don’t enjoy the stewing of the mummy-madness, when you’re held hostage over some perceived unfairness, real or imagined. Nup, not my better self. Removed, sleepless, anxious, an outlier in your own lonely orbit.


    Parenting experts blame this obsessive new way of parenting on smaller families, which leads to increased expectations of the child. Higher anxiety about results. Older, vocal mothers used to getting their way in the workplace and translating that to the classroom. And then a hazier reason: a child psychologist and a psychiatrist I interviewed last year mentioned, in passing, that ‘no one goes to church anymore’. Meaning, there’s no community tuning fork for standards of behaviour, which in the past led to an acceptance of authority and a sense of restraint. With our kids, we’ve never had so much freedom – and we’ve never clung on so tight.


    Recently, The Chap and I have been forced into letting go. Our eldest started high school, an institution reinforcing independence – the message aimed at parents as much as students. Brought home most brutally when yours truly delivered a forgotten gym kit to his school. The look from various gatekeepers said: what are you doing here? Ah yes, what was that about the greatest gift we can give our kids is not making it too easy for them? The child has to gain independence, of course, but so does the adult. Is excessive pruning really of benefit? We need to let them grow wilder, freer, to make mistakes, yes; but to flourish how they want to and bloom in unexpected ways. High school’s been a vast process of relinquishing, and as a result The Chap and I have watched a young man flowering, deepening, before our eyes. It’s beautiful, moving. Liberating. For all of us.


    He’s also forcing me to let go through, er, the sheer embarrassment of having me around. He’s going to birthday parties with new friends; I’m eager to meet new parents. Am I let out of the car? Most reluctantly. Surely I’m not that excruciating? Oh yes. God forbid if I actually talk to someone. The Chap is included in this zone of mortification. (OK, we’re thinking the kid may have a point. We’re starting to resemble each other – same glasses frames, same perplexed faces at the YouTube videos the young watch. As a couple we’re becoming one, like dogs that start resembling their owners. Basically, sigh, just a big, amorphous mass of embarrassment to the teenage sensibility.)


    So. Letting go. He has; we have to. What I’ve learnt: calm is impossible if you want to control another – because their will is like an eel, constantly slipping from your grasp. And letting go isn’t always a sign of weakness but its opposite, strength. You’re releasing the other person, but more importantly, yourself.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 20 April 2013)

  


  
    Get a handle on these


    The joy of Aussie nicknames!


    A column suggested, after pieces last year on classic and disappearing sayings, by a fair few readers who kindly threw in their two bobs’ worth to get me started. Most deliciously, an old stevedoring manager from Brisbane who got the ball rolling: ‘There was a wharfie known as Ghost because he clocked on and clocked off, but was never seen in between. Another was called London Fog – because he was never known to lift.’


    Brilliant. My own nicknames through life?


    Excruciating. And a reminder that they’re usually not decided by the subject. I will say, though, that Scottish people tend to call me Archie. Why? I’ll explain at the end of this column – but first, a plethora of delicious Aussie nicknames to giggle through. So back to you, my dear and generous readers:


    ‘Got a mate named Glen. Someone called him Glen 20 once [after the disinfectant]. Now he’s known as 20; even his parents call him 20.’


    ‘I worked with a woman who supposedly shared her love/lust. She was prematurely grey, and earned the nickname Taxi because of her silver top (synonymous with the taxi company) and her flag-fall which was about three glasses of chardonnay.’


    ‘A mate at work is five foot nothing. Nickname is One Ball – ’cause they reckon that’s all his old man used to make him.’


    OK, some of these monikers are incredibly cheeky and borderline iffy, but hey, I’m ripe for a laugh. What I also love is that distinctly Aussie tone in a lot of the telling. You can just hear it. The dry humour, the flat delivery, the curl of a smile at a bar. Bill Hunter talking perhaps, Bob Hawke when he’s had one too many. So, off we go again …


    Snuggler/Kimbie: a gentleman full of what nappies collect. ASIO: someone who’s always saying, ‘Don’t tell anybody but …’ ‘Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee – two shipping company agents who planned their daily routine to arrive at a hospitable ship so as to be invited to a long lunch, pouring themselves down the gangway much later.’ Appendix: expensive to take out. Snags: because all they ever talk about is making ends ‘meat’.


    ‘A guy who worked with me was slightly tubby and his head melted into his shoulders. His nickname was Pearls, as he was neckless.’


    ‘In this little outback town where I lived there used to be this bloke called Jack. He was light fingered, so his nickname was Hydraulic, as in “Hydraulic Jack”.’


    All Bran: always up for passing a motion. Cattle Truck: someone who’s full of bull, and Barra, someone who’s always coming out with a fishy story.


    This playfulness with our language goes back to the earliest days of white settlement. Pebble referred to a convict with the hard qualities of a stone. Paper Man was a convict who’d earned a conditional pardon and had the documents to prove it. Magpies and canaries referred to the convicts wearing the black and yellow or plain yellow garments.


    Our authors also fondly embrace their nicknames, from A.B. (Banjo) Paterson to D.B.C. (Dirty But Clean) Pierre. And Archie? Something to do with a winning goal for Scotland in the ’78 World Cup, from one Archie Gemmill. That’s what blokes called me at the BBC years ago and it’s still picked up fondly by any Scot. Then an earlier – excruciating – nickname. Big breath.


    Baby Hump. Yep. Glorious, eh? The explanation was simple, pure suburban Aussie inventiveness. Gemmell = camel = hump. So the eldest brother in the family, who it all revolved around, was decreed Hump. Dad and Mum (for their sins) were Mr and Mrs Hump, and the baby of the family? You guessed it. I lived with that horrendous moniker throughout my childhood and only shook it off when we moved to the Big Smoke, far, far away from anyone who knew us.


    So, I’ve shown you mine … and yours?


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 27 April 2013)

  


  
    The power of non


    And what of those women who give up on sex – and declare it, openly?


    Sophie Fontanel, a writer for French Elle, shocked her country by announcing that she’d turned her back on the national sport. Chic, middle-aged, Left Bank-dwelling women such as her, in our highly sexualised world, aren’t meant to utter such blasphemy. The outrage caused by her book, L’envie (Desire), was splashed across the front pages of French newspapers yet all she was doing was telling it like it is – talking honestly about the waxing and waning of a woman’s sexual drive. The sin of it! Yet to me, the honesty.


    ‘I’ve been called a latent lesbian and a neurotic, frigid man-hater,’ Fontanel said. But she ‘could no longer bear being taken and shaken’, and so had retreated into the world of her imagination. She described porn as ‘terribly effective’ (she imagines an actor making love to her and it works; I’ve a friend who’s into gay porn because of the beautiful bodies on display – it also works). Fontanel declared: ‘I started my sexual life, like a lot of adolescents, with a mad desire to make love … It was disappointing.’ She added: ‘I ended up feeling as though I’d been conned.’ So she turned her back on ‘sexual banality’ indefinitely – and became a national sensation. ‘They say … I didn’t have a choice because nobody wanted to make love with me, or that I hate men. But expecting beautiful rather than mediocre things from men is the opposite of hating them.’


    It’s not that women want no sex – just better sex. Transcendent sex. The way we want it. And if we can’t get it, why bother, when we’re older especially. Why persist with something that can be, er, deflating, hurting, monotonous, clumsy? Some of us do. Especially when we’re younger, when we haven’t found a voice to say, ‘Actually, I didn’t like that.’ Or, ‘It did nothing for me.’ Fontanel’s cri de coeur was for French men to lift their game, which is why it was greeted with such outrage. Imagine if more women went on strike, so to speak, because what they were getting wasn’t transporting enough?


    Yet in this post-Fifty Shades era we’re flooded, of course, with a brazen new openness. Everyone’s seemingly doing it – in increasingly bold ways. In London the young royals and A-list celebs are regularly papped emerging from The Box, a Soho burlesque bar of ebullient sexual explicitness. Where does it all go from here? The clipped and Brazilianed ladies of many book clubs across the nation have all read Fifty Shades and now discuss bondage and belts when once it was Picoult and Proulx. The voracious devouring of these texts feels revolutionary in terms of women’s reading: the dawn of a new age of … what? Could it possibly be that this new decadence, effulgence, represents a tipping point? What on Earth follows? A flinch into extreme conservatism, perhaps, a vast reining back; or a return to a more natural way, with how our bodies look and what we do with them? It remains to be seen.


    Meanwhile, there’s the real shock of a Sophie Fontanel. (And I still remember the astonishment of Ita Buttrose declaring herself a radical celibate all those years ago.) Good on them for their audacious honesty. They’ve dared to be ‘other’, openly. To coexist boldly with difference takes enormous courage – whether that’s with being celibate, or openly religious, gay, or whatever. Often being out and proud about your difference just means being more honest with yourself, and living a more grounded life because of it. I salute that. The courage of honesty outrages, repels, fascinates; but most of all, connects. There’s a power to it. Yes, Sophie Fontanel insulted, but she resonated with a lot of people too – they just weren’t so noisy about it.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 4 May 2013)

  


  
    Reign of the tutors


    As a nation, we’re not there yet – but heading that way. With tutors. For our high school students, our uni students, our primary students (especially in their Naplan and high-school entrance exam years) and even, dispiritingly, with our kindergarten kids.


    It’s a big industry in England. We pulled out just as our eldest was heading along the path of his Eleven Plus entrance exams, when he was surrounded by mates deprived of several years of their childhood because of the gruelling examination treadmill. The stress we witnessed was enormous. Anxiety rashes on cheeks – parents’ as well as kids’. Mothers declaring ‘he hated me’ of their child, stories of them chasing their kids around the back garden with practice exam papers. ‘It’s child abuse,’ declared one harried mother.


    The top UK tutors are Oxbridge graduates and they can command up to $1500 an hour among the super wealthy who want their kids to get into top universities. Some tutors have waiting lists of a year. Some have turned evening jobs into full-time professions. Nursery tutoring – to prepare four-year-olds for primary school – can cost up to $360 an hour. In New York and Hong Kong, there are tutors who’ve attained celebrity status; their faces are plastered on billboards. This is the international world that Aussie kids are competing with, and it’s with a sinking heart I say that in some parts of our major cities we’re doing our best to catch up.


    What I hear around me: that ‘most’ of the private school kids are tutored, on top of their parents paying stratospheric school fees. One mum informed her child’s teacher of a new tutoring regime and was told ‘good’, because a bit of extra help may boost the school’s precious Naplan ranking. At least two private schools I know of gave past Naplan tests to their students for homework during the recent holidays – this certainly didn’t happen in my primary-aged kid’s state school. How do those children compete in such an environment?


    Anxiety is like a disease. If you hear others are being tutored, you think, hang on, should my kids also? Am I doing mine a disservice by not having them tutored? As a parent, you just want a level playing field; want your kid to feel like they’re keeping up. These things aren’t cheap. It’s a grey area, a dirty little school-gate secret. I know one thing: I was dux of my primary and high schools but would never come close to achieving that in this new environment. The system’s utterly different now. The tutored child is getting the accolades; is taught ‘exam technique’, often in after-school coaching colleges as well as having their personal tutor. It’s preparing them mentally and psychologically for crucial exams, boosting their confidence and giving them an edge over their peers. I see it. I think it’s a huge shame. But it’s the system now.


    From the teacher’s perspective, many will say they don’t like tutoring because they don’t know what’s being taught beyond the classroom; because it may be different to how they’re teaching; because of the added anxiety placed upon the student; and because the tutored child – the rote learner – is ‘boring’ to teach. Increasingly, I’m hearing that qualities like innovation and eccentricity and individuality and lateral thinking are valued – entrance officers at some elite institutions are not just looking at academic success, but how likely the student is to attain success beyond their years of education.


    Paul Tough wrote in a New York Times article about educators observing that ‘students who persisted in college were not necessarily the ones who had excelled academically … They were the ones with exceptional character strengths, like optimism and persistence and social intelligence’. Personally, I think the key to success is drive. Tenacity. The will to succeed, a killer instinct in terms of competitiveness. And those things are hard – perhaps impossible – to teach.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 11 May 2013)

  


  
    Country comfort


    A French friend, in Australia for over a decade now, describes the expat experience as avoir le cul entre deux chaises. Meaning, you’re sitting between two stools – that are slowly pulling apart from under you.


    He’s not entirely comfortable in either world now, and the feeling’s intensifying the longer he’s removed from his homeland. It’s a familiar conversation of restlessness and wonder had with many expat friends throughout the English years of exile. The central question being: when do you go home? Do you? Do you stay and die in a land not your own, that’s not deep in your blood and your bones? That, for me, was the clincher.


    We had the luxury of choice. Imagine no power over that decision; feeling increasingly that you’re perched on two stools gradually drawing apart. Then again, if you didn’t have choice, perhaps you wouldn’t feel the eternal restlessness but make the best of what you had. Uncertainty is incredibly destabilising, corrosive – in any context. It utterly blighted my last years in Britain. I turned into someone else. Despair is fuelled by an inability to control a situation and around the age of 40, I broke. The Chap wanted to stay in the playground of Europe but the lure of that tall, hurting, southern sky sun sang me home like a siren call. I was screaming inside for the WD-40 of light. Felt I had no say anymore in what our future, my future, should be. Depression skulked in the corners of my days, blaring me awake at 3am. Because I wasn’t living the life I wanted to, the self-created life. The loss of control, of autonomy, ate away at me. Then one extraordinary day, after the nagging finally stopped (funnily enough), The Chap said he wanted home, too. It was time.


    We’ve been back two years. Miss the great roar of London, that feeling of being firmly at the centre of the world as opposed to on its edge. Miss the mates, the eccentricity, the daffs and high ceilings and sunbathing on grass, the collected volumes of Shakespeare in kitchens alongside cookery books, the vigour of the shops, Radio 4’s Thought for the Day, the wonder of snow. Miss the sheer crush of London’s myriad peoples, its great jostling, competitive cram of newspapers, creativity, thought. It felt like all the world was in that place. In comparison, even Australia’s largest cities seem like big country towns. Sparse. Parochial. Judgmental. Consumed by small-town trivialities as opposed to the vivid breadth of life out there, somewhere else. And Australians have become a bewildering nation of Chicken Littles screeching that the sky’s falling in – in terms of immigration, in terms of the economy. Yet arrival numbers are minuscule compared to the US and Europe, and Australia has a coveted AAA credit rating, one of only eight countries granted that top accolade by all three global ratings agencies. We have tremendous economic good fortune compared to most of the rest of the world right now, yet just do not see it.


    Will The Chap and I return to England? An ache for quietness, stillness, an ache for a place to rest: that’s what the idea of home represents. And despite the chafing, I feel restored here, whereas once I felt caged. The sight of a mature ghost gum – its velvety paleness – lifts my heart with gladness. It’s everything I want. I don’t have to be anyone else here, don’t have to put on a performance as an Aussie, as an ‘other’; I can just be myself. There was always that frisson of ‘difference’ over there, with friends, colleagues, neighbours, and this never changed. Perhaps my French mate feels that here. Life, as an expat, is an eternal performance. Now it is not. And there’s one thing in this country I never had in England, no matter how exhilarating it was. It will keep me in Australia forever now. It is a quietness of the soul.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 18 May 2013)

  


  
    Love me tender


    It’s an uneasy bedfellow for that most leonine of words: masculinity.


    It shouldn’t be. Because the combination of the two qualities is arresting. It’s a word that this modern world seems to give short shrift to. We shouldn’t. The audacious new pope has made it an early tenet of his rule, as if we all need a healthy dose of it in this stressed, snippy world. To right ourselves. Realign, repair. The word is tenderness. ‘Do not be afraid to be tender!’ Pope Francis declared in his first official sermon.


    Tenderness was, in fact, the original title of D.H. Lawrence’s depth charge of a novel, Lady Chatterley’s Lover. A celebration of that most gentle and generous of words is at its core. Lady Chatterley, in a seminal moment, explains to her lover, Mellors, what’s so striking about him; what lifts him above and beyond any other man. ‘Shall I tell you what you have that other men don’t have, and that will make the future … it’s the courage of your own tenderness, that’s what it is.’ Her high-born husband, Clifford, has an utter absence of it. He sits with his coterie of men, philosophising about sex – and in the process deadening it. Nothing is instinctive, warm, spontaneous; nothing deeply felt. The book is about two people awakening – through mutual tenderness – from previous sexual experiences that have chipped away at them, dulled them. And the word is about so much more than mere sex. It denotes a way of being: instinctive, loving, unafraid.


    Why do so many men feel they have to mask their tenderness? To me it’s associated with strength, compassion, confidence: the movingly well-rounded male. And sex anointed by tenderness, well, that’s the best type of all. The word is spiritual, earthy, deeply biological. What’s one of the most alluring images of a man? The sight of him cradling a baby. It goes to the heart of the biological instinct. That combination of virility and tenderness is intensely erotic, potent. Maya Angelou: ‘The quality of strength lined with tenderness is an unbeatable combination.’


    Mellors rages against the world of 1920s England because he thinks it’s been leached of all tenderness. He begs for warm-heartedness. Tells his Connie that he believes in ‘being warm-hearted. I believe especially in being warm-hearted in love, in f..king with a warm heart. I believe if men could f..k with warm hearts, and the women take it warm-heartedly, everything would come all right. It’s all this cold-hearted f..king that is death and idiocy’. His words are just as relevant today. My just-published novel, I Take You, is a modern version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, and it has the pursuit of tenderness at its core.


    Recently a reader, Rowena Parkes, emailed. In her 80s, with a wealth of experience, she’s also interested in tenderness – and how we nurture it in our men. ‘Real love, as an expression of the sexual act, requires, I feel, gentleness and tenderness more than anything else,’ she wrote. ‘Oh, people can have great orgasms with all the raunchy books that are written these days, but is that an expression of love? I don’t think so. If we women want transcendent sexual experiences, then teach our children gentleness and tenderness first and foremost. Particularly our little boys. As small children, boys can be more sensitive and gentle than girls, but then we teach them to be big and strong, to play rough and hurting games, and they quickly learn to bury these qualities. So, there you have a project for all mothers. What a revolution this could be …’


    Yes. Teach our boys the courage of their tenderness and they’ll only benefit as adults – as will the women around them. As John Ruskin said: ‘The first universal characteristic of all great art is tenderness, as the second is truth. I find this more and more every day: an infinitude of tenderness is the chief gift and inheritance of all the truly great men.’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 25 May 2013)

  


  
    Paradise found


    Driving along the Gold Coast Highway, the car shaded by the thrusting needles of skyscrapers reaching into the vast, exhilarating blue, I’m thinking of G.K. Chesterton’s words: ‘Nowhere on Earth does an Englishman feel so much a foreigner as in the United States.’


    And nowhere does an Australian feel so much a foreigner in their own land than here, this paean to removal, loosening, escape. Don’t we all exhale when entering Surfers? Imagine living permanently in that glittering circuit-breaker. In fact, I never imagined anyone actually dwelling within this world. Like Vegas, the place is more symbol, escape, monument to hedonism – and control. Over mangrove swamps, wetlands, coastal dunes, erosion, sharks. A construct so artificial that its name – the Gold Coast – was dreamed up by developers in the 1940s. Nature’s constantly being fought here: tamed, reconstructed. And baby, look at you now.


    As Auden wrote, also of America: ‘[It] is the only country for an introvert writer like myself. It isn’t a place, the people aren’t really people.’ You can’t imagine this sprawl of hotels and theme parks and petrol stations as a place of bookshelves, Radio National earnestness; can’t imagine kitchen table conversations like those you find in Melbourne. You envisage kitchens built for microwaves in those looming needles; gleaming espresso machines but no real coffee shops on the shadowed streets.


    And yet, and yet. At the airport, the front page of the local paper shouts a story about … libraries. How often does that happen?


    Gold Coast libraries are Queensland’s most popular; half the residents have a library card and there’s concern they might have to start paying for it. It’s a juxtaposition that instantly resets a ridiculously narrow perspective and as we turn off the highway and chance upon the euphoric sight of the beach – gasp at the sheer beauty of it, as far as the eye can see – well, I’m ready to be recalibrated.


    It’s our duty as parents to teach our kids about the beauty of this world, to wake them up to its wonder. I don’t want to see that childhood stance of the modern age – head bowed before a screen – because it’s infinitely depressing to see it in a kid.


    Especially your own. Yes, we’re guilty of it; the iPad’s too convenient a babysitter.


    Yet even in this most naturally ravishing of places, it’s easy to turn away from nature as the children are swallowed by the garish blast of the theme parks. So many of us don’t know how to connect with what’s natural anymore; have my kids well and truly lost it, here, in this place?


    I turn to my friend Rosey Jones, who describes herself as ‘just a mum’ but is so much more than that. A woman of questing, roaring intelligence, she emails me about the Surfers Paradise of her youth: ‘I had the most fantastic childhood. Beautiful, beachy, bushy, wild. In our boat we’d zoom above stingrays flying under water over the sand. We’d roll down mountainous dunes, bounce in low branches of tea-trees. We’d step strategically across sandbanks to avoid crushing parade upon parade of soldier crabs. We’d jump in the back of the neighbour’s ute, the turbulent air whipping sand into our eyes, and drive to the crazy dangerous surf; the only safe spot out the back, well past the breakers. We’d have a day in the hinterland and swim in freezing mountain streams, hear whip birds and see goannas; leeches and ticks and portly, complacent pademelons. Surfers Paradise was a three-block strip of wonder back then. All my stuff is still there … a bit further out, harder to find. Walk under the whispering lazy casuarinas for me.’ Oh I do. And when my son, Ollie, is asked what his favourite bit of the trip has been, he replies: ‘Rolling down the sand dunes in front of the hotel.’ There’s hope for the lad yet.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 1 June 2013)

  


  
    Sanity on the line


    Today’s missive carries a health warning: reading it will induce stress. Do not do so if you are feeling at all anxious. For it’s about a certain mode of 21st-century living that seems determined to quash any attempts at simplicity and stillness. How? Let me count the ways …


    The little catch of anxiety every time the phone rings. Why? Because we have wireless handsets that should be resting snug in their cradles but are invariably lost under a pile of something somewhere. The familiar ring.


    The frantic muttering. ‘Where’s the phone, where’s the phone?’ The mad dash to every conceivable black spot and just as a device is blessedly found – jammed into the toy box or next to the half-sorted washing – the caller’s rung off. Without leaving a message. Who were you? Come back! A stress of modern life, among the many stresses of modern life …


    Another: A tangle of chargers plumps out an entire drawer – a receptacle that never seems to contain the crucial one that’s needed. Thus our life is overrun by chargers we can neither throw out nor find; we have more chargers than actual devices. Then there’s the flinch of annoyance when the baby’s nappy is changed and a single wipe is tugged with one hand and pop! Up comes a meaty clump of five, when all that’s needed is one. We’re trying to be sensible, frugal here. I’m sure someone in the company is gleefully cackling away as the dastardly packet of infuriation they invented causes the hapless consumer to use up the product far quicker than expected and needs to buy more, more, evermore.


    Then there’s printer ink. Oh, don’t get me started. Our cartridges are replaced, often, at enormous expense. Soon after – distressingly soon after – they’re empty. Once righted, the finicky printer needs to ‘realign’ – print out its coloured squares just to ‘test’ that everything’s OK. Stop! Stop! Because the more the machine does its fancy testing, the less I’m getting out of the precious cartridge.


    I read recently that printer ink is now more expensive than vintage Champagne and Chanel No. 5, that over the past 10 years manufacturers have not only cut the amount of ink inside their cartridges but have made it as trying as possible to buy recycled ones. That it’s the business model for our age: sell consumers an initial product cheaply but then force them back, over and over again, for ridiculously pricey accessories with limited life spans. Genius! Are you stressed yet?


    I’ve also read that using headache pills too much causes, well, what do you think? Headaches. That a lot of cough mixtures do not work very well. That the excessive use of anti-dandruff shampoos may cause … dandruff. That Ted Hughes blamed Sylvia Plath’s use of antidepressants for her suicide. And how do I battle the sneaking suspicion that the cream I’m piling on my daughter’s eczema could actually, possibly, be prolonging the situation? Easy. We finally stopped using all lotions and potions. Her eczema cleared of its own accord and has never come back.


    Then, just the other day, a shop was stumbled upon that sells remakes of retro phones – with cords. How extraordinarily old-fashioned. My belief is that the only way to navigate a way through the frenetic pace of modern life is to eliminate as many sources of stress as possible – thus three phones, with precious cords, were duly purchased. Whenever the phone now rings we may not be able to wander around the house yakking away, but at least we know exactly where the device will be. The bliss of certainty. The relief of it.


    I’m now eyeing off our three typewriters gathering dust. Cormac McCarthy, Will Self and Paul Auster still write on theirs. If it stops the endless, distracted flicking through the internet while working – if it enforces stillness, contemplation, quiet – the leap may well be made.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 8 June 2013)

  


  
    Thanks for the monikers


    And so again to Aussie nicknames, that most venerable of dinkum traditions.


    The ingenious monikers have been pouring in, all in response to a column on a grand national pastime that I hoped wasn’t dying out. Oh no, not from this lot, and the thousands more that pinged into my inbox all jostling for an airing (another column to come, I’m sure). To all the wonderful contributors – thank you for the joy.


    Blister: he’d always turn up after the work was done. Hub cap: hangs around with all the big wheels. Wheelbarrow: slow to move and hard to push around. Landslide: always sloping off. Shade hunter: avoids work whenever he can. Cyclone: he’s a slow-moving depression. Seal pup: you just want to club him to death. Suitcase: a bloke who had to be regularly carried home from the nightclubs. Moth: found asleep in a cupboard after a big night out. Moses: every time he opens his mouth, the bull rushes. Mudguard: shiny on top, shit underneath (anyone bald and considered brainless). Ankles or Sandals: ‘Because that’s all you can see sticking out of the boss’s arse.’


    ‘One of the kids at my rural school was nicknamed Corker. Years later, Corker’s mum confessed that the name came from when she had him after seven daughters, and she was very pleased and very determined not to have another – so she “put the cork in”.’ ‘My father called me Maggot, as in maggot on a chop, couldn’t keep still.’ ‘My dad called me Lucy. Apparently, my knickers had a habit of falling down – hence, Lucy Lastic. Once I hit adolescence my dad ensured my knickers (and the elastic therein) were of the highest quality!’ ‘My husband calls me Resident, short for Resident Evil …’


    ‘The coach of a junior sporting team is so bad he’s nicknamed Minibus – only half a coach.’ ‘A teacher – a balding man with a comb-over – was called Greyhound, because “he makes a little hair go a long way”.’


    ‘I played footy with a bloke missing his left forefinger. His nickname? Clock. He had a big hand and a little hand.’


    ‘We have a store here that’s part of the Mitre10 group. Customers reckon they can only ever find about half of the things they’re looking for, so it’s been nicknamed Mitre5.’


    ‘A boss was known as Westie or Westpac, because he worked “bank time”. In public-service speak, that’s a flexible working hours arrangement that if unethically manipulated can have the perpetrator “working” when no one’s around, and taking time off when everyone is …’


    ‘The absolute king of nicknames was a lad on the New Parliament House site. I was organising the lifting of some heavy equipment, and there was a forklift nearby but no driver. I asked some brickies if they knew where the driver was. “He’s having a cuppa. Just call out for Dog Shit and he’ll come,” they told me.


    ‘I’m a bit averse to calling anyone by that term. They cracked up laughing and one of them yelled out, “Hey Dog Shit, there’s a man here needs a lift.” A fine-looking young fellow with the title Dog Shit on his safety helmet came and moved the item into place, with considerable skill. I asked him what the score was. A big smile cracked his face. “Our boss is a real bastard,” he said. “Like, smoko is from 10 to 10 past and if we work a few minutes longer finishing a job off and get in a bit late, he still makes us get out of the smoko hut at 10 past. His office is next door and we can hear him shouting at the foreman, ‘Go and get those dog shits out of there!’ We had a stop-work meeting recently over a log of claims. I threw in a new one – treat the workers with more respect; no more referring to us as dog shits. Now everybody on site calls me Dog Shit – except him. He has to call me Barry!”’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 15 June 2013)

  


  
    Voices from the past


    ‘For last year’s words belong to last year’s language/ And next year’s words await another voice.’ – T.S. Eliot, Four Quartets


    And so to the AFL’s Adam Goodes and the recent words flung at him. Last year’s words, last year’s language. Last year’s world. That’s what it feels like. The old, stale, dispiriting Australia, calcified by racial prejudice. Where the perpetrator of the second racist transgression against Goodes – in my eyes much more stained than the first, from a teenage girl, by dint of age and experience – is enfolded back into his cosy little existence with neither censure nor sanction from peers.


    The affront slides, excuses are made, there’s the slightest of raps on the knuckles in the form of an educational course and all is forgotten, forgiven, as life goes smoothly on. ‘She’ll be right, mate, it’s Eddie. Slip of the tongue …’ No. It was more than that. It was dialogue sustained over several blokey, jokey sentences discussing the musical King Kong. As my 11-year-old son said, ‘But it’s Adam Goodes. He’s my favourite, the best. He’s freak.’ (Schoolyard slang for ‘beyond awesome’.) His shock was palpable. From a child’s perspective, this player is a hero. My boy doesn’t see skin colour, race; just an extraordinary player of great dignity. To him the whole episode is bewildering, full of the compromises and complexities of adults. I was in England when the storm broke, and if a man of Eddie McGuire’s stature had said it over there, or in the US, he’d no longer be in his job. In those places the culture has shifted. Not here, apparently.


    Silence and voice. There are some (notably far right) commentators who believe Goodes was at fault for actually speaking out, pointing to the girl who called him ‘ape’; they accuse him of flurrying up a witch hunt against an innocent teenager. These people bleat that she’s in fact the real victim; that Eddie’s gaffe was just a bit of silliness. Pardon? This dismissive attitude – to just bear it, in silence – is the stance that allows bullies to keep haranguing, misogynists to keep denigrating, priests to keep sexually abusing. As Cardinal George Pell attempted to explain recently concerning the years of sexual abuse by men under his control – it’s about a culture of damaging silence. ‘I’ve sometimes said, if we’d been gossips, which we weren’t, and we had said to one another about the problems that were there, we would have realised earlier just how widespread this awful business was.’


    Yet the world now – on the airwaves, on social media – feels like a tumult, a torrent, of voice. The establishment, the hegemony, the orthodox is constantly being challenged. This new era has a plethora of voices calling people to account like never before, changing the discourse, exposing rottenness to a blinding light, illuminating, cauterising. It’s also an era when our indigenous artists are blazing a trail on the world artistic stage. Gurrumul with his music – what other Australian singer is as fresh and visionary, as excitedly lauded? Lena Nyadbi with her astonishingly beautiful Barramundi Scales on the roof terrace of Paris’s Musée du quai Branly. Let’s face it, our indigenous artists are the only Australian painters that compete on a global scale in terms of audacity, intrigue, wonder; that captivate internationally. They’ve made it.


    The saga involving Adam Goodes says a lot about how far we’ve come as a nation; about a section of Australia that’s woefully stuck with last year’s words, attitudes. Something is out of tune here, still. Speaking out takes unflinching courage and I salute Goodes for that. Because the easy way is silence. The only way to engineer change is by using your voice – to help others as well as yourself. As Margaret Atwood said: ‘A voice is a human gift; it should be cherished and used … Powerlessness and silence go together.’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 22 June 2013)

  


  
    A nation’s shame


    So this is what we’ve come to.


    A friend was recently commenting on her young daughter – a natural leader, bright, eloquent, brimming with promise. ‘If she wanted to be Prime Minister, I’m not sure I’d want her to.’ A pause. ‘What she’d have to endure …’ This from a woman hugely successful in her own right, raised a feminist, yet speaking first and foremost as a mother. Do we want our shining girls to be harangued, ridiculed, mocked in sustained verbal stonings; reduced to nothing but their body parts, their genitalia openly discussed in public; to be treated so shockingly differently? Becoming PM, aiming for it, was the holy grail for my generation of women, the daughters of the tide of feminist euphoria that swept the Western world 40 years ago. ‘You can be anything,’ we were repeatedly told, ‘the world’s your oyster. Political leader, soldier, captain of industry, crusader, whatever you want. Blaze the trail.’ And now this. The reality.


    Australia. The Gillard era. Just before I moved back, nine months into her prime ministership, I wrote in Britain’s Prospect magazine about settling into such a fresh and forward-thinking nation. That was the perspective from across the oceans; it felt like such an exhilarating, progressive time for Australia. I quoted an English expat: ‘In Australia, no one can box you into a corner unless you want to be boxed into that corner.’


    I believed it. I was wrong. Demonstrated most viciously over the past few years to women who dare to speak out, muscle into the male world, take on leadership, express opinions. My friend was speaking after that most bruising of weeks when we were served a quadruple whammy of female deflation: Menugate, the Socceroos coach saying women should shut up in public, the armed forces sex scandal and broadcaster Howard Sattler’s questioning of the PM. Weighing into it was Alan Jones’ assertion that Gillard is ‘seriously in need of emotional and psychological help’. History will record him as one of the defining voices of this era. I’m ashamed. Are you?


    A lot of women felt grubbied after that ignominious week. Looked at all the vibrant girls around us and wondered what their future will be if they’re aiming for a publicly empowered life. At how hard they’ll have to fight. How unflinching they’ll have to be with their goals. How much better they’ll have to be than their male counterparts if they want to get as far as them, how extraordinarily thick their skins will have to be. Resilience? They’ll have to have it in spades.


    History will judge the Gillard era as a time of bewilderment, timidity, rage, affront. Are we satisfied with how we’ve behaved as a nation? What should be a golden era for Australian women will be one that history marks as sour, besieged, fractious. After that ignoble week Australia felt like an immature country struggling to cope with the idea of a female leader. An embarrassing time. Of bullying shock jocks. Politicians who stand by ‘ditch the witch’ signs. Men who share their crassness when it comes to Julia Gillard’s body; women with a deep seam of misogyny running through them. A general decline of civility. Of chivalry.


    Such an old-fashioned word, yes, but one needed more than ever now. Many men around us are nothing like those most vocal of haters, yet we don’t witness their example enough anymore. We should. When I think of a paragon of gracious, inspiring, corrective maleness I hark back to Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch, or the broadcaster Andrew Olle. So thank God for army chief Lieutenant-General David Morrison, who said in condemnation of the latest Defence Force scandal: ‘The standard you walk past is the standard you accept.’ What a breath of fresh air. More like him, please.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 29 June 2013)

  


  
    The time is ripe


    Any of the following sound vaguely familiar? Groaning when bending. Not enjoying noisy pubs. Not being able to indulge in more than a glass or two of wine because it just wallops the body the next day. Forgetting people’s names. Struggling to turn on the blasted TV or DVD player.


    Misplacing the wallet and keys, er, again. Taking an undue interest in gardening. Comfortable shoes. Kid-free holidays. Thinking all those authority figures – doctors, teachers, police officers – are now ridiculously younger than you. Losing your hair in some places, yet hang on, it’s sprouting obscenely in others. Driving extremely slowly; not realising. Loving a nap – ah, the joy of the afternoon nap. Preferring an evening in than a night on the town, and the bliss of relief when something’s cancelled. (Going out more than one night a week now makes me slightly hysterical. Once a month would be fine, actually.)


    If some of these ring a bell, then welcome to that vast adventure called ageing (with thanks to a recent survey from UK insurance company Engage Mutual on the top 50 indicators that you’re getting on).


    Should we feel trepidation about all this creaking and groaning? As the body slows, thickens, splutters and surrenders to its sudden weaknesses, it feels like a great shifting of the cogs of life into a settling. And that’s no bad thing, surely. That need to distil, simplify, shed burdens and stresses as life, by necessity, becomes stiller. More sure-footed.


    Coupled with this, let’s champion a sense of ludic. Laughter, silliness, fun. To keep us young. The Chap and I both recognised this most underrated of qualities recently after two years of long hard labour, when weary middle age clashed spectacularly with a baby’s arrival. The result? We’re buggered. Absolutely. In fact, the dream is of some non-life-threatening ailment putting one in hospital for a week, just to be able to rest, absolved of all responsibilities, requests, washing piles and worries. Because I’m clinging on by my fingernails here, with motherhood most of all. (To wit, a daughter recently sent to school minus shirt under tunic, with strict instructions not to take jacket off and reveal bizarre attire – because no whites had been washed in time. Yup, Mum caught short again. And jacket off by lunchtime with a great amount of giggles, and yes, ludic. Sigh.) Within the exhausting tumult of modern living came a regretful shortness, grumpiness; none more so than with the beleaguered partner. Not good. We weren’t laughing enough, in fact at all. But as the baby turns two and the bliss of a childcare place finally beckons, life is turning; we’re gravitating towards an unspoken correcting. Cracking ourselves open again into silliness, pet names, fun. Reminding us of the people we once were. Isn’t a lightening, a loosening, part of the grand cycle of life? As George Bernard Shaw said, ‘You don’t stop laughing when you grow old, you grow old when you stop laughing.’


    Ageing is about growth, a ripening. I love those older men with a vast accumulation of living, good living, in their faces: men of great appetite, with a cackly appreciation of the variety and wonder of this Earth. Who laugh, deep from their bellies – they’ve not forgotten their sense of ludic. Nor that essential lesson, writ large in their visage, that the question should be not what we have done with our lives but how well we have loved. They’re reaping the rewards of that. I leave you with Virginia Woolf, a snippet from Mrs Dalloway: ‘Now that one was mature then, said Peter, one could watch, one could understand, and one did not lose the power of feeling, he said. No, that is true, said Sally. She felt more deeply, more passionately, every year. It increased, he said, alas, perhaps, but one should be glad of it – it went on increasing in his experience.’


    Oh yes! Here’s to the deepening.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 13 July 2013)

  


  
    Perfectly flawed


    The striving for perfection. Do you perceive the obsessive engine that drives the high achiever as enviable – or tragic?


    A leading girls’ school in England is launching an exam where it’s impossible to get full marks, to prevent students becoming obsessed with being ‘Little Miss Perfect’. Oxford High School for Girls is introducing an online maths test with questions that become progressively harder. When the girl reaches the top of her ability she’ll face problems she can’t answer, teaching her that it’s OK not to get everything, always, right.


    Helen Fraser of the Girls’ Day School Trust says the measure will help children understand that ‘being perfect is the enemy of learning’, reports Britain’s Telegraph newspaper. ‘For high-achieving girls … we need to ensure that their education helps them to become resilient, to encourage them to not be afraid to take risks and to be confident.’ What counts is what they can learn from the process: that they don’t get upset when things don’t always go their way. Because in life it won’t. They don’t want women whose lives are held hostage by fear of failure.


    Because the problem, of course, with striving for rigid perfection is that it can make you miserable in the process. And when no one around you meets your ideal of perfection – yourself included – it’s time to look at the brutalising measuring stick. A perfectionist tendency is the enemy of open-mindedness, flexibility, relaxation – and that wonderfully loosening ability to laugh at yourself. All qualities that contribute to successful interactions with others and, crucially, happiness.


    Recent profiles of the Aussie PR supremo Roxy Jacenko and the English journalist Liz Jones revealed them both to be perfectionists, but at what cost? Jones on sex, which she finds far too stressful: ‘Because I have to be perfect. The only time everything would be right would be when I’d just had a wax, just had a tan, was the right weight – which was once in a blue moon.’ Jacenko told one newspaper that a level of unpopularity is the price to pay for an uncompromising pursuit of excellence: ‘People don’t like perfectionists … I will say to you I am very, very, very obsessive. Very.’ One of her mantras: ‘“Good enough” isn’t good enough. At all.’


    Oh, I recognise it. Because the traits of a perfectionist straitjacketed my life once. Flogging novels to 60 drafts, honing articles until 4am, refusing to appear in public without a full armoury of makeup, positioning myself carefully under a bloke during lovemaking as if there were a camera watching from the ceiling – and, most tragic of all, being unable to really accept, dwell, in moments of happiness, to lie back in life and just bask.


    Motherhood was a saviour, a vast loosener; it bashed all the tightness out of me because ultimately it’s about a loss of control. You have to surrender. The extraordinary thing is, now that I’m letting things slide for sanity’s sake – happy with ‘good enough’ – my work’s stronger. More confident. There’s light within the intensity. A firmer footing in the world, more emotional resilience, the buoyancy of simple happiness – all thanks to messy, invigorating imperfection.


    Nothing is perfect. No great work of literature, no business, no relationship. Shakespeare is such a colossus because he was deeply human, with a profound understanding of human frailties, his own as well as others. It’s what makes him such a vivid humanitarian. His works are full of irritations – long-winded, repetitive in places – but they live and breathe a wondrous light. My favourite works of art are often messy and flawed and unpredictable – losing their confidence at some point, finding their footing again – but crucially, they connect. Just like the best of life. As Leonard Cohen wrote, ‘Ring the bells that still can ring / Forget your perfect offering / There is a crack in everything / That’s how the light gets in.’


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 27 July 2013)

  


  
    Still as a rock


    There are the iconic Aussie tourist spots that shrivel the heart with the shabbiness of the human response to great natural beauty – Bondi Beach, Cairns – to a point where you despair for the want of wit, daring, vision or delight in the buildings that rim their shores.


    And then there’s Yulara, at Uluru. In the land where the light hurts, where the quiet hums. Touch the Silence is the motto of the place. Are you kidding? That’s not been achieved in nigh on 13 years, when motherhood crashed so triumphantly into the serenity (in the loveliest way, of course, but still). There is no silence. Ever. There is no break. Ever. But the ridiculous aim during this trip en famille is to lose all talk, for an hour perhaps. Twenty minutes. Two? Just stop for a moment and be still. To experience the silence that’s a monumental presence here, the stillness that almost vibrates.


    I’ve lived in the Territory in the past so have never done it as a tourist; have looked down, disconnected, on the air-conditioned coaches and too-shiny four-wheel-drive rentals; mocked. But what you sneer at you’re in danger of eventually becoming, of course, which I’ve just done. Yep. The Generic Tourist-Mum trailing her gaggle of kids to boomerang and spearthrowing, Aboriginal dancing, games involving balls and tyres to improve the kids’ hunting skills, dot painting with local artists.


    It’s a whoosh of a wonderland. An experience like no other on Earth and I’d proudly direct anyone to it. It’s also a heartening model for Aboriginal integration and empowerment. Indigenous culture is front and centre, displayed beautifully, intelligently, sensitively. The local café attracts Aboriginal trainees from all over Australia and is the only place within 450 clicks where you can get a soy chai latte (one of the indigenous dancers here laughs, ‘The others call me “Uptown” because it’s my drink of choice’). The Mutitjulu community is extremely close but protected from tourist curiosity. The traditional owners, the Anangu, venture in to participate in painting workshops and use the supermarket, but what you’re seeing in the resort is Aboriginal people from all over Australia alongside hospitality workers from all over the world. Whitefellas shaking themselves clean from city life, complication; blackfellas celebrating their culture with generosity and chuff. It feels so positive. Unjaded. Heartening, amid the endless media stories of Aboriginal despair. I’m so glad my kids have witnessed it.


    Then, of course, there’s the extraordinary rustscape skirting it all. We head to a local cattle station along disappearing roads, open windows to a vaulting sky and feel a lightness bubbling through us. We’re soon slapped and streaked by red dust, river maps of ochre lines on our palms.


    We experience willy-willys and ’roos, homestead ruins, salt pans, camel skulls and cattle yards, the vehicle slipping and skittering on the sand beneath us like a thoroughbred on ice. The thrill of it all! The best holiday we’ve ever had.


    It ends with the wonder of the living, breathing rock. We round Uluru’s immensity on Harleys, a ridiculous parental indulgence due to every hire car company being completely booked out. Last-minute panic is replaced by whoops of delight and I let go of the leather-clad escort and trail arms wide in the desert air. The kids look on in astonishment from their Harley trike. Mum is young? But as I clamber up stairs afterwards, stiff and sore, Ollie remarks excitedly, ‘Hey Mum, you’ll grow miniature soon.’ Meaning: shrunken and old. Youthful euphoria dissipates.


    And the mythical silence? The astronomy tour. Stillness as we all stare in awe at a satellite moving in a stately path among its carpet of stars.


    The roar of the silence is suddenly broken by Thea. ‘Who made all these?’


    ‘How do I answer that diplomatically?’ laughs the guide.


    In this deeply spiritual place it’s a question, indeed, to ponder. ‘The only question, really,’ concludes The Chap.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 3 August 2013)

  


  
    The great unknown


    J.K. Rowling has been angry of late and rightly so.


    A partner at her London law firm told his wife’s best friend that Rowling was the writer behind the pseudonymous novel The Cuckoo’s Calling. The friend tweeted a Sunday Times columnist, who promptly passed the juicy titbit onto the paper’s arts correspondent. He put on his detective cap and the rest, as they say, is history.


    There had been ridiculous mutterings that it was all part of a grand publishing ruse, another source of immense frustration to Rowling. She didn’t want her identity unveiled, full stop. Why do established writers sometimes hide under pseudonyms? For many reasons. The weight of expectation from publishers and readers, the stress of having to deal with reviewers with agendas, the knowledge that what’s ahead for you is the dispiriting inevitability of the achievement cycle – if you’ve had great success, well, you’ll be heading for a fall next, babes. The knives were out after Harry Potter and the reviewers duly went to town with Rowling’s next novel, The Casual Vacancy, her first foray into the adult market. You can just imagine how she felt: dreaming of a next book that was free of all authorial baggage, that would be judged fairly, purely on its own merits. Working under a pseudonym gave her the licence to do this: to try something different and, frankly, to rediscover the joy in writing.


    Virginia Woolf described anonymity as a refuge for women writers – working beyond the constraints of a public persona can be wondrously liberating. I know, because the Woolfian refuge was entered with The Bride Stripped Bare. For all the above reasons. The fourth novel just wasn’t singing in any way as I began the writing, fully expecting my name on the cover. It was like wading through thigh-high mud. So careful, cautious, censoring myself too severely; and deadening the project in the process. Several months in, reading Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own inspired a banishment of the pesky author persona entirely and I was freed, in the most exhilarating way. To say whatever I wanted, without judgment; to try something new and audacious; to flirt with a fresh genre; to experiment with tense and form in what I thought was a deeply non-commercial way. Writing felt exciting again, and it hadn’t for years as storytelling’s joy leached away under worries over deadlines and reviews and advances. I cared too much. Dreamed of being absolved of the weight of that caring; to create a novel that was a cleanskin, untainted by the authorial persona. Every book apart from your first is stained by that. The dream was to re-find the arrogance and innocence that propelled the initial act of creation; that state of ‘Of course I can do this, who says I can’t?’ It’s a thrilling, reckless, euphoric feeling, and the writer never replicates it – unless they work under another name.


    J.K. Rowling was lucky in a sense. Her outer was outed. Rowling had closure, and was able to swiftly move on with embracing a novel she never planned to be associated with. I still haven’t discovered who shopped my anonymity to Britain’s Sunday papers; who made me lose control most distressingly of not only a book but my writing career. For several years I went almost mad trying to discover the betrayer; only a handful of people initially knew. A disgruntled employee from my literary agent’s office? One of my London Library writer gang? A publisher drunk at a party? A phone hacker targeting my agency? (Not beyond the realms of possibility – J.K. Rowling’s agent had his phone hacked around the same time.) Ten years on I’ve reconciled myself with the fact they’ll never be found out. It no longer addles me, but one thing that does frustrate is that the deliciousness, the utter audaciousness, of being able to work anonymously again is forever gone.
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    Wanted: heroes


    ‘What is a society without a heroic dimension?’ Jean Baudrillard once postulated – and it’s a fair question for Australia right now.


    Because our definition of who should be elevated to the pantheon of Aussie heroes is in dire need of a rethink in light of recent sporting endeavours, and it goes to the heart of the psyche of the nation. How we present ourselves to the world. Who we are as a people. We’ve long traded on that sun-kisssed image of the supremely successful sporting god as a beacon of who we want to be, of how we blaze our trail across the Earth. But now, what have we got? The cricketers’ agony. The immaturity of the men’s swimming team. The Wallabies’ devastating losses. AFL and league players mired in drug scandals; tennis players with their tantrums. It’s all hurting. And in each sport a contentious few – unfortunately, often those at the apex of their game – are tainting the rest.


    Heroes galvanise as a force for good. Unite, energise, uplift. Sports people, at the moment, do not. There’s a narrative argument that the heroic protagonist is a symbolic representation of the consumer; that we search for similarities because we’re viewing their world from a personal perspective. In our sportsmen at the moment we do not see our better selves. We’re revolted. Perceive all too human weaknesses: petulance, narcissism, stroppiness, a lack of discipline, a desire to blame others for failings. What’s happened to the Australian character? Our cricketers and swimmers are rattling us with their behaviour – for they hold up a mirror to the nation; to a generation we have bred.


    So who do we turn to? Our politicians seem just as fallible. Perhaps we bottomed over the past few years. There was a distinct failure in generosity of spirit, which has impinged on our national health. Who can name a new hero from the recent past, someone who unites in terms of public admiration, who makes the imagination soar? ‘Unhappy the land that is in need of heroes,’ Bertolt Brecht proclaimed, and perhaps, yes, we are an unhappy land, for we’re much in need.


    In Marilynne Robinson’s novel Gilead the protagonist writes, ‘In every important way we are such secrets from each other, and I do believe that there is a separate language in each of us, also a separate aesthetics and a separate jurisprudence.’ We, as Aussies, feel so separate now; chafing, fighting, snipping. We need people who can teach us how to be. Our athletes are falling short. They accept a moral weight when they don the hallowed green cap. It’s a call to honour, to duty; they shouldn’t be squandering the responsibility.


    The nation’s been bruised over the past couple of years in its political and sporting arenas – what George Eliot dubbed ‘the tingle of a remembered shame’. Perhaps we need to recast ourselves as a creative nation, a technological one, an innovative, audacious one; anything but a nation of sporting heroes, because the reality may be that our eminence in that department is waning; that the rest of the world is catching up.


    We’re a nation in transition. The search for heroes is a cultural question – who do we want them to be? Our true heroes are always out there. Quiet, unshowy; teachers, nurses, neighbours … I’ve come across examples in all these categories recently. All reminding me of Eliot’s Dorothea, in Middlemarch, whose ‘full nature … spent itself in channels which had no great name on the earth. But the effect of her being on those around her was incalculably diffusive, for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts, and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.’ Here’s to those truly heroic, hidden lives. The Aussies behind them could certainly teach our sporting ‘heroes’ something.
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    The haters’ club


    This column is written at the behest of every woman I’ve discussed it with over the past week. It’s about Twitter. How women unthinkingly use it to drag down other women.


    The abusers, the bullies of the Twitter world are not just a lunatic fringe of males spewing their misogyny; there are more subtle forms of tweet involving females, and we as women should be very careful about deploying them as weapons. Women around me have told me to be brave, despite what it may do to my standing in the book industry; to speak out on behalf of any female who’s come across something similar – whether in the office, mother’s group, or school playground.


    Imagine you’re a girl at school. You’re alerted to a conversation involving two of your peers, to all their followers on Twitter; your world is theirs. Two girls, on how they cannot stand you. Words like ‘abhor’ are used. One asks if there’s a club of like-minded people they can join, a club united by nothing but antipathy and fascination over what you do and represent. The other exhorts their followers to ‘come y’all’ in an offer to kickstart the dark little club; to rally a base herd instinct.


    Imagine for a moment how the person at the centre of this may feel. The mortification. Bewilderment. It happened to me recently. The conversation was between a publisher – a vocal proponent of the Stella Prize (the book award set up to support Australian women writers) – and a significant Australian novelist. I’ve never met either of them; have never written about them; have nothing personal against them. As The Spectator’s Hugo Rifkind said of Twitter, in warning, ‘We remain unsure whether an utterance online is a shout in the street or a scrawl on the toilet door or a joke between friends. Each one has to be all three.’


    The psychology of the female call to arms is fascinating. It feels, ridiculously, like the playground. Do men look on askance? It’s not how they operate. Why do it? How to jog women – mature as well as adolescent – into thinking before they do these things? To protect themselves as well as their targets; to protect all of us. Because it’s not painting the sisterhood in a great light, and these tweets to all our industry peers say much more about the perpetrators than the victim. This kind of casual public assassination by women, of women, is so much more insidious to deal with as feminists because it comes from the centre, not some lunatic and dismissible fringe. How to combat astonishingly hypocritical attacks from those who purport to have our backs? We’re meant to be better than this. As Germaine Greer said a few years ago, what worries her about the future of women’s equality and feminism ‘is women’s own misogyny’.


    A recent Twitter debate, following the abuse a feminist campaigner received after getting Jane Austen placed on a British bank note, is all about women having a voice. Not bearing the brunt of personal attacks in silence because we’re meant to, but calling the perpetrators out.


    I emailed the tweeters. Explained I was interested in writing a column about cyber bullying and mean girls, how social media enables this world. The publisher apologised unreservedly; the author acknowledged her ‘bitchiness’ and apologised ‘if it stung’. She asked not to be named; the publisher didn’t. I’ve chosen not to name either.


    How do teenagers cope with situations like this? We know that sometimes they don’t. Others have asked me to speak out here, women who’ve perhaps been crushed, or sneered at or, most tragic of all, stopped by peers in the past. It’s hard, for all of us. But the more subtle undercurrent of feminism, beyond the blare of the bolshiness, the bra-burning and all the rest, decrees that as members of the sisterhood we should support and protect each other, not pull each other down.
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    Dad’s the word


    The shock of it. A father’s handwriting in a note. The script hasn’t been seen for years.


    It hasn’t changed; its singularity you will remember forever, like the cadences of a voice carried to the grave. The curve of the letters, the controlled neatness pressing methodically into paper, indicating another time, another era. A world where cursive writing had to be learnt in classrooms more rigid with enforcement, in bush places where school was left at a young age to venture into the world, to work. And now, the sudden shock of the handwriting. Because of the misspellings. Their vulnerability. The wayward words have always been there, of course; you’ve just never noted them before. And in an instant there’s the dissolution of the all-conquering hero who is your father. That moment of transition from child into adult when you see your parent as human, fallible, and know that you yourself have grown up.


    Tom Wolfe, in The Bonfire of the Vanities, on the jolt we all eventually experience: ‘Sherman made the terrible discovery that men make about their fathers sooner or later … that the man before him was not an ageing father but a boy, a boy much like himself, a boy who grew up and had a child of his own and, as best he could, out of a sense of duty and perhaps love, adopted a role called Being a Father so that his child would have something mythical and infinitely important: a Protector, who would keep a lid on all the chaotic and catastrophic possibilities of life.’


    A necessary lesson; that our fathers are human. Yet why do we seek their affirmation above all others? Because we want them to bear witness to our life, to notice. To give our choices meaning and weight. I have friends who’ve lost fathers through divorce; through new wives and families. That loss can exist as an ache between two people that’s never erased, an ache of bewilderment and misunderstanding. And occasionally the father may come back into orbit, too briefly, yet it never feels enough; for the time spent with him feels like time stolen from someone else.


    What is this roar of a great father-need that may be hidden more skilfully in adulthood but never completely erased? What is this magic that dads hold over us? There’s such power in a father telling his child he loves them. Its great restorative balm should never be withheld. Bestowed often. With stepdads, too. A friend’s son commented recently on her second husband, who tragically passed away. ‘He never made me feel any different to the others,’ the boy said, ‘he made me feel just as loved as his own kids.’ There’s no greater fatherly accolade. Why does their love matter so much?


    I know of people who’ve felt irradiated by neglect; nerve ends raw with a great, primeval yearning. Sometimes we can wait too long for the attention of a father; sometimes we have to divorce ourselves from them, to move on, for you cannot live with longing forever. But even if we do break free, that fundamental mystery and magic remains. The corrosive choice of silence and withholding and bitterness within families is extraordinary when forgiveness – a few words, an ‘I love you’ – can release everything.


    My own father’s love lay silent, dormant, through periods of my growing up as a new wife and family consumed him. We could have been lost to each other but here we are now, miraculously, bound by grandkids; and the raw, needy love of the child seems so selfish in hindsight. But it was innate, unstoppable. The child’s now learnt of the father’s limitations but much more importantly, her own. And the rare missives have never been thrown out, whether it’s a misspelt note to take care on a first trip overseas or to buy dog food. For in the treasured handwriting from another era is an unspoken love, and a tracking of the child’s life, too. Into adulthood, into knowing and acceptance.
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    The nub of it


    Brevity. Economy. Distillation. Dominant paradigms of this new world.


    Just look at a teen’s comments on Instagram and be stunned by how much information is conveyed in a few short words – about the person doing the posting, the recipient, their shared world. And if you embrace all the inherent possibilities of this era of abbreviated text and time, your world can slap open like a screen door to a new way of existing. A new way of consuming. Artists, playwrights and novelists are exploring this playground of reduction and contraction in fresh and exhilarating ways. They’re at the vanguard of a new way, for all of us, whether we like it or not.


    American writer Lydia Davis recently won the Man Booker International Prize, a fitting representative of this new economy, for her specialisation is the short story. The extremely short story. Some stories are a few pages, some a few paragraphs, some a line. Here’s her piece A Double Negative: ‘At a certain point in her life, she realises it is not so much that she wants to have a child as that she does not want not to have a child, or not to have had a child.’


    That’s it. In 30 seconds the door’s flown open to a world of possibility that draws the reader in, connects, propels them forward. The chair of the judging panel, Christopher Ricks, wondered how to categorise Davis’s works. ‘Should we simply concur with the official title and dub them stories? Or perhaps miniatures? Anecdotes? Essays? Jokes? Parables? Fables? Texts … or might we settle for observations?’


    Observations for the world as we know it. Witty and pithy and just the right length for work-crammed, time-poor lives. Davis has been described as ‘the master of a literary form largely of her own invention’. What an epitaph. ‘Make it new’ is Ezra Pound’s stirring aphorism; a rallying cry for writers in this digital age. As the world of publishing is turned on its head, why not a Twitter prose poem, a novel composed of Gmail conversations, an e-book that’s a gamer’s wet dream?


    Oh, I do love a poem. Because it can be digested in the car in five minutes, on the school run, while waiting for the final bell to ring. Sappho’s potent little fragments seem so right for this age – snippets of miraculous economy conveying so much about lovers, daughters, lives. Tracey Emin’s neon signs are collisions of visual art and narrative conveying a world of heartbreak in just a few brief words: ‘I said don’t practise ON ME’, ‘You forgot to kiss my soul’, ‘I whisper to my past, do I have another choice’.


    As consumers become more receptive to the new brevity, artists are gleefully experimenting with word count and running times. London’s seeing an upsurge in short lunchtime concerts, plays with no intervals, theatre productions less than an hour. It’s a golden era for TV, with producers realising so much can be conveyed in a pithy 46 minutes once a week as opposed to the egocentric sprawl of the tentpole pic. London’s Royal Court is presenting Samuel Beckett’s Not I in January; duration, eight minutes. Sign of the times.


    We’re assaulted by so many demands now, screens big and small constantly snaring attention. The era of the nine-hour Mahabharata is gone; bloat and indulgence are less tolerated. The relief, now, of a play without an interval! A crisp film. A dinner party ending by 10.30pm (actually, 10 would be quite nice, thanks very much).


    There’s such a huge volume of content, coupled with busy-ness, exhaustion, rush. Attention spans are fractured, brains are wired differently, kids watch TV with iPads on their laps while doing homework. A revelling in brevity, succinctness, feels right for this world. Writers have to find new ways of storytelling, new ways of connecting. It’s exciting. And if the new distillation, across many arenas, means a little more time for sleep – well then, I’m all for it.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 7 September 2013)

  


  
    Rich pickings


    Queuing. Don’t you just hate it?


    If you were rich enough, would you consider hiring a disabled person on the black market to attach themselves to your family so you could skip the lines for rides at Disneyland? The wealthy wives of New York bankers have been caught doing just this, and the resulting outcry about the moral vacancy of this little scheme has forced Disney to change its policy on queuing. Super moms indeed – and a telling signifier of their world.


    Come, follow me, down the rabbit hole into the wonderland of the super wealthy. Such a sleek and shiny existence – but a happy one? A responsible, decent, empathetic one? Its super competitive women have been documented in a new book called Primates of Park Avenue. Social anthropologist Wednesday Martin married a Wall Street banker and has examined at first hand the super-rich wives of London and New York. I was a fringe-dweller within this island of astonishing privilege for more than a decade, by dint of raising three kids in London’s Notting Hill. We got there before the banker invasion and then witnessed how a super-wealthy ethos transformed a suburb. We were suddenly surrounded by conversations about ‘four cars, one just for the motorway’, parties where every child got a Star Wars costume, Guy Fawkes celebrations where the effigy on the bonfire wore Barbour and Burberry, stylists advising on school gate outfits, visiting children confused in the communal area of flats because they assumed one lives in the entire building, doesn’t one?


    Martin writes about something witnessed every day: that extreme wealth doesn’t necessarily make you grounded or centred; it can make you anxious. The ultimate fear is being excluded – from the top social circle, school, private club, yoga group. She writes of women so busy with trying to preserve their status that they can’t sit back and just enjoy it. Women whose professional occupation is ‘wife’. It takes a lot of work, being there for the husband who bankrolls the lifestyle; some wives have PAs as well as full-time nannies and then weekend nannies so they can be there for their man on Saturdays and Sundays without the distraction of pesky kids, because he doesn’t want that. Even on overseas holidays he may travel on a different flight, or by himself at the pointy end of the plane. And if the marriage unravels? A police officer whose beat is one of these high-status areas commented once that there’s nothing so toxic and ugly as the divorces in it; for the alpha male is determined to crush at any cost. And he’s a man used to winning.


    What’s become the supreme marker of social status in this age? The child. What school they go to. How successful they are. Who their high-status mates are (lower status friendships discouraged). This begins with competitive raising of babies (crawl consultants hired to give baby a leg up, literally), tutoring from preschool that continues so that the child gets in to the top secondary schools (which can result in said child not being able to cope with the workload and having to leave). Academic and social success shine a light brutally upon the parent. Martin explains, ‘The status of one’s child and your own reflects and builds on one another, it has become mutually defined.’


    I resurfaced into normalcy by leaving this world. What amazed me most was that great wealth and privilege didn’t seem to make anyone any happier – there was a lot of therapy, moaning, jitteriness and, most of all, corrosive envy. If Y had three cars then X wanted four, and an Oxfordshire cottage, and summers in the Hamptons. Now I’m far removed I can also see, quite clearly, that the parents who had the courage to send their children to the local state school were the most compassionate, anxiety-free, relaxed, resilient and happy of the lot. They’d never have dreamt of hiring disabled people to help them queue-jump.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 14 September 2013)

  


  
    Vacant possessions


    Then they are found, old pages from The Australian’s colour weekend magazine from a couple of decades ago, lining a drawer.


    The modest flat is sifted through methodically, forensically; we’re like debt collectors looking for something, anything, with assessing eyes and it weighs heavily, that we are here, doing this, and how little there is that’s actually salvageable. A century of vivid living, reduced to this. We sort through tablespoons, tea cups, tangles of paste jewellery; have been urged to souvenir anything from an accumulated lifetime, yet can’t. No room for it, nothing quite ‘right’. The flat hummed with her living and now she’s gone from it and it astonishes us how quickly an entire life can be packed up, shipped out, wiped.


    The world of her home – always her serene centre, her comfort and nest – that we’ve known since childhood is now lifeless, poised, waiting for the next person to move in. It’s the last time my brother and I shall see all the possessions we’ve known our entire lives, now waiting for dispersal, forgetting. Because of us. It feels anti-climactic, odd. Our grandmother was the living embodiment of the ancient Greek principle of Eudaimonia – meaning a good life, well lived, that has little to do with money but everything to do with moral virtue and generosity – yet these hollow rooms reflect nothing of that. What have we done?


    She’s several miles away, settled finally into the nursing home room with just a few cherished belongings. We work swiftly this gruelling morning, a sadness in us both that she’s not ending her days here, as she wanted; that we failed her on that. But the phalanx of hospital and social workers all urged that at this stage in her life, the nursing home was ‘for the best’.


    We’re irritated that the charity shops will take so little. Surely someone wants this bed? This fridge? Even the impoverished are finicky in our abundant land. With our grandmother’s presence there was a transformation of the ordinary; everything seemed special, handpicked, cherished. With her gone, her possessions hold no allure. They languish unwanted, unclaimed, even by her. Everything feels lonely now.


    Someone else has been here ahead of us, filleting photos of family. Not much left. What to do with the pics of all these strangers – Probus functions, bowling parties, weddings of goodness knows who, unrecognised babies. It feels like sacrilege to ditch them. Yet we leave them for someone else and tiptoe out with heavy hearts.


    We’re not good at this. A morning of sifting in this abandoned temple of the ordinary has yielded just a political brass badge with her name engraved upon it, a watch clogged with age, the surprise of pearl earrings that are guiltily, disbelievingly, tested with teeth, a handwritten birth certificate in beautiful copperplate and a pillow; the imprint from her head still in it as it’s lifted from the bed. It’s enveloped in its familiar flannelette casing, still smelling of her. Of slipping into snuggles on wintry nights with the electric blanket on three and Sunlight soap and old perfume and kisses to papery cheeks.


    The magazine pages, cut and placed with military precision in the bottoms of drawers, are left. Through all the sadness I’ve snatched the vividness of their writing, still vivid now, reminding me of Seamus Heaney’s writerly call to arms: ‘Between my finger and my thumb/ The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.’ So many writers who’ve moved on, so many profiles, laughs, tuggings-at-the-heart; so much behind-the-scenes angst and deadline stress, I bet (oh, if only you knew). Who knows if we’ll have pages like these to line drawers in 25 years’ time? I hope so, but doubt it; magazines will be read in a different form.


    These old words feel special, as if my grandmother took care what she put in her new drawers, that these particular stories weren’t arbitrary; as if she was placing them there, long ago, for a moment like this. A tug at the future, perhaps.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 21 September 2013)

  


  
    The PM Tony Abbott stripped bare


    The email arrived out of the blue.


    ‘I normally read your column because I enjoyed The Bride Stripped Bare and, more recently, With My Body. They both had the ring of truth and, for me at least, were real eye-openers. As a public figure, occasionally you get praised by people who don’t know you for virtues that aren’t there but, more often, you get damned by people who don’t know you for faults you don’t have. In politics, I know, “the perception is the reality” but perceptions often owe far more to critics’ spin than to anyone’s real character. Yes, the fact that some reasonably aware people have an adverse impression is an issue, no doubt about that, but I doubt that anyone who knows me would think that’s anywhere near the whole truth. I’d be happy to meet if you think that might help …’


    Was this really Tony Abbott? It was last November, during the tumult about his perceived ‘women problem’. I’d written a contentious column about it and the inbox was crammed and roaring. The meeting was most likely a war tactic; to neutralise an irritant, to immobilise with charm. I was wary, and ready. He was tucked into a discreet corner booth at Sydney’s Intercontinental Hotel with the ever-present Peta Credlin, his chief of staff, by his side. She taller than expected, he shorter. He was unfailingly polite, gentlemanly over tea; but there was almost a shyness nudging at the corners of his world. He was as watchful of me as I was of him.


    He began with Bride. Cynics had scoffed he’d never actually read it – it was just a tactic to get female voters onside. Oh, he had. But it felt odd talking about it; he not much older yet seemingly from another generation, someone like my dad, who I’d never, ever discussed the book with.


    But what came across was a genuine interest in women, in what makes them tick, from someone who wants to understand.


    Abbott was generous with both time and honesty. What would he do if he never made prime minister? Go back to journalism. Where? Without hesitation, he said: The Australian. Which British prime minister did he most admire? Tony Blair. Religion was the only topic greeted with reticence. His watery answers about the ability of faith to perhaps ‘wax and wane’ felt inauthentic, untrusting; it reminded me of Blair’s PR attack dog, Alastair Campbell, who famously warned his boss, ‘We don’t do God.’


    I left the hotel knowing there was so much more to this deeply complex politician; and yes, my column had been wrong. We know relatively little of Tony Abbott because he’s so tightly controlled, ferociously disciplined; yet what struck me was a bewilderment, a vulnerability, that he wasn’t more liked. So deeply misunderstood. A second meeting, when an interview proper was to take place, was cancelled when he was called up on bushfire duty, then events took over. Julia Gillard disappeared and overnight the vexed ‘women problem’ lost its heat.


    I suspect he’ll reveal more fully to us ‘the reality of the perception’ now he has what he’s wanted, so fervently, for so long. His language in emails is unerringly polite, considered, generous. He’s not shy of using the ‘h’ word – honour. I hear from his office that he inspires deep loyalty and respect.


    I mentioned I’d received vitriolic missives from his more passionate supporters on the back of my piece. His email reply: ‘I’m sorry you copped it over the column. It’s always perilous to venture into such politically charged territory although sometimes it’s right and necessary to take a stand.’


    There may be things he’ll take a stand on that could surprise a fair few of us; that he’ll grow into this prime ministerial role and become a man of stature we haven’t seen yet. I’m particularly interested in what he does in terms of indigenous Australians, feel it could be nation-changing, nation-lifting. The rest, well, we’ll just have to see – although a Cabinet with less female representation than the Afghan government is a dispiriting start.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 28 September 2013)

  


  
    Season of the shoeless


    The enormous yellow letter S, over a metre tall, stands alone as the single, striking piece of decoration in a local florist’s window.


    S for what? Spring? Summer? Severe clear blue skies? The smell of suntan lotion and surf? The start of the swimming season, snakes and seasonal fruits, sprinklers under trampolines, sheets drying in Aussie sunshine and then falling into their sweetness and smelling the sky in your sleep? Or, perhaps, the shedding of shoes as the world lightens, loosens, after winter’s clench? Ah, that Vegemite of national habits that’s either loathed or loved. Welcome to the season of hurting sunshine, dear reader, and a paean to that most delicious and deplorable of Aussie traditions – the bare foot.


    Can you recall doing the hot-shoe shuffle on searing sand? The coolness of water the colour of milky tea in an Aussie dam; the silky softness of its mud fringing the shores, its cold squelch between your toes. The feel of shaded moss on a slippery rock. Walking through a puddle. Riding your pushy barefoot as a kid. Cool tiles on a scorcher of a day. The season of bareness is upon us and I’m rejoicing. I have been known to jump in the car barefoot if the trip’s just down the road. Is this legal? Goodness knows, but the heightened sensitivity of soles on pedals seems far safer than navigating local roads in stilettos, platform clogs or thongs – and believe me, all four have been tried.


    There are places more celebratory of this national pastime than others, of course. Queensland seems to be the hotbed, and coastal areas of NSW like Byron Bay. Unheard of, I suspect, down south, at least so The Chap tells me, Melbourne boy that he is, sneering at the unseemly northern ways. I learnt to let go in the Northern Territory, observing that long, slow walk of the Aboriginal women, unhurried, unstressed, leading by the feet rather than the hips, soles as tough as leather. It took a while but the feet were trained into it until it felt like a shoe hide had grown on the bottom of them and now it’s hard to go back to the smart ways of the south. Unshod, you learn to avoid bees and bindis and glass shards quick smart, to be more observant of the world as you walk.


    Foreigners, and a fair few Aussies, are disgusted at the sight of bare feet ambling down a local street, at the servo or the corner shop. It’s unhygienic, revolting, bizarre, the visitors rail in travel blogs; akin to burping in public or wearing cossies to church. Australia’s not poor, they say, this is not a third world country.


    Oh, it’s nothing to do with any of that. It’s about convenience and freedom and letting your feet breathe rather than being entombed in sweat, and feeling earthed, close to the ground, connected. Alive to the natural world. It gives you a sense of place; you read the land through your feet. If bare-footed Aboriginal kids in central Australia can kick a Sherrin like Gavin Wanganeen, then any of us can walk down the street in them, surely; particularly if you live near the sea, which the majority of us do. The only horrors, apart from offending the sensitive among us, are navigating public bathrooms and stepping in doggy-do. You learn.


    That beloved literary character Huckleberry Finn, ‘was always the first boy that went barefoot in the spring and the last to resume leather in the fall.’ I’ve seen school photos of Australians, pre and post war, with barely a child in shoes; heard at the corner shop of older people who as kids only wore shoes to church; of legendary brothers ‘who never wore them’; of the bloke who tried to get into a concert barefoot and was refused, so licked the back of his ticket, stuck it to his sole and sailed in with nary a care in the world. Ah, Australia. So here’s to that giant S, whatever it stands for – the seasonal shedding of shoes, in my book.


    (Originally published in The Weekend Australian Magazine, 5 October 2013)

  


  Essays


  
    The landscape of memory


    For solace or sleeplessness, do you cast your mind back to a landscape of memory? Recollections of the natural world in some form, the earth or the sea, to still you into rest. What are the landscapes that get into our bones and make us; that stay with us our entire lives? Many are from childhood. That state of grace when we are so open, receptive, to what this astonishing earth has to offer. It’s all tied up with a word rarely used now: kith. An old, quiet murmur of four letters that’s only used in our hectic modern world in that expression of solace and return, ‘kith and kin’. But what does the word actually mean? Originally, your land and your people; that which is deeply known and familiar in terms of country, where you were brought up. Your own particular landscape of memory.


    The book Kith, by Jay Griffiths, looks at the way our Western world is estranging its children from nature. From the earthy world of their early years, the kith that sings so naturally in their blood and their bones. We’re evolving away from the natural world, and Griffiths despairs of it. She ponders why so many kids in the Euro-American cultures are unhappy; why many in more traditional cultures seem more contented, more able to get by with less, and more fluent in their connection with the natural world. She believes nature – or a corrosive lack of it – is at the centre of the question.


    ‘My oldest childhood memories have the flavour of the earth,’ Federico Garcia Lorca wrote. Don’t we all have recollections of childhoods marinated in nature? Are these among our most potent memories? Mine involve nooks of mountain creeks shaded by ferns; tadpoles and cloudy water collected in jam jars; building dams in the gutter, my brothers’ redback spider farm in ice-cream containers in the carport (poor Mum); burying my head in the dog’s neck whenever I was sad; mozzie bites and bee stings; cubbies and caves; peeling paperbarks; the dry flick of grasshoppers through tall grass; the summer shrill of cicadas rising, falling then dropping into a crisp silence; collecting their shells; gorging on wild mulberries; red-bellied black snakes in gutters; the smell of cut grass; crushing gum leaves; the rumble of thunder in the floorboards while I lay my head upon them; the frisson of electricity in the air just before a storm; the moon endlessly following us in the car. It was a time of wonder, freedom, rambling, dawdling and daydreaming. It felt like a lone childhood, immersed within nature, yet never lonely. D.H. Lawrence’s rules on raising children? ‘How to begin to educate a child. First rule, leave him alone. Second rule, leave him alone. Third rule, leave him alone. That is the whole beginning.’


    I now know I was fortunate when young, yet everyone around me – in Wollongong, at the foot of Mount Keira, with the bush as our backyard – had a similar meandering, grimy, bush tracks and surf kind of childhood too. As Barry Lopez explains, the enervating joy of the natural world discovered in youth can develop into a lifelong solace; that a long, fierce peace can derive from this knowledge. It feels necessary. Those days basking in nature teach us autonomy, courage, risk taking, independence, problem solving, self-rule – and respect for the beauty of the world around us, its wondrous rhythms, and the great, moving heft of the seasons. We carry those lessons through life. We need freedom to explore them, time to be still, to observe. Jean-Jacques Rousseau said, ‘Shall I venture to state, at this point, the most important, the most useful rule of all education? It is not to gain time, but to lose it.’


    Nature is instructing us, if we’re open to it. Linda Hogan, an expert on Native American spirituality, has spoken of a sickness of the soul known as ‘susto’, which is caused by a profound disconnection from nature. It’s cured by what she terms ‘the great without.’ I have seen that sickness of the soul when living in the Northern Territory; seen it in Aboriginal people who say they get sick when they leave their land, the natural world that has taught them and repaired them.


    A continual theme running through Griffiths’ examination of modern, Western parenthood is a sense of enclosure. The horror of it. The way it cuts off a fundamental part of childhood for this current generation we’re raising. Our children’s worlds – with all the stresses of study and achievement, all the endlessly planned activities – are becoming relentlessly interior. Compartmentalized. Ruled by the clock. Time is fenced off and boxed in; heads are constantly bowed to screens; everything is organised, minutely planned, shut off from an energizing sense of liberty. As Wordsworth wrote, ‘Delight and liberty, the simple creed/Of childhood.’ Griffiths argues that the way we’re raising the current generation is deeply unnatural, and children are becoming more fearful, depressed and dependent as a consequence; that it’s causing unrecognized damage.


    Sometimes I look at my kids and despair – when I’m beyond tired and everything’s become too much and I’ve given up on the battle to keep them away from screens and give them free rein and off they go, oh my God off they go. Wonder what their future will be, particularly the boys. I can police the screen situation at home; actively remove them from the allure of the backlit rectangle, and often do. But what happens when they’re adult and they have free rein with the very thing they crave now, all the time, in childhood? Does the siren call of the screen with its endlessly absorbing games remain imprinted in their psyche, just as nature does in my own? What have I done wrong here?


    Griffiths says the human spirit needs to feel rooted somewhere on earth, within the vivid green of our world. American commentator Teodore Roszak wrote that no separation is more pervasive in what he dubs this Age of Anxiety than the disconnection from the natural world. It feels like an enormous shift in childraising that will have reverberations down the generations. I’m aware of it, but find it hard to fight. Want to be able to yell ‘Skedaddle’ to the kids, and ‘Don’t come back until the street lights come on,’ just like my own parents did, but my children’s little worlds are so crammed with homework and deadlines and music practice and what not, the fear of slipping behind everyone else – their fear or mine? (Not proud of this.)


    And what hovers over all of it is parental worry about dangers outside the home, beyond our control, drownings and abductions and disasters. The kids may be more fearful, but then so are the adults. Yet Griffiths argues that the fundamental rights of children – to roam and meander and play and explore and stumble and pick themselves up and risk – must be ringfenced in this intense new parenting regime. Yes, but how practical is that sentiment? Of course it’s good for kids to stumble and fail, to have small accidents. All these things build resilience and knowledge, a learning how to be in this world; but we’re so afraid of big dramatic accidents that we preclude anything else, now.


    One of the losses I miss most keenly from my own childhood is cracker night, that traditional evening in chilly mid winter where we’d bundle up in coats and beanies and trudge out to a sky lit by the mighty force and heat of the bonfire. We’d gaze heavenward as sparks and ashes danced into the starry black. We’d draw back, gasping at the ferocious cackle and crack and spit of the wood. It was terror and excitement and exhilaration and wonder all at once, and I wish my own kids could experience the ritual of it. Ditto England’s Harvest festival, which all their schools celebrated; that time when we turn our focus to the ancient rhythms of the earth and give thanks for them. There’s nothing like it in Australian schools.


    Yet in this country it’s relatively easy to be marinated in nature – our ravishingly beautifully, utterly unique natural world is at our fingertips. Even if you’re an inner-city kid it’s not hard to get to it. A big city such as Sydney still feels so fecund, abundant; spilling over into rampant nature in such an energetic way compared to somewhere as fiercely built over as a Paris, or Rome, or Vienna. We’re so fortunate. We can baste our children in nature without much of an effort – if we choose to. We must. It’s an imperative. As parents of this screen-bowed generation we have to force them to lift up their heads to the world, push them out into the speaking earth. The sound of it, the smell of it, its stillness and its talk. Grubby our kids up. Awaken them to the wonder of the world around them, instil in them that soldering sense of kith. So they carry the solace of it through adulthood, can recognise the need to return to it at various moments in their lives, can appreciate its restorative qualities. And with it, always, should be twinned that other most lovely and obsolete word: Ludic. Which means a childlike sense of fun, silliness, play. For, as William Blake wrote, the child, like the bird, is ‘born for joy’. Nowhere more so than in nature, free of the compartmentalisations and constraints of adulthood. Wordsworth wrote that, as a child, the sky ‘sank down / Into my heart’. The joy in those lines! We learn in childhood to glean exhilaration and comfort from the natural world.


    Think of the views from windows that are stamped upon our memories; how many of those framings involve nature. Raindrops on a pane gathering slow weight, then rolling in a merry whoosh down the glass. The loom of an old witch’s tree out a bedroom window, black in the dark, that used to terror and fascinate me in equal measure. A wide view of the ocean that never failed to lift the spirits from a Wollongong loungeroom – always with its array of waiting, waiting iron-ore ships (the record was eleven, they’d always be counted). Then later in adulthood, other treasured views: lily pads of ice from a ship’s thick window on a voyage to Antarctica, the ocean gently breathing in a soft heave; the ranges of central Australia glowing with the force of the sun at day’s end, as if they had trapped the heat and were holding on to it for as long as they could into the lonely dark; the straggly but valiant rooftop garden of a Portobello mews house across the cobbles from ours in London. And now back in Australia: a band of singing green from a verandah, the trees tossing their leaves in the breeze like the heads of wild ponies. Windows framing a life; and we all have our own unique ones.


    What will my children’s be? We had the luxury of choice for them; and decided upon a place where a strong sense of kith can be nurtured, a house framing wonderful natural sights. But they must come to the looking themselves. Which is why, on a weekend, I will remove screens from tiny hands and hide devices away (often forgetting where, to a chorus of wails) and I’ll say ‘No, enough, out.’ As Griffiths explains, the human spirit needs to feel rooted somewhere on earth.


    We’ve chosen this place of rampant nature for my children quite deliberately, in a strategic cultivation of kith. Three of them spent their early childhoods in inner London and all those years in it I yearned for something a little closer to nature for them; wanted to find a home, a sense of belonging, nestled closer, somehow, to the shelter of the earth. Now I am in it, with a strong sense of solace, and I hope the kids will always come back to this world as their ‘place’ that they will always be anchored by it. For after all, they are children of the modern world, slipping between towns and cities and countries with a fluidity we never had. It is the new way for this generation; their ease in embracing the differences of the world. The way they slip so easily from place to place is astonishing and wonderful and heartbreaking all at once.


    My daughter’s preschool teacher described her as ‘a true child of nature’, never happier than when she’s getting mucky in the bush, climbing trees, lying on her back and staring at the clouds, examining leaves, watching stick insects crawl up her arm, patting blue-tongue lizards. As a parent, I have to honour all that. Here’s to vividness, exuberance, the lovely quickening of life when immersed in nature. I have to remind myself not to shut off the wonder of it all with endless screens and after-school activities and deadlines and rushing. Point out to her, to all of them, the fat butter moon, the glorious roar of sunset before nightfall bleeds in, the mighty comfort of the Southern Cross; point out the oddness of a banksia and the beauty of a cicada shell. Because in adulthood they may well spiral back to it all and find a great solace in it. As I have, with Lopez’s long, fierce sense of peace, thanks to the lessons of childhood and the sense of kith bred so strongly in me.

  


  
    On bullfighting


    Some liken it to a religious experience – there’s ritual and sacrifice, beauty and ugliness, the mystery of life and death. The bullfight is a spectacle that’s laden with superstition, and many of the bigger rings have an area for matadors to pray. But there was nothing spiritual about the one I was sitting in, 12 years ago, witnessing my first ever bullfight. It was small, dusty, temporary; in the middle of a funfair’s glary din. There was the boom and jangle of sideshow alley on one side and a rollercoaster hurtling its cargo of screaming faces on another. Within the ring there was an atmosphere that had the grubbiness and sleaziness of a cockfight. The world felt tired and cheap; it smelt like a rodeo in the outback. It was also very hot. The air was baked dry. At seven-thirty in the evening the sun still had bite in it.


    The fight was in a two-bit town called Chiclana, in southern Spain. I was staying at a villa nearby, with my firstborn baby son and two other new mothers and their children. We all lived in England’s Notting Hill and were in Spain for some much-needed sun. I’d seen a poster advertising the toreo on a wall, all red and gold and black with a matador and bull swirling side by side, almost touching. They were bathed in a stream of light, with the tiers of a massive stadium behind them. On seeing that poster I felt a recognisable hunger not experienced for some time, an old thrill: for story, for difference; for something to spark curiosity again, beyond the nesting immersion and blinkered insularity of motherhood. For as Plutarch said, ‘The mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled.’ I needed a kindling of some sort, to launch me back into the world and work.


    I had convinced the other mothers to accompany me to the bullfight. We decided at the last minute not to take the children, as we didn’t know what to expect. A notebook was slipped into a pocket, just in case. It hadn’t been written in for a long time.


    The ring was a shock, utterly devoid of the promise of the poster. There was nothing glamorous or golden about it despite the occasional knot of women in flamenco dresses. The rough wooden benches were only half full. In this town in Andalucia, the province that’s the traditional home of the bullfight, it looked like a dying sport. Under the seats there was a makeshift bar that resembled a gambling den in Mexico. What were we doing here? Three London ladies, clad in our Topshop dresses and strappy heels, feeling and looking ridiculously out of place.


    We sat with the majority of the people in the expensive seats, in the shade. The section was crammed mainly with middle-aged men who were nuggetty and smoking, out with their mates for Saturday night. There were some young women sitting with their dates; fathers introducing sons to the rules of the game; boys silent, wide eyed, stilled.


    I’d always imagined the tournament bull as massive, black and glistening; hurtling at its enemy like a locomotive. But the animals in this bullfight were small, rangy, brown, ragged. They looked like they couldn’t kill a badger let alone a man. Fighting bulls were meant to be between four and six years old but these ones appeared decidedly beyond that. The first bull entered the ring reluctantly. He saw a flash of pink and charged for it, and then stopped, bewildered: where am I? Four young men darted about, goading and taunting with their capes and then running for their lives behind the burladeros, the four wooden screens around the ring. No one seemed to be control, not the men, not the bull. It was farcical, ridiculous. I wasn’t expecting that.


    A smaller man, older, entered the ring. He held two long sticks festooned with coloured paper ribbons. They looked like the toilet-brush holders my grandmother had in her bathroom. The sticks, banderillas, had at their ends a metal dart. The aim was to insert them into the shoulders of the bull to infuriate him. The man held the sticks high in both hands and jabbed them with swift precision into the bull, like a conductor finishing his aria with a flourish.


    The animal was enraged. His blood was thick, red, like spilled paint. It glistened in the heat, shone against his sweat. The air had had all day to thicken like sludge in the penned-in space. The bull panted. The atmosphere was no longer farcical. I exclaimed, grabbed my girlfriend’s arm. The line of old men in front of us turned and stared in disgust. The bull was tired now, it was obvious. His stomach heaved with the effort of breathing, with the heat. His blood streamed thicker. He waited, panting, sizing the audience up: what on Earth was going on?


    I thought of my baby son, sharply at that point, not sure why. He was half an hour’s drive away, with a babysitter I’d never met before and who didn’t speak English. I’d had a gut feeling she was competent and I had to trust that instinct. My son’s smell was threaded through my fingers as I sat on that rough wooden bench; I cupped my hand to my chin and breathed him in deep. He had consumed my life for the past seven months; I’d known nothing else. And now this. An abrupt entrée back into the world.


    Foam plumed at the bull’s mouth. We could hear his panting, see his blood, his bewilderment. We were all very close: the ring was so small. The matador entered. He was tiny, sylph-like, unbelievably young, intent. He was called Paco Alba. I had been given an A4 cardboard poster of him by the ticket seller. In the photograph, if it weren’t for the traditional matador’s brocade, he could have been a classical pianist or a priest. The lips glistened and the nails, holding a velvet cap, were beautifully manicured. It was a long way – in masculinity, in cleanliness, in smoothness of line – from the station hands of outback rodeos.


    The dance of death began. We could all see the flex in Alba’s calf muscle, the curve of his back, the point in his surprisingly workmanlike boot. He goaded the bull, forcing it to turn ever closer to his body, to almost brush it. They were communing with each other, man and beast; it was very intense, intimate. Alba spoke something to the animal and I leant forward to try to catch it, God knows why. The bull’s mouth foamed, his belly heaved. The tin-pot band on the wooden benches beside us struck up an intermittent commentary like a lazy pianist at a silent film. The bull wheeled, slower, and I could see, starkly now, his age. He was worn out. He stood still. Charged, half heartedly. Stood. There was still some fight left in him but not much. Alba hid his small pointed sword. The bull watched, sized up. Charged. Alba swirled, beautifully. He was nimble, clean, invincible. It was too easy.


    I was disgusted, yet riveted. I couldn’t leave. The sword was plunged into the back of the bull’s neck to the hilt. The bull was enraged, he fought, struggled, his heart was bursting with the effort and the affront. Blood poured from his mouth. The other men returned and surrounded him, gleeful and taunting, blood-lusting. The bull was staggering, slowing, he was almost drugged by the pain yet still he tried to wheel and charge, almost on the spot now. He crumpled to his knees. Flopped to his massive side. Raised his head with the agony of it all. His belly heaved. His eyes rolled, I could see their whites.


    The crowd cheered and jeered. They waved white handkerchiefs in the air. I assumed they were urging Alba to end it quickly, but no, they wanted the ears. The bull was still alive as his ears were sliced off. One of the men then slashed at the bull’s face with a dagger. The animal’s flank still heaved, his eyes rolled. Another man cut deep, behind his ear. Still the bull strained, with a look of utter astonishment. Who were these barbarians? A dagger was plunged behind his crown, severing the spinal cord.


    Finally, finally the mighty, straining head dropped.


    The kill had been difficult, there was such a big heart to still. A battered bulldozer rumbled into the ring. The carcass was tossed onto its dirty scoop. The crowd was bored, for the bull was now just another dead animal. An elderly man raked sawdust over his blood.


    For it to begin all over again.


    Three matadors would now be fighting two bulls each. The bouts would last ten to fifteen minutes. A time warning was sounded at twelve minutes if the bull was not dead, but none was given for tonight there was no need. The contest was too one sided. The bulls had no chance.


    I wasn’t expecting that. The bullfight’s rules and superstitions are elaborate and have been honed over centuries; they’re meant to make the fight a real contest, something more than the equivalent of a bovine snuff movie. The final act of killing, the faena, has been likened to the sexual act. But in this flea-ridden ring in Chiclana, death was just desperately sad. There was no pleasure in seeing an animal die in agony. The scales had been tipped too far, and all I could see was the supreme ugliness of humanity. There was cowardice and clumsiness and a shocking lack of fair play.


    The only change in pace over the evening was that each bull was younger and more magnificent – more heartbreaking – than the last. This spectacle had its origins in the Roman circus. They used humans once.


    I thought of my son as I watched. Of my inability to write since his birth; to exist once again in the professional world. It wasn’t just that I’d had so little time or energy, it was something more than that. This wallop of a new life was so satisfying, absorbing, sating. I’d felt fat with content for the first time in my life, even though breastfeeding was sucking the flesh from my bones. And with that contentment had come a sluggishness with words. I’d sit at my computer and type out a few sentences, trying to start a new novel, a new article, a new something, but nothing would sing.


    I had made my vocation go away. Had one ear always trained to my son’s bedroom while working, and the writing spark was well and truly snuffed. The hunger that had pushed me for years was lost; the chilly instinct to succeed. Before this time, before biology took over the animal remnants in my body and commanded I do this, have a child, I used to think of mothers as weak, faded; women who’d given in. Now I was one of them and was fighting the lure of it, astounded by how deeply satisfying the new life could be.


    Yet I’d managed to glean some time for research amid the chaos of motherhood, perhaps I’d find it useful down the track. Had read of the intense respect for the bull in the great toreos of the world, but these Chiclana animals were unloved, ridiculed. The crowd was like a lynch mob. We three women seemed to be the only ones in the ring rooting for the bull. The animals are usually bred to encourage aggression but they didn’t get much chance to show it here. The blood flowed within minutes. There was a lot of a lot of stillness within the bouts, a lot of standing, sizing up, panting. Where was all the drama, colour, theatre – the Hemingway-esque romanticism of it? There was so much boredom and clumsiness in all of this. In the poster I saw, in photographs and yes, in Hemingway, the bullfight attained beauty and majesty and power. In reality it was disappointing. Tedious. Cowardly.


    Only the fair ride behind us seemed to have any energy in it as it dumped its screaming cargo again and again. I did not walk away from the spectacle exhilarated or cleansed but numbed, saddened, shocked.


    I’d learnt little. What was to be expected? The secret of men and their machismo? I didn’t know. And yet there was a part of me that wanted to witness a bullfight again and again until I saw someone struck, the tables turned, until its dark and glittering secret was cracked. I might have had a long wait: had read that fans can wait twenty years before they strike a really good fight.


    The bulls seemed stressed and panicked. What was the sport in that? They were charging in confusion; it was instinctive, they had nothing else to do. I thought of my own little son, utterly reliant on adults for survival. Imagined him panicky, stressed, defenceless, the odds stacked against him. Knew I wouldn’t have been as affected by all of it, with this leonine rage, if I wasn’t a new mother. There didn’t seem to be any women of my age in the audience. One of my companions left after two fights and the other only stayed because I did. Neither of my girlfriends wanted to ever go again.


    Yet we were intrigued by the matadors. In Chiclana there was none of the fancy gold brocade of the jackets of the north, the pantomime gaudiness. The men here were dressed in austere black or gray, like balletic undertakers. The lines were smooth. Penises were taped to thighs. There was no loose clothing for horns to snag. Boots were dusty and surprisingly workmanlike. It was the one really masculine aspect of these men.


    The matadors weren’t aristocrats, they were peasants. They aimed to prove themselves in country rings like this one and work their way up to the glory of Madrid’s magnificent plaza. They would play Spain in the European summer and travel to the arenas of Mexico, Nicaragua and Colombia for the other half of the year. They dreamt of becoming one of the greats, as feted as a football star and as wealthy. These young men were so hungry to achieve, just like I was for writing once.


    Why were we all there? By the end of the night I was no closer to understanding an attraction that has stretched over centuries. The bullfight has been likened to a religious experience and a sexual one, but to me, it was just about breaking an animal’s spirit. Full stop. The cathartic witnessing of it. I went home to my son and held him tight, so tight; breathed in his beautiful scent. He suckled the babysitter’s bottle of my milk as furiously as a calf with a teat. God help me if anyone ever breaks his spirit, I thought, if anyone ever snuffs that strong personality that was evident even then. Perhaps I was so appalled by the bullfight because it had something to do with the destroying of an animal that was entering an unknown world, an animal relying purely on instinct. That had no chance. And that broke my heart.


    But there was a gift from the experience too, a thrill that any writer recognises. I started working again. Feverishly, in my notebook, that very night; while my son slept beside me. The old spark tingled through me that had been muted for so long, a couple of years at this point. Muted by a new marriage and pregnancy and then the milky bliss of motherhood, and writing had just fallen away within all that. I had let go. There were other things cramming my life, the silkiness of happiness, and content.


    The bullfight invigorated me. I felt outrage and confusion, but most of all a wanting to understand. Is that what writing is all about? The seeking of answers that perhaps can never be found? So the notepad was picked up, the laptop returned to. This, I suppose, is what story telling entails. Shaping a narrative. Observing, honing, deciphering meaning. There was so much boredom and ugliness and clumsiness in the bullfighting we witnessed, yet enough outrage there for writing to flood back. That experience of tedium and revulsion and wonder, on a hot Spanish evening, became a necessary gift.


    It unsettled me that my writing back then could only, it seemed, be sparked by extreme experiences: the brutality of Antarctica, the central Australian desert, the disintegration of a relationship, death. And then a bullfight. Experiences opposed to the inherent nature of motherhood, which requested nesting, stillness, a telescoping of your life, the making of it secure. I feared for what I would require in the future, to find my way into writing again. Ironically, after the drama of the bullfight, the next catalyst was anonymity, but that’s another story entirely …

  


  
    A writer’s books


    Michael Ondaatje’s Coming Through Slaughter was discovered just as the cement was setting around the idea of making the dream – writing – an actual career (to the horror of a coalminer father, who responded, when hearing of the vaultingly ridiculous ambition, ‘Waste of time, books.’) Ondaatje’s slim early tome was introduced by a university lecturer, and it entered my world like a depth charge of possibility. The battered Picador paperback has been carried around for decades, from Antarctica to Alice Springs, London to Leichhardt; the pages, now, are almost greasy from being thumbed, flipped, dog-eared and scribbled upon.


    What, exactly, is it? Not exactly sure – despite it being billed as Ondaatje’s first novel – and that’s what makes it so damned exciting. It’s best described as an account. Of the life of jazz musician Buddy Bolden, one of the early proponents of the form, a cornet player in New Orleans in the early years of the twentieth century. Now generally that’s not an area of interest for me, but my God, as an outsider you’re utterly entranced by this world that Ondaatje conjures up. For it does feel like a feat of conjuring.


    It’s a daring, audacious little book that defies categorisation – experimenting with fiction and non-fiction, photography, dialogue, reportage, and abrupt shifts of tense, form and voice. Bolden was known for his dazzling improvisations and there’s something of that energy in it. Ezra Pound’s battle cry is always close by while working – ‘Make It New’ – and Coming Through Slaughter is the embodiment of that rallying little aphorism. The aim, as a novelist, is to create something fresh and startling and bold; a new voice, a new way. To risk. Dare. Disturb.


    Ernest Hemingway said in his Nobel acceptance speech that for the established writer, each book should be a new beginning, where the writer tries again and again for something that’s beyond attainment. He added that they should always attempt something that’s never been done before, or that others have tried and failed. And the writer must never forget the need – nay, the imperative – to enchant in some way. Draw a curtain around the reader, cosy them in. The British editor Simon Prosser said that readers want to be flirted with, flattered, gripped and excited and seduced. It’s a hard ask, but a necessary one. Coming Through Slaughter conjures up a completely convincing world and persona: you enter the increasingly disturbed mind of the protagonist and are appalled yet enchanted.


    Ondaatje’s book has been like a prod over the years to not necessarily take the easiest path: to write with energy and honesty and emotional truth. And beauty, always that. It’s also deliciously grubby and vulnerable and ultimately – what all great novels are – moving. Heartbreaking, in fact, and don’t all writers want to create a tale that wrenches the heart at some point? It’s fearless, dangerous writing, something I aspire to. Over the years I’ve recognized its soul-tomes: in books by Anne Carson, Janet Frame, Les Murray, Dave Eggers, Toni Morrison, Jeanette Winterson and Ali Smith. It intrigues that it’s an early work. There’s something so vividly youthful about the energy of it, it’s that time when you’re roaring through life, addicted to the new, to risk. As a writer, you want to keep recapturing that exhilarating, effortless feeling in your own books but it’s so hard, as the years go on, as life closes in around you and you have to think about mortgages and kids’ swimming lessons and sellable books; about actually making a living out of the crazy, demanding, precarious writing life.


    So all I can say is thank you, Mr Ondaatje, for your bewitching little tome. It’s been used as a tuning fork many times over the years – very different, of course, to my own writing – but it sets the bar in terms of energy and daring and risk-taking. All that’s needed is a paragraph from its deliciously audacious pages to plunge me into the mood, and I’m off and racing.


    Yet what was the first book that got the writing pulse racing, at the grand old age of ten? That also felt deliciously audacious, brimming with energy and truth? Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre. You’re mesmerised from the first page by the intensity of the protagonist’s journey. It’s a classic story arc of the outsider overcoming incredible odds; the hero’s journey. It taught me two important lessons as a fledgling writer: the necessity of a strong narrative to propel the reader forward, and the need to evoke some kind of empathy with the reader, to identify. I always want to be moved by a book; Jane Eyre moves me deeply. That little heart-lurch at the line ‘Reader, I married him’, is still felt. Charlotte Bronte takes us by the scruff of the neck and forces us to become Jane – we hate what she hates, love what she does. There’s an honesty and truth to the narrator’s feelings however melodramatic her story. And there are no tranquil moments; the reader, and the protagonist, are never allowed to rest. It’s a book that’s repetitive, flabby, impetuous, imperfect – but oddly, bizarrely, rings true.


    Speaking of repetitive and flabby and wildly, excruciatingly imperfect: when I was 14 my English teacher asked the class to begin a journal as a homework exercise. The idea was hated at the time – that every Friday these little handwritten tomes would be handed in and read, something so intimate! – but that teacher encouraged a habit that’s stayed with me a lifetime. I’m now up to my sixteenth. They record a life’s journey, story ideas, conversation scraps, titles, quotes, grievances, observations; and they’re constantly mined as fuel for the fiction. They’re grubby and humble books of great vulnerability, barely legible now as my handwriting loosens and slips away from me, but as worker’s tools I’d be lost without them. I write to ask questions. It’s not out of a sense of knowing, but its exact opposite. Unknowing. My journals are full of unknowing; and the doubt and the wonder is only increasing as I age.


    All the deeply loved novels in my life – Marguerite Duras’ The Lover, Jane Mendelsohn’s I Was Amelia Earhart, Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead, Anne Michael’s Fugitive Pieces, Michel Houellebecq’s Atomised, Cormac McCarthy’s The Road – are marked by an original voice that is courageous and fresh; you’re often seduced by the boldness of tone from the very first paragraph. Most of these books have a confidence that doesn’t falter. (This sense of control is remarkably hard for a writer to sustain. ‘For the most part novels do come to grief somewhere,’ Virginia Woolf wrote. ‘The imagination falters under the enormous strain.’) All of these authors are attempting something new, with a fearless and provocative honesty, and they’re taking you along on their journey. They’re not afraid to disturb you. They’re also moving you – wheedling their way into your consciousness so that these are the books that are held forever in your heart.


    After publishing two novels in quick succession (the dramatically different I Take You followed by a whimsical children’s novel, The Kensington Reptilarium), I’ve now floated into that delicious writerly phase that Kipling dubbed ‘drift, wait and obey.’ Let’s just say it’s more drifting than obeying right now, but something will eventually firm. Joseph Heller wrote that every writer he knows has trouble writing; Anne Enright declared that the first 12 years are the worst. Yes, after 12 years it’s becoming easier. Marginally. But it remains the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Does not come easily, oh no, and the doubt is still there; in fact, novel writing for me is a seemingly endless process of gradual disappointment. With every completed book there’s that moment of ‘Oh, that didn’t turn out exactly how it was meant to’, for they’re always slipping away from me and finding a life of their own. And so another is started, and then another, in eternal hope of one day nailing it.


    Then there’s that great enemy of writing to contend with, among all the grand resistances – of time and energy and children and life pushing at you – and that is procrastination. In fact, right now a hot chocolate must be made because this is the queen of procrastination when it comes to the business …


    Back again. And let me just resist the internet for a moment – that great sucker up of energy, focus, discipline and original thought – if at all possible. Turn to a recent book that’s excited, nay inspired, in a similar way as Coming Through Slaughter did all those years ago at university. It’s the Collected Stories of Lydia Davis. She’s won the international Man Booker for the innovation of her prose and to read her is to be captivated by a totally new form. She writes short stories that can be a paragraph – nay, a few lines – long. Her economy and discipline is extraordinary. She’s been writing in this audacious way for many years, but it feels so right, so ready, for the reader now. My own reading has been characterised by a marked change in habit over the past few years –let’s call it a scattering, perhaps – as daily I graze, voluptuously, so much: several Australian, British and US online newspapers and magazines, the ABC and BBC as well as constant Googling and YouTubing. So less books are consumed, markedly so, and this is perceived in the reading habits of many around me. It’s a historical shift. I look at my children with multiple screens in front of them (not proud of this) – phones and iPads and the TV; their focus moving seamlessly from one to the other and sometimes taking in several at once; always in smaller bites of time and energy. This generation, by and large, has lost the ability to read for hours and hours in a sustained golden enchantment that many of us from older generations know so well from our childhoods. This generation consumes differently. Reads differently. We writers need to adapt to this, to stay relevant.


    As a novelist, Lydia Davis excites me. I need that. To make things new, make them fresh; keep me invigorated with this business. I’m toying with the idea of a daily Twitter novel in verse, or a prose poem, or a white page with the sparseness to it of Sappho’s wondrously economical fragments. Don’t know where this drifting and waiting will lead me, but with all the books that I have loved over the years singing in my head, at some point I will open the laptop, and obey.

  


  
    Christmas


    I


    
      ‘Fine old Christmas, with the snowy hair and ruddy face, had done his duty that year in the noblest fashion, and had set off his rich gifts of warmth and colour with all the heightening contrast of frost and snow.’


      – George Eliot

    


    Twenty years ago this year. What felt like the perfect Christmas. An anti-Christmas, in fact. Alice Springs. I was the local reporter for ABC Radio and had fallen in with a group of local scientists. They held close to their chests the location of an obscure waterhole in the Western Macs that very few white people knew about. So, on that Christmas Eve of 1993 we loaded up the four-wheel drives with swags and bush ovens, tins of tea and jerry cans, presents and tinsel for the anointed pine. We were all without family in this town – young, childless, Godless. Didn’t want or need family in this town, didn’t want anything to do with that ‘proper’ Christmas of Santa and snow (and there were several Brits among us). This land was our cathedral, and none of us wished for anything else.


    Bush tracks faltered to their secret destination, they lost their will and almost petered out. When we arrived at the astonishment of the secret waterhole flanked by its majestic river gums, after several bone-jolting hours, we selected the appropriate pine for its trussing with all the solemnity of ceremony. Then we climbed a rocky bluff and drank Margueritas under a magnificent sunset that seemed as wide as heaven itself. Our bush Christmas had officially begun. It would last for several days. We felt cool and exclusive, modern and defiant. No need for anyone else in this place.


    It was a blessed world away from all the ghosts of Christmasses past. It was Christmas, finally, how I wanted it. Far removed from childhood ceremonies of tepid turkeys and wilting salads, with too many family members crammed into airless, sweltering loungerooms. And after divorce fractured everything, when I was ten – the sudden complication of allegiances. Teenage Christmases were spent travelling long distances from gathering to gathering, to aging relatives from opposing factions who hugged you too tight and cooed identical ‘my haven’t you growns’. These were the people who’d once been great friends but never spoke to each other anymore – the chasm now wide, bitter, absolute – and as a child it was all too bewildering. As I grew older the split-family shunting and sweltering loungerooms never changed, but the questions did: ‘Have you got a boyfriend yet?’ ‘When are we going to get grandchildren?’ ‘Are you happy, Love?’ The loneliness yowled, through the years, the chaffing at the bit. To escape all this. And sometimes I did, with shiftwork, putting up my hand for the triple-time payments of this one day of the year.


    So to 1993. A magnificently selfish, secret waterhole near Alice that felt like heaven compared to all that. Out bush, happiness brimmed me. It was a Christmas of muddy water, sand, swags and a soaring sky. Friends were the new family and wasn’t this the way of the modern world? I’d chosen this lot. Like-minded people, cloistered by our shared desire to be Elsewhere. We were all from somewhere far away and all secretly relieved to be removed, to some extent, from the hooks of family obligation. Presents home had been sent weeks ago. We were now free and alone and it was bliss.


    Well, that was then.


    II


    
      ‘One of the signs of passing youth is the birth of a sense of fellowship with other human beings as we take our place among them.’


      – Virginia Woolf

    


    December 2006. London, four days before Christmas. Standing beside my two wide-eyed young sons at a Christmas-carol singalong in the fabulously excessive Royal Albert Hall. Belting out all the familiar carols from childhood – ‘Away in a Manger’, ‘Silent Night’, ‘We Three Kings’. And something was catching at my heart as I stood there among several thousand people, led in song by a twinkly Santa. The wonder at the pull of all this. At the twists and turns of life. At aging. The way you slip into living within the world – rather than alongside it.


    I’d sung a lot of those songs thirty-odd years ago, pre-parental divorce, as an angel wearing a sheet at Keiraville Public School in Wollongong. And there I was in central London, a lifetime later, singing them all over again. And the happiness was so intense that if I could step aside from my body in that moment, it felt like I might just burst into light.


    Those childhood carols were resonating like the first pop tunes; the songs from childhood and teenage years that still tug when you hear them. (‘Throw Your Arms Around Me’, ‘Wuthering Heights’, ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’ – the heart-lurch, basically, is the same.) And I was now embedding those Christmas carols into my own sons’ psyche, so that as men, when they came to hear again the lullaby-loveliness of so many of them, hopefully they’d feel the emotional pull of them too. A tug back to a time of happiness and security and wonder and enveloping love, before everything gets chipped away at by adult uncertainties. For me those carols were invested with layers of meaning that weren’t exclusively religious; it had to do with something deep within our emotional core – no matter whether we believed in a God or not. An aural landscape of memory that went to the heart of who you were. And I was layering all this into my own children’s psyches; building up a Christmas storehouse of recollections, and I wanted them to be golden.


    III


    
      ‘Our hearts grow tender with childhood memories and love of kindred, and we are better throughout the year for having, in spirit, become a child again at Christmas-time.’


      – Laura Ingalls Wilder

    


    What happened when I had kids?


    As an adult I believed church was for pathetic, unthinking, easily led people. I worked at Triple J, read Rolling Stone, went to the Sydney Film Festival; my 20s were a time of cynicism and sneer, and God resolutely did not figure in that world. Yet occasionally, once a year or so, I’d stumble upon a religious service somewhere and be drawn to it, inexorably. Just … sit. Usually in some foreign place where I was an anonymous backpacker and none of this embarrassing behaviour would filter back home. But there was something all-calming about those occasional illicit experiences. I felt ‘righted’ in some way by these secret Sunday assignations – at Evensong, on Palm Sunday, during the Harvest festival – balmed, lit.


    After my tumultuous 20s I arrived in London in my early 30s with a backpack, a manuscript of a novel and a vague plan to shift gear. Life up to that point had been so greedy, busy, grasping – there was little time for stillness. I hooked up with an ex-boyfriend and we lived in a dingy bedsit on Fleet Street. We were both doing night shifts to pay our way. It was an exhausting, freezing time; it felt as if the chill had curled up in our bones.


    My boyfriend sensed I needed something else in this land – an anchor, to stay in it, a sense of community and fellowship with the people of this new land – and one day he took me to St Bride’s across the road (it’s known as the writers’ church because of its Fleet Street location). It has a beautiful Evensong service every Sunday and I found myself slipping into a regular attendance. It was like meditation. Replenishing, quietening. I had become a churchgoer without even realising or acknowledging it.


    We eventually climbed out of our one-room existence and it all slipped away. But then we had children, and something tugged within, a small familiar pain that Poet Laureate Carol Anne Duffy writes so beautifully of. I found giving birth a profoundly spiritual experience – the pinnacle of joy as a human being – a time when I was thanking God a lot. And there was an urge to find a kinder, gentler, stiller existence. For myself, and the children. I don’t think it’s surprising that this tug was experienced as a new mother. There was a desire to find a little more grace in the greedy, grasping world, and the older I get the more I respect words like grace, and empathy, and kindness.


    Is it any surprise that the most universally resonant Christian story is one of birth and motherhood? It’s a beautiful, simple story, and it encapsulates all the stun and wonder and gratitude that human beings feel at the birth of a child. Any child. Whether we believe the Christmas story or not, many of us are touched in some way by its message of a new beginning, miraculousness, stillness and serenity. Even if we’re not interested in going anywhere near a church.


    Sometimes I don’t believe: sometimes I say No, it’s ridiculous, I’m with those Alice scientists on this one. But then the short sharp shock comes. Often it’s when I’m alone, at night, standing in a bedroom filled with the sleep of my children, just … breathing them in. And then a great warmth floods through me – an enormous, glittery, heart-swelling gratitude – and I find myself closing my eyes in unstoppable thanks. ‘Prayer is gratitude,’ I read once. Oh yes. Especially at Christmas time. The world softens then. Can you feel it? I never sensed it during those Alice Springs days but I do now. It’s not just the longest public holiday of the year. If we open our hearts to the season it’s a celebration of love – for those closest to us and also, more generally, for our fellow human beings. It’s a time of cracking open hearts, for all of us. A time of chiselling out warmth, extending a hand. Our world undergoes a little surge of meaning, and over the years that meaning may change but it’s meaning nonetheless. What it is to be human.


    IV


    
      ‘Happy, happy Christmas, that can win us back to the delusions of our childhood days, recall to the old man the pleasures of his youth, and transport the traveller back to his own fireside and quiet home!’


      – Charles Dickens

    


    The London library. Another Christmas season far from home. Cosy in an old leather armchair as the dark crowded into the day outside; frost and snow contrasting with warmth and colour inside, indeed. Reading the library’s copy of Meanjin, its rock and roll issue. The scrawled, original lyrics to the Triffids’ ‘Wide Open Road’ about the sky being big and empty, and yelling your insides out to the sun, to the wide open road. Lyrics ferociously Australian. There was a catch in my heart; my eyes prickled up. For who I once was – that funny, fierce Alice Springs girl. For home, the world that I’d lost, its yelling roads, its light.


    You see, my London Christmas that year would be busy and noisy and lovely, with a gaggle of Aussie-expat orphans around us – but actually, I was ready again for those crammed family Christmases in sweltering loungerooms. I’d come full circle. I was now in my 40s, and it had taken me 30 years to recognise finally that family – not the individual – was the basic unit of society.


    Ahead was a very modern expat Christmas – everyone would bring a gift of food, and there was only one rule: no presents. We’d had all that in the morning, among immediate family, and that was enough in terms of gifts. The gluttonous dawn-mountain of them! The focus: a meal of celebration, among a group of like-minded people. For after all – in this modern world of fractured, faraway lives – don’t our friends often feel like the new family? We chose these people, they made us laugh, they lifted our hearts. And you couldn’t always say that about family.


    My brother, meanwhile, was hosting a Christmas lunch at his home near Sydney, with his boys who are the same age as my own, and my mother and his parents in law, and both our grandmothers, who were in their 90s but had rekindled their friendship stretching back decades. I wanted to be there. Wanted my boys to know the richness of cousins on tap as well as uncles and aunts. Grandparents. Great grandparents. Wanted them to know something of the great circularity of life.


    V


    
      ‘Love came down at Christmas,

      Love all lovely, Love Divine’


      – Christina Rossetti

    


    2013. Exactly twenty years on from that Alice Springs Christmas. A celebration planned for this year near Cairns, with my husband’s parents and his sister, her husband and family. This after two years of Christmases at my brother’s, with my mother and remaining grandmother. We will attend our local Carols by Candlelight with neighbours and champagne and picnic baskets and rugs, then board a plane and watch the carols at the Myer Music Bowl on TV in far north Queensland. We will sing the familiar songs. I will feel the familiar tugging at my heart. I will watch my kids sing the words they now know off by heart, and will always know, deep into adulthood, and perhaps be reminded of this time. I may cry.


    Growing up is about embracing responsibility. The chap and I both recognise that now; it’s one of the reasons why we decided several years ago to embrace the idea of home, in Australia, after years of gypsy wandering. It was time to step up to the mark, be fully adult, with not only children under consideration but aging parents and grandparents. We had youngsters who made the 24-hour flight extremely difficult, and mothers and fathers who could no longer travel huge distances easily – a nagging worry of our final London years as we felt the separation of family intensifying. So. We jumped ship. Hanker for London still but do not regret where we are now. Home. We have both softened to responsibility, its grave weight.


    And we are no longer churchgoers but have managed to find a service every Christmas Day that we’ve been back in Australia. We have sung ‘Silent Night’ just as we did in London all those years ago and we will do it again, and again. On the one day of the year. A family ritual, embedding that aural landscape deep into the psyche of all of us. With a carol that celebrates the momentary pause and stillness and wonder of Christmas. Because in that stillness shines something extraordinary, if you can find it. Some call it holiness, and to them it may bring to mind the serenity at the heart of the nativity story. England is still largely silent for this one extraordinary day – you can’t even get a train out to Heathrow – it’s as if the world pauses for a moment, holds its breath. And if you let it – if you can find it – the silence leaks into your soul. Australia is less this way, and I always feel it’s up to the individual here to glean a stillness, somehow, from the day; to find a replenishing silence. But we are in a sunburnt country that throws itself into the glary light on this one day of the year, accompanied by the pop of Christmas crackers, the roar of the surf and the thud of backyard cricket bats. It feels harder here; the seams of Christianity not embedded as deeply as in England, perhaps.


    But there is of course a great heft into a softening during this time of the year, wherever you are. Can you feel it? When I look at a Rothko painting it feels like stillness and love and wonder and loneliness and beauty all at once – something deeply human and deeply mysterious, spirit-brimmed. And those qualities, to me, are encapsulated in Christmas. The season is a concentration of all the things that give me solace in this life – beauty, silence, generosity, merriment, stillness, singing, love. And maybe faith is nothing more than wonder at profound mystery and beauty – the wonder in a Rothko painting, or a Bach composition, or in the fit-to-burst happiness as your children sing songs from your own childhood, beside you, in the gathering dark.
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    The runaway international bestseller


    EXCERPT FROM THE BRIDE STRIPPED BARE


    On honeymoon, in the heat and shadows of sultry Marrakech, a conventional young wife makes a shocking discovery. Although confused by her husband’s betrayal, she finds it gives her the freedom to explore her deepest desires and rediscover the true self she has kept hidden from view for so long.


    But her new life is clouded by complication and the raw desire that threatens to overwhelm her. She finds herself torn between need for her husband and yearning for something more.


    The Bride Stripped Bare is the story of a woman whose powerful awakening is as erotic as it is dangerous.


    ‘This was the book I wished all my lovers had read’ Chrissey Iley, Sunday Magazine


    ‘A book which dares to spell out what women really want’ Sunday Telegraph

  


  
    The follow-up to The Bride Stripped Bare


    EXCERPT FROM WITH MY BODY


    Smothered by marriage and family, a woman feels life slipping through her fingers. She becomes preoccupied with thoughts of her early education in love at the hands of Tol, a man like no other she has known. Memories of the affair – Tol’s appetite for her pleasure and her trusting desire – consume her. But the mysterious end to their intimacy left her confused and unwilling to love again with all her heart.


    Discovering the woman she once was is an erotic journey back into the past, and an exploration of reawakened passion.


    ‘Nikki Gemmell’s prose has a wonderful sensuousness’


    Independent


    ‘A very knowing, literary erotic romance’


    The Australian

  


  
    The conclusion of The Bride Stripped Bare trilogy …


    EXCERPT FROM I TAKE YOU


    Under her Chanel suit and designer lingerie, Connie Carven is no longer the typical banker’s wife. Since Cliff’s dreadful skiing accident, Connie has become a willing submissive to her husband’s every desire.


    While at first she enjoys a perverse sense of freedom within the ever-tightening bonds of her marriage, this dark and seductive passion begins to consume her.


    But it takes a shocking act of surrender to awake Connie from her slumber. In the communal garden of her Notting Hill home, she meets Mel and discovers the thrill of true intimacy.


    As the author of the bestselling phenomenon The Bride Stripped Bare and the exquisite With My Body, Nikki Gemmell brought erotic writing into the 21st century; she now looks back to Lady Chatterley’s Lover for inspiration. D.H. Lawrence’s celebrated tale of desire is retold for today and the deliciously provocative I Take You is a modern love story, both earthily passionate and wickedly tantalising.


    ‘like Lawrence it is tenderness that Gemmell is concerned to emphasise … a sensitive, funny and pertinent modernisation of Lawrence’s classic’ Adelaide Advertiser


    ‘pushes the boundary again … [Lady Chatterley’s Lover] with added spice and go-girl twist’ Jennifer Byrne, Australian Women’s Weekly
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