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‘We are here for this—to make mistakes and to correct ourselves, to stand the blows and hand them out.’


PRIMO LEVI, The Periodic Table




Foreword by Leslie Jamison


What secret desires and resentments are tucked inside the people we love? A little girl’s diary, with its tiny lock and key, testifies to the impulse to keep parts of ourselves hidden, but it’s impossible to look at a locked diary without imagining breaking it open.


What to do then, with the published diary? With its lock removed, its interior offered to the world not only as exposure but as form: a genre beholden to the insight that rises from immediacy rather than retrospection. Many writers’ diaries have been published, but far fewer have been published in their lifetimes—­and none carry the singular acuity, wit, and electric grace of Helen Garner’s. An Australian national treasure known for her novels of domestic nuance and entanglement (Monkey Grip, The Children’s Bach) and journalism of grand sorrow and fierce controversy (The First Stone, This House of Grief), Garner has given us diaries that read like they are inventing a new language made from utterly familiar materials: fresh, raw, vibrating with life. “Like being given a painting you love gleaming with the still-­wet paint,” as the writer Helen Elliott put it. They are seductively loose and nimble, delivering shards of experience rather than an overdetermined narrative, pivoting from sharpened skewers of observation (“The writers’ festival. It’s like being barbecued”) to a clear-­eyed claiming of pleasure (“tear meat off a chicken and stuff it into her mouth”), swerving from deep reckonings with romantic intimacy and dissolution to sudden, perfect aphorisms hidden like Easter eggs in the grass: “Sentimentality keeps looking over its shoulder to see how you’re taking it. Emotion doesn’t give a shit whether anyone’s looking or not.”


The writer Catherine Lacey once brilliantly described the difficulty of writing about experiences you’re still living as “trying to make a bed while you’re still in it,” but as I read Garner’s diaries, I kept thinking that perhaps not every bed needs to be made. Sometimes we want the unmade beds, with messy sheets and sprawled-­out bodies stretching and spooning, the fossils of curled hairs on the pillow, the faint salt of dried sweat.


Far from reading like B-­roll footage, these diaries feel magnificent and sui generis, beholden to no rhythms or logic but their own, simultaneously seductive and staggering, a blend of pillow talk, bar gossip, and eavesdropping on therapy. They offer an intoxicating, astute account of the deep emotional movements of Garner’s life over two decades—­two marriages and divorces, the flowering of her literary career, and her daughter’s coming-of-age—­but they always live in the weeds, built of the grain and texture of her days. No small part of their brilliance stems from their faith that there is no meaningful separation between these realms of inquiry: that reckoning with human purpose and the anguished possibilities of human love always happens within, and not above, the realm of “trivial” daily experience. Which is to say: in their form as well as their content, they reveal where meaning dwells in our lives (everywhere), and how we might excavate it. “In my heart,” Garner has said, “I always liked my diary better than anything else I wrote.”


Between entries, Garner pivots deftly and unapologetically from interior to exterior, gravity to banality, existential rumination to lively anecdote: love affairs and therapy sessions, but also hot wind, big moons, salt air, a sunset cloud “ridged as neat and fine as salmon flesh,” and “the rodent flowing of squirrels” across grass; the sting of a terrible review, the satisfactions of friendship, the beautifully naked bodies of aging women at bathhouses. In these pages, we find all the facets of living beautifully juxtaposed, as they are in life: gossip, sex, parenting, plate-­smashing rage, trips to the dentist. “Crazy about the way Proust uses physical objects to keep his huge, billowing sentences grounded,” she writes, and her prose does the same. We are returned to the concrete stuff of life: the single pubic hair she finds in the quiche at a dinner party, and politely tucks away; the half-­dead tree carved up for a bonfire; the copy of Paradise Lost stashed in her outdoor toilet; a friend describing his wife’s homemade bread: “the sort of bread you want to peel open and lie down in.” Even her description of a Thai meal on her fifty-­fifth birthday is a minor revelation, and an ode to the pleasures of surprise (Garner loves surprise as a daily, creative, and even ethical force): “just as you think you know the taste, a note of some other herb or spice breaks through, as clear as a beam of light through a cloud.”


When people talk about personal narrative as a literary form, there is almost always a bias toward the insights made available by hindsight. But what can you see as you are coming down the road? “Story is a chunk of life with a bend in it,” Garner has said, inviting us to consider the possibility that there’s not necessarily a direct correlation between time passed and insight gained, as if you will necessarily “know” the most about your own life at precisely the moment just before you die. You know things as you move through experience, and sometimes the fervent immediacy of this sort of knowing actually diminishes across time. Once you know how things play out, you cannot absolutely re-­create all you felt inside of them: that sensation is gone for good. Garner’s diaries are full of this intimate entwining of knowing and feeling, like two lovers tangled up in the sheets of an unmade bed.


Yellow Notebook begins in 1978, when Garner’s daughter, M, is just nine years old, still living at home. Garner’s first novel, Monkey Grip, has just won a major prize, but Garner is wrestling with whether her writing is too “small” in its scope. “Everyone’s talking about Apocalypse Now,” she laments. “My work seems piddling, narrow, domestic.” This first volume tracks the disintegration of her volatile relationship with F, her second husband, and the beginning of her affair with a married writer she calls V (the novelist Murray Bail) who will eventually become her third. “One day I’ll have to burn this book,” she writes. “I use as buckets of cold water thoughts of his wife’s preparations for Christmas.”


One Day I’ll Remember This tracks Garner’s deepening affair with V, as well as Garner navigating M’s leaving home: “This state is like a second labour. I’m struggling to let her be born,” she writes. A friend tells her, “A brand-­new abyss. I envy you. Don’t fill it up with old things.” Eventually V leaves his marriage to be with Garner, and she leaves her life in Melbourne to live with him in Sydney. At their wedding, her father predicts trouble: “They’re both writers, though,” he says, predicting one of the major subplots of the pages still to come. Things are already bumpy, but V and Garner are still allies through the bumpiness: “When we see couples who are cheerfully loving we exchange sad, wry glances.” Resilience shows up like a glimmering, essential thread through all three volumes: coming back to art, and to herself as an artist, through the frustrations of the process, the daily trials of love and grief, and the slings and arrows of critical reception—­at one point Garner girds herself to “accept that I have enemies, and be robust about it.”


The title of Garner’s third volume, How to End a Story, refers not only to its place as the final movement of a triptych, but to its account of the prolonged and messy dissolution of Garner’s third marriage. By this point, the diaries have come to assume the velocity and integrity of a novel. Two of the major forces pressurizing the end of their marriage are V’s relationship with X, a painter, and Garner’s relationship with her analyst, who points out that she often lies on the couch in a fetal position, sometimes clutching her scarf “like a comforter, or a bottle.” V worries that analysis will threaten her artistic life, that it promises to too neatly solve or defuse the “family unravelling” that fuels her work. But he need not have feared: there is plenty more unraveling ahead. (And eventually, delightfully, Garner manages to claim her therapy expenses as “professional development” on her taxes, her triumph at this accomplishment so fervent it gets italicized, “they allowed it!”)


We meet X at her fortieth birthday party: “She uses her body expressively, in ways that are un-­Australian—­turns of the head, graceful arm and hand gestures.” Earlier in the diaries, Garner has wondered if the world is made of triangles rather than couples, and X will eventually become the third point in the triangle of Garner’s marriage—­X and V develop a consuming friendship that Garner suspects has become an affair: “If you’re a man’s second wife you know for a fact that he’s capable of anything.”


One of the great hardships of V’s intimacy with the painter X is not just the sting of romantic betrayal but the fact that jealousy obstructs Garner’s relationship with her own powers of observation: “I didn’t know any more how to be happy or to enjoy, for example, the glorious beauty of the ocean and the summer sky.” But her jealousy eventually becomes an artifact to be investigated, an object on which Garner can train her furious insight, and an enemy to be subdued by “turning away to something more interesting.” In their constant pivots, the diaries often offer a version of this relief from claustrophobia, turning from domestic conflict to the world outside—­the city, friends, work, daughter—­like opening a window in a dim, stale room and letting in fresh breeze, oxygen, sunlight or moonlight, or the smell of rain.


As ever, Garner is attuned to both the existential depths of romantic conflict and the banal surfaces of how these conflicts play out. “Since we were writers, each of us had a horror of being engulfed by the other,” she writes, “and had to fight against it.” But so often these deep conflicts express themselves through the materials of petty grievances: “Contest between me and V about what each of us has done to keep the soap from going mucky in the bathroom.” There’s catharsis in the moment when Garner finally discovers the draft of a love letter to X, confirming all her suspicions of an affair. She documents the wild scene with vigorous specificity: smashing V’s espresso machine onto the floor, grabbing his expensive cigars from the humidor and jamming them into the beetroot soup she made for him, stabbing a draft of his novel with his Mont Blanc fountain pen until the nib is smashed and bent. (Later, she feels solidarity with a schoolgirl who has cut the laces of her brother’s expensive new running shoes. “I long to say, ‘Sweetheart, I have cut up a straw hat with scissors and drowned cigars in soup. We are sisters.’ ”)


Garner takes her heartbreak with her to Buenos Aires (“I trudge up and down the avenidas lugging my smashed and bleeding heart”) and then to Antarctica for a travel piece: “I wish I could have a clean heart. Mine’s like an ashtray. Full of Cohiba butts and spit”—­where she finds the air so clean and cold it’s like a numbing agent: “inside of my head is an ice landscape, an element of brutal clarity, like the first snort of cocaine,” and a sense of wonder and gratitude in pushing her face into the “tight, springy moss-­pads” left in the wake of an ancient glacier: “The concrete inside me started to soften and give way.”


The Künstlerroman, a bildungsroman that focuses on the development of an artist, is a genre traditionally associated with youth and coming of age, but anyone who has ever tried to make art knows the process of becoming an artist never ends. In Garner’s diaries, we find, among other things, a stunning Künstlerroman of middle age. Here is an artist expanding and evolving across the middle of her life, in thrilling and unexpected ways. Over and over again, we witness Garner reaching through various kinds of grief and frustration (divorce, artist’s block, maternal guilt) to keep falling in love with daily life, her family, her city, strangers on the streets and in the baths, finding in her art a well of power that cannot ever be taken from her. “Nothing can touch me,” she writes, in the midst of fighting with her second husband, because she feels close to “the power of work. Art, and the huge, quiet power it gives.”


We also watch the emergence of Garner as a journalist, starting to investigate extreme manifestations of human darkness and tragedy. After an interview with an arsonist, she writes, “I begin to think of violence, death, burning, what people do to each other, to their children. And to think that I need to find out about these things.” In toggling back and forth so dynamically between her own interiority and other peoples’ lives, these diaries give lie to the assumption that being interested in yourself necessarily means you are less interested in other people. Garner’s diaries—­indeed, the arc and range of her entire career—­suggests another truth entirely: that deep introspection and outward curiosity are often symbiotic.


Garner writes with vivacity and precision about the process of writing itself, a subject that often drives writers into the clutches of self-­referential tedium. (She is also wonderful on her own dreams, another thematic Bermuda Triangle, describing a dead body stuffed full of pens, or nursing a large red bell pepper: “A slit opened in the capsicum’s side and it began to suck voraciously.”) She nails the frustration of unproductive sessions (“now that I’m sitting up in bed, pen in hand, on a rainy Saturday afternoon, all my little stored-­up treasures turn their backs and hide in the shrubbery”) and confesses the sting of not being included in the Oxford book of Australian literature, but she gives us the good stuff, too, like the triumphant sensation of finding the right place in a novel for a detail that’s been “dogging” her for a decade. If Horace coined the term ars poetica to describe a poem that explains the art of poetry, then perhaps Garner has given us an ars diarium—­insofar as these diaries skillfully, glintingly, make a case for their own mattering, a quicksilver manifesto sewn like a glimmering thread through these pages: “Meaning is in the smallest event,” she reflects. “It doesn’t have to be put there: only revealed.”


At one point near the end of their marriage, Garner writes, “V says that women’s writing, ‘lacks an overarching philosophy,’ ” and records her own brisk reply: “I don’t even know what this means. Also, I don’t care.” Tonally, this is pure Garner: colloquial and self-­possessed, jaunty and winking, supple and wry—­but not huffy. And while it’s true that there’s nothing I would call an “overarching philosophy” spanning these diaries, they give us something far better, with a slyer and more inviting architecture: not overarching but subterranean, deftly emerging from the rough terrain of experience.


What are the tenets of this subversive, subterranean philosophy? It has more to do with cleaning the dishes, or making breakfast for a grandson, or sitting down for tea with a friend, than it does with the utterly silent lunches Garner recalls the composer Igor Stravinsky demanding from his family. At its core, this subterranean philosophy believes that the obligations and distractions of daily life are not distractions at all: they are the conduits through which we arrive at profundity; they are midwives of grace and insight. It believes that humility and surprise are the cornerstones of both rigorous self-­knowledge and moral action. The more willing we are to be surprised by ourselves, other people, and experience, the more we are capable of honesty, discovery, care, and transformation. Garner feels a deep kinship with the nun who says, “I love intellectuals who hesitate.” She is fascinated by a man who keeps but doesn’t read his parents’ letters to each other: “Perhaps he doesn’t want to lose the state of having a secret from himself; or to reach the end of the mystery, the bottom of the bag.” One senses Garner doesn’t really believe in the bottom of the bag; instead, she believes in the generative understanding that she can’t ever fully understand herself. “What is the point of this diary?” she asks. “There is always something deeper, that I don’t write, even when I think I’m saying everything.”


These diaries are not only generous with the soaked sponge of daily life, they are also generous with the reader, inviting and rewarding many different modes of reading. You can disappear into them for hours, like swimming deep into the ocean of another person’s life. But you can also read them in tiny doses—­just a few entries at a time, in moments stolen from precisely the kinds of obligations and relationships the diaries document—­without feeling you are betraying them. Moving in and out of the diaries, tunneling into them for a few rapt moments, then being called out again feels like inhabiting their native ecosystem. I found myself reading the entirety of 1983, the year of my own birth, in stray moments on a weekday afternoon, waiting for the results of a strep test at an urgent care clinic, and then curled in a corner of the living room while my daughter played a game that involved laying out an imaginary banquet for fairies who were deciding what ages to remain for the rest of their lives. “Ludmilla will be forty-­nine forever!” she cried. These diaries do the incredible thing that great literature can: they create a mood and a field of resonance that reaches far beyond the act of reading them. They offer to return us to our own lives with more curiosity and keen attention.





Yellow Notebook



Diaries


Volume I


1978–­1987





1978



Maybe it’d be a good idea to start another diary, just to cream it off. I bought this yellow book today.


—


Man in the metro, a 1950s relic but real, not an affectation—untidy, perfectly period clothes—lumber jacket, tight trousers, big, worn, nondescript shoes. He was playing an exquisite basic rock-and-roll guitar and singing ‘Corinna’ through a little amp that looked like a white Daisy Duck radio.


—


Monkey Grip appears to have won the National Book Council Award. Letter from T in Melbourne: ‘Sometimes I fall into the trap of thinking that jobs and money and grants are luck instead of recognition for talent and hard work. Do you feel that still?’


—


I know what the matter is. I haven’t got any women friends here. I miss, I miss. I feel crazy and weepy.


—


F says he’s not really French: that he comes from the south, that it’s different there. He says if you don’t turn a mattress it starts to smell bad. He sings to himself as he works. If he looks over my shoulder at this I’ll start screaming.


—


Actually, I don’t care if he reads this. I’m protected by the fog of incomprehension that’s always between us unless we work single-mindedly at direct contact.


M and I work to wall off a sleeping space for her at one end of the living room. We stretch a length of unbleached calico tightly over the back of the high, open shelf we bought at Habitat, stand it at right angles to the wall, then lie side by side on her little bed and gaze at the tent-like structure. A bottle of Scotch on the living-room side picks up the light and shines a brown glow through the fabric. When we do a task together she turns me into a better mother. She’s a witty person, companionable and kind. ‘Got any idea how to draw a hamster?’


—


Rilke wrote that when people know your name they ‘scatter your forces’. He suggests changing your name as soon as they get hold of it.


—


I must disabuse myself of the illusion that I once sat down and wrote a novel. I am not good at constructing major pieces of work. I have a short concentration span. I can work only in small, intense bursts. I don’t seem to work consciously. I write to unburden myself, to amuse myself, to arrange in order the things that bulge in my head, to make myself notice things.


—


Jerzy Kosiński’s absolutely unemotional style. As clear as crystal, as objects arranged in a line. Whenever the lost child in The Painted Bird approaches a farm to ask for work or for shelter, the peasants ‘consult their neighbours’.


—


At Cap Fréhel F tried to stop me from tackling the cliff. ‘Don’t climb!’ he cried, white-faced, seizing my ankle. So as not to watch me, he went to prise mussels off the rocks with his knife. I climbed. His fear had infected me. The void sucked at my back.


—


I have a lot of trouble with self-disgust. It disgusts me that I repeat things in this book that I have already written in letters. It disgusts me that I am so lazy.


—


A critic in Melbourne writes that ‘some people consider Monkey Grip’s subject matter distasteful’. Someone else said I was a traitor to my class. I now grasp the meaning of the term provincial.


—


Cure for homesickness and ennui: walk. I must have walked ten kilometres yesterday. Bought two jumpers and a pair of red shoes, which are perfect.


—


I went to shake hands with Solange. She laughed and went ‘Oh!’ as if to say ‘Come off it!’ and kissed my cheeks instead.


—


M didn’t understand the information the teacher gave about the week’s holiday for Toussaint: she thought it was a school camp, and tried to ask if she was supposed to bring her sleeping bag and something to eat. The teacher had no idea what she was talking about. M gave up and came home bewildered. She cried when she tried to explain to me what had happened.


—


Drank some kir and this and that. In Charlie Hebdo I read: ‘BOUM! = NO FUTURE x 7.’ I laughed and laughed. I don’t even know why it’s funny. If I lived alone with my leedle cassette player and idiosyncratic assortment of tapes, I’d probably drink myself stupid.


—


F took an old wooden-handled hammer out of his briefcase this morning and laid it on my desk. It’s still there.


—


How he pronounces VAPORUB.


—


We went walking in the cold, up to Place Clichy and rue Joseph de Maistre etc. He put his hand through my arm and I was happy.


—


The visitor on his way to London—‘It’s my spiritual home!’—spoke about his poems as being ahead of their time. ‘In ten years people will see what I was trying to do.’ I doubt this. Also, he was too cheap to pay fifty centimes to use the toilet at Parc Monceau.


—


I wish I lived peacefully somewhere. I wish I had a shit job involving physical exertion.


—


In Toulouse our hostess made a dormitory of her bedroom and she, M and I slept comfortably in a row. All the sheets and towels, from her trousseau sixteen years ago, are embroidered with her initials. At about 4 pm I remembered that it was my birthday. She took us out of the city to stay with some friends in a village. On the drive she told us that the husband had had an affair. The wife had fought it, or sat it out. He had returned to her. ‘So,’ she said with a satisfaction that did not quite convince me, ‘she won.’ The air in the house was thick. The husband and wife did not look at each other. In the afternoon we walked halfway up a small mountain. An easy track. Chestnuts still bright with yellow leaves. At night the darkness and silence around the house frightened me.


—


A drunk black man in a cobbled street yelled at us that we were ‘de la pourriture’.


—


Tweezers. Wool. Needles. Pencil sharpener.


—


A certain graciousness of manner; a deep courtesy.


—


‘I’ll be the toughest kid in the whereabouts,’ says M.


—


‘The fact that the glass is raised to the lips without being smashed into the face is a tribute to the subtle weighing abilities of the outstretched limb. And the fact that the glass remains at the mouth while losing weight as it is emptied shows how punctually the news is updated: without this information the glass would levitate as it was drained.’ —Jonathan Miller


—


Some teargas got in my eyes at the demo. It was my first dose, unbelievably confusing and painful. I was surprised at how philosophical people were about it. They covered their noses and mouths. ‘Aii!’ said F’s friend. ‘It hurts your eyes! Well, that’s what it’s for, I suppose.’ Everyone around him laughed.


—


Despair and sadness and fear are easier to write about than hope, happiness, confidence.


—


Middlemarch. A substance smooth of surface but containing firm lumps of foreign matter.


—


The famous publisher and his translator took me to lunch at Brasserie Lipp. I am sure they will not want my book. They addressed me in perfect English. They were unbearably chic. When I offered my hand to the translator, all she gave me was her little finger. My cheeks were red with awkwardness. She worked hard, I suppose:


‘See the man with the moustache? That’s Romain Gary.’


‘He looks sad,’ I said.


‘He’s been looking like that ever since Jean Seberg left him.’


—


F is sick. I’m looking after him. He hates to be ‘dépendant’, but he appears to have abandoned attempts to fight it and is sitting up in my bed reading Playboy France.


—


M cries because I get eight letters and she gets only a postcard. She refuses to speak to me, then bursts into tears, casts herself on to my lap, and sobs: ‘I had a sudden feeling of meanness.’ In the afternoon we sit together knitting. She is so thrilled about her new cherry-red knee-high boots that she can hardly sleep. Soon after midnight I wake to find her standing beside my bed, fully dressed for school: ‘I thought it was morning!’


—


I quarrelled with F because I wouldn’t show him a fan letter I was writing to Woody Allen. He says that he and his former girlfriend used to show each other everything. He says I’m secretive. It’s strange to realise that I am a very different person from the one I thought I was.


—


Siouxsie and the Banshees at l’Empire. They were revolting.


—


Divorce papers came today from Australia. I was sad, remembering that failure, afraid of another one, of being unable to go on loving someone eminently worthy of love. ‘Love is your last chance. There is really nothing else on earth to keep you there.’ —Louis Aragon, quoted by Patrick White in A Fringe of Leaves


—


It was snowing at Père Lachaise. My sister in a pink beret, long blue coat, pink scarf. We picked our way between the graves looking for Proust’s. A frozen jonquil lay on his shiny black tombstone. A dark day, very still and cold. Tomorrow she’s taking M home to Melbourne.


—


We didn’t cry at the airport. She was excited to be travelling home to her father with her groovy aunt. I got back to the dark apartment and tidied up her belongings. That’s when I howled, finding the dozens of little half-used notebooks in which she had been obliged to amuse herself drawing and writing because she had no playmates. My girl, stuck in a foreign country with her cranky mother. Is there any point to this guilt? What she learned from being here I can only guess at.


—


I read the paper and doors open in my head like those in a cuckoo clock. I had forgotten why people read papers. You learn things. Ideas come to you. Connections strike off each other with ringing blows or slot together like carpenters’ joints.


—


Everyone’s talking about Apocalypse Now. My work seems piddling, narrow, domestic.


—


I helped F’s journalist friend spackle the walls in his new apartment. I was afraid he’d scorn me for my ignorance of politics but when I happened casually to mention Ibsen he looked embarrassed and said, ‘Qui ça?’


—


At the Parc de Bagatelle we had to pay to get in. One franc, fifty. It was worth it. Crocuses and daffodils.


—


M rings from Melbourne: ‘Me and my best friend did a show, and the kids applaused really really loudly. Louder than for the other kids who did a play.’


—


Postcard from my sister, a Renoir pencil drawing of a heavy-bodied, half-naked girl reading. A thought balloon: ‘Will my shape still be fashionable in the 1970’s? Probably not.’


—


F and I took our bikes on the train to the forest of Compiègne and rode along the paths and avenues. Only one squabble. Pale green leaves everywhere. Blue flowers like cloud shimmered in the clearings. A deer bounded across the road in front of us—it came flying from nowhere, struck the ground a single blow with its dainty hooves, and took off again into the trees. In a cafe we raved about it to the barman. He was too bored even to fake interest. We felt foolish and urban; drank up and pedalled away.


—


The film-maker’s blue jumper and bright blue eyes. He says that at Cannes people took him for Mick Jagger and asked for his autograph. I never noticed till today that he’s rather beautiful. I say ‘rather’ because he is affected, physically. I wonder what he’s like when he’s alone.


—


I think all the time about the thing I’m supposed to be writing, that I’ve got a grant to be writing. I’ve found a library to work in. Rue Pavée. If I write what I want to, about the people I know at home, I’ll never be able to live in Melbourne again. About the woman who always sang in a register too high for her voice, and that wasn’t the worst of it. Lazy, charming G in his band, all the girls hanging round him waiting to be fucked. I don’t even do the dishes or cook. I change the position of my bed. I buy huge sheets of drawing paper, pin them to the bedroom wall, cover them with diagrams of characters and their inter-relating. I play the High Rise Bombers tape full-blast and dance by myself, jumping high in the air. Then I crash into appalling bouts of self-doubt, revulsion at my past behaviour, loathing for my emotional habits and the fact that I still feel the need to expose, thinly disguised or barely metamorphosed, my own experience. In the metro this morning, on my way to the library, I felt grey and shrivelled, watching the tunnel lights slip past in their rhythm, wishing that I spoke French twice as well as I do and had a real job with people I didn’t particularly like, so I wouldn’t have to produce my own raison d’être every day, like a spider yanking thread out of its own guts, or wherever the hell they pull it from.





1979



I’ve found a workroom I can rent, over a dress shop in Moonee Ponds. It looks north towards a low mountain very far away. In a corner, a hand basin. Its drain is clogged and it’s full of old brown water. Maybe mozzies will breed in it. I don’t care. I’m writing three sentences a day. Wretched, ill-tempered, nervous, unbearable. Maybe I’m a one-book woman.


—


M brings home a note about the school concert: ‘Children should come dressed to the hall. Boys to come in pyjamas. Halos and Wings will be put on by teachers.’


—


HG: (getting out of the car at 2 am) ‘There’s the saucepan.’


F: ‘What?’


HG: ‘See that first star? Go up from there, and further, and there it is.’


F: ‘That is not the saucepan.’


HG: ‘For thirty-seven years I have called that star formation “the saucepan”. When I was a little girl my father took me by the hand and pointed up and said, “That is the saucepan.” You can’t tell me that’s not the saucepan.’


—


M ate a real egg from my sister’s chook. It was so rich that she retired to bed groaning and sobbing, and couldn’t go to school till 10.30: ‘I feel all eggy inside.’


—


M and F found a brown pup at the market. Beautiful, but dumb. Our training methods don’t work on her. This morning she took off at the front gate. With me in hot pursuit she bolted, trailing her lead, across four lanes of traffic on Mt Alexander Road. She made it unscathed and wound up cringing on her back under a palm tree, shivering and pissing. As I thundered up to her I realised that what she was running from was me.


—


The Italian girl who works in the dress shop is engaged. She tells me that for her trousseau her grandmother has given her a quilt that’s ‘stuffed with duck leaves’. When she talks I feel like swooning. I could stand on the bottom step and listen to her rave all day.


—


At the Kampuchea Benefit I saw half a dozen people I knew at a table and I was too shy to walk over and say hello. I was scared to.


—


‘F is very funny,’ said one of the guys in the band. ‘He’s got such a fantastic delivery that you laugh even if you don’t understand what he’s said.’


—


There was a bird singing in the garden. When I opened the back door it was sitting on the chimney trilling away, but as soon as I appeared it flipped across the vegetable patch to a tree on the other side of the fence, where it threw back its head and sang tune after tune, its little beak open like a pair of scissors.


—


Riding round the corner on to Brunswick Road I change gear clumsily and the whole bike locks. I get it on to the footpath (F already a yellow dot half a mile away on the freeway bridge) and crouch beside it, helplessly regarding the hub and sprockets. A well-dressed pedestrian in her forties stops beside me. ‘Got troubles?’ ‘It’s jammed.’ She takes one look and points: ‘There—it’s stuck there.’ The chain is wedged between the smallest sprocket and the white frame. I poke my finger in and wiggle. I seize the chain and yank at it. To my surprise it’s got give, and spring—so that’s how it works! I jerk it free and fit it on to the correct sprocket. A bunch of tissues appears near my face. ‘Thankyou!’ ‘That’s all right,’ she says with a cheerful, impersonal smile, and strides away. I wipe my hands on the tissues and shove them into my pocket. Now I know I’m home. My country, right or wrong.


—


Memo: do not drink coffee. It makes me uselessly nervy, even trembly, and engenders baseless optimism about my powers of creation.





1980



I met Frank Moorhouse today in Tamani. He remarked that ‘organisation of energy’ was a crucial matter. A very nice man. Greying curly hair, massive head—a bullyboy in form but sharp and reserved and intelligent in expression. Very careful about wiping his lips while eating. Two blokes I vaguely knew came in and sat with us. They turned on a Carlton performance: rapid-fire wisecracks about Chomsky, war, politics and corrupt journalism. I wanted to scream. Later Frank bought a bottle of ‘good bourbon—seeing as I can afford it’. I walked with him (having trouble keeping up) to his office at the university.


HG: ‘I can’t stand it when blokes talk like those two. I just wish they’d shut up.’


FM: (mildly) ‘They were high on caffeine, weren’t they. It was a coffee thing.’


—


I passed through the kitchen and saw N at the table with my huge galleys on her knee. She looked up with a laugh and said, ‘You’re going to be hung, drawn and quartered.’ I went away in a panic. This morning she said, ‘It’s delightful to read. I kept laughing. But you’re very hard on the character who’s partly you.’


—


M’s entrance exam at University High: a hundred and fifty frightened kids being harangued by an old fart in an academic gown. I saw that her face was white. I was ready to kill. I cried all the way home on the bus and walking down our street. She did not look well as she came out of the exam: strained, pale and slightly vague. She told me all about it, with seriousness. I looked at her skinny little leg muscles in fawn tights and wanted to do terrible violence to someone. She said, ‘The maths was really hard—you know—“If n equals m times 2”, that kind of thing. I nearly cried when I saw some of the questions.’ She made a trembling gesture with out-stretched arms. ‘I just thought, Oh, no!’


—


A perfect spring morning: colourless clear sky, luminous at the horizon, faint roar of distant traffic, car window pearled with condensation, power lines and antennae sharply defined in pure air. A tall tree behind the house opposite is thick with creamy blossom. A rooster crows far away towards Westgarth Street. Nothing moves except the odd passing bird.


—


I was cooking dinner tonight while a couple of hard-line leftie visitors raved on at the kitchen table about an academic they knew who was writing a book on Indo-China.


‘In Bangkok,’ said the woman, ‘he got up to all sorts of stuff he could never do in Australia.’


‘What, like fucking prostitutes?’ I asked.


‘Oh, worse. You know—twelve-year-old virgins.’ She laughed. ‘The kinds of things he shouldn’t really be into, considering where he’s at.’


I turned back to the stove.


‘Actually,’ she went on, in a voice softened by affection, ‘he fell in love with the first prostitute he got involved with. He wanted to bring her back to Australia. It was a tragic story, really. He spent a fortune getting her papers and everything, and then she didn’t want to go.’


Smart girl.


—


‘Once you’ve used your experience to make something,’ said T, ‘it takes on a life of its own. It’s a bit silly to keep dragging it back to its source.’


—


When I read the writers, particularly the Jews, in Best American Short Stories I feel lazy, weak and lacking in skill. They will drive and drive, these blokes. What does this mean, for me? It means I must push myself outside what I’m sure of. Take risks.


—


Spring night: black sky speckled with stars, air cool and thickly scented with grass, and the odours of things growing.


—


She says she’s writing an essay on the nature of art as myth, myth as the expression of male dominance, myth as useless to women.


—


Honour will be out in two weeks. It has several fairly serious typos. I resolve not to look at it any more.


—


Yesterday I felt like burning all my old diaries. I spoke about it to two people, a writer and a photographer. Each replied to this effect: ‘You’ll be the same person, with the same past, whether you burn them or not.’ I decided not to burn anything, but to pack them up and store them somewhere where I can’t get at them.


—


My eyes are sore, and yesterday my front tooth got chipped while I was eating a Butter Menthol, but is now fixed.





1981



Finished rereading E. M. Forster’s Where Angels Fear to Tread. I’m sure he had never seen a real baby when he wrote it, but this doesn’t matter, it’s still marvellous. He is one of the writers I long to meet or write to, and this is one way in which I grasp the fact of death: because I can’t. Virginia Woolf is another, despite Pamela Brown’s insistence to me that Gertrude Stein was greater.


—


Went to the State Library looking for Mourning Becomes Electra. It wasn’t where it should have been so I flipped through V. S. Pritchett’s The Working Novelist. Fabulous, intelligent, witty without even a tinge of the smartypants. ‘The cork-pop of the easy epigram.’


—


To Dallas Brooks Hall to hear Roger Woodward play Chopin. A stiffly dramatic performance: some very controlled throwing up of the hands. I liked the music but his presence was so intellectual and contained that one might as well have been watching a movie. Little warmth; but in certain pieces his control seemed less rigid, and the left hand rolled almost sexually. In a cafe afterwards a man greeted two guys sitting at the other end of my table. He leaned over them with both hands on the table edge, stiff-armed as a detective, and said that he hadn’t liked the concert.


HG: (butting in) ‘Why?’


Him: ‘Because it was bad.’


HG: ‘Yes, but in what precise ways?’


Him: ‘Too many wrong notes. Memory lapses, which offended me. And too cold. Very Polish interpretation: holding the beat over into the next bar. When he does that it’s no good because—Rubenstein, for example, when he does it he’s still in contact with the basic human thing—Claudio Arrau, too, he messes with things, but you always know he’s still really feeling.’


Finally he left.


‘What a bloody bore,’ said one of the men. ‘Some people have no antennae.’ He wriggled his hand in the air above his left ear.


The other said, very politely, ‘I was quite interested in what he was saying.’


—


Rumour reaches me that H in Prahran has ‘joined the born-again Christians’. This does not surprise me. I rang him tonight. After a relaxed twenty-minute conversation he said, ‘Can you keep a secret?’


‘Yes.’


‘Can you really?’


‘Of course.’


‘I’ve gone back to Jesus.’


He said it completely without irony or defence. With gladness, really. ‘I used to act proud,’ he said, ‘as if the things I’d hung on to from the New Testament were really things I’d made up myself. I was taking the credit for them.’


—


The Age asks me to review Beatrice Faust’s book Women, Sex and Pornography. I file a piece in dialogue form that I really enjoyed writing. They reject it. Would I please rewrite it as a straight review.


Rage and contempt. Cutting potatoes and onions, I reflect on the pain of rejection, and on how little of it I’ve had to endure. I think of my CAE students and the way I cheerfully rip into their precious work. I could try to learn a lesson from their humility. I agree to rewrite.


—


Reagan gets shot, but not killed. On TV, the high, thin voice of the gunman crying, ‘President Reagan! President Reagan!’ The shots. In seconds the gunman is buried in men’s bodies against a brick wall.


Next morning I said to the librarian, ‘Did you hear about Ronald Reagan?’


‘Yes, I did,’ she said. ‘I’ve been thinking about how clearly I remember exactly what I was doing when I heard that Kennedy had been shot. And this time I just thought, Ho hum.’


—


Dreamt I travelled a long way on a rickety train with slatted sides. I got off at a country station and saw a wonderful house that backed on to the platform: faded green corrugated iron walls, dirt floors inside, no doors; on the lower part of the roof a thick strewing of peppercorns and gum twigs; the area surrounding the house clear, uncluttered; gum trees, three or four, standing on a slight angle as in a Hans Heysen painting.


—


Australian journalist: ‘Why do Americans want to carry guns in such large numbers?’


American politician: ‘They want to carry guns because…to them…it’s the symbol of life itself.’


—


Having had a child when I did has been one of the major strokes of good fortune in my life.


—


The woman calls me. Why? I hardly know her. ‘I read Honour and I just burst into tears. It was such a relief.’ She talks, through bursts of bitter laughter and occasional weeping, of her impossible marriage. I suggest timidly that she might consider leaving the whole box and dice. ‘I’ll never leave my children, never—do you understand?’ she shouts. She invites me to her house for lunch. I accept out of curiosity. She is out. A maid lets me in: she has a maid. Soon she returns with food in white plastic bags. In her elegant clothes and high-heeled black sandals she takes awkward strides, throwing her arms around pointlessly. Chin always lifted and thrust forward in defensive posture. Her hair cut to shoulder-length, swept away to the left in a movie-star style. She’s always fiddling with it but not tentatively—rather she will seize the comb that’s holding it off her face, bunch the hair up at the back of her head and thrust the comb into it again, thus creating an entirely new hairdo. She did this at least ten times while I was there. Something shocking about her relationship with inanimate objects. She moved around the kitchen with violence: open a cupboard door, look inside, slam it again with a loud report. She did not seem to know where anything was. I cut up some vegetables: first I wasn’t cutting fine enough, then I cut too fine, but it didn’t matter, she didn’t ‘give a damn’ how I cut them, it wasn’t important to her at all. She sliced up fish and flung the whole collection of cut matter into an extremely hot wok. Trying to make conversation I mentioned a woman I did not know she hated. This drove her into a frenzy. Even trying to write this down is making me sick. We sat at the bench with our plates of food. It was delicious but I couldn’t get past the brutality of its preparation. She kept jumping up to feed the cat, to push its three bowls about on a sheet of newspaper. Once she went to the back door and opened it. The autumn wind blew in and she banged it shut with a muttered word.


—


I call him. From the first moment I hear his voice I know that all is lost. I am once again the terrified, plain eighteen-year-old on the green telephone chair in the hall, having done the unforgivably forward thing and rung up a boy. The sensation is exactly the same. He is surprised. He draws back infinitesimally, there is a yawning gulf. Perhaps he is not even alone. I am humiliated. I hear the drawl in his voice. I am shaking with fear.


—


If it does nothing else, this whole business will turn me into a feminist again. I was about to write, ‘I am terribly unhappy.’ And then I thought, That is not even true.


—


After the phone call I worked on bitterly, trying to finish my review of the University of Queensland Press short story collection: the only woman in it is the naked one on the cover. I had to work very hard indeed to hold the bitterness out of my writing, while at the same time keeping criticism sharp. I think I succeeded. It’s quite funny, and not particularly punishing.


—


The letter comes at long last. He plays certain notes, knows what their effect will be. I know, myself, that when I am able to write a charming letter, neither too short nor too long, striking just the right balance between literary stylishness and spontaneity, I am writing falsely, and perhaps even lying.


—


I am about to make a colossal fool of myself. I am breaking a decent man’s heart. ‘What can I do for you?’ says F. ‘Trust me,’ I say, ‘and leave me alone.’ In case anyone should want to know, I’m crying because I was born in Australia and not in Europe, and because I’m tired and sick, and because in the taxi I read Kafka, At Night: ‘Why are you watching? Someone must watch, it is said.


Someone must be there.’


—


My intellectual equipment has gone rusty. And has never developed to its full strength in the first place. I get frightened when I think it might be too late.


—


Yesterday M sat happily at the piano in the kitchen, playing the simplified ‘Moonlight Sonata’. She had been working away at it for half an hour or so, completely absorbed, when a woman from the circus wandered in. She listened for a moment in her stoned, distracted way, then said very loudly, in a harsh voice, ‘Can she play rock-and-roll as well?’ ‘Oh yes,’ said someone hastily, ‘she plays a mean boogie.’ The child, oblivious, laboured on.


—


Got up at 6.30 to work. A fat, bone-coloured moon was sinking into a sky streaked pink and lavender, between the rabbit hutch and the fig tree.


—


Letters are too slow; the telephone is too fast.


—


Romantics are dangerous. They will not give up the privileges of childhood. They save up little secrets for themselves, which can become lies. Sometimes, if surprised, they turn a cold face.


—


‘…Thus it is that egoists always have the last word; having laid down at the start that their determination is unshakeable, the more the sentiment in them to which one appeals to make them abandon it is touched, the more fault they find, not with themselves who resist the appeal but with those persons who put them under the necessity of resisting it, with the result that their own firmness may be carried to the utmost degree of cruelty, which only aggravates all the more in their eyes the culpability of the person who is so indelicate as to be hurt, to be in the right, and to cause them thus treacherously the pain of acting against their natural instinct of pity.’ —Marcel Proust, The Guermantes Way


—


I feel like a bombed city. All the remaining life is underground.


—


I have to go right to the end of the story.


—


‘What’s attractive about you is a very charming…nastiness,’ said the journalist. ‘It makes you able to squeeze through cracks. Suddenly a brick is thrown, and you’re gone.’


—


About writing: meaning is in the smallest event. It doesn’t have to be put there: only revealed.


—


Bobby Sands died today in the Maze. There is fighting in the streets of Belfast. These things I heard on the car radio as I mastered the lane system of Sydney’s streets. Will he go to hell? Is starving yourself to death counted as suicide?


—


At their table sat a wild child. A boy, androgynous (M swore he was a girl but something in his cheek-line was masculine to me) with an expressionless face, eyes slitted over high Russian cheekbones, blond hair chopped short and dyed in a skunk-like streak from brow to nape. He did not speak at all, but shovelled down a plate of soup, listening warily to the grunts and cries of what passed for conversation among the young men at his table. By the time we got to the register he was at the counter ordering a coffee. He carried it carefully to a table and drank it by lowering his face to the cup, in which still stood a spoon.


—


Suddenly the editor turns to me where I’m sitting behind him on a couch. ‘You know what I liked, in an interview with you that I read? The way you said you write by hand. I reckon handwriting’s bloody dying out.’


—


‘Good, sensible people often withdraw from one another because of secret differences, each becoming absorbed by what he feels is right and by the error of the other. Conditions then grow more and more complicated and exasperating, until it becomes impossible to undo the knot at the crucial moment on which everything depends.’ —Goethe, The Sorrows of Young Werther


—


Small boy: ‘We’ve got—well, him and my mum aren’t married yet. A boarder. He hit her one night when he was drunk!’


HG: ‘I hope she gave him a couple of good ones back.’


Boy: ‘She was unconscious! She sat up and said, “What was that about?”’


—


The people next door were celebrating something with fireworks. Each of them was waving a sparkler. Their faces were soft with excitement and pleasure. M and I got hold of a cracker (‘Trilogy Ground Type’) and took it out to the car park to let it off. We were so busy running away, glancing back over our shoulders, that we saw only the very beginning of the explosion, and the cloud of smoke left hanging over the bare concrete. As we came back to the house, hand in hand up the lane, an answering rocket shot into the balmy air a hundred yards ahead of us, above some houses. We screeched in fright and both instinctively stepped sideways as if to press ourselves against the smooth white side wall of the house next door.


—


‘When you’re young,’ said C’s wife, ‘you really believe that two people can make some kind of dream together; but you try it, and you get older, and you come to realise that all there is is you, finally.’


—


What is the point of this diary? There is always something deeper, that I don’t write, even when I think I’m saying everything.


—


At 6 pm S came to pick me up and we ran through the park, across Heidelberg Road and the freeway, and all the way to the river, in tides of warm air and under an apricot sky. We squatted at the water’s edge and watched the daylight fade and the wind stream through the gum-tree tops. A half-moon was out, high up. We walked back along the fence of the football ground. A soccer team was doing sit-ups in the dark. A parked car flicked its lights at us: a grinning, stupid face behind the windscreen.


—


B comes home from Italy. Her boyfriend in Bologna calls her. I hear her laughing and chatting with him: ‘Il cielo è molto diverso. E bellissimo.’


—


‘It was only a joke.’


‘Jokes don’t come from nowhere!’


—


I got a cheque for $80 for a theatre review. A few months ago I was getting at least $100. Better investigate this.


—


A piece of S’s husband’s childhood is for sale: thirty-five acres on a mountain out past Healesville, and on it the guesthouse, long ago closed down, that his parents used to take him to in the fifties. He drives us to see it on a windy morning. ‘Out on this lawn was where they set up the cane chairs,’ he says in a dreamy voice. ‘The tartan rugs. The tam-o-shanters.’ He is in a trance, glazed and smiling like a simpleton. We peer through the windows into tiny cabins with dark panelling and heavy furniture.


—


‘I told her,’ said F, ‘it was not a matter of choice. That one’s main relationship was the meal, and the other person was the condiment. If you ever had to choose, for nourishment, between a chop and some mustard, you would always choose the chop.’


—


I dreamt I saw myself from behind. I was wearing a top without shoulders or sleeves, and my bare back rippled with hard, glossy muscle.


—


B and I rode to the Fitzroy Gardens to watch the wedding parties having their photos taken. We leaned on our bikes for a long time, half hidden by vegetation, greedy for detail. Flashes of colour behind shrubbery. In the distance, great heavy elms with dark trunks, and at their base a tiny froth of white: a hurrying bride. The young Italian and Greek men wear their silly top-hats shoved to the back of the head, ears sticking out of thick hair, like louts from Eton. The Australian bride runs her day with an iron fist: her harsh, humourless voice giving orders. Australians have no sense of occasion. They stand about with shy faces that look mean. The Mediterraneans dress with unselfconscious flamboyance and play their roles with gusto.


—


How we fight, tooth and nail, against gaining real insight. Against letting go of what makes us suffer.


—


‘…We know from the testimony of the Russian conspirators the incomparable feeling that overcame them in that moment of utter solitude when they reared back to throw the bomb. With the bomb they simultaneously took their own fate, that of their victim and that of their entire cause into their hand. This moment lifted them outside themselves and above everyone else…’ —Hans Magnus Enzensberger, Dreamers of the Absolute


—


Derby Day at Flemington. Five hours of pure pleasure. The vast expanse of grass that made a sky-ey silence under the murmurous voices of the crowd; the women’s and men’s pipe bands full of children and fat-legged ladies; the horses which despite their thunder seem not to touch the ground; a strapper of ten or eleven who, leading the huge animal with its rider, has to throw his head and shoulders desperately into the neck of the horse to keep it from walking astray; the hooked, witch-like faces of the jockeys; the way the roar of the crowd travels along parallel with the horses until it reaches you and swallows you up and you’re helping to make it. Two old ladies stood beside us, laughing like schoolgirls at the fashionable people inside their wire enclosure, the merciless women with hard, thin lips and ambitious eyes. ‘There’s two or three centuries in there,’ said B. ‘There are no reference points.’ ‘Look at that white dress!’ said one of the old ladies. ‘Those dangly bits are like albs. What bishops wear.’ ‘And her head-dress is like what Arabs wear,’ I said. We all doubled up, hanging on to the green railing, keeping our hands carefully between the very sharp green spikes.


—


In fifteen minutes I’ll be thirty-nine years old.


—


In any interlocking group of three, information flows in and out, like tides, and at any given moment no one person is in possession of a fair share of it.


—


The kitchen in the house we’ve rented: as soon as I walked through the back door I knew that someone had been happy in it. Something to do with yellow light, or cream walls, or a plenteous sense of organisation. At my old ladies’ writing class we chanced to talk about this instinctive certainty. Every one of them agreed vehemently that it was a power of reception found almost exclusively in women. ‘We had a fight about a house once,’ said one of them. ‘My husband was looking at timber and windows and measurements, but I said no. I couldn’t live here. He was furious.’


—


A sign on the wall at the Learning Exchange: a bloke is seeking someone who’d like to ‘engage in non-competitive fencing bouts’.


—


Walking the dog in the old, forgotten parts of the cemetery. Milk thistles stand as high as your shoulder, dry grasses bend in the wind between the slabs of grey stone. In pockets, among the Emma Elizas and Charles Edwards, lie Panagiotis, Ahmed, Julio. Huge sky. Rain threatening.


—


‘Can I come in here and hang around you? I just want to be near you.’


—


On community radio, the young announcer’s voice was deep with outrage: ‘For those listeners who wondered why, instead of last week’s anti-uranium show, there was half an hour of the Beach Boys, it was because somebody “mislaid the tape”—what’s that phone ringing? They’re trying to stop this one too.’ Oooh. A conspiracy. Still, we went to the demo. It was quite big. A man near us said he wished there were more ‘ordinary-looking people from the suburbs. Remember the Moratorium marches?’ B says demos are a waste of time, and that she is thinking of joining a party. She was talking about the ALP. Surely that would complete her disillusionment?


—


The old historian rang. We met at a weird place in Swanston Street called Cafe Nostalgia, furnished with old dining-room tables of the massive, polished kind. He is a gossip. Mostly I listen. He’ll never get it, about women. When I ironically used the expression ‘according to the orthodoxy of the women’s liberation movement’, he jumped in his seat as if he’d been shot.


—


I was invited to a ‘come as your heroine’ party. I wore cream clothes and a surgeon’s mask: Sister Vivian Bullwinkel. No one but the oldest woman present recognised the name. She herself was dressed as Boadicea. I looked up Boadicea later in the encyclopedia and was astonished to learn of her exploits.


—


A man is being tried for allegedly stabbing to death a five-year-old boy in a school dunny. The child and his eleven-year-old companion had been sent to the corner shop. On their way home they threw a stone at the accused, who took them into the dunny, ‘indecently assaulted’ one or both of them, then said he would have to kill them because they would tell on him to the police. The eleven-year-old escaped when the murderer heard voices approaching and hopped up to look over the wall. Later the five-year-old’s body was found, full of stab wounds. The eleven-year-old said in court that the dead boy had offered the man a dollar to spare his life.


—


Jessye Norman at the Town Hall. Big as a haystack, with a small, dramatic head, tiny hands and immense, slow, graceful gestures. She strolled, like the mountain coming to Mahomet, from the wings to her work position beside the Steinway, at which crouched the wizened, bent-backed Félix Lavilla, and then stood quite still for a good three minutes, gaze lowered to her clasped hands, composing herself after that exertion. Her voice I cannot describe. She ended each song with mouth wide open, an expression of ecstatic delight, eyes up-turned to the balcony.


—


I can’t bear it when people I know haven’t become happier.


—


My short story was rejected by the Bulletin because it contained four-letter words. A letter from Geoffrey Dutton: ‘It pains me to have to knock this back…It’s you at your best.’ Thanks a lot. I suppose he’s a skilled writer of rejection letters.


—


Mansfield Park. She never tells you anything about the appearance of her characters. As if they were moral forces. I love it.


—


Another friendship murdered in the name of sexual freedom and sexual fidelity. Jammed in the middle and squashed till blood came out of its eyes and ears.


—


On TV I saw the Pope touching people and speaking to them. He was wearing a little silk cap. He moved along a row of people, stretching out his hands in a quiet, formal manner, smiling and nodding, leaning to them. Someone held up a child and out came his hand, fingers spread star-wise, like a blind man’s, to touch the child’s cheeks and temple. His movements were so extremely slow (as if the film were being run at half speed, though the movements of people around him were normal) that I wondered if this were not the source of the extraordinary power of the little scene, although it was on the screen only a few seconds.


—


The young woman talks relentlessly, her pretty, broad-mouthed face lit with intelligence, her permed brown hair quivering. So eager to impress.


		




1982



Two young girls write a story and run outside, leaving the page on the table: ‘Sorrow, destruction, riots, death, starvation, wars, depression, unhappiness, poverty, black market, slaves, civil wars, battles, ghetto’s, racism, predudice, bigots, suffering, crime, generation gaps, sadness, hopelessness and 10 000 000 other tradgedies would evolve when he was gone.’


—


S rang to say her husband was ill and in pain: she took him to the doctor who found a little lump in his groin and sent him straight to the Alfred. ‘He dropped his bundle,’ she said. ‘He was all cold and white and shivering.’ She went to Dimmey’s and bought him a pair of cotton pyjamas, fawn with a maroon pattern.


—


I dreamt that the Russians surprised everyone by invading Czechoslovakia again.


—


B and I tried to do the National Times ‘Great Literary Quiz’ and got about one in ten. So what, I say, ashamed. She’s always told me she doesn’t know anything about poetry but I never believed her till she failed to recognise ‘There was movement at the station…’


—


Circus Oz is loading itself into its prepared vans, trucks and caravans, ready to depart for good from the Pram Factory tomorrow, they say. I hang around upstairs in the Tower watching people busily come and go. One of the oldest performers stops to speak to me. She seems cheerful but suddenly turns her face away and covers it with one hand. Past her bowed shoulders I see that huge chest-high weeds have forced their way unchallenged between the terra cotta tiles of the patio at the end of the hallway.


—


Apparently I am bossy, impatient, ill-mannered and a hypocrite. I also don’t like the way I look, much. It’s probably mostly the haircut. The waiters at l’Aquila obviously think B and I are lesbians.


—


The hottest night that’s ever been recorded: still 32 degrees at 6 am. I lay all night with my feet pointed towards the window through which poured a stream of anti-human wind, hot and dry, straight off a desert. A glaring moon. The only way to fall asleep was to have a cool shower and lie, still wet, on a towel with a damp nightie spread over me. But as soon as the water evaporated I woke.


—


I am teaching myself to embroider. I stitched three little fish on the edge of a pillowcase. ‘The iron and the damp cloth,’ says the neighbour. ‘Everything will become smooth and flat.’


—


Sometimes ideas for stories surface as if from a muddy pond. I’d like to write about a young savage. I would need an older sister character, rather shadowy. Could the elder sister and another woman be in conflict for the savage’s…what? Allegiance? Certainly not mind. Possession. I don’t know.


—


In the cafe we were talking about coprophagy. A woman went to say ‘fetish’ but stopped at ‘fet—’, realising it was the wrong term. One of the men saw the moment of hesitation and went in boots first. ‘I know it’s not the right word!’ she yelled. ‘I was trying to think of the correct one! Can’t anyone make a mistake?’ ‘It’s as if you called a chair a table!’ he shouted, seizing a chair, banging the flat of his hand on the table.


—


At the music school I felt like bawling with envy as I walked along a wet path between two buildings in which children practised in small rooms: oboes, strings. The way M bows with her skinny brown arm, jumps her fingers up and down the strings. Her eyes stare at the music without blinking, like a surgeon’s when he operates, cuts flesh.


—


Now I’m making a living from freelance journalism I keep having an irritable feeling that newspapers are hysterical and silly; that the rush to fill their pages, especially the magazine sections in which stuff like mine is published, is bad for people, bad for the newspaper, bad for me.


—


I asked my sister to show me her caesarean scar. It was less drastic than I’d imagined: horizontal, slightly curved upwards like a faint smile, neatly cut near a natural wrinkle in the skin of her belly. It was healing beautifully. Really it’s a wonder that people ever die. The other day I read about Vivian Bullwinkel and the bullet that the Japanese shot into her at the massacre of Banka Island: it went straight through her from back to front, and missed her vital organs—and the wound never became infected, though they were in the tropics. She put this down to the length of time she spent in salt water, in the hours and days after the massacre.


—


I heard third-hand from New York that a ‘very famous old woman writer’ had read Honour and wanted me to come to Columbia for a term to teach in her course. My informant had left at home the piece of paper with the old writer’s name on it. It turned out to be Grace Paley. Surely this can’t possibly be true. I called my sister and told her about it. ‘Wow!’ she said. ‘But I hate her stuff.’


—


The chiropractor had gone quite grey since the last time I saw him. His hands were shockingly strong. He put me on my back and pulled my head towards him: a crack, and a distinct ripple right down my spine, as of beads on a string jerked out straight. ‘Ah, lovely,’ he said to himself.


—


G told me about a place he went to in London called the Comedy Store. ‘There was this line-up of comics, breaking their necks to get to the mike. One would get booed, the gong would go and he’d get hustled off—another would be pushing forward to take his place. The audience was full of people with really developed consciousness. Any hint of sexism and he wouldn’t just get abuse—there’d be a torrent of hamburgers, and rubbish. It was as if the audience was dragging the comics up to its level.’


—


Today I saw a US review of Honour. ‘Drably clinical’, ‘hang-loose, dreary, quasi-commune living’, ‘with some mirthless humour’, ‘lacking in narrative shape and occasionally over-written’…; however, ‘these vignettes of disordered domestic life are fleetingly affecting…all in all, promising glimpses—more so than in Monkey Grip—of a limited but tangible talent.’ It’s probably true that my ‘talent’ is limited. My range is, anyway. Or so I am always being told.


—


As dark fell, a faint light glimmered on the undersides of the eucalypt branches. It slithered between their narrow leaves, making them strongly three-dimensional. A young man remarked to me, as I stood sober in the middle of the garden, ‘Have to get ’em dancing soon, over there on the grass. They’re too bloody arrogant to dance unless we make ’em.’ ‘Oh, they’re probably just shy.’ ‘Shy?’ He turned his head away in irritation, then whirled back: ‘Shyness and arrogance are two sides of the same coin.’


—


‘He panicked,’ she said. ‘It was like going out with a trainee priest.’


—


Our friend is only part way through the surgery, but one is already to use the word she. This is not difficult. Late in the afternoon we all drove to Bronte and swam in the surf. A light mist of spray hung over the water. The sand was extraordinarily clean and pale. She wore pink bathers with bra cups and a little skirt. She has narrow hips and long thighs like a man, but a woman’s skin: white, smooth, and rather tender. When we came home she left her hair messy and it dried curly. She tied a bright red scarf round her head in a band, and black curls escaped over her neck and forehead so prettily that I kept glancing at her. Her beauty was touching, somehow; the result of drastic decisions, yet vivid and spontaneous. We got talking about modes of greeting in different languages and cultures. ‘I like it in France,’ I said, ‘the way when you go into a shop they just say “m’sieu’” or “madame”—they greet you according to your sex.’ At this she pulled a face of comic dismay so exaggerated that we all burst out laughing.


—


First old lady in writing class: ‘What does everyone do on Sunday mornings?’


Second old lady, like a shot, with a smug smile: ‘I go to church. What do you do?’


‘Probably writes in her diary,’ I refrained from saying, ‘which is witty, unlike the “poetry” and “natural description” that you turn out.’


—


I don’t know much about getting on with people. I’m as selfish as a cat. I don’t like cats and I never have. I would like to write about dominance, revulsion, separation, the horrible struggles between people who love each other.


—


The play veered between being really funny and wallowing in embarrassing sentimentality. ‘There’s nothing wrong with sentiment, as long as it’s not masquerading as real feeling,’ said Professor Maxwell at Melbourne University twenty years ago. But in this case it is masquerading. Sentimentality keeps looking over its shoulder to see how you’re taking it. Emotion doesn’t give a shit whether anyone’s looking or not.


—


The young savage is wearing a very small, bright blue bikini made of three ruched hearts. She bounds up the concrete steps to kiss me. ‘It’s my birthday! I’m twenty-two and I’m so drunk!’ We watch her skip away and plunge into the pool. The mother next to me lets out her breath: ‘It hasn’t even got a strap to hold it up.’


—


The naturopath said my blood pressure was low. This surprised me. I always imagine it’s so high that the top of my head is about to blow off.


—


My sister comes to stay while she does a training course at a big hospital. I have the annoyance of new Levis. Stiff, biting at the waist. ‘I look awful in these jeans. All out of shape.’ ‘Listen,’ she says, ‘I’ll take you out to the Austin and show you some really misshapen bodies.’


—


M went to a farm and had her feet stepped on by two horses. One at a time.


—


‘I therefore advise young people to adopt the practice of beautiful women and to care for their line, to prefer the lean to the fat. And not to look at themselves in a mirror, but simply to look at themselves.’ —Jean Cocteau, On Line


—


Girl: ‘Why do you have to go to Adelaide for ten days?’


Mother: ‘It’s a writers’ festival. It’s work.’


Girl: ‘But I can’t live without you.’


Mother: ‘Oh, you can so.’


Girl: ‘Well of course I can. But I hate it.’


Mother: ‘Why don’t you like it?’


Girl: ‘I like it when you get up in the morning and I like it when you’re there when I get home from school. And no one will kiss me goodnight.’


Mother: ‘Somebody else could.’


Girl: ‘Yes, but it’s not the same.’


—


As I approached the back gate I could hear The Police, very loud. I expected to see M and her friend dancing, but when I got to the kitchen door I saw two neat little lassies sitting opposite each other at the table, doing their homework.


—


In the bus full of writers, an Englishman takes the seat beside me: ‘Do you mind my talking to you?’


‘Course not. What’ll we talk about?’ ‘Shall we get right down to it and talk about sex?’ We laugh. ‘Why don’t you describe your wife?’ ‘Okay. She’s got a naughty face. Now, your husband.’ ‘He’s got a big round head and he’s very funny.’ Behind us is sitting a quiet New Zealander, a Maori. The Englishman invites her into our game: ‘What does your house look like?’ ‘Well, it’s made of asbestos. It’s behind my brother’s house, so we had to build up higher to get a view over his place to the sea.’ ‘What are your ambitions?’ asks the Englishman, ‘and don’t ask me mine, ’cause I don’t know.’ ‘I want to live a long time,’ says the Maori woman, ‘because I’ve got a lot of things I want to write.’ I say, ‘I want to stay married.’ I start to feel carsick from turning around in my seat.


—


At the mighty fireworks display a little girl sobbed desperately, clinging to her father’s leg, while her younger brother gaped upwards, silent with wonder, one fist firmly attached to his father’s trousers. An Italian man standing near us, distressed by her panicky weeping, murmured furtively to the little girl: ‘Are you scared?’ ‘What do you want me to do?’ said the father to the girl, bemused and cross. Pick her up, you moron.


—


The English writer believes in turning the other cheek. ‘A magazine I knew was going out of business published a harsh attack on me, so I sent them a cheque for twenty-five quid. In the following issue they ran an even worse one, so I sent them a second cheque for the same amount. After that, it stopped.’


—


The way people with terrible hangovers feel obliged to think up an entrance line at breakfast. ‘Anyone get the number of that truck that hit us?’ ‘Kindly explain why you punched me last night.’


—


HG: ‘What’s it like when your children grow up and move out?’


Japanese writer: ‘Merit is greater than sadness.’


—


The academic talked to me about teaching: ‘I realised I was wasting a lot of time making sure that all the students liked me.’


Ka-blam. So that’s why I’m always exhausted after a class.


‘Charming people is very tiring, isn’t it,’ I said.


‘Not only charming them, but constantly checking to see if it’s working.’


—


I stick my head out the window and bang! A fat sun, gold as gold, hits me full in the face. I walk down the stairs into a well of yellow. The sun is bursting through any crack it can find. The air itself is shining. I come upstairs again, carrying two cups of coffee and the hem of my nightie. The closed door of F’s room is a rectangle of wood barely holding back the eastern light. It is rimmed in gold, and through the keyhole shoots a narrow bolt of sun.


—


With a pair of short-bladed scissors the Chinese street-artist cut out a rooster from a small piece of paper. The only hint of expression in his face as he worked was a slight knotting or bulging of the flesh between his eyebrows; this was also his only mark of ageing. He seemed to keep the scissors still, and to move the paper.


—


When we walk down the street I notice G’s eyes following a certain kind of woman. It’s a game with me to ‘suivre son regard’, to pick which ones he’ll like the look of. I usually get it right. I enjoy watching his senses register. I don’t know if he knows I’m doing it and I don’t care. He’s making a mess of his life. I don’t think I’m much good to him as a friend. Maybe he likes to be with me because he can talk about writing, which seems to be the rock he’s standing on in the rising flood.


—


The harpsichordist was wearing a very attractive dress with a belt and a collar and a lot of skirt, and long sleeves which she had unbuttoned at the wrist and rolled up to the elbow. Her thick, frizzy hair was pulled into a knob on top of her head. She had a perfect pink and white complexion. After the first piece she took a tissue out of her sleeve and blew her nose, which turned a darker pink and then faded.


—


B and I went to see As You Like It at the Melbourne Theatre Company. We laughed so much in the first half that tears ran down our cheeks. There were two empty seats in the front row so at interval we went down and sat in them. A man behind us: ‘Tsk. I can’t bear it when people take seats they’ve got no right to.’ His female companion: ‘Do you want to move?’ ‘I certainly do.’ Tomorrow I have to write my review. Wish I could write about the snotty couple and leave the play alone.


—


Indian summer. Mild air from the north, dust rises, skies at night are velvet. In the park the ground is hard: cracks have appeared, whiskers of grass tinge dry earth with green where yesterday, perhaps, a hose sprinkled.


—


F gets four days off work and becomes very cheerful and entertaining. His teeth flash at the table. He walks around the house singing a phrase or two like Teresa Stratas: falsetto, quite pure and clear, and true.


—


Something in the snubbed shape of the woman’s nose makes me suspect trouble—or maybe it’s the stuff she comes out with. She declares that a menstruating woman can prevent plants from growing merely by walking through a garden. ‘What is the reason?’ I ask. ‘Well, I know that just before my period my energy field is in such a mess that it could easily affect another one nearby.’ When I approach the table carrying three apples and a knife she cries out: ‘You’re not going to peel them, are you?’ She is trying to finish her university degree: she says she’s always stopped before, ‘to go and look at clouds for a while’, or ‘because the pressure on me was too much’.


—


Everyone at the table longs to pull the whining, manipulative child into line. His mother is at his mercy. ‘I’ve heard,’ she says helplessly, ‘that it’s safe to hit them just here, on the side of the thigh.’ F remarks that his parents used to hit him across the face. His father’s blow would leave a hand-shaped mark with a red ridge around it.


—


New director of the museum: ‘Like to come and see our Fred Williamses?’


HG: (nervously) ‘Yes please.’


Director: (striding through the glass and china section) ‘Got to change all this.’


HG: ‘Why? I quite like it.’


Director: ‘Too samely. Too bland. We’ll rip out all this and make—you know, the silver all together in one place—darker—so people get that secret feeling that they’ve found the treasure themselves.’


We arrive at the Fred Williams paintings. I stand in front of them blind with nerves and ignorance. Away he goes, telling and showing in his red-and-white striped shirt and red velvet bow tie and black suit. As I look and listen, the responsibility for speech having been deftly removed from me, I begin to see the things he speaks about: warm or cold surfaces, smooth or roughened; lumps of paint, the suggestion of a grid; ‘the essence of the country—repetitive marks on a huge emptiness—but fleeting, fleeting’. I’m breathless, dizzy: being offered the gift of sight. I would have followed him all over the gallery. In front of one painting, having made a few remarks, he says, ‘Do you like it?’ ‘Oh yes! It’s beautiful!’


—


G’s daughter pulls an office chair up to the piano and sprinkles her fingers over the keyboard. Her father speaks to her in the middle of the piece, which she is rendering in a slummocky manner. She looks up at him and answers, swivels the chair towards him, but continues to play, as if her mind and her hands had nothing to do with each other.


—


‘Oh, Helen!’ says M. ‘I’m in love with Tom Burlinson!’


‘Who?’


‘You know! In The Man from Snowy River! Dee and I played all day, pretending we were in a movie and at the end we were having a party for the cast and crew. We had this disconnected old black phone, and rang up all the famous people we knew and invited them. And when we finished the game we felt really awful.’


—


My scary auntie tells me about seeing a ninety-year-old woman neglected by the staff in a nursing home: ‘Stupid goats—they didn’t see she was euchred. A bit light-on. Not the full bob. She had that gurgling business you get with pneumonia.’


—


‘Wanna hear something terrific?’ I squatted beside the stereo and put on a track of Sviatoslav Richter playing The Well-Tempered Clavier. G stood in the middle of the room. As the music ran, bounced and thickened he gave a few little grunts of pleasure, then threw back his head and laughed out loud.


—


‘We don’t really know it, but we sense it: there is a sister ship to our life which takes a totally different route. While the sun burns behind the islands.’ —Tomas Tranströmer in The Blue House


—


How it’s done. ‘At that party I had,’ said G, ‘the big new Carlton dealer came sidling up and slipped me a little bit of heroin. I laughed and put it into a cigarette and smoked it. Later he slid up to me again and said he had a lot of it to unload and did I want to buy some. I said I had no money. But he sort of nodded round the room and said, “Look—there’s at least five people here who use—why don’t you just do a whip-around? You’ll get the price of a deal.” I said I didn’t want to.’ G spoke with a kind of disgust, putting it on for my benefit.


—


I was practising the piano, rather sloppily I suppose, while F washed the dishes. He came in when I’d finished and said, ‘I think what you should do is play the piano when I’m not here. It’s pretty annoying.’


—


Two buses crash in France and forty-four children die. One report says the drivers were racing, flicking their lights on and off, and hit a broken-down car with no lights. Everything and everyone burned except one boy, who was later found wandering nearby, shocked out of his mind. On TV, forty-four coffins made of pale, polished timber are lined up in what looks like a school gymnasium. Outside, banks of flowers. On one coffin—and surely many more—a hand-lettered card: ENFANT NON-IDENTIFIÉ. A cavalcade of square, glass-sided hearses winds up a hilly road with houses on one side and a high brick wall on the other.


—


We found a place to park the Kombi—up behind Lorne where the ground fell away on all sides and huge, pale-trunked gums, with strips of bark lying about their feet, soared up into a night sky absolutely milky with stars. We lit a fire. Wind rushed through the tops of the trees, and sometimes rushed also on ground level: I had to hold down the lighter bits of my fire with a stick. Odd sounds. I was scared. A bird whipping a hundred metres away in the dark.


—


When the woman speaks at length she slides her eyes away to the left and rattles out her clever, well-expressed thoughts with a constant smile, as if amused by something she sees over your shoulder. And she grimaces and distorts her features while she thinks and talks, trying perhaps to distract attention from the un-beauty of her face by keeping it in motion.


—


At the pub B wrote herself off. She was too drunk to take her contact lenses out—she passed out, mumbling, ‘All I want is to be warm.’ So I put her into her bed and covered her up, and hoped the lenses wouldn’t bore their way into her eyes during the night.


—


G said he learnt how to stand, at parties and clubs, from black men he saw in London: ‘back to the wall but not leaning; head up, eyes narrowed.’


—


Virginia Woolf, in her diary, often writes that she’s not up to the job of recording her encounters with her friends, but she launches on it anyway and is soon merrily swimming along. Very sharp, especially about other women.


—


On the other side of the river is New South Wales. I wish this fact had greater significance, or that I could write, ‘On the other side of this river is Spain, or the Sudan. Or Brazil.’ Always wishing for romance, ho hum, and anyway I can’t speak Spanish. Or Portuguese.


—


In The Aunt’s Story he says, about Theodora, that she is not creative, that she has not got ‘the artist’s vanity’.


—


Waxworks, in Echuca. I’d never seen one before. B and I got the giggles, being the only people there. We noticed that the most obvious failures were two modern characters, John and Robert Kennedy. In their suits, with their anxious, businessmen’s faces, they could have been anybody. Nasser and King Hussein were terrific. Funny how they can’t get the feet to look real. They should get worn-out shoes and polish them, instead of using stiff, new ones.


—


The biographer came for a cup of tea and played some Bach on our piano. She coaxed me to play and I did, and when I got lost she was just friendly. She said, ‘I love Bach’s resolutions’, and simple things that seemed important to say. I told her I’d been asked not to play when anyone else is home. She laughed, but she was shocked.


—


I could develop a real passion for Graham Greene: ‘Even at night the air was so humid that it broke upon the cheek like tiny beads of rain.’


—


This is my fifth day without coffee, tea or alcohol. I have still got iron bars in my shoulders, but I am not full of mad haste to nowhere. I notice that a glass of water is sufficient, in conversation, for something to raise occasionally to my mouth.


—


At the Last Laugh I met a boy called Noah Taylor. His face was smooth, round-cheeked, absolutely unmarked, solemn, thoughtful, weird. A round forehead, above which rose a peculiar black beret.


—


I really like reviewing plays. What I love about it is the necessity to think back to, and formalise, what I really felt or thought in the theatre.


—


In the Kombi on the way home M used the word pedantic in its correct and appropriate sense. ‘Where’d you pick that up?’ ‘At school. Miss Saunders taught it to us.’ ‘It’s got a rather negative connotation, hasn’t it.’ ‘What’s that mean?’ ‘Well, it’s never a compliment.’ ‘I see. Maybe I should try to use it in the exam, if it fits.’ Days later she reports that she got it into her essay at the MacRob entrance exam.


—


The horrible saga of a breaking marriage. The child tells his father, innocently, that the other man has been in the house. The father goes berserk: ‘It’s territorial. He’s been in my house.’ I am drawn to the drama. At first I thought he had it coming to him. Now I see how he’s suffering. And she reminds me of myself. Behaving with a queenly, detached selfishness that shocks and enrages people. ‘Matilda told such dreadful lies, / It made one gasp and stretch one’s eyes.’ Well—I was never much of a liar. I tended rather to tell the truth and expect people to cop it.


—


I rode my bike to my piano lesson. I’m not so afraid of making a fool of myself now. As I merrily tinkled away, saying ‘Oh shit’ whenever I made a mistake, she said, ‘I think you should do an exam. You’d be sure to get an A. You’re very, very musical. You notice things in the music that others don’t see.’ Bathed in joy, I nonetheless thought, Tell that to the people I live with.


—


I make up my bed every night as deliciously as if for a sick person I was looking after.


—


Man behind the counter in the post office, to his colleague: ‘It took her quite a while to calm down, after I slapped her face, Frank. Yes, I’ve always told her that if there’s one thing I won’t allow it’s telling me what to do when I’m driving. I just reached across and hit her. Because we were passing the spot where a few years ago I was nearly involved in a very serious accident.’


—


A girl waiting for the lights in Bourke Street last Tuesday. A perfect example of how I would like to look: not her face, but her way of dressing: practical, comfortable, colourful, not fashionable. Straight black skirt just below the knees, a mauve-ish jumper, red stockings, brown flat shoes, green gloves, and a little red knapsack on her back. She looked terrific. M teased me for turning back, again and again, open-mouthed, to stare after her.


—


A reviewer of a collection of women’s diaries from the late eighteenth century is surprised to find that they’re about family affairs and do not mention the French Revolution. I don’t find this at all surprising. But now that I’m sitting up in bed, pen in hand, on a rainy Saturday afternoon, all my little stored-up treasures turn their backs and hide in the shrubbery.


—


The man at the meeting had a tense and rather sexual presence. I mean, he couldn’t seem to look at a woman in an ordinary way. A challenging sexuality was behind his eyes. A slightly pugnacious way of tilting his head back to look at you.


—


In the magazine the subs once again make me look an idiot. All my jokes cut out, the tone violated, the central argument truncated. I cry over it. I feel like resigning. I’ve felt like this a hundred times before and haven’t done it. Oh, if only I knew I had a grant I’d tell the National Times to cram it.


—


M and her teacher play a little duet on their cellos. Sight-reading. How the hell do they do it? The note on the page, move fingers to prepare strings, keep the bow moving—up or down as indicated—no wonder musicians’ eyes are so staring and fixed. ‘Look at ya thumb!’ cries the teacher. ‘Ya thumb’s like a crippled crab crawling!’ They tackle a piece called ‘L’Orientale’. He shouts at her: ‘You sound as if some Arab had stabbed you and you’d fallen across the strings!’


—


The boy is skinny, with a pale, fine-boned, waxy-skinned face, a kind of manic energy, a loud, shrill voice, obsessive behaviour. He loves matches and fire.


—


Why I like the English language: because it contains words like cup. Fat, short and stumpy, and rather optimistic.


—


I got a one-year grant. I rented a room in the Nicholas Building. Ninety dollars a month. It faces north. A fair amount of sky hangs outside its windows. Faintly, from the City Square nine floors below, a brass band. I will get curtains. I will get a weekly tram card. I will be a working woman.


—


I’m supposed to be interviewing the composer. But I’d rather just sit and watch the way he unobtrusively smokes a little rounded wooden pipe with a curved stem and a fine silver joint. Between puffs he cradles it in his half-closed hand, which rests palm-up on his long thigh. Later I type up my notes and find them curiously flat. All the magic I thought was in what he said must have come from something other than his words—his manner of speaking, his very calm solid presence. I don’t think I invented him.


—


I feel like sending the writer who got a harsh review a letter of encouragement. But I haven’t read his books and I probably never will.


—


I turn forty. M gives me a pack of cards and an American book of rules for card-games written in clear and simple prose. We’re sitting on my bed at seven in the morning, slowly and carefully teaching ourselves draw poker, when F comes to join in and does what my father would have done: gets himself dealt into the game, grasps the rules at once, and then with a challenging grin refuses to abide by them. It’s a birthday, we don’t want to fight. So we do what women do: we fade away. We put down the cards quietly and go about our business.


—


I lay on my bed and read the Paris Review interviews. I kept dozing off. Nabokov: too clever and nasty. Kerouac: vain and noisy, a show-off. Eudora Welty: a nice, dear old lady full of respect and modesty.


—


HG: ‘What are you working on?’


Sydney writer: ‘I’m doing a dramatisation of the Azaria Chamberlain case. It has all the elements of Greek tragedy.’


HG: ‘What are they?’


SW: ‘Oh…rural setting. Baby. Sacrifice…’


HG: ‘…Intervention by an animal…’


SW: ‘…Religion…the pitting of man against circumstance or…’


HG: ‘…Fate…’


SW: ‘A chorus.’


HG: ‘Who’s the chorus?’


SW: ‘The press.’


HG: ‘Oh, yes! How did you find out about Greek tragedy? Did you already know a lot about it?’


SW: ‘No. I looked it up.’


HG: ‘Do you mean you read some?’


SW: ‘No. I looked it up in the Oxford Companion to Ancient Literature, and they had it all set out.’


—


At three in the morning the wind got up and blew everything about in my room but it smelled so sweet of the coming rain that I couldn’t shut the window. I just bunched up the curtain and thrust it through the gap and now it’s damp.


—


‘No one was allowed to leave the theatre during his recitals, however pressing the reason. We read of women in the audience giving birth, and of men being so bored with listening and applauding that they furtively dropped down from the wall at the rear, since the gates were kept barred, or shammed dead and were carried away for burial…To destroy every trace of previous winners in these contests he ordered all their statues and busts to be taken down, dragged away with hooks, and hurled into public lavatories.’ —Suetonius, about Nero, in The Twelve Caesars


—


On TV I saw the Queen Mother leaving a hospital. She had been rushed there to have a fishbone removed from her throat. As she emerged to her limousine, dressed in sky blue with one of those terrible turned-back hats in the same colour, cries arose from people in the small crowd that had gathered: ‘How are you feeling? How are you feeling?’


—


A letter comes from the West Australian writer. What an unusual character he is! Four pages numbered in the Roman style, full of encouragement, embarrassment for presumption, reports on his progress. I feast on it, an intelligent and enthusiastic mind all optimistic.


—


At the meeting a new person entered, one of those balding men in their fifties with alert eyes that fix the women present in an eager stare. I felt riveted by him and had to drop my gaze. To hide this response I kept glancing at a vulgar chain bracelet of heavy silver that he wore on his left wrist. I can’t take seriously a man who would wear such a thing. And yet I noticed him, and he knew that I did, and this made me furious.


—


The little boy’s mouth is so stiff that he can hardly speak. When I greeted him he pointed his lips in and out, like a fish. Poor little fellow. He is wretched and whiny and hard to love. Even within his hearing she can’t stop talking about her controlling husband, telling and retelling the story of their escape from him. The child stands there listening with a white face, hands at his sides like a ghostly little soldier.


—


F offered to pay some of my expenses so I could stop doing journalism and concentrate on my own work. I felt a stab of panic at the thought of being dependent.
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‘They asked me if I went out much,’ B reports. ‘I said no, that I’d like to go out dancing more often but I had no one to go with. And then they asked me why I didn’t go to places like Inflation! Inflation! It’s only one step up from a singles’ bar.’


—


M comes back from the toilet at Notturno and tells me she’s seen some graffiti of mine in there. ‘What did it say?’ ‘I don’t remember, but I recognised your writing.’ I go out there to check. Someone has written, ‘What happened to the graffiti? Nobody writes it any more.’ Underneath it, in my neat teacher’s printing: ‘It was fun for a while, but it got too personal.’


—


Two new teachers at the gym. Country-and-western women with mountains of teased bleached hair. One was wearing a leotard with a fringe up one arm, across the body and down the other leg. She looked like a kid who lies down in the shallow surf and stands up with a long strand of seaweed draped over one shoulder.


—


‘I met a woman who says she lives in the room where Monkey Grip was written.’


‘Bullshit. I wrote it in the State Library.’


—


The beginner will cling and cling to her thin first draft. She clings to the coast and will strike out into the ocean only under extreme duress.


—


At the Carlton baths, mothers as massive as sea lions lie about in groups with numerous kids under ten, at whom they squall and grunt. Also present are girls in their late teens, several of whom are pregnant. They eat hot chips out of white paper, and drink can after can of Tab. They don’t have much of a handle on language. In fact they seem almost brain-damaged.


—


Flickers of a dream I once had are flashing in the corners, today. About a building, that’s all I can get hold of. Must be just chemicals shunting around up there.


—


She went off to MacRob for the first time this morning, looking like a pretty insect in the uniform, her skinny brown legs ending in enormous new black shoes. ‘Perhaps I’ll get a nickname for having big feet!’ she said with an excited laugh. ‘From my friends!’


—


D. H. Lawrence uses the same word over and over till he makes it mean what he needs it to.


—


At Tamani I ran into a guy I used to know. He was with a friend. He told me he was getting married.


HG: ‘Oh, good! Who to?’


Him: ‘To a girl called—’ (goes blank)


HG: (shocked laugh)


Friend: ‘Stella.’


Him: ‘Oh, yes. Stella.’


HG: ‘How did you meet?’


Him: ‘I met her at a party. She took me home to bed, and the next morning she said, “Let’s get married.”’


—


I went with G to the post office so he could send some cocaine in an envelope marked WIZO—Women’s International Zionist Organisation—to his friend in Sydney. The jolly lady behind the counter felt the envelope and tried to pass it through the testing slot. It wouldn’t go: it would cost forty cents instead of twenty-seven. At this point I did not know what was in the envelope, although, while the friendly woman palpated it, I was beginning to guess. I concealed my dismay. G was absolutely relaxed. He smiled at her and said, ‘Too thick, is it? Oh, I’ll just pay the extra.’


—


Riding home, I passed the flats just as a car parked inside the fence caught fire. Thick flames wriggled out of its windows, and smoke rolled away to the north-east through the traffic on Princes Street. A young girl with a plait down her back was in a phone box barely six feet away from the burning car. The branches of an overhanging tree began to crackle and snap, right above the box, but she calmly finished her call, opened the door and walked away without a glance. The car was gushing flame. Its back windows were closed but they melted and flames flowed out through them, and through the windscreen. A wild-looking man with a carton of beer in his arms stopped near me to watch. We exchanged awed looks. ‘I don’t want to sound cynical,’ he said, ‘but my guess is that somebody lit it on purpose.’


—


Tears came to B’s eyes. Suddenly her face lost its guarded, ironic look and became beautiful. I had forgotten that her eyes were such a vivid blue.


—


The Jungian says that dreams are messages to the conscious mind from the unconscious, which has picked up a vibe that the conscious mind is unable to perceive. He also says, I think, that the people we dream of often represent aspects of ourselves we would prefer to ignore or suppress. I wonder if it’s possible to analyse one’s dreams in any useful way.


—


At 8.30 pm I took the dog for a walk. The temperature was 42 degrees and it was dark because of a thick layer of dust in the air. I was halfway down McPherson Street when a great wind swung around behind me, coming from the south-west. The temperature dropped ten degrees in seconds. Dust flew. I had to cover my eyes. The air stank of burning and was full of smoke, the small trees whipped about. I kept walking, excited and scared. Down a lane behind a car a huge sheet of paper rose vertical into the air and danced there. People ran to their gates. ‘Where’s the fire?’ ‘Outside the city.’ In another house the front window was closed tight but the curtains were open. I saw a table set formally for a dinner party, white cloth and red candles, and a beautiful young woman with thick black hair, wearing a red dress, standing at the table talking to her husband who was only a shoulder in a brown suit, half out of the room.


—


B describes Luciano Pavarotti’s mouth, when he sings, as ‘pastie-shaped’. He doesn’t move his lips to shape the sound. It’s all controlled elsewhere.


—


I’ve started to write, without thought of form: it keeps coming, I am happy and no longer straining after effect. But each morning I set out for my office weak with fear. I will never be a great writer. The best I can do is to write books that are small but oblique enough to stick in people’s gullets so that they remember them.


—


The mountains were almost hidden in cloud. The sun rose between two dunes, huge and orange, I couldn’t look at it, it was so bright. I felt like prostrating myself.


—


The woman at the next table appeared to have been crying for hours: there was something odd about her eyes under the wavy fringe. The man, who had an RAF moustache, talked a lot, with a smile, insisting gently on her attention. She asked him to buy her some matches, and he jumped to his feet. I thought they were a couple breaking up, but one of the others suggested she might have lost someone in the bushfires.


—


F came after work to inspect the house I had found. It was a terrifically hot day. He walked very slowly from room to room. The estate agent, a tactful old man, sat on a chair and took off one of his shoes. I suppose he guessed he would not be making a sale.


—


I spent only three-quarters of an hour at my office, because of agitation, too much coffee, lateness, distractions and so on, but I felt it was time well spent, for I can see ‘dimly-lit pathways’ into the forest of a book. I’ve got Alexander, Athena, Philip. They are established and already their names belong to them. Now I must take charge of them, lead them away from the literal past, start to snip and pin and stitch my SEAMLESS GARMENT.


—


G came into the cafe with his black guitar case. I introduced him. He shook hands with many nods and smiles. He almost bowed. It made me think of a Japanese woman I once saw near the Louvre asking directions of a local. When the Parisian had finished his explanation, the woman put her hands together at the waist and bowed low in gratitude. I was as shocked as if I’d seen someone walking down the street in a suit of armour.


—


HG: ‘I saw your ex last night at a party. I went up to him and we shook hands. I realised I didn’t hate him as much as I thought I did.’


Ex-wife: ‘Huh. You’d hate him all right if you heard what he said to me yesterday. He said he was going to destroy my life.’


—


Labor got in. Fraser wept. As if to enlighten or celebrate, the ABC ran The Dismissal on TV. How weird, the shadowy resemblances of actors to real people. They’re a stiff-faced, stiff-necked mob, Australian politicians. Bill Hunter as Rex Connor, minister for minerals and energy—his stolid bitterness after a political life in Opposition, his grinding determination, his unpolished speech and crude social manner, his slow, sour bulk. Fraser—it’s all in the way he tilts his head back and looks down his nose.


—


I watched the beginning of La Règle du jeu on video. It’s marvellous but I’ve never been able to sit still long enough to get to the end. Renoir’s love of people, that unfashionable thing: the sense of a rich, three-dimensional, teeming life away there beyond the flat screen and spreading out from it in all directions. A kind of fizzing and bubbling that goes on. Everyone busy living.


—


At three in the afternoon the Vietnamese schoolkids sail past my window on bicycles. ‘How, how,’ they cry, with their singing intonation. I can’t see them but their voices float between the high houses.


—


Two wretched little urchins of eight or nine, in the doctor’s rooms, one of them waiting for an X-ray. They charged in and out, communicating in grunts and foul language. A young woman came in with a tiny girl, just learning to stumble about in her nappy, knitted dress and topknot ribbon. The boys went quiet at once and approached her reverently. ‘Dad-da,’ she said. ‘Da-da!’ they repeated, beaming round at the other patients. They passed her smooth, blocky little body from one to another, tenderly helped her to walk and to get up when she fell. Everyone in the room became happy.


—


Barry Dickins made us sick with laughter remembering Lou Richards on TV. ‘Some vain young footballer’s up there, from Geelong probably, talking about his future, and suddenly in comes Lou Lou and whacks this great packet of bacon down on the table and yells out, “Here’s some bacon for ya, compliments of Huttons—and some pantihose for the missus!”’


—


Mum had seen Staying On before, and was keen for me to watch it with her. Scenes of Trevor Howard and Celia Johnson sitting at a table on a terrace with their backs to mountains so wondrous…Their terrible emotional strangulation, his, in particular; she, at least, used to dance and twirl about the house, when he went out.


—


My father drove at speed along the Great Ocean Road. I hunched in the back seat, expecting to be steamrolled with horror at the sight of the burnt-out landscape, but like all such perverse hopes it was disappointed. Perhaps we were moving too fast. Perhaps I’d already seen too much of it on TV while it was actually happening, or it was too long after the event. Perhaps it had nothing to do with me and I didn’t really care. The thing that did strike me was the apparent deadness of the soil itself between the black, leafless trunks. Like radioactive dust.


—


I spoke at the anti-nuclear rally. I hated it, felt awkward, had no idea whether the crowd could even hear me. Somewhere a jackhammer was going rat-a-tat-tat. Whenever I looked up from my notes I saw thousands and thousands of faces turned in my direction, as small as mushrooms and completely unreadable. I was boring them. My tone was pitched wrong. I became very flushed. I scrambled down off the truck. An Aboriginal bloke in dark glasses hugged me and hopped up to go next. He stuck his hands in his pockets, thrust out his chin, and became a demagogue. He laid out a series of positions and gave cues for rousing applause, which he got. I skulked away, envious but also relieved, as if let off from future duty: I’ll never have to do that again—‘climb on a wagonette to scream’.


—


The GP told me about a post-mortem done on some kids killed in a car smash. The pathologist had been astonished at the number of intestinal parasites they were carrying. While she was telling me this story my eye wandered to a framed photo on the wall behind her: a class of forty white-coated medical students in rows, each one holding a tiny, swaddled baby.


—


In Paris Review, an interview with James Thurber. He talked about a bulldog he once had, which used to drag rails around, six, eight, twelve feet long. He loved to get the enormous thing by the middle and try to haul it through the garden gate—‘everything finely balanced, then crash, he’d come up against the gate posts’. This, said Thurber, was the feeling he got when reading Henry James.


—


The fat man in the cafe saw through the window that his Citroën was about to be booked. He sprang up, lumbered to the door, and tried to clown his way out of it. He advanced towards the parking attendant with his hands clasped behind his back and a bouncing, knee-bending gait, like a naughty child faking repentance. She looked up at him with a stony face. He dropped it and started to argue. She ignored him and kept writing. He got into the car and made as if to drive off. She tried to push the ticket through the half-open window, but he screwed it up, shoved it back at her and roared away, leaving the pink leaf fluttering on the road at her feet. ‘Why should he be able to bludge in a cafe,’ said F, ‘while she has to work all over Easter?’


—


I feel, when I’m with him, that I’m holding myself lightly in check.


—


A wonderful night out dancing. ‘As soon as they started to play,’ said B, ‘you knew why they existed. Every band’s up there for a different reason—they were up there because they can really play guitar.’ We drank whisky and champagne, and threw up on the way home. I wasn’t too far gone to hold her hair.


—


Walking up Bourke Street past the Southern Cross we passed a youthful couple engaged in a fight. The bloke had his back to us but the girl was turned our way, sobbing out loud, completely without shame. Her face was distorted and tear-stained. One felt immediately on her side, that she was a good person. ‘Why do you have to tell me on a fucking street corner,’ she cried out, ‘that you’re—’ We passed at speed. We heard a light scuffle behind us, and then a blow. We thought she’d struck him across the face, but it might have been an open hand hitting a raincoat sleeve.


—


I ripped through Katherine Mansfield’s journals and letters. Flashes of rage at her for being so cute—the nursery tone, the sugary ‘my mountains’—it turns my stomach. But it’s only a protective layer over the real stuff, which is sheer muscle.


—


When I was not yet ‘a writer’ I used to write colossal, twenty-page letters to people. Now I communicate on the backs of postcards. This thought made me feel quite cheerful, as if I had imperceptibly, over years, and not by the exercise of will, rechannelled wasted energy into a more useful course—but now I mess with the taps, I keep them turned off, or let just a tiny trickle escape. I’m terribly restless and cranky, unable to be calm enough to think properly about the matter in hand, which is Philip and his daughter in the cafe.


—


Tiberio came into the cafe and reported that Mario in the pasta shop had just cut the top of his finger off.


—


Goodness I am drunk. Can hardly write. And while I danced I felt so sensible! A BOY of twenty or so and I exchanged looks as we danced beside each other. He was six foot tall with short-cropped hair and a white T-shirt. When the music was over he said to me, ‘See you!’ I saw Paul Madigan leaning against a speaker box at the back. I approached to shake his hand. He had not shaved.


—


I went to the dentist. Perhaps it was the hangover but I felt my jaw and mouth trembling with the strain of gaping. Although I didn’t suffer actual pain, I felt violated, and upset.


—


The magazine editor damns my story with faint praise: ‘Yes…I quite liked it actually…the dialogue works…in parts…’ I hung up the phone in embarrassment and confusion. And then I wrote him a letter that was like a hard kick in the arse.


—


I hereby resolve to refuse all social engagements on weekdays (before evening) from now on. I am completely out of synch and it’ll take me weeks to get back in.


—


People sometimes talk about their boredom and I don’t know what they mean. But this afternoon I had a nap, longer than necessary, and woke to find it was raining and no one had brought the clothes in off the line. I went downstairs and began to do the ironing. On the radio was some oboe music, full of formal resignation, and I started to feel those old waves of sadness, as if outside the house were nothing but grey wet fields and other buildings made of grey wet stone and people in clumsy, ugly clothes and strange hats.


—


In the car on the way to the restaurant last night with the visiting American lefties, I heard myself talking smoothly, putting on an effortless, tailored, hard-nosed little performance for their benefit. Disgusted, I fell silent. At the table I mentioned the name of Italo Calvino. Everyone looked at me blankly. I sat there full of anxiety. I’m finished as a writer, irredeemably bourgeois, my concerns so small (waiters in a cafe, a girl kneeling on a bed singing ‘Lush Life’). All I’ve got are those ten pages in my room. This morning I got to my office and took it into my head to make a plan. What a sudden revolution then occurred! I rushed out and bought some system cards, wrote a character’s name on each one, and pinned them up in a horizontal row. I thought very hard, pacing up and down and dashing off notes and reassuring statements, for an hour. Then, just as suddenly, the rush faltered and was over. I locked the door and went to see Sophie’s Choice. Too pretty. Two prams exquisitely arranged by the railway tracks. And don’t people vomit when they’ve taken cyanide?


—


‘I have spent an hour cooking this meal. I would like you to eat it with a less foul-tempered look on your face.’


—


I saw Princess Diana go past in a Rolls-Royce. Such a pretty girl.


—


I hadn’t seen the former actor for a couple of years. In the cafe he told me he was in love. ‘Because I’m a fairly gentle sort of bloke—because I’ve been thoroughly trained by feminists—well, I’ve got this power to really blow people away.’ He smiled, breathing out audibly through his nose. ‘What do we all look like?’ he went on luxuriously. He glanced down at my sober, dull clothes. ‘You—you could be a school teacher. I—’


‘You look like what you are,’ said another man at the table. ‘A fucking arts bureaucrat from Sydney.’


—


The impervious self-confidence of the upper-middle-class educated young Frenchman. That smooth, slightly bilious skin, the narrow, pretty mouth, the small chin, the bony nose, the large intelligent eyes. He talks and talks, completely unaware that his concern at having reached the age of twenty-five is of no interest to anyone.


—


The bitter, sadistic-looking waiter in Notturno approached me today and said, ‘I think I wrote something beautiful. Will you pass judgment on it for me?’ He had recorded it on cassette, and gave it to me to take away. It consists largely of philosophical dissertations of a nebulous kind. The effect of his badly recorded voice is distressing, almost moving, because the pauses and silences are so eloquent.


—


In a caravan park on the western outskirts of Sydney some people noticed a dazed-looking man standing by his caravan in blood-soaked clothes. They called the police. He has been charged with the murder of a man found clubbed to death with a hammer—and with frightful attacks on three young teachers, women, who worked at a school for retarded children and were asleep in their quarters. He broke in, forced one of the women to tie up the other two, and made them torture each other, then hacked two of them to death. The third one survived to tell the tale. On TV, very sober, quiet shots of what looked like a small country town: a road leading to a building with a faded green corrugated-iron roof.


—


I can’t write any more. I’m clumsy. Outside my window a fine rain is falling, perfectly vertical.


—


An article about different translations of Baudelaire’s poem La Cloche fêlée. I read the poem out loud to myself and got one of those shocks that only poetry can deliver: a violent shiver, a rush of tears. I took off my hat to Richard Howard who, in his urge to render the last three lines, shows the poet in himself with a string of verbs: ‘the gasping of a wounded soldier left/ beside a lake of blood, who, pinned beneath/ a pile of dead men, struggles, stares and dies.’ But of course the original is somewhere else, that last line so strange and horrible: ‘Et qui meurt, sans bouger, dans d’immenses efforts.’


—


The biographer came over. We talked about writing. She said she’d started reading The White Hotel but when she got to a description of an old woman in a ditch having a bayonet shoved up her cunt, she closed the book. ‘These days,’ she said, ‘it’s considered a mark of moral superiority to contemplate the most horrible things. I think it’s a sickness, the mark of an inadequate intellect. That’s why I’m sick of Tolstoy, and think he’s inferior to Henry James—because he won’t admit the possibility of freedom.’ He won’t? I had nothing to say about this. I realise that I accept blindly what I read.


—


Three young men, whose catamaran was wrecked on the North Queensland coast, struggled for three days through mangroves so thick that it took them two hours to go two hundred yards.


Woman interviewer: ‘But you had no water.’


Man: ‘We licked dew off leaves.’


Interviewer: ‘How did you have the energy to keep going, with no food?’


Man: (with a small snuffle of laughter) ‘Aw, I dunno. Hope…I s’pose…’


—


After dinner the power went off and the house was dark. We sat quietly by the fire talking about syntax and whether it was snobbery and a misuse of power to criticise the mangling of it. She opined that Murray Bail did not put that split infinitive in the first line of Homesickness on purpose. He didn’t even know, she said.


—


‘Tsk. Why are you crying?’


‘In Blanche d’Alpuget’s book someone is crying and a kid asks why. The mother says, “Because there is bitterness in life.” That’s why I’m crying.’


‘Pfff. That’s just literature. I’m cold.’


‘You’re saying cold things. That’s why you’re cold.’


‘I’m cold because I’m thinking.’


‘Can’t you think and feel at the same time?’


‘No.’


—


G talks about telling his daughter he’s leaving. ‘I’m grief-laden,’ he says. ‘I walk round laden with grief.’ He’s standing very straight, with his back against the street window of Notturno, like a man facing a firing squad.


—


Within two minutes I was sobbing and F was out of the room. I wanted to punch my hand through the window, smash up the house, I wanted to hurt myself, I couldn’t feel it enough, I was looking for pain. I bashed the wall with my fists. He heard my racket and came back, put his arms around me stiffly, made me get into bed and tucked me in, kissed my cheek and left quietly like a mother hoping a sick kid is about to drop off to sleep and give her some peace. He had put the doona on sideways. My feet were sticking out. When the door closed I had to get out of bed, snivelling, and turn the whole thing around.


—


I have decided to smarten up my appearance. I bought some pretty earrings, and I now have two dresses. With woollen tights and my ankle boots from Paris I feel a killer of style.


—


‘What’s the matter?’ Nothing major, but I don’t like being reminded of the fact that I don’t look happy.


—


I wonder if I could write a play. I can imagine a play. It will be about different points of view of exactly the same event. She comes in and they’re at the kitchen table drinking. ‘Do you want a sherry?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘There isn’t any left.’ ‘Well why the fuck did you ask me then?’ There would be different starting points, e.g. the boot-throwing scene.


—


Mount Buffalo. Folds and folds of ‘armèd hills’, blue after blue, and a cold wind rushing up from a deep gorge as it got dark—a roaring which might have been air in leaves or else a white, thin, steep torrent that I thought I saw half a mile below. A lyrebird strolled past me on its large feet, among the granite boulders. I shuffled, to alert it, but it glanced up casually and kept walking.


—


I tried to buy a coat. The only one I liked was Italian, marked down from $999 to $333. But it did not fit me. I bought a slip, a pair of black tights, a ream of A4, some carbon paper, and two pencil sharpeners.


—


My old teacher invited me to lunch at University House. He is tiny, plumpish, pink and grey, silver-haired, with soft, unwhiskered skin on his cheeks, as if he never needs to shave. He is a keen talker, a skilled and funny storyteller, a gossip, I suppose—not exactly malicious, but hard: ‘They were tough with him and he went to water. I rang him up. I said, “What do you want done?” He said, “No, nothing. It’s all right.” He was going to get back in their good books by showing them he was a good boy.’ Ouch. ‘She must have known when she married him that she was condemning herself to the six kids, the whole family thing.’


—


The famously gloomy Stalinist had cut his hair very very short and ‘started a new relationship’. He looked almost cheerful.


‘What’s your book about, Hels?’


‘Oh…love, pain…’


‘Interview me.’


‘Everything you know about pain, my dear, you have already told me.’


‘I’ve learnt something else.’


‘What?’


‘I’ve learnt that some things are beyond words.’


‘Didn’t you always know that?’


‘No. I thought everything could be intellectualised.’


‘Well, that’s an advance, isn’t it?’


‘Except that it can make a pessimist even more pessimistic.’


‘But if all that was standing between you and sheer pessimism was a false belief, isn’t it better to—’


He laughed and turned away. ‘Yeah, yeah, course, it’s better.’


—


I made a plan: in the mornings I’ll try to write my book, and in the afternoons I’ll work on the translations of the Malraux programs for SBS. I started this morning at 8 am. I loved it in my room, quiet all around, barely even properly light. I rewrote Vicki and Elizabeth, the very beginning of the book. I worry that I ought to pour out a whole draft and then go back and rewrite. What I do is write a page, then fix it up straight away and go back to the beginning to see if everything fits. So my progress is slow. But the work is solid. After lunch I sat at my desk with the big dictionaries, the mild afternoon sun on my back through the window, and wrestled away. Writing in the morning is battling through jungle. Translating in the arvo is riding along a flat country road on a bicycle.


—


These mornings we see the most dazzling sunrises: the five cypress trees I can see from my bedroom window point like a raised hand in front of a broad band of clear sky with dove-grey cloud, pink-tinged, above it. Birds sing loudly. I don’t know where they are.


—


Every day when I sit down at the desk I wonder if there will come a certain moment when, with a pop, each character will attain physical reality in my imagination, quite separate from its worldly model.


—


We used to be friends but now I’m afraid of him. The photo on the back of his new book shows him black-faced, black-browed, his shirtsleeves rolled up to show strangler’s arms, all muscly and hairy.


—


How am I going to survive this? I have a lemming-like urge to dash off the cliff now, instead of waiting till he leaves. It’s like the urge to punch walls: ‘Look how you hurt me. I am acting out a little play of pain.’


—


I like making cosmic observations, e.g. the power enjoyed by those who ride in the back seats of cars.


—


The only way I can keep a rhythm going is to keep off booze, go to bed early, and not drink too much coffee. 8.30–12.30 work on novel in office. 2.00–4.00 translate at home. 7.30–10.00 read Vogel Award manuscripts at home. Most of them are unbelievably terrible. One was like a black hole in space: all my energy was sucked into it, it drained and sucked and gave back no spark. It scared me.


—


I went to a union meeting. God, it was boring, stacked with old dead-heads obsessed with procedure. A man I used to teach with in the seventies shyly expressed to me his disappointment: he had expected the meeting to be ‘about literature’.


—


O was down from Sydney. We went for a long walk in the cemetery. I asked him about a woman we knew at university. He told me that she had jumped off a building. He said she had remade herself, after a terrible car crash in which she had sustained brain damage, but it wasn’t good enough for her and it wasn’t going to get any better. So she jumped. We agreed that this was consistent with her whole life and personality: reckless courage.


—


G wrote to me, speaking of heroin, coke, a ‘suicide’ attempt by his girlfriend. She scratched her wrists with a pin, ‘then asked me to hit her up with heroin. I did, then had some myself.’ Disgusting confidences. Nothing he can do will surprise me, but I thought she was tougher, clever, going somewhere.


—


‘I met a man,’ said U, ‘and we talked about you. He said that he found you a very interesting person; that he thought you were shy; and that you were not going to let people waste your time.’ I wondered what she had said in reply, but did not ask.


—


‘When you say you cough blood, what do you mean exactly? Is it just a pinkish tinge, or—you don’t mean actual gouts, do you?’


‘Yeah, gouts,’ said G. ‘Black. Especially in the morning.’


—


We fought about housework. I saw red and smashed a plate and a bowl.


‘There are more plates here. Why don’t you break them as well?’


‘Shut your face.’


He went upstairs and turned the TV on full blast. I swept up the mess. I bawled a lot as I swept, and then as I washed my plain, spotty, forty-year-old face and looked at it in the mirror and thought that I couldn’t bear having to go through another bout of this BATTLING. I also thought, I am about to get my period. It absolutely shits me that this should explain anything. I objectively do most of the housework and it’s NOT FAIR. After I’d washed my face I took off my pants and they were stained black with blood.


—


This flaming book is jammed again. I feel my ignorance and fear like a vast black hole.


—


Heading for Griffith University in the Kombi. At nightfall I walked down the main street of Gundagai eating hot chips out of newspaper. The lumpy little hill straight ahead of me was dead black, its silhouette fringed with the odd gum. The fading light behind it, airy, mauve and pure, seemed to be projected upwards towards two horizontal streaks of grey cloud. In my motel room the double bed sank in the middle before I even got into it. A deep sleep. Dreams of Paris: climbing flights of stairs. I peeped out at dawn and saw darkness, and thick frost on the Kombi’s windscreen. How comforting it is to write in this notebook, in an awful room so far from home. I write, and become lord of all I survey.


—


She kissed me goodbye. Her firm cool cheek: still a child’s slight plumpness. Poppy’s will be like that, to Elizabeth. I thought a lot on the Hume highway about how to make Elizabeth an unlikeable character but still interesting.


—


Woman in the hippie gift shop. About fifty, blonde, a weather-beaten, upper-class face with piercing blue eyes. ‘I’m asexual,’ she announced. ‘I’ve been wanting to talk to someone about this. I don’t have a relationship with a man, and I love my life.’


—


ABC radio is a wonderful institution for travellers and other solitary people: those soothing talk programs full of information about echidnas. Apparently the echidna, the hedgehog and the porcupine each evolved quite separately.


—


In the restaurant it was ‘go to the counter and get it yourself’. I was out of place, the only solitary among the families and the groups of young people hardly out of childhood, smoking desperately between mouthfuls. Perched on bar stools four women in their late twenties were sipping wine and smiling, smiling, smiling at each other as their conversation went. I wondered whether my loneliness made me want to take notes, or vice versa: how is a writer made?


—


R says that in reading she is always looking for the moral voice of the writer. She says she never feels better after having committed violence—not even after smashing a plate.


‘I do,’ I said defiantly.


‘I don’t,’ she repeated. A pause.


‘I’m not sure if I do or not,’ I said. ‘I feel humiliated when I have to sweep up the pieces.’


—


The seven-year-old is a jolly, endearing boy. He described someone as ‘greedy and boastful’. I said, ‘Is it boastful to tell about one’s successes? I remember you boasting once that you were the second-best runner in your school.’


‘Second-best long distance runner! And that wasn’t boasting! That was a success!’


—


I dreamt that my publisher told me my novel was bad. ‘Bad? Why?’ ‘Oh yes. It’s terrible.’ Through my waking mind ran escape clauses: I’ll do short stories instead; she mustn’t have liked the trimmed-back style; I’ll take out the old man’s hairy hands. I was panicking, but deep down I was not surprised.


—


D, who I’m billeted with, seems to believe, as do many people who are fully-fledged examples of their type, that she is ‘not like’ the others: ‘I can’t stand academics,’ she says. ‘I was born not standing academics.’ And yet she has their brittle manner, their tendency to monologue, their habit of irony, of picking up words in tweezers. I’d better look out. No one’s safe, once they’ve been inside a university.


—


Awfully homesick. I walked for miles along a beach. On my way back I saw a foreign man who had found an orange fish floundering in the shallows, and was trying to flip it into deeper water with his thong. I ran forward and picked it up by the tail, but it flipped strongly—I’d never picked up a live fish before and was astonished by its muscle—I had to seize it in two hands and fling it out to sea. ‘Sank you, sank you,’ cried the man and his two female companions.


—


I went to a lecture on realism. A lot of detached, ironic descriptions were offered, in a tone that seemed to assume that realism is historically discredited now and rather dull. I don’t know if I’m a realist or not. I don’t think it’s a good idea to sit around in a university trying to categorise myself. The lecturer said twice that words signify reality but don’t represent it. I’d quite like to find out what this means, but I’m not breaking my neck.


—


I worked all morning, slipping myself slowly back into the world of the book. I love Athena. She is rather stern. I’m dying to make her meet Philip. They will have dry kisses that lead nowhere.


—


In the campus bookshop I accidentally stole something. The woman at the register was cold and rude to me, quite unnecessarily, and I left the shop in irritable confusion. Halfway back to the Humanities building I realised I was still carrying Elizabeth Bowen’s The Last September. Fuck you, I thought, and kept walking.


—


In this town the rubbish man comes right into the backyard, finds your bin wherever it may stand, and heaves its contents into another bin that he carries on his shoulders.


—


An Englishman invited me to a class about technique. ‘You’re a writer. You might be interested.’ He gave me the course outline and said to come at four. I read it and was alarmed to see that it had nothing whatsoever to do with any sense of the word technique that I’d ever heard of. I had no idea what he was getting at. I went, miserably, to his class. He talked for an hour and I still had very little clue. It all seemed so cloudy, so full of terms I did not know. My spirits sank and sank. Later I tried to explain my response to two academics I met at dinner. They were amused and encouraging. I said, ‘I feel inadequate, and as though I’m under attack.’ ‘You probably are,’ said the man. ‘Not in a personal way, but your assumptions are being challenged.’ I suppose it’s good for me, but I still don’t see any link between the lecturer’s ‘technique’ and what I do in my notebook.


—


Another Englishman (the place is swarming with them) lent me some Roland Barthes: ‘to show you he’s weally about w’iting’. I read a little piece called La Lumière du Sud-Ouest. It was beautiful. Hills ‘toutes proches et violettes’.


—


The Italian academic said she hated this town and had not gone to any other places in Australia, although she’s been here nearly four years.


HG: (shocked) ‘But why?’


Woman: (with an eloquent grimace and a sideways flicking gesture) ‘Every time I had holidays I just couldn’t stand it here, so I’d go back to Rome.’


I found this so mortifying I almost burst into tears. I was the only Australian at the table and I was terribly offended.


—


On many mornings in this house a radio alarm clicks on in the kitchen at 6.30. No one ever gets up in response to it. I feel guilty, as if I had set it myself. I get up and stand on the cold floor, unable to decide whether I should switch it off or not.


—


F calls me from his parents’ house, where he’s taken M on a visit. ‘I suddenly understand,’ he says, ‘why I get so mad with you when you’re bossy. It’s very bossy here.’


—


A long interview-documentary with Billy Wilder, a charming and likeable old rogue who, in the final ten minutes, turned on the interviewer, a humourless French film buff with the appropriate name of Michel Ciment, and made gentle mockery of him: ‘The only thing worse than not being taken seriously, Michel, is being taken too seriously. As long as I can make movies, I don’t give a shit.’


—


My sister told me that a young man had come off his motorbike last night outside her holiday apartment at Surfers. In the paper this morning his death was reported. ‘I heard the crash,’ she said, ‘and I ran out to see if it was the girls. He was lying with his helmet near him, it had flown off, and his head was right up against the gutter. There was quite a bit of blood. As soon as I saw it wasn’t the girls I thought, There’s plenty of people looking after him, and I went inside and got back into bed.’


—


Up here I’m little more than a machine that records horrors and small dismays.


—


‘The best thing you can do as a Creative Writing teacher,’ said a man who had been one for four years, ‘is to put tight fences around them. I used to tell them I was absolutely not interested in their outpourings. It’s worth it. At the end you say, Well, X came in here a verbal cripple, and he’s walking out the door without crutches.’


—


‘I love you,’ said G on the phone, vaguely, as if wanting to register a small fact while the occasion presented itself. I knew that already.


It’s part of what I know about the world, but it’s never steady, it flickers and disappears, and I would only feel this as painful if I’d been steering myself by its unreliable light. This metaphor will stand, if I don’t try to develop it any further.


—


The Vogel judging in Sydney was pure pleasure. We were put in an office high above bits of harbour, with windows that didn’t open. It seemed that I hadn’t laughed out loud in the company of others since I left Melbourne. (Frank Moorhouse: ‘Beware of committees that laugh too much.’)


—


In the pub, as the priest waited for me to finish with the public phone, he took a few steps back into the lounge where a jukebox was playing some loud rocking thing. He turned his back to me, unaware that I was watching him through the glass door, and took three big steps in time to the music, swinging out his arms in a large, free gesture, embracing the world. I like men. I just like them. (But not Norman Mailer.)
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