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To all the women who’ve taught me
how to live over the years.


Thank you for lifting and supporting me.


I feel the strength in your arms.
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The men in your life have never known how forensically you watch them. How you observe, scrutinise, marvel. Coldly. They are always prey. You have been doing this since you were fourteen or fifteen, when you began to know them in a different way; when they started to circle. They didn’t realise how keenly they were watched. All the males who had so much power over your future.


You could not tell them that what they were imposing upon you felt inauthentic. Cruel. All the rules they were expecting you to adhere to, all they wanted you to be. To a teenage girl trying to navigate her way through a brave new existence it felt like fraud, of a monstrous, unfathomable kind. Because it seemed that they wanted you to be someone else. Your father, brothers, male teachers, early boyfriends, uncles: they all seemed to be expecting something different, and were trying, subtly, to change you. Shape you.


As you grew up you knew instinctively that you had to hide who you really were, as a survival tactic. Because the thumb of expectation pressed down upon you during those teenage years and into your twenties. And you wondered what lay beyond, when the great weight of that thumb was released, if ever it would be. You could scarcely imagine.
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It doesn’t matter who he is, this one you have in your sights now. There’s no need to know his name, just that he is a writer. That’s all. Let’s call him W, for convenience sake. You’re in your mid-twenties and want to be a writer yourself. But you do not consider yourself one, do not have the confidence to claim this mighty word for yourself. He is one loudly, smoothly, indubitably.


During this time Paul Keating is prime minister and Bill Hayden governor-general. In Spain, Christopher Skase is fighting against extradition in a Majorcan court and a fossil tree – the extraordinary Wollemi Pine – is found by a bushwalker, hidden in a pocket of bushland west of Sydney. The films Muriel’s Wedding and The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert are released amid much joy and national chuff. And among the crop of new Australian novels are Tim Winton’s The Riders, Richard Flanagan’s Death of a River Guide, Peter Carey’s The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith and John Birmingham’s He Died With a Felafel in His Hand. Muscular books all, sucking up the oxygen of fiction’s new release schedule and spoken of as instant classics. It seems no one thinks to ask: where are the women?


W inhabits this world comfortably. It is a wonder to you. Perhaps this is one reason why you fall for him, quickly and completely, so soon after you meet.
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‘I can’t do it.’


W is speaking softly, as if through thick, bubbled glass, in an innocuous Indian restaurant in Sydney’s Kings Cross. Just four humble little words from the man you are about to marry. The chapel is booked. The bridesmaids organised. The first fittings have been carried out on an (audaciously iron grey) wedding dress. And W is the man you have invested all of your future in.


You have given up the town you’ve loved living in, for him; you’ve stopped trying to grab hold of a writing life, for him. And with these four hesitantly spoken words you feel your future disintegrating. Everything you had planned. All your certainties. Confidence. Resolve. You feel your entire self dissolving in this moment, the person you had so carefully created until this point.


‘I can’t go through with it. The wedding.’


You feel yourself becoming someone else, as you listen. Because in that moment all the foundations of a successful, shared existence of creativity have crumbled beneath you and you’re not sure what will hold you up now, if anything. You’ve never known a failure like this. Humiliation. Mortification. Never known the violence of such a blindsiding. And stretching before you now is an endless, stubbly world of aloneness and unloveability. Accompanied by a sense of having no idea what has just happened and a self-hatred at not being able to see. Anything.


Your cheeks burn with flame amid this very public rejection; your eyes sting. You will not be able to walk past this Indian restaurant for years afterwards. Yet in this moment you also feel a glimmer of the person you are meant to be. A girl, a woman, angry and flinty and determined and knowing. It is the person you really want to be but are never allowed to. Because there feels like such a violent disconnect between who you present to the world, and who you really are.


But first you have to back yourself away from the abyss opening up beneath you, a deep well of despair and self-revulsion that you want to be swallowed up by, and never emerge from. And you’re not sure, in the reeling days afterwards, that you’ll ever get to become that female you really want to be. Not sure if you’ll ever have the courage for it. Because self-doubt is the cloak you’ve wrapped yourself in your entire life until this point.
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Life can change in the sliver of a moment at a nondescript neighbourhood restaurant. It’s what you do in the swirl of afterwards that defines you, how you carry yourself. It’s what you do in the days that follow that can shape the rest of your life.


The abyss is beckoning. How can you face the world now? Your family, so joyful at your good fortune after so many years of restless singledom; your friends all seemingly firming into their settled lives; your colleagues who’d farewelled you so joyously, so recently, from the town you’ve loved more than any other in your life.


‘I can’t go through with it.’


He can’t do the life so carefully planned together, the kids you’d both dreamed of, the house of books and coffee and laughter and clamour; your very own giggle palace. He stumbles through his explanations as if it’s a reflection on who you are, the person you’ve so carefully been until this point. And now you’re found wanting; the ideal of womanhood you thought you were meant to be. W tells you the wedding is happening too fast, despite eight months of preparation, he says it’s too rushed and the ‘money thing’ between you is too uncertain. You’re the regular wage-earner, with a job as a reporter for the Australian Broadcasting Corporation, he is a freelance writer. He says to wait a year and then see. Still go out, but just see if this can work. If it’s what you both want, really. Then he waits for an answer.


You do not give it on that nondescript Tuesday night. You see before you, in the reeling silence, snatches of many things. The patterns repeated of your single mother and twice-married grandmother. The young woman funda mentally unloveable, too focused on her job and wage and the image of perfection she’s created and cannot shake. The woman who’s not attractive enough. Too interior, closed, odd and, above all, that ugly word: driven.
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Many people around this crumbling young woman assume she has a healthy, almost obnoxious sense of self-belief, and it often feels like the world wants to bring her down a peg or two because of it. If only they knew. The insecurity, self-doubt, unease, the constant questioning. All you see right now is a girl too removed from normality; a girl who’ll never be able to have and hold a man. All your self-loathing feels justified and has just been confirmed by the actions of this man; this older writer who’s backing away, fast, from your future. And after all, if he doesn’t love you enough – then why should you, or anyone else? You feel, overwhelmingly in this moment, wrong. But you’ve always felt somehow wrong. The world has repeatedly told you this.


Yet on this ragged night you also catch a glimpse of the woman you’ve never been. A woman contemplating the cage door and stepping out tentatively into an obscurity that’s the beginning of an entirely new person. The one you’ve always wanted to be, perhaps, if you were ever brave enough. And if you were ever given enough anonymity to experiment. To loosen. But you’ve spent your entire life being conditioned to be a successful young lady, of the type men around you approve of. A young lady who’s obedient and meek and calm, good and refined and quiet. Why be anything but that?


Yet, yet, why be that?
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The desire to write feels like such a hesitant flame within you back then; insistent yet tremulous. Could you? The want so daring and audacious, yet monstrous too. Writing hurts. You’ve already gleaned this. It hurts the people around you as well as yourself. It flays you in public, strips bare your vulnerabilities, mortifies family and friends. And you’re a pleaser. Is it all worth it? Could it ever be?


The writer Elizabeth Smart said a pen is a furious weapon that needs a rage of will. You’re not sure you have the nerve for it. You have grit and determination but do not have the elixir of self-belief. Why would you? Your world doesn’t encourage it. You wonder if you could ever make it as a writer, callously and meticulously existing on the coalface of living to record all that happens around you. You wonder who that kind of woman could be. Someone with a muscular and monstrous selfishness, surely, and women aren’t allowed to be that. Surely.


Yet the urge feels like a glittering and beautiful darkness within that only you can see. It feels clean, like honesty. Yet veracity seems like such a transgression because the chilly, watching, assessing core of you is so submerged. Iceberged. Women aren’t meant to say brutally honest things, aren’t conditioned to be boldly truthful. The message being: what man would want us if we were?


You feel bound by what you are meant to be.
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It is so easy to be snuffed by a failure to believe in yourself. That you can actually do this. Write. You are ready to believe anyone who says that you are no good at this creative malarky. Could you learn to trust your instinct? Perhaps it is what every woman must learn to do. Disentangle. Question. Push back. Surface into the light. Be who she really wants to be.


Why is it so hard for so many women to embrace the audacity of self-belief? It so often becomes just two slightly grubby, reducing little words for us. Because traditionally women are not meant to have a blazing sense of self-belief – of the kind that men are allowed. Traditionally we’re not meant to boldly stride forth with daring and thrust and guile. Yet self-belief is an armour. It empowers us. To break through, achieve, get.


Growing up in deep suburbia in Wollongong, a steel and coal town south of Sydney, you saw that self-belief in a young girl was something akin to a grubby old coat to be shucked off and forgotten about in a cupboard – it had a certain odour to it. It was so forward, unfeminine, odd, wrong. As Henry James wrote of his Isabel Archer, in The Portrait of a Lady, ‘she was liable to the sin of self-esteem’.


You were the daughter of a coalminer, as was your mother; your father and two grandfathers were all coalminers. You were meant to be quiet and mild and to conform to an unthreatening norm, to not stand out. And throughout your formative years the notion of grasping an audacious dream – and an intellectual one at that, like writing – was presented at various times as up yourself, deluded and a deeply unpleasant character trait for a girl. Yet you persisted. Quietly. Told no one of the urge coiled deep within.


It led to imposter syndrome, so prevalent in women back then and of course still. The term emerged in the seventies in a paper by US psychologists Pauline Rose Clance and Suzanne Ament Imes, who found that, despite outstanding academic and professional accomplishments, women who experienced the devilish, defeating impostor phenomenon often believed they weren’t really bright – and had just fooled everyone who may have thought otherwise.


As women, we’re meant to survive on less. Less success, money, autonomy, self-belief. Because self-belief leads a person to push ahead through life; to push away from circumstances that might not, actually, be the best for them. If you don’t have self-belief you may well quieten, flatten and vanish, which to some people, of course, is helpful. Especially if they’re used to having the power, all the time.
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The composer Gustav Mahler’s wife, Alma, was also a talented composer in her own right yet her husband stopped her creating music as a condition of marriage. He wanted only one composer in the family. ‘There’s such a struggle going on in me!’ Alma wrote in her diary. ‘And a miserable longing for someone who thinks OF ME … I’ve sunk to the level of a housekeeper!’ Her husband’s selfish stifling of her talent drove her to depression. He had won.


How are women meant to maintain a strong sense of self-belief in their talents, passions, drives, if the men around them fail to acknowledge these impulses; refuse to give women the space to expand, creatively? What does it do to the female psyche, to be so … muted?
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For women, a lack of self-belief means we get good at surviving on less. It’s an exercise in self-erasure. We have to learn to find our own unseemly self-belief, and embrace it. Yet how – when generations of women have been conditioned to believe it’s somehow wrong, a fault – how can we not only find it but have an excess of it?


But back then, in your mid-twenties, in the year of the big boys publishing their muscular books you feel that your life will be somehow disfigured if you don’t, one day, give the writing dream a go; if you don’t heed that tiny flame of self-belief deep within you. That one day you can do this too. Write. Self-belief is the only thing that keeps you going, creatively. You have to ignore, again and again, all the voices around you telling you to stop. So many voices, usually male. And you could so easily obey all the sneerers, all the doubters and dismissers who want the self-belief disappeared from you; could so easily heed them and slip away into a quiet life rather than nurture that tiny glow of a something deep inside you. You could so easily give up.
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A woman’s self-belief is often challenged. It leads us to stop asking for pay rises. To agonise when we don’t fill all the criteria for a promotion so we don’t give it a shot – unlike lesser qualified men, who often just go for it. It leads to imposter syndrome.


We’re not meant to leak a robust, masculine sense of self-belief. It should be kept secret. Not displayed under any circumstances, because females come to understand that it puts people off. But if we as women don’t have it, if we are good and humble and obedient, how are we meant to get ahead in a world not built for our success?
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Your desire is patient and particular. You do not know when it will strike, and it does extremely rarely. But it will lead you down paths you don’t want to go or that aren’t necessarily good for you. You learn that desire consumes focus and grit and strength, it lures you from a sure path. And it feels, in your mid-twenties, that biology will always fell you. There’s a devouring urge to settle, in stillness, with a child at some point – even when you know it means the destruction of the blazing writing dream you’ve freighted so fiercely since girlhood. And in that moment of disintegration in the Indian restaurant you are caged, quite willingly; yoked to the wants of a man. A way of existing as a woman that is fierce and free isn’t known to you yet. As a mother, writer, wife. You don’t know how to grasp any of it, and don’t have the courage for it.


The world back then didn’t want a girl muscling in through the gates of power. It wanted to stop you being loud and driven and persistent and questioning; to just give up, to be silent and stop striving for something different. To not demonstrate intelligence in any way that was threatening to men.


If only they knew you always write it down. Everything. About them. The ones who dare get close.
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In Year 8, at your all-girl convent school, your English teacher handed out journals. She tasked you all with writing every day in the freshly lined notebooks, without fail, anything at all. She would collect them every Friday, not to read but merely to check that they were being filled. She nurtured a habit that lasts you a lifetime. To this day your journals are crammed with little depth charges of observation; honesty bombs lined up, one after another, especially when it comes to men.
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‘You’re always angry,’ your mother told you once, in bewilderment, and that of course went into the journal too. Even women around you, who you admired, called you driven as if it was a dirty word. Odd, anti-female, slightly dangerous, something not to aspire to. Because that would make you different from the pack, would mark you out as singular and introduce the idea that their choices were somehow wanting, disturbing and constricting. An anathema to the soul.


You got the message, from your watchful teen years, that to be driven and focused and different as a girl was wrong. Unacceptable and unseemly. To not need the pack was appalling and strange. The fathers of school friends didn’t like it, some friends didn’t like it and felt threatened by it. Yet you were bewildered because this drive seemed to be expected of boys, of men. Focus and grit and hunger were applauded, as was ambition. It had been ingrained into them but for you, it was wrong. Why?


Virginia Woolf wrote to a friend in 1925, ‘Men are all in the light always: with women you swim at once into the silent dusk.’ The shock for you was that some women seemed to want this swimming into the dusk; for themselves and other women too. It was as if some females wanted all their sex bound and conforming and obedient; anything else was too challenging and terrifying. A woman unleashed. Imagine. The horror of it. All of the dusk-women’s choices would be thrown into a harsh light by the blare of the strange and singular Other. The one who questions. Who is not meek or silent.
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You were so invested in being liked back then, bound by the rules expected of young women. Another you existed alongside this story, for so many years, decades. A chafing, prickly, affronted and questioning you. Unlikeable perhaps, uncompromising.


W is at the heart of this story, as men so often are. Back then you were the sidekick. The experiment. Accessory. Muse. As women so often are. But finally you are writing this out, centring yourself in the narrative, and already you can feel an aversion to this. From yourself. What audacity, cheek. You’re not important enough for this, says some censorious inner self. Women aren’t meant to do this, be this. But, but. ‘As I write,’ Virginia Woolf declared in A Writer’s Diary, ‘there rises somewhere in my head that queer and very pleasant sense of something which I want to write; my own point of view …’ Your own point of view.


Throughout your relationship with W you barely consider that. Your wants, your ambition, your need to be a writer, it all vanishes.


[image: image]


It’s as if love is the worst thing for you – for your self-worth and strength – because of how it will weaken you. Subsume, annihilate. This seems like a transgressive knowledge and you’re not ready for it yet. Yet it feels like you have to pass through the fire and come out the other side, to understand.
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Before W breaks you, your life feels sorted. You are a single woman heading into your mid-twenties. You’re living in Alice Springs and working as a radio reporter in the town’s small ABC newsroom. On the day of arrival in that tough frontier place you swallow a fly and are told it’s good for you by a fierce, desert-creased female anthropologist of singular abruptness. Your new neighbour.


It’s a life of fresh wonder as you gulp the strange land and sky and desert smell, gulp all the new experiences around you. You move around town on an old bicycle with a journal always in your backpack alongside your reporter’s notebook. There are trips out bush to visit mates who work for Indigenous art centres at Yuendumu and Ikuntji, eye-opening days in the Alice Springs courthouse and camping trips with your swag in dry riverbeds with a posse of new scientist friends. Your favourite place is to go where you’ve never been, so to be here is a dream. Curiosity is your fuel. There’s so much difference to savour, and in your own country no less. The wings of wonder are spread wide. It’s like you’re living a perpetual weekend even though you’re working hard on gruelling reporting shifts that begin at dawn. Yet you’re beholden to no one here and in this gift of a strange land you unfurl.


You live in a stone share house with a red cement floor. It’s owned by Robyn Davidson, the woman who walked four camels from the Centre to the sea and wrote a book about it called Tracks. She seems to have the perfect life: a desert bungalow in Alice with a writer’s studio out the back, alongside a flat in London; it’s a glamorously peripatetic existence that follows the summer sun across the earth.


You observe how this distant woman has carved a singular life for herself; how she’s netted a spareness and expansiveness to live a fierce, lone writer’s existence. It feels like she’s living, as a woman, exactly how she wants to. She’s done it triumphantly with a love for solitude, an unwillingness to compromise and an independent income. She’s great mates with your anthropologist neighbour but she’s not interested in her tenants, doesn’t bother to get to know you, is polite but nothing more; there’s a fierce wall of self-sufficiency fencing her off. Her life seems complete; it doesn’t need the clutter of anything else. There’s only one thing, of course, that could veer you from the dream of that life. Love.
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You lost your virginity, at eighteen, to a would-be writer at university. You were both in first year at a fabled institution of sandstone arches and meet because of a shared love of theatre.


The gesture is what you remember the most on the night you lose your virginity. A gesture to his mates. He has taken you to a house, you don’t know whose, where a group of his friends are relaxing in the lounge room. Four or five of them. The two of you peel off to a bedroom. It is quick. It hurts. Looking back, you’re not wet, not aroused, it all happens too fast. You remember thinking, Oh, that’s it, after all your years of yearning and wondering, desperate to shake off the burden of pesky, unwanted virginity. It had felt like a great encumbrance during your teenage years, an embarrassment; a burden almost every other teenage girl around you shared.


You had been mortified by your innocent state from fifteen onwards. You implied to any new girls you met that you were more mysterious than you ever were, that you had known boys at an outside-school drama camp or art class; you left it vague. This made you feel empowered, as if you’d stepped into a world they knew nothing of and were desperate to be part of; it made you feel you had something over them when you had nothing at all. At high school you buried yourself in class work and a close-knit group of six or so girls. It was a daggy, swotty posse dubbed the ‘Birdbrains’ by the popular, moneyed, predominantly blonde girls of your form. You were dark-haired and intense and extremely shy but learning to mask it; you were creating yourself.


The man – the boy-man – who takes your virginity has a voice that’s confident, quick, declamatory. He doesn’t seem to experience any social awkwardness, yet you feel tortured by it. Existing out in the world is hard, a shock after the cloistered teen years. It is hard to lift your eyes fully and boldly to others, hard to talk smoothly to men you’re attracted to, hard to overcome the extreme, blush-inducing shyness. If this boy-man has any social anxiety about anything he never conveys it. He exists forcefully. At eighteen, nineteen. This is a marvel to you. You know no girls like this, no one so brazen. You think he’s clever with words, dextrous, and he uses them as a sword to cut and jab and thrust and parry, silencing you with an eloquent and arrogant brilliance.
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