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    Introduction




    During 1998 the Flinders Street Railway Station in Melbourne became the setting for a light show. A booth was erected on the corner diagonally opposite and at night laser lights from this booth transformed the station’s tired nineteenth-century facade into a pastel-coloured palace. People paraded past to look at their old railway station and saw a carnival vision of another possible building. Now, not many years later, they hurry past it once more with barely a glance, as they’ve done for decades. Sometimes, though, someone still looks up at it and remembers that other building.




    It is the intensification of the world, the doubling of reality, superimpositions (never quite perfect), suggestions of transformation and trickery—of oddness—that I seek in each piece of writing in this book. The task is always to make recognition a new experience.




    These essays, stories and fragments are about how writing gets done. They are also about how being a writer colours the experiences of reading, talking, teaching—of living. This book is a partial record of writing my way through the complexities of being a parent and writer, teacher and writer, poet and novelist, editor and writer, an academic and artist.




    Each piece of writing breaks its own seams at times and expands into storytelling, while each story comes back to ideas, dilemmas and decisions made about writing. Through accounts of experiences with my family (in the midst of whom most of my writing takes place) and of those possible worlds of the imagination, which after all are raids on history and memory, always the task is to take you, my reader, with me. The writing here is sometimes an essay, sometimes fiction, autobiography or poetry. There are purposely no clear divisions between these kinds of writing, but rather there is a movement between them.




    This is not a how-to book, and those who turn to it for a course of instruction on the craft of writing will be disappointed. It is a more tentative and uncertain thing. The book is in three parts: Reading Writing, Making Writing and Talking Writing. This arrangement is intended to reflect a rhythm of exchange between the experiences of reading, writing and talking about writing; and, further than this, a process of moving from reading to writing to attempting to impart what one has learned about writing. We begin our obsession and entanglement with words through childhood and early adult reading. Reading makes writers. Perhaps just as listening makes the storyteller. Then it is the life of writing and the writing of life that occupy the writer. And the life does not need to be eventful or even bohemian to be valid material for a writer. Proust has shown how much writing is possible and necessary for the smallest experience to be unravelled in words, while at another extreme Raymond Carver (and, earlier, Ernest Hemingway and Katherine Mansfield) has shown the significance a perfectly simple sentence can bring to the largest experience.




    I want this book to suggest the movement between reading and writing because my own experiences fit this pattern. There is of course no clear division between reading and writing (both are incomplete actions in themselves, for each needs and assumes the other), so at times the pieces that appear in one section of this book might as easily have appeared in another. The placement of pieces has been more a matter of emphasis than division.




    There is an argument here too—perhaps not so much an argument as a way of seeing. To write creatively is to insist on resorting to words where words matter least. When Wittgenstein wrote that ‘philosophy ought really to be written only as a form of poetry’, he was indicating his view that when we run out of practical and abstract language—when we run out of facts and logic—it is poetry that points us further in towards the sense of living.




    I am most lost for words in the face of death. But it is the meaning of death that breathes life into poetry. Makes poetry necessary. In this book I want creative writing to argue its case not by stating its case theoretically or philosophically but by showing itself. One of the difficulties here is that this kind of writing is a hit and miss affair. It is research in darkness, full of guesses, each word possibly hollowed out by unintended irony or inadequacy. Each piece of writing aims to be an experience. What kind of knowledge is it when we say we know how sharp the point of a needle is by pressing a fingertip against it? Here to know and to feel are superimposed.




    This book aims to show how writers read, and how for writers reading is part of writing. My claim is that writers read in distinctive ways and for purposes not foregrounded by cultural theorists, literary critics or historians. This distinctive way of reading has to do with superimposing the sensual and the intellectual. What is noticed then cannot easily be expressed, but it works its way into the next piece of writing. After declaring a writer is not a linguist, and in an attempt to make it clear that a writer has a distinctive way of dealing with language, Roland Barthes called writers ‘sentence-thinkers’. Writers are peculiarly subject to language. For many of them the world is one long and complex sentence not yet ended.




    A piece of writing about beginnings opens the first section of this book. Beginnings, for me, point to the curious and sometimes electric relationship between words and experience. Does the writer read experience, or translate it, or transform it? Do words open experiences to us? Last week two nine-year-old boys in the back of my car on the way to a basketball game began accusing each other of being ‘humiliating’. ‘Stop humiliating me’, they repeated to each other. When I asked them what they thought the word meant, they had no idea. Someone had used the word, they had liked the sound of it, and now they wanted to use it too. After we talked about what the word meant (and how to spell it), they continued to practise saying it. It is possible to come through a word to an experience as much as it is possible to move from an experience to the words that describe it.




    I hope that this book will be of use to other readers, students, writers and teachers who want to explore the meaning of what they do when writing, and who wish to learn how to do it more to the point. These writings are my attempts at this.
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    Looking at Sophie




    More than halfway through my life, I have become a parent. Perhaps like many who come to this experience relatively late, I have been overwhelmed by the intensity, the joy, the worries and the intimacy of this life as a parent. When Sophie was born her mother and I began writing in a journal. We wrote of those daily details involved in caring for a baby, learning how to be a parent and getting to know a new human being. We thought of the journal as a record we could give to Sophie in the future, perhaps when she became a parent herself. At first we wrote in it every day, but after a decade we wrote in it about once a week, sometimes once a month. Nevertheless there are now ten of these journals packed with details of Sophie’s life and her younger brother Raph’s life.




    Asked if I would write an essay about being the father of Sophie for a book on fathers and daughters, I knew that with the journals a lot of the note-taking had already been done. I was pleased to have the opportunity to go back over the journal entries and relive parts of those past years.




    The essay, though, did not emerge from the journals in a simple way. I was aware, first of all, that I wanted to write about being the father of a daughter, not simply the parent of a child. And I wanted to write about being a father who is a writer. This presented me with particular challenges. What elements of my experience have been specific to a father of a daughter? I have tried at every step to pull the essay back to this question. A second consideration is connected with the problem of being a parent and a writer: how do I select what I will tell? What experiences are mine to tell, and what telling would break confidences or intrude too far on others’ privacy? As I put the essay together I showed drafts to a number of friends, and one asked me how I thought Sophie might react when she came to read this later in her life. My response was that if I wrote to protect Sophie, or myself, then what I wrote would not rise above platitudes and evasions. There is love and joy in being the father of a daughter, but even love and joy can be strange birds. And love and joy are not all there is to it. I feel perplexed and exposed by some of what I wrote here, but I trust that readers will take some care with the father and the writer they find. I am still not sure if I have said too much or too little in what follows.




    ■ ■ ■




    Sometimes I have dreams that complete unfinished incidents from the previous day’s experiences. These tidying-up dreams treat my waking life as if it is only ever a half-drawn picture or a half-told story. When Andrea was pregnant with Sophie I had one of these dreams after we viewed an image of our child on the screen of an ultrasound machine. The doctor could not tell us if the image of the swimming foetus was male or female because the position of the legs prevented close enough examination. This did not matter. It was, in a way, a relief not to know. The doctor did show us the heart beating in the chest, the oversized head and the arms. Then he counted the fingers on one hand of the image on the screen. There were five fingers. He said that the baby was normal. In the presence of all that humming technology I was surprised at his primitive act of counting fingers. But we accepted his verdict on our child’s normality and thanked him for the black and white photograph of our child as a fuzzy shape floating in a darkened, swirling universe.




    That night I dreamed I was watching my child on the ultrasound screen again and I counted the toes this time because I was aware that the doctor had only counted the fingers. To my relief there were five toes on each foot as well.




    Another of these completion dreams was connected with a book I had bought for Sophie when she was five years old. As parents who were both teachers we had discussed the fact that though we read books every day with Sophie almost all of them were books of fiction. She should be learning more about science or history, we thought—she should know more facts. Andrea mentioned a book she had seen in the bookshop at the museum. It was a book about the human body—full of facts, many of them illustrated. Sophie had shown some interest in learning about the biological drama going on underneath her skin.




    I don’t really know if it was true that she showed such an interest. She went along with us when we talked about biology, and she looked at pictures we showed her. Perhaps as an an adult she will remember that we were the ones interested in biology.




    I was passing the museum soon after our discussion and stopped and bought the book called The Body and How It Works. At home that afternoon I sat with Sophie looking at the finely coloured and highly detailed illustrations of a skeleton, a brain, a heart, stomach and bowels, blood vessels purple and red, the nervous system.




    We found an illustration of the beginning of life. On the page floated a large sphere with a yellow yolk-like centre and around this sphere were tiny tadpole-like sperm. One of the sperm was pictured wriggling close to the enormous yellow yolk at the centre of the female egg. The following illustrations showed the division of the cells and the growth of the foetus until finally there was a baby pushing its way out of the mother, face wrinkled, hands bunched and legs bent for kicking.




    Beginnings, like endings, must abide by a certain logic. When we looked at the illustration I was thrown by the moment the book chose as the beginning of life. I said something like, ‘Here is the egg from the mother, and here are the sperm from the father’. Sophie accepted this as an arbitrary enough beginning point and we got on with it.




    In the dream I had that night I supplied the beginning the book had avoided. Sophie watched Andrea and me having sexual intercourse. She watched with the same mild interest she had shown towards the book about the body. She seemed slightly amused, and she made a face, indicating that what she was witnessing was yucky—a bit like fingerpainting with snot.




    My anxieties over finding satisfactory beginnings and endings are the preoccupations of a fiction writer and poet. But they are also part of my reaction to being a parent—and what parent is not a teacher as well?




    I had thought that being a parent would require no more than remembering what it was like to be a child: if I could be truly sympathetic to my child’s experience I would know what to do in any circumstance. But of course it’s not like that. It soon became clear that I had grown another life. I found myself in the place of a parent—with a responsibility, a threat of failure and an emotional involvement I had not imagined beforehand. This other me had to be invented on the spot or find himself repeating those diatribes and clichés from his own parents. It was like waking as a character in someone else’s book. No wonder I rewrote beginnings and endings in my dreams.




    ■ ■ ■




    I cannot write about Sophie without writing about her arrival, which was another beginning. She was three days overdue when Andrea took castor oil on her doctor’s suggestion, and her waters broke. At the Women’s Hospital we were told to go out walking and eat a spicy meal. We bought a bottle of Drambuie for later celebrations, some bunches of daffodils, stocks and fresias, and we ate vegetarian at a restaurant near the hospital with Andrea standing up most of the time because of the pain from contractions and the water still leaking from her. But nothing much happened for another half a day. When five days overdue she was induced with a drip. Wires were attached to the baby’s head. The wires trailed out of Andrea and were attached to her leg and then to a machine that displayed the baby’s heartbeat: between 120 and 150 beats a minute. Another monitor was attached to Andrea’s middle to measure the strength of contractions. A glucose drip and a sentosin drip were attached to the back of her hand. She looked small and vulnerable. She was given a pethedine injection but nothing much changed. The contractions were not building up. My tasks were to change her bedpans, give her sips of water, supply her with butterscotch and keep a record of the intervals between contractions. I was probably mostly in the way but I needed to keep busy to stop panicking.




    We were told that Andrea could not have another pethedine injection because it would depress the baby. This was the first time we had been told that pethedine affected the baby. I noticed that already the baby’s heartbeat was consistently lower. Andrea decided to have an epidural injection. The anaesthetist arrived in sloppy green overalls, a paper hat, crooked glasses, five o’clock shadow and with a tray on wheels. The epidural drug was fed into Andrea’s spine through a slow release mechanism so she had yet another attachment trailing from her body. When the epidural drug was injected the baby’s heartbeat went down to below 80 beats per minute for about five minutes. Doctor, anaesthetist and midwife stood watching the monitor in silence. The sentosin drip was stopped to bring a halt to the contractions. Andrea was given oxygen through a mask. The doctor asked the anaesthetist if the operating theatre was ready for an emergency caesarian.




    The baby’s heartbeat gradually recovered, the drip was resumed and the midwife went back to giving instructions to Andrea on how she should push, where her legs should be, how she should breathe. After another hour of screaming and pushing the head showed and the doctor took a large pair of scissors and cut Andrea. The head came out as Andrea made her last and most magnificent scream. The head was purple, with eyes closed. It looked large and rubbery. The doctor put her hand round the baby’s neck and unhooked the cord. She took the head in both hands, turned it, tugged, tugged again. She tugged until the neck stretched. I was afraid she would pull the head off the neck. Finally one shoulder came out, white, then with another pull the whole body slid out and landed on its back between Andrea’s legs. It didn’t move. It was dark purple. I could see we had a daughter, but the doctor and midwife were still calling her ‘he’. I wondered if she was alive. The midwife lifted her and the baby gave a short cry. ‘He’s a girl!’ the midwife announced and I burst into tears and reached for the camera. The midwife said I should wait until she had cleaned the baby before I took photographs. She too was anxious about proper beginnings.




    ■ ■ ■




    To have a daughter. What did this mean? Of course it meant at once another beginning—a chance to rewrite the history of personal, family and gender politics. Is the parent always like the witch in Hansel and Gretel’s story—caging or pushing children into that oven where they will be remade into all that is desired, all that is correct? We spend so much time feeding them—food, stories, information, lies, speeches, values, history, prejudices. Andrea and I thought we would give her a name that was not gender specific, a name that was strong and would have enough variations to give her choices. Though we had joked she was Sophie Brophy before she was born, we decided to call her Josephine. Then she could be Jo, Josie or even Joe if she wanted. I rang the newspapers and dictated the birth announcement with her name as Josephine Jane Lloyd. An hour later we decided to call her Sophie so I rang the newspapers back and changed the announcements. Even in the naming of the child we could not be sure how much control we had, what our motives were, why one name should come before another.




    At the time I thought it would be a relatively simple matter to play ball games with Sophie, take her to the football, give her confidence in climbing and running, and generally save her from the restrictions sometimes imposed on girls. We did go to the football together. Carlton’s football ground is a short walk from our home in Brunswick. But by the time she was three she made it clear she did not want to keep going to the football because she could not see any women out there playing. Sophie also made it clear to us at the age of eighteen months after only a few days at creche that her favourite colour was pink and all things feminine would be explored thoroughly. Dolls, cheap jewellery, dress-ups, fairy wings, make-up, treasure-boxes and beads galore littered her room. I was a bystander to this world and I saw that in it she had found a freedom and a confidence I had not considered possible. I am that clumsy figure of a witch at the oven door who is pushed into his own trap while the children get on with their adventures.




    When we tried to correct some of what we thought was bad-mannered talk, we put it to her that we might disapprove of what she says, but we still love her. She pointed out that what she said and what she was were the same thing. When she was upset at something someone said to her at school I reminded her of the rhyme, ‘Sticks and stones’ and she told me that her version of the rhyme was ‘Sticks and stones can break my bones but worms can never hurt me’, because words could hurt her.




    ■ ■ ■




    We decided that if Andrea spent the first twelve months at home with Sophie then it was only fair I should spend a similar time at home as Sophie’s carer. We agreed that I would spend two years caring for Sophie so that Andrea could then take another year’s leave and perhaps have our second child. This arrangement appealed to my sense of symmetry as well as fairness. And it meant having time at home to write, I thought. I asked other couples why they had not come to similar arrangements and almost always the reason was that families did not want to forgo the higher income the father earned. The decision was made easier for us because we earned similar incomes. We agreed that the cooking of meals, washing of clothes and the cleaning of the house would still be shared. We treated caring for Sophie as the equivalent of a fulltime job.




    When I explained at work that I was taking leave to care for my year-old daughter the women laughed and warned that my IQ would immediately drop by 15 or 20 points.




    Being one of those fools who persists in his folly in the hope that Blake was right about at least one thing in his eccentric life I went wholeheartedly at the task of caring for Sophie. Within a week I was exhausted. When Sophie slept I would watch her with emotions lurching from love to fear—love of the outlandishly beautiful child in front of me and fear of the child renewing her energies for an assault on the next day.




    I learned to plan time with the precision of an air traffic controller. I would never be so far away from home that I could not get Sophie back for her daytime sleep. No occasion was important enough to disturb this routine. I needed her sleep time for my own writing and study. At night I was determined to have her asleep before my energies were sapped. My network of friends was severely reduced, and spontaneous nights out were difficult not only for babysitting reasons, but because I had no life left in me at the end of a day. My social life was mostly through meeting mothers at playgroups or in playgrounds. One friend was nanny to a child in Carlton so we would meet in parks or cafes. Sophie had to learn early to sit in cafes and chew on croissants.




    Parents at home with toddlers want to talk endlessly and passionately about their children’s sleeping patterns, eating habits, first haircut, bumps, bruises, illnesses, bowel movements, strange ways with words, their staggeringly beautiful simplicity—and I was no different. It suited me to be away from friends who weren’t caring for a child. I could talk endlessly about Sophie. This involvement reached such intensity I was convinced I was the only one who really understood Sophie—and for her sake she shouldn’t be out of my sight. I found myself imagining her drowning in a friend’s bath when I left her for a few hours.




    I understand in a different way now the importance of public places around the city. No matter how many stimulating activities I provided at home (covering faces and toys with shaving cream was fun for a while), a whole day with each other in the house was unbearable. We had to get out. We were saved by the parks, the zoo, the museum, the city shops, the beaches, Victoria Market, the University of Melbourne, even churches, the Royal Botanic Gardens (where the swans bullied her) and public transport. Sometimes just a tram ride along Sydney Road was exciting and diverting enough for both of us.




    Apart from the physical work of carrying or pushing her and lugging along a bag full of nappies, spare clothes and food, there was the concentration on her safety—which showed me again and again both how careless and how resourceful I could be. We shared a muesli bar on a tram one afternoon and Sophie choked on a piece of it. She was turning blue in the pusher there in front of me. In an instant, it seemed, I had her up in the air by her feet, banging on her back until the lump of muesli shot out onto the tram floor. A small triumph for presence of mind. In the local park I liked to toss her into the air and catch her under the arms as she fell back to me. Once I let her slip as I caught her and her eye banged on my chin. This was her first black eye, and it came only a day after she’d cut her forehead walking into the edge of a stereo speaker. For a week I endured the evidence of my carelessness on her happy face.




    Often at home my role was to be the bystander. For some weeks I trailed along behind her in the back yard as we looked for the monkey she knew was hiding somewhere. I would set up the paints in the back yard on a warm afternoon and put a smock on her and point her at the butcher’s paper. After many of these painting workshops I wrote a poem:




    

      She can’t paint without taking her clothes off




      and painting her body.




      Beginning with her hands and finally covering




      all she can reach,




      pushing the paint in aboriginal circles,




      she says,




      ‘Look, now I have a blue belly.’




      When I give her the containers to wash out




      with a hose, she licks them out,




      seriously comparing the tastes of red, blue and yellow.




      My bland contribution




      is to remind her that if she mixes colours




      all she’ll have in the end is a muddy brown.




      She nods like a wise monkey and disregards me.




      I have a blue demon, blue-eyed, rolled in blue,




      tonguing the blue air here in the yard.




      I hose her back to something like my child.




      I am calm, distant, middle-aged,




      the colours barely showing in my face,




      all colours flaring wildly between us.


    




    In his poem, ‘Fatherhood,’ Cesare Pavese wrote of ‘the dancing woman and the old man who made her, who once had her in his blood, who fathered her’. One section of this poem goes:




    

      A deep joy




      seized the darkness in front of the living girl,




      all the bodies fuse into one, a single moving




      body, everybody’s gaze is riveted on her.




      The blood that runs in the girl’s springing legs




      is the blood that freezes in the old men’s veins.




      Her father is smoking in silence, he’s warm:




      he doesn’t dance, he made the daughter who’s dancing.


    




    I don’t quite know how to read a poem that is sometimes so lustful of the daughter’s body, so vivid about the fantasies of old age and so fatherly in its pride. I know it is the fathers of daughters who are most dangerous. The father is the most likely culprit when a girl is abused. I’ve read many children’s storybooks that attempt to deal with abuse and give advice to children about their rights and choices when they’re abused. Nearly always it is an uncle or a trusted family friend who is represented as the abuser. Never the father. Even Freud at first obscured the fact that his female clients were claiming their fathers had abused them. I suppose parents would not buy those worthy books for their children if fathers were depicted as the culprits.




    What kind of a culprit am I? I was sitting in a summer holiday house with another father. He was a close friend and our daughters were close in age, so together we were learning to be fathers and to see each other as fathers. In some of his qualities I discovered my own limitations. He was patient and dogged in a way that was beyond me. He was also capable of showing the sensual pleasure he took in his daughter. We were watching our four-year-old daughters play, naked, around the lounge room. Sophie had invented a game of chasey which required the girls to grab at each other’s vulvas. My friend delighted in his daughter’s ‘delicious’ body and her beautiful bum. I didn’t know how to take this talk about a daughter’s body, in the way I don’t quite know how to read Cesare Pavese’s poem. In my own childhood family I had never seen my parents hug or hold hands; no one in my childhood memory had ever been naked. I did see my father once run down to the street in the middle of the night to chase away the young man who was kissing one of his daughters.




    At dinner in the holiday house some days later my friend said his daughter had woken the previous night disturbed by a dream. She had dreamed I was in the bedroom and I was trying to get into her bed with her and she was afraid of me. He said that as a responsible father he must discuss this with me. He must ask me if I had done anything to cause his daughter to be distressed in this way. It was as though I was talking with a different father. This one seemed too serious and too protective to have ever allowed that other father his risqué patter about his daughter’s body. I marvelled at the way he could put aside one kind of father to become another kind.




    I’m not sure that I know yet what all the roles for a parent are, but I do know that I can’t play them all: teacher, companion, playmate, protector, audience, lawgiver, cook, storyteller, holder of explanations, source of history, owner of transport, slave, master, the one who is inadequate.




    Simone de Beauvoir wrote, ‘the life of the father has a mysterious prestige’ because he incarnates that immense, difficult and marvellous world outside the family. He comes (briefly) and goes (back to the world). I have given up this prestige and discovered the humdrum joy of being present for whole days, weeks and years in a child’s life. I count myself fortunate.




    ■ ■ ■




    

      Bombay. In my obsessional way I have become hypnotised by the father-daughter relationship. ]ust now, between the galled ponies and the piles of green coconuts, a bespectacled man passed by, carrying on his crooked elbow a little girl. She is dressed in a burst of petticoats and a red nylon dress with a frill. He is kissing her round cheek as if he could not get enough of it, and she rests her head in the hollow at the base of his neck, using his tall body for a palanquin. Her hair is oiled and curled, her eyes darkened with kohl, and small knobs of gold stand in her ears.


    




    Germaine Greer’s fascination is a daughter’s. Mine is a father’s. It was only after coming back from six weeks in China that I realised how rare it is to see a father and daughter together in the streets in Melbourne. In China it seemed fathers went everywhere with their children.




    For my birthday Sophie gave me a yellow glass vase and a bunch of flowers. We put the vase on the window ledge where a magic tree had once lodged. The vase glows with yellow light and above its long neck are the flowers Sophie took from somebody’s garden. When Sophie was a baby I would lie next to her and stare at her, marvelling at every movement and every sound. I could spend whole afternoons gazing at her face, and hours at night watching her sleep. I used to say it was like being in love, but it was a falling in love. I could not get enough of her. I was taken by surprise. (Did my parents feel like this about me?) No one had spoken of this passion a new parent experiences. We watched her constantly and carried her with us everywhere. She went to films, art galleries, book launches and restaurants wrapped in a cloth on my front or on Andrea’s. I wheeled her through the local parks in the middle of the night when I thought their stony paths were the key to soothing her to sleep. After six months we were pleased that she rarely cried (I had read that studies reported the normal child cries for at least two hours a day). When my mother saw us pick her up at the first sign of restlessness she asked in her pointed way, ‘What about her lungs?’




    It was a kind of greediness—that greed for the presence of a loved one. Sophie was the first child, and I was not only the parent greedy for her presence, but I was anxious over what I had in my hands. My repeated nightmare was of her falling into the muddy Yarra River where she could disappear for ever. For how many Melbourne parents does the Yarra River hold this place in dreams? My arms go into the water to pull her out but the current has taken her into itself, greedily. I used to go to her at night or in the afternoons when she was asleep to check she was still breathing. It was as if she might die if my eyes were not on her.




    And what about her lungs? They became strong. The lungs that in my dream filled with mud and water were now filled with a riot of air in the playground at school. At six years old she balanced on her head on the couch at home, asking the impossible and obvious: ‘Is there any part of me that’s not growing?’ She fell off her chair while watching television. She walked off the edge of a railway platform, falling down onto the track. She asked me when I will die because, she said, she wanted to watch me do it. She made drawings of women with enormous shoulders, fantastically high heels and exotically coloured dresses. I keep them in a folder. On the wall in front of me is her drawing of children’s balloons floating up into the impossible distance in the sky. I look at her, to quote Mayakovsky, ‘like an Eskimo looking at a train’.




    And I question those fairy stories with the exacting eye of a father: why does Anna agree to marry that scheming and miserly king who imprisoned her and forced her to spin straw into gold? Why couldn’t Cinderella simply have a good night out without having to marry the prince? How can Gretel ever trust her father again? Aren’t those dwarves taking advantage of Snow White’s willingness to please?




    It becomes difficult to remember not being Sophie’s father. Before I was Sophie’s father I went to a clairvoyant who told me about my past lives. She told me I was—or some previous version of me was—a sailor. Apparently I (he?) left a wife and children to go off on ships. And now, in this life, the clairvoyant said, you must learn about children. You must learn everything you refused to learn when you went away to be a sailor.




    And now, in this small life as the father of Sophie, I sometimes think I would like to be an ocean-skimming albatross. After reading facts about life in the oceans, I tell her the wingspan of an albatross could fill her bedroom, and even then the bird would be cramped. I look forward to her telling me one day that she has dreamed of flying. In our next lives, I will say, we might be albatrosses. Even those books of facts can’t anchor me.




    Wherever we went Sophie managed to pick one flower, or one small weed, for each of us. I would find them days later, small dry splashes of colour on the floor of the car.




    ■ ■ ■




    It was a tree that grew by magic. The magic tree came in a box with instructions. We pushed the two cardboard halves together and bent its cardboard branches out and placed it on a plastic dish into which we poured liquid from a plastic sachet. Sophie couldn’t wait until the morning. She kept checking the tree every few minutes. I told her we would see the changes in the morning, but still she wanted to check it again just before she went to sleep.




    In the morning green and yellow clouds of crystals had grown on the cardboard branches, giving it a tree-like look. White crystals were forming on the trunk and it did seem magical. Sophie climbed up on the table to get close to where it sat on a small window ledge in the kitchen. She touched the crystals and they were immediately crushed into powdery flakes that fell to the floor. Oh, Sophie, don’t touch it’, I said. ‘It’s for looking at, not touching.’




    How did I say this to her? I suppose I said it in that tired and annoyed way I had when I would be making her school lunch, toasting bread for her breakfast, and making my own coffee, and this time wanting the tree to last more than a few minutes. Sometimes the morning routine was a dervish dance of efficiency and sometimes the simplest acts would not come right.




    Sophie jumped off the table in a sulk and went to the corner of the room, refusing to get dressed or finish her breakfast or clean her teeth. She didn’t like the way I had talked to her. It has always been difficult for me to admit to being angry or even to recognise my anger when it arrives. But I have come to know how it grows in my chest and in my head as a kind of pressure. Anyway, I cajoled her out of the corner and eventually the three of us were off down the street—her three-year-old brother Raph in the pusher, me pushing, and Sophie on her bike. We were taking Raph to the childcare centre, then we would follow the paths through Brunswick, Parkville and Carlton parklands to Sophie’s school.




    At first our journey went well, we made our way across two roads, avoided fresh dog shit on the narrow footpath and looked out for the familiar cats along the way, Cloudy and Tiger. Then Sophie stopped. She was upset because the pusher had inched in front of her bike. I waited for her to catch up and made sure that the pusher stayed behind the bike. Then she stopped again, blocking the pusher. She said she wanted to be with Andrea, not me, and that the footpath was too bumpy. By this time I had passed her again so I stood waiting for her to catch up, knowing if this kept happening we’d be late for school. She sat on her bike and cried. Was she crying or whining? At the time I would have said she was whining. Sophie wanted me to come back and ‘get’ her. I stood my ground, saying I didn’t want to back-track. She whined again.




    I can only write this down now in a flat manner, because I am still embarrassed—and defeated. I gave way to the anger in my chest and head. I shouted at her that she could stay where she was or go back home. I didn’t care. I wheeled the pusher away towards the childcare centre and Sophie sat on her bike and screamed and Raph cried for Sophie. I turned the pusher around and came back towards her. I took her school bag from the pusher’s handle and hurled it towards her, shouting that I had had enough. The bag flew in a high arc and caught on a fence. I pulled the bag free and gripped the handlebars of her bike and began pushing both her and Raph back towards home, shouting at her about not being able to take her to school if she kept propping her bike in front of the pusher (I don’t really know what I was shouting at her in a kind of sustained fury). A man in a parked white van watched me marching past with the two children. He had probably seen the whole episode.




    ‘Haven’t you heard of child abuse?’ he shouted to me.




    Fuck you! Fucking call the police if you’re so worried about child abuse!’ I screamed at him, suddenly relieved to be properly angry at some adult figure who probably wouldn’t get out of his comfortable van. I kept pushing and dragging the children down the street, partly righteously furious and partly humiliated. Raph looked back towards the van and said, ‘He’s got a gun. I saw a gun. He’s going to shoot us. Is he a policeman? Is he going to shoot us? I saw a gun.’




    Back at home Andrea was calm. She felt my heart beating in my chest and told me to sit down and read the paper and have a cup of coffee. But I couldn’t leave the task (or was it the journey?) unfinished. Together we took the children to the school and the child-care centre in the car. Sophie actually skipped into school holding my hand as if nothing had happened.




    Later that day, when I picked Raph up from the childcare centre he asked me if I was still angry at the world. I asked him if he felt all right about being with me and he said he was happy to be with me. But what choice does he have?




    I have been foolish and compulsive enough to write this down not as a record of a time I failed as a parent, but because it was such an intense failure. The parent is like an author whose characters have got riotously out of control—but in ways that can make the author see, briefly, what he or she is.




    I suppose at some time in the near future I will be asked to play the role of the parent who has failed to live up to the child’s standards, or the parent who has failed to understand the child’s needs. Already I can see that this will also be me. I hope I can face this with the sort of resilience Sophie has shown me.




    The magic tree lasted for a few more days and then, because it seemed to have survived a reasonable time for such a fragile construction, it did not matter that Sophie touched it until all of it crumbled away.


  




  

    Literacy: what is it for?




    In the early 1980s I began reading the spiritual teachings of a man named George Ivanovich Gurdjieff. Katherine Mansfield had been one of his followers and had died at his school in Fontainebleau near Paris in 1923. Gurdjieff called his method of achieving enlightenment the Fourth Way. The other ways were, firstly, the way of the fakir who learns through the perfection of the moving body, then the way of the yogi who perfects the intellect, and finally the monk who struggles with denial of worldly emotions in pursuit of a higher state. Each of these ways, Gurdjieff taught, required obedience to an authority and withdrawal from the everyday world. The Fourth Way did not require these sorts of extremes. The methods of the Fourth Way aimed to work on all three aspects of the self—the physical, intellectual and emotional—at once. In addition it was a way that involved an understanding of one’s individual psychology. Self-understanding rather than obedience was regarded as important.




    I joined a newly formed group in Melbourne led by a man who had been taught by one of Gurdjieff’s own pupils. The teaching involved learning intricate Eastern dances and certain meditation techniques, and participating in discussions and lectures on questions of the human personality. I used to cycle from Brunswick across the city to Prahran for our meetings once a week. I was at first drawn to the dances. They required memory for long series of actions, timing, and, most interesting of all, the training of the body to make two or three different and precise movements at once. When the parts of a dance were finally learned, and when all its parts were put together, after being slowly built from the simplest movements, there was a powerful experience of concentration without thought. I expect musicians, some athletes, pilots and many others who regularly perform complex physical routines would recognise this experience. Our leader who was near-perfect in his execution of the dances, watched us reveal our personalities as we struggled to concentrate and learn. He would give us talks about self-awareness and self-development.




    Then, I think about six months into the life of this group, the leader conducted individual ‘interviews’ with us. When it was my turn to talk with him he took me to a room away from the movement practice and asked me what I most liked to do in life. I told him I was a writer and that reading books had always been important to me. He said, ‘Yes, you can escape from the world and from yourself by reading a book’. I heard what he was saying and I understood that for him reading was not important, and certainly not crucial in the way it was for me. I heard in his remark too the implied promise that he would cure me of this escapism.




    Things changed for me after that. I continued to attend the weekly group sessions and continued to read all I could about Gurdjieff. I performed the dances (sometimes in public), went away with the group for weekends and listened to the lectures of our leader for about another year and a half. But the Fourth Way did not become my way. I went back to writing, back to my books, as if they had been my destiny all along.




    This spiritual leader was literate. In fact while our group was together he wrote a book which we helped to proofread. My name appears on the acknowledgements page of his book. But he was not one of those who must walk across a room to read titles on the spines of books wherever there is a bookcase. He was literate but he did not love literature.




    When, eventually, I turned away from his method of enlightenment, I was able to recognise that this man had been partly right about books and escapism. Reading had been my escape from a childhood with eight other siblings and two frazzled parents, from the demands of school work and the possibilities for embarrassment out there in the streets or at the local dance hall. But reading was always more than that. And anyone who has fallen in love with books will know what that more is. Books had been my true teachers, my most demanding friends, my most shocking journeys. In 1904 Franz Kafka wrote to his friend Oskar Pollak:




    

      Altogether I think we ought to read only books that bite and sting us. If the book we are reading doesn’t shake us awake like a blow on the skull, why bother reading it in the first place? So that it can make us happy, as you put it? Good God, we’d be just as happy if we had no books at all; books that make us happy we could, in a pinch, also write ourselves. What we need are books that hit us like a most painful misfortune, like the death of someone we love more than we love ourselves, that make us feel as though we had been banished to the woods, far from any human presence, like a suicide.


    




    The next sentence in his letter is the one that has become so famous it is quoted in almost every discussion of writing and reading: ‘A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us’. When I read this sentence I think, yes, that frozen sea, that’s what is in me. But what use would an axe be? It might crack the ice on a pond, but not over a sea. It is an image of despair. Perhaps we are not truly literate until we can reply to Kafka: Yes, that is the kind of reading I crave too.




    Kafka is not asking for books that are only dark and unforgiving, but for books of an outlandish dimension and ambition. Devastating as it is, Kafka’s famous story of a most painful misfortune, ‘Metamorphosis’, can be enjoyed as a grimly comic tale. To be bitten and stung by a story can mean to be dragged into a strange enlightened confusion.




    In Kafka’s version of reading there is no justification for it. Reading becomes its own obsession. It is irresistible.




    There is another story I link with these ideas about literacy and reading. In 1890 a medieval manuscript was discovered in an archive in a sealed storage room at the back of a synogogue in Old Cairo. This manuscript held 10 000 different texts. Because of a strict Jewish reverence for the name of God, no paper had been thrown away by this collector for fear that it might bear His name. In the discovered anthology there were marriage contracts, grocery lists, love poems and booksellers’ catalogues, anything and everything, each item threatening to shake us awake with the true name of God.




    This story of the ancient anthology attracts me because it reminds me that literacy makes archives possible. Literacy is an archive. Words—those ideas made of air in our mouths, that human purring—can now be kept for hundreds, thousands of years on paper and other surfaces. Traces of language and lost ways of thinking. Reminders of sounds. When a word is written down something happens. A vibration in time has left a trace. A thought in the form of a word has left a record of its presence. Evidence and information.




    Literacy has never been free of atrocities nor is it something sacred. Literacy, like the computer, is not in itself a cause for celebration, or a phenomenon to be protected at all costs. It is no more than an opportunity. An aid. It is a prosthesis. Kafka’s small hymn to reading is a call for a particular kind of literature and a particular kind of reader. For him it was only the literature that wields an axe, only the reader who puts a neck on the block of the book, that justifies literacy. His was a plea for a certain kind of reading.
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