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Synopsis. 

The methodology used here is experimental, with the aim of demonstrating 

creative writing as the performance of a double act, bringing together both the 

exegetical discussion and memoir, to produce writing as a radical form of creative 

inquiry. The reader’s experience is shaped by the disjunctive impact of collected 

fragments drawn from ideas, thoughts and stories, threaded together by the writer’s 

perspective. I engaged with literature written by a wide variety of thinkers and 

creative practitioners from the field of life-writing (including Knausgaard in Barron, 

2013; Tumarkin 2014; Hustvedt 2011, 2012; Nelson, 2007; Manguso, 2015; 

Yuknavitch, 2010; Strayed, 2012), choosing their work as representational of the 

writerly point of view. Though some sources differ in their scholarly weight, each 

author is significant to me in terms of the underpinning idea that stories ‘disrupt us, 

shift the axis of our universe, nudge us word by word into unchartered spaces’ 

(Rendle-Short 2008: 329). This nudging into uncharted spaces can happen with any 

style of writing. The chosen practitioners are specifically applicable to what I was 

attempting, which is to create a narrative that reflects the disrupted and fragmentary 

experience of the lived. I interrupted story threads to comment on the process of 

composition and the writerly choices I made. Instead of focusing on crafting a 

novelistic narrative, I drew attention to a text made up of imagistic writing, directing 

the reader’s attention to the messiness, discontinuities, gaps and unreliability of 

memory.   

I used an overview of literature on memoir-writing in general, and examples 

of fragmented memoir in particular. Virginia Woolf, Walter Benjamin and Rebecca 

Solnit were my guiding authors. I modelled my writing on Woolf’s disposition for 

reflecting on the creative process, Benjamin’s radical narrative form, and Solnit’s 

technique of mapping memory to place. I was questioning how memories change as a 

result of the process of writing; who is the authorial ‘I’; how does memory relate to 

physical place; in what way are photographs like memoir; how does structure speak; 

what are the risks and strategies for writing and trauma; and how does one cope with 

self-censoring feelings of guilt and shame? The process was always about finding a 

fresh way to write private into public. The enquiry at the forefront was always about 

why life stories needed to follow an order, when memories and lives do not. 
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Writing the memoir and exegesis was a winding journey, one that eventually 

took off in a mad way, bringing together the creative and the exegetical as interwoven 

facets of the same account through a technique of fragmentation. This produced an 

integrated document that exemplifies what Claire Woods argues for post-graduate 

candidates to do, which is to link ‘the creative and the critical... so that their 

understanding of theory can be revealed alongside their creative work’ (Woods 2007). 

This hybrid memoir made the text more meaningful, intervening in/with the act of 

writing. 

 

The how of the writing developed from two observations: one about blending, 

the other about divisions. As a creative scholar, I needed to bend usual form into a 

style that could absorb and reference two (seemingly) different genres. The 

‘essayification of memoir’, I might call this, uses ‘both a scholarly and a poetic 

technology’ (Webb 2011: 8). My submission is also a way to explore the compressed 

segments of remembering, observing and researching, to discover how they might 

guide, influence or enhance the writing. It is writing to ‘rhythm rather than plot’ 

(Rendle-Short 2015: 95). It is also about knowing when to stop, an often-difficult 

process of scaling back to reveal more by saying less. 

 

This investigation is to be about: me, my family, and other memoirists; the 

best approach for revelations; a study of experts in the field; finding strategies to cope 

with the writing production and what the writing itself might reveal. Illuminating 

form eventually became the focus: fragmentary writing lent itself to conveying 

personal anecdotes alongside selected quotes from experts, the process intertwining 

experiential knowledge and external sources. As Dominique Hecq has put it: ‘creative 

writing is a way of apprehending, knowing and being in the world; and more 

specifically it functions simultaneously as a perspective, an epistemology and an 

ontology specific to writing’ (Hecq 2012: 1). 
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Statement of Consent. 

In writing this story, sliced and portioned off from real life events, the names of 

various people have been omitted to protect their identities. Both my parents (‘Mum’ 

and ‘Dad’) have given their written consent to this work. Without their explicit 

approval I could not have undertaken this project and the consequent research.  

The story is told purely from my point of view. What I ended up writing was 

something between fact and fiction. This was not my intention but a result of the 

slippery nature of memory.  
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A walking introduction. 

During an early morning walk at Greenmount Beach, the sky has the appearance of 

polished steel. Rain overnight has released a lush scent from the earth and lantana 

bordering the path, several brush turkeys busy swiping at the damp earth with their 

claws. I come around a bend and out from under the canopy of the beachside 

rainforest to walk past Pat Fagan Park, already busy with hovering parents and 

squeaky-wheeled strollers, joining other walkers and joggers wearing lycra in hues of 

yellow, green and pink, matching the screeching Lorikeets flitting overhead. On any 

given weekend, this park is packed tight with picnic blankets, families and friends 

under plastic gazebos from Camping World or Bunnings, lawn chairs and beach 

towels spread, beer bottles and wine glasses clinking, music echoing.  

 

The ocean is glassy, rolling, the sound of toppling surges a reminder why so 

many people move to the Gold Coast. I climb a steep hill towards Point Danger 

Lookout, named by Captain James Cook on his voyage in 1770 up the east coast. The 

headland overlooks Duranbah Beach, ‘Dee-bah’ as locals call it. On top of the 

headland you can stand on the border between New South Wales and Queensland, a 

foot in each state. Tourists take photographs, stare out to sea, hoping to see the 

dolphins and whales that occasionally dot the view, keeping company with bopping 

surfboard-riders waiting for their next wave. Opposite the lookout is Café D’Bar, the 

destination that acts as my incentive because they serve great coffee. I try to maintain 

a steady pace up the hill, my mind flicking up images of white cups filled to the rim, 

even though leg muscles burn and sweat pools uncomfortably between my shoulder 

blades.  

 

This walk, working my way steadily up a hill, grabbing snapshots of different 

aspects of scenery, represents the fragmented and flickering way I have mapped this 

memoir and advanced the argument that an interlaced project is an effective way to 

synchronise what are often seen as separate entities in the context of academic 

scholarship. Mapping the two elements – memoir and exegesis – are read here 

together as one document, both working to illuminate and illustrate aspects of the 

other. Cosgrove & Scrivener write that ‘the critical and the creative offer two ways of 
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engaging with ideas’ (2017: 5). I have woven the ‘two ways’ into a single text, the 

pieces in ‘dialogue with each other in a symbiotic way that integrates them rather than 

placing them as first and second order documents’ (Williams 2016).  

 

 In Woolf’s novel Orlando (1928), the eponymous character sits down at his 

desk to write. There, in the character’s thinking, Woolf affirms that nature has 

provided ‘not only the perfect rag-bag of odds and ends within us… but has contrived 

that the whole assortment shall be lightly stitched together by a single thread’: 

 

Memory is the seamstress, and a capricious one at that. Memory runs her 
needle in and out, up and down, hither and tither. We know not what comes 
next or what follows after. (Woolf 2016: 52) 
 

 
Woolf here uses metaphors from everyday domestic activities to investigate the 

writing process. We write, Woolf says, following a stitching motion of thought along 

a path of memory as it draws together ‘disconnected fragments’ arrayed in our brains: 

memory provides a thread linking the material our minds make available to us. 

  

 Possibly the most elaborate and penetrating of Woolf’s writings about the 

writing process, A Room of One’s Own (1929) analysed the problems encountered in 

putting together two lectures delivered at Newham and Girton Colleges at Cambridge 

in October 1928 (Woolf 2009: 6). Instead of simply tacking together a lecture on 

women and fiction by reference to a selection of women writers, Woolf took the much 

harder route of tracing the thinking involved in composing the lecture. She knew she 

wasn’t going about the brief in the conventional manner. But being entirely on the 

side of writers, she knew that by tracing the thinking involved in the writing process – 

and especially how it is sewn into the domestic issues of the (woman) writer living 

their life – Woolf made a famous work which still stands as arguably the best account 

of exegetical process available today. 

 

As with Woolf’s walking and thinking and imaginative movement from scene 

to scene, I am subverting the usual memoir format, offering a new representation of 

how an author might enter their imaginative realm. Exegetical writing is an 

unpacking, the explanation and development of the creative. It always has personal 
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resonance, and a directive impulse, or explanation of how the creative work can be 

read, a window into the interiority of the writing. It made perfect sense to me to add 

both into the same body of text.  

 

There are many geographical locations mentioned in this work, where 

emotional and consequential events of my (family) story take place, that for me, are 

embedded with significant memories. My Gold Coast holds a multitude of intimate 

stories and histories, a subjective version of the city only I can tell. I tap into those 

locations as a method of recall to tell a multitude of anecdotes. I had a stockpile of 

stories and recurring memories that spring up whenever I stalk certain 

neighbourhoods by foot or from the confines of a car. Places are keepers of personal 

history; the ‘more one comes to know them, the more one seeds them with the 

invisible crop of memories and associations that will be waiting for you when you 

come back’ (Solnit 2002: 13). Each revisit is a new memory. 

My immediate family are immigrants, moving from Finland to Australia. Our 

collective family history is disseminated with gaps of information and connection. 

Certain places give us that cohesion or connection we lack. 

My parents have their own specific sites, connected to their youthful 

escapades in Finland, home-town stories. Our last two visits to Finland, to Tampere 

and Hämeenkyrö, elicited the same stories as we drove past particular landmarks, like 

a brain-hiccup, the need to impart this small snippet of information as we passed. My 

parents’ histories came out as a series of digressions in other conversations as we 

walked or drove. “Did I ever tell you…? Look over there… See that building?’ Then 

they would get back to the original conversation, information passed like a baton, able 

then to relax and forget again. I gathered some of the stories with the aim of 

memorialisation, and now those places have become memory-sites for me. 

 

 

Pineapples on a platter. 

Queensland: pineapples, bananas, palm trees, toppling ocean waves and 

endless sunshine. It is difficult to separate image from actuality. The Gold Coast 

shares similar imagery, coastal living in a tropical climate, the place to go ‘troppo’, 
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the humid heat softening brains, like rotting fruit. The city is both soft and severe, the 

nights in some suburbs alive with drugs, gangs and sex, the daytime for flowing fabric 

and eternal sun.    

Francesca Rendle-Short writes about her family’s penchant for pineapple 

platters and dining ware, justifying their fruit fixation as a ‘way of stitching ourselves 

in place, saying we belonged’ (2008: 29). Thematically, I have searched for myself 

here in these written landscapes, wondering what is it that stitches my family together, 

what is it in the places I write about that keeps the real (and imagined) identity locked 

in memory. Genetically I don’t belong here, in Australia. I burn in the sun. I crave 

cold weather. I still identify as somebody transplanted, even though I have lived here 

longer than there. There is out of reach, but so is here. I don’t seem to be able to 

wholly stitch myself to either Finnish or Australian landscape. I am stuck in this 

‘middle region … yonder’ (Husvedt 2006: 1). Both destinations are alive in my 

imagination, even when I am in their landscape.   

To find access points to an unreliable past, to both interior and exterior 

landscapes, I used photographs and places. William Zinsser, writing about the book 

Five Boyhoods, said that  

 
all else being subjective, I probably got only one part of my memoir “right” – 
objectively accurate to all the principal players – and that was the part about 
the much-loved house and the site it occupied. I described the house, with its 
sunlit rooms and its pleasant porches that enabled us to watch an endless 
armada of boats: sailboats, motorboats, excursion boats, launches, freighters, 
tankers, trawlers, tugs, barges, Navy destroyers, and, every night at six, one of 
two night steamers of the Fall River Line – ageing belles named the Priscilla 
and Commonwealth. I described the sounds of the water that were threaded 
through our lives: the chimes of the bell buoy, the mournful foghorn of 
Execution Light, the night time conversation of eelers fishing near the shore, 
the unsteady drone of an outboard motor, which, even more than the banging 
of a screen door, still means summer to me. (Zinsser 1998: 12) 

  

The more reliable or verifiable aspects of memoir are the settings, the sounds, shapes 

and forms of our terrain. Mary Karr refers to ‘carnality [as the] root of the show-

don’t-tell edict… Can you apprehend [the scene] through the five senses?’ (2015: 71). 

The sensory or carnal ‘sounds’ of Zinsser’s descriptions conjure a believable place, a 

ploy that I used in my own writing, those parts of landscape and place that would 

evoke images in the reader’s mind. I use the Queensland trope to my advantage. I 
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borrow Rendle-Short’s pineapples, add my own carnality with mangoes and beaches 

and neighbourhoods and dingy nightclubs with sticky floors. While landscapes and 

cityscapes are not immutable, and photographs ‘have an insuperable power to 

determine what we recall of events’ (Sontag 2007: 128), I have used both landscape 

and photographs as part of my research kit, as a way to enhance a sense of truth as 

they pertain to my memories.  

 

 In Infinite City: A San Franciso Atlas (2010), Rebecca Solnit begins her 

creative mapping of San Francisco by claiming that an ‘atlas is a collection of 

versions of a place, a compendium of perspectives, a snatching out of the infinite 

ether of potential versions a few that will be made concrete and visible’ (2010: vii). 

Solnit proceeds to offer up a compilation of locale-layering stories with the aid of 

cartographers, artists and writers. Literal geography is infused with Solnit’s personal 

perspective, with ‘all its limits’ (2010: vii), superimposing upon San Francisco a 

private history.  

I am layering the Gold Coast with my history, a subjective version of the city 

only I can tell. I have lived in many suburbs, the whole city my growing-up-place, an 

infinite number of small stories associated around locations. Solnit makes the 

assertion that ‘no two people live in the same city’ (2010: 5). Neighbourhoods are 

filled with invisible histories, every house carrying the gamut of human existence, 

variegated ethnic, cultural and immigration narratives, private knowledge and spaces 

that are not usually made into public stories.  

 

I have tracked my life experiences through towns and cities and locales and 

two countries. Places give my history ‘continuity, something to return to, and offer a 

familiarity that allows some portion of our lives to remain connected and coherent’ 

(Solnit 2014: 30). Without places, our family is disseminated with gaps in 

connectivity and coherence. 

 

Tampere, Finland, 1971. 

My baby-album begins with a photograph of Mum. She was admitted to Tampere 

Keskussairaala with pre-eclampsia. In the photo, at age twenty-three, Mum still sports 

a girlish Alice band, her long, dark hair held back from her face. She stands on top of 

a stainless-steel bed, two other women keeping her company. The three women are in 
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a row, sideways, showing off large bellies pushing against the fabric of their 

nightgowns. One of them holds two wilted roses by the stem, presumably snatched 

from the empty vase in the frame, an odd attempt at formality or decorum, or perhaps 

she was about to throw them out when someone suggested standing on a bed for the 

photo: the point, if there was one, is long forgotten. All three women are flaunting 

their strict-bed-rest medical orders, compression stockings bunched around ankles, 

looking like wayward schoolgirls at a slumber party. I stare at the photograph, study it 

to find clues.   

 

Only a few weeks previously, outside the frames of this anecdote, my 

maternal grandmother pointed a finger at Mum’s pregnant belly and attempted a 

malediction by yelling in anger that the baby would be ‘born retarded!’ But inside the 

pockets of my baby album, the one I use to stir up and liven up stagnant memories, 

the life-long conflict between Mum, Dad and Grandmother isn’t visible. Mum appears 

happy and relaxed.  

 

Mum has told me two contrasting birth stories. One in which she worked at 

delivering me for over twenty-six hours, pacing corridors holding onto Dad, taking 

showers, swearing. The second in which she said her and Dad ‘made love’ on a 

kitchen bench, hoping to get pregnant, before they had even become engaged. Perhaps 

Mum developed the secondary story to counterbalance the love-child and shot-gun-

wedding stigma. 

 

My birth was long and difficult, like most birth experiences can be in one way 

or another, and once out in the world, I apparently continued in the same vein: a baby 

that didn’t much like to sleep; a toddler that kept up a racket. The tenant below my 

parent’s unit regularly shouted, ‘Shut that fucking kid up!’ 

 

Mum’s solution to my sleeplessness was bundling me in layers of clothing and 

blankets, then wheeling my pram outside into the sub-zero winter. There, in the cold, 

I was silenced. The only proof that it might have happened is a small photograph. In 

the picture I am on the floor, on top of a blue sleeping bag. I am dressed in several 

layers of clothing, my head topped off with a white balaclava and fur-like hat with ear 

flaps.   
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Other writers and their degree of detail. 

G. Thomas Couser and Irene Waters attest that fiction techniques in memoir should 

be restricted, but depending on the genre of memoir (and it is a vast territory: Sidonie 

Smith and Julia Watson supply fifty-two sub-genres [2010: 183-207]), 

experimentation with hybrid-forms and narrative modes results in the crossing of 

boundaries between fiction and fact. Rendle-Short sidesteps the fiction/fact argument 

in her writing by stating ‘let’s not exaggerate’ and ‘trust me’ (2006), her precursory 

statements pointing out to the reader that her truths are subjective. I, too, drop these 

hints liberally to the reader, with perhaps, presumably, appears.    

 

Gabrielle Carey wrote in her memoir: ‘But I could be wrong. Being wrong, 

I’ve realised, is how I’ve spent most of my life: misinterpreting, misunderstanding, 

misjudging, miscommunicating’ (2013: 101). Carey’s statement rationalises her 

recognition of the limitations of rendering a reality when engaged with a narrative 

form, and that contradictions in communication are bound to happen. Awareness of 

the contradictions and disjunctions of the lived experience of family and memory is 

partly why my memoir needed to take the form of an interweaving of fragments. 

Helen Garner writes that a non-fiction writer has a ‘responsibility to the facts as you 

can discover them, and an obligation to make it clear when you have not been able to 

discover them’ (1996: 8). The responsibility of certitude still rests in the grey area of 

subjective memory. Relating my story, when the evidence was scant, is highlighted by 

the blank, white spaces in this artefact. My solution to not straying beyond evidence, 

or the ‘facts’ as I discovered them, was to stop writing at the juncture where I had an 

urge to expand the story.      

 

 

Some points about memoir. 

My investigation began with an acceptance of the autobiographical pact that 

‘[m]emoir is not fiction. Memoirs are not novels’ (Couser 2012: 15), even though it is 

widely recognised that memoir is a narrative. The memoirist is presumed to depict 

actual lives and events, the etymology dictating that the narrative is related from the 
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author’s memory. This introduces a complicated conflict: ‘In using the first person 

“I”, the author undertakes to tell the truth and the reader reciprocates by believing that 

the narrative is a true account of the events according to the author’s memory’ 

(Waters 2016). But since ‘consciousness is not a neutral medium in which memories 

can be replayed and the past repeated intact’ (Eakin 2008: 10), there has to be 

flexibility in writing about the past.   

 

An infamous example of memoir that pushed beyond the elasticity of 

memoir’s truth-telling boundaries is James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces. The 

memoir, initially offered to publishers as fiction, was a highly publicised and well 

documented case of literary fraud, where Frey’s embellishment of facts beyond 

accepted strategies was exposed, and a disgruntled public bayed for his blood.  

 

Memoir is not autobiography and is often narrated with a ‘focus on any 

episode from a life’ (Anderson 2011: 113). The author chooses what to shine the 

spotlight on, what to ignore, and what is revealed. Memoir involves the truth, but not 

necessarily the whole truth. Memoir often deals in emotional impressions, and usually 

concentrates on very subjective experiences. Memoir is typically episodic, built 

around the idea of excluding events. I too write in a manner that best suits my reality, 

the writing mimicking how memory functions: ‘episodic’ (Manguso 2015: 28); 

‘randomly collected details’ (Garner in Brennan 2017: 69); ‘the fragment, the graft, 

the blend’ (Eades 2015: 21); and in ‘retinal flashes’ (Yuknavitch 2010: 32).  

 

 

   

Wolves. 

I listened to Peter and the Wolf under a desk in Dad’s office. The top of the desk was 

always choked with paperwork, pieces cascading if I knocked my leg against it. A 

predominant memory is of a large vintage map of Africa taking up one whole wall, an 

odd addition since no one in the family had visited the continent. Perhaps adhering to 

some type of African theme, or parenting idea about fostering multi-cultural 

acceptance, Mum gave me a black baby-doll when I turned four. The present was 

handed to me in the backseat of our car, packaging ripped open during a drive 
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somewhere. I cried, Mum told me years later, because I thought the doll was broken 

because of its colour. The doll eventually became a favourite, the sister to a red-

headed Russian, and short-haired blond doll I named Boy. 

 

Shelving on another wall was filled with binders and folders and a record-

player. A large window overlooked the front yard, and in the distance was Dad’s 

yachting business. The yachts were constructed inside a converted office building that 

stood beside a large lake hiding mercury-filled fish, disused railway tracks and sunken 

logs. In a fabulist conversation, Dad once told me how local fishermen glowed, their 

skin becoming phosphorescent in twilight because they ate their poisoned catch.  

 

In winter the sun descended after lunch, casting a gloomy haunting to the 

darkening woods. The snowed-in countryside seemed soft and undulating. In the 

approaching dusk, vividly imagined wolves drove my steps as I walked home from 

school or home from our neighbouring farm, the crunch of snow underfoot blocking 

out a raised heartbeat. I breathed in air so cold it held no scent, face muscles so stiff I 

could barely form words, joints and movement hampered by the swaddling clothes. 

 

When I was eight, my parents bought a husky, a blue-eyed dog already named 

Nina by the breeder. She strongly resembled a lean wolf but was nothing like ones I 

had visualised: menacing teeth and ears laid back, hackles raised and ready to pounce. 

Each day Nina escorted me out of our yard on the way to school and met me again 

after, at the same spot, tail wagging, jumping in excitement. I looked forward to 

spotting her there, waiting on the road around the final bend where our house came 

into view.  

 

Nina produced two litters of swarming bastard puppies, fat fluffy bodies that 

chased my brother and me around the yard until they were given away. 

 

A neighbour baited Nina, or so Dad thought, saying she had made some 

people fearful. Nina walked into our yard, breathing large plumes, collapsing into 

convulsions. Mum ran yelling for Dad. I tried to help by holding Nina down so she 

wouldn’t hurt herself. Her body became rigid under my hands. 
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Nina was returned from the vet in the backseat of our car, tucked under a 

blanket. Dad parked the car and went inside. I stood on tiptoe against the window. 

She looked the same as always, except for her large swollen tongue hanging out, her 

blue eyes unseeing. There is more I would like to add, in memoriam to this dog; 

another, earlier dog. Perhaps a dog is a motif that stands in for loss because it often 

makes an appearance in my fiction, too.   

 

 

Sensual data. 

In The Art of Memoir, Karr states that ‘every memoir should brim over with physical 

experiences that once streamed in – the smell of garlicky gumbo, your hand in 

animal’s fur, the ocean’s phosphor lighting up bodies underwater all acid green’ 

(2015b: 71). Karr’s ‘sensual data’ (72) is meant to foster a sense of trust through the 

written evidence – details that make readers into believers: ‘A great detail feels 

particular in a way that argues for its truth. A reader can take it in’ (72). Like the scent 

or feel of pineapples or my hands pressed down on a dog’s body, my details are an 

amalgamation of memories collected over a long period of time. Every experience is 

overlaid with the one before, an overlapping collection of data. With each description 

of Nina I was most likely borrowing from other dogs, other puppies, the swollen 

tongue in death and blue eyes features I could have pick-pocketed from elsewhere. 

The snow-bound scenery has most likely made its impressions through photos. I had 

forgotten about the way snow squeaks underfoot until I was in the snowfields of 

Canada recently.  

Karr admits she misremembers specific details but permits them in her writing 

because ‘readers understand the flaws of memory and allow for them’ (2015a: 75). 

Karr isn’t intentionally misrepresenting details. She simply fills in the blanks to best 

fit her narrative, to keep her story flowing. There is an associative logic to most 

memories, the details sometimes there through hearing a story. I heard many stories in 

the course of writing, and the tellers heard my stories too. These ‘flaws of memory’ 

can sometimes just be a matter of conversation, inadvertently absorbed from someone 

else.   

 

Sensory memory ‘lasts about two hundred to five hundred milliseconds after 

perception [and then it] starts to degrade’ (Manguso 2015: 28). It seems less plausible 
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that I describe anything from direct memory, instead withdrawing them from that 

larger bank of details.  

There is a strong temptation to intensify a mood, extend scenes by writing 

them more carnal, sensual or substantial. Dramatization is an easy trap to be ensnared 

by, especially when I am concerned with how the text might be received by a reader.  

There is always the pressure for a memoir to ‘read like fiction’ (Brien 2017: 2), for it 

to give pleasure, be easy and gratifying.  

I do have the concern that some of my paragraphs, their lack of surrounding 

context, may alienate the reader. I tried to remain uncompromising, curbing my 

impulse to make the journey easier by, instead, drawing attention to the problematic 

process of construction and providing analysis in the preceding or following 

exegetical space. As a writer, I do believe that in the current climate of instant-

everything, the way we communicate in minimalist ways, pick and choose our 

viewing, able to ignore temporal order thanks to digital platforms, this artefact slots in 

comfortably. As Drusilla Modjeska argues, we are the ‘generation of the decentred 

self and the video clip’ (2002: 218). Fragmentation is a daily experience for most of 

us as we dip in and out of our chosen platforms (communication or otherwise), but I 

have chosen not to engage further within that field.             

 

 

Small memories of school.  

School in Finland begins at age seven. Mum took a photo on my first day. There I am 

with red leather backpack, jeans and black jacket, grey and white beanie. A large 

beaver smile of teeth, looking back at Mum’s camera. I stand next to a blue bike with 

large, silver fenders. Our combined class of Grade One and Grade Two would add up 

to only eight country kids in the one room.  

 

As I recall it, Mum didn’t attend the first day with me. I knew the larger 

neighbourhood intimately, having spent most of early childhood romping outdoors, 

unrestricted, so it seems plausible that I was left to make my way to school 

unaccompanied. Our house was one of the few homes not attached to a dairy farm. 

We were surrounded by open fields, a few lakefront homes, long country roads and 

paths only occasionally taken up by a car or tractor, old timber homesteads painted a 

dull red, one lone yellow holiday house occupied in summer months. A timber bridge 
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connected us to a small convenience store on the other side of our lake, the owner’s 

boy attending school with me. 

 

I walked to school even in the coldest of winter, temperatures frequently 

dropping into the minus-twenties. Mum swiped Vaseline across my cheeks and nose 

to stop frostbite. Snowflake-shaped safety reflectors hung by pinned strings on each 

shoulder. I was dressed for battle against cold and darkness, leaving the warmth and 

light to trek two kilometres to school, blooming cloudy breath. It was cold and white 

and sometimes my footprints were deep, sinking up to my knees in fresh snow. 

 

The school employed a chef, a round woman who was always happy to see us, 

our class led into the kitchen after each hot lunch to say thank you and to curtsey. It 

was expected that girls curtsied and boys bowed to all adults, especially if 

approaching a teacher to speak to them.   

We embroidered placemats to place our cutlery, folded hands to say a prayer 

before eating in silence. This kind of formal behaviour seemed old fashioned and out 

of place when we moved to Australia, where kids ate food on the run, sometimes 

literally. 

 

A separate building to the classroom and kitchens housed the toilets. It was a 

long and squat building with rows of drop toilets – one side boys, other side girls. One 

boy was regularly bullied by two bigger boys, dragged to the back of the toilet block, 

the broken lock allowing the bullies to push their victim into the stinking darkness.  

The toilets were an uncomfortable experience, not only for the stench, but the 

feel of the freezing timber in winter. The actual toilet holes were big enough to fall 

through. Then the paranoia about someone watching from below, and usually having 

to pee and poo in company – there were no privacy screens. If you forgot to take the 

toilet roll, you had to bunny hop with pants around ankles to grab it from the other 

side of the room.    

       

 

High-definition 

There are numerous approaches and ways to conceive a memoir, and a memoirist 

composes their work to suit their narrative; each is a personal version of an individual 
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past. Memoir can be a mix of techniques and ideas and form and voice. There is, 

seemingly, no singular way to formulate a memoir, although I found there are 

recommended obligations a memoirist should keep in mind. 

 

Couser describes memoir with too much detail as ‘high-def’ (2012: 72), where 

the liberal use of present tense, dialogue and detailed scenes  

 
can backfire: when examined closely, such narratives can reveal themselves to 
be highly suspect. When life writing imitates fiction too closely, reading it, 
too, can require the suspension of disbelief, which is at odds with the notion 
that memoir can be trusted more or less at face value. (Couser 2012: 72)  
 

In a comparable argument, Waters writes that ‘there is more to truthiness than the 

simple manipulation of time, use of dialogue and description of high definition 

scenes. Memoir is derived from memory and memory is a construct of the mind’ 

(2016). My stories are subjective, and I dip into the imaginative, but everything is 

tethered to truth. 

 

I have tried to sidestep the ‘high-definition’ format by keeping my paragraphs 

intentionally clipped. This technique meant less fictional interference because it 

enabled me to stop and limit conventional narrative structure. Fragments supported 

many beginnings and endings, and it suited the gaps and chronological 

inconsistencies, the way my own memories came to me. In One-Way Street, Walter 

Benjamin tried to capture his childhood, dislocated and lost to him in exile. Benjamin 

used fragmentary writing to express locations that elicited memories, the collection a 

record of ‘observations, aphorisms, dreams, and prose epigrams’ (Benjamin 2007: 

xxii). Many of them were first published as column fillers in newspapers, the aim for 

the pieces to compress his ideas and prose to fit the requirements of publication, the 

spatial restriction of the column shaping his prose. 

My inner life is full of small, floating images, some without narrative or any 

defining structure. Why I have retained some of them is essentially a mystery. 

Perhaps simply because those small details give me my sense of self. Writing with the 

objective to distil was as much about leaving out the mundane as it was about 

reducing the impulse to ‘manufacture a text, imposing narrative order on a jumble of 

half-remembered events’ (Zinsser 1998: 6). I wanted to embrace the idea of half-
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remembering, without imposing a narrative arc, a method that ‘pushes itself onto [an] 

experience’ (Tumarkin 2014: 186), where incidents and scenes slide seamlessly from 

one to the other. I wanted to avoid an artificial shape to the narrative.  

 

 

A disclaimer. 

I have found that becoming comfortable with exchanging details can lead to another 

quandary: cropping out events and scenes from a chronological timeline, thereby 

altering the way the life-narrative is perceived by a reader. Including only hardship, 

struggle and trauma will produce a ‘misery memoir’ (Brien 2017: 1), a one-track 

story, or a ‘tone of mawkish self-pitying’ (4), which, surely, no writer sets out to 

deliberately produce. The tone of a memoir can be altered with omissions, and so it 

has become an important element to present myself, and my family, from more than 

one angle.  

There have been numerous trauma memoirs published, matched with 

significant public interest in reading them, and also a body of scholarly inquiry on the 

subject, as Donna Lee Brien outlines in her essay, ‘First the misery, then the trauma: 

the Australian trauma memoir’ (2017). Although I write about certain personal 

incidents that can be termed ‘traumatic’, I didn’t want to address this artefact through 

the lens of trauma writing as a therapeutic tool. This project is both a work of art and 

a work of scholarship, and will not actively engage in a process that could be termed 

as either ‘clinical’ or ‘therapeutic’.   

 

Feeling for snow. 

Dad repeats the story of the first time he attempted to teach me how to ski. He 

strapped a pair of shiny new cross-country skis to my feet, gave me poles, and before 

waiting for Dad’s instructions, I tried to take off and fell. I apparently attempted once 

more, fell down again and had a fit of red-faced rage, ripping off skis, throwing them 

and each pole to the winds. I left Dad to pick up the skis and poles and stomped 

towards the house, undressing gloves, beanie and jacket in my wake.  
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My brother and I made snow-angels. We built snowball lanterns and placed 

candles inside, watching them flicker yellow against the black of night. We rode 

toboggans, had snow fights. At school we trampled snow into a maze, the walls 

building up each night until weeks later they were as tall as we were. We broke off 

long, thick icicles hanging from roofs and sucked them, not caring if the frozen water 

was run-off and speckled with dirt. Dad built an igloo in the front yard, dragged a 

hose from the basement and doused the construction with water, freezing the igloo for 

all winter. The interior glowed a cold blue, furnished with an iced bench and table. 

Another year Dad made an ice-skating rink, similarly hosing a section of yard, 

banking up snow on all sides. 

 

Once, while walking along a stretch of road near our home, I became snow-

blind. The horizon, countryside and road were all so freshly white I suddenly couldn’t 

see or differentiate between any of them. I lost my bearings, falling into a ditch. I 

crawled, feeling with gloved hands against the ground, trapped within a pristine 

whiteness creating sensory overload. I can still cast myself back to the panicked 

breath-noise in my ears, waiting for the world to emerge from the whiteout.  

 

 

Maps are like memory/memoir. 

‘A map is in its essence and intent an arbitrary selection of information’ (Solnit 2010: 

1). Memory and memoir work in the same way, as a selection, a scaled down version 

of a bigger territory. Both work to the idea of ‘chunks’ of information, of separate 

small territories, of related regions both distant and adjoining. It is the writer’s job to 

take the unjoined images and make something of them, while perhaps acknowledging 

their peripatetic nature. 

Through their telling, my memories are also constantly being modified; each 

time I write a memory, it is in some small way changed. As Solnit remarks, a ‘static 

map cannot describe change, and every place is in constant change’ (2010: 2). 

Presenting an imagined image in words consumes some of the evidence. Wrangling 

with words, fitting the image into a written framework blurs the delicate essence. The 

recorded memory becomes about making it sound sensible, plausible. 
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty argues that ‘memories do not by themselves project 

themselves upon sensations, but that consciousness compares them with the present 

data’ (2010: 24). Our memories are complicated by this comparison of what we 

experience and what we already perceive to be familiar. Autobiographical memory is 

‘stored in the same area as visual memory. This means that, should we have a strong 

image of an event, even if it has never happened, that vision can be retrieved at a later 

date as autobiographical memory’ (Waters 2016).  

Keeping the vagaries of memory in mind, I now wonder where my detail and 

feel for snow came from. I was nine years old when we left, yet the image of how the 

landscape under snow appeared seems vivid and real. I have, since leaving, watched 

movies, seen photographs, visited Canada in winter. Snow, especially in this artefact, 

has become a representation of all my collective experiences with snow, not just what 

I encountered in my childhood. And this of course applies to a lot of material used – 

refashioning past knowledge to serve the present. It is possible that what I actually 

recall of a past event (making snow-angels with my brother) is an assemblage of other 

memories, and what I write is actually a copy of a lone event that never existed.  

  

The story Dad told, where I threw poles, ripped off skis and had a tantrum, 

was second-hand information, but one that I picture in my mind as an actual memory. 

I see the scene clearly, but because it was told to me, I visualise it entirely from a 

third-person perspective: the small, retreating back of a young child, the stomping, 

angry feet. The story takes place in winter. I must have left footprints, but strangely 

that is not part of the image. Rather I seem to be floating above the snow, the outer 

edges white, nothing in the distance, even though I would have been walking towards 

our house. Until writing and analysing, I had never thought to question my recall of 

the small event, how I pictured it in my mind.  

I have two children, one of whom was capable of red-faced rage when a 

toddler. Once, while I was doing the dishes, my daughter attempted to ram me with 

her wooden Lady-Bug wheeler because I had refused her another cookie. I slotted my 

experience of seeing a similar red-faced tantrum into the narrative because it was a 

natural fit. Dad told me only that I threw the skis and poles, but to me, in the moment 

of writing, I saw the child (me) in a ‘red-faced rage’. It couldn’t have been my face 

since I wasn’t able to see myself. Overlaying the two images doesn’t seem untruthful. 

Both experiences occurred, and I might have been red-faced, that detail forgotten by 
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Dad. It is also conceivable that I cried, since frustrated young children are emotional, 

but in this instance, my daughter’s anger was the emotion I wrote. It felt right. 

 

 

My grandmother. 

Grandmother frequently complained that her house was haunted. At night she heard 

footsteps climbing up the curved stairwell, pausing on the second-floor landing 

opposite her bedroom door. Grandmother wasn’t religious but erred on the side of 

caution, praying to God each night, just in case. She taught me the prayer she had 

adopted, and on sleepovers at her house we prayed in unison. Grandmother had hung 

a crucified, porcelain Jesus above her bed. I stared at His sad eyes and punctured 

limbs as we delivered our entreaty to, hopefully, not die during the night, but if we 

did, may it be peaceful, amen. 

 

 At the height of her house hauntings paranoia, Grandmother would appear at 

my parents’ house at dinner time and sit on a chair in the hallway, nursing her 

handbag, until Dad finished eating at the kitchen table and left to go back to work. 

Only then, after Dad had gone, would Grandmother enter the kitchen and join the rest 

of us. As a child I didn’t pay attention to the way Grandmother and Dad crept around 

each other, avoiding fights by each keeping their distance. Mum was the one who told 

these stories, reinforced the image of a disagreeable woman.   

 

For me, Grandmother was fun and funny. She allowed me the full force of my 

imagination, lying down on her bed for me to poke her arms with knitting needles, 

tied stockings to her elbows, pretending to take her blood pressure when I wanted to 

play at being a nurse. She was always ready to read books borrowed from the mobile 

library each month. If I was in trouble with either parent, I ran across the road to her 

place. The interior landscape of her home was alive with colour to me: exotic knick-

knacks, lush coloured rugs, gold mirrors, furniture with carved animal feet. She was 

tactile in her fox fur jacket and hat. 

 

Grandmother was a writer and published two romance novels, the first, Hyvin 

Kävi Minullekin, in 1936 aged 26. The second novel, Tuulessa ja Auringossa, was 

published in 1960. The long gap between first and second novel was due to World 
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War II and the subsequent death of her first husband. He died from TB, brought back 

from the front gravely ill, dying a few weeks later, at home, from a haemorrhage. This 

is also a story Mum has told me, told to her by Grandmother. This all happened well 

before Mum was born and the details Grandmother provided might have been chosen 

deliberately, to make the first husband appear heroic. According to Mum, 

Grandmother was manipulative. 

 

Static maps and a shimmering halo. 

Maria Tumarkin refers to live story-telling events as an ‘artifice involved in packing 

the entire world into tellable tales’ (2014: 187). This kind of ‘artifice’ is also 

applicable to writing memoir, especially when using a narrative arc and/or high-

definition styles, as previously mentioned, both methods for influencing and 

dramatizing the story being told, fashioning a ‘tellable tale’. Fragments were a way 

for me to renounce a forced narrative structure, one that might especially encourage 

the idea of a static record. By ‘static’ I mean giving an impression that the memories 

are presented as immutable, or trying to assert a moral lesson, or delivering an ending 

that implies a neat epiphany or conclusion.  

 

I wanted to highlight the way we tell our stories to others, and to ourselves. I 

am interested in those bits and pieces, the way we arrange and keep our stories, who 

we confess and share them to, which ones we pick out from the vast swirling mass 

that are available to us. Although speaking about realist novels, Woolf asserted that 

‘life is not a series of gig-lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo’ 

(2012: 185). A luminous halo: circular and shimmering, perhaps, teasingly, best 

observed from a distance. To Woolf, life was complex and memory vacillating, the 

process of writing things down agitating ‘a thousand odd disconnected fragments, 

now bright, now dim, hanging and bopping and dipping and flaunting’ (2016: 52). 

Woolf was always concerned with finding the right set of images, to grab a hold of 

those teasing snapshots and ideas, trying to find a narrative focus for what was going 

on inside her head.  

Grandmother is a large part of my identity. She was a storyteller, someone 

who influenced my childhood in a myriad of creative ways. My happy feelings and 

memories about Finland are shaped by her. The pictures I carry of her are tethered to 
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settings. I imagine her and I see the Finnish countryside; I see her house; our house. 

She is a presence in the landscape in a way that immediately takes me to a field of 

wild flowers and a snow-banked road, two separate photographs I have of us. 

In another photo of just us, she holds me carefully, while sitting on a bench 

seat in a kitchen. Her legs are crossed, and I am lying in her arms, possibly around six 

months old. My pose is one of extreme relaxation – arms stretched out to the side, 

body limp, staring up at her, quite likely close to dozing off. Grandmother is staring 

down at me with a small smile, the dark curls of her fringe obscuring her eyes. A 

woven basket is by her side on the bench seat and I wonder if she was about to leave, 

or perhaps she had just arrived. In the background is a window and the glass is dark. 

This photo could now support the stories Mum told me: another one of 

Grandmother’s nightly visits to my parents’ home.  

It’s a lovely picture for its depicted simplicity and affection. There is no 

moral, or ending, with the anecdote about Grandmother. If anything, she is within 

Woolf’s described shimmering halo, one of thousands of odd fragments carrying 

conflicting emotions and feelings. To me, Grandmother was beloved. To Mum and 

Dad she was a villain.     

 

Memories outside a timeline. 

I have a collection of incomplete memories. For example, the kids at school told me a 

witch lived somewhere near my home, her turn-off from our main road bordered by 

dark woods closing in over the path. My neck hairs rose each time I walked or rode 

past her turn-off, which was almost daily. I saw the witch once, walking slowly, both 

hands holding grocery bags, back stooped. I rode my bike faster, pushing down hard 

on the pedals, held my breath as we passed each other. At a safe distance I stopped 

my bike and stared behind me. The witch looked just like an old lady, someone’s 

grandmother. I thought perhaps she was in disguise. 

 

Mum told me trolls lived in the woods. I picked wildflowers and berries, and 

left them outside a small, abandoned barn, the kind of shelter I would have slept in if I 

lived in the woods. I spent hours waiting to see a troll, my friend and I always on the 

lookout for tiny footprints and markings. The whooshing wind through spruce needles 

sounded like their imagined whispered voices.  
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I peeked through the windows of an empty holiday villa, a large white home 

with steeply peaked roof and over-grown grass. I had been reading Famous Five 

novels and was convinced the house had to be the scene of some crime. 

 

I had a Mickey Mouse doll that I once kissed after eating strawberries. His lips 

were stained a smudgy red that wouldn’t wash out. 

 

On an autumn day I slipped and fell into a sewerage ditch that drained cow 

shit from their milking stalls. I remember how cold it felt against my back, seeping 

through my clothing. 

 

My friend and I snuck inside a grain silo. My friend’s father yelled, red faced, 

when he saw us crawling out, coughing, because they had started to pour the grain in. 

 

Jumping into piles of hay from the rafters of a barn. 

 

The sound of Grandmother’s cuckoo clock. 

 

Scent of potatoes frying in butter. 

 

Who am I speaking as? 

The self in autobiographical writing is a complex notion. As a field of enquiry, it is 

immense, and while I don’t intend to add to the arguments, I want to acknowledge the 

issue of ‘I’. 

 

 This memoir is constructed using individual and subjective observations. I 

write down what ‘I’ believe occurred and reflect on it. The ‘I’ of today is not the ‘I’ of 

my childhood, nursing days, even of last year. As Roland Barthes says ‘[w]ho speaks 

is not who writes, and who writes is not who is’ (in Sontag 2008: 152). I am actually 

mimicking who I was in the time-frame I write in. My current perceptions and 

experiences modify how I relate and recreate the events of the past.  
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There are layers of identity that create the ‘self’, including the self that is 

attempting to function as objective observer in the editing process. All these 

narratives are created by an ‘I’ living in the present, and this distinction reveals the 

myth-making function: ‘all autobiographers, of necessity, by the very act of 

autobiography, reconstruct themselves in some form or another’ (Egan 1984: 20). We 

all have lies we tell ourselves, those small delusions discussed and debated with our 

inner critic. Distortion is the sneaky cousin of the lie, and sometimes there is a lengthy 

tug-of-war, an effort made to force the truth into the light. In hindsight, many 

memories are shameful and embarrassing, and writing becomes about managing 

expectations – both mine and the readers. In the exchange of information, I have the 

right to protect myself, but the reader deserves all the relevant details. I can’t allow 

my current circumstances to distort the circumstances of the past.  

 

In her introduction to Woolf’s posthumously published Moments of Being, 

Jeanne Schulkind writes: 

 

If life then is a “bowl which one fills and fills and fills”, each new experience 
added to the existing ones displaces them ever so slightly and alters their 
previous meaning by forcing them into new combinations. The present 
moment is enriched by the past but the past is also enriched by the present. 
(Woolf 1985: 14) 
 
Schulkind is referring to Woolf’s fiction, emphasizing both the change and  

continuity of identity, but similarly in memoir, my memories are displaced, altered, 

forced into new combinations, the past and present affected (‘enriched’) by the other. 

Identity is central, forming the narrative – my ‘self’ is the anchoring point to which all 

stories are in some way attached. My use of fragments is a method that highlights 

what Woolf held to be important, both the adaptive and the immutable aspects of 

identity, the way family and place and incidents can shape an individual. I am 

assuaged by Woolf’s metaphor, where a bowl is filled and refilled, displacing the 

previous contents ever so slightly, where recall and writing causes the displacement of 

memories. I accept that as soon as I recall an event, placing fingers to keyboard, 

turning thought textual, a cropping, shifting and stitching occurs; the ‘unimportant’ 

pieces of information are left out, the important pieces rearranged slightly. Not 
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everything can be recalled, not everything is momentous, and there are many pieces in 

play in the process.   

 

 

Stuck tongues. 

In the dead of winter, during school recess, I touched my tongue against a brass door 

lock. My tongue fused to the metal. Our teacher, just a few minutes earlier in class, 

had warned us against touching tongues to metal. My classmates ran inside, and 

shortly our teacher appeared carrying a cup of warm water. She poured the water over 

my tongue, slowly thawing flesh from metal. Once thawed and released, I slid my 

swollen tongue into my mouth and kept my face down. My classmates wanted a 

close-up, demanding to see what my tongue looked like. I followed our teacher inside, 

shame-faced but somehow convinced getting stuck to the lock was just a fluke, until 

Mum told me her story.  

 

Mum was eight and waiting her turn to board a bus in winter, when she 

decided to touch her tongue against its metal door handles. Mum’s tongue became 

stuck. She tried to yank herself free. Panic set in when the driver revved the engine 

and signalled the bus was entering traffic. The doors closed, the engine roared, and 

the bus lurched forward, taking off into traffic, the top layer of Mum’s tongue ripped 

off and stuck to the door handles.  

 

Mum described, in great detail, the awful pain and how her mouth had filled 

with blood. She punctuated her story by poking out her scarred tongue as proof of the 

event, making my brother and me scream. The surface of her tongue had the 

appearance of moon craters. Mum told that story numerous times, my brother and I 

asking for it, wanting to see the horror of her tongue. Until writing this anecdote and 

thinking about the details, the logistics of how it may have happened, I had never 

considered whether her story was true or not: Mum was very convincing, her voice 

and actions communicating a real experience – as she told her story, I could see it 

happening clearly. Viscerally I had a reaction, a nervous tightening of muscles, hairs 

rising, each time I heard it. After telling the story so many times, Mum also clearly 

believed it to be a true story, a real part of her persona.  
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Through lines. 

John Eakin writes that self-narration ‘is a rule-governed regime and that the rules are 

enforced’ (2008: 24). As readers, we are used to continuous narration, the flow from 

scene to scene, the comfortable continuance of the fiction (or essay format) that 

avoids interruptions to the reading experience. The writer is expected to ‘transform 

experience into resonant storytelling’ (Freeman & Le Rossignol 2015). In the process 

of the writer avoiding interruption to narrative, remembered experience is narrativised 

and thus reconstructed to form a literary artefact. Bending experience into narrative 

format shapes memories. It is not an inventing but a polishing of thought that 

invariably changes the structure of the initial memory. As Annie Dillard points out: 

‘after you’ve written, you can no longer remember anything but the writing’ (Dillard 

1998: 157). Essentially, then, the writer re-writes their experiences. This became 

especially true while editing - further holes were poked into the notion of the rule-

governed format that I was meant to be following.  

 

Memory doesn’t function as a definitive archive. Kari Gislason writes about 

his doubts and conflicting emotions, how a life story erodes certainty. ‘If it’s true that 

you can discover yourself in writing the story of your life, you can also lose some of 

the old certainties’ (2011: 196). Gislason also refers to ‘section breaks [that] emerge 

in unsettling through lines’ (2011: 196), ushering in a pause or different mood. The 

places and stories we write are not any more real than a photograph, and ‘words are 

more abstract than images, but images are invariably born of them. The pictorial 

drama of reading corresponds to the one of writing’ (Hustvedt 2006: 39). Writers 

create settings and experiences for the reader to step into and feel. I imagine what 

Gislason meant is that his pictorial drama occurs in the interplay between how we see 

the terrain of the story in our mind and how words collapse the experience into 

something different. Sometimes those changes feel right enough, close enough. I hope 

I supply enough for the reader, to transport them emotionally to the places I want 

them to see.  

 

I need to acknowledge the ‘ideal’ of childhood that I may have created. As an 

immigrant, I can never return to the Finland I had known – it has moved on without 

me, the dialect changing, the culture changing in small ways. There is a certain 
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enchantment attached to what I remember. In large part, memoir is the writing of an 

origin out of reach – Gislason’s through lines (2011: 196) – where the realisation of 

the conflict between truth and fiction resides, where a certain mythic layer is forever 

embedded in the stories.  

 

  In viewing my historical self, and writing my childhood memories, I 

constantly second-guess. Did I drop a cake plate outside, onto a path, or was it in the 

kitchen? Were we alone when we rowed a boat or did someone watch us from shore? 

I don’t have a clear time-line for what age I was when my Finnish childhood events 

occurred. One concrete date is at least available on official documents: November 

1981. Aged nine, we landed at Tullamarine Airport and I walked out into the 

Melbourne heat, wearing a red dress with scalloped sleeves, made especially for the 

trip by one of Mum’s friends. That pretty dress was stretched by sweat, my skin 

soaked in the hefty heat, breath laboured, sucking in air that felt almost wet. I never 

wore that dress again.  

 

 

Enchanting summer. 

Fiona Wright writes, anecdotally, that ‘the body never forgets places, the spaces it has 

moved through’ (2015: 43). The places we leave behind are not exactly what they 

were, but the feeling or essence lives on in our bodies. Immigrating from one 

landscape to another invariably invested a certain reverence to my memories, a 

romantic rendering of what life was like. My memories seem rather idyllic.  

In summer the countryside was filled with wildflowers. Strawberries grew 

wild and I collected handfuls, carrying them home in the hem of my shirt, crushing 

them with a fork and then mixing them with milk and sugar. My best friend had a 

dairy farm next-door. Their family dated back to 1610 on that land. We played in hay 

and wheat fields, trampling grain into corridors and pathways. My best friend had a 

chook-shed converted to a playhouse. Beside the playhouse was a potato field and 

lines of sweet-peas. We dug up tiny potatoes and ate the peas, sometimes dressed in 

elaborate stage costumes. A noted playwright, writer and academic, Panu Rajala, was 

married to my best friend’s cousin, and we were allowed to rummage in a large trunk 

of old theatre costumes: gypsies trailing fringed scarves, Shakespearean queens and 
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kings, princesses cavorting on the road and through fields in billowing dresses tucked 

up with belts and scarves.  

 

We had sleepovers in the living quarters built for hired-help several hundred 

years ago. We jumped around on the original, hand-hewn beds; they creaked under 

our weight. Cool summer breezes passed through gaps in the log structure, no longer 

insulated with moss.  

 

Sometimes we would push out a rowboat, taking turns to row across the lake 

to the ‘better side’, a sandy stretch of lakefront. Neither of us could swim properly. 

We were always gone for hours and no one seemed worried, even though every year 

someone drowned in the strong currents.  

 

Walking through my childhood home in Finland, some thirty plus years after 

departing, I was shocked to find the rooms seemed so much smaller, the layout of the 

house more compact. My child’s perspective had imprinted a cavernous place, almost 

palatial in proportion. The house was slightly disappointing. But the landscape was 

still as lovely, and I walked with my children through long grass and picked flowers 

and lay in the grass. I hoped I could in some small way infuse their memories with 

some of the reverence I had held for Finland. 

 

 

Omitting events or memories.  

Memoir does not chronicle an entire life. Picking and choosing episodes usually 

reflects the greater ideas of the whole. Writing memoir is also selecting those 

incidents that feel to be ‘exclusively yours both as a writer and human being’ (Karr 

2015b: 50). Selection, for me, was occasionally based purely on the arbitrary – what 

happened to come out in the process of writing. In actively setting down memories I 

often reached a juncture where a different story wanted to emerge from the scribing of 

another, the initial story working like a conduit, allowing connections to be made, old 

memory pathways to be stimulated, and an image would emerge that I liked better 

than what I had planned to write.  
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Then there were the memories I always knew I would write – the ones that 

repeatedly returned to haunt me on sleepless nights. I wanted to see if by eventually 

writing them down I could leave them on the page. 

 

 I removed scenes that seemed boring, or ones without a specific point in terms 

of giving a glimpse into my family’s dynamics. Decisions about which scenes 

remained in the text came down to trying to offer a selection of both the good and the 

bad, not giving a skewed or misleading picture. I had a happy childhood. I was a 

moderately obstinate teen. My misdeeds have not been excessive. Some episodes 

were definitely unpleasant, but overall I have enjoyed a fairly stable life. I didn’t set 

out to misrepresent my narrative by only dwelling on the negative.  

 

 

The (strange) behaviour of men. 

One of our neighbours lived in a tiny cottage that hugged shoulders with Dad’s yacht 

shed at the lake. The man was a fisherman, tall and thin, and I often saw him by the 

lake working in a green or grey wader. Perhaps because our house was his closest 

neighbour, he sometimes visited our yard. One particular time he was dressed up in 

zoot suit pants tucked into gumboots, a woollen vest over a dress shirt. This is not a 

‘hi-def’ description but one taken from a photograph: he stands in his outfit and 

gumboots smiling, arms straining to hold up a large stick. The stick is speared through 

the head of a sizeable fish, almost matching the fisherman’s height. Neither Mum or 

Dad can recall why he was dressed in this particular way, why he came to display the 

fish, or why the photograph was taken, apart from the impressive size of the catch.  

 

One afternoon the fisherman frightened my brother and I during a lawn-tennis 

game. He stumbled into our yard through bushes, swaying wildly, speaking 

incoherently. The memory ends in Mum calling us inside.  

 

The fisherman’s wife was a round woman who wore aprons, clasped her hands 

together and continuously twirled her thumbs around each other. She was missing a 

front tooth. Grandmother called the woman ‘the fish-wife’. The fish-wife must have 

visited in my presence at least once, because I recall her drinking coffee through a 

sugar cube balanced on a saucer.  
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According to Mum, the fisherman would beat his wife in drunken rages. At 

some point, perhaps after we had already left Finland, I was told the fisherman fell out 

of his rowboat and drowned, the lake claiming another body. 

 

Another man, a tenant of Grandmother’s, used a ladder to climb to 

Grandmother’s third storey window to yell at her to ‘come downstairs!’ Sometimes I 

was with Grandmother for a sleepover and thought it funny that the man would climb 

ladders in the middle of the night.  

 

Once, that same man taught me how to chop wood, barefooted, at the back of 

the apartment block, while he watched and drank from bottles. I couldn’t have been 

more than seven, thrilled at being allowed to swing an axe. Sometime later, during a 

summer season of Panu Rajala’s play in an open-air theatre down the road, my friend, 

brother and I stole several bottles of the ladder-climber’s lemonade, delivered to the 

door of his apartment by the local shop, the dozen bottles left on the landing 

obviously too much temptation for three bored kids. We built a stand using crates and 

a wooden board, topped it with a tablecloth and a sign advertising lemonade by the 

cup. We sold the stolen lemonade to people strolling and riding bikes to watch the 

play. A local journalist drove past and stopped to take a photo of our smiling faces, 

the lean-to business set up. The photograph ended up in the paper, under the headline 

of ‘Enterprising things to do in summer’. 

 

 

Risky business. 

Redirecting the expectations attached to reading memoir, and continually breaking the 

narrative contract, is a strategy not without potential pitfalls. The deployment of a 

‘disobedient’ narrative was meant to have a radical effect, constraining and 

supporting trauma writing, but it isn’t intentionally meant to be confusing or 

impenetrable. Readers find comfort in what is familiar, and not granting those 

expectations of what a memoir is meant to be, is a risk.    

 

Nigel Krauth argues that ‘radical writers attempt in story to reflect the nature 

of life itself – and the psychological experience of living it – where things don’t just 
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roll out smoothly and logically’ (2016: 113). Memories, especially, don’t follow 

logic. The focus of some of my memories is narrow, some naturally more intense than 

others. Sense impressions – those imprinted during hyperarousal – have become 

highlighted, the memory a visually distinct image, complete with smell and sound and 

taste. It makes sense then, that the ‘radical writer has the intention of reaching an 

audience by means that are different from the norm… to gain a fuller experience at a 

psychological or emotional level’ (Krauth 2016: 2). In my case the radical comes 

from experiences recounted to ‘suggest how the memory works as a series of flashes’ 

(Krauth 2016: 113).  

 

My motivation was to develop what Lidia Yuknavitch explains in her memoir 

The Chronology of Water to be memories ‘without order… a series of fragments and 

repetitions and pattern formations’ (2010: 32). While I chose to write this artefact in a 

more or less chronological fashion, mapping the stories according to the places I lived 

in rather than sticking to an actual strict timeline, I pursued the principle of writing in 

interrupted flashes.  

 

My family stories have always seemed uncommon and so I wanted this memoir to 

physically reflect how I saw things, but I also wanted to write in a way that didn’t 

compromise my voice. I knew the usual ‘academic template’ (Webb 2009) wouldn’t 

fit how I wanted to explain myself. As Tess Brady expresses it, ‘each exegesis then 

needs to vary according to the creative work it supports’ (2000). I wanted my 

theoretical approach to have a writerly focus, maintaining a strong connection to the 

creative writer at work, without being subordinate to the scholarly. The incorporation 

of literature on memoir-writing in general, and fragmented memoirs in particular, was 

chosen specifically as my support of the memoir. Woolf, Benjamin and Solnit were 

the guiding authors, and I modelled my writing on Woolf’s disposition for reflecting 

on the creative process, Benjamin’s radical narrative structure, and Solnit’s technique 

of mapping memory to place. I also wanted to employ a diverse array of current 

memoir writers (including Knausgaard, Tumarkin, Hustvedt, Nelson, Manguso, 

Yuknavitch and Strayed), to probe and investigate how memories change as a result 

of the process of writing; how does memory relate to physical place; in what way are 

photographs like memoir; how does structure speak; what are the risks and strategies 
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for writing and trauma; and how does one cope with self-censoring feelings of guilt 

and shame?  

 

All the parties. 

My parents were young, so I recall many nights of loud music, people dancing, 

laughter, arguments, and walking in on strangers in my parents’ bedroom. One party 

was held in a dilapidated boat shed near Dad’s yacht yard, the wooden planks 

groaning under the dancers’ weight. There are photos of us kids: six standing in a line, 

wearing pointed party hats, me holding bunny-ear fingers behind someone’s head.  

 

There are photos of the aftermath, bleary-eyed adults sitting in doorways, in 

the kitchen, holding coffee cups, a woman with closed eyes and a cigar drooping from 

her lips. No dates or details are on any of the photographs, so there may have been 

one party or dozens: my memories have established a pattern of partying. I have 

always maintained the (probable) myth that my parents barely rested between social 

events. But perhaps that isn’t true. 

 

 

The confluence of geography and identity. 

A fragmented structure allows for flexibility, calling into action larger cultural 

concerns, echoing the outlook of several writers who tackle memoir as a platform for 

multiple strands of opinion and contemplation. Lee Kofman in her memoir The 

Dangerous Bride (2014) explores her relationships and marriage in the larger context 

of monogamy and polyamory. Fiona Wright’s collection of essays, Small Acts of 

Disappearance (2015), charts her battles with an eating disorder. Elspeth Muir tackles 

Australia’s relationship to alcohol in her eulogy for her brother in Wasted (2016). 

These memoirs focus on crucial experiences, but also document, critique, examine 

and analyse issues substantiated by research. They are not merely entertainments; 

they function to both collect and to extend knowledge. 

In this memoir/exegesis I wanted to embody Krauth’s idea of being a ‘critic 

inside the process’ (2011), and merge lived experience, embodied knowledge, 

scholarly research and investigation. 
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Using geography as an anchoring point for my narratives was an immediate 

certainty. Before commencing any research or writing, I knew instinctively that I had 

forged an identity in each location. It didn’t seem like a coincidence that significant 

stories were remembered like points on a map: Most memories came as settings in my 

mind. 

Using places as ‘memorial sites’ (Krauth 2003) was important for me, but I 

didn’t want locations and landscape to dictate the research or the exegetical 

component. Place – and my relationship with it – turned into a developing trajectory, 

leading the reader through a creative manifestation of the practice of writing memoir, 

and simply pointing at how the memories of consequence were affiliated with locale.  

 

To my mind, geography can act like a text, able to be read by people literate to 

that place. The places mentioned in this artefact communicate my identity, and that of 

my family, and writing about those certain locations reveals the stories hidden from 

outsiders, people not privy to local knowledge. (My stories are not necessarily 

universal, but I would imagine there are familiar themes at play for the reader who 

follows in my steps.) As Solnit wrote about Wintu people, Native Americans living in 

Northern California,  

 
I was enraptured by [their] description of a language and behind it a cultural 
imagination in which the self only exists in reference to the rest of the world, 
no you without mountains, without sun, without sky… In Wintu, it’s the world 
that’s stable, yourself that’s contingent, that’s nothing apart from its 
surroundings. (Solnit 2006: 17) 

  

Where language fails, geography can work as a gateway to a writer’s past and the 

identity attached to that location, incorporating the memories – that particular version 

of me – embedded in the terrain.    

 

  

Moving to an island. 

I have been told the reason why we left Finland, but from around the time of our 

departure I have limited memories. I do recall watching Dad and one of my uncles 

packing our furniture into hand-made wooden crates, but the unspecific feel of the 

memory might be better attributed to photographs of Dad and Uncle with hammers in 

hand.  
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I wrote a note for the next owners, asking them to look after the house, leaving 

it on the built-in bookcase.  

 

When Mum picked me up early in the afternoon of my last day, I overheard 

the principal say, ‘I can’t understand why you would want to leave.’ Walking out of 

the classroom I remember telling myself I should look back and remember. I once 

wrote a short story based on this scene, a child on tip-toe, glancing through an oblong 

window into a classroom of her friends sitting in neat rows at their desks. The image 

in my mind is again in third person. I am watching the scene, following the small 

child as she reaches her fingers onto the ledge of the window, grips it tight to pull 

herself high enough to see. Her shoes are almost on their points. She wears a pleated 

skirt, a cardigan over a shirt. The child is me, yet she isn’t me. Maybe I did look 

through an oblong window; I have a strange, black and white image stuck in my head, 

where my classmates are all side-on, staring straight ahead, perhaps listening to the 

teacher. 

 

I don’t recall actually leaving, the airport or the boarding of the aeroplane, 

which in hindsight seems odd; surely I was emotionally charged. Only the arrival in 

Australia remains: an aeroplane door opening, stairs leading down and onto the 

strangely scented hot air of the Tullamarine tarmac. 

 

 

Interrupting established systems. 

Brien writes that biographers  

 
recognise that they construct stories from the data they collect, forcing the 
disordered and vast complexity of an actual life into a neat literary form and, 
importantly, that the life thus presented only appears authentic and life-like to 
readers because they accept, and endorse, this literary convention. (Brien 
2014)  
 

Innovation need not cancel out the ‘constructive’ method of truth-telling that Brien 

identifies. Interrupting literary conventions might, in some cases, enhance truth. 

‘Constructing’ is instrumental in pulling apart the threads of ‘authenticity’ when using 

traditional literary conventions – it validates the use of fictional strategies in memoir 
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writing. It also calls into question the ways that technique/narrative strategy works 

through, with, around and even against ‘the facts’. The fewer enhancements around a 

thought or memory, the less room for altering the original.  

 

 The data I collect has been constructed from oral stories. Both of my parents, 

and extended family during a visit to Finland, have passed on information, mostly 

during informal conversations. I also rely heavily on photographs. Both sets of data 

are unreliable at best, even during my initial contact with them, i.e. the first-hearing of 

stories and the first-seeing of images. As soon as my own memory comes into play, I 

have already taken a step away from the (problematic) factuality. This is why the idea 

of fragments struck me as a pertinent type of solution: by writing small, I could 

capture the essence of truth inside a self-imposed border. Within these fragments I 

decided I could also write about process and structure as it occurred and, most 

importantly, test the role of memoir as an academic framework. 

 

 

The new country. 

We lived with friends of friends, in their house, my family sharing and sleeping in the 

one bedroom. The family who temporarily took us in had a pool, a deck that burned 

my feet, slatted awning that gave us zebra-like shadow stripes. This new country had 

a deep heat that I tried to escape by constantly jumping into the cold water of the 

pool.  

 

Dad started work as a chippie for the husband, who owned a construction 

company. Mum must have started looking for a house and I think we moved into our 

new home several weeks after arrival, although the timeline feels stretched at this 

point, perhaps a merging of different memories, to make it seem like our two families 

lived under the same roof for months on end. 

 

My brother and I were encouraged to watch Sesame Street and Playschool in 

an attempt to learn English. I was told I would start school soon. Sunshine and 

warmth until then had meant summer break. It seemed strange to be going to school 

in what felt like a holiday. I still remember the churning fear in the pit of my stomach, 

wondering how I would understand anything. 
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A room of my own. 

‘Walking enables slipping into reverie, the rhythm of feet on ground, hips swaying, 

generating a rhythm of thinking, and the passage through landscape echoes or 

stimulates the passage through a series of thoughts’ (Solnit 2002: 6). My rhythm of 

thinking when moving can involve, as a small example, a collection of grocery lists, 

lines from a novel, planning the steps needed in picking up my children and having 

dinner ready after tennis, etc. This rhythm, experienced while movement takes me 

anywhere, is also a way to think, to stimulate the senses and escape the distractions of 

the house where I write, the crux of the work usually taking place on an unmade bed, 

or my couch. I do have a room of my own, separate from the house, a cool and white 

space with shelves of books, an old leather armchair, and a thirty-dollar op-shop 

dining table as a desk. Sometimes a vase of flowers completes the mood. I renovated 

the space specifically, tearing out a built-in wardrobe, ripping up carpet walked on for 

the last several years by strangers, and during that time too I thought about my 

memoir. I walked around Bunnings speculating over shades of white for the concrete 

floor, mulling over family memories and childhood landscapes that moved through 

me. I decided on a high gloss concrete paint that feels smooth under bare feet. A 

hand-knotted Turkish rug is a point of subdued interest… the room also represents 

continual movement, action required, wound up with my writing. The physical space 

– rearrangement and motion – is closely linked to how I think and process ideas. In A 

Room of One’s Own, Woolf writes about the ‘work of a moment’ (2009: 8), referring 

to that split in her train of thought, those small moments that create two independent 

yet interlinked shifts in thinking.  

 Woolf explores the idea that women need a room of their own – a metaphor 

for autonomy and independence. But it’s time we need. We have all become multi-

taskers, our snap-chat, app-heavy lives making us busier than ever. I made a room of 

my own and then didn’t use it – my books remained in the office but my laptop was 

carried with me, even in the car, where sometimes at school pick-up I would snatch 

five minutes to work and think. Maybe this is why I like fragments so much – I can 

complete a paragraph in between other commitments and feel I have accomplished 

something. In five-minute increments, I could compose a life.   
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Scenes from school. 

I was placed into grade three, at Greensborough Primary School. Suddenly I was 

treated as someone exotic. Other kids pointed at me on the school grounds, 

approached me in small groups to ask me questions I wasn’t able to answer. I felt 

embarrassed by the attention and that I couldn’t understand anything anyone said. 

Already shy, I retreated further into silence, communicating in timid shrugs and nods, 

trying to guess by body language and gestures what was being said. My first teacher, 

Mr Schofield, was tall with long, side-swept hair and bushy beard. He brought in a 

Finnish-English dictionary. From the library he borrowed Dick and Jane. Mr 

Schofield placed them on my desk and pointed, smiling and nodding. With his 

rudimentary tools I started to learn the business of the English language.  

 

The school corridors had a sweet and pungent scent, probably the packed 

sandwiches – ham and cheese and peanut butter – hanging in bags in the unventilated 

hallways. Mum had to learn how to make lunches, her worst sandwich combination 

cucumber and cheese: the cheese became imprinted with a soggy image of the 

cucumber, pale green juice soaking through the bread. Some lunches were made with 

black bread, pressed together with liverwurst or homemade mustard. ‘What is that?’ 

kids would ask. 

 

In winter Mum packed a yellow screw-top thermos with leftover stew or soup. 

It was awkward to eat. You couldn’t run with a thermos. Mum didn’t understand the 

concept of supplying a lunch that you ran with. In Australia, lunchtime was for both 

eating and exercise. Sitting to eat, with napkins and cutlery, with manners, didn’t 

happen. You needed a sandwich that could be doubled up in one hand to play chasey.  

 

 We sat on abrasive blue carpet for story time. Simone, a girl with red hair 

divided into thick pigtails, always demanded I sit next to her, patting the space beside 

her, performing a silent mime of how she wanted me to scratch her back while we 

listened to Mr Schofield. I disliked Simone. Her eyes welled if she thought she 

wouldn’t get her way. The back-scratching was a game we played to alleviate midday 

heat in the playground, several girls sitting in a line, drawing dashes and dots on each 
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other’s backs. The scratches through our clothing gave us a cooling shiver up our 

spines. 

 

A boy named George offered me fifty cents in the playground, a large and 

strange coin. And somehow the scent of the school corridors has mixed into the 

memory. I didn’t know what to do with the coin, but George seemed very happy that I 

took it. 

 

I didn’t realise at the time, but starting school was the beginning of my always 

feeling on the outside, of somehow not being legitimate. I didn’t share the ideology, 

the idioms of Australian English, the things everyone took for granted. I hadn’t been 

indoctrinated into what it meant to be Australian, to be ‘True Blue’ as John 

Williamson sang in 1982. But I was lucky. I happened to be a white, blue-eyed kid, 

easily assimilating into the Eighties’ idea of Australianness, despite not speaking the 

language. By just looking at me, you couldn’t tell I didn’t belong.   

 

Birthday parties were a minefield, a different beast we had known: you played 

games and wore party frocks, preferably with hair crimped in tight curls and ribbons 

and plastic hair clips. The food was party-pies and sausage rolls, fairy-bread, lollies 

and chips. There had to be musical chairs, pass-the-parcel, pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey. 

At the end of the party, a slice of dry cake was handed out on a napkin to take home.  

 

Mum was bewildered by Australian birthday parties. She never knew what to serve or 

how to orchestrate games. The cakes Mum made were moist, cream filled creations 

that fell apart and soaked a napkin. In photographs, my parties look like lacklustre 

affairs, devoid of pizazz. Instead of fancy curls, my hair was kinked by being tied into 

plaits overnight. I never could get Mum to understand the involved party rituals or 

how fitting in was serious business. 

 

Photographs. 

It is a strange thing staring at photographs of yourself as a newborn, a baby; I lack 

attachment to the small, pale-faced bundle Mum holds, her cheek resting gently 
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against the top of my head. There is no dawning recognition of myself in the 

photographs. Technically, the baby in the picture could be anyone.  

I look at a group of photographs, six taken from my christening. It seems like 

a small affair, with grandmothers from both sides in attendance. Dad’s sister, my aunt, 

her husband, and their four children are there. My aunt and her husband are my 

godparents. Mum’s sister and her five children are in the fourth photograph. A priest 

or minister is also in attendance, in the first photograph, reading something from 

(presumably) a bible. In all the pictures I am wearing a long, white christening gown. 

I seem to be sleeping through the whole event, my eyes closed in each photograph. 

It dawns on me, now, that the setting of the photographs is exactly the same as 

for Mum’s christening: the same room, the same furniture, the same bowl holding the 

water. At Mum’s christening only the one photograph was taken, a very formal 

portrait of Grandfather, Grandmother, baby, and her much older sister.      

 These photographs strike me as odd. In nearly all of them a harmonious 

family is depicted. In the second last photograph, both grandmothers sit side by side, 

Mum’s mother holding me. Both sets of family are mingling, maybe for the first time 

since the disastrous wedding.   

The last is a close up, of Dad’s mother holding me. It seems the only intimate 

portrait of the day, the way the photographer has come in close enough for the print of 

Grandmother’s dress to be clear, the brooch she is wearing on her left breast visible. 

There is no hint of grief, yet, essentially, we were a family deeply afflicted by grief.  

Photographs, as a research tool, depict exposed scenes, available imagery 

already in the ‘public sphere’, so to speak. These were not secrets squirrelled away. 

By looking, I had handfuls of ready-made vignettes. I could imagine any number of 

narratives to go with each picture, if I so chose. Fiction allows me to imagine scenes I 

can’t access, allows the stringing together of paragraphs that fit and make sense and 

drive a story forward. With fiction I have innumerable choices, the freedom to change 

my experiences and invent experiences.   

The most frustrating aspects of some of the photographs were the questions 

they posed: what had really happened outside the frames? Who took the photos? What 
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else had been uncaptured? Where was the photograph taken? It is almost impossible 

to re-live an event from the past without using imagination.  

I remember a snippet of something interesting, then trawl through photographs 

to find some trace of evidence, ring Mum or Dad and ask them, usually to end up with 

more questions than what I started with. Then I am faced with the choice of writing 

something since no one can foreseeably argue against it, or leave it out, even though I 

know I could turn the vaguely remembered event into a good story. Sometimes I itch 

to be disobedient against the autobiographical pact. 

Memoir gives room to interrogate the way we might know and recall a life, 

offer new ways of approaching the elements that make up the whole, a well-suited 

proposition for ‘the collecting of insightful fragments’ (Watkins & Krauth 2016), 

zoomed in and out of, as with a camera lens. 

 

Playing around with structure. 

The motivation to work with memoir came from a compulsion to explore my family 

narrative. In the early draft stages I had unintentionally written my work so it 

resembled fragmentary prose: each memory was a small, stand-alone story, my 

objective to fill ‘the gaps’ in later draft work. I had also initially leaned towards the 

fictocritical, because ‘[f]ictocriticism is a way of writing for which there is no 

blueprint and which must be constantly invented anew in the face of the singular 

problems that arise in the course of engagement with what is researched’ (Gibbs 

2005). My research was collected from stories and photographs and memory. 

Conventional narrative threatened to throw me off track when the customary route 

expected linear mapping. I found that writing within those ‘set borders’ made me 

embellish scenes to fit them neatly from one to another. Instead of fighting on with 

the narrative as it was, I started experimenting, compressing the segments. The form I 

developed, as it now stands, challenged ‘conventional scholarly writing, its “natural 

order”, the linear arrangement around a central theme… it is not considered 

entertainment and there is no place for digression or repetition – or play’ (Rendle-

Short 2015: 92). The form became as important as the narrative. The writing became 

about taking ‘our thinking a step further to not think only about what it is we are 

saying but how we are saying what we are saying in terms of design and form and 
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experiment to underscore our thinking’ (Rendle-Short 2015: 93). The process of 

thinking about writing while writing, the observations discovered and made, the 

issues confronted while writing, was what Benjamin had also done. Benjamin’s twists 

and turns of thought and experimental form (One-Way Street, 1928 and The Arcades 

Project, 1927-1940) are acclaimed ‘across a spectrum of disciplines including 

philosophy, cultural studies and creative writing’ (Krauth 2018).    

 

Language. 

By the end of grade four I knew enough English that my teacher, an older woman 

with blonde, tightly permed hair, knee length skirts and bright red lipstick sometimes 

smudged across her front teeth, expected me to participate, even in oral presentations. 

It gave me a great deal of anxiety: I still stumbled over pronunciations, my tongue not 

quite bending with the softness of sound the language demanded. A few boys 

frequently teased me about the way I pronounced the words quiet and stop it. I 

practised saying the words aloud at home.  

 

Our teacher made us sing along to a weekly radio program, Let’s Have Music, 

broadcast directly into the classroom. We were given songbooks and sang along to Dr 

Knicker Bocker Song Number Nine. I looked forward to this each Friday. It was the 

one time that my words blended and no one could hear my accent or incorrect 

pronunciations. 

 

By grade five, I was almost fluent. I read keenly, borrowing books from the 

school library. We were allocated a reading level, and borrowed books accordingly. I 

longed to reach level six and Judy Blume. Our teacher Mrs Webster was a young and 

hip woman with blunt black bob. She read sections of The BFG to us every week. I 

was immediately obsessed with Roald Dahl, then Bridge to Terabithia and Playing 

Beattie Bow. Reading was easy – I could take my time to understand words, the things 

I still missed if someone spoke too quickly. 

 

Writing from a distance. 
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I write with the assumption that the idea of memory and its unreliability is a well-

versed fact. To put it into the smallest of nutshells: what I recall of something that 

happened yesterday is almost the same as if I recalled an event from ten years ago. 

Writing from a distance, however, doesn’t make some memories any easier to 

explore. Rather, ‘[s]udden memoir is written in opposition to memoir gathered from a 

safe distance, written neat, ready with context’ (Dalgleish 2013: 3). Some memories 

are never rendered ‘safe’ no matter the distance. Some traumatic events can be 

viewed down the long lens of time and they feel fresh. It is a mistake to presume that 

time allows an injury to heal. The scar, once probed, can emit pain. Cells don’t 

necessarily forget. And so I try to embrace the oppositional kind of writing Dalgleish 

identifies, making the memoir ‘sudden’ – a way to write differently, and for the reader 

to read the work differently. Perhaps this technique is reminiscent of the Berlin 

Dadaists who used photomontage where ‘image shards bearing traces of everyday life 

were… pasted, sometimes together with other materials, onto a background’ 

(Jennings in Benjamin 2016a: 6). This seems to me like a beautifully visual 

illustration of what I have worked with, my own archive a mish-mash of materials and 

ideas.   

 

Period. 

I’d made friends with Jodi, a girl with bobbed hair and a penchant for white knee 

socks. Jodi had an older sister who read Cleo, and a miniature poodle named Pepi. 

 

 ‘Do you know what a period is?’ Jodi asked.  

 

‘Not really,’ I remember confessing. 

 

 ‘It’s when your vagina bleeds every month,’ she said, probably dramatically, 

from what I remember of her assertive personality. 

 

 I imagined Mum bleeding from her vagina, wondering why I hadn’t seen 

monstrous blood trails around the house or blood seeping from under dresses or pants, 

stains left on furniture.  
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  ‘You know something else?’ Jodi said, taking a step closer to me in an almost 

threatening way. ‘Boys get their periods and it’s blue.’ 

 

 I knew Jodi sometimes lied. Like when she told me her dad was a pilot, but he 

was actually something like a chiropractor.  

 

 This small scene is true in several ways. First, Jodi did tell me about periods, 

but Mum had already beat her to it, had shown me where she kept her pads under the 

bathroom sink. Secondly, Jodi did tell me boys have blue periods. I remember being 

inwardly amused, knowing boys did not have periods, much less blue ones. I liked 

that I knew something she didn’t. I didn’t correct her. Jodi was bossy, always 

demanded we do what she wanted, so this was my small reprisal. Thirdly, Jodi often 

lied, probably more to do with her age than any malicious trait.  

I almost left this scene out, thought it insignificant, but then realised this was a 

good example of some very human traits, and a portrait of my intimate inner life. The 

best means of telling was to dramatize certain small aspects, although the anecdote 

could be told without it. I added the visceral blood because when I was a teenager, 

menstruation was mysterious, secret business, considered a womanly plight, 

something to roll your eyes at, make hormonal jokes about, a way to explain an 

‘angry’ woman. 

I wrote ‘monstrous’ blood without thinking, so easily slipping into the trope of 

women as ‘seepage associated with what is unclean… [enabling] men to associate 

women with infection, disease, with the idea of festering putrefaction’ (Grosz 1994: 

206). It reminds me of a joke an orderly once told me: ‘How can you trust something 

that bleeds for a week but doesn’t die?’ Stephen King’s Carrie (1974) is based on the 

idea that menstruation is the work of Satan. Current health-education textbooks used 

in Australian schools frame male and female puberty differently: ‘female changes at 

puberty focuses upon menstruation… whereas the section on males places ejaculation 

at the centre of ‘changes’ associated with growing up. Therefore female sexuality is 

rendered less visible than and indeed dominated by male sexuality’ (E M Gray & 

Leahy 2013: 6). Hygiene and the imperative for cleanliness is stated to the girls, and 

women’s sexuality is linked to being passive, the recipients/receivers of male 

sexuality; sexual desire and agency belong to the male body. Is it any wonder then 

that I unconsciously wrote ‘monstrous’?   
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Fragments. 

Leanne Dodd writes that fragmentation in narrative has been ‘a commonly employed 

strategy in trauma fiction, characterised by the use of devices such as non-linear 

narrative, delayed narrative, textual gaps, interruptions, disjunction and fracturing’ 

(2017: 8). While Dodd’s article speaks about using crime fiction as transformative 

therapy, the fragmentation technique applies well to memoir. Sometimes the most 

potent (and often traumatic) memories are the shortest – the mind doesn’t always 

allow the full picture to emerge, and sometimes, the ‘traumatic memories are hidden’ 

(Russon 2017: 3).  

 

What I was researching and trying to write involved a great deal of psychic 

pain (both mine and that of the collective family) associated with incidents of suicide, 

depression, abandonment, alcoholism, betrayal. These singular issues posed 

difficulties: how to render them into a narrative; how to structure the memoir so it 

could closer function as a representation of working memory. What I finally found to 

be effective was maintaining the writing of ‘loose narrative fragments… like the 

ephemeral bits and pieces of the stories we tell ourselves every day’ (Eakin 2008: 6), 

and what Yuknavitch explains in her memoir The Chronology of Water to be ‘retinal 

flashes. Without order… a series of fragments and repetitions and pattern formations’ 

(Yuknavitch 2010: 32). Yuknavitch’s employment of writing that ‘embraces absences 

of text’ (Richardson 2017: 1) and leaves ‘words out’ (Yuknavitch 2010: 185) is a way 

to try and reach across the chasm of pain towards some type of understanding, 

resolution or peace: ‘language always falls short of the body when it comes to the 

intensity of corporeal experience’ (2010: 301).    
 

Fragmentary writing suits the writing of trauma:  
 

… studies say that writing is therapy when you create a narrative out of 
trauma. Listing and writing in fragments that don’t have a narrative are not 
affective, that’s what the studies say. What I say, in order to get to the 
narrative of trauma you actually have to do fragments first, or kind of a more 
disjointed process, because that’s the way trauma often presents itself. It’s not 
a narrative at first, it can’t be. I mean it’s so common that people can’t 



 49 

remember properly or have disjointed memory or false memory even. But it’s 
through writing that you start to see the narrative in it – but you can’t write a 
narrative at first, you sort of have to go through this process first. (Joseph & 
Latona 2014) 

 

Trauma can be accessed, or witnessed, by the writer in the building of a narrative – 

making shapes and giving words to something that can sometimes be beyond 

language. In my own process of expressing trauma I have found that these 

‘fragments’ are the key access points contributing to an interrupted or suspended form 

of writing – I felt I was asserting some control over the events, shaping them into 

manageable chunks, to spend less time in their presence in the drafting stage. 

 

Memoir comprises ‘exposing oneself as a writer to what is emotional and 

personal – even when it is not strictly autobiographical’ (Brophy 1998). The exposure 

includes sharing the intimate with a reader, an act of ‘exploring what scares and 

shames… to investigate vulnerability and write from that place, to express fears 

artistically and honestly’ (Ringland 2013). Writing from a raw place, allowing 

honesty and vulnerability and truth to be laid bare means a search through memories 

that have sometimes been purposefully left dormant and ignored. Sometimes I find 

this both physically and emotionally draining: ‘In the process of reflection – a re-

contacting of experience – these sites and pathways are re-traced in a manner similar 

to that discernible in muscle-memory’ (Krauth 2010). The writing is, in many 

instances, a painful re-visitation. Anna Gibbs writes that ‘[l]anguage, then, is not 

(simply) a cognitive medium, but an affective and, therefore, corporeal one’ (2006: 

158). As Penni Russon finds, the ‘hippocampus also plays a role in emotional 

expression and subjective experience, and is shown to be active in creative writers 

during the writing process’ (2017: 4). The writer experiences similar emotions during 

writing as when the event occurred. Memoir writing is visceral, a deep participation in 

a narrative construction that can entail risk. Fragments (writing in small chunks) 

enabled me to create an outline of a memory – to use a morbid metaphor – like 

chalking in a body at a crime scene. I could outline the memory quickly, then return, 

later, to work with it.  

 

Why might this be important? Because in terms of writing trauma, there is 

usually shame. And as Elspeth Probyn says, ‘Shame is a painful thing to write about. 
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It gets into your body. It gets to you’ (2005: 130). To avoid the friction of rubbing 

against old wounds, I could engage in two ways: fictionalise the trauma, or recruit 

some type of methodology that ‘restricted’ the time spent with the memory.    

 

Both the fictionalising of memoir, and using a form of fragmentary writing, 

circumnavigate an idea: ‘new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to its 

original object’ (Benjamin 2003: 28). Fragments, for me, are an attempt to use 

Benjamin’s ‘roundabout way’, to circumvent pain by coming to the writing obliquely, 

colouring in the white space first, slowly approaching the thing you don’t actually 

want to approach. It is a way to not ‘clutch your story and your troubles so tightly to 

your chest’ (Solnit 2014: 31).    

 

 

Dad. 

During these years, Dad is strangely absent from my memories. One that endures is 

waking up in the very early hours, finding Dad in his work gear, eating toast for 

breakfast, and being allowed to sit close to the television to watch Thunderbirds.  

 

Dad must have been, of course, around each day. There are photos of him 

asleep on couches, wearing his work clothing, hair dusty, nails stained with dirt. I 

would imagine his workday must have been difficult. In Finland, he was self-

employed, building and selling yachts across Europe. Now he was a chippie, a 

labourer in the heat.  

 

Even though I know Dad, I also feel I don’t know him at all. Perhaps because 

I am more proficient in English than Finnish, we rarely have what I would term 

meaningful conversations. Dad is a quiet man, preferring to tell jokes to having actual 

conversations. He is prone to getting up and leaving a dinner table without 

explanation, even in restaurants, when everyone else still has a utensil halfway to their 

mouth.  

Linda Anderson writes that in the ‘time before one’s own memory, the story 

of where one came from, remains out of reach, recoverable only in the story of others’ 

(Anderson 2011: 120). Maybe Dad seems distant because a large part of his own 

childhood was a mystery – his father abandoned him, and his mother, before he was 
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born. For several years he had no father figure, his foundation story missing half the 

information.  

 

The things I do know: despite having to leave school at a young age, Dad is a 

voracious reader and collector of facts. His greatest regret is never attending 

university. He would have studied archaeology. In Melbourne, on worksites, he was 

surrounded by men who were big drinkers and, from what I have heard, probably not 

big thinkers. The culture back then was one of heady partying. That had always been 

a part of my family, but now, in Australia, it increased. There was no freezing winter 

or snow to slow anyone down. Our social circle was compressed because my parents 

had a poor grasp of English. We congregated with other Finns, flocked together to 

play our version of baseball every Sunday, gathered at each other’s houses for drinks 

and sauna and to grill sausages.  

 

 

Fractions. 

I don’t, of course, have any actual memory of very early childhood. The narratives I 

retell have been told to me over and over, on a loop. Always the same, starting at 

some point during Mum’s hospital stay, the difficult birth mentioned, my 

sleeplessness the cause of amusement. Occasionally Mum adds things I have never 

heard before, like the tenant below their unit whacking a stick against the side of my 

pram to wake me, his malicious revenge counterintuitive, in my opinion. Mum only 

recently told me this and I wonder where that memory suddenly popped up from, or 

whether she thought of it only as I questioned her about my early childhood, 

prompting her to tell me something other than the familiar narrative. 

 

Drinking games. 

Dad was dropped off by his boss in the early afternoon, which was unusual for a 

workday. The yellow station wagon slowed to a wobbly stop near the gutter and Dad 

stumbled out, lowering himself onto hands and knees. Mum and my brother and I, for 

some reason, were outside on the front porch and so we witnessed him painstakingly 

crawling all the way up the path, from letterbox to front door, then up into the house, 

upstairs into his bedroom, then into the ensuite shower. He stayed in the shower for a 
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long time and I remember being scared for Dad – he had looked ill in a way I hadn’t 

seen before. The next day Dad swore he would never touch beer again. Maybe he did 

but, from then on, I certainly never saw him acting drunk. What I took away from 

seeing Dad like that was a certain kind of terror that adults were not as strong as they 

looked. 

 

When we moved into our new home, the Finns coordinated a surprise house-warming. 

In a photo, Mum stands out the front of our new house, a shocked look on her face, 

wearing a blue terry-towelling jumpsuit and bare feet. Music blared, glasses clinked, 

tops popped from bottles, the kids were told to go outside and play and so we all 

spilled into the streets of the neighbourhood until the early hours. This was the first of 

many parties my brother and I would attend, sleeping on couches and strange beds in 

strange houses.  

 

I grew to dislike Mum’s glass held at tipping point, the way she laughed too 

loud and leant on men’s arms, the way she hoisted the hems of her skirts to dance and 

show off her legs. At parties she liked to display her ballet dancer’s flexibility by 

dropping into splits, once, in a version of a story told by many different people, on top 

of a billiard table and her foot somehow ending stuck in a pocket.  

 

She woke late in the day with bruises and cuts and sprained ankles, the smell 

in her bedroom pungent. I was angry at her for being tired, not able to sleep because 

of noise, because I was not in my own bed. The feeling of disrespect towards Mum 

was being drip-fed, and each party topped me up a little more. 

 

 

How we got our dog. 

Our houses in Greensborough were in a newly built estate, boxy-looking brick and 

tile homes clustered together. Occasionally I would scale the timber fence separating 

us from our neighbour, standing tiptoed on the cross-railing to snoop. In the middle of 

the neighbour’s yard was a shimmering pool and anyone with a pool was worth 

getting friendly with. I also liked their beagle puppy, its big eyes droopy and sad 

looking. One hot afternoon I knocked on their front door and a woman answered. I 
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told her I was from next door and wanted to take their dog (‘She’s called Sheeba’, the 

woman said) for a walk.  

 

I also remember the reason I had started scaling the fence. The husband had a 

habit of arriving home, parking his car, going to the backyard and beating their dog, 

its frightened yowls echoing. I used to climb the fence to check on it afterwards. They 

had a different dog, one before Sheeba. The man bashed that dog too, and then it 

disappeared.  

 

One afternoon, when I again showed up to collect Sheeba, the woman was 

wearing sunglasses indoors.  

 

‘Keep her. She’s a present,’ I think the woman said, and shoved the dog into 

my arms.  

 

I carried Sheeba home. Mum didn’t have a good grasp of English but she went 

next-door, convinced I had made a mistake. It wasn’t long until she returned and 

confirmed that Sheeba was ours, and that this new arrangement was to be kept secret 

from the husband. I like to think that’s how the first dog disappeared, that the woman 

gave her away. 

 

I still think about that woman and what was going on behind their drawn 

curtains. Maybe she had allowed the beatings of the dogs to save herself.  

 

 

The memories I am certain about. 

I have learned that there are no irrefutable memories. The images I have held onto for 

forty-odd years, believing them to be true, may not be so, a disorienting fact. Susanna 

Egan asserts that ‘[f]iction… ensnares reality from the beginning’ (1984: 14). Irene 

Waters states that it is ‘impossible to verify from memory what is historically true and 

what has been gained from other sources’ (2016: 10), further adding that ‘narrative 

and life are inseparable from each other and we become the story that we tell’ (Bruner 

in Waters 2016: 10). Eakin (1985) suggests that rather than memory being 
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experiential, it is a malleable construct and will differ on each episode of 

remembering.  

 

Memory, to me, now, feels autocratic – ‘A memorable sandwich, an 

unmemorable flight of stairs. A memorable bit of conversation surrounded by chatter 

that no one records’ (Manguso 2015: 6). Random selections that sometimes defy 

logic. I recall sitting in a hot sauna, on the lowest step. I wear a gold necklace with a 

small medallion, my name engraved on one side, birthdate on the other. The 

medallion heats up, stinging hot against my skin. I can almost feel the heated 

medallion, the way I had to hold it between my fingers. 

 

Perhaps the necklace is like muscle memory, born from walking into a sauna 

repeatedly over the years, my skin reacting like a warning – the necklace will burn. 

 

I understand some of Sarah Manguso’s attestation to impermanence (2015), 

the panic that might surround the realisation that all memories are a mirage, and some 

are meaningless, retained for a reason that is unknowable in the present.  

 

 

Moving. 

In the three years of living in Greensborough, my parents loaded the boot with 

picnics, spending long days driving along windy coastlines, exploring beaches, our 

skins dry and smouldering from sun, hair stiff from salt and sand. Photographs show 

my brother and me in pale, spinifex-topped dunes, wearing oversized t-shirts, hair 

whipping with the direction of the breeze, wearing birds’ nests as hats, using seashells 

as teacups. We spent hours digging and moulding crumbling ledges of sand, repeating 

games we had played in snow. My brother and I explored, running in and out of the 

ocean and dunes, collecting shells and feathers and rocks and sticks that fitted our 

palm nicely. Finally, Dad said Greensborough was too cold and he didn’t like the 

oscillating weather. He wanted to live somewhere more tropical, the type of place he 

had imagined the whole of Australia to be, hot, humid and sun-bronzed. 

Greensborough was too urban, a mixture of so many ethnic varieties that practically 

everyone had an immigration story.  
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Thoughts about bringing up the past. 

Our memories shape us, yet they are not always a conscious element, instead lying 

dormant for years, triggered by someone or something. Sometimes the recalled event 

is ‘endured in a semiconscious, semi-drugged, semi-awake state’ (DeSalvo 2000: 

163), rendering the memory surreal and difficult to process and to write. I know 

something of that type of recall, where images are fractured, a painful event further 

confused by alcohol consumption. 

 

 Some authors attempt to ‘comprehend extremity’ (Anderson 2011: 116), as 

Joan Didion did in The Year of Magical Thinking (2012), making sense of the period 

after her husband’s death. As she expresses it elsewhere, the weeks and months that 

followed, 

 
cut loose any fixed idea I had ever had about death, about illness, about 
probability and luck, about good fortune and bad, about marriage and children 
and memory, about grief, about the ways in which people do and do not deal 
with the fact that life ends, about the shallowness of sanity, about life itself. 
(2006: 7)  

 

Didion writes scenes that seem to be replaying, a repeated response to the death event 

that she later diagnoses in another story as ‘pathological bereavement’ (2006: 51). In 

my own experience with painful memories, the process of working through my 

feelings has involved circular thoughts and rewriting a scene, compulsively returning 

to the moment to better render it, understand it, explain it. I grappled with an inner 

struggle about a certain night because the memory seems both hallucinatory and real. 

Trying to write about these remnants of memory is trying to make sense out of the 

senseless. As Ffion Murphy and Philip Neilsen state, ‘there is a danger in ‘too readily 

associating writing with healing’ (2008). Writing, for me, can be a refuge, a place to 

visit and jot down thoughts, to make sense out of incessant overthinking. Writing can 

sometimes be transformative, especially if I can call it fiction. Calling my writing 

non-fiction immediately invites a special type of intimacy, and I imagine a reader 

leaning in, listening. For me the image of the reader forms a troubled intimacy. I feel 

obliged to reveal and rationalise a life that sometimes defies rationalisation.  
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Floating incidents. 

Woolf characterised the past as ‘a long ribbon of scenes, emotions’ (1985: 67) with 

great tracts of information left out. The boring, ‘non-being’ (70) parts are forgotten 

while the ‘exceptional moments’ (71), whether good or bad, are recalled with clarity. 

Woolf termed those memories as ‘moments of being’ (78), ‘floating incidents’ (77), 

which a writer will most often utilize.   

 

Moments and floating incidents, a panoply of accounts that need to be 

orchestrated and compiled into something that makes sense… I have selected and 

filtered stories. Time is condensed. I have avoided the use of dialogue in many 

instances since I didn’t record any. As a narrative device, the dialogue never rang true 

and was devoid of the kind of snappy banter I could assume with fiction, where 

dialogue can advance a plot, reveal character, change the course of the story.   

Stephen King referred to writing as a ‘telepathy’ (2002: 77) between writer 

and reader, and so I move from setting to setting, finding the best way to tell my 

ribbons of scenes so that in the transference, the stories might parallel others’ 

experiences.  

Perhaps the purpose and point of my writing is to leave traces for others, unity 

or support, so someone like my daughter – or son – can reach for the words, be 

comforted that someone has stood in their shoes, has felt and witnessed similar things, 

has prevailed, was daunted but kept going. Reading the work of others can be 

enlivening and invigorating. Writing may not always change the world, but 

sometimes a piece of writing speaks to a reader at the right time, and gives a spark of 

hope and energy.  

 

 

Going to Queensland, mate. 

Queensland seemed like the dreams of Dad’s lush imaginations: a place of bananas, 

pineapples and palm trees, hot and easy living with the windows flung open year-

round. Some wag in my Greensborough class quipped that Queensland was the 

‘backward state of Australia.’ I had only vaguely heard of Surfers Paradise, and 

imagined salty surf boys, the type with blonde, wild hair and low-slung shorts, 

showing off strapping arms in Billabong and Rusty singlets. We’d have beaches 

galore, sunshine and pale blue skies, the images I conjured in anticipation so much 
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like crimp-edged postcards sent from a tropical island. I counted out the weeks to 

head into yet another adventure, Dad fuelling my imagination with talk of constant 

swimming weather, ice cream in the sun. Mum said we wouldn’t need winter clothes.  

 

I liked the idea of swapping our suburban estate for a place where thunderous 

sub-tropical storms bent palms and trees, whipped the ocean into epic waves, and 

followed it up the next day with heated asphalt shimmering with steam, the sun 

sparkling off wet grass. In my imagination I was bikini-clad and held hands with 

some handsome boy at a beach. In the ‘burbs of Greensborough I’d seen enough black 

stove-pipe jeans worn with moccasins and black t-shirts, BMX bikes, the boys 

somehow, always, with an appearance of gritty appetites.  

 

 

Good questions. 

 
On what basis of judgment does the writer include or omit key objects, facts or 
memories in order to construct a narrative? In what sense is it ethical to use 
that which belongs to another as a field for creative writing? And, whose story 
is being told? (Green 2012) 
  

I will begin with the last two questions first and say that our stories are always bound 

in those of others and separating them is virtually impossible: ‘The time before one’s 

own memory, the story of where one came from, remains out of reach, recoverable 

only in the story of others’ (Anderson 2011: 120). From earliest childhood we are 

bound through narrative to others. Telling my story will always involve others, and so 

appropriation – of stories, lives, objects – will always be the underlying ethical 

dilemma that can only be answered and circumnavigated by the individual author. In 

my case, I omit names and most identifying features to conceal identity. I also know 

how fictionalised my stories have become. No one should feel alarmed.  

 

Lionel Shriver calls writing 
 

a disrespectful vocation by its nature – prying, voyeuristic, kleptomaniacal, 
and presumptuous... When Truman Capote wrote from the perspective of 
condemned murderers from a lower economic class than his own, he had some 
gall. But writing fiction takes gall. (Shriver 2016) 
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I suspect Shriver is proud of her disrespectful vocation, the gall it takes to 

conceptualise, re-order a world (or many worlds) and, while at it, seize any 

opportunities to experiment. Shriver’s words sound somewhat boastful, that writers 

are by nature quiet assassins, the silent observers in a social setting, waiting to pounce 

once back with their writing tools. I admit to pick-pocketing stories, characters, 

situations. Learning the art of voyeuristic eavesdropping while engaged in a 

conversation with someone else is a valuable skill. Perhaps I am presumptuous, 

thinking someone, somewhere will want to read anything I produce, will take away 

some small form of pleasure.    

 

 Omitting key objects, facts or memories cannot ever ‘construct a narrative’, in 

my view. For me, ‘memorable moments’ (Manguso 2015: 4) and ‘exceptional 

moments’ (Woolf 1985: 71) are those most likely to invoke some understanding – of 

myself, my family, my writing process. Trying to create (imaginary) coherence isn’t 

where my interest lies – it lies instead with the possibility of new knowledge, the 

fragmentary process enabling a space to open for something to happen.  

 

 

Moving the hard way. 

Dad drove from Melbourne by a borrowed truck, loaded with our belongings, 

including a half-dead spruce tree strapped with fraying ropes between cabin and 

trailer. My brother and I followed the truck with Mum, in a bright orange Ford 

Falcon, the kind with stainless steel belt buckles that burnt welts into skin in mid-

summer. Ten minutes into the trip and Sheeba vomited with a loud cough. The smell 

in the car was suddenly sharp, my brother bending forward with his hands over his 

mouth, yelling ‘Gross!’ I laughed, Mum said ‘Paska!’ and pulled to the side of the 

road, swatting at Sheeba who was trying to climb out of her mess, clawing Mum’s 

bare legs into blood beads. 

 

 We stood on the side of the road in the heat. Mum dabbed her scratches with a 

tissue dotted with her blood. Sheeba was tied to the towbar, panting in the shade. The 

only thing on hand to clean the car was a box of tissues and the chunky vomit kept 

breaking the thin paper.  
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I don’t remember where we slept or how long the trip took. My next memory 

is of us driving through Surfers Paradise lit up at dusk, leaning out our car window, 

hair wind-milling around our faces, staring out at rows of flashing lights and neon 

signs, breathing in a wafting sugary scent. Later I would find the scent to be Royal 

Copenhagen ice cream cones cooking on waffle irons. From the confines of the car 

that stretch of Gold Coast Highway seemed like Disneyland. Surfers Paradise was 

immediately intoxicating and seductive. I couldn’t wait to walk under the neon lights 

and join the crowds strolling in and out of shops, milling in front of shopwindows and 

footpaths. 

  

 

Stress hormones. 

Mundane events hardly ever leave strong traces. Emotional events, those with 

‘affective intensity’ (Probyn 2005: 65), trigger the release of adrenaline and cortisol, 

and ‘act as stimuli for keeping memories alive’ (Hustvedt 2011: 42). In many ways, a 

memoir is a logbook of an author’s most stressful or emotionally impacting life 

events. 

 

 ‘True stories can’t be told forward, only backward’ (Hustvedt 2011: 38). 

Memories are an act of ‘bringing bits of the past into present consciousness’ (61), the 

stories sometimes crowded with feeling. The act of writing initiates not only the 

images currently being written, but additional memories, sometimes suppressed or 

just forgotten. Writing itself can act as a ‘memory tool’ (68). It is not a stretch to 

think, then, that the very act of writing releases stress hormones since ‘writing is a 

corporeal activity’ (Probyn 2005: 141), especially when writing ‘reconnects [the 

writer] with [a] horror’ (154).  

 

 In my own practice, reconnecting with past horror has manifested by wanting 

to avoid the writing. The consequent feelings of shame, unease and dread are difficult 

to shake off. I tried not to write when I was already in a sombre mood.  

Do writers often express their mood when they write? How the current mood 

seeps into the work? Just like the recommendation not to drink and dial, writing is the 

work of the emotion of the moment. At times I have felt particularly magnanimous, 

the feelings carried on from having a good day, of having something published, 
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someone being kind. Other days things have been bad, a fight, the kids playing up, 

lack of sleep, and the stories are consequently wrung out in the midst of this 

emotional maelstrom, words hurled about. The extremes of emotional state are not 

good for memoir. Self-pitying and revenge do not make for good stories. Colouring 

everything the seven hues of a rainbow isn’t good either.    

 

 

Shifting sands. 

In my thirty-plus years on the Gold Coast the landscape has changed, a good part 

demolished and reinvented, sometimes several times. Surfers Paradise is repetitively 

revamped to maintain its tourism drawcard. Real Estate – building and developing, 

selling and buying – seems to be the second closest industry after tourism.  

 

Placards are set into pathways in Southport to denote where historically 

significant buildings once stood, long demolished to make way for shinier, taller, 

commercial and residential towers. The skyline has become increasingly congested as 

developers compete in their own space race: building taller liveable structures. Down 

below, entrepreneurs serve coffee and cater to the hipster crowd, that finicky 

demographic of drifters in fedoras, modern hippies standing in ironic contrast to the 

quick-buck reputation of the Gold Coast.  

 

With each summer storm, nature tries to reclaim land, sandbanks forming and 

falling in steep inclines, fences and walkways disappearing. The City Council fights 

beach erosion to prevent multi-million-dollar homes from disappearing into the 

Pacific Ocean, and to make sure visitors to the area actually get to dig their toes into 

our advertised shoreline.  

 

Since John Oxley landed at Mermaid Beach, and Nerang was established for a 

cedar industry, the Gold Coast has been a noted holiday destination. The glamorous, 

tropical styled resorts welcome the tourist into a deliberately built spatial discourse 

not shared by the border suburbs, the places I usually hang out, where I grew up. 

Maps are a scaled version of place. If I stand on the side of Gold Coast Highway in 

Burleigh Heads and look past the bright yellow surf-patrol tower, towards the high-

rise rooftops visible on Burleigh Hill, I am not annotated. Detail, such as personal 
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history, economics, ownership, culture and story are not visible in maps. Cartography 

represents place yet doesn’t instruct the viewer beyond its neatly illustrated ways to 

travel within its borders. 

 

Solnit writes that places give us ‘continuity, something to return to, and 

offer[s] a familiarity that allows some portion of our lives to remain connected and 

coherent’ (2014: 30). Intertwining memories with geography is a ‘way of stitching 

ourselves in place’ (Rendle-Short 2006). Places are ‘coded with narrative 

significances’ and some are ‘recognise[d] as sacred, memorial or celebratory sites’ 

(Krauth 2003). Geographical notions are important as they work as both destination 

and repository. It is more than a setting, which as a literary element, usually functions 

to enhance character, depict mood, foreshadow, add thematic meanings. In memoir, 

for me in any case, landscape and architecture are embedded with stories. I’ve 

ascribed meanings to places, psychologically bound stories to various buildings and 

locales, the writing coming through the house, beach, club or high-rise that I visit in 

my mind. Places are embodied with the texture of the individual’s lived experience. I 

see and feel myself in these places even though there isn’t any tactile evidence 

(beyond photographs) that I ever lived in any of the places I write about.    

 

To demonstrate:  

Number fifteen, Mediterranean Drive Benowa, is a dead-end street bordering 

Benowa State High School. In my imagination, near the road’s edge, sits a compact 

brick house with a tin letterbox. The numerals are prismatic silver stickers. The house 

has an overgrown yard, a concrete path leading to the front door, a narrow concrete 

footpath leading from the backdoor to a Hills Hoist. Today I used Google Maps and 

viewed the house via satellite imaging. In the pictures on my computer I see the front 

yard is still overgrown, but several varieties of palm block the front view of the house. 

A metal shed stands at the end of a driveway, where I believe the Hills Hoist used to 

be. The image on my computer doesn’t match the one in my mind. The orientation of 

the new shed, the moved fence (has it moved or was it always positioned there?) is 

disorienting. 

 

 This is where I first lived when we arrived on the Gold Coast. This house 

represents some seminal teen memories: a first kiss with a boy I had a crush on; 
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getting into trouble for being brought home by the police after they saw my friend and 

I walking along the street at four am; a New Year’s party with West Coast Coolers 

and a nameless boy who slipped his hand into my pants. Mostly I feel embarrassed, 

thinking back on my idiotic escapades. But I also feel profound sadness. This house 

and location represent many melancholy memories, wound up with the beginning of 

Mum’s drinking escalating, the difficulties of trying to find a way to fit into the 

Queensland culture, and the emergence of male attention, at first welcome, then fast 

escalating into unwelcome and frightening. 

 

 

Benowa. 

At Mediterranean Drive we unpacked our belongings into a small, three-bedroom, 

adjoining-kitchen-lounge rental with short awnings and pale brown brickwork that 

turned into a heated oven in summer. A tilted Hills Hoist creaked slowly out the back; 

a narrow, concrete footpath led from backdoor to hoist. A two-storey house next door 

had windows overlooking the small square of our backyard, an architectural feature 

turning us into goldfish. On all sides we were surrounded by grey timber fencing with 

gaps large enough for the neighbours’ dogs to stick their noses through and sniff us 

out, barking until we went back inside. Sheeba added to the cacophony.   

 

Dad had promised beachside living, water and sunshine. We only got the 

sunshine, hot and heavy, the air shimmering at ten paces. The beach was at least a car-

ride away, my fantasies of ocean-side flirtations drowned within hours.   

 

Our new home was uninspiring in every way possible: cramped and stingy, 

with swirling seventies carpet and old appliances. Mum often stood next to the sink, 

with its constant, slow-dripping leak, smoking, staring into the tiny backyard. Her box 

of cigarettes and matches always rested on the sill of the window, framed by off-

white, frilly nylon curtains. A glass of white wine, sweating along with her, started 

appearing regularly. Any chance I could, I dropped her cigarettes into the sink and 

ruined the pack by running water over it.  

 

Mum wiped sweat from her brow, flapped the hems of her dresses, sometimes 

tucking them into her undies and sitting in the back doorway, hoping to catch even the 
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briefest of ocean breezes. 

 

Mum had started exhibiting a kind of melancholy I hadn’t noticed before, and 

I recall its presence clearly even now as I write, an experience Drusilla Modjeska 

postulates as a plausible phenomenon of youthful recall: ‘It may be in the nature of 

memory that experiences that come to us when we are very young, and not yet 

equipped to interrogate them, remain the most vivid’ (Modjeska 2015). I had some 

understanding that Mum’s sadness caused her to drink. I didn’t have an adult’s 

perspective on her mental health, how she had been traumatised or where the sadness 

began. Mum sometimes spoke to us, ambiguously and while tipsy, about what had 

happened to her when she was a child. She held onto other secrets, letting things slip 

so we had some of the puzzle pieces, but not enough to gather full understanding, the 

kind of understanding that leads to sympathy, gained through backstory and 

explanation. The end result was an atmosphere of secretive business; something bad 

had happened, but we didn’t quite know what. In any case, it was the kind of 

disclosure and withholding that we were too young to be in contact with. 

 

The memories I transcribe hold the most emotional gravity, moments where I 

have felt on the brink of becoming lost or being left behind in some way. That house 

in Benowa holds specific feelings. I see dripping taps, a tilted Hills Hoist, 

claustrophobic smallness, shimmering heat, all descriptions that represent sadness. To 

me, place isn’t a convenient background used to prop up a narrative. They are 

intimate sites that invoke ‘historical narrative energy’ (Krauth 2003). The energy, 

there at Mediterranean Drive, is negative. The imagery that comes forward is gloomy, 

depressing, exhausting. I have a feeling of being under siege, perhaps sounding 

overdramatic in writing right now, but the notion of being trapped has wound its way 

here, maybe through how my parents interacted with each other in this house. 

 

Perhaps, in some way, some of these geographical sites have also become 

totems because I have moved around so much: in Australia my family lacks historical 

belonging. Through my writing I am constantly trying to find, and go back to, 

‘moments of becoming’ (Solnit 2014: 113), those instances where I felt I had roots; a 

future that had yet to become disillusioned.   
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Different moments. 

‘Moments of becoming’ (Solnit 2014: 113); ‘moments of being’, ‘exceptional 

moments’ (Woolf 1985: 71); and ‘memorable moments’ (Manguso 2015: 4), all 

occupy similar terrain. All probe the past, going back to a time that made an 

impression (whether through sight, sound, scent sensation or perception) through an 

extraordinary impact; an awareness that something remarkable was occurring, even 

though at the time we may not be wholly aware about how the moment was notable.  

 

From childhood, especially, I have retained the most vivid recollections from a 

time when comprehension was limited. I remember lying in grass, so it was summer. 

The lake was a short distance away, and lying next to me was a woman, a friend of 

Grandmother’s. We watched clouds and the woman pointed out shapes the clouds 

morphed into. I recall seeing the shape of a dog. I felt the warm sun on my skin. I 

recall being pleased, feeling happy; perhaps I have retained the memory purely 

because I was delighted or satisfied that an adult was spending time with me, was 

speaking to me like I wasn’t a child. 

 

 Thinking back now, I wonder if I was a lonely child.  

 

My brother wasn’t born until I was nearly four; there was only one child that 

lived in walking distance. Another friend lived a fair drive away, only an occasional 

visitor, and so most of my interactions must have been with adults, until I started 

school aged seven. 

 

Much of my past could be put together in this way – from disparate images, 

from layering impressions on long ago memories that now don’t give any other 

meaning unless I dissect the memory from my current perspective, from clues I put 

together in my current present. The conclusion I can draw now is that I remember that 

seemingly insignificant moment because the experience was different to all other 

experiences thus far. 

 

It seems both surprising and obvious that I may have been lonely. 
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Sometimes a moment has been granted exceptional status – that is, a story that 

has been recorded for posterity – because it has been repeated many times. As in the 

case of Woolf, where she described these exceptional moments as events that have 

‘come to the surface unexpectedly… two of these moments end[ing] in a state of 

despair’ (1985: 71). Woolf proposes that in all cases, the events were a type of 

‘shock’ (71), something to be dissected at a later stage, something to tell others as 

they made their recurrence.  

 

Manguso writes that ‘time isn’t made of moments; it contains moments’ 

(2015: 5). She aimed to alleviate the loss of her perception of time by attempting to 

record all the moments – including the unmemorable. Her diary, a ‘record of 

everything that had ever happened’ (3) was eight hundred thousand words long. And 

this explains why memory (or time, as Manguso states) contains only moments: the 

idea of retaining more is almost monstrous.  

 

Solnit refers to moments of becoming as the point in time we feel we stepped 

into our intended identity, or the moment we found an identity that solidified our 

ideology. I feel in the course of a lifetime these moments of becoming might be 

numerous, and can probably be pinpointed in hindsight. These are the (seemingly) 

small narrative threads – isolated from our larger life story – that profoundly changed 

our way of thinking or being.   

 

  

New school, old tricks. 

Benowa High School, with its motto of Striving and Caring, was chosen for its 

convenience of being straight across the road from our rental. My parents already 

knew some Finns in the area, and so Mum’s friend, whose grasp of English was only 

marginally more solid than hers, helped me enrol. I remember the principal spoke to 

us deliberately, slowly, like there was something wrong with our faculties. He then 

called in an older boy sitting outside his office, on detention, and told him to show me 

around. The boy pointed out the best spot for smoking without being busted by 

teachers. He toured me around the perimeter of white brick buildings with stark red 

numbers painted on the side of each. The chain-link fence and patchy grass on the 

oval made my new school look like a low-rent prison.  
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I slotted into the school with initial excitement. I figured it would be a New 

Me in this New Place, an opportunity to forge a different personality, one where I 

might be less Finnish, or might feel like I fit in. 

 

Soon I saw that kids in Queensland were pretty much how they were in 

Victoria, except that on the Gold Coast everyone had a tan. I was stripped of my 

ambitions of becoming someone new. My skin was too pale, hair too short and cut 

into a bevan style popular in Melbourne: shorter up top and sides, longer at the back. I 

wasn’t sporty, and I didn’t even have the redemptive power of a boyfriend. My 

aspirations of becoming someone new dissolved fast. My aspirations of being cool 

were dashed. I wrote letters to friends in Greensborough and lied about how fantastic 

everything was. I invented a boyfriend, developed his characteristics based on a kid in 

class, a mop-top surfer with large white teeth, skinny legs and wide shoulders.  

 

There was a band of bitches that haunted the female amenities, my new 

friends alerting me to their bullying, smoking and their habit of peering over the toilet 

stall walls and doors as we tried to pee or get changed for sport. We hoped most of 

them would drop out by grade ten and then we’d have peace in the toilet blocks.  

 

The Striving and Caring became an ironic emblem. Some of the male teachers 

were pervs and flirts, peering down tops, speaking in innuendo. A sports teacher with 

a large, round belly, barked at us that we were lazy. Mrs Neilsen, married to one of 

the surfing-legend Brothers Neilsen, drove to school in her gold Porsche. I liked her 

frosty, highlighted hair, impeccable nails and the way she seemed kind of cold.  

 

Caning was still allowed in Queensland schools, a Dickensian throwback. Our 

math teacher, an older man with white hair, oversized glasses and socks pulled up to 

highlight bony knees, threw bits of chalk and dusters at us with monotonous 

inaccuracy. He looked tired after years of speaking at teens too busy scrawling in 

textbook margins, carving their names into the cheap desktops, passing notes, 

balancing on two legs of their chairs, or popping pimples. Those pieces of chalk 

would whizz past our ears, landing at the back of the classroom. By the end of some 

classes the dark carpet was stippled with chalk, the teacher slumped in his chair, 
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sometimes seated so he wasn’t even facing us.  

 

A science teacher was fond of short stubby shorts, sneakers and tennis socks. 

He stank of alcohol and cigarette fumes and told us great scientific facts, like if our 

big toe and two next toes were of equal length, we would make great ballerinas. No 

one seemed to strive, much less care, and so my grades started their decline. My last 

school portrait, from grade twelve, is posed in the typical fashion they still use today: 

slightly side on, staring into the camera, arms at sides. My hair is white blonde with 

loose curls, probably from a leftover perm. I have a fringe, softly covering one eye. I 

seem to be trying for a smile, but either the photographer took the photo before I got 

there, or I changed my mind. Either way, the attempted smile hasn’t reached my eyes 

at all. My eyes look lifeless.   

 

 

Reproduction. 

A memory is akin to a photograph. The writer can ‘bring out aspects of the original… 

able to employ such techniques as enlargement or slow motion to capture images that 

are quite simply beyond natural optics’ (Benjamin 2008: 6). The internal camera lens 

of the writer makes continual adjustments. I like the idea of writing being beyond 

natural optics. It hints at a kind of mystical realm, being able to see around corners, 

into the past, a double act of vision: writing and seeing the words on my laptop while 

at the same time a moving reel of images and thoughts are whirring behind the eyes. 

I’m inhabiting two zones at the same time, the one where I sit and write in 2019, the 

other is… another time, another place. Both seem just as vivid.   

The images enlarged for the reader are only an aspect of the original, even 

though I claim ‘objectivity, precision and truthfulness, which allow[s] [photography] 

to be used as an investigative tool capable of capturing, assessing and retransmitting 

the contours of modern life’ (Leslie in Benjamin 2016a: 12). The idea of truth in 

memoir, in photography, is well covered, but it still bears mentioning several times. I 

apologise for the repetition, but it’s what keeps me grounded, this reminder to not 

start creating new worlds, scenes.  

Writing is a kind of ‘thinking aloud’ (Modjeska 2002: 85), and now as I copy 

that quote down, I immediately disagree, thinking well, not really, I can’t write as fast 

as my thoughts, the way they tumble over one another and careen around my head 
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and now I can’t think why that quote seemed like a lightning bolt a minute ago.    

 

 Herve Guibert calls photography a ‘bad mediator’ (1982: 75). Words are not 

an effective mediator either. Between memory and page, the writing never seems up 

to the task, and as Gibbs writes, ‘Writing doesn’t always know what it wants to say’ 

(2006: 159). It’s like telling a story to someone through a wall, having this idea, or 

that, pursuing it across the page and trying to pin it down. The agonizing process 

usually results in what feels like reading back over shadows – the original idea has 

faded in the course of writing/editing. I shuffle between the different versions, that of 

an actual photo and what I am writing. 

 

 

Trying to fit in. 

I wore short skirts and carried a black plastic briefcase, a Walkman cord trailing into 

it. I bought the briefcase from Granny May’s, earning the money bussing tables 

during school holidays at Stratton Court, a café inside a glamorous new construction 

called The Galleria. The interior of the building was a mini-mall, an entrance from 

one end into an adjoining hotel. The briefcase looked edgy, a personal image I was 

trying on for size. Inside I felt nothing like what I looked like on the outside. I wanted 

to fool outsiders into thinking that perhaps I was tough and edgy and cool, instead of 

shy and unsure and almost invisible to my parents.  

 

 Stratton Court sold over-priced steak sandwiches, and chocolate mousse set in 

stemmed glassware. My boss was a blonde with hard black eyeliner and pointed nails. 

She frequently wore leather pants and billowing blouses, a word I learned from Sweet 

Valley High. She didn’t walk. She strutted, high heels clacking against the marble or 

granite floor when she crossed from her coffee shop to a menswear shop, delivering 

the umpteenth coffee to the man who sold multi-hued silk shirts and ties there, 

opposite or next-door to Brian Rochford, the swim-wear window display set with 

designs exposing women’s hips and tits, their cut-high-both-ways Bond girl vibe 

making my fingers itch to have a pair. The menswear man’s shirts also billowed, an 

attempt at hiding his belly. His steel-rimmed glasses reflected light, his pinky ring 

glinted when he stood outside the shop and my boss touched his arm and smoothed 

her hair. I cleared tables and sponged off coffee stains and wiped crumbs and leftover 
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food into a large white busking bucket, furtively watching the strut and flirt. On her 

return from the coffee delivery, she liked to run her fingers along the brass railings 

leading to the cashier, checking for dust and sticky handprints. 

 

In hindsight, I was probably trying to cultivate confidence and assertiveness to 

fool outsiders into thinking that perhaps I was. That case was symbolic and 

symptomatic of how I felt. I wanted to fit in and by owning something recognisable 

and desirable, I thought it could open some type of gateway into feeling like the cool 

kids must. I can still recall a fleeting sense of empowerment when I first carried the 

case, just before imposter syndrome kicked in and I thought everyone could see my 

fraudulent attitude, and that the case didn’t really belong to me.  

 

I believe I felt disconnected from my family, as most teenagers probably feel 

at some stage, and so that briefcase was an object I used as a type of defence, and for 

courage. I am still surprised at what will remain in memory and then present some 

decades later, that the case seemed an unremarkable object, until I recalled the image 

of walking and carrying it.  

 

I had started to feel the sliding glances from grown men sitting at worksites, 

old pervs eyeing my tanned legs on the street. Boys at school started commenting on 

our tits, a comparable study on cup sizes. They brazenly pointed out our flaws and 

complimented pleasing body parts like slim ankles, round arses, toned legs. Boys and 

men liked hair long, so we grew hair long. Tans were preferred, so we oiled up at the 

beach. Body hair was anathema, so we shaved and plucked. My teen girlhood seemed 

a study in trying to be something pleasing to the male gaze, never stopping to think if 

the behaviour was reciprocated by the boys, or why it was important in the first place.   

I was fighting genetics all the way. My skin had a pale, almost blue hue, 

turning a bright apple colour after oiling and baking. But that’s what I did, for a day’s 

worth of tan, before it all peeled off in giant flakes, and I had to start the process all 

over again. Teen summers became rounds of working, tanning and hanging out with 

my best friend. She lived in Ashmore, close enough for us to ride our bikes to the 

beach at the crack of dawn, over Chevron Island Bridge with our backpacks and 

sarongs flailing behind us. My best friend’s mum was a nurse and her dad had been a 

doctor. He died, from some type of cancer. I don’t recall what kind of cancer. She 
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didn’t speak about him much, only occasionally saying she missed him, how much 

different her life would be if he was still alive. 

 

 

Sex education. 

I wanted life to be like Sixteen Candles and The Breakfast Club, so I was mildly 

shocked when two friends in grade ten told me about nipple tweaking, penis sucking 

and fucking on all fours.  

 

When I finally had a fledgling sexual experience, my partner spent a lot of 

time rubbing and grinding himself against me. His fingers were fumbling and 

distracting, the whole encounter bordering on a clinical examination, or evidently, an 

experience with a focus on his pleasure. 

 

I started reading Dolly and then Cleo to find out how sex was really meant to 

work and learned about masturbation instead. The general gist of sex was that boys 

were generally selfish and had uncontrollable urges. (Don’t give them blue-balls!) I 

learned that female pleasure was easiest solved with some DIY.  

 

 

Mothers. 

Woolf admits that writing To the Lighthouse (1927) was an exorcism of her mother:  

 
I wrote the book very quickly; and when it was written, I ceased to be 
obsessed by my mother… I suppose that I did for myself what psycho-analysts 
do for their patients. I expressed some very long felt and deeply felt emotion. 
(1985: 81)  
 

I write about Mum to try it out as an exorcism, where the stories act as a medium to 

dispel the continuing, hurtful memories I carry around. I feel ashamed that I still feel 

this way, several decades after everything happened. Why can’t I just suck it up and 

get over it? Even through writing I’ve yet to circumvent the ill feelings and blame I 

like to heap on her in my mind. Why the secrets, the drinking, the embarrassing 

behaviour? I want to go back in time and shake her. Maybe that’s what I’m doing 

here. When she reads this, it will shake her. And I already feel bad about that, too.   
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Woolf’s mother died when she was so very young, which explains her 

obsession. Mine didn’t. Mum was instead born again as a Pentecostal Christian. 

Which, in hindsight, was a kind of death, since she became and acted like a 

completely different person. She was able to shed her persona, the partying, drinking 

one, and come out the other side with fresh new skin. She expunged bad behaviour by 

finding religion. She found a way to escape any chance of me sitting down at some 

point and making her face the past as I had experienced it.  

 

 

Becoming Pentecostal: Part One.  

Bernadette Brennan observes in her close reading of Maggie MacKellar’s memoir 

When It Rains that MacKellar ‘cannot separate her experiences of fear and grief’ 

(2012). I recognise that a part of my grief is losing the identity I had forged through 

my parents. I am no longer the daughter they previously saw. Now they see 

something else, someone to be fixed or transformed with (and through) Pentecostal 

beliefs. I’m a sinner. Their sins were forgiven by a third-party.  

 

 My experience of ‘losing’ someone to something other than death is not 

unique – people succumb to alcoholism and drugs and mental illness, a mutation of a 

person once known into something else – a shadow of their former selves? Marriages 

expire. Bereavement in all these ‘other’ ways isn’t perhaps as readily recognised: 

there are no parameters for this type of bereavement; no funeral to attend, no wake to 

organise, no way to symbolically express a farewell to the person here but gone.  

 

 I have deployed a construct for dealing with my parents now, one of extreme 

politeness and avoiding subjects I know will start arguments. Don’t speak about other 

religions (Muslims especially). Homosexuality and anything to do with deviating 

from gender norms is an inciting topic. Films and/or books that might be construed as 

ungodly or encouraging witchcraft are best avoided, and this includes Harry Potter. 

The potential conversations that are now off-limits have become quite comprehensive. 

 

Brennan writes that ‘often it is this need to say goodbye that drives writers to 

find some expression of their loss’ (Brennan 2012). Strangely, I guess, I didn’t come 
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to recognise my symptoms as grief until I started writing. I didn’t begin this artefact 

with the idea that I would in some way fix the unfixable. Eventually it became clear 

what I was doing here, a subconscious urge emerging through the word and how I 

leaned particularly towards those writers who stop-started, were grappling with events 

that had caused some form of chaos in their psychology. Setting myself to write gave 

me a space to think, even on those days when I wrote very little. Just sitting with my 

books and articles and laptop forged a different mental space. Writing involves hours 

of contemplation and germination of ideas, and it is in those intervals between the 

writing that I really began to see, and maybe that’s what Benjamin really meant by 

beyond natural optics.   

 

 

Cohesion is a passion killer. 

There are many ways to approach cohesion. Instead of chronology, make it 

metaphorical, use innovative structure or form. I’ll be cheeky for a moment and say 

that in the current age I write, aren’t audiences so versed in the idea of montage in the 

every-day that the whole enterprise of conventional order and timelines is old hat?   

Among the memoirs that I greatly admire, Yuknavitch’s The Chronology of 

Water (2010) and Quinn Eades’ All the Beginnings (2015) both delight and challenge 

by usurping chronology. Both refusing to settle for conventions of style. Their non-

linearity makes for compelling reading, the issues more condensed, immediate, real, 

as if you might be in conversation with the authors, a certain immediacy and urgency 

in the words. Like actual conversations, the writing changes course, circles back, is 

sometimes open ended. Both these memoirs deliberately set out to engage the reader 

through mind and body trauma, through the interweaving of philosophy and 

methodology, to ‘put the reader in their body through language’ (Yuknavitch 2010: 

311), to bring to life the struggles of a female body, of a queer body. They both create 

exegetical overlaps, mixing the artistic with the political, exploring the intimate 

within the broader society. Their voices are argumentative and persuasive, demanding 

to be heard, advocating for acceptance. As Lee Gutkind says, ‘We must write away 

the stigma, tell our true stories, until the stigma no longer exists’ (2014: ix). Each new 

voice, each new perspective, allows others (like me) to forge their own forms, to take 

control of our stories, contributing to change. Subverting popular discourse, especially 

for the marginalised, is a way to fight back. It is the subject re-shaping the text. 
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Maybe not all stigmas can be completely erased; there’s no point in kidding ourselves 

about that, but some can be alleviated by bringing them into greater focus through 

language, so we might all begin to acclimatise. Like the ever-hopeful work to stem 

the surging tide of family violence, to stop marginalising the queer, to finally fight our 

way to equality. These are all real-life issues, not just theorised concepts.   

 

 

Internal and external locations. 

Writing past trauma, using my body as content and my family for narrative, comes 

with consequences. Writers, as an occupational hazard, generally exhibit healthy 

imaginations, and so the more I imagined my family’s reactions to some of the things 

I wrote about, the closer I came to being incapable of writing. The decision to write 

memoir was frightening.  

 

Memoir relies on the writer’s internal landscape and the ‘I’ is the prevailing 

subject, but it also engages with those external aspects that shaped the ‘I’. In my case, 

I had inadvertently, at first, stumbled into the idea of displacement as a theme. That 

theme suited the transitions from place to place, each of the ‘worlds’ where I grew up 

very different. I also found that the locations were actually where I felt myself to be 

connected, both to family, and the versions of myself that the locations represented.  

 

Essentially, there are two types of connection: me to the geographical 

locations, and the relationship of the locations to each other. This idea of internal and 

external locations (and their relatedness) gave shape to the narration of not only my 

interior story, but that of Finnish and Australian landscapes, and the Gold Coast 

topography I also had a connection to. All aspects were important in trying to unearth 

my former self, and to understand how I had forged my identity. As Caren Kaplan 

writes: ‘Modern cities, especially major ports, function as crucibles where identities 

are formed, transformed, and fixed’ (1996: 31). I was transformed from Finnish to 

Australian on the Gold Coast. This is where I was old enough to stop attending parties 

and events with my parents, was able to get on with becoming a quasi-Australian by 

merging with main-stream Gold Coast culture. Mum, of all people, enabled me to first 

start taking those steps to independence by taking a job on Chevron Island, a hub of 

small business and residential living, the road leading from the Southport precinct 
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straight over to Surfers Paradise.   

 

I have grown up with a dispersed family, most remaining in several different 

areas of Finland; some here in Australia, but living in Melbourne, somehow just as 

separated and unconnected to us as if they had remained in Finland. I have relatives, 

from Dad’s side, that I have never met because that grandfather refused to 

acknowledge his son’s existence. I have moved states and through so many postcodes 

that they warranted their own sections in this narrative because the one way to keep 

track of myself, and my family, was to recall past houses, homes and locales. 

Gabrielle Carey writes that her family felt ‘out of context… disconnected’ (2009: 84) 

without their extended family and blood relatives. I feel the same. I didn’t have the 

sense of belonging that comes from having close family ties with extended family. 

 

At what point does a house or location become this holding place of 

memories? I can see, in hindsight, how places were important to me. I haven’t caught 

myself thinking, this is a significant place at the actual time of living or occupying it 

(besides sentimental moments, those first kisses, first dates). I watch the casual way 

my two children pack and move to a different house and home, and I wonder when 

they will begin to view the preceding place as significant? What specific memories 

will they attach to each house, if any? What does it mean if they fail to attach any 

meaning to any house or location?     

 

Surveying both landscapes – internal and external – soon started to take on a 

darker meaning. I had never dwelled in detail or a prolonged length of time in those 

sites that had the most impact. What I hadn’t given much thought to, was that some of 

those memories were vivid because they terrified me.  

 

 

Antics. 

Mum worked as a beautician on Chevron Island, in a walk-up next-door to 

Goldstein’s Bakery, the stairwell scented with cooking pies and sausage rolls. 

Sometimes I hitched a ride to Chevron Island with Mum. Over the road from 

Goldstein’s was an independent deli cum coffee shop and I purchased a paper-bag 

staining sausage roll from there as often as I could. In the deli worked my boy crush 
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with his Flock of Seagulls hair and a dismissive attitude. I walked across Chevron 

Island Bridge towards Surfers with a couple of dollars leftover for a two-dollar-meal-

deal at Maccas.  

 

I loved Chevron Bridge. It was like crossing a territory, from boring ‘burbs to 

beachfront, the briny scent carried by the breeze marking a halfway point. The heat 

and humidity along the walk meant I was in a perpetual state of undress: bikini top 

and shorts, crop tops and sarong, belly always out to be bronzed. The walk was 

punctuated with cat-calls and whistles from men and boys in passing cars, hanging 

out of windows like thirsty dogs.  

The male attention was meant to be flattering, a compliment. A teen-girls’ 

universal experience was to see herself through men and boys, how they treated and 

spoke of her. The predatory and objectifying language was normal, as was touching. I 

assume I wasn’t alone in knowing eyes were constantly on me, and so on some level I 

became an accomplice to the behaviour. I didn’t cover myself up. I took some kind of 

power from the leering, thought them idiotic for the way they drooled over flesh. It 

seemed harmless, gormless, especially during the day.    

Air-conditioning in cars was not yet the norm, and so it wasn’t unusual to see 

cars headed in the same direction as me, stacked with surfboards, the interiors 

crammed with bodies, arms and long hair flapping in passing, trying to catch the 

cooling breeze.  

 

I hung out in front of Suntower, an older apartment building located on The 

Esplanade. A group of Benowa High boys had claimed it their turf, gathering with 

their boards and macho attitudes. Along the beachfront similar school groups claimed 

other buildings, like Focus and Iluka. My friends and I showed up to tan and run 

Maccas errands. Despite the feminist waves, girls were still treated as eye-candy, with 

open discussions about our tits and asses and the likelihood of being ‘rootable’. The 

group of boys I hung around with were themselves sexually reptilian, lanky boys with 

quivering voices and pimply chests. In hindsight, it was probably a case of safety in 

numbers. We were young, bottom-rung teenagers, outclassed by the older, good 

looking teens who sat closer to the Cavill Avenue shoreline.   

 

The one girl in our group who appeared at the beach carrying a board was 
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greeted with scornful stares, the boys pointing out the way she couldn’t paddle out 

properly, that she spent her time just sitting out the back of the break. Never mind that 

the boys weren’t much better, their stories of waves and barrels increasing 

incrementally with each telling. After the continual harassment, the girl only brought 

the board a few more times before quitting or maybe surfing elsewhere.  

 

On days when the beach was too cold my friends and I would spend time 

around Cavill Avenue. We tried on clothes at Cherry Lane and Esprit and the two-

level Sportsgirl. We gathered at Charlie’s for milkshakes and pancakes, hung out at 

Grundy’s.   

 

Towards the late eighties our tastes matured into padded jackets and high-

waists. We accessed the magic of lay-by at Emu, Country Road, Jag and Stuart 

Membery, and were the best-dressed wankers around. There is a photo of me, aged 

seventeen, wearing a double-breasted suit with gold buttons, tailored shorts and black 

brogues, hair teased and sprayed. I look like Valley Girl.  

 

Gold Coast nightclubs weren’t under any particular pressure to prevent entry from 

underage kids. When found to have no ID, we were asked to sign a waiver, those bits 

of paper often signed as Minnie Mouse or Madonna or Cyndi Lauper. Usually it was 

enough if we recited a fake birth year to a bouncer, some of the guys only a few years 

older than us, happy to flirt, mostly good-naturedly protecting us if someone got too 

handsy. We dolled up with make-up, teased hair into tall, sticky frames and wore 

spindly heels, then marched boldly into smoky and dimly lit clubs with sticky floors 

and dark corners. By seventeen most of the bouncers knew us regulars by name. 

 

 

The Batcave.  

Carrying a bottle of orange juice heavily spiked with Malibu, my friend and I swigged 

in turn all the way from Broadbeach to Surfers, pausing to sit on a concrete wall 

opposite the Surf Club. The club was pumping music, a coloured disco ball strung up, 

strobing. We were drunk, laughing, until two men hollered at us from the balcony. 

We waved. They waved back. 

 



 77 

‘Come up,’ one said and pointed to the entryway. Someone let us in, and we 

were led past partying adults to a clubbies backroom, several bunk beds occupied 

with boys of various ages. 

 

 ‘You ever heard of the Batcave?’ one of them asked.  

 

The Batcave was famous. Boys had told us stories of girls taken to the Batcave 

to be thoroughly groped. The Batcave held a fascination but the image I had conjured 

was nothing like the reality: a tiny, low-ceilinged storage area crammed with exercise 

mats and discarded surf-club crap.  

 

 I’m not sure why we entered the Batcave but we did. 

  

 Actually, I do know. I was taught to be polite, to be nice, to not argue, to laugh 

at men’s jokes because it made them feel good, to be quiet, to be compliant, to follow 

orders, to not stand out. And so that’s where the compliancy led to, following a man 

into a room where I already knew nothing good would happen.  

 

I kissed someone with a rough, stubbled face. He groped my breasts, tried to 

remove parts of my clothing. The conversation and scene that I recall went something 

along these lines: 

 

‘No,’ I said.   

 

‘I’ve got condoms,’ he said.  

 

I was maybe fourteen. Perhaps I was fifteen? I was completely inexperienced 

at handling a man demanding sex. Luckily, he decided to give up the struggle in the 

small space. 

 

‘Just lie still then,’ he said and rubbed his penis against me until he ejaculated. 

 My friend was not so lucky.  
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We stumbled out of the Batcave sometime later and walked back towards her 

home. She showed me her skirt, stained with blood. 

 

 ‘What happened?’ I asked. 

 

 ‘I don’t know. I think I got my period,’ she said. She held her skirt bunched in 

a fist all the way home. She refused to say what else had happened and I had no idea 

even though she had only been metres away from me. Thinking of her blood-stained 

skirt still alarms me. 

 

 

Rape victims. 

Years later, after reading about rape victims, the awful stories my friend told me made 

sense. She told me of being drunk, fucked by two boys, but it might have been three.  

 

She laughed about ant bites over her legs and haunches because she was 

fucked in a park.  

 

She confided someone fucked her on the grassy verge of a friend’s party while 

she had a tampon in.  

 

She told me her brother’s friend got into her bed while she was sleeping and 

fucked her.  

 

She was fucked at a time when rape seemed a hazy area.  

Has much changed in the intervening years? ‘On average, 35% of women have 

experienced physical and/or sexual violence’ (Trenoweth 2015: 4). ‘One in four 

Australian women’ has experienced intimate partner violence (Ross 2015). The 

statistics represent, of course, only the women who have made an official complaint, 

and does not include women for ‘minor’ abuse like exposure to offensive language, 

advertising and media that diminishes women, the way certain men still try to erase 

and exclude women.  
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Women are dying in mindboggling numbers: ‘Every three years the death toll 

tops 9/11’s casualties, though no one declares a war on this particular kind of terror’ 

(Solnit 2014: 23). The numbers Solnit quotes are from America. In Australia, Destroy 

the Joint, an online community dedicated to women’s issues, has an updated, yearly, 

female body count: at the time of writing, 46 women had lost their lives in 2017. In 

2016, 74 women died. Men’s violence against women isn’t rare. It is frighteningly 

close to being common, ordinary, unavoidable.  

 

Jessica Valenti wrote in her memoir Sex Object that ‘it’s not a matter of if 

something bad happens, but when and how bad’ (Valenti 2016: 11). The landscape of 

the sexual economy may have changed since I was a teenager, but now we have 

sexting, revenge porn and cyber bullying to contend with: a space where men can 

freely state that they would like to rape and kill you. A stranger can reach into our 

homes, our safe spaces, and still belittle, objectify and terrorise. We live in a culture 

that still tells us that ‘women’s lives are worth nothing’ (2016: 134).  

So often women are viewed as mere entertainments, and I didn’t want to 

sensationalise any of the women’s stories I re-tell. I don’t want to normalise the 

violence, hence the bared-down listing of crimes in clinical fashion. (I wrote that my 

friend laughed, but perhaps she was hysterical, or had no other way of communicating 

the shame and horror of her situations? Maybe it was me that laughed, because I 

recall being uncomfortable and equally horrified by what she was describing.)  

The female body is a contested site. Women are vulnerable. So how should 

violence against women be written and told? How can it be expressed so it is taken 

seriously, has a voice? My attempt, with this mapping, this body, these words, imparts 

knowledge of one woman and all women at the same time. The reading and writing of 

‘life narratives becomes an act of solidarity thorough which women can understand 

themselves to be part of a powerful cross-cultural collective’ (Whitlock 2007: 118). 

Through the act of solidarity, of recognising ourselves in print, the collective can 

become an agent of change. After the Harvey Weinstein scandal, Tarana Burke’s 

#MeToo movement went viral, and the vital conversation about sexual violence 

against women was finally forced into the public eye. Burke herself hopes that with 

the hashtag movement, a woman who might have been reluctant to report someone, or 

‘[shrug] off a minor grievance may decide to pursue it’ (Burke in Brockes 2018). 

Reporting and writing about a social crisis can work as a catalyst for change. The 
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appropriated #MeToo movement was symbolic at first, but the avalanche of women’s 

voices demanded substantive change. Harvey Wenstein was in deep trouble, even as 

he smiled, waived and denied the accusations to media.  

 

Making my voice, and the voices of those I write about, a part of public 

history is a way of addressing, legitimising and witnessing our vulnerabilities, hurt 

and pain. Women are still viewed as public, dispensable, damaged, inconvenient 

burdens, sluts. Valenti goes a step further, writing that we ‘still have no name for 

what happens to women living in a culture that hates them’ (2016: 13). It can be 

difficult to steer away from writing misery memoir when sometimes all I feel is 

angry, impotent, assailed and sad. On a small scale, there are still male friends who 

are surprised to learn I don’t appreciate demeaning jokes about women. On a larger 

scale, America has a Forbes listed, reality-tv president who has advocated to ‘grab 

them by the pussy’.      

 

My daughter is now around the same age as I was when I was exposed to 

territories that should have been closed off to me. The images in my memory include 

a feeling that I knew what I was doing at the time, but I imagine that’s my adult 

cognition linking understanding and feelings I am familiar with now, giving a false 

sense of my awareness in the past. Especially feelings about sexual pleasure. I could 

not have been anything but frightened. 

 

Sue Joseph asks if the commodifying of ‘trauma as life writing within a 

tertiary setting [is] an ethical practice’ (2011). I believe it depends on the ethics in 

question. In the first instance, why is a personal story termed as ‘commodified’? I will 

defend my own experience and decision by saying I was determined to write. I 

personally found the tertiary setting to be a safe space. I had access to supervisory 

consults, conferences, the words and voices of other women pursuing lines of enquiry 

about similar experiences. I could access counselling, if I needed. Up until the point 

of examination, I was under no particular obligation to show the work to anyone, 

except my trusted supervisors. By the time I was up for examination, I was in good 

shape to share the whole work.  

I am writing as mother, daughter, sister, partner and ex-wife. Abuse and 

trauma have far-reaching consequences, and it touches everyone in the victims’ orbit. 
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And so I believe I have an ethical responsibility, as a writer, to expose experiences, to 

tell the stories that are hard to tell. I am bearing witness. These difficult stories have 

the potential to be sites of personal empowerment, and to be used as advocacy or 

comfort for others in similar circumstances. I would like to ‘argue for the importance 

of fiction and creative works in highlighting and addressing domestic violence’ 

(O’Mahony & Trees 2017). Drawing on, and writing about personal and emotional 

struggles, and domestic violence issues in popular literature ‘can create talking points 

and reflective spaces in relation to this important issue’ (O’Mahony & Trees 2017).     
  

 

 The things I know about Mum.  

Mum’s sister was much older and had a different father. Mum had a physically and 

mentally abusive nanny. Her father, my grandfather, was a womaniser, an alcoholic 

who ended his life in the family garage with a hose running from tail pipe into the 

driver’s window of his car.  

 

Mum was a ballet dancer in amateur productions, hoping to make it 

professionally, until she met Dad, became pregnant and got married. Most of her side 

of the family refused to attend the wedding. Her side of the church was practically 

empty when she walked down the aisle. The rift was instigated by her mother, my 

grandmother.  

 

Mum followed in Grandfather’s drinking footsteps. She tucked a Coolabah 

cask onto a shelf in the laundry, filling and re-filling her glass after school pick up. 

Her sad-eyed stare followed me, the scars she tried to keep hidden emanating from 

her, despite herself. Her drinking almost ruined not only our relationship, but the 

family collectively. 

 

 

Testimony. 

Revealing and writing intimate grief is risky: ‘How can you give a coherent account 

of traumatic events without normalising them, making them bearable, even 

explicable, when they are not, and cannot be, either of these things?’ (Gibbs 2006: 

163). Normalising trauma introduces the danger of trivialising, not only my own 
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experiences but those of my family. I cannot know specific details of what happened 

since I wasn’t there, since it wasn’t me. I cannot speak on Mum’s behalf, except tell 

what I know, how Mum’s experiences seemed to affect her, how her consequent 

behaviour, in turn, affected me. Again, the story is second-hand at best, parts of it 

deeply unknowable. I come at it from my perspective and to me, the words don’t 

carry the same weight. 

   

Barrie Jean Borich writes that to ‘sentimentalise is to reduce a subject to a 

broad surface, removing the complex, ironic and often unpretty, unbrave, unheroic 

underpinnings and interpretations that mark actual experience’ (Borich 2013: 14). A 

sentimental rendering of the past removes credence. I initially felt an impulse to make 

certain scenes ‘bearable’, trying to handle the material in a way that was gentle. But 

there didn’t seem a gentle way to do it, with the exception of leaving the scenes 

unwritten. The writing of a difficult past means a reliving of the experience, the 

shame and self-justification of why and how things happened. The struggle becomes 

about reconstructing moments so that the ‘unpretty’ isn’t gratuitous. 

  

 

The things I was angry about. 

What happened to Mum as a kid must have left her scarred. She didn’t admit to being 

injured but the way she carried a seemingly bottomless glass of wine and the snippets 

of disturbing stories she told us weren’t coming from a place of acceptance. She 

should have picked a different audience, perhaps a therapist.   

 

For years I had an unidentifiable rage, a pent-up and castrated fury. There was 

nothing I could do to stop Mum re-filling her glass or to stop the way she behaved, 

sometimes loud and loose, other times deathly quiet, sitting in the kitchen, with a 

seven-mile stare. At parties she was last to leave, rising late on weekends, leaving the 

schedule of the household in a haphazard state. My brother and I spent most of our 

time outdoors, riding bikes, visiting friends, making up our own games.   

 

I started up a habit of leaving the room when I heard her dulled and thick 

voice, started sleeping over at friends’ houses on weekends to avoid her crying and 
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apologies, the way she disappeared next-door for hours, returning with exaggerated 

movements and dilated eyes.  

 

It hurts to write it now, but many times, I wished Mum dead. I wanted to 

smash the wine glass constantly tipped at her lips. Her unfocused stare signalled a 

weakness I abhorred. In hindsight, I can see how my anger was directed at her for not 

seeming to care about us. (I wrote ‘see’, which is how I go back to those feelings: 

imagining her drinking, picturing her at home, and it’s quite amazing how fast I am 

transported back into my body as a teenager, and I can feel a flush of anger warming 

my chest.) 

 

 

Snippets of film. 

My memories of Mum are like watching a film. I am observing her, trying to write 

some of her qualities and quirks, experiences glimpsed. It has been difficult to 

extricate my ideas of ‘Mum’ from who she actually is, now, in later years. She has 

changed. The stories in my memory are a kind of truth, even though I might be 

involuntarily perpetuating past myths. As Nora Ephron wrote: ‘Alcoholic parents are 

so confusing. They’re your parents, so you love them; but they’re drunk, so you hate 

them. But you love them. But you hate them’ (2014: 312). It has taken years to 

reconcile those opposing feelings, especially to work through the hate that Mum once 

aroused.  

 

The disconnected moments of Mum that I picture always seem to be framed 

by Mum’s drinking habits, sadness, and (perhaps my projected) dissatisfaction. The 

identity I bestow on her isn’t true of her right now but that is still what the film reel 

persists in playing. There must have been many moments when she wasn’t drinking, 

when she was sober and in control, but I can’t find them, even as I sit here, thinking, 

picturing different scenarios when she must have been clear-headed.  

 

Writing about our difficult relationship in the past is fraught with anxiety. I 

don’t believe she is aware how deep the hurt furrowed. How could she? I have not sat 

with her and spoken about how her behaviour has stayed with me. Our family has 

never been one where feelings and emotions are expressed, and so even the idea of 
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speaking to her about it makes my jaw clench. I have to remind myself, constantly, to 

be conscious of the writing, to recognise when emotion might be driving a scene, and 

to control the impulse to use words as weapons, to avoid making a ‘mean little case 

against the past’ (Hampl 2000: 203). It is unfair for me to use this writing as a form of 

revenge, especially since there are obvious gaps in the story.  

 

In Boy, Lost (2013) Kristina Olsson reimagines large chunks of her mother’s 

youth, the invisible stories that had a crucial impact on her, and her siblings, their 

entire life. Olsson repeatedly points to her family trauma as ‘glances… echoes… 

phrases that snap in the air like a bird’s wing, and are gone’ (2013: 2). Olsson’s 

heartache is palpable. Those well-worn grooves of sad memory traces are difficult to 

shake. They vibrate the strongest. The family secret saturated the whole family with 

that feeling of knowing something was wrong, but no one was willing to express it.  

Secrets hang in the air. The energy of secrets (which is such a hokey word to 

use) attaches to everyone. As a kid I sensed something was deeply wrong but no one 

was speaking about it, except in those cryptic remarks Mum sometimes uttered.  

 

 

Captured in motion. 

Woolf followed her own ‘steps on campus in Cambridge, in streets in London, into 

coffee shops, amongst bookshop shelves, and in libraries’ (Krauth 2008). She used 

walking to think clearly, to develop her arguments. Benjamin walked for years, 

cataloguing and analysing, ‘shop by shop, building by building’ (Marcus in Benjamin 

2016b: xvii). Rebecca Solnit wrote that the word ‘track’ in Tibetan was ‘shul’ (2006 

50), an imprint that  

 
remains after that which made it has passed by – a footprint, for example. In 
other contexts, shul is used to describe the scarred hollow in the ground where 
a house once stood, the channel worn through rock where a river runs in flood, 
the indentation in the grass where an animal slept all night. All of these are 
shul: the impression of something that used to be there. (2006: 51) 
  

My memories are shul: image impressions akin to tracks or footprints. The 

indentations are worn deeper with words on these pages, walking through memories 

again and again, in my mind’s landscape.   
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Cheryl Strayed famously hiked for ninety-four days on the Pacific Crest Trail 

to escape the grief of her mother’s death and the end of her marriage, the walk 

published as the memoir Wild in 2012. Strayed’s memoir specifically used the act of 

hiking, of communing with and in nature, as a way to heal. She gives a voice, in her 

writing, to the wilderness around her and inside her, referring to her journey as a ‘way 

back to the person I used to be’ (2012: 16). Krauth uses walking to get ‘a sense of the 

land moving by at a rate able to be analysed for its writer-exploitative possibility’ 

(2008). I sometimes use walking as a cognitive release. Walking is relaxing, which in 

turn encourages contemplation and reflection by re-routing the mind. Fresh images 

and ideas spring up while strolling, by slowing down. Walking, for me, is most often 

a quiet and solitary act. If I walk with my partner, we converse, topics coming and 

going, most often centred around whatever happens to be the pressing issue of the 

day. We like to talk about tv shows, movies, books, cooking, discuss what bottle of 

wine we should have, maybe we shouldn’t have any since we’re trying to be healthy 

and calorie wise.   

I also go to gym to walk, on a treadmill. This is a completely different type of 

walking, with my headphones on, rows of televisions on an opposite wall screening 

several different shows, as a distraction or motivation, I’ve never been sure. Then the 

actual human factor, the women lifting, pushing, groaning, straining, sweating, 

something that can’t be turned off or turned away from. I now go to a women-only 

gym, tired of the large, hulking men in general gyms who seemed to think the free 

weights were their territory, or that it was perfectly fine to stare at women exercising 

if you did it via the mirrored walls. Like we couldn’t see them watching us. Then 

there were the incessant selfies, phones clicking away. I might be exaggerating, but 

I’m sure the gym was even shaped like a panopticon. The staff desk, where trainers 

with stiff expressions hovered, was plonked near the centre of the gym. Treadmilling 

in gym rarely gives me the kind of digressions I like while communing in nature. I’m 

too distracted, the visual, aural and bodily stimuli diverting any creativity out the 

airconditioned vents.      

 

In an essay contemplating the act of walking as writing process, Sophie 

Cunningham wrote: ‘It is true that one of the common uses of walking is to permit a 

writer a meandering narrative. But should digressions be allowed when walking?’ 

(Cunningham 2015). Just to set the scene, Cunningham was writing about walking 
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Flatbush Avenue in New York in a straight line, to get to know the Avenue more 

intimately. Knowledge of Flatbush Avenue was to be gained by not digressing, 

staying on course, even if a famed pizza place down the road beckoned.   

Both writing and walking are a way to get from one place to another. 

Personally, I don’t usually subscribe to the idea of walking or writing in a straight line 

– digressions are inevitable, possibly because I have a short attention span. Shop 

windows catch my eye, houses with pretty gardens, the interesting colour someone 

has painted their home. Narratives have always been worked out in the same way for 

me, detours and byways a very common element.  

 

   

Moving to lose yourself. 

Solnit writes that for Woolf  

 
getting lost was not a matter of geography so much as identity, a passionate 
desire, even an urgent need, to become no one and anyone, to shake off the 
shackles that remind you who you are, who others think you are. (Solnit 2006: 
16) 

  
Solnit writes about Woolf’s wanderings and walks, a way to ‘shed the self’ (16), the 

need to run away, as it were, from yourself. I think about how my parents ran away, 

first from Finland to Melbourne, and since then, have moved between Melbourne, 

Benowa, Gaven and Jacobs Well. Now they again have a house in Finland, living 

there seasonally, spending the coldest months of the Gold Coast winter in a small 

country town in Finland, the great irony being that the temperature range is fairly 

similar. ‘It would seem that under certain conditions of mental stress an individual 

finds life in his accustomed surroundings too hard to bear’ (Solnit 2006: 19). I see a 

lot of movement in my parents’ life. Perhaps this is also why my parents became 

Pentecostal. Their accustomed surroundings were no longer satisfactory and so they 

tried to find a better version in religion.  

 

 

Digging through dirt. 

I look through several old albums of mine, Mum’s and Grandmother’s. What I look at 

are images that have been turned into stories over the past decades. Even without 

being there, on location when the photographs were taken (of Mum and 
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Grandmother), I know the narratives attached to each picture. I’ve been told the story 

about the one in which Grandmother straddles a motorbike, at twenty-something 

years of age. The one in which Grandmother and a roomful of other women are 

frozen in a mid-exercise move, their heads covered with a scarf, wearing what appear 

to be pantaloons. And the picture of Mum standing under an apple tree, staring into 

the distance, appearing serene, the real story being that Grandmother took the photo 

after she and Mum had a raging argument.   

 

It is difficult to see those familiar images outside their context of the story I 

know. I find it is difficult to see the images outside the stories I have told myself. 

Many of the photos I have looked at come with no back-story, and so I am left with 

pictorial accounts that are essentially meaningless on their own. I am reluctant to 

translate outside the unknowable frames to enhance this narrative.  

Fiction can move outside the frame of the photograph, imagine a world and 

scenes beyond, and while some memoir writers (Kristina Olsson, as one example) 

choose to re-enter a specific history and the unknown spaces via their imagination 

(Olsson had her family’s consent), I feel counterfeit attempting it, and believe it 

would, in all possibility, add nothing further to the narrative. 

 

 

Expanding on the idea of the curse. 

Ancestral fault, the idea of hereditary curses, has floated around since the Greek 

tragedians. Curses were mostly subsumed by religion, especially in the West, but the 

idea of inheritance through behaviour stuck around: watching behaviour influences 

behaviour. Then there’s biology, and how it accounts for much of addictive nature, 

genetics, dopamine receptors, chemical imbalances, depression, anxiety, and so forth.  

 

I want to find and give her a reason, and so perhaps Mum’s drinking was a 

result of inheriting faulty genetic material. There is growing research and validation 

of the theory that the effects of experiential trauma are passed on to subsequent 

generations. Helen Thompson observes that  

 
genetic changes stemming from the trauma suffered by Holocaust survivors 
are capable of being passed on to their children, the clearest sign yet that one 
person’s life experience can affect subsequent generations. (2015) 
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The Holocaust is obviously a completely different type of trauma to have lived 

through, but nevertheless, imagine if genetic changes are caused by anxiety, 

depression, trauma of all/any kind. It would be reasonable then to assume that 

depressed parents might have depressed children, that most mental health issues can 

be passed on.  

When I was pregnant, I was told many times, by well-meaning people I guess, 

to relax because anxious mothers bear anxious babies. I also heard that overweight 

mothers are genetically programming their children to have more fat-cells, and the 

child will also be overweight. I was told a lot of advice that sometimes made it 

difficult to remain serene and relaxed.    

 

Ruth Hessey notes that the children of war veterans ‘have a significantly 

higher rate of accidental death and suicide than other Australians’ (2015: 210). Susie 

Orbach further elucidates that we all possess a ‘mirror system’ (2010: 35), neurons 

that fire ‘when we watch another human being making a movement… as if we 

ourselves were making the movement’ (34). Watching, according to scientists, is 

similar to doing, and includes absorbing emotions, a ‘visual exposure’ (35) that 

allows us to experience ‘corresponding feelings’ (36). I watched Mum, in her deepest 

melancholia, become more attached to drinking. Perhaps it is through sheer luck that I 

am not an addict. Perhaps I was pre-programmed, through genetics, to also have bouts 

of unhappiness, but maybe this was learned or absorbed behaviour. Mum had been 

visually exposed to her own set of issues; Grandfather was an alcoholic, his and 

Grandmother’s marriage rocky and unpredictable. To go back even further, 

Grandmother was gifted her own set of problems and secrets at birth.    

Marianna Hirsch calls the phenomenon of subsequent generations carrying 

trauma ‘post-memory’ (2008: 103), a judicious classification since the subsequent 

generation is not physically experiencing the trauma, but is observing and absorbing 

the ensuing behaviour, actions and stories of the traumatised person.  

As a child and teenager, I was helpless to help Mum. Perhaps this is also why 

the sadness and powerlessness were transformed into anger. I had no control. 

I’m certain my brother was also affected. He may recall things differently, 

where he saw nothing of what I did, or maybe things were worse after I moved out of 

our parents’ house. There is no value in me trying to speak on his behalf. His story is 
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his to keep or share. Since he isn’t a writer, or much of a confessional talker either, 

his parts of family life will remain in the dark.   

 

 

Memoir as research. 

Memoir seems to be a fitting way to reflect on the Arts’ relationship to research:  

 
memory studies have become an interdisciplinary, or post-disciplinary, 
formation par excellence, the site where historians, psychoanalysts, 
sociologists, philosophers, ethicists, scholars of religion, artists and art 
historians, writers and literary scholars can think, work, and argue together. 
(Hirsch 2008: 108) 
  

Utilising memory and writing memoir is a curated experience. The written is chosen 

from talismanic objects, photos, ticket stubs, things found in pockets, stashed words 

written on napkins or coasters, and anecdotes repeated. Memories have sprung up, 

intruding into the present, when I have read something that accurately or fittingly 

describes something I have experienced. A feeling of familiarity rolls over me in a 

wave, sometimes sending a goose-pimpling along arms and the back of my neck, a 

flushing of the face.  

 

Stories surface from a scent, food, sounds and scenes, all those triggering 

moments that slide us into the past. Memoir is a multi-faceted artefact, the 

fragmentary flotsam zoomed in on retroactively.  

 

 I had invited two friends for dinner, in the hopes of match-making. A window 

table was booked at The Fish House, a fancy seafood restaurant with beach views at 

the bottom of Burleigh Headland. Rain-flecked light played across a woman’s 

shoulder sitting at a table opposite, and one of my friends, a poet, was inspired to 

write eight lines on a napkin. We drank, ate, laughed and the poet commented on the 

pleasing curves of my friend as she made for the bathroom. Their pairing never went 

further than a later daytime beach-stroll and a coffee, and I had the runs all night from 

eating Rudderfish. The poet later said it was an odd choice for a high-end seafood 

restaurant; as any fisherman knows, Rudderfish have a laxative effect.  

 

I still have that poem on a napkin. Each time I find it among things I have 
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stashed in a box I keep on a shelf in my closet, I recall the night from that napkin, the 

images taking me back to the shadow-play of rain flecked light and the way my 

intestines suddenly started growling. 

 

 

Cambus Wallace, Nobbys Beach. 

In a gloomily lit bar on the Gold Coast Highway, Nobbys Beach, I was researching a 

journalistic piece I was writing for a friend, a business consultant who had started her 

own magazine. I ordered a shiraz from the owner/bartender, the object of my 

interview, and he gave me a story. 

 

The Cambus Wallace, a Scottish merchant ship laden with whisky and beer, 

was attempting its maiden voyage to the Gold Coast. Cruising close to the shore, a 

storm hit and the ship steered to try and shelter near Stradbroke Island. The huge 

swell churned by the storm destroyed the ship. A survivor made it to the Southport 

Hotel and roused a rescue crew. During the salvage operation explosives were used, 

the detonation weakening the dunes. When the next storm hit, it made Stradbroke 

Island into the two islands that exist now.  

 

I found it funny that even then, over a hundred years ago, someone was 

altering the Gold Coast landscape in such aggressive fashion. The bartender had liked 

the story so much that he branded his whole bar after the ill-fated ship. 

 

 

Writing evolves through reading. 

Inspiration comes to me from reading the work of others. I read a line, somewhere, 

about trying to remember a mother’s voice, and it’s a trigger. Mum’s voice. I can 

remember her voice from the past, calling me. She’s in the kitchen with a new friend. 

Mum and the new friend have cake on plates and dainty coffee cups in front of them, 

two wine glasses on the side. Mum tries for some kind of formal introduction and I 

don’t want any part of the charade she’s setting up, so instead of shaking the woman’s 

extended hand I walk to the front door and leave, shutting out Mum’s voice yelling to 

stop being so bloody rude.  

 How the writing comes to be, according to Solnit, is through reading: ‘Before 
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writers are writers they are readers, living in books, through books, in the lives of 

others that are also the heads of others, in that act that is so intimate and yet so alone’ 

(2014: 60). Isn’t it an interesting paradox, to be completely alone and yet still be 

experiencing such close intimacy? Solnit uses the words ‘crossing over’ (61) which 

suggests an almost paranormal activity, a swapping of bodies or minds, inhabiting 

another realm while reading, or writing.  

I have always been a reader. Before I could read for myself, someone was 

reading stories for me. Once I learned to read, I ploughed through the bookshelf in my 

room, stacked neatly with Mum’s childhood books. I liked being sick best of all 

because it meant being told to stay in bed and I could read all day without 

interruptions. I had the measles and until I was hospitalised with dehydration, I 

managed several books. Before we boarded the plane bound for Australia, Mum gave 

me a present of four, brand new books and I couldn’t wait to get on the plane, the 

shiny hard-covers treasures for years. Bookshops, still, have the power to excite me, 

entering one always a thrill of anticipation. 

As a child I never paused to think how these stories or books came to be. I 

didn’t know Grandmother was a writer. She never mentioned it, or maybe she did but 

I didn’t comprehend that ‘writing’ meant books. Grandmother was a voracious reader, 

and one of the first to put a book in front of me, Mum said, apparently at a few 

months old. Before my kids were born, I read that babies should be introduced to 

books within the first few weeks of birth and so I did, picking picture books that 

entertained me while I read to my newborns in a state of sleepless euphoria. Both kids 

love books, and both understood the idea of story, a narrative, from an early age. My 

daughter, especially, has a keen sense of the imaginative. For several years she 

pretends at being a dog, following our actual dog around our local park, cocking her 

leg at trees, barking at birds, chasing her tail, panting. She sits on her hind quarters 

with two ‘paws’ prettily posed in front, begging for treats, something our dog doesn’t 

actually do, something she has ad-libbed. My husband asked a friend, a paediatrician, 

if her behaviour was normal. Turns out our daughter is not at all alone in her dog-

antics. Two other doctors ‘fess up to barking mad daughters.  

We live our life through ‘images and stories’ (Solnit 2014: 58), and so the 

connection to narrative is habitual but usually a subconscious element. When reading 

or watching or listening to a good narrative, I forget the form and lose myself in the 

story, forgetting it’s a story. I form a type of companionship with the narrator, finding 
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myself in the inner dimensions of the world created by the writer. It’s an interesting 

experience, that ‘crossing-over’, encountering what the writer saw as they wrote, an 

event that has the power to make the reader feel ‘transfigured’ (Tsiolkas in Rendle-

Short 2015: 98).  

   

The last several years I have read everything I can lay my hands on. Memoir, how-to-

memoir, essays on memoir, memoir posing as essay, life-writing in all guises. I was 

searching for inspiration, illumination and sometimes finding writing lessons I could 

execute. I was on the lookout for knowledge, how my work could be interpreted as 

knowledge-producing and was willing to be ‘led into an understanding of what it 

might be, what it might say, and what knowledge it might generate’ (Webb & Brien 

2008). I am reading, searching, looking, writing and interpreting, waiting to be led to 

something, to find what I am looking for as I write. It seems like a convoluted 

approach, but this is how the writing works for me. I don’t always have a firm grasp 

until I have written, then paused, to look. Writing and reading have a domino-like 

effect, leading from one theory to another, relinquishing those that don’t fit, accepting 

those that do. Knowledge, or interpretation, comes through this kind of written 

exploration. One striking sentence or idea is usually the outcome of a series of 

ordinary sentences and ideas, sometimes during revision, usually during the business 

of reading and/or writing. 

 

  

Mistreatment. 

Grandmother was forty years old by the time Mum was born. Grandmother’s second 

husband was younger and an artist, an alcoholic, or a rascal, or a womaniser, or a 

shady businessman. Depending on who does the telling, Grandfather was built up as a 

lovable scoundrel, the type I saw on many of Bill Collins’ movie nights.  

In any case, their marriage was tumultuous, Grandfather an unreliable 

character, and so Grandmother worked full-time. Mum had a nanny who looked after 

her as a child. The nanny was sadistic.  

 

Mum had specific times when she used the toilet and as a three or four-year- 

old, sometimes coordinating toileting at designated times wasn’t successful with the 
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nanny. Mum often waited for her mother with soiled pants, crying and whispering I’m 

sorry once she was collected.  

 

She was slapped and made to stand in corners and tortured in a hundred small 

ways. As a five-year-old, she began to run away, slipping from the nanny’s apartment, 

walking to where Grandmother worked, as a sales assistant in a pharmacy.  

 

I asked how Grandmother could take Mum back to that nanny, day after day. 

Mum said her parents may have been separated at the time, and there was no other 

family in the city to help.   

 

Mum says she forgave her nanny. I am not sure if this forgiveness was forged 

before or after she became Pentecostal.  

 

We were in Finland a few years ago, touring the streets of Tampere. We 

walked, necks craned, taking photographs around the city when Mum suddenly 

stopped in front of a nondescript apartment building. She pointed to the third level 

windows. 

 

‘That’s the place’, she said. 

 

‘What place?’ I asked. 

 

‘Where my nanny took care of me.’ 

 

Our whole family stared: Dad, my children, my husband, all of us looking up 

at the windows of the third floor. People and traffic streamed past behind us. We 

waited, as if expecting a ghost-child to appear, hands against glass.  

 

I wonder about the rest of Mum’s childhood. There are great expanses of time 

– years – of which I know nothing. I assume they were happy years. Mum’s stories 

stop around age seven when she started school, and then start again when her father 

died.  
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Grandfather committed suicide, in the garage of the white, American 

Colonial-style house the family lived in. He ran a hose from the car exhaust into the 

driver’s window.  

 

 

Inserting a break. 

Writing in fragments is an attempted compression of emotions. Limiting the writing, 

placing a constraint to work with, forces a cleaner articulation: ‘My life? You can 

reduce it to this series of marks right here – and once reduced, it has more of its 

essential tang and meaning, not less’ (Gopnik in Cooper 2013: 7). A memory edited 

down to a tight piece is a way to try and give its ‘essential tang’. Breaking things 

down might suggest insufficiency or a lack of substance but it is, in fact, an 

amplification, succinct information delivered in a way that highlights the important. 

Each condensed snapshot – whether exegetical or memoir – represents an intense 

focus. 

 Some days I had to push myself to write a paragraph because that paragraph 

was labour intensive. Sometimes a single sentence seemed complete. Those single 

sentences I went back to later, to see if I could make something more of them, to 

make them grow. They seemed like wonderful snippets of memory and I still wanted 

to keep them in some semblance, and those that refused to yield any other information 

I grouped together, rather than get rid of them or try to force them into some other 

form. I’ll repeat them here:  

 

Jumping into piles of hay from the rafters of a barn. 

 

The sound of Grandmother’s cuckoo clock. 

 

Scent of potatoes frying in butter. 

 

Essentially, nearly all fragments could be read as a single entity, a fact I chose 

to utilise by cherry-picking a string of incidents for publication in Meniscus journal 

(McGuire 2017: 13-20). The fragments adapted easily to a different context, in this 

case a literary journal, where the exegetical scholarship could be exempted without 

detriment to what was presented. For further publishing purposes, I could now choose 
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from a myriad of combinations, both exegetical and memoir, and shuffle them around, 

each time with a slightly different mood or theme or fusion of ideas. 

 

 

Self-conscious. 

 
My writing has fragmented into smaller and smaller pieces. The words that 
emerge now are short and shattered. They are self-conscious; they want to 
know how they will be used, what they will be made to signify. They want 
control. (Dalgleish 2013) 
  

How to deal with self-consciousness? I think this is a dilemma for all writers to solve 

individually. My way, in the end, was just to plough through, convincing myself that 

what I wrote didn’t much matter since I could fix and delete once I began the editing 

process. I kidded myself along enough that I had a first draft, a messy product that 

seemed overwhelming to fix, to make into a readable product. I had still written the 

words in anger (about Mum) and apology (about cheating), neither which was a true 

reflection of feelings, actions or what happened. I felt the weight of judgement, the 

way I could be viewed depending on how I managed to tell my stories. Like Woolf, I 

was going to ‘battle with a certain phantom… The Angel in the House’ (Woolf 1961: 

202). The Angel sat on my shoulder, too, and whispered to be a good woman. It is 

difficult to kill off the woman you were brought up to be, the one who continues to be 

manifested in the imaginations of (#notall) men. Without the looming (and 

occasionally missed) deadlines of a PhD, I don’t believe I would have finished or 

even attempted to publish anything.  

 

I try to write small and much is left unsaid. The effect is a reversal of my usual 

writing process, which is the impetus to write long-form. Even though some 

paragraphs may feel clipped before they have taken full flight, the motivation was 

always to produce something beautiful, artistic, interesting. I tried to kill the Angel 

but sometimes I failed.    

 

 

Hämeenkyrö. 

My grandparents’ house was built by an American architect sometime after World 

War II and was unlike anything in Hämeenkyrö, their municipality. Hämeenkyrö is a 
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small but culturally significant town, the home of the first Finnish Nobel laureate, 

Frans Emil Sillanpaa (1888-1964). Then, as mentioned previously, our house was 

purchased by Panu Rajala, to become his summer house. Also as mentioned earlier, 

Grandmother was a novelist with promising talent. When Mum handed me an old 

photo album, a folded newspaper clipping fell out from between its pages. I unfolded 

the page and a found a short article introducing Grandmother as the new Hilja 

Valtonen, a successful and prolific feminist novelist (1897-1988), who introduced 

modern and progressive heroines into Finnish fiction.  

 

 The Hämeenkyrö house was four storeys, starting with a large basement 

divided into a garage, workroom, cellar and sauna. The ground floor had a lounge, 

formal dining, kitchen, study, solarium and mud-room. The second storey had three 

large bedrooms, two walk-in storage cupboards and a bathroom. A wide and ornate 

stairwell ended on an open landing, which led out to a balcony. Another set of stairs 

led to the fourth floor – the attic, a holding cell for old clothes, furniture, typewriters.   

 

According to family lore, Grandfather purchased the house and adjoining 

lakeside land with its disused three-storey office building during one of his blackout 

drinking binges, and according to Mum, had made the winning bid as a joke. When he 

sobered, and realised he had signed legal documents on a country estate, he called 

Grandmother to confess. He argued that the house should be kept because it suited his 

style, his artistic bent, and would give the marriage the space it needed.  

 

Here’s a story: Mum was told that Grandfather had been involved in some 

shady art deals. The night before Grandfather died, a neighbour was said to have 

witnessed the house in a blaze of light, every window lit and two people moving 

through the rooms, like perhaps they were looking for something or arguing.   

 

 

Two types of death. 

Grandfather was found dead in the garage and the police were not entirely convinced 

he had in fact killed himself. The lead-up to the death itself lacks all detail. How did 

he come to be in that front seat with a death wish? There must have been several steps 

that led to that point. 
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Mum and Grandmother moved back from the city to live in the country house. 

Grandmother had been living in the city after she found a used condom in the 

fireplace and confronted Grandfather about his other women.  

 

At the time of Grandfather’s death Mum was a ballet dancer. Black and white 

photographs of her on stage look serene. She kept a scrapbook of newspaper 

clippings, photos, programs, cards, and notes sent backstage by her boyfriend. The 

boyfriend was from a wealthy family and Grandmother thought they would marry. 

 

 Grandmother advertised to rent the lakeside building, and that’s how Dad 

arrived to perform the second act.  

 

Dad was a boat builder, hand-making fibreglass rowboats and canoes, and so 

rented the space to expand his fledgling business, something that later developed into 

yacht manufacturing. Mum spotted Dad standing in the garden talking to 

Grandmother, a handsome blond man with blue eyes. By her own admission she took 

it as a personal challenge to seduce him. 

 

Mum came up with various excuses to visit Dad at the newly rented space, 

until the wealthy boyfriend was dumped, and she was pregnant with me. There was a 

shotgun wedding in a centuries-old church. Grandmother denounced the whole 

debacle, her side largely empty in the cold church.  

 

In their wedding photo Mum wears a long black skirt and white blouse, more 

lapsed choirgirl than bride. Dad wears a wide lapelled grey suit, hair touching his 

collar. To me they now look too young. Both their smiles are directed off camera, the 

pose somehow sending the message of longing. For what, I’m not sure. Mum insists 

that despite Grandmother throwing a tantrum, everyone ended up having a wonderful 

day.  

 

The story goes that Grandmother was disgusted on several fronts, the least 

being the pregnancy. Foremost in her resentment was the loss of a wealthy son-in-law 

prospect. Finding herself attached to a poor family with an even murkier past than her 
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own made her livid.   

 

It was a great irony, then, that I turned out to be her favourite grandchild. I 

would frequently climb into her bed, stack pillows and lean in to Grandmother while 

she read aloud, her voice rising and falling in a performance, spending hours with 

Brothers Grimm, giants and goblins, the kind of stories that don’t give a girl-child 

illusions about fairy-tale lovers. 

 

After my birth, my parents moved into a block of units diagonally across the 

road from Grandmother and her fancy American home, where they stayed in the 

district to continue Dad’s business. The block of units that my parents occupied was 

purchased by Grandmother. She used Dad’s handyman skills to turn two units into 

one. Then she asked my parents to swap homes, taking over the entire top floor of the 

apartment block. The American house was too large for her, and besides, she always 

said, it was haunted.  

 

Grandmother heard footsteps climbing up the long, curved stairwell, the 

landing creaking under the weight of an unseen presence. The upstairs rooms changed 

temperature. She heard repeated knockings on walls by an unseen hand. Grandmother 

thought it was her second husband tormenting her, just like he had when he was still 

alive.  

I never did like sleeping alone in my bedroom, hated getting up in the night in 

case something was under my bed. During the day I fantasised that the house was 

alive, the windows of the house eyes that followed my movements in the yard below. 

The house had a large attic, with Grandmother’s typewriters, discarded 

furniture, boxed up baby clothing, wooden wall-telephones, clothing from decades 

previous hung on coat hangers, Christmas decorations. The doorway to the attic was 

on the way to my bedroom and for some reason, the quiet and dusty attic gave me the 

creeps. I sped up past the door, always checked it was closed properly and never 

entered the space alone.  

 

 

Releasing recall. 
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I drive all the way along the beachfront, starting at Miami, then towards Broadbeach. 

The Oasis had a piano bar on its second level, with Friday Happy Hour and half-

priced cocktails. When we were still high-schoolers, we raced home from school, 

showered and dressed, beating the older crowds. We’d push together several tables, 

order our cocktails by the tray. We got rowdy early, half-cut and stumbling, hailing 

cabs, or someone drink-driving to get into Surfers Paradise clubs at opening hour. 

 

Along the esplanade in Broadbeach, Miles Buisson has a memorial plaque. He 

was killed on The Spit years ago, bashed over the head, left to suffocate face down in 

the sand. His girlfriend Heidi was with him that night and was also beaten, raped, 

strangled and left for dead in the dunes. She was found by early morning fishermen, 

stumbling along the beach. The crime was shocking. I hadn’t personally met Miles 

but knew friends who were good mates of his. Miles and his girlfriend represented 

any one of us. We had all been at the beach at night, walked home alone, grabbed 

rides with strangers. The murder and rape seemed like a turning point for the Gold 

Coast, or maybe that was just the reportage of the crime that made it seem that way.   

After she recovered physically, one of Heidi’s irises remained a different 

colour. She carried mace around. Someone, maybe her mother, brought it for her from 

the US. She seemed okay and maybe she was, but I recall her as nervous, anxious to 

be surrounded constantly by her friends.   

 

Halfway on my drive I realise I am following the Darren Smith memorial 

route. Darren, an Olympic cyclist in the making, was killed on his morning training 

ride. I recall a friendly, happy boy from high school, destined for something bigger 

until he was clipped from behind by a vehicle.  

 

I approach Surfers Paradise and wind down windows, drive past Maccas, 

Suntower, past the surf break, towards Main Beach, dotted with several high-rises that 

hold memories of lovers, friends, drinking and partying.  

 

I drive over the bitumen dotted with Indy Car carnage, no longer called The 

Indy, but forever imbedded in my memories as that. I attended the very first race, the 

atmosphere electric, bikini-wearing girls strutting, dressed-up race fans, the smell of 
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hot petrol fumes in the air, the roar of engines deafening, the sun burning my 

shoulders. 

 

My hair blows around my face and coincidentally, Daryl Braithwaite’s One 

Summer comes on the radio. For a brief moment I feel wholly transported to the 

eighties. Memories are suddenly close to the surface, a bodily recall of a time and age 

when so many possibilities lay in wait and the last summer of high school was long, 

hot and slightly dangerous. 

 
Writing is recalling… You’re playing football for the first time in twenty 
years, for example, doing all those movements again, and it makes the body 
remember not only the strangely familiar movements, but also everything 
connected to playing football, and for some seconds, a whole world is brought 
back to you… I think that all our ages, all our experiences are kept in us; all 
we need is a reminder of something, and then something else is released. 
(Knausgaard in Barron 2013) 
 

My drive released places and people I haven’t thought about for a long time. 

Back with my laptop and more memories surface once I start writing. This kind of 

recall is a strange experience – I am at once aware, and then the keyboard almost 

disappears as the events flash up. This is what some writers mean, I guess, when they 

refer to ‘the zone’, that place where the writing comes almost of its own volition, the 

written passages sometimes startling in what has been excavated. I had placed Heidi, 

her strange coloured eyes in some back room of my memory, wondering how I lost 

contact with her in the first place. There are photos of her, sitting in the background of 

some party I held with my friend at the house we lived. We are already nursing 

students, the crowd made up of co-workers.   

 

 

The mathematics of casual sex. 

Four of my friends sitting with me on the floor, drinking, and we all decide to tally up 

our individual lovers, then cross-reference any men we may have shared, either 

accidentally or on purpose.  

 

The resulting equation makes me queasy, and from then on I refuse to admit 

the number. I will however admit that I used sex for something other than a physical 
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release, but what that ‘something’ was, eludes me. I only know I didn’t like myself, 

and I welcomed any attention, especially when drunk. 

 

 

Gaven. 

My parents bought a block of land in Gaven. Dad took us all to look at it after 

purchase, passing the nice suburbs with neat lawns and trees, driving onto the 

motorway and finally taking the exit to what looked like a log plantation. I had, in 

fact, practised orienteering for school sport in those woods, the perfect spot for a 

bunch of kids to lose their bearings because everything looked the same. We got out 

of the car into a warm breeze and stood staring at hundreds of pine trees and an 

awkwardly sloping block. The block was beside a stretch of freshly laid bitumen road 

traversing up a long hill, bare, except for half a dozen new houses. Our new 

neighbourhood was crispy hot, dry, and a long way from the beach.  

 

Mum and Dad walked out the imaginary perimeter of their new house, 

pointing to where our bedrooms might be. I scattered flies and my brother threw 

pinecones. I didn’t want a house in Gaven. Only bogans lived this far from a beach.  

 

I have a photograph of Mum that day, leaning against the open door of our 

orange Ford. Mum is side-on, arms bent, hands clasped around the top corner of a 

door. She isn’t smiling and looks tired, her shoulders hunched, a strange expression 

on her face like she was about to say something as the shutter went off. Maybe she 

was hungover. Perhaps she was just annoyed by my brother and me, and our 

lacklustre enthusiasm, the way we had crossed arms, scowled and kicked rocks 

around. Her outfit is a Ken Done style print on a pair of overalls. The outfit is in stark 

contrast to her apparent mood.  

 

 

Plans. 

My parents drew their wobbly house plans and submitted them to Gold Coast City 

Council. Their idea was to owner-build to save money. Dad’s experience with 

building houses was cobbled together by helping other Finns do the same in 

Melbourne at the height of an owner-builder boom. Houses had been erected in an 
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almost Amish style, men arriving with their tools, women with their baskets of food, 

brewing coffee on camp-stoves, the house frame going up on a wave of shouts, 

hammering, hand-sawing and piercing signal whistles.   

 

A one-man build is slow and tedious, carried out after-hours. In 1987, as soon 

as the roof was up over the shell of the house, Dad gyprocked as much as he could 

and we moved in. There were months where Mum cooked dinner on a camp stove, 

our clothes washed in buckets, dried on a rope tied between two pines. Dust settled 

everywhere, power tools sang at odd hours, Dad stared at the scrolls of drawings with 

a stub of builder’s pencil tucked behind an ear. The whole house was built in stages 

taking years. Mum joked that as soon as Dad hammered the final nail, they would 

have to start renovations to refresh everything.  

 

Despite her drinking increasing from weekend parties to after school, Mum 

cultivated the grounds. She transformed dusty hard earth into a lush, flower-filled 

garden. She wore pink bikinis, thongs, a lopsided sunhat and dirty work gloves, and 

walked around the property hauling rocks, piling them in funereal looking pyramids. 

Our block seemed hewn out of volcanic rock and pine litter. The rocks she collected 

were turned into a fireplace. A slab of timber she found and dragged from the back of 

the acre block became the mantel. The fireplace was one of the few things Dad 

outsourced, bringing in a Finnish brickie who turned Mum’s rock stockpiles into a 

tall, Alpine-ski-resort style hearth. In summer the fireplace seemed redundant. In 

winter we gathered around it, appreciative of the sweat Mum had spent on those 

rocks. 

 

 

Self-medication. 

Mum believed Dad was having an affair. He had taken up ballroom dancing with a 

mutual friend, spending two nights a week at lessons. Mum was convinced the friend 

was trying to get out of her unhappy marriage and into theirs.  

 

Grandmother was calling weekly from Finland, proclaiming in tears that she 

wasn’t well and would die soon. She complained that the staff at her nursing home 
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treated her badly. Auntie, Mum’s half-sister, had apparently abandoned her to an 

unheated home, never bothering to visit.   

 

Mum started floating the idea that Grandmother should move to Australia and 

live with us. Mum’s argument was that Grandmother wouldn’t live for much longer 

and she should be well cared for in the time she had. Dad tried to steer the 

conversations out to sea and drown them, but Mum held firm. In 1988, Grandmother 

flew over from Finland, aged 81, landing at Brisbane International Airport, meeting 

us all with not a care in the world apart from her arthritic knees making walking slow. 

Both my parents felt duped. Her stories of failing health were obvious nonsense and 

Mum said Grandmother was ‘playing her guilt hand’ to come live with us. For my 

parents, it seemed to be the beginning of a perfect storm. 

 

 

Increasing tensions. 

Grandmother was short and thin. She was of the generation that believed in 

appearances, and so wore pearls and perfume, always dressed for dinner, coming out 

of her room like the matriarch of a grand manor. She sat at the end of our kitchen 

table in Gaven with hair set, lips red, sometimes wearing sunglasses. 

 

  Mum and Dad were brought closer to boiling point by Grandmother’s 

Chippendale furniture. The furniture in question had been purchased decades ago, 

probably by Grandfather. There was a couch, occasional tables, a glass panelled 

bookcase and a dining suite, all made from dark coloured timber. Each piece was 

ornate, with clawed feet. Grandmother shipped the furniture over from Finland, 

explaining that she had bequeathed the furniture to Mum. Grandmother failed to 

inform Mum’s half-sister, who was furious at being gypped from a large part of her 

perceived inheritance. Grandmother’s response to all the terse and threatening phone-

calls that followed was a nonchalant quip: I left her the bloody grand piano! 

 

Mum’s half-sister threatened an international lawsuit over the Chippendales. 

Mum called her bluff. They broke contact for years, not reconciling until well after 

Grandmother’s death, when Mum’s half-sister finally broke the silence by calling to 

say she was dying of cancer. 
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The big secret. 

Here was a fact Grandmother kept hidden until a few years before her death: she was 

the bastard result of a dalliance between a wealthy landowner and a servant girl. 

When the servant girl was found to be pregnant, the father-to-be was shipped off to 

America, and when Grandmother was born, she was handed to relatives to be brought 

up.   

 

Growing up, her mother, my great-grandmother, still occasionally managed to 

see her. Saving what money she could, and with her family’s assistance, Great-

grandmother sent Grandmother to gardening school, the first planned-out step to lift 

Grandmother towards a better life. 

 

 

The weight of memories. 

I’ve felt the weight of memories, of trying to capture them, for a long time but the 

urge to write them down is stronger now that both my parents are older, and I am 

getting older. I fear for that time when I can no longer call my parents and ask for 

stories of our past. With their passing, large chunks of my life will also disappear. In a 

way, I fear for my Finnish heritage. My language skills are waning. The traditions I 

grew up with have mostly been erased, my country of origin moving on in a way that 

I no longer recognise. Hustvedt, in a similar immigration story to mine, refers to 

Norwegian immigrant communities as ‘Little Norways’ (2006: 11), the way the 

country of origin was kept alive, stuck in a time-warp, while the actual country moved 

on linguistically and culturally.   

My parents are the link between then and now, have become ‘mirrors and 

journals in which you record your history, the instruments that help you know 

yourself and remember yourself, and you do the same for them’ (Solnit 2006: 136). 

Memories wear out, are forgotten, become distorted. When a friend or family member 

exits a life, they disconnect a part of your story.  

 

 

History repeats. 
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Grandmother decided to repeat history and fell in love with the owner of the house 

whose gardens she cultivated. At the time she was an aspiring writer. Her first novel 

was about a young student who falls in love with a wealthy man. She sent the 

manuscript to a competition and won.  

 

Writing and reading were a passion. Her Chippendale bookshelf was full. Her 

library books were stacked in piles. Unfortunately, I was too young to appreciate or 

understand her artistic endeavours. Mum never questioned or spoke to her about 

writing, let alone her ideas, influences, processes, how she managed to find the time 

to write. It seems strange to me, now, that I know nothing about that side of her life. 

No one does, and so now, that part of our history has been forever disconnected. 

 

 

Mum’s side of the family. 

My great-grandfather, so the story goes, fell through thin ice and drowned. He was 

either drunk or suffered a heart attack. Nobody knows which version might be true. 

The presumption was that he was taking a short cut across a frozen lake and happened 

across a soft spot of ice, falling through to his icy death.  

 

Mum tells me this story: when Great-grandfather died, he left behind his seven 

children. The second youngest of the brood was Grandfather. Great-grandfather’s 

widow, a small woman already living the proverbial hand-to-mouth existence, grew 

vegetables and bartered for food, managing to find enough work so the children 

survived and were cared for. They all lived in a tiny house, on a small block of land, 

until Grandfather was drafted to fight in World War II, aged seventeen.  

 

I sit in my parents’ kitchen, surrounded by Mum’s collections of antiques and 

Baltic-pine furniture, fine china and silverware. She has amassed such a vast amount 

of collectibles and furniture that they furnish two houses and three shipping 

containers. The weight of other people’s histories is with us in that room, as we peer 

into the faces of my genetic lineage, frozen in photographs.   

 

Mum holds out two black-and-white images showing several members of 

Grandfather’s family, all standing in formation for the photographer. In one of the two 
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photos, Grandfather stands between his tiny mother and sister, his arms resting on 

their shoulders. A hat sits at a rakish angle on his head and he wears bell-bottomed 

pants cinched high with a belt. He is perhaps fourteen in the photo. The word jaunty 

comes to mind, and Mum calls him ‘the man of the house’, even though he is a child 

and his mother is in parental control.    

 

Mum is quiet as she stands behind my chair, looking over my shoulder. I tell 

her that I think we have an odd family. The women, especially, seemed to have a hard 

time. There was a reason Grandmother was sometimes fearful or nervous, and it 

didn’t help matters that in nearly every story, she was depicted as irrational and 

melodramatic, a gross generalisation of one woman’s personality. This type of one-

track discourse persists, conceptualising women as hormonal, emotional. The 

Universal Woman is also meant to be selfless, forgiving, feminine, sexually available, 

but not promiscuous. Women should be soft and yielding, and if we are not, we are 

labelled difficult. This type of persisting narrative, or identity, about women is 

difficult to pick loose. I want the women that I write to have dignity, to be seen as 

resilient, hard-working survivors, instead of positioned in ‘relation of passive 

dependence and secondariness to men’ (Grosz 1994: 202). Could Dad be in some way 

responsible for the way the relationship between him and Grandmother played out? 

He didn’t seem like an authoritarian type of man, but if I think about him as a partner 

in a marriage, I rarely saw him do anything resembling ‘domestic duties’, those tasks 

wholly relegated to Mum. In writing Mum, I have left Dad out of the firing line. 

Much of Dad’s responsibility in these stories is hidden from view, is shadowed by 

Mum, the way she looms over everything. And I confessed earlier that Dad is 

strangely absent from a lot of my memories, from the timelines, and that’s because he 

wasn’t home. Mum was the primary care giver, and it interests me now to think what 

if the roles had been reversed? Would my childhood stories revolve around him? How 

would this whole narrative have been shaped if the traditional patriarchal ways were 

removed? 

I’m aware that Dad was shaped by his history, of not having his father around, 

and the examples of fatherhood he did have are flawed at best. But he did have an 

example of irrepressible womanhood. His mother maintained the family through 

awful circumstances. The men she trusted and loved all left her and their children, yet 

she was the one cast as having done something wrong. Three men walked out, each 
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time leaving her with yet another child to look after. And each time she rallied, 

believed, had faith. According to those who knew her well, she was the most positive 

person, and that’s how I recall her, too – her laugh, her baking and cooking, the way 

she kissed the top of my head when she passed by.  

Dad was, and is, psychologically tortured by the man who left him. I do 

wonder why he spends energy on a man not worthy of his time when his mother was 

able to move on, was a shining example of an unquenchable spirit. Was it because 

women couldn’t possibly be an example? That somehow, woman were/are the 

orchestrators of their fates, were/are responsible for the way men behave?    

 

 

More backstory. 

Before moving to Australia permanently, Grandmother came to visit us once in 

Melbourne, after we had lived in Australia for a year or so. Our brown brick and tile, 

a new construction in a fresh estate, was not like anything Grandmother was used to, 

and Mum tells me she commented disparagingly about the houses having no 

character.  

 

She continued to speak Finnish to the neighbourhood kids, a woolly-haired 

bunch of my friends, who constantly cycled up and down the streets on BMX bikes, 

or skipped rope in a dead-end street ear-marked for future housing projects. Our grass 

was just starting to grow, and so Grandmother stood out the front, on the small porch, 

with the purpose of guarding the grass from us marauding kids. In a stern voice and 

wagging a finger she called out to my friends in her limited English: ‘Keep away!’ I 

was embarrassed by her remonstrations and broken English, my friends poking out 

their tongues and saluting her with two fingers.  

 

My parents drove us to remote beaches, took us up mountain roads to show 

Grandmother the rainforests and bush. She was fascinated by the size of gum trees, 

the way palm fronds seemed Jurassic, the rampant and unruly look of the bush. We 

walked through Fitzroy Gardens. At the gardens she was delighted, happy. She let 

Dad take pictures of her standing outside Captain Cook’s Cottage. 

 

 



 108 

Mothers and Patriarchy. 

I keep coming back to why I feel bad about writing about Mum, why I feel so guilty 

expressing how I felt about her ways of mothering, and her drinking. As I write, I feel 

myself examining Mum’s actions as if my daughter is viewing my actions, and maybe 

that’s where the issue lies – as a mum, what have I unintentionally inflicted on my 

two children? ‘Mother’ is such a loaded term. It implies ‘normative’ motherhood, the 

woman engaged in her natural duties. I am fully aware that the mother who 

contravenes the normative contract of ‘passive dependence’, especially the one who 

also becomes an addict, is seen to be violating her responsibilities. So even as I 

myself struggle with the notion of the ‘good mother’, the one who unselfishly, 

obediently, carries out the work of motherhood, I want to stamp my metaphoric foot 

that Mum didn’t mother me in the way I believed she should.           

 

 

Bad blood. 

Grandmother’s most enduring conflict was with Dad, someone who she scalded 

frequently, maybe hoping to drive a wedge in my parents’ marriage. I never heard her 

speak badly of Dad, but I guess I wasn’t her target audience. Even as I write, I have 

no proof of the animosity, just what Mum has told me. Dad has never spoken about 

their differences, and so it’s thought-provoking why I see them as characters in 

conflict, want to depict her as the slightly crazy old lady who imagines ghosts, and 

Dad as the long put-upon son-in-law who can’t catch a break. Both characters seem 

like caricatures pulled out of a bad sit-com.  

 

Recently Mum handed me an album, one that has dozens of pages of black 

and white photographs glued in seemingly random order, names and places scrawled 

in childish cursive. I deduct the writing to be Mum’s, since many photographs I 

recognise as Grandmother. The inscriptions simply read ‘Mother’. I attempt to pull a 

picture from the album, but the photographs are brittle, the glue still strong and the 

corners start to tear soon as I pull. I can’t check for further notations, and so I trust the 

person who has scrawled locations and named ‘Mother’ in several settings. This 

‘Mother’ person is stylish, dressed in neat, two-piece skirt suits, hat and gloves, a 

little handbag hanging from a wrist. She’s standing in locations like Stockholm, Paris, 

Capri, Switzerland, London. The settings are bland, rarely with a distinguishing 
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feature, with Mother standing in front of brick walls, fences and gardens. The 

monochromatic pictures are enigmatic, and certainly offer up no straight explanation 

of who she was in those pictures, and at what stage of her life they may have been 

taken. In many, she looks to be quite unlike the woman whom I was to know. The 

woman in the photographs has become a memorialized family member, ‘ghostly 

traces, photographs, [supplying] the token presence of the dispersed relatives’ (Sontag 

1977: 9). Now all I really know of Grandmother are these small, archival pieces, and 

whatever Mum can remember to tell me. She was clearly a power-house of a woman, 

someone who stood steady in the face of adversity, was able to make something of 

herself despite what she had to overcome.  

 

 

More photographs, out of order. 

My parents have four small, framed photographs of a very youthful Grandmother 

hung on a wall in their kitchen. I often look at the photos, since they face the table 

where I sit drinking coffee when I visit. My favourite is one where she wears a white 

shirt and men’s wide-legged pants held up with a thick belt, a silk scarf tied around 

her head, straddling the motorbike of her first husband. Grandmother was head 

gardener for Wintterin Väritehdas, managing surrounding gardens, the motorbike in 

the picture parked in a gravel driveway, the background darkened by the shadow of a 

building, roses in bloom. She smiles broadly at the lens, at the person behind the 

camera. She is quite like a female version of Steve McQueen before the famous 

motorbike scene in the 1960 film The Great Escape.  

 

There is no date to the photograph, but it may have been around 1937, a few 

months after her first daughter was born, just a couple of years before World War II 

ravaged Europe, before women became invaluable, stepping into the slipstream of the 

fighting men.   

 

  

Burying bad feelings. 

In grade twelve, I started skipping class with commitment. I had access to a vehicle, 

and a way to escape my parents and Gaven with its stifling heat and arid 

neighbourhood. I wanted to hit that black bitumen as often as I could, revving the 
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engine of my parents’ Falcon, windows down, music loud. I was busy dancing, out 

most Friday and Saturday nights at Twains, a seedy nightclub trading almost wholly 

on under-age kids. I was a teenage dirt-bag.  

 

A DJ from Twains moved into my parents’ house as a boarder. He was 

someone I met while out clubbing. He was only a few years older than my friends and 

me, had moved from Tasmania with his girlfriend, split up, and was suddenly 

homeless. I offered him a room at my parents’ place. Now I had an uncomplaining 

ride and was suddenly on first-name basis with all the bar-staff and the owner, a short 

and shady man with receding hairline and heavy gold chain, a man who liked young 

women to sit on his knee.  

 

I met a group of swaggering young guys in oversized bomber-jackets, gold 

chains, pleated pants and shiny brogues. They were funny and fun, out every night, 

and the penny didn’t drop until we visited their share-house on the back streets of 

Chevron Island. We saw Louis Vuitton bags, expensive suits and ties, a shotgun and a 

steady stream of bombed-out looking women. One of the group, a dark-eyed boy 

infatuated by Godfather films, was later jailed for the stabbing murder of a man on 

Orchid Avenue.  

 

A much older Norwegian, a DJ who worked at Tunnel, asked if I wanted to go 

for a limo ride around Surfers in the early hours of one morning. I left the club with 

him and a driver drove us aimlessly around and around the block of Orchid Avenue 

and Gold Coast Highway, music blaring. The Norwegian massaged my shoulders, 

pulled down my top, kissed me with his thick, adult tongue and fondled my breasts 

aggressively. Then suddenly he was either bored or his pills wore off and he tapped 

on the driver’s shoulder to return.  

 

Benson’s had a twenty-dollar all-you-can-drink night. We drank Flaming 

Lamborghinis and jugs of bourbon and danced on the floor that lit up underneath us, 

our skin fluorescent.  

 

A single scene: a party in a Penthouse apartment of a local nightclub owner. 

My friend and I sitting in a corner, watching the drug-taking and drinking, sipping 
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West Coast Coolers. We snuck out to the elevators before the party turned into a Brett 

Easton Ellis novel. 

 

Our grade twelve post-formal was held at Twains and was interrupted by a 

police raid, the cops filing in, under-aged drinkers scurrying like cockroaches. The 

cops had no trouble honing in on us. All the girls were dressed in shiny gowns, hair 

teased and elaborately set, jewellery glinting, the boys in stiff, rented suits. I was 

nabbed in a skinny corridor, told to sit on a bench sticky with remnants of spilled 

alcohol, name and details written down by a humourless officer.  

 

I ended up in Southport Court. The frustrated judge, inundated by dozens of 

underage kids caught on the same night, dismissed my case. I had not been 

administered a breathalyser test. I swore up and down on a bible that I had not been 

drinking. I paid court costs and thanked my court-appointed lawyer, sweating under 

the slowly revolving fans in his cheap looking suit.  

 

After a night of drinking I attacked my boyfriend, punching his arms and 

chest. I bit into his chest. He pushed and sent me sprawling onto the footpath in Cavill 

Avenue. I screamed Fuck you while passers-by stared. We repeated the drunken fights 

several times until his father mentioned he had heard us. He said we had an abusive 

relationship.  

 

My boyfriend had a kitchen knife hidden under his mattress. I found it one 

day, when I was helping to change his sheets. He told me he had stolen the knife from 

the kitchen and used it to nick tiny V shapes into his inner thighs, hidden under his 

school shorts and board shorts.  

 

 My boyfriend’s father was a Vietnam vet and I was told not to sneak up on 

him. ‘Don’t jump into the pool when his head is under water,’ my boyfriend once 

called out when I stood on the side of their pool about to do a wicked bombie. I 

wanted to ask a thousand questions, was dying to know if he had killed anyone. He 

was in a commemorative photo at a war memorial in Canberra, captured kneeling, 

with other soldiers, their shoulders and heads hunched as a helicopter overhead 
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flattened the tall grass at their feet. I don’t remember anyone telling me if he was 

arriving or leaving. In any case, his expression was that of a man in a war zone. 

 

 

Have I said this before? 

Misdeeds, even those without a redemptive storyline, make for effective memoir. The 

messiness of a life is compelling because misadventure makes the reader feel normal, 

that they are not alone in their actions, feelings and thinking. Disclosure also provides 

‘voyeuristic pleasures’ (Kofman 2014: 108), a fact that cannot be undermined as one 

of the truer reasons for reading memoir. To create something worthwhile, it has been 

suggested that the writer must disclose in a ‘confessional tone’ (Kofman 2014: 

‘Wounds promise authenticity and profundity, beauty and singularity, desirability. 

They summon sympathy’ (Jamison 2014). It is perhaps these wounds and confessions 

of the genre that has caused it to be seen as the ‘literary poor-cousin of the novel’ 

(Shields in Strahan 2017). Memoir, as an evolving genre (like creative nonfiction) has 

the potential for limitless experimentation: ‘What distinguishes creative nonfiction as 

a genre, we propose, is not only the truth-value of the writing. It’s the way in which 

the raw material of “reality” is transformed into literary art’ (Singer & Walker in 

Strahan 2017).  

 

According to Gutkind, creative nonfiction ‘does not strictly adhere to one 

narrative form… creative nonfiction can be an essay, a journal article, a research 

paper, a memoir, a poem’ (2012: 6). The creative aspect is drawn from literary 

techniques – ‘writing in scenes, using description, dialogue, specificity of detail, 

characterisation and point of view’ (Gutkind in Brien 2000), rendering the story to 

‘read like fiction’ (Gutkind 2012: 6). The creative nonfiction narrative is still to be 

grounded in truth and be factually accurate. Invention is allowed in the form, not in 

inventing the material. 

 

 Memoir is written to ‘reveal the intimacies of ordinary lives’ (Gutkind 2012: 

57). The scope of the memoir is to focus on one episode of a life, or certain aspects. 

Some memoirs – like Karr’s The Liars’ Club (2015) – restrain their reportage. Others 

– like Tara Moss’ The Fictional Woman (2014) – heavily integrate reportage and 

social analysis.  
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 Under the banner of nonfiction, the length of the narrative can vary greatly. To 

my mind, the banner of ‘nonfiction’ denotes a ‘genre’ under which all life-writing 

operates; the differences between them can seem both vast and almost non-existent.  

 

Due to its affinity to both the essay form and journal article, memoir, to me, is 

a platform well suited to cross-pollination since it offers an adaptability. This 

entwined nonfiction sub-genre, the combination of memoir and essay format, 

expresses what Robert Manne defines as  

 
a reasonably short piece of prose in which we hear a distinctive voice 
attempting to recollect or illuminate or explain one or another aspect of the 
world… we trust that the distinctive voice we hear is truthful or authentic, 
even when perhaps it is not. (Manne in Cardell & Robertson 2017) 
  

Admittedly, in this work I have many short pieces in one longer volume, and Manne’s 

definition is about essays. But it is a fitting summation of the point, that I am working 

outside conventions and limitations, practicing on the peripheries of previous 

contexts, demonstrating creative writing performing a double act, i.e. applying a 

radical form to both the exegetical and the memoir, to produce writing that binds the 

creative with the investigation of praxis. This form lends itself particularly well to 

scholarship and self-reflection, allowing for the recruitment of knowledge from a 

range of areas, something Tess Brady refers to as a ‘bower-bird’ method (Brady 

2000), picking and choosing research as an interdisciplinary approach.  

 

Fragments are both brilliant and difficult. The work is dispersed and so every piece 

becomes like those memory games kids play, cards placed face down, trying to pick 

up a pair. Have I already mentioned this? Where did I write that? Maybe this is a new 

idea...?  

 

 

Southport. 

My friends and I were obsessed with labels and cars and padded shoulders, clubs with 

lasers and smoke machines blowing acrid clouds over a near-empty bar because E-

dealers were everywhere.  
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I changed my hair from stiff, teased and moulded peaks into blunt fringe and 

long straight locks. Apparently, I resembled the one-hit-wonder girl Collette, who 

sang to ‘ring her bell’ wearing acid-dance gear and a toothy smile. With the small 

amount of money we earned as nursing students, I bought a car, packed its boot and 

moved in with my best friend. Together we turned our house into party central, 

complete with a blow-up sex doll sitting at the dining table. 

 

We didn’t realise at the time that we were entering the momentous Grunge 

Era, the antithesis to the excesses my friends and I had studiously cultivated. Boys 

grew their hair into flowing falls, wore flannel and torn jeans. Girls modelled 

themselves on Jennifer Aniston and Courtenay Cox in Friends, a cleaner version of 

Courtney Love’s heroin chic. Twains went bust and Party became the grunge seekers’ 

choice, the dance floor a heaving mosh-pit rallied by dirty music.   

 

Nirvana came to town, supporting Violent Femmes, the concert held in a 

fenced off section of the Spit. I went along, not even completely sure who Nirvana 

were, but happy to tag along with buddies of mine from the hospital, most of whom I 

lost in the intense crowds. Before a full set was even played, beer cans were flying 

over our heads, the crowd strung out and sweaty. The rough-housing became so bad 

that my friend insisted I leave. He cleared a pathway for me through the long-haired 

throng, kissed me chastely at the gate, pushed me outside it, and promised to give a 

blow-by-blow review at a later stage. 

 

A different evening and INXS is headlining, Michael Hutchence lurching 

around stage with his leg in a cast. A man I didn’t know asked if I wanted to sit on his 

shoulders to get a better view. I did, and we swayed together through several songs, 

my hands in the air.  

 

 

Nursing. 

For seven years I was a nurse at the now demolished Gold Coast Hospital, a grey, 

concrete building that once stood at Nerang Street. This was back in 1990 when 

nursing was still taught like a trade and nursing-students worked at the hospital while 
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also studying on site, in a small purpose-built learning centre. 

 

Just before the hospital’s demolition, I drove past the vacant building, and 

stopped to stare at its dark windows. I could still hear squeaking nursing shoes, 

dinging elevator doors. The scent of mashed pumpkin can send me through a time-

warp, straight back to the familiar clang and clatter of all those busy wards. 

Bulldozers and cranes erased the buildings, but I like to believe that for all the people 

that had an association with the site, it continues to hold their memories. For me the 

site feels ambivalent, most of my memories pervasively anxious in theme, but I also 

know I had some great times, with significant life lessons learnt. Solnit writes that 

‘the places in which any significant event occurred become embedded with some of 

that emotion, and so to recover the memory of the place is to recover the emotion’ 

(2006: 118). Landscape has the capacity to possesses and can take on a life of its own 

in the imagination, embedded with powerful emotions so vivid they are sometimes 

physical. A walk through these memories, imaginatively, can elicit a similar physical 

response as when the memories were created. Several times I attempted to write about 

my nursing career. The stories I had stored away for future use always felt too close, 

not far enough in the past. I couldn’t visit them without recovering all the negative 

stuff I had tamped down.    

 

Writing these walks, then, can feel hazardous to the writer. Eades reflects that 

he will jump up, ‘often, and leave the writing of this story, as if I can escape the 

telling of what is underneath’ (2015: 8). It’s the concealed or avoided topics that make 

the nerves tingle, causes the compulsion to leave, and I commiserate with Eades.  

Similarly, Drusilla Modjeska observes: ‘What I needed to do, though I 

wouldn’t have put it this way at the time, was to read my way into, or through, that 

clouded inner place of dread and futility that could still wake me at dawn…’ (2016: 

37). Writing about those dark places on the inside, the images and experiences that 

lurk and rise up as I visit some places is difficult and harrowing and has created a 

sense of unease that I can’t easily leave behind. These ‘flashbacks of trauma… [t]hese 

timeless bits and pieces of images and sensory shocks subvert and interrupt narration’ 

(Hustvedt 2012: 40). I, too, jump up from my desk often. A particular rough patch, 

like writing about Mum’s suicide attempt, encouraged me to clean the house, do loads 

of laundry. I would come creeping back to the laptop furtively, to stay only moments 
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before again leaving to find something else to do. I am meant to be writing and 

exposing the stories that I have, so far, only told myself.  

 

 

A box of photographs. 

I pull off the lid from a box of photographs. Benjamin reflects that ‘some events seem 

to reach us like an echo awakened by a call from the past’ (2016b: 33). Opening this 

box of photographs is my attempt, now, to try and awaken that call from the past, to 

see if that one photograph will transport me or proffer up dormant memories. I am 

looking for a specific photo, one I remember being taken in the middle of a ward, me 

in my freshly ironed uniform, arm slung around the neck of a friend. I wanted to study 

that picture, to see what emotions I could tap into, if my face in the photograph would 

give away what I was feeling at the time. I am getting closer to the time when Mum 

was admitted to hospital and I am curious how I looked, if that picture could be 

accessed like Benjamin’s echo. 

Inside the box is a random selection of pictures, given or sent in the mail by 

friends. Most seem to be duplicate copies when photographs were still physically 

developed. My friends and I always ordered double exposures so we could share 

them, the bulky cameras carried with us everywhere. We attempted to document 

everything. My brother, on the other hand, burnt his entire childhood album, saving 

only a handful of photos. No one has managed to procure his reasons for destroying 

that album, why he was trying to erase some part of himself, or some part of his 

memory. 

 

 Photograph one: four of us kids, my brother and I, and two Finnish siblings 

recently landed in Melbourne. The siblings were Dad’s best friend’s kids. We stand 

close, on a block of uncleared land adjacent to our house. Only now, looking at the 

photo, do I see that in Finland we really did live on open, sprawling land. In this 

photo, the sprawl is from houses crammed together on small blocks, devoid of tall 

trees, the background quite barren looking, remnants of excavation work visible in the 

edges of the picture. All houses are brick in several variations of brown, as opposed to 

the prevalent use of timber in Finland, usually painted a muddy red hue. I recall 

nothing of the photo being taken, but it does start a flutter of memories associated 

with our house and neighbourhood. 
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Photograph two: black and white, taken in Finland at Grandfather’s fruit-stall. 

I know it is Grandfather, but I don’t know anything else. He wears a beret and a 

cravat, the ends of which are tucked into a waistcoat. He is holding something in his 

hands, his eyes cast downwards, but the view of what he is doing is hidden by fruit.  

 

Photograph three: the photograph is cut into a small round and stuck into the 

middle of large paper petals, a hand-made flower frame. My uncle’s wife made it. On 

the back she had written ‘6 years’. In the photograph I am drinking from a large 

polka-dot mug, a piece of toast next to me. I remember from the photo that the mug 

was full of hot chocolate, that the toast had a large quantity of butter spread on it and 

that it all tasted delicious. Looking into the photo, I can almost picture the apartment, 

the part I was facing while the photograph was taken. I can feel something sliding – 

myself back in time – to be seated where I was. Nothing else surfaces, just a snapshot 

of an apartment and the taste of the chocolate on my tongue. 

 

Photograph four: tiny, and black and white. On the back is written ‘Paris’. The 

picture is taken up high, maybe at a lookout, or on a hill. In the bottom of the frame is 

a car. I Google ‘forties cars images’, and similarly rounded and chromed cars pop up. 

All other details are too small; I would need a magnifying glass to see how the people 

are dressed. To me, this image has no history, no associated memories. I assume it is 

my grandmother’s photo and it occurs to me that my box of photographs, without 

dates or names, will seem just as obscure to someone in the near future. 

 

There are hundreds of photographs in the box. No one is crying or sad, there’s 

no evidence of disharmony. The disharmony I know about only exists outside the 

photographs. I pick up a picture of my friend and I in fancy-dress costume. I am 

dressed as a vagina and she is a penis. I recall the party but not the reason for dressing 

as sex organs. It is a highly unsensual photograph, my friend’s penis-tip-hat a tortured 

red colour. 

 

As a ‘trace for future generations’ (Guibert 1982: 36), these image archives 

offer a shallow representation. At best, the photographs offer up impressions, but very 

little in terms of information. Hirsch argues that pictures  
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are no more than spaces of projection, approximation, and affiliation; they 
have retained no more than an aura of indexicality. For more distant affiliative 
descendants, their referential link to a sought-after past is ever more 
questionable. (2008: 122) 
 

Every image can inspire new interpretations. Every image can contribute to 

distortions. Unless someone sits down with this box and gives background 

information to all of them, in a few short decades they will be meaningless and 

inexplicable.  

 

In the end, the box does not have the photo I am looking for. Perhaps it was a 

friend’s photo, or maybe at some point I thought it too much of a portal to bad 

feelings and memories and decided to rip it up and bin it.  

 

 

Nursing is a funny career.  

We could be caring but were told we shouldn’t care too much because that 

compromised objectivity and, in turn, patient management. I started at eighteen and 

not five weeks into it goose bumps rose along my arms when I met my first, real, 

patient on a medical ward.  

 

During a group orientation of the nine-storey hospital I saw the medical ward 

as a horror show. Some patients sported mesh vests with long strips for tying around 

the chairs they sat on, a visually appealing straight jacket. A few were frozen in odd 

shapes, blankets pulled over stiffened joints, mouths a toothless O, their teeth soaking 

in plastic cups out of reach. Some snarled with anger, mumbling objections as we 

filed past. Then the sad ones, coming in and out of their confusion with brimful eyes, 

hands knitted together in anxiety.  

 

One tiny woman kept a steady pace up and down the corridor, lips painted red, 

clasping her fluffy pink dressing gown at her throat with one hand. I smiled and she 

smiled back, then said in a loud voice as she passed, Fuck off, ya bastard! A 

registered nurse nearby saw our raised eyebrows, the giggles supressed behind our 
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raised hands. ‘She used to be a barmaid,’ the RN said, and for some reason it made 

perfect sense.  

 

Second and third year nursing students imparted their wisdom during drunken 

nights at the hospital bar. ‘In the morning you gotta clean ‘em and lean ‘em for 

breakfast,’ some swaying wag said, eyes dilated by cheap beer. In the background, a 

band made up of doctors and other auxiliary staff played ‘500 Miles’, a song by the 

Proclaimers that turned out to be an apt anthem.   

 

 

My first patient was a folded and angular woman with dementia.  

I was eighteen. There were many moments I regretted my choice of career. I was 

introduced to my first patient on a medical ward, a tiny woman with dementia. She 

needed her morning shower. Her skin was parchment, skin drooping in little folds 

over bony limbs covered in purple bruising. I was given the task of soaping, 

shampooing, drying, dressing, wheeling her back bedside, then waiting for the 

orderlies to lift her back into her fresh sheets, tightly tied at each end, hospital corners 

on the top sheet and thin blue blanket.  

I stood in the shower recess, the patient on a plastic wheelchair with a toilet 

opening, and my nursing supervisor, an older woman with a short, tight perm and no-

nonsense attire, must have given me some kind of directives. We would have been 

lectured on preserving patient dignity, but all utterances given in a bright classroom, 

with noisy, young and healthy bodies, fled from memory.   

I recall the patient’s scent was musty, her mouth gaping slightly, that she 

shook with tremors, or maybe because she was cold. I had to reach past her to turn on 

the taps, my plastic apron crinkling as I leaned and tried not to look at her, because if 

I did, I was convinced I would cry with fright.  

To this day, I want to go back to that woman and apologise. I had yet to learn 

the trick of keeping face and emotions impassive, to pretend I didn’t notice the scent 

of rotting flesh, infection, blood, vomit, human excrement. I hadn’t yet had the 

experiences of handling multiple bodies, touching, rubbing, cleaning the skin of 

people I didn’t know.  
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Years later I soaped and shampooed, with perfect nonchalance, a young man 

with two plaster-cast arms still sporting a cock-ring two days after his accident. I kept 

a straight face until handover for the next shift, when I described his shaven scrota, 

giving a detailed description of his sizeable penis, the way the black rubber 

contraption had made his genitalia look gift-wrapped.  

I looked after a stuntman, his vertebrae fractured during something or other at 

Movieworld. He was lean and flirtatious, and a few weeks after his discharge, I ran 

into him at Melbas. We leaned against the bar and talked, drank Bacardi and Diet 

Coke, and in the early hours I was in the front seat of his car, his hand down my 

pants.   

 

 

Pretending to have feelings. 

Later, I became so good at blocking my feelings that I was numb. The drinking that I 

had already adopted as a remedy for unresolved issues increased incrementally. Dad 

warned me to go easy. He suggested that I had a ‘genetic inclination’ for alcohol and 

should be careful. I laughed and said I had everything under control, even though I 

could feel a large empty cavity somewhere inside, unable to be closed or filled. 

 

 

The Gold Coast Hospital had a bar on its grounds.  

The hospital bar was operated on a voluntary basis by staff, with cheap drinks and a 

dank scent. On a Friday afternoon it was the place to be. The nurses’ quarters emptied 

onto the grassed area between the buildings; doctors, physios and all auxiliary staff 

came down after shifts, and on their breaks. We had a strong camaraderie, like I 

imagine the defence forces have.  

 

On late shifts the music from the bar drifted up to the seventh floor. 

 

 ‘What’s that racket?’ a patient once asked. He had his leg in traction and had 

been placed by a window to alleviate his boredom. 

 

 ‘The hospital bar,’ I said, leaning into the window to try and catch a glimpse 

of the partying below. 
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 ‘On hospital grounds? Isn’t that kind of a contradiction?’ 

 

 We termed it ‘mental health’, a way to blow off steam, to numb the various 

aches and anxieties, the anger at being treated like shit by some patients and some co-

workers. The wards weren’t always harmonious, upper management barking at us in 

full view of patients, slammed phone receivers, arguments echoing from staff rooms, 

a lot of suppressed rage taken out in the pan room. When the nurses’ quarters were 

abolished, and eventually the bar, too, the atmosphere changed. Everything became 

more clinical, more professional. Our mental health had to be conducted off the 

premises. 

 

 

Cardiac arrest deaths were the worst.  

They were a spectacle, a violent way to try and stave off death. Staff climbed and 

straddled a body for correct compressions. Tubes and drips were inserted, paddles 

slapped against skin, defibrillation making the body jump and quiver. If this happened 

in a six-bed bay, only the curtains, knee-high off the ground, screened the other 

patients. The whole room was privy to every noise, even the silence and packing 

away of equipment when a resuscitation was unsuccessful. 

After witnessing my very first arrest, I ran to the lifts, went to the learning 

centre and bawled my eyes out in one of the supervisor’s offices. She handed me a 

box of tissues and reassured me the first few arrests were always the worst; they 

would eventually be easier. I was shaking uncontrollably, and she said it was the 

adrenalin, a completely natural response. From then on, I admired the way some of 

the staff were able to snap back, go straight back to their work after an adrenalin 

fuelled emergency.  

 

 

One particular bad shift. 

The children’s ward was painted with bright murals. Pooh-bear smiled, balloons 

bopped along the ceiling line, a rainbow stretched over one wall. Staff wore large, 

clown-like name-buttons. The staff smiled a lot, despite the noise of crying and 

yelling children.  
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I was called to care for a baby. One of her problems was her little nightcap – it 

was stuck to her scalp. No one had washed or removed the cap for an untold amount 

of time. The baby screamed on touch, unused to physical contact. Bathing her to try 

and remove the nightcap was my objective for an eight-hour shift, painstakingly 

peeling cap from scalp, soaking both with warm water. I fed and changed her, my ears 

ringing from her crying. After my shift ended, I never did find out what became of 

her. She was one in a logbook of injuries, illnesses, traumas and bed numbers. 

Perhaps her memory became foregrounded because I felt inadequate, nothing but a 

bystander in her already uncomfortable existence. 

 

 

A little like Twilight Zone. 

A part of me became what I call a dead-zone. The dead-zone assured a safe, clinical 

distance between myself and patients. I don’t know how I developed it or how it 

eventually came to have such a stronghold on my emotions. Day by day I was less 

scared, less worried about what I saw. Broken bits and pieces of humanity became 

interesting, and I zoomed in on the issue rather than the whole person. I was pulled up 

a few times by senior staff for calling patients by their bed numbers instead of their 

names. Eventually, nursing warped my perspective on what was normal and not 

normal. It screwed with my ability to feel anything fully. I had well and truly reached 

that golden objectivity. I could peel back a dressing, exposing the meat, veins and 

bone of a leg cut open from ankle to upper thigh to prevent compartment syndrome. I 

was rather unaffected when a man jumped to his death from the ninth storey of the 

very building supposed to help him. I did become calm during cardiac arrests. The 

dead-zone swallowed my sympathy. I resented patients, faking the nurturing bedside 

manner.  

 

For a long time after I resigned from nursing, my emotions remained 

confused, like I was standing on the other side of a thick pane of glass from everyone 

else. The things that upset most people, like the nightly news carnage, left me feeling 

very little. Sometimes I cried for no reason at all, surprised that a sudden bubble of 

sadness would burst to the surface. My sleep patterns were erratic, and I had a 

growing mistrust of my partner. I often wondered if the emotional disarray would 

ever resolve.  
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The wolf returns. 

One of the women I worked with wore old-school girdles, her white hair tightly 

curled against her scalp. The way her glasses reflected the nursing station lights at 

night gave her a sinister appearance, and she was sinister, unnecessarily mean, a 

classic bully. She was still partial to being called ‘sister’, even though the preferred 

title (according to management) was Registered Nurse.  

 

 A stolen motor vehicle pursuit had ended badly. Our patient had been 

attempting to inject heroin into a vein in his penis while driving at great speed. The 

police chase ended when the patient wrapped himself and his stolen vehicle around a 

pole. 

 

 Heroin withdrawals gave our patient hallucinations. Each time he saw the 

girdle-garbed nurse, he yelled out, frightened, that he could see she was a wolf in 

disguise. He threw his dinner tray at her, his bedpans, his urinals. He attempted to get 

out of the pulleys and straps of his traction. He yanked out his intravenous therapy 

and screamed blue. The only way he could be appeased was by pulling his curtains 

closed around his bed, with the sister asked not to enter his room. It was the first time 

I had seen her steely resolve crack, and it gave me satisfaction.   

 

 

Odds and ends. 

Two patients, not at all related, are admitted on the same day, to the same ward, with 

lost vibrators still buzzing internally. A woman jumps from a third-storey window 

because Jesus calls her to join his elephant parade. A young boy, in the midst of a 

drug induced breakdown, travels from Melbourne to the Gold Coast because he is 

looking for his father, John Lennon. A man who furiously masturbates under his 

sheets so often the nursing unit manager chastises him and shuts him into a private 

room. An older woman accompanies a much younger man to hospital, and 

mistakenly, I refer to the visitor as his ‘mother’. A drunk man dives into a shallow 

dam to retrieve his golf club, breaks his neck vertebra and spends over a week 

hallucinating he is actually at Fisherman’s Wharf. A famous racing car driver ends up 
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a patient on our ward, and our secretary answers a call from Paul Newman the movie 

star, and the racing-team owner. A man actually named James Bond dies on a bedpan 

on his 99th birthday. 

 

 

Helen Garner asks a question. 

‘[W]hy do stories matter so terribly to us, that we will offer ourselves up to, 

and later be grateful for, an experience that we know is going to fill us with grief and 

despair?’ (Garner 2016: 180). Storytellers need stories to tell. And so we venture 

forth, and sometimes those experiences do fill us with grief and despair and so then 

we hope to at least earn a story from them. Grief is a process of inquiry we all 

inevitably step into. Some of us can write about it. Sometimes all this painful 

knowledge makes me appreciative – of the strength some people possess, the 

sacrifices some can make. Perhaps gratefulness, for writers, comes from knowing 

their hurt or despair can be transformed into something we can learn from. Nursing 

agave me a host of emotional experiences to mine for writing. In that first year of 

nursing I floundered badly. I found the combination of full-time shift work and study 

difficult. I broke up with my first boyfriend. Then Mum attempted suicide.  

  

Fragments became a way to tell and reflect and show, and it’s a mode that 

might restrict the transformation of experiences into overworked or clichéd writing. 

It’s the pursuit of a pared-down particle, the ‘shards’, demarcated by being 

‘independent, defined by their singularity, by the white space that encases them on a 

page’ (Segal 2011: 158). This singularity is forgiving; the shards can remain short and 

manageable. I don’t need narrative progression, or a definitive link from one moment 

to the next. Progression, the drive of any narrative (especially fictional), is halted, and 

so the need to create bridges (structures) where there were none, is removed. The 

white spaces around my writing became very important when I approached writing 

about Mum’s attempted suicide.  

 

 

The emergency. 

An Emergency nurse that I knew very well called me during my shift and informed 

me, against Mum’s wishes, that Mum had been brought in as an attempted suicide. 
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She suggested that perhaps I would like to make my way down to the Emergency 

ward to see her. I recall asking if she was okay, my heart rate increasing at the 

immediate thought of having to inform Dad and my brother. The nurse said, Yeah, 

she’s fine, she wasn’t successful.  

If it wasn’t for the disobedient nurse calling me, I might never have known 

Mum had swallowed too many sleeping pills. I’m not sure why the nurse called – 

perhaps she realised someone else might spot Mum in Emergency and tell me, and so 

she pre-emptively saved me from shock and embarrassment at not knowing Mum had 

been admitted.  

I left my ward, caught a lift to the ground floor, impatient each time the lift 

stopped. I entered the large, bustling room and walked across to the beds lined up on 

the far side of the ward, where I could see Mum, her curtains pulled back for an 

unobstructed view by all staff. Mum lay on a trolley, under a demure white sheet. I 

stood next to the trolley and neither of us greeted the other. I stayed just long enough 

to tell her she was selfish, an idiot. I had meant my appearance by her bedside to send 

her a message, to show her that I knew what she had tried to do and that she hadn’t 

gotten away with it.  

 

The convention with suicide back then slotted her into the attention seeking 

category. She had called Dad to tell him she had swallowed a large number of pills, so 

clearly it wasn’t a serious attempt.  

 

Mum said, years later, that she had been frightened of what I would do or say 

when she saw me approaching her bed in the hospital. Our relationship had become 

very strained as her drinking had increased. From the small amount of information 

she has revealed, Mum was retaliating against Dad’s suspected affair and the tensions 

between Grandmother and Dad. Mum had become involved with another man. Dad 

had found out and threatened to leave. And so Mum swallowed pills.  

 

I don’t recall anything more, or how I felt. I must have gone back to my ward 

and completed my shift, something that now seems incongruous – a family member in 

dire circumstances and me putting on a smile while continuing to work. In the early 

nineties there was no RUOK day. Depression and suicide were kept under lock and 
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key in most families. And this attitude flowed through the hospital, with some 

attempted suicides classified as a cry for help at best.  

Apparently a psychiatrist assessed Mum while in the presence of Dad. Mum 

denied she actually wanted to die, and agreed her attempt was a call for attention. The 

hospital discharged her the next day, and I’ll assume it was without follow up, since I 

never heard of her going to counselling or to therapy.  

 

 

Examining suicide. 

Suicide is ‘more than a deliberate act of lethal self-destruction: It is also a 

communication, an interpersonal or dyadic act, a self-dramatization performed before 

an audience consisting of the suicide and of other persons, usually members of the 

suicide’s family’ (Sanderson in Eakin 2004: 197). I had never thought about suicide 

or attempting suicide as a communicative act. Each time an unsuccessful suicide was 

brought into hospital, I was reminded (through the language used) that it was a ‘call 

for help’ or ‘attention seeking’. I didn’t pause to reflect how the act itself might be 

communicating something.  

 

Why was attempted suicide termed unsuccessful if the patient survived?  

 

Why was suicide only attention seeking, unless the patient died?  

 

Was the act of swallowing pills or calling someone in the middle of the 

attempt not a serious enough indication of someone’s compromised mental health? 

This is what Mum had done. She had called Dad, which immediately placed her in the 

attention seeking category at the hospital, and would not elicit sympathy.  

The attempted act was already asking for help, for said ‘attention’, and yet, 

these patients were not seen as serious.  

No pulse was serious.  

Arriving semi-conscious was not serious.  

The demarcation between death and attention seeking is fascinating for the 

way it didn’t make sense, but somehow seemed acceptable to me at the time.  

 

My grandfather was a successful suicide. No one drew any parallels between 
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Grandfather and Mum, that there was a death by suicide in the family. Mum had been 

young, a teenager. Tumarkin writes that we are not our parents but ‘we go from being 

inside of them, to them being inside us’ (2018: 112). We absorb our parent’s habits, 

mannerisms, the things they said sometimes involuntarily coming out of our own 

mouths. What about absorbing a death wish? Especially if the suicide of a parent 

occurred during our impressionable years. ‘Suicide in a family can open the door’ 

(Tumarkin 2018: 118). The idea is introduced, by the suicide, that you may be 

destined to go the same way. Maybe that’s what happened with Mum. She was 

fighting her father’s ghost, the burden of that idea, that she too would one day 

succumb. Then she was given the right set of circumstances and she crept toward that 

door left open by Grandfather. I am lucky, I think now, in the present, that Mum was 

unsuccessful. How would I have escaped that inviting door if I had two direct family 

members dead from suicide? 

 

 

Things that just happened. 

After a party at my house, a male friend – I’ll call him Sam for narrative clarity - 

escorted me to my bedroom. I don’t remember. I had been drinking heavily, and I was 

apparently almost unconscious, as reported a day or two later by another friend. Sam 

proceeded to remove my clothes and was about to get into bed with me, naked, when 

another male friend came to check on what was taking Sam so long. Even now I try to 

believe Sam wouldn’t have done anything. He was a good friend, a nice guy, someone 

I had worked with for several years. He had never expressed any hint of attraction and 

so the episode felt confusing. The actual good guy in this scenario, the friend who 

came to check up on me, told me later that as soon as he saw Sam taking me towards 

my bedroom, he felt uneasy, because Sam could be ‘dodgy’ with women.  

 
I read an anecdote by Alison Croggon and shivered involuntarily. Croggon 

wrote that the first time she was raped, ‘a stranger climbed into bed with me while I 

was sleeping at a friend’s house and fucked me. I was seventeen: he was twenty-eight. 

I didn’t know it was rape. It was just something that happened’ (2015: 23). It is 

something that continues to happen. Initially, when I read Croggon’s story, I skimmed 

over the fact that she wrote ‘first time’. I actually italicised the words so that they 

wouldn’t be missed; she has been a rape victim more than once. Then I had to pause 
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and think about a twenty-eight-year-old man sexually assaulting a seventeen-year-old 

teenager. 

 Disturbingly, in the ‘majority of cases sex offences against children are 

opportunistic and carried out by people who are also attracted to adults’ (Lee 2018: 

28). Not all child sex offenders are paedophiles. They are ‘just’ opportunistic men, 

who happen to find teenaged girls sexually attractive or deem them to be sexually 

available. In Australia, more than ‘one in ten women have been sexually assaulted 

before they turn fifteen’ (Lee 2018: 29). Before they turn fifteen. Since obviously it is 

not just a handful of men who are the perpetrators, the mathematics would then 

indicate that one in ten men has sexually assaulted a child. The idea makes my skin 

crawl. 

 

While reading Eggshell Skull (Lee 2018), I thought about how, when it comes 

to certain memories, I chose to write about women. I think, now, specifically, of the 

story about the elderly woman I showered when I was a nurse. I showered dozens, if 

not hundreds, of old men, just as frail, just as unpleasant to a young woman’s eyes as 

the woman, yet it is the woman I depict. In those same scenes about nursing I write 

about a man, virile, obviously; good looking, young, someone I would have been 

attracted to. In the midst of the writing, how did I come to choose these specific 

examples? In my subterranean psyche, what is going on that old women are 

seemingly the stuff of horror, but a young man is recalled for his cock ring and hard 

body? 

 Lee writes, in a scene where she is finally seeing a counsellor about her 

personal history, a sexual molestation that is threatening to derail her mentally and 

physically, that she ‘didn’t want to be dramatic’ (2018: 76). Lee goes on to detail that 

if women complain of mistreatment, they are labelled ‘Crazy bitch… loose cannons 

with daddy issues… nymphos in need of a good fuck… narcissists and attention 

seekers, all out to wreak havoc in cheap pumps’ (2018: 84). I have personally been 

called at least one of those labels at some point. I have women friends who have been 

called cunts and bitches by their ‘loving’ partners. These are recurring tropes, the idea 

that women are unhinged, unstable, liars. It is no wonder, even with the evidence in 

front of her, of Lee being quite justified in actually being dramatic, that she shuts 

down instead, believing the trope, adjusting herself to not seem affected by what has 

happened to her personally, what happens to women constantly. 
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 I read Lee’s book and I am angry. I feel exhausted. The good men no longer 

make up for the bad men. I am tired that I subconsciously use negative words about 

myself, that I see damaged women instead of damaging men. That these persisting 

tropes are everywhere, in movies, television, books, and we all absorb them, both 

unwittingly and willingly. 

 

  

With partying good times came repercussions.  

Writing about certain episodes doesn’t feel therapeutic, as I initially thought it might. 

Keeping a safe buffer between the written and myself is difficult.  

 

I toy with the idea that some things never happened at all. While trying to 

write about sexual assault I deliberate about the quality of the memory. I was drunk at 

the time. The word ‘no’ is the only thing I can truthfully cling to.  

 

I have a collection of grey-coloured snapshots: Face. Hands on chest. Pushing. 

Slivered streetlight shining on a mirror. A gap in the curtain. Doona. The feeling of 

heaviness, maybe his body. The unpleasant sensation of things happening that I didn’t 

want. I said ‘no’. 

 

The disjointed words don’t look dramatic. I tried to puzzle together the 

fragments that convey the moment best. The desire is overwhelming to build a 

complete narrative so someone else can see exactly what might have happened, what I 

think happened.  

 

 

The list. 

I didn’t consider the Gold Coast a dangerous place. I have always defended its seedy 

reputation, bristled at the Glitter Strip image and maintained that nothing bad ever 

happened, that I had never experienced the seediness first hand. Somehow these 

slipped past:  

 

A man rubbed himself against me when I browsed a bookshop at fourteen.  
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I woke from a nap to find a friend’s younger brother pressing a Coke bottle 

against my vagina.  

 

A friend lay down next to me during a sleepover and pressed his erect penis 

against me and demanded I give him a hand job.  

 

Walking at The Spit, men often stood in dunes, showing their erections as I 

walked past, sometimes with my friends, sometimes just walking my dog.  

 

While sunbaking at Mermaid Beach a man came and sat next to me and said I 

had great tits and didn’t leave until my boyfriend returned from the surf.  

 

I saw bouncers beating and throwing people down stairs at Beergarden and 

Rose & Crown.  

 

So many incidents that I dismissed as uneventful, yet I remember them. While 

reading Sex Object: A Memoir (Valenti 2016), I felt a dawning recognition of the 

universality of women’s experiences repeated in narrative – the untold sadness, 

feelings of worthlessness, wanting to disappear – symptomatic of a lot of discourse 

around women. Valenti wrote that her sexual assault, carried out in the same way as 

mine, ‘did not destroy me or change who I am in the way I thought something like 

that is supposed to… I don’t carry scars from it’ (2016: 112). She goes on to say she 

bears a ‘shameful uncertainty’, yet it is a moment in time she has chosen to write 

about. It made enough of an impact that she recalls it in the context of shame, yet like 

Lee, didn’t want to appear dramatic. I have shared the same belief until recently. Now 

I wonder whose sensibilities am I actually protecting, and in the case of sexual 

assault, why shouldn’t women scream and yell about it? We shouldn’t try and erase 

our scars, we should highlight them, pass them on, let the person responsible carry the 

weight of the shame and trauma. 

 

 

To tell or not? 

Including my assault was difficult because outing myself, as a victim, seemed a 

difficult event to outline because the memory was hazy. I re-wrote the words and 
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sentences many times, adding, then deleting. I was trying to capture shadows, and 

initially, I was also trying to write the scene in a way that it might be seen as almost 

an apology, because on the night in question, I was drunk, and clearly, should have 

taken on some of the responsibility. I have, since those first draft stages, come to the 

realisation that I was not to blame, no matter the circumstances.   

 

  

How it might have happened. 

I was caught in the trap of not wanting to call something rape because maybe 

responsibility also rested with me.  

 

But nothing excuses rape.   

 

I was out with a friend and drunk. I flirted with a man. He worked in the 

emergency services. I think I had met him on some other occasion. I don’t remember 

particulars, just drinking, flirting, dancing and laughter. Then my friend and her 

boyfriend decided to leave and go home.  

 

The man wanted to come home with me. I said something like, ‘Fine, but I’m 

not having sex with you’. I remember arriving at my house. I probably ate Vegemite 

toast like I usually did, possibly tried to drink water because I was prone to 

horrendous hangovers. Then we went to bed. I wore undies and a top, just like any 

other night. He kept his underwear on – I remember because he had to pause in his 

proceedings to remove them.  

 

Before it came to that, we kissed. I liked kissing him. But once again I said I 

wasn’t having sex with him. His kissing intensified. He had an erection; I could feel it 

as he rubbed against me. I said maybe he should sleep in the spare room. Right until 

penetration, and even during sex I believe I said, ‘I don’t want to do this’. 

 

I was drunk and I had invited him to my place, but nothing excuses forced 

intercourse. I repeat myself that mantra when I start to waver.   
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Lie down and play dead. 

Rape and sexual assault are still under-reported. The reasons are varied but maybe 

mostly – and I speak from personal experience – it is because sometimes the ‘proof’ is 

literally one person’s word against the other. It comes down to a question of consent, 

and the weight of evidence against the perpetrator is with the complainant, the 

woman. How could I have proven I didn’t consent, even though I stated verbally, 

several times, that I wasn’t having sex with him?   

 

Why didn’t I try to push him off or fight him? This man was tall and fit, and 

easily outweighed me. Perhaps I didn’t want the humiliation of a struggle, bruising, a 

nasty physical assault. Ironically, a fight might have given me physical evidence.  

I also can’t skirt around the fact that going to the authorities would have 

opened a can of worms. I had many sexual partners, and that would have been used 

against me. He had a lot of mates where I worked. Everything about the situation was 

intimidating and perhaps he knew that right at the beginning of the night; maybe he 

had used it to his advantage previously.  

 

 

Misconceptions. 

My thoughts about that night go around in a circular pattern:  

I thought I deserved what happened.  

I was drunk. 

I flirted. 

I invited him to my home.  

 

 Mary Karr wrote that many ‘disassociate or check out during awful times, so 

maybe you want to convey that to the reader’ (2015b: 33). In leaving out the greater 

details, I believe I have conveyed that night was unpleasant. I don’t think I checked 

out or disassociated, even though all the details are hazy. I blame alcohol for the 

unclear memory.   

 

Working in emergency services, he had the upper hand. I never reported it, 

which I now know, is very common. Women largely suspect they won’t be believed, 

that their whole being, their life, their actions, clothing and patterns of behaviour will 
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be scrutinised. Instead of going to the police, I reasoned to myself (just like Valenti 

had done) that I wasn’t traumatised by the incident because I hadn’t been physically 

hurt.  

 

Except that it affected me for years. Memories trickled in during other 

intimate moments with other men. In the dark my body must have recalled a similar 

movement or action or touch that my assailant had used and I would start to cry 

involuntarily, sometimes surprising even myself. The supressed anger and shame 

were trying to work their way out, breaking through the mental barriers I thought I 

had built up. My body was overriding the control my mind had tried to assert.  

I eventually confessed to a handful of woman friends. They nodded and 

replied with their own stories of similar scenarios, some with seemingly quiet sexual 

assaults, where the women weren’t obviously, physically scarred. Every friend who 

told me carried the same type of humiliation, self-doubt and rage that I carried.  

We all had heard stories of real rape, the ones in the news where the women 

had been violently attacked, left beaten, bleeding, scratched, bruised. Dark alleys and 

parks, deserted car parks and train stations. Rapes with copious physical evidence; 

rapes perpetrated by strangers, strange men hiding in bushes, stalking and following, 

coming at us from shadows. The truth is actually more frightening. Most assaults 

occur in the family home, perpetrated by men we already know.  

 

Our quiet kind of assault didn’t seem the same as the ones circulated in the 

media. Could it even be reported? Women are ‘less likely to be believed simply on 

account of who they are’ (Anderson 2011: 3). Women are chaotic, difficult, histrionic. 

None of us had taken that chance. 

 

 

Touch me. 

Women are encouraged and steered to acquiesce with politeness and acceptance. 

Especially working in a hospital environment where most women were nurses and 

men the doctors. (Of course, there were exceptions.)  
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The hospital was prominently a Men’s Club in the early nineties, some older, 

male doctors thinking nothing of patting a nurse’s buttocks or leaning in too close or 

being suggestive.  

 

During ward rounds, one surgeon liked to bear-hug me, especially in front of 

male patients. He would pull my hair out of ponytails and buns, tousled my head with 

one arm around me, call me a cutie. He stopped short of planting a kiss on top of my 

head. I didn’t complain because I thought him a friend, and most of the time I felt 

good humoured about it. Each time he did it, however, he undermined me in front of 

patients. I’m not sure what the purpose behind his behaviour was, other than to be a 

dominating presence in front of the male patients. 

 

 

Writing small details. 

For Benjamin, memory writing was a ceaseless unfolding; the ‘fan of memory never 

comes to the end of its segments; no image satisfies him, for he has seen that it can be 

unfolded, and only in its folds does the truth reside’ (2007: 6). It is those folds that I 

am constantly chasing, those ‘trapped’ memories. The important thing is to keep 

digging, to try to get to the stories that are the hardest to tell, mostly because they 

might teach the best lessons.  

Maybe those folds are also a metaphor for the way writing changes us; the 

process means we are in a perpetual state of unfolding, like an intricate piece of 

origami. I am different now compared to who I was when I began. This artefact is 

completely different, again, to when I typed the first words. I see myself altered and 

transformed on ‘paper’. 

Placing together these particular segments is my way of smoothing out folds I 

want the reader to know, picking pieces that might represent a bigger picture. But 

only I know the bigger picture. The reader gets the white space, the empty lines 

between paragraphs… a demarcation of where I am willing for them to enter and exit, 

since I can’t share everything, will only share the pertinent stuff of my life. I agree 

with Benjamin though, that the unfolding of the fan means endless choices and 

dissatisfaction. I could keep rearranging, unfolding, smoothing out for ever. 
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Crossing over. 

My formative experiences, the discovery of self through others, seemed to be through 

the gaze and bodies of men. I thought of those experiences, the touches, the gazes, the 

suggestive comments, as initiation rites, something you put up with, moved through, 

and found yourself on the other side at some point. But what if you were never able to 

cross over? 

 

 I always imagined that at some point the feeling of ‘adulthood’ is obtained, a 

feeling of control or fulfilment or deeper knowledge, and it dismays me even now that 

everything still feels almost the same as it did when I was in my early twenties. Men 

continue to watch, to attempt to intimidate.   

 

 Reversing the gaze or contesting male authority has been seen (until perhaps 

late 2017 and the Harvey Weinstein scandal) to court trouble. Crossing over to the 

other side – no longer believing myself to be physically, mentally or sexually inferior 

– is a continuing battle.  

 

 

Meeting my husband. 

The man I would eventually marry worked in obstetrics. He was funny, kind, smart 

and handsome, and seemed not to be part of the usual party crowd I had fallen in with. 

With him, I had to develop a game plan, refrain from chasing him, keeping aloof until 

he showed signs of being interested. Looking back now, I feel like I was a contestant 

on The Bachelor – he was a catch, and I smoothed my edges so I would fit in with 

him, be the type of woman he would want.  

 

Future-husband moved in with me after only three months of dating, into the 

two-bedroom unit I had been renting in Main Beach with my best friend. 

  

Our relationship wasn’t easy right from the beginning. I carried suitcases full 

of issues, and alcohol exacerbated the churning suspicions and distrust. We learned a 

cycle of arguing early on, based on accusation and denial, and bringing up every 

argument from the past. It was ugly.  
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My future-husband had met me, at the age twenty-three, in a cycle of feeling 

worthless. I thought myself ugly, fat, unlovable, dumb and constantly looked for 

affirmations in the negative. Nursing had become a dead-end vocation for me. I was 

dissatisfied and loathed going to work, calling in sick each time I clocked up enough 

sick leave to do so.  

 

I packed up the ward’s Christmas decorations and spontaneously wrote on the 

box in black pen: If I am still working here next year, kill me. I signed my name under 

it. The following year I found the box. My own words turned out to be the sign I had 

been waiting for, a message from the past telling me things needed to change. I finally 

researched what the entry requirements for university were. Somewhere along the 

way I had decided I wanted to study psychology, and so I sent in my application and 

crossed my fingers.   

 

 

On the road to somewhere else. 

Back then, successful applicants to university courses were published in the paper. On 

that day, in a nervous sweat, I bought the newspaper on my way to work. I leant on 

the bonnet of my red Ford Laser, kept the pages down with both arms against a 

breeze, sun in my eyes, squinting at the small print and scrolled down the lists of 

names. I cried when I saw. I was no longer just dreaming. I walked onto my ward ten 

feet tall. I had enrolled at university to become a psychologist, was on my way out. 

 

Our introductory lecture was in a nearby church, the student numbers so vast 

we couldn’t all fit into the Griffith University lecture room on campus. Our lecturer, 

sweating under a slowly revolving fan, in front of hundreds of ripe first year students, 

told us that most people enter the field of psychology to figure themselves out, to fix 

their own traumas and addictions. I looked around me at all the other students, 

blithely thinking his observations were about everyone else.  

 

 

How this writer emerged. 

The friend who had saved me from Sam at my party picked up a smooth stone on a 

walk. He handed it to me and said, ‘This rock represents our friendship. I want you to 
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keep it until I see you next.’ He was leaving for Sydney. I kept that rock for years, 

placing it on the window ledge of whatever house I happened to be living in. When 

my friend and I had long lost contact, I still held onto the rock.  

 

Before my friend left, he said he didn’t fit in on the Gold Coast, had always 

felt out of place, like he couldn’t quite be as he imagined he could be. He got a tattoo 

inked onto his shoulder, the Chinese symbol for yin-yang. I looked at the tattoo, 

thought it ugly, not quite understanding what the tattoo represented in his explanation 

of not belonging. Maybe the tattoo was the equivalent of me starting university. I had 

thought that enrolling in psychology would provide me with a feeling of belonging. 

Instead I found psych subjects difficult and had trouble assimilating myself into uni 

life. I kept going because leaving would be too embarrassing, and I needed a different 

option to nursing. In a blind panic over electives, and being late with that semester’s 

enrolments, I wound up in creative writing.   

 

I remember the first creative writing lectures, and the course convenor, a man 

with a penchant for wearing black jeans, black t-shirts, black boots. In most lectures 

he gestured with his hands and walked around restlessly as he spoke. The lecture 

theatre was always full. His tutorials were similarly full. He had won the Vogel 

Literary Award and I recall being impressed even though I had no inkling what the 

Vogel was.  

 

Our first creative writing assessments were handed back. A student next to me 

showed me his work. On his cover page were three black lines crossed over the 

writing, with THIS IS SHIT written in large, bold letters. I quaked. I stuffed my pages 

into a bag and only opened them in private, in the front seat of my car. There were no 

black lines. Just the words, ‘This is very good.’ I felt warm all over, like an interior 

blushing. The Vogel winner had liked my story. I could do this writing thing because 

someone had, for the first time, said I was very good at something. Suddenly, writing 

felt like a shining new possibility. 

 

Just last year the man who gave me the friendship rock made contact via 

Facebook. He had recently moved to Brisbane with his wife and child. He asked if I 
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still had the rock, that he had thought about it many times. Unfortunately, I had only 

recently left the rock behind.  

 

 

An abrupt end. 

I made an appointment to see the creative writing lecturer. I wanted to do something 

with writing, I said. He told me to switch over to a cool new course, something being 

called Bachelor of Communications. ‘It’s the future,’ he said. And it almost was.  

 

My future husband announced he wanted to leave general practice. He felt 

hemmed in and restless, too young to keep doing ‘tears and smears’ for the next thirty 

years, tired of referring interesting patients to specialists. He wanted to do something 

exciting, become the team doctor for an Antarctic exploration, for example. He would 

need his appendix removed, would be gone for at least three months, maybe six, who 

knew? In the end, after many arguments, we compromised by getting engaged, and 

moving to Kalgoorlie. He had applied for a job with the Royal Flying Doctor Service 

in Western Australia. 

 

Before leaving the Gold Coast, I changed to a Bachelor of Communications 

degree as suggested by the lecturer. I took a leave of absence which lasted nine years, 

and all the while I waited to go back, to reunite with the future. 

 

 
Accidental destinations. 

David Carlin writes that an essay is ‘contingent on things it encounters along the way, 

just like the river might encounter mountains, dams, the sudden force of gravity, 

irrigation pipes. An essay discovers things it wasn’t looking for. It finds a logical 

destination it could never have predicted’ (2017). I’m not sure I have found anything 

resembling a logical destination, but I have encountered many things I wasn’t looking 

for. I have found that testing the boundaries of what an exegesis and memoir might 

look like together has reinforced the truth telling aspect. I have also found that a 

reader could reassemble most of these pieces and read them in any order they liked. I 

have found that being vulnerable, as a writer, doesn’t have to mean mawkish or 

treacly words. And I’m not sure if this gets spoken of enough but being non-
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judgemental about other people is a tough gig. Just tell the truth, like it’s the easiest 

thing in the world! I caught myself, over and over again, writing something that was 

bordering on bitchy, and I had to retract and pause, come back to the scene when I 

could be more objective. I guess these things are the mountains and sudden forces of 

gravity, the things that I needed to come up against to really discover more about 

myself.   

 

 
Western Australia. 

We landed in Kalgoorlie. From the air I had seen the scorched and arid looking 

landscape, the way it had crept outwards steadily as we flew inland. I was sitting in 

the window seat and watched as the plane rolled towards a large tin shed airport, the 

tarmac shimmering with heat and I cried. My future husband leaned over and patted 

my leg, said It’s going to be fine! I said something about never living this far from my 

friends, trying to brush aside the sudden onset of panic about being in this dry 

landscape.  

 

In the new landscape I felt landlocked, the ground sometimes so dry it cracked 

and pulled apart into fissures. For the first time I couldn’t navigate by the ocean, I had 

no bodies of water nearby, and I missed the scents and sounds, the sparkling bounce 

of light from its surface.    

 

 

Kalgoorlie is an interesting town. 

Kalgoorlie’s water is pumped from Mundaring Weir, along several hundred 

kilometres of pipeline. The pumped water tastes exactly as you’d imagine water to 

taste after travelling through old pipes across a desert.  

The red dirt was starling in its vibrancy and fine enough to sneak into pores, 

onto eyelashes, and into the petrol tanks of cars. I always felt mildly gritty, the 

slightest breeze kicking up the small granules.  

Kalgoorlie seemed plonked into the middle of vast desert country, dotted with 

abandoned and gaping maws of mineshafts, brittle looking plants and a heat that 

could swell up a kangaroo carcass in hours. The flies were ridiculously numerous and 
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persistent. For the first time ever, I entertained getting around in a hat with hanging 

corks or fashioning a fly net to go over my face and head.  

 

Initially I couldn’t handle the convection-oven heat. It seared my skin into 

medium-rare shades in minutes. I waited out the daytime heat inside, the stale air-

conditioning constantly moving the curtains of the house that came as part of my 

future husband’s renumeration package. My dog happily hid inside with me, racing 

outside to pee and returning immediately to scratch at the back door to be let into the 

cool interior.  

 

I had saved a sizeable chunk of money and for the first few months didn’t 

work, which meant living in isolation. I wrote melodramatic letters to friends about 

being lonely. I had met future husband’s co-workers, some of the other doctors’ wives 

and partners, but I didn’t feel a particular connection with anyone. To save my sanity, 

I decided I had to start exploring the town. Waiting until late afternoon when I didn’t 

need sunscreen, I started stepping out with my dog, Fox. I had named my dog, a 

kelpie-cross, after Fox Mulder and the supernatural TV series X-Files. 

Fox and I walked out into our deserted street, towards where I knew one of the 

two main roads were. We had barely walked two minutes when suddenly Fox 

stopped, muscles and ears excitably tense. I scanned, nervous, looking for what had 

caught his attention, and saw a dingo. We all stood staring at each other. The dingo’s 

nose moved, alert, eyes dark. Then it disappeared, sprightly, into surrounding grass 

like it had never been. It seemed like an actual supernatural moment, the way the wild 

dog disappeared into the scrub. After that, I never saw another dingo in the wild. 

 

Several other, notable walks: 

1. A goat suddenly appeared out of scraggly bushland onto the dirt road only   

used by mining company cars. The goat was black and white and stood staring at Fox, 

Brown and I, defiantly, looking like he was daring us to pass. By this walk I had two 

dogs, the new one a Jack Russell named Brown (full name Jackson Brown, after the 

singer), purchased to keep Fox company. Both dogs started barking frantically. I 

backed away slowly, pulling at the dogs’ leashes, dragging them behind me. The goat 

advanced. I stopped. The goat stopped. Each time I moved, the goat moved, and when 

I stopped, he stopped. We danced like this a few more times until I finally figured that 
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perhaps the goat didn’t plan on charging, that it was instead just trying to follow us. I 

relaxed and walked back to our house, the goat following all the way, stopping to 

stand outside the back gates until I opened them and let him in. He happily ate the 

withering plants in the yard while I called the pound. The staff at the pound knew the 

goat. He was a regular escapee from a local farm. I was sad to see him go. His eyes 

seemed so warm and friendly. 

 

2. Out in the bush, and I came across a large man carrying a stick, followed 

by two large pig-hunting dogs. The collars on the dogs were made of wide, thick 

leather, covering their entire necks. The dogs started a low, menacing growl, hunched 

their shoulders, ears flattened. Neither of the hunting dogs wore a leash, and the man, 

dogs and I stood sizing each other up for what seemed like minutes. My adrenaline 

was pumping, my two dogs tense on their leads, probably sensing the dire looking 

situation – I was several kilometres from town and no one knew where I had gone for 

a walk. People disappeared frequently from town, from surrounding areas, without 

explanation. Finally, the man slammed his stick against a tree, said ‘Heel!’ and kept 

walking. The dogs followed him and I stood rooted to the spot waiting until my heart 

rate settled and I could swallow. My whole mouth had dried while a sweat had broken 

out over my back. 

 

3. A car suddenly driving through the bush at high speed, sliding into a  

stop nearby, sending plumes of dirt clouds into the air. Two youths jumped out, left 

their doors open, and started running. I called the police when I finally got back 

home, describing the strange action and where the car was. The police on the other 

end were happy since they lost the car and the youths during a high-speed chase 

through town. 

 

 

Flying doctors. 

Around 50, 000 people lived in and around Kalgoorlie. The community supported the 

Flying Doctors because the local hospital was small. For all major events patients 

were flown to Perth. The Flying Doctors were an eclectic group, made up of several 

pilots, a roster of nurses, and three doctors. Some staff were single, some divorced, all 

with a macabre emergency-personnel humour I understood. Until budget cuts, the 
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base employed an engineer and a base manager with a swagger and a Britney Spears 

screen saver. Eventually they were, and were not, like family.  

 

 

A doctor named Chips.  

Chips reminded me of an imagined Henry Lawson, a sophisticated bushman with 

impeccable manners and intellect. He moved slowly and deliberately and had a habit 

of avoiding eye contact. He explained his downcast eyes as the result of working in 

Aboriginal communities.  

 

Chips’ wife and son lived in Perth. Chips always, gratefully, accepted 

invitations for drinks and dinner. I liked him for the way he formally wore long pants 

and a tie even on the hottest desert days, the way he held a wine glass by the stem. 

 

One weekend a crane rolled over, along a lonely stretch of highway. A car 

eventually stopped. Someone inspected the twisted wreckage and found a man. His 

lower body was trapped under seventy tonnes of crane. The rescuer alerted the 

authorities and The Flying Doctors flew out with my future husband. Another mobile 

crane started the long drive towards the scene, to hoist the rolled crane. 

 

The team worked at the side of the highway for over forty hours. They tried to 

figure out how to lift the wreckage and still save the man. The tourniquet effect of the 

crane pressing over the man’s pulped body prevented him from bleeding out and 

dying. Over satellite phone my future husband negotiated with a surgeon and 

emergency team in Perth. They were debating if perhaps the man’s leg should and 

could be amputated with a handsaw. 

 

Chips acted as relay, calling via satellite phone for updates on the scene, 

calling me at home with any news. He knew I worried. Nights alone always sent my 

imagination feral. I locked myself in our bedroom. I had a cricket bat under my bed. 

Both dogs slept in my room, and still I slept fitfully, waking at the smallest noise 

outside.  
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Neighbourly acts. 

Each weekend, the neighbours, a man and a woman, drank excessively. Then the man 

would beat the woman. The woman’s screams echoed against the walls of their house, 

as did her running footsteps. The cops showed up regularly to instigate an agitated 

truce, but the man was hardly ever taken away.  

 

One evening the neighbours and we happened to all step out of our homes to 

stand at the curb at the same time, to wait for taxis.  

‘Wanna share a lift?’ the man asked. He was tall and thin, his arms wiry and 

tan, sporting a shirt, thongs and a tobacco-stained smile. The woman was big-busted, 

her dress acting like a bandage, strangling her ample curves. We declined their offer 

politely. I didn’t want either of them knocking on our door looking for friendship. 

Their domestic violence was bone-chilling to listen to. I had never been privy to 

hearing such intimate and detailed death threats as the man regularly promised the 

woman.  

Back then my understanding of domestic violence was limited. It’s 

embarrassing now to admit that I thought the woman was also responsible for the 

violence by staying. I never thought past the idea that perhaps the man was holding 

her financially hostage; that she was in a desert town, and the chances were, neither 

had family nearby. The logistics of her leaving might have been insurmountable.  

 

  Midnight and home alone and I heard footfalls pacing next-door. Doors 

slammed. Voices grew louder, the woman’s pitch rising to a frequency that alerted my 

dogs, their heads rising from their bed in unison. The man yelled in short bursts, then 

their front door was slammed against the side of the house. The man was outside, 

roaring obscenities. I picked up the phone and cradled it in bed. There was an 

ominous silence, seconds ticking. Then he started his car, revving intermittently. I 

imagined him behind the wheel, cigarette drooping between those stained teeth.  

 

He turned the car off, as if bored. A moment of peace, then the harsh banging 

of fist against door. 

‘Fuck off!’ she yelled. 

‘Fucking let me in!’ 

‘No fucking way!’ 
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‘Fucking cunt!’  

Glass shattered.  

‘Open the fucking door or I’m gonna fucking stomp on your fucking head 

until you die, bitch!’  

She remained silent. He started up the car again, now revving the engine 

continuously. I had visions of a car exploding through a wall, a Mad Max death scene, 

and so finally I called the police. 

‘Yeah, already been called. A car’s on the way,’ an officer said. I repeated the 

man’s stomping threat, said it sounded like the guy next-door was about to launch a 

car through a wall. 

‘Just sit tight,’ the officer replied, languid.  

I hid under the covers like a child, adrenalin making me quiver, both dogs 

sensing something was up, starting their own pacing, ears cocked. We were all 

waiting to hear a murder. 

 

Then the engine was switched off and the silence seemed endless.  

 

It was still silent a few minutes later when the police tyres crunched into the 

driveway, lights beaming across our windows. I heard murmured voices, and assumed 

officers were speaking to the man sitting in the car. Then the front door opened, and 

they all went inside. I breathed deep, releasing tension. I assumed one of them would 

be taken to the station.  

 

The police left, not removing either party from the house. The patrol car had 

barely driven down the road when the voices next-door again rose to a crescendo.  

 

 

This photograph. 

Under a beach umbrella, my Grandmother sits with her legs ram-rod straight, wearing 

a chic scarf over her hair, Jackie-O style sunglasses, and a white pants-suit. Her smile 

seems drawn on. In this photo I have picked up, she looks strangely formal in her 

uncomfortable choice of outfit for a day at the beach. I stand in the background, hip 

jauntily cocked, wearing a bright red crop-top and bikini bottoms, hair in wet, stringy 

pigtails. I remember the day, or the essence of it, hot weather and picnic food and 
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swimming, digging trenches, rolling in the whitewash and wearing an abandoned 

bird’s nest as a hat. 

 

Grandmother died when she was eighty-four. I was nearly four thousand 

kilometres away in Kalgoorlie when the call came from the Gold Coast. The ringing 

of the phone woke us in the early hours.  

 

‘Yes?’ my fiancée answered, then listened for a few moments before passing 

the phone to me. ‘It’s your mum. She’s crying.’ 

 

I took the phone. The last time Mum had called in tears was when her dog had 

died. She had been inconsolable, describing in detail the dog’s fitting and vomiting an 

arc of bright blood, apparently an aneurism bursting and causing a scene like a 

massacre. Mum had a long history of being dramatic in all situations, sometimes 

calling and crying without particular reason. Her visceral reactions were blamed on 

her ‘theatrical’ personality and her increasing drinking habits. Her crying on the 

phone wasn’t all that alarming, and so I wasn’t prepared. 

 

‘What’s going on?’ I asked, and after a series of sobs and noises from her end, 

she finally said, ‘Grandmother is dead.’ 

 

I hadn’t made the effort to visit her nursing home very often, something that 

makes me feel guilty, even now. The times I did visit, the conversations centred 

around complaints: the nursing staff were using a wet cloth to wipe down her 

Chippendale table; other residents were getting favourable treatment; other women 

were trying to steal her ‘boyfriend’, an eighty-year old wheelchair-bound man. (Mum 

told me Grandmother had asked her about buying condoms. I flinched from further 

conversation.) 

 

Grandmother was dead. I had always waited for a more suitable time to get to 

know her better. And so the guilt lives on. 

 

 

Pulling through. 
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I survived many lonely hours because of the camaraderie of a small town. The woman 

next door survived. At some point they moved on, into some other red-hot Western 

sunset. The man from the crane rollover also survived. He had his entire leg removed. 

He visited the Flying Doctor base, many months after, to thank the staff but also to let 

everyone know he wished he had died at the scene. 

 

 

Moving to an unknown place gave me a new strength.  

I can never hear Kalgoorlie mentioned without a wry smile. I wore Rossi boots and 

long-sleeved flannel and jeans. I drove the six hundred kilometres between Kalgoorlie 

and Perth regularly, without worry, killing the boredom of the seven-hour long drive 

by listening to music and counting animal carcasses. I liked being buffeted by passing 

road-trains, watching the colours of the Wheatbelt. I explored small and tired 

communities and abandoned towns. I drank beer in Kalgoorlie’s twenty-five pubs. My 

body hardened from long walks and my face became speckled with freckles. I no 

longer raised my eyebrows at Skimpies in bars or hookers on Hay Street. Club Deroes 

and Gypsy Jokers wore their colours riding Harleys, and the busy cops wore their 

khaki uniforms like they were in the army. Aboriginal men and women sat in ‘skinny 

parks’, the narrow median strips between roadways. I became seasoned to witnessing 

violence on the street, in car parks, in pubs, during day and night, and to hi-vis vests 

and dusty boots clomping in and out of clubs and bars at all hours.  

 

 

A few minutes outside town. 

In spring wildflowers blanketed every inch of ground, a scene straight out of a film, 

the desert metamorphosing into a rainbow of colour in a matter of days, drawing 

busloads of tourists. Fox would bounce up and down through the flowers on all four 

legs, perhaps elated at the fresh vegetation underfoot. He looked like a kangaroo and 

we tried to capture him on camera. All we caught was a blur of head and tail and 

tucked up feet.  

 

The spaces and geography just a few kilometres outside town felt lonely and 

large, sky cloudless and infinite. Even though the township of Kalgoorlie sometimes 

felt small, it was vast, was constantly expanding. Slowly shiny new houses popped 
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up, the population pushing further out into the desert, as the boom and bust nature of 

mining dictated. The gold mine was a black hole, literally swallowing up the nearby 

sister-city of Boulder. House by house Boulder was consumed by the enormous 

machinery, digging further down, further around.  

 

While the town was busy with mining explorations, I was busy with my own, 

trying to figure out who I might be.   

 

 

I memorised things to use later. 

Lisa Govan, a pretty twenty-six-year-old woman, disappeared, last seen near a Club 

Deroes clubhouse. Her disappearance is still an unresolved case.  

Gypsy Joker Billy Grierson was killed, sniper-style, at the historic Ora Banda 

racetrack, later avenged by the firebombing of the Ora Banda Hotel, then the car-

bombing death of former CIB boss Don Hancock, the suspected sniper. His friend 

Lou Lewis also died, having the misfortune of getting into Hancock’s car that day.  

In Perth, the city quivered about a serial killer on the loose. At night bouncers 

took down names and plate numbers of taxi drivers taking women home, a new 

standard procedure for bars and clubs in the wake of several dead women. The police 

and public seemed equally panicked, not sure where the danger was lurking.  

 

 

I started writing.  

I complained of boredom. The Flying Doctors public relations manager asked if I’d 

be keen to work with her part-time, as an assistant. I didn’t have qualifications, but a 

lack of qualifications didn’t stop many out West. The base needed someone to work 

the souvenir shop and show tour groups around. Under the tutelage of my diminutive 

but fiery boss I wrote newsletters and media releases. My boss strode through the 

offices with purpose and stood up against large men who ran mining companies, 

squeezing donations out of all of them. She let out loud and expressive laughter and 

we got along brilliantly. 

 

For a fundraising event my boss brainstormed a swim-a-thon, at the only 

public pool in Kalgoorlie. The covered pool complex was new and cavernous, with a 
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shiny gym overlooking swimming lanes and sauna. The chlorine created a misty 

humidity, a tropical oasis amidst echoing tiles.  

 

The Kalgoorlie City Council cut a trough into proceedings by not giving 

permission to close the pool during the day.   

‘Fuck ‘em! We’ll swim through the night!’ my boss announced.  

 

My boss epitomised a new way of being a woman, unlike anyone I had met. 

She believed women could do anything. Thinking of her, I bought a t-shirt 

emblazoned with Girls Rule.   

 

 

The backward proposal. 

Our eventual wedding was held in Gaven, on my parents’ property, back on the Gold 

Coast. It seemed fitting, since the proposal took place on my parents’ driveway one 

early afternoon, after we had already been ring-shopping. I was wearing the ring when 

he finally said: ‘Will you marry me?’  

 

Later he confessed to being so nervous about my answer he needed the ring on 

my finger first. Later still, when people asked about the momentous moment, I 

referred to it as The Backward Proposal. My now ex-husband still confesses to feeling 

embarrassed about the proposal, saying he should have thought about it more, been 

more imaginative. Maybe it was an omen.  

 

 

From Kalgoorlie to Gold Coast to Africa. 

Mum had cultivated her garden with retaining walls and a dam and had planted their 

acre with a mixture of natives, palms and cottage gardens. It was a beautiful 

hodgepodge of plants and statues, water features and hidden love-seats.    

 

I eschewed ceremonial traditions. On the afternoon of our wedding, my fiancé 

and I greeted guests on arrival. I wore a black dress. Catering staff handed out 

champagne, our guests mingling and drinking with us until it was time for vows.  

 



 149 

My parents’ Finnish community also attended, to uphold an old tradition 

where the father of the bride and his family sing a farewell song. My parents have a 

traditional sauna, a separate, peak-roofed dwelling built with unhewn timber, a small 

porch and stone steps. I stood on the porch and all the Finns gathered to sing the 

farewell song. Most of the lyrics were old and poetic and lost to me, but nevertheless, 

by the end of the song I cried. 

 

By this time, Mum was newly sober, having become Pentecostal Christian. 

That night she fell off the wagon and on the way to the bathroom, I found her sitting 

in a dark room, crying, with a glass of champagne in hand. She started apologising 

soon as she saw me. I kept walking, ignored her, indignant. I waited for her to appear, 

to make some kind of fool of herself, but she didn’t. 

Mum said later she had just wanted to have one glass of champagne to 

celebrate my marriage, and had then gone to bed after I had discovered her.  

 

We honeymooned in Africa, travelling on a tour truck from Johannesburg to 

Kenya over four weeks. I viewed Africa through a lens, my camera constantly pointed 

at the scenery, animals, food, people, our fellow travellers. The bush that passed the 

windows of our truck seemed eerily like Australia. Those savannah images I had seen 

all my life had been filmed in only one area, and I had expected a flat and open 

continent. We explored towns and communities, sitting at a beach bar on Zanzibar 

Island, feeding elephants and canoeing for three days along the Zambezi River 

dodging hippos. We walked around the thundering Victoria Falls, the spray so dense 

the camera had to be tucked into a plastic bag and kept inside a backpack. I will 

forever remember the scent of chewed sugar cane emanating from pores. I copped a 

sunburn so deep it scarred my hands. Malaria tablets, fireside cooking, cleaning 

camping equipment, dancing in bars until dawn. Hundreds of photographs of 

elephants, giraffes, lions, cheetahs, monkeys, zebra, and flamingo in a pack so tight 

the water appeared pink. A tour guide illegally drove off-road to stop under a tree, so 

we could snap off quick rounds of a sleeping leopard. A black rhino and its 

bodyguard appeared out of dense foliage like some type of storybook magic. The 

bodyguard carried an automatic assault weapon, smiled for pictures when we gave 

him a bottle of Coke.  
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One night, in the dark, my husband fell into a dug shit-ditch used by several of 

our tour mates and I doubled over laughing, unable to help. 

In each city, we were constantly surrounded and swarmed by people selling, 

selling, selling. One man offered up his baby daughter. 

 

 

Another move. 

Back to Kalgoorlie and restlessness. I had fallen in love with the countries we toured 

through but at home the pictures were flat and strange, not depicting accurately what I 

had seen as I pressed down and the shutter clicked. One photo came close to my 

memory, two red-cloaked Maasai, sitting in the far distance.   

 

My husband, again, became restless. He wanted a career where he might 

actually be home when we had children. After a lengthy deliberation, he settled on 

becoming an anaesthetist. At the end of his Flying Doctor contract, we were on our 

way to live in Bunbury, a coastal Western Australian town with a regional hospital. 

Working in a regional hospital was a part of the five-year anaesthetic program 

requirements, my husband’s ‘country’ rotation. It seemed a good time to start trying 

for kids. I mentioned to him that soon, after having kids, it would be my turn, that I 

wanted to become something, to alleviate what itched like phantom limbs.   

 

 

Bunbury. 

I became pregnant. Naively I thought it might take several months, perhaps a year, 

even. We were parents-to-be within the month, the testing stick jolting me into a new 

reality.   

 

A dream pregnancy without swollen ankles, sickness, hair loss or 

haemorrhoids. My stomach muscles were taut from Kalgoorlie explorations, and I 

held the baby inside me, high and tight. I continued to walk regularly with our dogs. 

Maybe hormones played havoc with retaining memories. I have very few, just the 

smallest of snapshots:  

Losing car keys into a sewer drain in the middle of a car park.  

Cold and windy beach walks.  
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Drives to Margaret River.  

Smell of mould in the main bedroom.  

A doctor’s wife who told me a story of their pet rabbit – she released it into 

their backyard and it grew frighteningly large and menacing, stalking and attacking 

her each time she tried to hang clothes on the line.  

Our neighbours played loud music. One moved and left behind their cat.   

 

 

Voicing difficulty. 

Restlessness grows from lack of meaning, from feeling suspended. My writing is 

sometimes an act of explanation or interpretation or decoding, a communication that 

tends towards internalising. Writing always spoke on my behalf, performing 

emotional processing when I had difficulty expressing what I thought or what I 

meant. I’m shy and come from a family of non-talkers, non-huggers, a wholly 

uncommunicative lot. If I wanted to be heard, I wrote it down.  

Perhaps, for me and many other writers, writing is both an art and a type of 

pathological condition. Fiona Wright reflects that for her, ‘writing has always been 

the only thing, besides my hunger, that helps me make sense of the world, to find 

patterns and connections and with them, some kind of solidity or definition’ (2015: 

130). Writing allows me a voice when it is too difficult to speak, and it is a way to 

make sense. Writing is like walking, the brain having to slow to the slower pace of a 

writing hand or typing fingers, allowing time to cogitate and meditate on what it is 

that I am actually thinking.  

 

Voicing what I find difficult also serves the purpose of sharing my experiences, 

something that might reflect the experience of someone else, reaching out to 

metaphorically touch the reader, to hold their hand, let them know that no one is alone 

in their thoughts and actions and experiences. Woolf says her experiences sometimes 

resembled ‘rapid glances… that I cast into basements when I walk London streets’ 

(1985: 135). What I believe Woolf was describing was both the voyeuristic need to 

look, glancing at a lit window on a darkened street, stare at the smashed car wreck on 

the side of the road, glance from the corner of the eye at the couple passionately 

kissing. Those rapid glances also work in my own (story) life. I try and hold onto 

those passing glimpses, to use them at some point to express myself. 
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Stories are an architecture. We ‘navigate by them, we build our sanctuaries 

and our prisons out of them, and to be without a story is to be lost in the vastness of a 

world that spreads in all directions like arctic tundra or sea ice’ (Solnit 2014: 3). We 

build ourselves out of these experiences and words, and the stories we tell can be a 

comfort. What Solnit means by a prison, is believing we are what we have been told, 

that our pasts are inescapable stories, our futures already written because we have 

been placed on a certain path. As a writer, I put myself in a place, in a story, and with 

the telling, I try to navigate my way out of what has happened previously. It’s a kind 

of escape plan. It is possible to leave a self behind.    

 

 

Victoria Park. 

I left you in Bunbury and now I am living in Victoria Park, across the Swan River 

from Perth, and two months away from my due date. The moves were coming thick 

and fast – both in terms of geography and houses, and the baby inside.  

Before leaving Bunbury, I had cleaned and packed and hauled moving boxes, 

even though I had been told I shouldn’t be lifting anything. Pregnancy was becoming 

an uncomfortable invasion of my bodily privacy. Strangers wanted to touch my 

stomach and ask unwelcome personal questions. I was policed about my body, what I 

should eat and do. Women who had already passed over into motherhood imparted 

birthing wisdom and their lurid tales about vaginas, birth canals, torn skin and 

stitches, haemorrhoids and bulging veins, the way sex was repulsive, or craved, 

leaking and sore breasts, feet and hands growing in size, fluid retention, gas and wind, 

incontinence of all kinds, and the never ending sleeplessness. Some mothers 

confessed to wanting to run, screaming, leaving the baby to its red-faced howls.  

 

 

Then she wasn’t coming out. 

My obstetrician was tall, handsome and calm, and in the waiting room I observed the 

other pregnant women flirtatious in his presence. Mothers-to-be at his clinic seemed 

to put in an extra effort with groomed hair, make-up, pants with hidden panel support 

and colourful scarves to detract from third trimester waddles. My husband joked 

about my obstetrician: ‘Imagine staring at ripe vaginas all day long?’ I wasn’t sure 
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what he meant by ‘ripe’ but decided to assume he meant the extra blood flow made 

women bloom in their nether regions.   

 

Each day that I neared my due date I felt like I was morphing closer to 

becoming a vessel, surrendering my body not only to the baby, but to everyone 

concerned with assisting in the birthing process. At a routine check-up, a week before 

my due-date, my obstetrician voiced some concerns. ‘Her head is too high. It hasn’t 

gone down at all yet,’ he said, pressing down on my stomach with the flat of his hand, 

brow furrowed. ‘She doesn’t feel very big so I’m not sure why she hasn’t engaged. 

There might be something mechanically wrong with your pelvis,’ he added, then 

walked to the basin to wash his hands. I imagined my pelvic mechanics grinding to a 

halt, a spring working loose. Then I was scared. He said there was something wrong 

with me. He returned to extend his hand to help me swing my legs off the 

examination table. 

‘So what happens now?’ I asked, sitting on the edge of the table like Humpty-

Dumpty. 

‘We wait,’ he said and smiled serenely. 

 

And so we all waited. We waited and watched as two aeroplanes arced and 

ploughed into the Twin Towers in America. My husband woke me that morning and 

said, ‘You have to get up and see this.’ I sat in our cold kitchen for hours, wearing his 

pyjama pants, transfixed by the footage resembling a big-budget disaster film. I was 

crying because now I didn’t want my daughter to come out. 

 

 

The following week. 

At the next appointment my obstetrician said he could induce labour or book an 

elective caesarean. 

‘I’ll let you think about it for a minute,’ he said. 

‘Let’s cut her out,’ I said without waiting to think.  

I knew induced labour might lead to a distressed baby and emergency 

caesarean. I had seen one during a rotation to the operating theatres, a baby stuck in a 

birth canal. I had retained the snapshot of a doctor pulling a baby through the wound 
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in the mother’s stomach, while another doctor had their arm inside the vagina, 

pushing to dislodge the baby. I wasn’t about to take chances. 

 

I drove home with my daughter’s birth date, a life and body altering day. I 

would go from a woman to a mother in a few hours. It felt surreal to think that the 

small human taking up space inside my body would be outside soon. I wondered if I 

would feel empty. I wondered how fast I could lose the baby weight, if my skin would 

remain a loose sack around my middle. I will admit, now, that I was quite obsessed 

with returning my body to ‘normal’ soon as possible. I hadn’t at all accepted that 

there would be a new kind of normal.  

 

The pregnant woman’s body is a host organism. Not only is the mother a 

host(age) to the child, but to the demands of societal expectations. While the foetus is 

depicted as an independent individual, apart from the woman, the ‘woman who 

materially sustains the foetus is denied the autonomous embodiment required for 

citizenship’ (Bird 2007: 16). The undertone is that you, as a person and a woman, are 

not as important as the baby growing inside of you. Eades described the pregnant 

body as a ‘two-hearted thing, but public property, an idea, something to be 

commented on in a way I had never been commented on before’ (Eades 2015: 172). I 

was encouraged to take care of myself, not for my sake, but for the baby’s sake.  

 

 

A great crowd of opinions. 

While thinking about her two selves in her writing – one from the past and one from 

the present – Woolf reflected that what she wrote that day, she would not write in a 

year’s time (1985: 75). Woolf grappled with a duality, but I feel there are always a 

number of selves or voices intruding on the narrative. The current ‘I’ attempts to 

assert control by coming at the situation/scene from my current perspective, with 

present knowledge. Then there is the censoring ‘I’, the part of me that wants to air-

brush what I write. There is the angry, vengeful ‘I’ that I need to keep in check. The 

reserved ‘I’ who thinks no one finds anything I write very interesting at all.   

   

 
The day of the operation didn’t feel like an event.  
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I was already nervous about a spinal anaesthetic and then the anaesthetist hit a nerve 

in my spine on his first attempt. I sat on a bed, bent, trying to hug my knees. 

‘Is that really hurting?’ my husband asked when I squeezed his hands. I had 

expected a certain level and didn’t want to appear thin-skinned or weak. 

‘I’ve pins and needles down my leg,’ I said, as a cold tingling travelling down 

one side, towards my ankle. 

‘You’ve hit a nerve mate,’ my husband said to the anaesthetist. 

‘Shit! Sorry! Something always happens with another doctor’s wife!’ 

I could go so far as to suggest my body was not only seen as belonging to my 

baby, but to my husband, too, so I was twice removed from myself. The anaesthetist 

apologized to my husband again as he pushed in another needle. Then he patted my 

shoulder. 

‘I hope that feels better,’ he said and assisted me to lie down to be wheeled 

into the operating theatre. 

 

Beyond the green surgical curtain stood my obstetrician, eye corners crinkling 

in a smile behind his mask. He held gloved hands up in front of his gown, clasped in a 

prayer. 

‘Ready for this?’ he asked, and I think I nodded. I listened to the sighs and 

beeps of machines next to me, watched liquids going from tubes into my veins, 

numbers indicating blood pressure and pulse rate. My husband held my free hand. 

‘They’re going to wipe your stomach with Betadine. You will feel the 

coldness and that’s normal. Don’t panic thinking you’re going to feel anything else, 

like him cutting you. You won’t. You’re numb but you can still feel a cold sensation,’ 

my husband said.  

 

I had cared for post-surgical patients with spinal anaesthetics and so knew 

they could still feel an ice cube sliding around their chests. On the wards we checked 

our patients with ice cubes regularly, to make sure the anaesthetic wasn’t creeping too 

far up their chests. But as soon as the nurse slid a Betadine dipped sponge over my 

stomach behind the green curtain, a swell of panic rose. 

‘I can feel you wiping my stomach!’ I called out, almost involuntarily, 

instantly agitated. My pulse peeped on the monitor. I gripped my husband’s hand 

hard. The obstetrician laughed. 
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‘Relax, I’ve already started cutting you open,’ he said, head down, the light 

attached to his hooded forehead shining. My body moved on the table with each tug 

and pull. I felt no pain.  

 

A large oval surgical light was above me and it acted like a mirror. I stared up 

at it, at the gaping wound, blood, someone’s hands inside a stomach. It took several 

seconds to realise the cut-up body belonged to me.  

 

 ‘Wow, she’s a big one!’ the obstetrician suddenly said, breaking the clinical 

silence. And then a purple-coloured baby was held aloft, above the green curtain. Her 

face was scrunched, tiny hands in fists, legs intertwined. Then the cold air, noise and 

lights made her wail. She was handed to waiting nurses. My husband cried, letting go 

of my hand, to go stand by the nurses cleaning her. The obstetrician glanced at me, 

headlight spotlighting me.  

‘Well done, she’s beautiful!’ he said and turned to suturing. I stared at the 

green curtain, stunned. Within a few short minutes, I had become a mother. 

 

 

Five days in hospital.  

The nurses said I couldn’t go home until I demonstrated proper breastfeeding. I didn’t 

know how I was meant to perform since neither my daughter nor I could manage my 

breasts. My nipples had become sore and excoriated by day two of my hospital stay. 

‘Redheads have trouble breast-feeding. Your skin isn’t made for breast-

feeding,’ one midwife stated, like I should have known. I didn’t even have red hair; it 

had light auburn highlights at best. 

 

A different nurse had straddled me in bed, grabbed my daughter and pushed 

her tiny head against my breasts so forcefully she cried.  

I was exhausted and angry at the trouble I was having at being unable to feed 

my daughter. No one seemed able to help, apart from telling me the technique over 

and over. Every feed was excruciating. I didn’t know it yet, but mastitis was already 

settling in. The nurses missed it. No one had taken my temperature after the first few 

days, nor questioned why I shuffled around the ward looking for extra blankets, teeth 

chattering.  
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I wanted to give my daughter formula because I wasn’t producing enough 

milk, and the whole breastfeeding gig was stressful. My breasts were not the soft, 

motherly or nourishing kind they were supposed to be. Instead they were rock hard, 

the texture of unripe melons with bleeding nipples, and my daughter had trouble 

latching on.  

 

Bleeding, holding baby this way and that, surrounding myself with pillows, I 

tried not to flinch at the sucking motion over raw skin. Breastfeeding equalled pain 

and crying and spilled milk and pumping and frustration. At the nurses’ threats of not 

being discharged, I called my husband and told him I was done with the bullshit. I 

was shrill and hysterical on the phone. He left work and drove over to sign my early 

discharge papers. 

 

 

The healing process took longer than expected.  

My obstetrician explained, prior to surgery, that eventually my caesarean scar would 

look almost invisible, the width of a hair, below my bikini line. I stared at the scar in a 

mirror. My scar was puckered, the skin building a defensive wall upwards and 

outwards. The surrounding skin was angry looking. I felt repulsive, scarred, leaking, 

swollen, completely unlike myself.  

 

At my first post-surgery appointment, my obstetrician poked at the scar and 

said, ‘Don’t worry about it. The scar will fade.’  

It didn’t fade.  

 

 

Small stories about my body. 

Scars along the body hold memories just like places do. All the small nicks and cuts 

and grazes that I usually ignore until I accidentally touch one, or someone asks, 

produce images of how each came to be.  

Slicing a deep cut into my thumb with Dad’s hunting knife and not telling 

anyone because Dad had told me not to touch the knife.  
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Falling on a sewer grate, my knee bubbling blood from an ugly wound, the 

scar a ragged reminder.  

A darkening mole cut from my ankle, a diamond shape now in its place.  

A cyst extracted from an elbow.  

All the almost mundane incidents and accidents stored as bodily information.  

When I write about my body, I tell the story of my whole being, intimate 

knowledge, the sacred stuff I would normally keep quiet about. The ‘story of my skin 

and bones, gristling joints, grey matter, milk and saliva and tears, is to tell you a story 

about me. If I lay this corporeal map out before you, you will learn more than you 

want to (I will learn more than I want to)’ (Eades 2015: 32).  

 

Our brain is not the only storage vessel for memories. Other cells and systems 

have the capacity to recall, the body sensing, ‘not just through the soma of brain and 

spinal cord, but also through the breasts, the gut, and every part of us. Our many 

nervous systems extend throughout’ (Giles 2007). Apparently, our stomach lining 

holds more cells than our brains. So when we say we are falling in love, or are scared, 

or are excited, which do we feel first, our stomach or heart? I feel everything in my 

stomach. And so, I felt a stirring in the pit of my stomach when I thought about the 

next baby, the next scar replacing the old one. 

 

 

Back to the rogue skin. 

My obstetrician liked the way my internal healing progressed. I showed him the now 

ropey red stretch of scarred skin. He pressed, ran a finger over the top. The scar held 

no sensation, a strange patch of dead skin that didn’t seem to belong to me. 

‘Well, that’s keloid, an overgrowth of scar tissue,’ he said.  

 

I learned from my husband that keloid scars are a body’s attempt to heal itself 

in rogue fashion. I complained about the ugliness incessantly, until my husband said, 

‘With the next baby, the scar can just be cut out.’ 

‘How?’  

‘The surgeon will remove the skin on the outside of the scar. Then after 

stitching, the wound will be injected with steroids. The steroids will stop the skin 
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rising.’ My husband made things sound easy and tidy. The idea flared up my 

imagination.  

 

I imagined my obstetrician slicing out that unwanted part of me. I wondered if 

my skin would end in a medical landfill, topped with soil, rained on, taking root. A 

new me would grow.  

 

What if someone found my skin and took it home, stretched it out like a 

canvas? Passed it off as their scar.  

 

What if that scar held memory and after it was removed, I would not 

remember my daughter’s birth?  

 

That piece of skin might have stored pain. Even though my brain wasn’t aware 

that my stomach was being cut during the caesarean, maybe that scar remembered and 

screamed. 

 

  

A new scar was born. 

Three years later and our son gave me a new scar. It didn’t have the energy to rise, to 

be rogue, and submitted itself to steroid injections on the operating table.  

 

The scar is still visible. I occasionally touch the shiny surface, surprised how 

easily some scars can be replaced by another. My ageing body is losing muscle tone 

and so one day my scar will be hidden, skin folds tucking it out of sight, a secret story 

of two births.  

 

I am pausing to think. Writing is a three-fold desire: narrative, medium, 

subject. Eades writes that the body ‘insists on being written, on writing, on leaving 

more than traces on a page… creating a contact text’ (2015: 30). I feel this to be true, 

that traces of ourselves are carried with each word, insinuating ourselves to the reader, 

the contact we make through the writing passing parts of ourselves on. Years ago, 

when writers mostly worked with paper, they would have literally insinuated their 

DNA, traces of Woolf imprinted on the original manuscript of A Room of One’s Own. 
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We Need To Talk About Women. 

Culturally, motherhood acts as the gateway to ‘true’ womanhood. First-time 

motherhood was difficult. Recovery from the caesarean operation was slow and made 

everything difficult. Walking was slow, requiring frequent rests. I constantly had a 

painful feeling of something pulling internally, mid-way along my stomach, 

sometimes lower. I cramped and bled. It hurt to pick up my daughter from her bed. It 

hurt to get out of bed. Motherhood became a series of negotiations, with child, partner 

and extended family, medical teams, strangers. Advice is proffered. Guilt 

administered. Judgement passed at everything you do. When I told people I had a 

caesarean, some women gave me brow-raised looks, like I had forfeited the game, 

cheated my way into the club.   

 

Lionel Shriver examines motherhood in fiction from a point of view not 

usually discussed, examining and imagining the (hidden) feelings of a woman who is 

unwilling and struggling to be a mother. She narrates a son, Kevin, as an unlovable 

and difficult baby, someone who turns out to be a mother’s worst nightmare. When 

Kevin is exposed as a monster, so, too, is his mother. Shriver pushes the idea that 

mothers are the ones responsible for how our children turn out, especially when they 

turn out to be mass murderers.   

For some women, Kevin is a reality.   

 

Mothers must mimic idealised cultural artefacts and become self-less, and 

embrace ‘domestic femininity’ (Smith 1993: 26). This is especially true in Mothers’ 

Groups, a seemingly innocuous way to bond with other mothers with new-borns. I 

found Mothers’ Groups to be an exercise in competition and one-up-womanship. 

(Maybe not all of them are like that. My experience is probably not the standard.) I 

wasn’t the type to welcome domestic femininity. It felt like a role I was being asked 

to play.  

 

I had never been a woman who daydreamed of weddings or contemplated 

having children in any concrete sense. I had never even met a child I particularly 

liked. Children had previously made me nervous. They said unpredictable and 
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nonsensical things and always seemed to have sticky hands and sticky toys. I had 

many moments of waiting for a parent to lead their child away from me as I stood 

with my arms crossed.  

 

Initially, when my daughter was pulled out, she was washed and then placed 

briefly on my chest, swaddled, the medical team beaming, my husband taking 

photographs, the room an exciting buzz. The white sheets wrapped around my 

daughter’s body made her resemble a tiny Greek nun. I stared at her and tried to 

recognise her from the being that had been pushing against my skin for nine months. 

She didn’t feel like she belonged to me. I had a sudden panicked feeling, similar to 

owning a new puppy, that this was a big mistake. I had no idea how to look after this 

creature.  

 

We examined each other for a few days, Daughter with her deep ocean 

coloured eyes peering at me with furrowed brow. At around day three, my hormones 

finally kicked in and I felt connected to her, saw my daughter as my flesh, my body 

filled with an instinctive knowing. I could tell her cry apart from other babies. I 

learned her language, her squeaks and groans and bodily gestures and what each 

meant.  

 

I am simply writing about my first experiences of being a mother. I am not 

attempting to force epiphanies. 

 

We’re rooted to who we are, and who we have been, and real human beings 
don’t always behave the way we need for them to in order for the narrative to 
leave us feeling like we’d just read a well-constructed novel. Real life isn’t so 
neatly arranged, and the nonfiction we write needs to try to capture the truth in 
all of its inconvenient complexity. (Bradley 2014: 31) 
 

I know some of my sequences feel cut short or out of alignment. Perhaps it 

feels inconvenient, the focus on the experiences, what forms in my consciousness. I 

am aware that the work might be ‘full of contradictions because my mind is full of 

contradictions. When you get right down to it, no narrator is ever reliable’ (Bradley 

2014: 31). The contradictions and unreliability are especially pronounced in a work 

like mine because it spans decades, instead of focusing on a moment in time or a 
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single defining event. I try to embrace the idiosyncrasies, even though the urge is to 

edit them out, make everything seamless and flowing. 

 

   

I’m not the first to confess that motherhood is both a joy and a bore.  

The boredom is at its most intense when a baby is newborn. My memories are of 

cycles of nappies, feeds, burping, sleeping. Sleeplessness was torture and nothing I 

could have prepared for.  

 

I was determined to have my daughter set into a routine so that eventually I 

could emerge a human again, so she would sleep without being carried or cuddled, 

doing everything opposite to what my parents they told me they had done. I complied 

with instructions in baby books, especially diary keeping. I recorded feeding times 

and amounts, sleeping times, nappy changes, her last poo, the colour and consistency. 

Writing down every detail equalled a fragile form of sanity. While sleep deprivation 

robbed me of recall, I referred to my log-book of baby tasks to find what I had done 

last.  

 

Some parenting manuals recommended wearing a hair-tie on the wrist of the 

side you last breastfed from. The hair-tie would indicate to use the other breast next 

feeding time. This is fine if you remember to switch the hair tie. Sometimes I sported 

two, with no memory of which breast was used last. I sometimes cried hysterically at 

this type of conundrum. 

 

Breastfeeding came with rules. The rules were about latching properly, how 

much areola should be showing, how baby is positioned. The institutionalisation of 

birth means there aren’t other mothers on hand to show you how to do things. You 

have the duration of the hospital stay, and a bunch of nurses that are too busy. My 

own mother was in another state. I didn’t have any friends that had recently had 

babies. 

 

After six weeks of crying (both Daughter and I), excoriated nipples, scabs 

peeling while pumping pink milk into bottles, trying to get my daughter to latch, 

trying variations of techniques (lying/sitting/reclining/pillows this way and that) 
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wearing cabbage leaves in my bra to relieve swollen and tight breasts that were 

leaking leaking leaking, and I greeted my husband after his shift and announced I was 

done! I sent him to a chemist for formula. He also picked up antibiotics after I pulled 

up my top and exposed the angry, tracking lines across my breasts. My husband 

placed his cold hand on my chest and said my skin burned. I was ill with mastitis and 

had a soaring temperature. 

 

 

Returning back to Mothers’ Group.  

I found Mothers’ Group the worst kind of boredom. (When I had my babies, it was 

not called Parenting Group.) I was already bored at home. The other women spoke of 

routines and feeds and what solids they were introducing. No one mentioned books or 

movies or dinner-dates or even television shows. I didn’t want to speak about what I 

was already constantly doing at home.  

 

When talk turned to birthing stories I only had my scar to show. Caesareans 

are construed by some as lazy, and at that time, there was a catchphrase to sum up the 

C-section experience: too posh to push. When breasts were pulled out and babies 

latched, I wanted to hide the bottles and formula. My mothering body was politicised. 

Somehow the group felt like high school again, a feeling of needing to be someone 

else, someone different. 

 

I am sure I was viewed as aloof and too quiet. I barely engaged after the first 

few visits once I heard and saw how the group functioned as a type of sounding board 

disguised as boasting and one-upmanship.  

‘Johnny is already sitting up by himself!’ 

‘Claire stands holding onto the coffee table!’ 

Yawn. I didn’t care. I snidely thought to myself that nearly all children will 

walk, talk and leave home eventually. Standing while leaning on a coffee table is no 

indication of genius. 

 

 

Constant vigilance. 

Watching and warding off danger, as part of parenting, was also boring. It never ends, 
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and no one warned me of that. Suddenly the realisation dawned that I was in charge of 

a tiny, squealing package for the rest of life. Never a moment’s peace, unless asleep. 

Even when asleep, my daughter haunted me in countless anxiety dreams: I had left 

her somewhere, I was trying to find her, I had forgotten where I was meant to meet 

her. 

 

To push aside my doubts, and get outside of the house, I joined a jewellery 

making class. The teacher was an old woman with short grey hair and the other 

students were no younger. We twisted silver and gold, added Swarovski crystals and 

made chandelier earrings none of us would ever wear.   

 

  My husband and I moved our small family across the river to Shenton Park, 

into a house with leadlight windows, dark jarrah panelling, a long corridor, claw-

footed bath and an outside laundry. I read Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet and walked the 

streets pushing our pram, observing the imagined history Winton wrote about, the 

buildings and roads and Swan River banks. 

 

I joined a book club, started tennis lessons, joined a gym, painted the house, 

gardened like mad with my daughter in tow. I read magazines and tore out pictures of 

kitchens and bathrooms and couches. I put my daughter into a pram dressed in a 

beanie and waffle blankets and walked to and from Kings Park hundreds of times, my 

two dogs following. Now, trying to visualise anything of Kings Park, I only see the 

grey pavement underfoot. I must have kept my eyes down.  

 

I was lucky. I don’t think I ever stood on the precipice of post-natal depression 

like a friend of mine. Her husband called me from work, asked me to visit because his 

wife had earlier seemed unstable. I drove to Fremantle, to their house, and found my 

friend in the grip of post-natal psychosis. She sat outside and told me she imagined 

slicing her new-born baby into deli cuts, her eyes like those of something trapped. I 

excused myself to check on the baby, then called her husband who alerted authorities. 

 

Hong Kong holiday. 
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We decided to attempt our first family holiday, choosing Hong Kong for its safety and 

proximity. In Hong Kong we witnessed dozens of stray cats walking past with tails 

trailing, like a matador’s muleta after a long fight. In humid food halls and markets 

the feral cats slept and strolled over food prep benches. My daughter’s hair adhered to 

her sweaty forehead, her nose held between two tiny fingers to block the smell as we 

walked in narrow back streets.  

 

I hoped to instil a love of travel, the way my parents appointed my migratory 

ways when they took me on an extended camping holiday around Switzerland as a 

baby. As a toddler we travelled through several European countries. As a young child 

I travelled to Spain, the only trip where I retain some images:  

A donkey ride. 

A swirling Flamenco dancer. 

The soaring ceiling of a hotel lobby. 

A woman’s ornate shoes against colourful carpet. 

Fluorescently green pea-soup.  

Each of these images comes to me with an accompaniment of sensation, 

noises of a crowd and the heat of the day while riding the donkey; music and hard 

clacking of heels with the Flamenco dancers; the pungent scents of a nearby kitchen 

as I sat staring at my bowl of bright green soup.  

 

I still have a one-eyed donkey, its face made of hard plastic, the body covered 

in strips of brown material. That donkey travelled with us to Australia. In Melbourne 

it was packed into a suitcase bound for the Gold Coast. The donkey stood glaring at 

me from the top of a bookcase until I moved out of home for the first time, until 

cockroaches devoured its polyester hide. 

 

In Australia we continued to move, traversing the coastline and inland at any 

opportunity. Dad always wanted to sail around the world. Building yachts never took 

him closer to his dream, so perhaps he settled for motoring and flying his way around 

instead.  

 

During research, I noticed my whole body became attuned to picking up lost 

and forgotten information. I drove and walked around locations I used to hang out, 
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visited family and friends to tell me stories, examined photo albums. I smelled, 

touched and lingered, closed my eyes, listened to sounds. I found this literal body of 

evidence is usually best accessed through the senses. A certain musical riff can 

instantaneously transport me to my eighties teenaged self, a nineties club fanatic, an 

unhappy wife running on a treadmill in the middle of a day. Siri Hustvedt writes that 

what ‘returns in a flashback is remembered not through language but through emotion 

and sensation’ (2009: 43). Further on, Hustvedt goes on to write that ‘emotion 

consolidates memory’ (64). I have unconsciously attached memories to objects, 

music, scents, places and tastes, an invisible world of stories waiting to be recollected 

with the right emotional conditions. 

 

The donkey that sat on my bookshelf is missing, and I don’t recall when or 

where I might have moved him. Perhaps he is in a packing box in one of two storage 

containers on my parents’ property. I mention the donkey because I now long to hold 

it close and breath in any remaining scent to see what long-lost memories might be 

unearthed.  

  

Every word carries weight.  

Memoir is never able to start from a blank page. Each word comes as a considered 

act, thoughtfully placed, measured, researched, never idly thrown around, because the 

story already exists, and is filled with other players. The process sometimes carries 

generations of voices and a vigilant expression of different environments. It describes 

the enactment of a dialogue, if you will, between family, self, culture, place, 

imbedded with intimate and critical engagement. How does a memoir deliver 

knowledge? I think a better question to ask is how could it not? Conceiving and 

writing this artefact as a whole, provides an elucidation on my creative practice, and a 

way to have a direct conversation between practice and process. This artefact, it can 

be argued, is reflection in action, an alert observance, an assessment of experience as 

the writing takes place. Writing this memoir is an articulation of both body and bodies 

of knowledge, placing the creative in direct contact with critical thinking, a clear way 

to provide evidence of the creative placed within an academic context. 
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My story is a collage of small, photograph-like images, an evocation of real 

events and places, and I have thought all along how similar photographs are to the 

writing of memoir. Rebecca Solnit also calls non-fiction ‘…photographic; it poses the 

same challenge of finding form and pattern in the stuff already out there and the same 

ethical obligations to the subject’ (Solnit 2006: 144).  

 

 

Trickle of words. 

‘Writing is never words on a page. In the end, it is what you are reading, but what I 

am talking about is the moment when body and thought and some other streaming 

thing coalesce to make these lines on this page’ (Eades 2015: 84). Streaming, in 

Eades’ case, is perhaps imagination on both a conscious and an unconscious level 

working together. Many writers have experienced this type of fugue-like state, the 

thing we call the ‘muse’ at work, the words seemingly coming of their own accord. 

But these words are not a random act. They are the amalgam of experience, the 

absorption of information and knowledge. Like those times I have felt unable to write 

after reading a particularly great novel, because the instinctual impulse is to weave 

that author’s voice into my own. The streaming thing is the absorption of both the 

observable world (in all its forms) and the imagined, an embodied perception laid out 

for the reader. Perhaps this streaming thing is our sixth sense, a bank of artistic 

expressiveness that we utilise, usually not pausing to think where the words appear 

from, but when focused on and thought about and allowed to flow, it confirms that 

memoir is never just a story. The perceived world ‘becomes part of us in memory, but 

we are also immersed in that world. Much of what we take in becomes part of our 

vast implicit understanding of things once it is learned, becomes the body’s 

knowledge’ (Hustvedt 2012: 343). What I write is part of a convoluted self-portrait, 

thematically linked to my cultural understandings, what is relevant to me right now, 

what the backdrop to my particular narratives is bound to.  

 

 

The number two kid. 

We decided to have our second child when our daughter was two. It was a good gap, 

not too short, not too long. Our daughter was a doll, a happy, talkative kid with big 

blue eyes and white hair. The second pregnancy was nothing like the first, my body 
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ballooning with fluid and it was no real surprise when the ultrasound predicted a son.  

 

The baby kicked and thrashed, his feet constantly under my rib cage. He made 

me tired, with all day sickness for months. I walked around nauseated like I had 

partied hard the previous night.  

 

My obstetrician didn’t mince words. ‘I’m on holiday around your due date. 

Since your daughter was a big baby, chances are this one will be too. And since there 

seems to be something wrong with your pelvis, let’s book the C-section for ten days 

early.’  

And so the baby’s birthday was scheduled because my body, again, failed at 

the most natural thing.  

 

I was actually seeing the world at an angle. Back then I wasn’t able to report to the 

obstetrician that I had scoliosis. One of my legs is shorter than the other and my right 

shoulder is twisted forward, throwing my whole body off kilter, always slightly tilted. 

My body has apparently always been crooked, and perhaps that is why my pelvis isn’t 

a natural, deep bowl easily accessed by a baby’s head. 

 

 

Birth of a son.  

He came out silent, rubbed by the nurses for what seemed like eons before I heard his 

small voice cry out. When he was finally placed on my chest, red-faced and mouth 

gaping in fury, I knew what I was in for, was an old hand at this 

surgical/birthing/mothering business, and this time I fell in love fast, in the way 

friends and books and movies had assured me I would. 

 

 

Tallebudgera. 

I am rounding the bend now, coming closer to the last suburb to be mentioned. We 

were about to move again, after five years in Perth. My husband finished his specialist 

studies and I said I wanted to go home. I didn’t particularly want to return to the Gold 

Coast, but that’s where my parents were. His parents lived in Lismore, not far away. 

Most of our friends on the Gold Coast were having babies. It seemed a logical choice, 
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even though something about it repelled me. I was used to the way Perth felt so 

sensible, with its changing seasons, the meandering Swan River, slow-moving and 

steady. I liked the city’s lush parks and roses, the obsession with produce and 

restaurants and wine. Perth was a sophisticated city and the Gold Coast seemed, from 

a distance of seven years, audacious and cheeky.  

 

 

Fairytale. 

I packed with reluctance but was happy knowing I’d have a chance to do more for 

myself with my parents living close by. Even with the busyness of two kids to care 

for, I felt hollow. I was treadmilling the days, feeding, changing, reading, bathing, 

cooking, cleaning, wiping. I loved my kids but I had a recurring thought: Is this all 

there is?  

 

The question was getting louder, unceasing, like the nightmarish fairytale: 

Now, when the teeny-tiny woman got home to her teeny-tiny house, she was a teeny-

tiny bit tired; so she went up her teeny-tiny stairs to her teeny-tiny bed, and put the 

teeny-tiny bone into a teeny-tiny cupboard. And when this teeny-tiny woman had 

been to sleep a teeny-tiny time, she was awakened by a teeny-tiny voice from the 

teeny-tiny cupboard, which said: ‘Give me my bone!’ 

 

 
And so back in Gaven. 

We moved to Gaven, into my parents’ house, while searching for our new home. My 

parents had purchased a house in Jacobs Well, a dilapidated looking fishing shack 

they used as their ‘get away shack’, and so they moved out and left us to it. We slept 

in my brother’s old room, the kids set up in mine, with that donkey staring down at 

them. Husband searched for work, wanting to step straight into private practise. Our 

furniture was in storage and so we tip-toed around Mum and Dad’s furniture and 

collectables and I spent hours trawling real estate websites. 

 

I dreamed of a house that somehow imitated my childhood freedom in 

Finland. Room to roam, dogs chasing birds. One particular house kept coming up, a 

strange looking building, half imitation Federation, half modern brick with two 
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storeys, the two styles fused in the middle. It was ugly. Mum dropped hints about 

dusting and mowing and cleaning. I drove to Tallebudgera and what I saw wasn’t so 

terrible. 

 

 

Renovating. 

I tried to turn our Tallebudgera house into one of those California-style places in 

magazines, with lots of white and plantation elegance. My husband and I separated 

before the full vision of slowly swaying palms and Adirondack chairs on a deck were 

reached. But before we get to that, my husband built a pool. He had little to offer in 

the way of suggestions for the renovation except to request a built-in coffee machine 

and he insisted on a pool, a twenty-metre, two-lane lap-pool, because he loved 

swimming and was very good at it. He understood the breathing technique, never 

seemed to tire, his wiry frame built to glide through water. 

 

I remember the day the diggers and earthmovers started on the pool. The hole 

they dug seemed a mistake, of such large proportions I called my husband at work. He 

said, jovially, not to worry: ‘The pool people know what they’re doing.’ I was 

sceptical and kept appearing at the window to watch the canyon they were cultivating, 

watching three men wearing hardhats and hi-vis shirts gesticulating at the plans and at 

the diggers with wide-arced gestures. 

 

 

The right type of tile. 

To make pool water appear blue or green you have to choose the right tile. I dreamed 

of clear water, the kind that is shimmering, sparkling, like clear fountain stream water. 

The pool man, short with a wide smile, said, ‘White tiles.’ It suited my aesthetic. My 

husband didn’t much mind about the colour. He did care about the cost. Pool tiles are 

ridiculously expensive, especially for a twenty-metre pool. We had to settle on 

Pebblecrete instead, the palest shade, so that the water was almost the colour I 

wanted, but not quite. 
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I chose sandstone for the surrounds. It looked stunning, a dream, until wild 

ducks shat on it. Duck shit stains. Soon the sandstone was a nightmare, the porous 

tiles absorbing everything the ducks ate.  

 

 

Overexposure. 

 
As we get closer to what I am meant to expose, my secret and terrible nature, I feel 

the shame building up. I feel uncomfortable as I realise the fragment I have been 

avoiding is inching its way closer. I have told everything else there is to know, and 

this coming snippet is the pin in the map that set everything in motion, led to me 

being here and writing, led to you being here and reading. Writers know that 

‘concealing what is shameful to you will never lead to anything of value. This is 

something I discovered later, when I was writing my first novel, when the parts that I 

was ashamed like a dog to have written were the same parts that my editor always 

pointed out, saying, This, this is really good! (Knausgaard in Barron 2013). 

Knausgaard was committed to reality. I don’t want to conceal what is shameful but I 

am reluctant. 

 

 

Identifying with the bygone. 

I read The Feminine Mystique and wished I hadn’t, because I knew exactly what Betty 

Friedan was talking about. I let the book slip onto the granite bench tops I had 

recently installed. I had spent weeks searching for the right granite slab, going from 

one stone outlet to another. I ran my hands across prefabricated quartz, but I could tell 

the difference. Real stone has a coldness you can’t replicate. The benches had to be 

real stone, colourless as possible, but still able to handle wine or orange juice marks.  

 

Sometimes, in my slow afternoon rituals in our new house, I wished I hadn’t 

insisted on silently closing drawers. I wanted noise, something that clanged and 

clashed, reverberated through the house, across the high ceilings, down the hall, 

across the jarrah floorboards.  
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 I took my coffee and walked outside, down the long driveway towards our 

letterbox. The cul-de-sac had three driveways, all of them long and partly screened by 

manicured hedges and topiary, clipped lawns and discreetly placed gateposts. Our 

neighbour occasionally drove his ride-on mower to collect mail, an old terry-

towelling hat pulled over his brows. He hunched over his shiny machine, its blades 

lifted.  

 

One particular morning he collected his mail and then drove in slow, 

concentric circles in the cul-de-sac for so long my husband stopped at a window to 

watch. 

‘Has he had a stroke?’ he said, a half-eaten apple in his hand. My husband’s 

first response to anything is usually a diagnosis. He spoke in medical terminology so 

often, one of my friends called him ‘Doctor’ whenever she addressed him.  

I joined to stand at the window to watch. We stood there for minutes, neither 

of us going outside to investigate further.  

‘Perhaps he is just that bored,’ I suggested, recognising the symptoms. 

 

 

There are many narratives in which a man commits adultery.  

Men committing adultery isn’t something entirely unexpected. The language of 

adultery, for men, is different. Men are rogues, they indulge in behaviour one can 

disapprove of but still renders the man likeable. Men are meant to sow their seed and 

so are more fallible, having constantly to battle a desire to stray. Women who stray 

are sluts. They are fallen, because a woman’s nature is about nurture, not desire.  

 

 

I was Betrayer, Bad Woman, Bad Mother. 

There is a difference between honesty and throwing people into a frying pan so you 

can write about the smell. It is difficult to lay emotions bare when you consider how 

the people you write about might react. I should be able to write my story and block 

out the potential fallout, but I am still struggling with it, still need to keep 

Knausgaard’s view of committing to reality in mind.  
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Marrying the ideal partner. 

The ideal marital situation, according to many in my family and some of my friends, 

was with a doctor. I felt like a caricature of a lady who lunches, laughing too loud, 

ordering another sauv blanc to go with overcooked salmon, surrounded by the 

trappings of a good life.  

 

Amazing how fast I became used to it. Instead of believing I had been lucky to 

raise a family with a man with a great career, it didn’t take me long to feel that I 

deserved it. Comfort turned into lazy unconcern about money, my world viewed 

through a prism of privilege.  

 

Money charms. It started to become the source of my happiness, bags or shoes 

or cars lulled, temporarily, low self-esteem and feelings of unworthiness.  

 

 

Money strains friendships.  

It’s almost a taboo subject, especially when the balance is unequal. One friend wasn’t 

happy about me being comfortable. She told me that I had a beautiful home without 

working for it. Never mind that I was a full-time mum. My husband worked long 

hours, and so quite often I felt exhausted and run down and lonely.  

 

Another couple made remarks about how I spent my ‘husband’s money’. It 

wasn’t seen as joint money because I wasn’t the one putting in the hours at the 

hospital. Even Husband commented on it, after we separated, saying that he had 

found their comments irritating. Not irritating enough that he ever attempted to put a 

stop to it, however. I hadn’t pulled them up about their comments either. I wasn’t 

good with confrontations, my heart thumping rapidly each time I contemplated 

arguing. I couldn’t understand why they took the idea of our money personally.  

 

 

A dark hole. 

I didn’t know who I was, or where I was going, and I was falling deeper into an abyss 

of self-doubt, feeling lost. A dramatic and nagging feeling kept recurring, that despite 

my family, I would die lonely and dissatisfied and never leading the life I was meant 
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to, whatever it was. I had dark daydreams about car crashes or what it would be like 

to give away every single item we owned and just walk off into some other sunset.  

 

 

I ended our marriage while ironing. 

Our laundry was large, equipped with shiny floor-to-ceiling storage, a large bench, 

and mostly empty shelving space. We were arguing. In the middle of pushing an iron 

vigorously up and down a shirtfront I yelled that I wanted a divorce. My husband was 

shocked into silence, standing in his boxer shorts. This time he took me seriously, 

even though I had called for divorce many times, in the middle of many similar 

arguments.  

 

This time I had crossed a boundary. My skin was hot and red. I walked out the 

nearest doorway, into our garage. I stood there in the dark, not knowing what to do. 

 

We separated, but for the first few weeks, still continued to live in the same 

house. We looked at renting an apartment, so that we could take turns leaving the 

house, to give ourselves room, but the idea dissolved once we discussed the 

possibility of new partners.  

 

I have sat here, for many minutes now, staring at the black blinking cursor, 

and at this point, I can’t actually explain, other than I am having trouble letting you, 

the reader, into this part of the story. It’s painful to tell, embarrassing and shameful. I 

also know catharsis will not be reached. I learned this in earlier draft work. I told 

myself I wouldn’t show anyone the very first draft, gave myself permission to just get 

into the detail of it, and so I did. After explicitly explaining the details, going through 

the whole awful mess point by point, I read back on it. The writing hadn’t assuaged 

my guilty feelings, only made me more aware of how badly behaved I had been, and 

how these words would re-offend. I deleted most of it, and I am now going through it, 

again, with the same trepidation. 

 

 

A summation, or a tip-toeing towards an explanation. 
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Not too long before our separation, we threw a large pool party. There must have been 

twenty adults in attendance, and as many kids, if not more. The day was hot and 

sunny, the perfect kind to jump into the new pool. The first incident was a burst pool 

toy. Not just any pool toy, but my daughter’s large swan, given to her as a birthday 

present by a friend. One of the husbands took a running jump onto it. She was 

inconsolable as he dragged the plastic carcass out of the water, just as if the thing had 

been an actual dead swan. 

 

 The second incident involved our neighbour’s son. He was perhaps nine at the 

time. Apparently, in the pool, he kept pulling down the bikini bottoms of my two 

friends, one of them eventually getting out of the pool, walking into my new kitchen, 

dripping, complaining that I should ask the neighbour’s son to go home. Later, after 

our separation, my neighbours told me their son had been diagnosed with ADHD and 

was now medicated. This apparently explained all his odd behaviour, including 

pulling down the women’s swimmers. 

 

 The third incident was that several women admitted to peeing in the pool, 

because drinking beer during the day makes you go more. That day I was constantly 

mopping the bathroom floors because kids were scrambling to get out to pee.  

 

  

Deeply bereaved.  

Now I was living in an apartment, in a small two-bedroom unit in Burleigh. I was the 

one that orchestrated our undoing, and now we were both trying to cope with the grief 

and following emotional free-fall. My soon to be ex-husband called me, on occasion, 

to talk about our separation and its unfolding, and there were times when he asked if I 

would come back, and I would cry so hard the phone in my hand was slippery. I had 

to keep saying I wasn’t coming back and even though I meant it, it was so very 

difficult.  

 

Days would pass when I only left the apartment to tend to my children, to pick 

them up from school, taken them to after school activities. Guilt weighted me down 

each time I saw their faces, and I didn’t know how to answer their small voices asking 

when I might be coming back home.  
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I had no guidance on how to speak to my children in this messy aftermath, 

how to express my deep love for them, without having to say I no longer felt that way 

about their father. In my mind, telling them love was not unconditional would be 

wrong. I didn’t want either child to get the idea that I might stop loving them, like I 

had their father. This kind of thinking, in hindsight, seems faulty at best. I replay 

those scenes over and over, even now, and wish I could reach through time and 

somehow do it all differently.  

 

 

I wanted a different story. 

What I needed was a version of my life where I was not reliant on a man. A version 

where I was the one responsible for my own victories and losses, able to point to 

something and say There, I did that. Since twenty-three, I had been attached to my 

husband, had my education put on hold and been living and doing things the way he 

wanted. And at the time I thought I wanted to be married and live in a nice house with 

nice things.   

 

I confess to fantasizing about the end of my marriage many times. Each 

argument we had, every time I stomped into the spare room to sleep alone, I imagined 

a life without him.  

 

Sometimes I fantasised about an accident where my husband would die. I 

imagined how it would feel to be at the funeral, what kind of outfit I might wear, how 

long I would mourn for.   

 

The dark thoughts, and imagining my husband’s death, were only ever the 

imaginings of my emancipation. It was easier to fantasise than have a difficult 

conversation about the fact that I didn’t want to remain married.  

 

I was unhappy and felt trapped, and in those fantasies I didn’t picture our 

children, a too realistic or too difficult subject to tackle. My fantasies were just selfish 

ideas removed from reality, a way to float through the daily grind.  
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Finally, after nine years of waiting, I announced to my husband that I was 

going to reunite with the future I had left behind. I was re-enrolling into my 

communications degree, doing one subject at a time, while still keeping my shit 

together with the kids and the house. My husband wasn’t happy, but in the end didn’t 

stop me. I felt a small flush of hope that one day I wold feel accomplished and happy 

and would have something I could proudly show my kids. 

 

 
A game of association. 

All these fragmented associations – the story of my marriage ending, my parents’ 

Pentecostal beliefs, the events that have led me up to this point – are meant to 

construct a sense of observing the author at work. The text is intended to operate as if 

in motion, shifting between stories and ideas. I have tried to direct the gaze at a great 

number of items, much like a vista in a garden, the view changing with each step, and 

dependent on where you stand. As a process, this movement provides ‘digression and 

association’ (Solnit 2002: 21), the type usually connected to walking. As with 

connections made during walking, associations sometimes spring up from the action 

of writing, operating in that same mode of ‘movement’.  

 

I am trying to get things ‘right’ by demonstrating how a writer might look at their 

subject, the act of writing, observations and reflections, how sometimes the same 

passage is re-worked a number of times. It is not an art of exactness I am aiming for, 

but rather the essence of how things were.  

 

 

That night. 

This is what I have been avoiding writing. I’ve run out of diversions. Are you ready? 

I’m not, but I’ve procrastinated for long enough. I’ll backtrack slightly in the timeline, 

to tell you we are still in those initial first weeks of separation, living in the same 

house, but in separate bedrooms.   

 

My husband slammed my bedroom door open and called me a whore, a bitch, 

a slut. He was in an incredible fit of rage, and pounded the bed with his fists, awfully 

close to me, so hard that my laptop flipped onto the floor. The noise of his yelling 
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woke our son and he came stumbling into the room, frightened, and started crying. I 

told my husband he had to stop, that he needed to pull himself together. Thankfully he 

did, and while I tucked our son back to bed, reassured him and kissed him goodnight, 

my husband was downstairs calling my parents. It was nearly midnight. His harsh 

words echoed from the study to me upstairs. He asked what kind of daughter they had 

raised because I had been having an affair behind his back, and he had just found out.  

 

He hung up on my parents, called another friend of ours, telling her the same 

thing. I think I was still upstairs, hiding from him. He was still in a wild fury, and 

after the second phone call, came up to find me and told me to leave the house. I 

grabbed a toothbrush and a change of clothes. I said that I would be back, first thing 

in the morning, to take both the children to school.  

 

 

Sad memories. 

Juxtaposing sections is a way to ease into writing about an event that was/is intimate, 

painful and shameful. Shame inhabits me, completely, so that I am ‘ashamed about 

revealing the shame. You want to bury it alive, bury it for good. You want to hide. 

Yet here I am on paper shouting out loud’ (Rendle-Short 2008: 137). I am ashamed 

about feeling ashamed, because how dare I have those feelings when I was the one 

who caused it. So instead of continuing to bury it, and hide it, I am now testifying. 

Like lancing a boil.   

In a strange coincidence, for the purpose of this fragment, I hired a man to do 

some landscaping. He meticulously laid pavers in my yard. He worked with a hat on, 

the collar of his white shirt turned up. He told me when he was digging out the spot 

for the pavers, that he found three different types of pipe beneath the earth, hoping by 

their shallow burial that they were not water or electrical, and were probably buried at 

that spot illegally. He said it’s funny what you find once you scratch the surface. I 

was more interested in the way the previous trades people had tried to bury the pipes. 

He said, ‘Sometimes you do what you need to get the job done.’ I guess this is an apt 

analogy of what I was doing before beginning writing. I was burying things. Now I 
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am busily reversing the process, uncovering the whole sorry mess, excavating 

everything I had tried to hide.  

 

Confessing the deeply personal into writing is ‘saying to no one and to 

everyone the things it is not possible to say to someone’ (Solnit 2014: 64). Despite 

feeling like a safer space than an open discussion with a friend or colleague, this is a 

process of trying to move indirectly towards painful and secret business.  

It is difficult to write in a way where I don’t offer excuses to defend myself. I 

want to lay down handfuls of reasons. Using this particular material and breaking it 

into pieces is a way of ‘imaginatively entering into it; making it have meaning’ 

(Webb 2011: 5). I’m not convinced I can make too much meaning out it – maybe I am 

still too close to the events to see them in an analytical way, but imaginatively 

entering the task means shredding the memories to their smallest details.  

 

 

 In another house. 

For the rest of the night I barely slept. I was consumed by guilt and had a bodily 

reaction to what had happened, my teeth chattering with an intense cold, goose-

pimpling breaking out all over my skin. I was a cliché, crying until I was exhausted.  

 

 

Wrangling. 

Most of the memories of those first few days are not available to me. I have neatly 

sliced them out, stored them somewhere else. Maybe at some later point in time they 

will resurface but right now, I am glad they have stayed predominantly hidden.  

What I do recall, is an intense sense of panic. I emailed lecturers to apologise, 

writing that I didn’t want to seem difficult, perhaps it wasn’t a big deal, but I needed 

extensions on a couple of essays because I had just separated from my husband. One 

lecturer replied so magnanimously that I cried because someone was still willing to 

show me kindness.  

 

Excuse me while I appropriate everyone. 
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Grandmother was the only person in my family who was a writer. Her work was 

fiction, and she is not here to tell me how much the written was taken from her 

personal life. I am the first to (attempt) to follow in her footsteps; the first, also, to try 

and make something of our collective stories by collating them. 

 

In writing memoir, I am committing my family to scrutiny by soliciting the 

gaze of a stranger. Webb wrote about her son’s accident and asked the question of 

how ‘we can write, or more so, how we can live as writers, in a way that is ethical’ 

(2011: 3). The conundrum of ethics seems to be bound up with each individual writer, 

and settled by their own considerations, guilt being the inevitable ‘headwind you sail 

into’ (Frazier in Zinsser 1998: 180). Richard Freadman also asserted that ‘[w]riters 

have a right to write. But how far into the privacy of others does that right extend?’ 

(in Eakin 2004: 123). Adding to the argument, Eakin writes that ‘biography has the 

potential to assault – symbolically – the very person of its subject’ (1999: 171). My 

parents have consented to the use of their stories. I say this, again, because it might be 

easy to assume, from what I have written and how I have described our relationship, 

that they couldn’t possibly agree to my work. They willingly gave me access by re-

telling stories and embellishing those that were vague.  

Neither of my parents have any previous experience of seeing themselves in 

print. The idea of having my ‘original sources’ read about their likeness is 

confronting. I have gone from being a participant in their story telling, to being a 

writer and using them. They might be challenged by the idea that what they ‘told the 

researcher has been interpreted in a way that is alien to their own conceptions about 

their identity and the meaning they attach to their experiences’ (Carey 2008). 

Webb overcomes her ethical considerations by ‘making [the writing] have 

meaning’ (2011: 5). Sometimes this is possible, and I have certainly attempted to have 

my work sustain meaning (and a certain civility), where incidents are used as an 

illumination, a way to understand.  

 

No one knew.  

I had kept the affair secret from everyone, justifying the breach of trust to myself in a 

myriad of ways, one of which was that my lover was leaving to go overseas for six 
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months, and in that six months I could leave my husband in an orderly and civil 

manner. Perhaps I was mad. (It all seems mad, in hindsight.) I had created a narrative, 

in my head, where it all made sense, that the separation would unfold in a way where 

no one would get hurt.  

 

 
Women are not surprised by the bad behaviour of men. But if a woman breaks the 

rules, she is ‘viewed by many as the worst kind of woman: the whore, the slut, the 

adulteress, the liar, the cheat’ (Strayed 2002). I had also wronged the best kind of 

man, a faithful, well providing man, who everyone loved and respected. 

  

Being cast as bad was difficult. I had no observable excuses. I had committed 

a bad thing and because of that, I was now inherently bad, as witnessed by my 

husband, who called my parents asking how they raised such a horrible person. 

 

I had witnessed women friends my age, with children, that didn’t seem 

especially sexual. My friends complained about their husbands’ sexual needs, about 

having to ‘put them off’ each night. The one woman in our group who admitted to 

having sex with her husband regularly was met with incredulous cries of ‘What? 

Three times a week?’ I was one of them. I had no sexual appetite towards my 

husband. But my sexual appetite was still very much alive, and I craved feeling 

desire. The lack of desire was not spoken about, or the idea that we might be 

harbouring feelings of desire for other men. We were meant to have sex with our 

husbands even when we didn’t feel passion or attraction to them.  

 

 

Another type of separation. 

A friend ceased all contact with me a year after my separation, sending me a farewell 

text message: ‘I cannot get over how you abandoned your family and your children.’ 

Her words hurt so specifically because, secretly, this is what I also believed.  

 

 

Symbiotic relationships. 
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Barrie Jean Borich writes that ‘language cannot recreate a photographic 

representation of the actual, but a symbiotic relationship exists and is part of what the 

nonfiction writer attempts in the writing’ (2013). The way I describe a scene, relying 

on the photographic referent, may be a distortion but ‘there is always a presumption 

that something exists’ (Sontag 1977: 5). The photograph can tell falsehoods with its 

intent, or the viewer’s presumptions or judgement. It cannot lie about what the actual 

picture is. A photo of a person is still that person. And that is primarily what I use the 

photographs for, the description of clothing, how people looked, where they were 

standing. I hardly ever dare to venture beyond the borders of the image, to guess what 

may have been going on, unless I speak directly of myself. Then the photograph is 

used to stimulate a memory.  

The narrative arc, like its symbiotic, photographic cousin, can invite 

distortion, or false epiphanies, by leading the writer toward a moment of realisation. 

It’s very rare that I come across an actual true realisation while in the writing. Those 

moments come after the fact, after I have nutted out the scene, when I can relax, sit 

back, look at what I have found. That’s when I can reflect. Then I add the awareness, 

the lesson learned.  

 

 

Idiosyncratic thoughts. 

When I tell people that I am writing in fragments, they ask if I mean stories broken 

into pieces, or is it me personally turned to pieces, and I enjoy the fleeting moment of 

imagining myself as a puzzle.  

 

 

Administering rejection. 

Dad’s father abandoned him and his mother. From what I have been told, Dad felt 

bereaved his whole life, but was always prepared to forgive the man who walked out 

on him. I never heard Dad speak ill of the man who fathered him. He was only ever 

disappointed, or more like heartbroken, at not having a chance to know his father. 

 

 I never met the man who was my biological grandfather. He died a few years 

ago, but not before Dad finally located him, and in doing so, also found a whole 

extended family he hadn’t realised existed. He had several half-siblings and cousins 
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and aunties.  

 

 I’ll back-track a moment, to before Dad’s father died. 

Dad told me he had his father’s Finnish address for a long time before having 

the courage to travel the distance and knock on his door. When Dad eventually 

arrived in front of the house that must have haunted his thoughts constantly, the man 

who answered the door stared him down and said, ‘You are not my son and never will 

be.’  

Incredibly, Dad wasn’t discouraged by the instant rejection. He repeated the 

trip, returning to his father’s house to attempt a reconciliation, and Dad did it more 

than once. 

 

 Despite the denouncement, the rest of the new family embraced Dad. Dad 

arrived back from Finland with photographs and connections to new stories about his 

genealogy. None of his half-siblings could explain their father’s behaviour, and his 

reasons for not accepting Dad were buried with him. 

 

 

Rehabilitating communication. 

My daughter is a teenager but not at all the type of young woman I was at the same 

age. I was prone to answering back, and enjoying deep, sullen moods. Perhaps the 

reason for our differences in temperament isn’t just personality. I’d like to think I am 

more available to my children as a consequence of wanting family dynamics to be 

different from the model I experienced. I have not been drunk or out of control in 

front of either child. Perhaps this sounds like I am patting myself on the back. But I 

remember wanting guidance, limits, parents who took control. I know Mum and Dad 

tried their best, but I spent years feeling angry because Mum wasn’t in control and 

Dad was absent.  

 

In many ways their haphazard parenting taught me independence. On the other 

hand, it made me want to be taken care of – someone to make decisions for me, take 

the lead and leave me with nothing to worry about, and I played this out in my 

marriage.  
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In The Feel of Steel (2001), Helen Garner wrote about the breakdown of her third 

marriage, how she wished for a ‘room somewhere, where ex-couples could briefly 

meet from time to time, just to sit at a table and laugh together, or cry – to tell the 

small stories and the big, to remind each other of things they learnt together’ (2001: 

57). Divorce conceals a part of my history. There are now so many things I did with 

my ex-husband, in happier times, that I don’t speak about. The reasons are many and 

varied, but mostly, I don’t feel comfortable airing these stories because it might make 

my current partner uncomfortable, or friends uncomfortable. I can’t speak to my ex-

husband about our memories; it never feels right to do so and there are never 

occasions for reliving the past. Despite the fact that we are on cordial terms, I don’t 

believe I have the right to ask him to visit a past that might be upsetting.  

 

Now I sometimes look at him and wonder how we were married. He seems a 

stranger, not the person I knew since the age of twenty-three.  

 

 

Eventually we were expected to move on.  

A friend played match-maker for my ex-husband. This same friend then called while 

she was on a group holiday with my ex-husband and his new partner to tell me 

everyone missed my company. I wondered briefly who everyone was. It certainly 

wasn’t my ex-husband, who had collected a library of self-help books about marriage 

break-ups, how men should raise daughters, and was now well on his way into a new 

relationship. My friend eventually fessed up that my ex-husband’s new partner did not 

slot neatly into the role I had left. In my friend’s recruitment, she hadn’t realised the 

other woman was apparently different, had unconventional parenting ideas. Now, 

after spending several days with her, it was becoming patently clear she wasn’t like 

me. At the time of the phone call, I was standing in a grocery line at Woolworths, 

placing items onto the conveyor belt. I missed my kids like crazy. I could hear 

laughter in the background and wondered if it belonged to my kids. The whole 

conversation seemed incongruous, and I had trouble concentrating on this ‘dilemma’ 

my friend presented. It seemed that some of my friends wanted, in terms of us moving 

on, for things to go back to their normal.  
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I have read dozens of memoir pieces.  

The one I keep returning to is Olsson’s Boy, Lost. Part of my fondness is her voice. I 

can hear it while I read. She brings her family to life by admitting she is making stuff 

up, that in most part she has no idea how events unfolded. She writes on regardless, 

believing she can do the past justice by imagining what might have happened, 

exposing both herself and her family in a gentle way. This is a memoir that made me 

cry on many occasions because I could feel and hear the emotion. Olsson’s words 

depict the intricate webs of her family, the dead ends and closed-off paths, the 

sweeping vistas and panoramic backdrops, at once beautiful and terrifying. 

   

I am about to enter more difficult territory, the part I would really like to keep 

to myself. It is about the other man.  

 

I met him on campus. He was quiet, wore a baseball cap so low you could 

barely see his eyes. He was a PhD student, and so usually kept to the inner corridors 

of the university. I was an undergrad, co-managing a writers’ collective on campus, 

and he appeared one afternoon, outside in a courtyard we had taken over, to observe 

our noisy recitals. At university, I was a clean slate, able to speak about other subjects 

besides children, marriage and the home. I found it refreshing and exciting that 

someone could look at me and be interested in the books I was reading, the kind of 

writing I was attempting, that I actually had something engaging to say.   

 

We were nothing more than friends for a long time. I confided in him about 

lots of things, eventually including that I wasn’t happy with my husband. We shared 

common ground, both of us invested in writing, both of us from cold climate 

countries, with strangely similar family backgrounds.   

 

  The main reason I returned to university was because I was tired of being 

seen as a ‘mum’, and ‘doctor’s wife’. At home, I had no identity of my own and I 

lacked any kind of autonomy. Our friendship circles characterised me in the same 

way, and I resented it.  

I had lost that indeterminate quality that makes you attracted to someone. I felt 

as if I was living with a sibling, an uneasy reluctance to be intimate with my husband. 
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I don’t recall how it started but suddenly it was there, all the time. I became 

completely closed down, inventing headaches and tiredness to avoid intimacy.  

 

My husband asked that we set up a date night, one night a week when we 

would go out and attempt to be romantic. This worked until date night became, for my 

husband, fixed as sex night. The implication of what was expected at the end of the 

evening made me sour and uncomfortable.    

 

By the time I had an affair, intimacy with my husband wasn’t erotic, and had 

ceased to be a pleasure, or something I looked forward to. I knew our relationship 

would take tremendous effort to fix, and by that point I was too exhausted by the 

whole idea. Instead of trying therapy, I slipped into an affair. 

    

 

Exploring subjective experiences. 

I am exploring the personal, sometimes in metaphorical tropes, to grapple with  

disobedient subjects. I am undoing self-repression and coming out of hiding. 

Metaphor, or fictionalising, or even narrating, can disguise the disobedient subjects, 

the ones I have had trouble expressing and revealing in the past. (And even now.) 

Exposing myself as a disobedient woman was the most difficult part.   

 

When things eventually settled down, when our friends had decided who they 

were getting in the divorce, I felt a thrilling kind of freedom. I could make choices 

without negotiation. I bought lurid pink cushions with hand-printed black skulls. I 

stopped exercising and ate chocolate on the couch. I found my own voice and started 

to negotiate all the things I had withdrawn from, finances, superannuation, insurance. 

My friendship circle tightened to include only those who were inclusive and 

accepting. I didn’t have much money, but now I felt I might have a life.   

 

 

Mudgeeraba. 

I lived in Burleigh Heads for a short time, then at Palm Beach for a year until, finally, 

I was able to purchase a house. It was cathartic to make the decision on my own and 

buy something so solid. I had never been in charge of such an endeavour, solely 
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responsible for negotiating a house sale. I hadn’t really known how to go about it, and 

the search took nearly two years as a real-estate web hobbyist, trawling through 

thousands of pictures, scrutinising locations and price ranges, cross-referencing 

kitchens and square metres. When my final offer for the house was finally accepted, I 

was sitting in a bar in Burleigh, and the friend with me jumped from her chair to hug 

me, and I was both ecstatic and terrified.  

 

 

Monochromatic. 

I hadn’t realised until renovating my new home that I preferred things in the tones of 

a Finnish winter: grey, black, and pure white. The occasional pale blue found its way 

in, the colour of ice or the sky on a cold morning.  

 

 

How to divorce better. 

Again I must back-track slightly. Before my happy purchase in Mudgeeraba, I had to 

find a lawyer and negotiate our settlement terms and conditions. 

Forward into the future for a few moments, so I can tell you that after my 

settlement, friends would call me, on the verge of their own divorces, asking for any 

hints and tips I had learned. Since my divorce, my advice ironically had become about 

trying to work things out, exhaust all other possibilities, because it was much cheaper. 

If reconciliation wasn’t possible, then I suggested to immediately seek legal advice, 

get the best lawyer they could afford. Also ring all the prominent legal firms to 

‘enquire’ about retaining their services because that would stop the other party from 

being represented by them. It’s a nice trick I learned from my ex-husband.  

 

My ex-husband’s lawyer was from Brisbane and I dubbed him The Barracuda. 

He was cold, calculating and aloof, the consummate lawyer from all court-room 

dramas. He never smiled so I didn’t see his teeth, but I imagine he had small, razor 

sharp ones.  

 

I met The Barracuda, for the first time, in a mediation meeting between my 

ex-husband and me, and our respective lawyers. The Barracuda stood in the middle of 

the office, a tall, dark-haired man in immaculately pressed pants and the crispest 
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white shirt I have seen. He wore highly polished shoes and an expensive watch. I 

politely put out my hand to shake. He left me hanging in mid-air for an uncomfortable 

time before grasping it very briefly, eyeing me up and down, an intimidation 

technique. He was a general missing a war. 

 

Negotiations lasted hours. We were segregated in separate offices, to avoid 

emotional conflicts. At four pm we had reached a stalemate, neither side budging on 

minor details. I demanded to see my ex-husband face-to-face, to finally end the 

negotiations; I was exhausted and wanted to go home.  

 

The Barracuda recommended we did not meet face-to-face, and said he 

wanted to be in the room when I met with my ex-husband. The mediator agreed that 

neither of our lawyers be present, we could speak in a private room and in person.  

 

We came to the same agreement we had reached hours prior but had somehow 

been side-tracked by both our lawyers. We signed the paperwork. Custody was fifty-

fifty, holidays negotiable, all child welfare costs split between us, even though I had 

very little income. The Barracuda had already suggested that I should ‘Just get a job, 

there is nothing stopping you’. I was a university student and had not been in the 

workforce in any capacity for a number of years. My ex-husband on the other hand 

had the earning potential of close to a million dollars a year.  

 

My lawyer had failed to inform me that on this day, I would also sign out of 

our joint bank accounts. I had yet to open my own one, since all my money was tied 

up in our Tallebudgera property. Up until that point, I had been using our joint credit 

card. I walked out of the settlement meeting with no bank accounts, no credit cards 

and no money until our house was sold. The house wasn’t even on the market yet. I 

had rent due in a few days, food to last maybe half a week. 

 

 My ex-husband decided to go against all of The Barracuda’s expensive advice, 

and offered to give me a lump sum payment, payable back when our house sold. My 

ex-husband was under no legal obligation to do so but did because he is a 

compassionate person. My own lawyer had failed to guide me properly, and I take 

some of the blame too. I should have asked more questions, should have researched.  
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 The woman who opened my new bank account the very next day was 

sympathetic. She had been through divorce and knew the division of assets was 

harrowing, especially if one party had been dependent on the other financially. She 

was angry at all three lawyers for asking me to sign away my rights to joint accounts. 

She said as far as the bank was concerned, it wasn’t a legal move. I said I wasn’t 

coerced, only scared at how I would survive until the house was sold. She said, 

technically, all those lawyers had come very close to making me homeless if my ex-

husband hadn’t been ‘charitable’.  

As I unpack my thoughts, the word ‘charitable’ has become charged. I had 

stayed out of the workforce to raise our two children. The argument that came up 

between us when I wanted to start back at my studies was the children: someone had 

to manage their schooling. Someone had to be at home to prepare their breakfast, 

lunch and dinner, to take them to their after-school activities. One of the only reasons 

I had a good amount of money in a superannuation account was because it had made 

financial (tax) sense for my husband to divert funds there. What The Barracuda had 

failed to take into account, when he suggested I ‘get a job’, was that I was not, at that 

time, qualified to be employed as anything other than a minimum wage earner. What 

The Barracuda was protecting was the potential earnings of a doctor who would 

always, comfortably, out-earn me.   

 

 

Sale, sell, sold.  

The area we lived in was ideal, on acreage, the house at the end of a cul-de-sac. We 

were surrounded by families with kids the same age as ours. 

 

 Neither child was happy about our decision to sell. My eldest cried. She 

understood what it would mean to move away, even though I made suggestions about 

visiting their neighbourhood friends regularly, even though I knew the visits would 

not eventuate. Once the neighbours heard we were divorcing there was a distinct 

disconnect. We were no longer a familiar pair, and so people didn’t know what to do 

with us. 

 

The real estate agent engaged to sell the property didn’t enjoy dealing with 
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me, a woman, someone who had never been in charge of selling a property. The agent 

was clearly used to negotiations by men. Up to this point, my ex-husband had always 

handled all our finances. Over the years I had become increasingly disinterested in the 

complexities of our income. It was shuffled around by an accounting firm to 

maximise tax benefits and insurance costs and put into a family trust in case my 

husband was sued for malpractice. As the years had gone on, the pile of papers I had 

to sign at tax time grew. I didn’t have the time or inclination to understand our 

money, and so I chose, mistakenly, complete ignorance. So it was discomforting 

wielding calls from an agent who constantly wanted to confer with my ex-husband. 

 

I had instructed that the home was not to be advertised as a ‘divorce’ sale. I 

had seen this in real estate brochures, and it signalled a certain type of desperation 

buyers would take advantage of. I was therefore flabbergasted when the first 

advertisements rolled out with the house dubbed as A divorce settlement!  

 

 After the first open home event, the agent told us the comments and prices, 

and I knew immediately that the divorce settlement had attracted predatory buyers. I 

reminded myself that whatever the outcome, this money was potentially all I had until 

my studies were completed. My ex-husband reminded me of the same, even when he 

conceded that the agent was badgering me to sell.  

 

Our divorce coincided with rapidly falling house prices and a gloomy 

economy. In the end, I considered myself lucky to walk away with anything. 

 

 

Objectivity.  

I remind myself that I felt paranoid during my divorce. I constantly thought people 

were speaking about me, that I was the object of gossip. I shouldered guilt and hurt. 

For a time I was bewildered by the newfound independence I had craved. There was 

not a gentle segue from one to the other, instead a messy and difficult transition, 

nothing like I had imagined.  

 

I had wanted to get out of the marriage, but now that I was out, I wasn’t 

pleased with many aspects of my new situation. I was lonely because I had instigated 
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my own downfall, eliminating sympathy. Perhaps because I had been reluctant to 

speak about how I really felt inside my marriage, it came as a shock to many. Our 

friends assumed we had a great relationship, a polished household. Smiling 

occupants, we were, like those in posed family portraits. Matching outfits at the 

beach, we had, proving to the world we were a loving and connected family. Perhaps 

I sound bitter. Maybe I am. 

 

 

Finding confidence.  

I was always an indifferent student growing up. Nothing excited me beyond what my 

peers happened to be doing outside of the classroom. It wasn’t until my thirties, when 

I resumed my university studies, that I found I had a passion for learning. Up until 

that point, I had not considered formal learning to be essential. Report cards had given 

me the impression that perhaps I was lacking something vital. It turns out the vital 

part I lacked was self-confidence.  

 

Not until I received that good mark for my first creative writing assignment 

did I realise I might have an aptitude for writing. I had attempted creative writing 

previously, haphazardly, but the approval from someone who knew something about 

creative writing was an epiphany.  

 

Finding a group of like-minded individuals on campus, people deeply 

interested and ensconced in all writing activities, opened the gateway for me to find 

my own way to writing. It is one of the unadulterated joys of my life, to this day. 

Filling up notebooks and files on my laptop, with stories and ideas and fragments, is 

one of the best ways to spend my time. I was able to push aside domestic isolation 

through writing, to give a voice to my lived experience. As a woman writer, I can 

teach someone something of my experience. A (male) reader can (hopefully) discover 

a new way of understanding a woman’s experience by reading these stories. 

 

 

Getting towards the crux of things. 

Ancestral fault, the idea of the hereditary curse, has been with our culture since the 

days of the Greek tragedians – their ancient plays relatable through timeless themes of 
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death, love, loss, betrayal and sacrifice. Look no further than Euripides’ arch-criminal 

Medea, who is impelled to become a child-murdering mother in a play with scenes of 

most decadent violence. In Western culture, curses became the province of 

soothsayers and witches – Shakespeare’s tragic Macbeth is consumed by the prophecy 

of witches.  

 

The word curse implies a narrative might be shrouded in mysticism or 

myths, but here I use it to refer to trauma, the idea that trauma, too, can be passed on 

along a familial lineage. There is growing research and validation of the theory that 

the effects of experiential trauma can be passed on to subsequent generations via 

genetic material. Hessey notes that the children of Vietnam war veterans ‘have a 

significantly higher rate of accidental death and suicide than other Australians’ 

(Hessey 2015: 210). Orbach further elucidates that we all possess a ‘mirror system’ 

(2010: 35), neurons that fire ‘when we watch another human being making a 

movement… as if we ourselves were making the movement’ (2010: 34). Watching is 

similar to doing and includes absorbing emotions, a ‘visual exposure’ (35), that 

allows us to experience ‘corresponding feelings’ (36). Whether or not 

intergenerational suffering is biologically inherited or socially induced, writers turn to 

story to make sense of the shadows of guilt, grief and shame in their family lives.  

 

Memoir is a fitting way to reflect on the arts’ relationship to research. I have 

taken advantage of the interdisciplinary action, and all the radical and different ways 

memoir can be approached. I consider memoir to be able to function like an archive, a 

reflective account communicating experiences and a particularly lived life. It is an 

account of a life lived in a historical/social context.  

  

Stories of trauma, the family curse, are passed on, a transmission of memories 

from one generation to the other, what Marianne Hirsch describes as postmemory and 

the ‘relationship of the second generation to powerful, often traumatic, experiences 

that preceded their births but that were nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as 

to seem to constitute memories in their own right’ (2008: 103). 

Writing about violence against women can create change, give rise to better, 

progressive futures. Exposing the experiences of vulnerable women can disrupt 

forgetting, and the blotting out of violent pasts from current memory.  
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Olsson, in particular, repeatedly points to her family trauma as a story her 

mother didn’t tell, but she and her siblings grew up around it. Olsson’s heartache was 

palpable in her words, referring to the family secret and her mother’s ‘suffering’ 

(2013: 11), ‘sorrow’ (12), ‘grieving’ (12), ‘the sense of melancholy around my 

mother’ (26), of ‘being born into the grief of it, the shock of it’ (245), Olsson’s stolen 

brother was ‘emblematic’ (245) of Australia’s history of removing children.  

Family trauma is largely inescapable, as cogently represented in Olsson’s 

work, and reflected in my own attempt to make sense, to try and write out and expose 

shame, and in the process, precipitate a measure of peace. Collectively, it will be 

difficult to deny that violence against women is as prevalent as it is: uncovering 

traumatic experiences can be an act that helps to rectify the past.  

 

 

Becoming Pentecostal: Part Two.  

My mother was finally sobered by religious transcendence. The divine came to them 

both via Dad, previously an atheist, who spoke to God on a construction site, while 

sitting on the roof-trusses of a house. As Dad sat, he decided, for the first time in 

adulthood, to ask God for help. To this day, Dad maintains he doesn’t know why – he 

usually never thought about God, never spoke to God.  

 

Dad said on that day he felt a strong urge to speak and so he did, saying to the 

blue sky above him that if there was a God, he wanted a sign, wanted help with his 

existence because right now, his life was too difficult and meaningless. That night 

when Dad returned home, Mum came outside to greet him in the driveway. She said 

the strangest thing had happened – two Finnish Pentecostal Christians, people they 

never socialised with because of their religious proclivities, had come to visit. They 

wanted to speak with Dad. This was the sign he had been asking for. 

 

Mum was baptised Lutheran fifty odd years prior and had a middling 

relationship with her church. Like a lot of people, she attended church services on 

special occasions: baptisms, weddings and funerals. She knew the rudimentary 

teachings of the Bible and said she was relying on ‘good behaviour’ when her time 

came. She still has no solid answer for why she followed Dad. (The consolation is that 
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she swapped her drinking for religion, and at time of writing, has been sober for 

seventeen years.) 

 

 

It was a kind of death.  

I felt I had lost my parents because their attitudes and habits changed overnight. 

Mum, especially, was vocal and zealous. 

Do you know what I do at church? I pray for your soul.  

I ask the congregation to pray for your soul.  

You will only go to heaven if you accept Jesus into your heart. 

 Mum said a version of those sentiments on the phone each time she called. 

Soon, I was letting her calls go to the answering machine, her religious expunging of 

my sins too much. She was aflame with Pentecostal passion, and I watched, an 

outsider to this ‘miracle’, as she and Dad glowed in their newfound Light. 

 

 

Picking over bones. 

Most families seem to have space in their closets for skeletons, and memoir speaks 

about those bones. For both readers and writers, the revelation of an underlying 

explanation for why things are the way they are in a family can be meaningful and 

comforting. As Conroy remarks, reading memoir ‘has been necessary for my life. I’ve 

found writers whose voices I can trust. In their memoirs they came out and told me 

things I needed to know about how to live a life’ (Conroy in Maran 2016: 45). To me, 

writing about the experience of my parents’ conversion was also a necessity. I 

convinced myself that writing it all out was the safe way to unspool my tangled 

relationship with my parents. I relied on the understood practice of using writing 

strategies to express what I felt and what I had seen.  

Sharing experiences can be a double-sided coin, however. On one side is the 

purging of ill feelings and emotions through the writing, on the other side is the threat 

of judgement. As I began writing about my parents’ religious conversion, I realised 

that I had hoped to radically change their religious reality in my mind. I was in 

mourning for who my parents used to be, with all their faults and frailties. With their 

new religious foundation, I had to re-learn and re-acquaint myself with them. It was a 

period of adjustment, that lasts to this day.  
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I couldn’t articulate to anyone how I felt. There was no structure in place for 

how to deal with their conversion, no funeral for me to attend. My lament had to 

remain internal. Naturally, I wanted some kind of dialogue with my parents, but each 

time we ended with an argument. I was told to accept their new story and them as 

these ‘new’ parents. 

 

Confessing to feeling shame and embarrassment about my parents, I had to 

hide their identity. I was writing about real people, and because our lives never ‘stand 

free of the lives of others, we are faced with our responsibility to those others 

whenever we write about ourselves’ (Eakin 2004: 159). I am revealing my personal 

intimacies but also family intimacies, and the discussion of their religion, especially, 

is a subject that requires caution. No one is standing guard about what I write and I 

am aware that I possess authority, making all the narrative choices. In my parents’ 

case, I tried to be cognizant of my authorial power, not portraying them in a way that 

might be hurtful, while revealing an authentic representation.  

 

For all their quirks and faults, my parents had been people who I understood, 

had a lifetime to learn their ways and behaviours. Now there was a distinct 

disconnection between what I knew and who they appeared to be. It is ironic that at a 

time my parents felt the most anchored, by their new faith, I was floundering, feeling 

completely adrift.  

 

 

Trying to express grief. 

As Pentecostal converts, my parents emanated a kind of colourless and nameless new 

energy that unnerved me. I imagined they might infect me with their faith, and I, too, 

would change. My fear was also a manifestation of being self-conscious. They were 

now the type of people I had always avoided, had closed my door on religious door 

knockers, had avoided making friends with anyone who attended church regularly. 

Religion had always made me uncomfortable. Even with Grandmother’s religious 

bedtime rituals I had always known, or sensed, or been told, that she didn’t really 

believe in anything.   

My parents’ way of life was erased in a matter of days. They very quickly 

adopted heavily Pentecostal interpretations of the Bible, began attending church group 
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activities and had a new circle of friends, a group of Finns that were complete 

strangers. (I couldn’t even fathom where they had all come from!)  

I wanted to press a button, spring their lids to reveal the parents I had known, 

to ask them what the hell was going on.  

My parents’ conversion was a kind of death. From that point on, they changed 

our family narrative. I felt ‘severed from my story’ (Ringland 2013). As Hirsch 

argues, ‘the family is a privileged site of memorial transmission’ (2008: 110). With 

their new-found identities, my parents denounced their former selves and were then 

effectively blocking our old and familiar narrative. In one way it was a good thing: 

Mum had stopped drinking. But she was also radicalised to agreeing with new 

opinions she had never held before. She now believed that homosexuality was a sin. 

Her and Dad’s previous open-minded way of viewing the world became very tunnel 

visioned.     

 

Our shared memories, in large part, became a source of shame to my parents, 

and so those stories stopped. This refiguring of the family narrative introduced a 

feeling of incompleteness, because identity is ‘from beginning to end, intertwined 

with other lives’ (Cavero in Anderson 2011: 123). I had to learn new ways of relating 

to them. Part of it meant listening to constant references to bible passages. It meant 

defending my choice to not marry my new partner because now we were living in sin. 

I felt strange and naughty drinking wine in their presence. And perhaps this was my 

biggest gripe with them both. Mum had expunged her drinking sins like she had 

waived a magic wand. I felt stripped of the power to confront her about my childhood 

because she said Jesus was on her side and Jesus forgave her all her sins. Well, I 

hadn’t forgiven her yet.  

 

 

Grieving in writing. 

In her discussion of where to find the freedom to express grief, Brooke Davis reasons 

that perhaps we writers ‘have access to a cultural space that the general population 

does not’ (2012). I believe everyone has the same access, but perhaps writers have 

learned how to use grief in a way that the general population may not. We can attempt 

to transform and change and disguise it, give it a more palatable form. Georgia Blain, 

after her father and brother died, found that she was ‘supposed to feel grief, and that 
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this was meant to last for a certain amount of time, but what the exact length of time 

was, [she] didn’t know’ (Blain 2008: 174). She speaks of her attempts to put her grief 

into words, to reason her way out of its depths. Blain’s findings echo those of Sue 

Joseph and Freya Latona in their interrogation of grief, death and trauma, who explain 

that studies show writing can be therapeutic if a narrative is created:  

 
What I say, in order to get to the narrative of trauma, you actually have to do 
fragments first, or kind of a more disjointed process, because that’s the way 
trauma often presents itself. It’s not a narrative at first, it can’t be. I mean it’s 
so common that people can’t remember properly or have disjointed memory or 
false memory even. But it’s through writing that you start to see the narrative 
in it – but you can’t write a narrative at first, you sort of have to go through 
this process first. (Joseph & Latona 2016: 28) 
 

The things that seemed beyond words came out in small pieces. Fragments provided 

the access point with their interrupted or suspended form. My shame, feeling detached 

from my parents, felt a type of abandonment, something I already knew about from 

our family history. It didn’t help my sense of not belonging.  

 

 

Papua New Guinea. 

My parents announced that Mum would travel to Papua New Guinea to be a 

missionary. 

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ I said.  

‘Why not? There are some people from our church there, and so I’m going 

over to help,’ Mum replied.  

There had been some talk about friends of theirs living in a remote village, 

building a school and a church, my parents donating thousands of dollars for the 

build. My parents had also sponsored two children to attend the school. They had 

asked me to sponsor another, and I acquiesced even though I felt ambivalent, to say 

the least. The teaching methodology leaned heavily on Christianity. My parents’ plan 

was, apparently, for Mum to go first, and for Dad to go later when more men were 

needed for carpentry jobs. Mum was well into her sixties and Dad no younger. I had 

visions of medical disasters, having to fly out to find them. 
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Mum left for her ‘month in the jungle’ as she put it, and I was restless until 

she returned, safely, a month later with stories about village life, security measures, 

poor living conditions and the ‘beautiful people’ she had met.  

 

Later, in private at home, tears welled and I willed myself not to cry. They 

seemed happy. To them, this religious story was convincing, held hope and promise, 

was a message given to them. My sorrow was at not being able to fit myself into their 

story, a new domain where I lacked a voice. Until my parents’ salvation, ours had 

been a secular household. 

 

 

I have found that I am never simply a writer.  

I am always a woman, a mother, partner, sister, ex-wife and daughter. I am good and I 

am disappointing and all the variants in between. It’s difficult to write about one 

aspect of myself and not have all the other aspects weighing in. In the case of my 

assault, I now look at the event through the prism of being a mother to a daughter. I 

write it imagining what Mum would say, since I have never spoken to her about it. 

My partner knows, but I have told him in a way that dispensed with the trauma of it, 

so he also doesn’t understand the depth of my experience. My ex-husband was closest 

to it of anyone, since he experienced me in the aftermath when I started to unravel 

during physical intimacy.  

 

Writing about my assault took me back into the emotional space I had 

occupied in the weeks and months after it. I cried for no particular reason. I became 

unreasonably angry, blood rushing to my face when I watched the nightly news and 

heard about sexual assaults or women dying in domestic abuse cases. I felt brittle and 

hollow and many times I deliberated if exposing myself was worth the anguish. 

  

 I am fine now. I think. I got it down on paper and now I can leave it alone. 

 

Although I already know it will never be something I can ‘leave alone’. It 

follows me, everywhere. If I try to verbally tell my story, I start to get emotional; my 

throat constricts, and I can’t get the words out without my voice quivering. I feel the 

sting of tears, even though a second ago I was fine. Perhaps it’s my shameful 
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uncertainty around the incident that gives rise to my Pavlovian physical reaction each 

time I try to speak. Perhaps it’s fear that I won’t be believed. 

 

 Despite my fears, I must tell my stories, and we all need to speak out about 

violence. We need cultural and gendered power change. We need for girls and women 

to feel that it’s acceptable to stand up for themselves. We need the legal process to 

change, so it doesn’t further damage the complainant, as they are questioned and 

shamed. Reducing the stigma of reporting violence may encourage more women to 

make a complaint. 

 

 

 

More on Dad’s tough ride.  

Dad’s mother, my other grandmother, was a baker and a cook. She had four children 

by four different men. Three she married, one she was engaged to. The one she was 

engaged to was my biological grandfather. This grandfather, while engaged to Dad’s 

mother, was actually already married to someone else.  

After their engagement, Dad’s mother soon found she was pregnant, and she 

started knitting and sewing baby clothes in anticipation, storing them in a box. When 

she was eight months pregnant, something in grandfather’s manner triggered 

suspicion. Sometimes he remained ‘at work’ for days, not showing up at their home.  

 

Dad’s mother decided to investigate and followed him after work to a strange 

house. She watched as he went in. She remained watching the house for a while, then 

got out of her car to get closer. She walked along the front of the house, until she 

could see into a backyard and a clothesline. On the clothesline hung some of the 

clothes she had been making for her unborn baby. Her fiancé had secretly taken them 

from the box she kept them in, and had, presumably, given them as gifts to whoever 

was inside the house.  

 

Dad’s mother walked to the front door and knocked. As the story was told to 

me, a strange woman answered, and Dad’s mother asked to speak to her fiancé. The 

woman in the doorway was just as duped. Neither woman had no idea of his dual 

families. 
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That grandfather died not long ago.  

Dad has to be prompted to tell the story of his father, and he repeats the story about 

his father being a rogue and how his mother seemed to be plagued by bad decisions 

and bad men, until her last husband.  

 

I remember him, her last husband. He smelled of Brylcreem, his black hair 

wetly combed back. I called him ‘Grandfather’ even though biologically he wasn’t. 

He rolled his own cigarettes, which I was allowed to help him do, the fresh scent of 

cut tobacco filling the kitchen, kneeling on a hard, wooden chair, heaping the tobacco 

onto paper while my grandmother cooked or baked. I recall they laughed a lot. He 

coughed a lot too, and not long after moving to Australia, Dad received the news that 

Grandfather was dying of lung cancer.  

 

Then, two years after that, Dad’s mother also died of lung disease. 

 

 

The truth about Dad and long, dark winters. 

A doctor diagnosed Dad with depression. I’m not sure if Seasonal Affective Disorder 

had a name yet, but the doctor knew Dad was depressed from the long winters and 

lack of sunlight. After his diagnosis, Dad decided he wanted to move to the sunniest 

land he had connections in.  

 

A year before the diagnosis of depression, a family of expat-Finns from 

Australia had visited. The husband was a developer in Melbourne. He mentioned that 

any time Dad wanted to move to Australia, he would give him a job and sponsorship.  

A year after their visit, in the dead of Finnish winter, we were all boarding a 

plane. Dad never mentioned he had been diagnosed with depression. He maintained, 

until a few years ago, that he had been working with fibreglass for too long and his 

doctor had told him to stop. As far as I know, Dad’s depression didn’t surface again. 

 

 

A small example about my brother. 
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My brother came to visit me, with a pig on a leash. I had recently moved to Swell, a 

low-rise resort in Burleigh. The pig checked the perimeter of my courtyard, snuffling, 

pushing its flat little nose into every crevasse. My brother had named the pig Daisy, 

and she seemed very much suited to the name, dainty and lovely, sniffing my cupped 

hand, nibbling my feet.  

‘Why a pig?’ I asked. 

‘Why not a fucking pig? They’re smarter than dogs,’ he said. 

‘How big will she grow?’ 

‘As big as I feed her,’ he said.  

To me it didn’t make much sense. You can’t not feed an animal. I didn’t argue 

about the incongruity of keeping a pig miniature by not feeding it much.  

 

Five years later, and Daisy is over two hundred kilograms, a territorial, biting 

beast. 

 

 

Shaky start to life. 

My brother, when he was born, was thought to be impaired. He shook, seemed to 

have small fits, continued to have a blue hue to his skin. The doctors demanded tests, 

informing both my parents they thought there was something seriously wrong. 

Finally, when faced with a lack of evidence about anything else, the doctors 

concluded that my brother was, perhaps, ‘retarded’.  

 

I am the eldest by four years. Right through childhood, my brother was bossed 

around, was the pretend dog tied to the leg of our piano when we played house, the 

one left behind when my friends showed up. According to Mum, he was very 

sensitive. I don’t recall evidence of overt sensitivity, but then I was a rather selfish 

older sister.  

 

I moved out of home at eighteen, abandoning him to deal with our parents and 

their increasing chaos. I rarely visited the house and never contacted my brother 

specifically. It wasn’t until he was around nineteen or twenty, or perhaps after he 

returned from national service in Finland, that I finally had much to do with him. 

Even then we always socialised with other people in tow.  
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Our only common denominator is our parents. Even now I don’t understand 

what happened to him, how he has come to be the person that he is, and I suspect he 

feels the same about me. 

 

 

The property at Gaven.  

Several years ago my brother and his partner moved into the house at Gaven. Their 

business in Sydney had gone bust. He was unable to work due to pain from an old 

work-site injury. My parents generously said the pair could stay in their house for a 

few months, and again moved to their fishing shack in Jacobs Well. 

 

Some of my better memories of Mum are of her rounding a corner, gloves in 

hand, misshapen sun hat on head and wearing bikinis. She spent hours digging and 

weeding and keeping her garden alive in Queensland’s heat. Sometimes she was 

trailed by our neighbour (dubbed ‘Pyro’ because he built burn-piles all over both 

yards). As distraction, Mum let him construct rock-walls between their properties. 

Pyro was an old All Blacks rugby player, a gruff man prone to off-colour, sexist and 

racist jokes. He looms large in many memories: we clashed verbally on several 

occasions. I was not good with authority and he was not good with kids who ignored 

authority.  

 

Mum had kept the house and yard immaculate, a standard of cleanliness I have 

never reached. Since moving in, my brother has turned the Gaven property into ruins. 

Weeds grow in gutters. The gardens are non-existent, long ago dying or rescued and 

moved to Jacobs Well – to her new house – by Mum. All decorative timber railings 

have rotted, left where they fell. The veranda is filled with broken furniture, pottery, 

hay-bales, and the hull of a vintage car. A half-built carport stands to one side, 

housing two other cars in differing states of disrepair. Daisy has been allowed to roam 

inside, scratching the timber floors, eating furniture, making holes in walls. At the 

time of writing, my brother still resides in Gaven, the ‘few months’ turning into years. 

My parents renovated their Jacobs Well shack into a house they now live in 

permanently.  
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I meet a friend for a drink in Burleigh. 

We recount similar sentiments about brothers, that they seem to get away with things. 

My friend feels, at the age of fifty-two, that her parents favour her brother, allow him 

to use their charity. My friend and her brother are both single parents, both with one 

child. But the bulk of the support, she feels, goes to him. 

 

 ‘And he never thanks them for it. But any small thing I ask for, I try and 

repay. With flowers or dinners or nice Christmas presents. Last year he gave my mum 

a tea towel for Christmas. Can you believe it?’ By this stage we are onto our second 

espresso martini and I understand her pain. 

 

‘Last year my brother and his girlfriend gave our parents a home-grown 

sunflower. A single sunflower for Christmas.’ We laugh so hard that tears form in my 

eyes. I don’t actually know how it is funny, but it is.  

 

 

A carefully orchestrated act. 

A reader of memoir might feel they have access to unguarded moments, but the irony 

is that these very moments are no longer quite so unguarded. In most cases, they have 

been honed, sometimes for months, during the editing process. The ordering of 

memories, the ‘translation of private to public experience requires invention and 

alteration – a negotiation between remembered experience and narrative coherence’ 

(Finegan 2016: 4). This is why my small bits and pieces are easier to deal with. I 

don’t need to be quite so obsessive with narrative coherence or panicking about the 

shape of my ‘unpruned, tangled past’ (Modjeska 2016: 90). And I don’t believe our 

past is completely unpruned. We are constantly, subconsciously removing and adding 

and cultivating ourselves and our pasts.   

I work on the moments I finally commit to, and make them more readable, 

give them more weight, and eventually the written outcome does feel like a re-

emergence, the words transformed into a memoir, instead of a collection of 

completely random and rambling thoughts.  
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This story could be true.  

Mum fell pregnant very soon after my brother was born and was told by doctors that 

the chances of having another child with something wrong was very high. On this 

advice, my parents made the decision to abort their third baby. A few weeks later, and 

the doctors said they could find nothing wrong with my brother, after all.   

My brother’s tremors stopped of their own accord. His early medical history 

still became my weapon of choice. ‘Doctors thought you were retarded!’ I howled at 

him at every opportunity when we disagreed, which was often.  

 

There was a day when my brother was carted off to the local hospital to have 

both eyes washed out. I had thrown handfuls of sand into his eyes in the sandpit. I 

don’t recall why, but I do remember sitting in the back of the car, feeling extremely 

sorry for myself because I had been yelled at. 

 

Perhaps because my brother was younger, or because a baby had been lost in 

the aftermath of his misdiagnosis, he was not denied anything.  

 

Most of the time I don’t think about the dynamics between us, but in the 

course of this writing, I have turned to look at everyone in a deliberate manner. I 

almost left my brother out of the picture. I couldn’t see a way to write about him and 

he became what Carlin light-heartedly describes as ‘tricky business’ (2009).  

 

My brother lives in a way I don’t find comfortable. He isn’t particularly 

interested in having a clean environment, or perhaps he does, but hasn’t the time or 

inclination to do it. I don’t think he realises how much he has compromised my 

parents, but then they have allowed him to compromise them. He has grandiose ideas 

about what he will do in the future, plans that invariably never materialise because 

they usually involve someone else’s money. He is kind and humorous. He has created 

family members out of unrelated people, choosing to have limited contact with his 

actual family, and this is a painful thing for me to admit. 

 

I don’t really know my brother. For me, he has almost become a ‘shadow of 

actuality’ (Borich 2013), a person I interpret from afar, someone I am not familiar 

with, even though we do see each other at occasions like Easter, Christmas, or my 
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parents’ birthdays. There are even very limited photographs to search for any clues; as 

I mentioned, he burnt the album that held all his childhood pictures.  

 

 

Becoming Pentecostal: Part Three.  

I finally realised my parents were deeply embedded in something I couldn’t 

understand when Dad told me he had been given the ability of divine healing and 

Mum could speak in tongues. At that moment, on a balmy Queensland evening, when 

they told me of their divine gifts, I felt a shift, like we were standing on opposing 

sides of something. The collision of our fundamental personal beliefs was so 

substantial, I didn’t know how to react, and so I left their house without saying 

anything.  

 

To my dismay, Dad called me one early morning to say that Mum had woken 

in the middle of the night with central chest pain, travelling down the length of her 

arm, and that her throat had felt restricted. 

‘Are you calling from hospital?’ I immediately asked, thinking Dad had 

waited until the morning to call me because Mum was okay and resting in hospital. 

‘No! The pain stopped after I laid my hands on her chest and we both started 

praying. She was healed.’ 

Dad was serious. He was not joking. I squeezed my phone.  

‘The sooner you get to a hospital after cardiac symptoms, the better the 

chances of no lasting damage!’ I was yelling. I kept yelling. I bullied them into 

making an appointment with Mum’s GP for an assessment. 

 

 Mum’s test results came back inconclusive, her doctor finding no reason for 

her chest pain. My parents were vindicated. Not only had Dad saved her, he had 

clearly healed all the heart damage as well.  

 

It wasn’t until 2016 that Dad conceded defeat.   

Mum called me. She was in the middle of a severe cardiac episode, this time 

bad and long enough that she had already called for an ambulance. I could hear how 

laboured her breathing was, the pain making her voice high-pitched with panic. I told 

her to try and relax, slow her breathing, and that I would stay on the phone with her. 
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My previous nursing experience allowed me to slip immediately into a composed 

space and so I remained calm until the ambulance arrived and I could speak to a 

paramedic.  

 

After she was on her way to hospital, I called my brother. I cried, howling into 

the phone, my legs involuntarily vibrating so aggressively I had to sit. I knew that my 

phone conversation with Mum, about what she had been doing in her garden as a 

distraction from her pain and panic, might have been our last. We hadn’t spoken of 

God, or family, or anything meaningful. I hadn’t even said I love you, because that’s 

not what we said.  

 

 Mum speaks English well enough, but I knew medical terminology would be 

complicated for her, and so I sat by her bed each day, interpreting between her and 

teams of doctors, and then relaying messages to extended family and friends.  

Mum looked much smaller in her hospital gown, especially when she was 

hooked up to her cardiac monitors. Her skin had a grey pallor. She kept apologising 

for having ‘caused trouble’. 

 

It was finally established that Mum had a severe blockage in two arteries, that 

she might have been having small heart attacks for months. During one cardiologist 

interview, Mum finally confided that she had, in fact, had several episodes of chest 

pain from the time Dad had ‘healed’ her. The pain had been growing steadily worse, 

but she had doggedly put it down to indigestion. 

 

 ‘You are a very lucky woman,’ the doctor said shaking his head, his resident 

taking notes as he spoke. ‘You might have died.’ 

‘I’m not scared of dying,’ Mum said and the cardiologist let out a long sigh. 

Aside from being furious that she had let things get this bad, I felt sorry for her. She 

may have been covering up for Dad.  

 

 ‘I don’t think I healed her after all,’ Dad said, later, in a hospital corridor and I 

imagine it was difficult for him to admit.  
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Here, then, in writing, have I been able to spill forth about the fractured 

feelings, the anger, the helplessness I have felt, in the face of this Pentecostal foe. The 

truth – that Dad hadn’t been gifted with anything like healing – almost killed Mum.  

 

Since the cardiac event, my parents and I have, for the most part, settled into 

an uneasy truce. I know they still wait for my conversion, but it is mentioned less. 

Either I have managed to convince them to stop speaking my salvation with my 

continuing obtuse stance, or their beliefs have plateaued into a comfortable custom, 

one where they no longer need to persuade everyone. I couldn’t say for sure. As a 

newly formed custom for our family, we mostly avoid speaking about religion. For 

the sake of unity and peace, we try and accept each other, despite all our perceived 

imperfections.  

 

 

We visit Finland. 

The captain announces we are about to start descending. I tighten my seatbelt and 

bring my seat upright, stow away the table and tell my kids to do the same. We are 

sitting in the middle row and so we can’t see clearly, only glimpses of Helsinki but 

enough that I avert my gaze. I’m suddenly emotional, and I don’t want to explain to 

my kids why I might be crying. 

 

 In the airport I stroll to the checkpoint marked ‘Citizen’ and ask in Finnish if 

my children can come through with me even though they hold Australian passports. 

‘Sure thing,’ the blonde man replies, looking at us, and then asks how long we are 

staying. ‘Three weeks,’ I reply, and I wish he would say something to mark the 

occasion, like Welcome home. Of course, he doesn’t. 

 

 

This holiday.  

Three weeks spent in close quarters with my parents and I was nervous. But out of 

nowhere, I discovered new reserves of patience. I find their bickering (constantly) to 

be humorous rather than irritating. Mum’s habit of reading out road signs and 

pointing out things I can clearly see for myself has worn into a personal style of hers, 

something I acknowledge and then tune out.  
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Maybe this holiday is a version of aversion therapy. This holiday is allowing 

me to see my parents for the quirky individuals they are, something I will be grateful 

for when they are no longer with us. I have told myself that one day I will look back 

fondly at their shenanigans, the way Dad mutters one-liners to himself in the 

background. You must sit near him at gatherings if you want to hear them. Dad wears 

the same clothes for days, arguing with Mum that he picked his clothes straight from 

the clean laundry pile even when the laundry hasn’t been done in a week. He wears a 

collection of hats, from Akubras to Greek sailor’s caps.  

 

Mum farts in public, shucking her shoulders in a So what stance when I ask 

her to stop. Mum verbalises every thought, pointing and talking while Dad walks 

along beside us, head down, hands in tracksuit pockets, occasionally correcting her on 

her ‘factoids’. Both leave fresh bread on the table, forget to close packets, are in 

constant motion in the garden or the house, doing something while achieving nothing. 

 

 

Walking where my family walked. 

I enjoy having family stories told, the way both my parents point to landmarks that 

are significant to their history, our family history. I only get to experience this 

extended-family memorialisation of place in Finland. Being able to walk where 

genetic history resides feels unfamiliar but pleasant. Here I can drive to the tall, 

timber church where my parents were married. I can visit, just down the road, the 

factory where my grandmother was a cook, where she sold bread at a summer market, 

baking it fresh each morning.  

 

 

Adapting. 

A fire built from fallen branches cooks sausages poked onto whittled sticks. After 

drowning a sausage in spicy mustard, my son spits out a mouthful then runs around 

looking for things to burn. My daughter announces herself vegetarian but later fills a 

container with worms and takes a rod to the lake. The fish in the lake have a high 

concentration of mercury. 
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New and strange routines. 

We take turns to throw darts at a target nailed to a door. Our darts hit the door more 

often than the target. Someone has left behind three rusted bikes, and we ride them to 

a corner store for pastries. A dog next door howls, the summer light keeping him 

awake day and night. Buttercups line the road and I show both kids how to pick and 

hold them so they shoot off the ends, soft missiles. Dairy cows meander in a field 

behind the house, full udders protected by support bands. The air smells crisp, the 

scent of fresh laundry. Summer birds fly above. Mum establishes a bird-feeder that 

attracts a squirrel that curls its claws around clumps of bread. Both kids laugh at it, 

mouths open, showing everyone their chewed food. 

 

 

Cow bell. 

Dad told me the story of a school friend who wore a cowbell around his neck. The 

boy had a habit of wandering through woods, dragging a sledge, bell jangling. 

‘Was there something wrong with him?’ I asked. 

‘Not that I know,’ Dad said. 

‘Oh, come on,’ Mum said. She had a habit of taking sides. ‘We saw him a few 

months ago and he didn’t seem normal.’ 

 

 Dad sighed, scratched at dry food stuck to the oilcloth. ‘Define normal,’ he 

said. 

 

 

The chair. 

Large pyres stand by the lakeside ready for mid-summer. Dad takes timber off-cuts 

and remnants to the lake, throws them among the collection already there. An old 

wooden chair has been thrown on. The pyre looks like someone will be made to sit 

there, some type of Nordic cremation.  

 

 

Water on hot rocks. 
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The house has no shower or bath. We wash ourselves in the sauna, a separate building 

close to the house. The kids love the way they can splash around as they want, 

throwing buckets of water against the hot rocks, steaming up the room while we all 

shampoo our hair and lather up. Outside, the frigid wind comes from the arctic, our 

skin raised in bumps when we run from sauna back to house. 

 

 

Walking. 

I take a long walk after dinner. I had forgotten about the light, how it follows the 

clock relentlessly. It gives me insomnia. My kids delight in it, phoning their dad, my 

ex-husband, telling him they don’t sleep. I get a text message saying I need to make 

them sleep. Dad ignores clocks altogether, sometimes heating the sauna at midnight, 

sometimes eating two lots of dinners, sleeping sporadically. 

‘You don’t waste the summer light,’ Dad says. 

 

 

Visiting the old home. 

Our campervan stops and we all climb out. I approach my godfather and he wraps his 

wiry arms around me and squeezes. 

 

‘Too much time has passed,’ he says. My godmother hugs me next. Her 

shoulders have stooped from bones collapsing against each other.  

 

They brew weak coffee. From my vantage point at the kitchen table I see 

chimneys releasing smoke into the sky. An old birch tree, on the other side of the 

road, has a birdhouse for a tiny, yellow-breasted bird that arrives only for summer. 

Dad informs everyone that months and seasons were told by the arrival and departure 

of birds. The yellow-breasted birds have left early, thrown off by the coldest summer 

on record. Drizzling rain has followed us, the temperature lagging below ten. 

 

 

Buried while alive. 

My godparents own a burial plot with their headstone already erected, both their 

names and psalms engraved. The headstones are only missing a death. Either they 



 211 

don’t trust anyone to do the job after they are gone or they are flagrantly testing 

something (God? Fate?) – I can’t decide which. I admire their organisation, though. 

My daughter announces the burial plots are creepy, but then teens find most things 

creepy. 

 

  Their daughter, my cousin, hasn’t her name anywhere, even though she was 

buried nearly a year ago. Apparently, the gravestone hasn’t been finalised. My 

cousin’s partner, a woman, has told Mum that the name isn’t there because they are 

(were) gay, something that wasn’t openly spoken about. My aunt referred to her 

daughter’s partner as her ‘room-mate’. 

 

 

Why do the men leave? 

My godparents had four children, two girls and two boys. Their other daughter was 

abandoned by her husband. He walked out on her and the kids to start a new life with 

a new woman. He took every piece of furniture with him, right down to the children’s 

collection of books. My cousin came home from work to an entirely empty house. I 

didn’t believe the story until my brother, in the Finnish army at the time, saw the 

home and said all of it was true.   

 

My grandfather first fought in World War II as a fighter pilot, then later served 

as a submarine cook. Dad said Grandfather never drove a car after the war and 

thought cars and driving were dangerous, something Dad still finds amusing.  

 

 

The family way. 

I haven’t seen any of my cousins for years, so I am surprised at the tall and handsome 

man I meet. His wife stays in the kitchen with Aunt and Mum, preparing a late lunch 

of salads, potato, two different types of salmon dishes, and several varieties of bread. 

I don’t speak with my cousin’s wife until after lunch, after a few glasses of apple 

wine. I can see how she must have been beautiful – she still has the air of someone 

used to attention. She tells me about her eldest daughter, a ‘very difficult teenager’. 

Then she shows me pictures, on her iPhone, of the daughter’s two boyfriends. The 

pictures are of half-naked young men, one in a bathroom, one inside a gym. She 
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speaks of how she and her friends ogle these young men. She flicks her long hair in a 

way that makes me slightly squeamish, but not enough that I get up.  

 

 

Mid-summer. 

‘Every year the government warns men not to piss from docks,’ Dad laughs. ‘Shit 

swimmers, Finns, living in a land full of lakes.’ This morning, already, the news has 

reported that someone drowned in the early hours. Dad and I sit, on opposite sides of 

a small, wooden table.  

 

‘Longest daylight of the year today. Soon enough it will be the dark of 

winter,’ he says. He slurps his coffee. ‘Then everyone wishes they could fall from 

their docks and die. I know I did.’  

 

 

Burning pyres. 

The pyre burns rapidly, cordoned off with rope. The radiating heat and black smoke 

keep us on the fringes. The drizzle hasn’t dampened the mid-summer celebrations. 

There’s a hot-dog stand giving away sausages and soft drinks. A man hands out 

balloons. Two policemen arrive to watch, clasping hands over trim stomachs. People 

sit on the playground equipment drinking canned beer. The fire crackles and spits 

embers. One ember lands and burns a hole in the shoulder of my jacket. The jacket 

isn’t mine. I took it from behind a door. Turns out my cousin used to own it. She died 

a year ago, stomach cancer twisting her insides, contorting her face on the outside. 

Mum occasionally voices how Jesus took her for Himself. Mum’s comments make 

me picture Jesus playing cards with my cousin, that He ‘took her’ because of 

boredom. This year we’ve lost three family members to cancer. Dad thinks it’s the 

hauntings of acid rain and Chernobyl. 

 

 

Unsuspecting suspects. 

Everyone in my family was about to be re-born in my image, or through my 

imagination, like a secret collaboration imposed on the unsuspecting. Perspective, and 
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who is in charge of a narrative, is an issue that remains largely unsolved. I write and 

edit and commit the stories into this project with my family’s support and trust. They 

have all verbally consented, have all started volunteering stories I might find amusing. 

Assembling their lives and how I see them is confronting. I’ve yet to accept myself in 

print, let alone my family, who haven’t had the advantage of seeing the work, how it 

has evolved, and that through the writing I have come to a new kind of understanding: 

they will only see the words, not the intention. How far does goodwill go when 

someone calls you an alcoholic or adulterer or a liar if these are not things you 

recognise in yourself?  

 

On not writing. 

All writing requires discovery. Time needs to be put aside to research, look at 

photographs, speak to subjects, gather the evidence. Time is also needed just to think, 

to put together the components, the plan of attack, and when things go wrong, some 

of the process needs to be retraced or repeated. Insights work on their own timetable. 

Fragmentation has been advantageous. The shortened sequences suited the 

issue of time-managing the creative/exegetical bursts. My discoveries were frequently 

made during my ‘transitional time’ (Brophy 2017), when I stepped away from the 

irritation of a writing issue, or when the investigation and research sometimes 

exhausted the mind to a standstill. When I finally unlocked the blockage, I was able to 

allocate space fast, grabbing my laptop and starting a fresh paragraph without having 

to find a specific place in the body of the artefact.    

   

 

Writing myself into being. 

I recall important sites, those significant locations that are reference points to how I 

see myself. I collect stories that reside in a setting, those attached with memories, 

images and scars. Carol Gray calls writing a ‘naturalistic enquiry’ (1996: 4), placing 

the researcher inside the research and writing process. This type of research, 

essentially, uses emotions unlocked from the body and place, using them in the 

narrative. 
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Elizabeth Grosz wagered that ‘all effects of subjectivity, all the significant 

facets and complexities of subjects, can be adequately explained using the subject’s 

corporeality as a framework…’ (1994: vii), leading Eakin to question if ‘bodies and 

selves [are] something we have or something we are?’ (1999: 29). In terms of being a 

woman, I have come to understand that my body is something I have, but it isn’t 

necessarily something I have been allowed to have full ownership of. In my recent 

history, my body was always seen as belonging to a man (husband), existing like on a 

viewing platform, men ogling and staring and commenting at their leisure. I am often 

represented in relation to my Dad, when in the presence of their friends. Other men 

turn to my partner, to talk over my head about renovations, building issues, my car. I 

am living with the ‘tyranny of culture telling women who they should be’ 

(Yuknavitch 2010: 81). Telling women who we are, how to behave, where we belong, 

how we belong, how to take up space is a constant and continuing issue. Yuknavitch 

articulates her memoir as ‘emotions that have been locked inside a body spilled out all 

over the goddamn place’ (178). I can hear her anger and frustration, and this 

‘question’ of women is not something that can be easily answered or articulated, other 

than saying that we need to reveal more of our experiences. 

 

 

Psychology. 

My uncle worked as a psychiatric nurse in Estonia in the years before the country’s 

declaration of independence. My uncle tells me that Dad had a brother, the same age 

as he was, who died at eighteen in a car accident. He would have been my step-uncle. 

He was the baby Dad’s father left him and Grandmother for. 

‘I didn’t know that! I never heard this story before now,’ I say. 

‘You still haven’t. Not from me anyway,’ Uncle replied. 

 

 

Driving around trying to relive the past. 

Six of us cram into the campervan each day. The van has no seatbelts but does have 

an endlessly squeaking door. We hurtle along country roads, the curtains sometimes 

drawn to fool Finnish cops. Dad says we are like a bunch of gypsies.  
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We visit the small town I grew up in. As our destination draws nearer, I am 

occupied with trying to remember. I feel anxious when I don’t recall anything of the 

bordering forests and houses. Finally, after several minutes of expectation, and 

listening to my bored kids playing chopsticks next to me, my brain exhausted from 

speaking in two languages for hours, I see something I remember: a corner shop. 

Then we cross a familiar bridge. Suddenly, everything comes into focus, the 

recognition I had been craving. 

 

 

Record-keeping exercise.  

I have focused on defining moments. But I have left out more. As with a collection of 

photographs, there are unlogged hours. The unwritten, the things I have purposefully 

left out, are not noticeable. The choice between writing or not comes from some 

moments being too difficult to tackle. It’s just easier to exclude them. This decision is 

mine alone, what I consider to be important, or too crazy, or not really worthy of 

mention. I figured they were best abandoned. To distort them was worse than 

excluding them. 

 

 

Another writer. 

Inside our van, I tell my kids about a well-known writer and academic who bought the 

house I grew up in. Today coincides with a writer’s festival up the road. Dad slows 

the van, and we all peer at the overgrown gardens, the timber gates I swung from. The 

van still rolls slowly when we spot a woman and two children in the garden, staring at 

us squished against the car windows.   

‘We should stop and explain what we’re doing,’ Dad says. 

‘Who’s the woman?’ I ask. 

‘No idea,’ Mum says. 

‘Maybe the house was resold,’ I suggest, and Mum makes a scoffing sound. 

‘I would’ve read about that on his blog,’ Mum says. 

 

We have made our way inside the house. I walk through several rooms, and I 

am inundated with flashbacks. I see all the things the woman could not possible see or 
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guess at. It turns out the woman is the writer’s stepdaughter. The writer himself is at 

the writer’s festival, mediating on a panel about passion.  

 

Mum tells the stepdaughter how an older woman approached her in the garden 

in similar style many years ago. The woman said she had lived at the house. Mum 

also let her in. The woman walked around, then stopped in the middle of the lounge 

room, closed her eyes and started swaying, dancing slowly in a large circle. Finally 

she stopped, opened her eyes and told Mum she had been married in this house, the 

wedding reception held in the gardens.  

 

 

The anxieties of memoir. 

In the beginning I tried journaling, to write exactly what I thought, placing myself in 

the very centre of the incidents, ignoring the fact of an eventual reader. I thought I 

could build something from these notes, but on later reading they were too 

melodramatic, too focused on feelings, and I was doing what David Marr calls 

‘cluttering the text’ (2016). Even without an audience I wanted people to like me.  

The issue of personal relationships and ethics came down to the way the 

stories were told. My family have always been comfortable and accepting of the idea 

that we are all, in some way, unconventional. We are ready made for story-telling, 

and many of these stories I have always, verbally, told to other people.  

 

 

A room that used to be my own. 

We climb upstairs and stand in my old room, now the academic’s writing room. The 

writer’s desk has been abandoned mid-writing, our trespass allowing us to look at 

several open books, his notes, a pair of glasses resting nearby. On one wall are several 

large, framed black and white photos of his first wife, a woman I had known, the 

cousin of my best friend who lived less than a kilometre away. His first wife died of 

cancer, a grief that was difficult to bear, he later wrote in his memoir. He also wrote 

that he visited her grave and masturbated. I wonder if his students read his memoir 

and if they, too, imagine a small and starkly white penis, his dramatic shudders. I stare 

closely at all the photos and wonder if she was one of his grand passions. I also 

wonder what my passions would be if I had to list them. Perhaps one is this house. 
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The verdict about self-reflective practice. 

The methodology I chose was so that I could analyse, theorise and write side by side. 

The investigation was to be about me, my family, other memoirists, the best approach 

for revelations, a study of experts in the field, and how I might apply strategies to 

cope with the writing production, what the writing itself might reveal. Highlighting 

the form eventually became my focus, and I fragmented all the writing. The process 

revealed that I could intertwine creative writing and the exegesis, and the whole 

functioned simultaneously as a ‘perspective, an epistemology and an ontology 

specific to writing’ (Hecq 2012: 1).  

 

  

Leaving Finland. 

I still remember how it felt to leave. I wouldn’t miss many people, but I would come 

to dream of snow, cold and lakes. I would come to yearn for a perfection that never 

was.  

 

 

The squirrel. 

I sit outside, bitter coffee warming my hands. The squirrel comes down a nearby tree. 

It has large liquid eyes. We eyeball. I break first, looking toward a line of trees 

beyond the field of cows. I hear a bell jangling and it sounds ominous, like a warning.  

 

 

Impacting on bodies. 

Probyn asserts that ‘writing affects bodies. Writing takes its toll on the body that 

writes and the bodies that read or listen’ (Probyn 2010: 76). Writing is stressful and 

hard. I have felt pain across my shoulders and down my neck. Sometimes I had 

anxiety. Keeping in mind how a reading body might be affected, I tried to use subtle 

humour. It’s a device that brings relief, and in person, I use humour frequently. 

Laughing is resisting, not succumbing to the toll. 
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The idea of an unreliable memoir narrator is well established. 

The ‘unreliable memoir narrator’ concept was extensively outlined and researched by 

Waters (2016) and Freeman & Le Rossignol (2015). I wanted to mention it again, in 

case it slipped through the gaps. I would venture to say, though, that perhaps the 

reading public isn’t as vested in the idea of unreliability when they buy and open a 

memoir to read. What a reader wants (and I speak of myself here, too) is an 

experience, one that might illuminate a certain condition or life or event or idea.  

 

I acknowledge that I am unreliable. I have stated many times, (I think?) that 

my perception during and after events is unreliable. My memory is unreliable. My 

writing process is unreliable. My moods and fears and disposition – probably not all 

that different from most, really – make me entirely unreliable. 

 

Who is a reliable narrator?  

Not me. 

 

 

Here we come around the corner, towards an end. 

Dad and I sit on opposite sides of a small, wooden table. Mum busies herself in the 

cosy kitchen, her back to us at the table, stirring fish soup on the wood-burning stove. 

They have both been telling me versions of stories, taking turns to speak, out of order 

and at times over the top of each other, their memories tumbling out in sometimes 

brief and sometimes long anecdotes. Some make sense as I write them, others are so 

baffling they highlight how I would need years to set each story straight, to gather 

further background to each, to speak with extended family members to verify or 

corroborate accounts. This is the stuff of memoir, the gluing of bits and pieces 

together, assembling a strange collection of histories.  

 

 In our activity of speaking to each other, in this simple domestic setting, there 

is an element of me trying to capture who I think we are because both my parents are 

older, and Mum has been so unwell. I fear for the time when I can no longer call my 

parents and ask for confirmation of our past. With their passing, large parts of my life 

will also disappear. My parents are a link between then and now and once severed, I 

worry about being rudderless.  
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Transfiguration. 

Katrin Den Elzen found that ‘narrative facilitates the process of recovery from grief 

and personal transformation’ (2015). How much do we really express of our grief and 

trauma to friends and relatives? I have always found any type of loss is difficult to 

express. Maybe it’s the whole Finnish thing. We don’t like to reveal our emotional 

selves, even while we sit next to you, naked, in a sauna. 

 

 Fragments allowed me to remove myself from the ‘dark recesses’ (Brennan 

2012) that I have had difficulty speaking about. It was a nice way to modulate the 

writing, for both reader and writer, with neither of us needing to spend too long in the 

presence of trauma, loss or sadness. I controlled the words and that way controlled the 

emotions.   

 

Walking back out of memoir. 

The ending is unfolding. I am about to conclude this PhD. I am collecting all those 

memory strands back. 

 

The process of getting under way was uncomfortable and uneven, a bumpy 

road involving stops and starts and re-routing, and finally, emerging onto a path that 

felt solid and sure. Approaching the end has revealed a transition, finding a rhythm of 

writing in fragments, producing possibly the best version of events I could have 

hoped for. 

 

 In the beginning I was walking into memoir, uphill, on a bright day, full of 

enthusiastic optimism. Now I am about to walk out of it, and the beginning seems 

very distant in terms of time and development. I can look back and smile wryly, now, 

at how winding my path was. I keep in mind all the authors and academic writers I 

employed to walk alongside me in the suburbs of the Gold Coast, the maps I have 

revisited. 
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 In the beginning, if anyone had stopped me to ask what exactly I was doing, I 

would not have been able to answer clearly. I had so much to tell and I couldn’t see a 

way to express everything. Time has given me an advantage. I can now look back and 

see the development of a style that aided in a construction of my family and myself, a 

methodology that has evolved into a form that allows the narration to engage both 

creatively and academically. 

 

 Here are some points to remember: 

I have said that Mum was an addict, and perhaps in some ways I have led the 

reader to believe that she knew she was dependant on alcohol. Mum hasn’t ever called 

herself an alcoholic, much less confessed to needing alcohol.  

 

Perhaps I implied that I wasn’t addicted to anything but clearly I was. I used 

intimacy and attention and love. When younger, casual sex was a way to fill a void. I 

believed myself in control of my sexuality, even though I felt empty and fraudulent in 

the morning.   

 

I left my husband for another man, and I still have trouble owning and saying 

it out loud. 

 

A friend once called me a slut. She was drunk and angry, and I was maybe 

twenty-two. All this time I have held onto the word slut, have rolled it around in my 

head like a loose marble, and still I can’t forget how I felt when she said it. I have 

forgiven her, but not myself. 

 

When I was young I had a kind of recklessness that I wouldn’t be able to 

replicate today. I had no fear and little forethought. I disregarded myself much in the 

same way I thought Mum and Dad disregarded me, the way they had been 

disregarded in turn. Maybe I am overanalysing and seeing things that weren’t there. 

(As we know, I quit psychology.) In the telling of our stories I had hoped to exonerate 

all of us, for all imagined and real grievances. (I know it isn’t up to me, but it has 

made writing everything easier, like a higher purpose.) 

 

Writing now, Mum has had a second heart attack. 
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This second one had more to do with her inability to heed doctors’ orders to 

take things easy. I take some solace in the idea that she steadfastly believes in an 

after-life and seems unconcerned about death, but it has still been difficult to deal 

with. The survival and life expectancy statistics of heart attack victims are sobering.  

 

 My partner’s father died, a fast and hard heart attack felling him with pruning 

shears in hand. He was found by his eldest son who commenced CPR, an event that 

has traumatised him. My partner, coincidentally, had spoken to his father a few hours 

before the heart attack, had laughed about something together, which gave him some 

measure of peace. He views that last phone call as a positive memory.  

In trying to understand grief in the context of a sudden death, I read Joan 

Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking in which she wrote that grief ‘turns out to be a 

place none of us know until we reach it’ (2012: 188). Grief is a place. You are there 

alone.  

 

Mum didn’t die, but I found myself feeling cut off from my usual, ordinary 

life. I stepped into a parallel universe where everything and everyone seemed to 

function almost the same, but not quite. My partner grieves his father still, is freshly 

in that place, and I find myself sometimes stepping away from him because his 

sadness feels almost contagious.  

 

My daughter has her licence, something that thrills her and brings me closer to 

the realisation that soon I will have limited control over what my children do, if in 

fact I ever did. 

 

 My ex-husband and I are finally, officially divorced, the letter arriving matter-

of-factly in the mail, in an ordinary white envelope. I didn’t think the papers would 

make me feel any different, but holding the decree in my hands surprisingly did. I felt 

strangely excited by the new future, even though it has continued in the same fashion 

as usual. 

 

With this project I have commenced and ended many stories. I have bought, 

renovated and sold a house; bought and moved into another, waiting to finish this 

business so that I can start another renovation. In the purchase of this current 
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property, I have collected yet another new suburb: Nerang. I had never lived in 

Nerang, one of the older suburbs of the Gold Coast. I have commenced explorations, 

walking past homes and parks and shopping centres and real estate agents, and within 

a five-minute stroll is McDonald’s, Red Rooster, Guzman Y Gomez, Kentucky Fried 

Chicken. Instead of beaches and green-scapes I stroll past BCF, Bunnings, Sushi 

Train, Petbarn and Officeworks. A large concrete overpass curves overhead. The 

sound of constant traffic hums alongside.  

 

The area my house occupies is very urban but the skyline is not cluttered by 

high-rises. In the morning I don’t hear screeching lorikeets. Instead there is a murder 

of crows and magpies, providing the prevailing bird soundtrack. I look forward to this 

next transformation. My new house (again negotiated by me) is ex housing-

commission, built to withstand hard use. It also has, funnily enough, an original Hills 

Hoist at the end of a narrow, concrete path, and a screen door that slams against the 

brick wall when pushed open too fast. 

 

Incidentally, there are many similarities between writing and renovating. The 

planning stage, the pulling apart and putting back together, accommodating 

unpredicted outcomes, trying to be satisfied with what has emerged, and, always, a 

partial reconciliation where the imagination and reality rarely become one.  

 

There are no easy solutions or conclusions because life isn’t a story.  

 

Some afterwords. 

This memoir is about family, some of the perhaps extraordinary events that took 

place, but I didn’t want to make anything extraordinary.  

 

Why these fragments and not dozens of others? It is a question I still 

deliberate, and will possibly continue to do so, long after this artefact has left my 

hands.  

 

 I believe memoir is never a completed piece of work, and this is the reason 

some authors return to the form more than once, sometimes to correct previous 
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versions. (Mary Karr is a good example.) The memoir I have produced here is a 

version that could be edited many more times, producing a different effect with each 

interpretation.  

 

My fragments have confined and encapsulated memories. They have 

effectively dismantled storytelling elements, thereby illustrating the abbreviated and 

‘snapshot’ nature of a memory. Fitting together the (disparate) pieces was trial and 

error. I wanted the end result to satisfy all the reasons for beginning in the first place, 

to produce something innovative; to tell my story; and to persuade that this was both a 

contemporary and academic mode, ‘to inform and energise creative thought and 

discourse’ (Carroll & Webb 2017: 1), through what Jen Webb argues as a ‘creative 

practice [that] constitutes knowledge practice’ (2012). In many ways I believe I have 

succeeded, and I am satisfied with the outcome.  

Solnit believes travel to be an almost rogue act, calling it ‘straying, going out 

of bounds, escaping’ (2002: 107), and I kept her in mind, and rebelled against 

expected forms and scythed a fresh and unexpected path.  

 

My goal was for the dual processes of writing to be read in one document, ‘not 

for discovery’s sake, not for conquest’s sake, not for proof’s sake, but simply for the 

sake of trying’ (Wampole 2013). I believe I have added to the conversation about 

what can be classed as scholarly work and how to showcase research within the 

creative, without placing them in opposition or separating the two.  

On the way, like Maria Tumarkin, I did not comply with the idea that life 

stories should be transcendental, that you ‘land the story well, with a bang, with a 

message… steer[ing] your audience away from despair and towards a sense of 

empowerment’ (2014: 188). The notion of turning life or tragedy into an emotional, 

conventionally meaningful or moralistic message for an audience never sat well with 

me, and I believe I have avoided that trap.  

 

I wanted to make it literally visible to the reader that much is left unwritten in 

memoir. Adapting the structure came to represent the limits of memory, highlighting 

that this work needed to be ‘built up, put together in parts, in order to render some of 

[the] complexity… made of fragments… not concealing its fragmented form’ (Leslie 

in Benjamin 2016b: 26). Memory provided the images, and I turned them into a 
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narrative that the reader could experience in whatever way they liked, even chafingly 

or maddeningly, as Barthes suggests (2000: 115). The issue, for me, always was in the 

development of the unjustified story arc. I found myself writing in response to how I 

felt, rather than what I witnessed of the images, both the ones in my head and actual 

photographs. Barthes writes that a photograph is a ‘medium… a shared hallucination 

(on the one hand “it is not there,” on the other “but it has indeed been”); a mad image, 

chafed by reality’ (2000: 115). I like the idea that the chafing should continue. 

  

This artefact was pointedly composed with parameters in mind, with actuality 

being the focal point. Borich points out that ‘actuality not only matters when it comes 

to figuring out the parameters of our writing projects, but that the work we do to 

render and elucidate actuality is also the point of this kind of literary work’ (2013). 

The truth of any matter is subjective, and I knew I would insert my own 

interpretations to each story. It is unavoidable since we ‘continually – often 

unconsciously – renovate our memories’ (Miller & Paola in Freeman & Le Rossignol 

2015). I did want to maintain veracity, to keep ‘shadowy manipulation’ (Borich 2013) 

at arm’s length. 

 

 

PS. 

I was recently in Los Angeles. I found it to be one of those places immediately 

familiar from television and movies. I recognised street and boulevard names. LA is 

gritty and dirty and large and busy, the roads and highways several lanes wide and 

chocked with cars and trucks. At a set of lights, from the comfort of a van, I watched 

a trio of men, two lying on a curb, unconscious, the third depositing an empty bottle 

behind bushes, swaying hard, eventually sitting because he couldn’t find balance. The 

scene seemed ready-made for some type of narrative, novel or film, and later in my 

hotel, I wrote down what I saw. 

 

 Empathy is the ability to understand the feelings of another. Many times I 

have wondered if I have employed enough empathy to write about my family and 

some of their unhappiness, or if I come across as a cold bystander, watching, like I 

watched those men on the curb. Many of these stories have haunted me. Secretly, I 

was hoping to effect a change. I have tried to relinquish the bad stuff here, finally, but 
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I still feel their tug of attachment. There really are no easy endings or comfortable 

conclusions. I am both sad and elated to have now completed this part of my journey, 

this far. It has been difficult, but I long to see what is around the next bend. And I can 

finally zoom out, the camera lens pointed firmly to the future.  
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