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For my mother
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1. Letters

Parramatta Road, twilight, a teetering time when the sky 
prevaricates between day and night. Planes fly low over inner west 
rooftops – the passengers looking down at cars and passengers in 
cars looking up. The neon lights haven’t yet come on and the air 
is cellophane. Exhaust fumes add green, the lowering sun, ochre, 
and all the nostalgic, drivetime songs add something else – an 
anguished purple, a sexy pink, a blue, blue note – your memories, 
take your pick. ‘Words don’t come easy to me.’  1

Writing a new book is like entering a love affair. Your 
heart all dried up, an old walnut, webby in your chest, suddenly 
blossoms into a nut tree. Ideas wake you at dawn, you’re panting 
with them. Really. Notebook never where it should be, you let 
the ideas take you, roll over, go back to sleep. Abandoned at 
seven. Perfidious pen. All that pre-dawn lyricism spent. Past 
the witches’ houses on Johnston Street, ideas rising up to the 
witch hat points. At five this morning the muse suggested…and 
as you turn on to The Crescent, the scent of low tide vaginal, 
the Anzac Bridge a blaze of sunset windscreens, yes, you say, 
yes, that was it.

So you begin…in the early nineteen eighties when I was a 
fledgling writer:
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fledg.ling or fledge.ling n
A young bird that has recently developed the feathers necessary 
for flying
A young or inexperienced person2

 …a fledgling writer with designs on myself as a poet, I wrote 
to AD Hope whose poetry seemed to exemplify those three 
attributes Nabokov cites as essential to a writer – those of 
storyteller, teacher, enchanter.3 I wanted to tell Hope how much 
I’d enjoyed the poems I’d studied at university in my Australian 
Literature course that year. This passion wasn’t a new thing. I’d 
loved poetry since little. Robert Louis Stevenson, Walter de la 
Mare, Robert Browning – long narratives about pied pipers and 
Lorelei rocks and highwaymen recited en masse, loudly, in stifling 
summer classrooms. ‘Rats! They fought the dogs and killed 
the cats and bit the babies in their cradles’  4: poetry to enliven 
dull suburban afternoons. In fourth class I’d first encountered 
Douglas Stewart’s poem about a woman who fed The Domain’s 
stray cats: 

She smiles and walks back lightly to the slums.
If she has fed their bodies, they have fed
More than the body in her; they purr like drums,
Their tails are banners and fountains inside her head.
The times are hard for exiled aristocrats,
But gracious and sweet it is to be queen of the cats.5

I read it out loud, the blowflies circling languidly overhead, 
the boy at the next desk resting his hot forehead on perspiration-
sticky arms, wondering as I grappled with Stewart’s words, 
whether such fountains were the source of our sweat. And to 
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this day I still see the cats’ banner tails, striped, fluffy, some bent 
like question marks, drawn in the class exercise that followed – 
teachers always seemed to get us to illustrate poems back then.

Slessor’s poems hit me like a sledgehammer when I was fifteen. 
‘You find this ugly, I find it lovely’,6 right at the awkward time I 
was discovering Sydney’s more interesting quarters, especially 
Kings Cross with its great palette splash of neon at the top of 
William Street. It all seemed so cosmopolitan, just like Paris or 
London or New York – cities to which I’d not yet journeyed. I 
learned that Slessor lived somewhere in The Cross when I rented 
my first flat in Victoria Street, Potts Point, and I often thought 
of visiting him. Captain Dobbin, that’s who he’d be like, and we’d 
catch a ferry around the harbour, past the white buoy towers, and 
talk of seaweed and clinking beer bottles. 

Slessor would have been thrilled to hear from you, AD Hope 
would say years later. He had gone through a crisis of confidence 
just before he died and a knock on the door from an enthusiastic 
fan would have lifted his spirits. 

I didn’t knock. AD Hope was very much alive in Canberra 
and feted as Australia’s greatest living poet so I conversed instead 
with the poet who was left.

But for the moment I am composing a letter. What did I say? 
Dear Mr Hope, I am just writing to say how much I loved…I think 
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that’s what I wrote. The letter of the word-struck, the writer 
looking for a mentor, the bird-writer with newly feathered wings. 
Bird metaphors, someone said of my early poetic efforts – there are 
so many birds in your work. 

Turning at Victoria Road, the rat scramble to form one lane, 
then up the hill into Balmain, the old car straining at the bit, 
home in reach, no steaming radiator, no sudden, inexplicable 
stops. I didn’t drive then, I wasn’t even a fledgling driver. I rode 
a bike around Sydney’s inner west and when I went to live in 
Canberra I rode a bike around there as well. ‘For every bird 
there is this last migration’.7 The Gulf of Mexico. AD Hope 
explained the poem’s genesis over a whisky. A new writer also 
seeks inside information.

It’s nearly dark when I arrive home. My writer friend is waiting 
to go for a walk. The perfect time of day for it – daylight saving 
ended – the evening coming in tight like a belt or a drawstring. 
It’s autumn and Balmain’s jacarandas are defiantly bulking. A 
neighbour is having a Chinese elm root-pruned and we look at 
the offending roots which have pried their way into the house’s 
foundations, needle thin, expanding to crack the soft sandstone. 
Poetry does this. Trojan Horse words, entering, expanding, 
illuminating. They sack you too. The cat’s tails. The silken tent 
in a field. The bird’s last flight. The last duchess on the wall.  Like 
the elm tree, they give new meaning to rooted. 

Too many birds? Too many trees? Walnuts, elms, jacarandas. 
Too many words, like Mozart’s critics complaining – too many 
notes. Words infect writers. We collect and adopt them like 
Nabokov’s Na.cre.ous. adj 

Relating to, typical of, or made of mother-of-pearl
With the iridescent quality of mother-of-pearl.
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I lusted after that Lolita-word. Have already used it. A 
passion for unfamiliar words I need to look up, the meaning only 
important to avoid inappropriate use. Bright little pearl-words 
whose sound or demeanour on the page are enough. 

ce.ru.le.an adj
A deep blue colour like the sky on a clear day. 
cre.pus.cu.lar adj
Relating to or resembling the fading light of dusk. 

Word accents of unknown origin, their magic resting in the 
ebb and flow of unfamiliar sounds. But birds and trees – well, 
they’re logical. As are loss, love, death. Exhaust-fume, music-
tinted sunsets – crepuscular – at the end of working days when 
your soul has been shredded. 

And in the sky above Birchgrove Oval a bird, a plane, its 
wings as wide as the continent it’s traversed, an Inca bird, a 
condor, heading for the airport. The attraction of poetry and 
poets? Well, poets use words differently from other people. 
Clown-word-jugglers. Strip-show-shockers. Smooth-talkers. 
Experiment-loving-lovers. Landscape-gougers. Poetry does 
something other literary forms can’t do. It tells charade stories, 
only the hands moving. Licks the face. Tickles the ears. How do 
poets do it? Is it knowing the trade’s secrets that make poets such 
odd people? 

My writer friend and I turn away from the elm, the jacarandas, 
the street, and walk faster than usual, pleased with ourselves. 
The cooler, darker night has given us wings. Do walking writers 
talk about their work? Sometimes. But writers are superstitious. 
Words do that fading thing – the fading dawn idea, the fading 
sentence that won’t finish itself. I’ll talk about what I’m working 
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on – touch wood – but it’s early days yet. And in the west the last 
of the sun f a d e s_____ into an apricot line. Crepuscule, what 
word better offers the uvularity of the egg-sun dropping, its yolk 
smearing the sky? Crepuscule could be an eggshell cracking, 
sun-smeared lips parted over teeth, playful kittens’ arses.  

I wrote to AD Hope because I wanted to talk to him about 
his work. AD Hope wrote back. When you’re next in Canberra 
please look us up – words to that effect. I was surprised. Writers 
replied to fan mail? Would I have been disappointed if he hadn’t? 
Probably. AD Hope was of a polite generation. I used the letter as 
a bookmark. Lost it with the book. In a second-hand bookshop, a 
St Vincent de Paul store or a market, rests a novel (Günter Grass’s 
The Tin Drum) and inside it a yellowing missive from an old poet 
to a young woman who’s ostensibly said thanks for the poems. 

On Sunday afternoons I like to take
the past down from the shelves
reacquaint.

AD Hope’s letters are kept in a box, all in their original 
envelopes. It’s an archivist’s nightmare, I’m sure, the pages already 
stained tea-brown. With them reside the letters I received about 
my early writing from Dennis Haskell (encouraging), Geoffrey 
Dutton (enthusiastic), Alan Wearne (uncertain). I read these 
too – why didn’t I take the poets’ advice, rewrite, resubmit? I’ve 
forgotten: it hardly matters now, though seeing the poems typed 
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on an old typewriter, neatly folded, returned editing suggestions 
scribbled in pencil, shyly disregarded, makes me want to try 
again. Older Catherine marking up younger Catherine’s work, I 
can barely constrain myself from giving her a grade.

Autumn Sunday afternoons offer this particular kind of 
reflection. The summer gone, we’re back on real time. It gets dark 
when it should – early. Where did the summer go? Why didn’t 
I spend more time at the beach/picnicking/drinking champagne 
at the water’s edge? Reading more poetry? Five o’clock Sundays, 
when the past is let out to gloat. And downstairs Brahms’s Violin 
Concerto is adding its own regrets.

Walnut
chested, pain

pecking at her heart
crumbs, she sang in clubs

and her nut tree
blossomed

songs
la
la
la

Sunday evening is a time to prepare for the next day – an old 
habit, a rehearsal for Monday’s responsibilities. Tomorrow I’ll 
teach young people to write; the irony of this is not lost on me. 
Most of my students write very well already, with a confidence 
that surprises and sometimes causes pain. How did they get to 
eighteen without the shackles of self-doubt? Few of them read 
poetry, though they have their own poets – musicians, songwriters, 
singers, the poets of the screen who create words from images – 
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the plastic bag in the film American Beauty is one they like to cite. 
I make them read Plath and Ginsberg, ee cummings because the 
lower case delights, TS Eliot, Neruda. The students write their 
own poems in class. Too many words, too much description. We 
do class exercises to pare their poems back, excising calluses, the 
adjectives that smother. ‘Poetry is the core into which you fall.’ I 
enjoy truisms like that, believing they make my students think.

Six o’clock, the coming week’s practicalities addressed and 
the fugal Sunday afternoon, old photos, old friends, past lives, 
segued into ironing and shoe cleaning and briefcase packing 
and paper sorting and duty phone calls. The poems, the letters, 
go back on the shelf. Tomorrow, above all, I will try to offer 
my students what AD Hope offered me – encouragement, teach 
them to write, as in the French, en courage, in courage.

In the box of Hope letters the younger me resides. Self-
doubting. Self-assured. Far too old by the time I wrote to so 
gauchely express myself, so openly, to someone I hardly knew. I 
read AD Hope’s replies to letters of which I kept no copies. Read 
myself between his lines. An invitation to his home in Forrest, 
friendly chat about his work in Sydney, his cats’ goings on. There 
is an offer to co-write a book, a poem dedicated to a day we 
spent at Manly Beach, a translation, directly from the Russian, 
of an Anna Akhmatova poem. Sunday afternoon, the reading 
lamp casting its own shadows on the stained pages, a ghost-
self reading with me. Over the years the timbre of the letters 
changed. I minded Hope’s house, shared stories with Hope’s wife, 
Penelope. Looking back, I can see how distrustful Penelope must 
have been. Another young protégé, another young woman. Her 
letters seemed to heave a sigh of relief when she realised I wasn’t 
interested in her husband. I wasn’t ‘silly’. I had lovers in Sydney. I 
certainly wasn’t interested in a septuagenarian one in Canberra. 



Letters

9

What was I interested in? Some sense of what it’s like to live a life 
dedicated to words? Or some insights into the trials and tribulations 
of a poet’s life as extolled by Alec in his poem, Advice to a Poet.

So tell them: they will not believe you; they will not even 
Comprehend what you say about the planet.
They will jeer at the crystal you carry in your hands;
But tell them, tell them: their need to be forgiven 
Will make them listen. Listen yourself for the minute 
When tears break through as somebody understands.8

Or was it something of the guidance Rilke offered in his 
Letters to a Young Poet:

You are so young, so much before all beginning, and I would 

like to beg you, dear Sir, as well as I can, to have patience with 

everything unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions 

themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a 

very foreign language. Don’t search for the answers, which could 

not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live 

them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions 

now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, 

without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.9

Perhaps some discoveries about writing’s practices. Writing 
by then in my spare time, poetry in the main, the idea of a novel, 
a marathon compared to a dash, too big, too frightening, or so I 
thought. I needed someone poetic to write to, a sounding-board 
for ideas. Naivety or its Janus-twin, arrogance, saw no problem 
in a novice writing uninvited to a master. But that was more than 
twenty-five years ago. 
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In 1982 I make my way to Canberra on the train, late evening, 
the best time to travel, the day a long slanting venetian blind, 
(slits of yellow light, slits of shadow), advancing into evening. 
The autumn sounds are clearer – there is a scientific reason for 
this, I’ve been told, something to do with soundwaves and colder, 
thinner air. A train trip through Sydney’s onion layers. Boarding 
at Central, I journey back into the west, passing my street, my 
Petersham house – an Edwardian villa built by the emporium 
owner, Anthony Hordern, for one of his daughters and to which 
AD Hope will one day pay a visit. Liverpool, Campbelltown, the 
rocky preamble to the Southern Highlands. The train clickety-
clacking towards Canberra, a city of European trees, autumn 
colours and falling leaves.

Was it the travel writer, Eric Newby, who said that a train 
journey offers a much more intimate view of a country? Underwear 
on clothes lines, a man in a navy blue singlet digging his tomatoes, 
a dog chasing its tail on a suburban street corner. Cars rush past 
façades but trains peer over back fences. Stations are built for the 
days of real travel, their station cafés, luggage barrows, indicator 
signs lowered with a special curved prod. Whistle-blowing 
station attendants are Hornby moments for tin people, of which 
I am one, on a tin train. A book in my bag, I’m too busy looking 
out to read. The mesmeric rhythm, the sudden dark of overhead 
bridges. The whoosh whoosh of a passing train causes the window 
to curve inward and I catch a blur of equally startled faces going 
in the opposite direction. There is an incomprehensible slowing 
down and speeding up again. 

‘Faster than fairies, faster than witches/bridges and houses, 
hedges and ditches’.10 Robert Louis Stevenson knew trains well, 
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his poem another of those learned at school and recited loudly, 
the emphasis on fairies, witches, capturing the choof choof of steam. 
Outside the train people are doing what I would be doing if I were 
at home and I watch their Sunday night preparations – a glimpse of 
a woman unpegging (do her clothes smell of the lawn her husband 
is mowing?), a teenager polishing his school shoes on a back step, 
a man and two little children cleaning the family car – all gone in 
an instant – until I am offered only a reflection of myself. 

My decision to go to Canberra was an easy one. A relationship 
almost over, soon dead. Something ends, something new begins. 
What better way to move on than to move, on, through a rapidly 
darkening land, heading south, like Hope’s migrating bird. 
People alight, disembark. Goulburn, Bungendore, Queanbeyan, 
the last of the proper towns before the artificial one is entered. 
Tomorrow I’ll report for duty to the Office of the Prime Minister 
and Cabinet. I’m booked into a hostel until I find somewhere 
better to live. Even though it’s dark beyond the glass, the 
countryside asserts itself through the carriage windows. Rolling 
farm country dotted with towering gums that look like broccoli 
flowers against the rising moon. Icy in winter, punishingly dry 
and hot in summer, country fit only for sheep, it became instead 
the nation’s capital. 

Enter Paris from the north and Sacre Coeur is perched high 
on its butte, a pigeon’s pale grey against a clear blue sky. London 
offers power stations with great ceramic chimneys, the Thames 
traversed if you’re lucky enough to be alighting at Charing Cross 
or Victoria. No glimpses of any iconic buildings as my train 
enters Canberra – not the National Library, the High Court or 
National Gallery, not the lake nor its Captain Cook fountain. 
The train slips quietly in through Canberra’s neat attempt at 
industrial suburbs. Pulls up at an anti-climax. The nation’s capital 
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should have an impressive station, something to reflect the city’s 
status, wide of platform, a waiting room lined with framed photos 
of former prime ministers, a café with polished tables and comfy 
chairs. It has instead a dismal terminal, no history, just the sad, 
pervasive smell of departure. Nowhere to linger. The locals head 
off as quickly as they can, taxis are few and those in the know 
rush straight to the head of the queue. And the eleven o’clock 
night bares it teeth: if you think this is cold, it seems to say, wait 
till you feel my winter.



We have been talking at work of smells, two seminars so far, 
in which we discuss the power of scents to take us somewhere. 
Proust of course – Proust’s madeleines and lime flower tea must 
always be evoked. The mundane no less potent, squashed bananas 
in schoolbags, sweaty socks or the armpit of a much-loved lover, 
lavender scented bed-sheets, post-coital, semen-sticky. The scent 
of a lover’s breath, edible lips, their hair the waxy smell of kewpie 
dolls. Burned toast, Russian Caravan tea, freshly baked baguette, 
Chanel No. 5. Oh, to turn abruptly as a lost scent catches – a ring 
through your nose. I have buried myself in my father’s jackets, 
the funeral barely over, the peppermint smell of his pockets – he 
was an obsessive peppermint sucker and so too, were his clothes 
– his tweed, his mint-sweet jumpers. To vapourise seemed the 
only answer – to float amongst those scents and to mingle with 
them. Old letters offer something of the same. Something hovers. 
A little piece of wattle taped to one of Alec Hope’s letters is 
testament to how well the Canberra wattle trees flowered decades 
ago. Brown, brittle, all scent gone, on the page the wattle’s X-ray 
image but nothing of Hope’s fingers or scissors. 
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The last time I took the box of Hope letters down the children 
who live up the back were playing with a ball and its plastic 
ker thunk against their brick sidewall sounded dangerously close 
to how I imagine a severed head might resonate as it hit the 
ground. What did the French writers of the revolution make of 
those sounds? The novelist, Nicolas-Edme Restif de la Bretonne, 
walking the streets of Paris, chronicling the carnage as he ogled 
women in the amassing crowds, finding poetry in 

the sleek brutal rise of the guillotine, 
the indrawn breath of the crowd,

the steel slicing through bone. 

The birds, (for surely there were Parisian sparrows then as 
now), must have been silenced by the pleas of the condemned. 
What a perch a guillotine frame would make, aromatic with the 
oak from which it recently had been hewn. Or did the charnel 
stench of blood drive all the birds away? 

No wonder I had executions on my mind. A chance internet 
search had led to the discovery that my original letters to AD 
Hope had survived and rested in the National Library’s archive. 
Embargoed for fifty years. A new book about Hope released, 
an invitation to the launch. When I learned of my place in the 
archive, I went through one of those frightening, naked moments 
like the one Munch captures so potently in his painting, Puberty. 
Exposure. Foolishness. Terror. The nightmare of getting on to a 
bus having forgotten to put on one’s clothes.

In Paris, some months after re-examining Alec’s letters that 
Sunday afternoon, I would wait in the sun outside an internet 
café. The day was warm and I leaned back against a limestone 
wall, oblivious to the traffic in the nearby Quai de Montebello. 
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Notre Dame’s gargoyles kept their proprietorial watch over the 
Latin Quarter and the Seine and the building across from me 
offered a plaque – we don’t have them in Australia – our poets 
live and die, their residences unmarked. Restif de la Bretonne 
had died in the house, a writer of the revolution, a scallywag, 
a thief, and a few steps away a little patch of green overrun 
with fennel flowers, hardly a square but called one anyway, 
also bore his name.

Emailed letters from an internet café in Paris. Letters 
from the observers of the Terror. Rereading Hope’s letters 
had made me want to read again the letters I’d written. Falling 
in love is like beginning a new book. Each day a fresh page, 
each word significant. Or will it just be play? Paris perfect, 
warm of day, the evening offering chill, autumn is the time 
in which to take risks. It must be done. As soon as I arrived 
back in Australia the National Library was rung, the archives 
checked. 

I reside in box number 44 and I am going to Canberra to 
meet my former self.

S
s

   s s s
shed

i
n g.
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Going back to find my letters and the young woman shivering 
that night at Canberra station’s taxi rank offers differing 
challenges. The National Library is already on to my case. 
The helpful Maureen has called me twice now, the first time 
to let me know what I need to do to get permission to enter 
the AD Hope archive where my letters are stored under 
their embargo, the second to tell me who to call. She’s been 
archiving the Donald Friend papers and when I tell her about 
my misgivings – who I might be in those old letters – she tells 
me that the artist, Donald Friend, reread his diaries not long 
before his death. He didn’t like his youthful self very much. 
He thought the young Donald too pompous, too intolerant. ‘I 
haven’t changed,’ he said. 

Surely he didn’t believe that? Everyone changes in one way 
or another, though not always for the better. We have to forgive 
ourselves our youthful mistakes. We have to forgive ourselves 
our middle-aged and our elderly mistakes too.



In 1982 I wait in the taxi queue with a small suitcase containing 
work clothes, a few papers, an exercise book full of newly 
composed poems. The cabs come and go. The queue shrinks. 
The air smells of eucalyptus and in a nearby birch, its leaves the 
dark red of congealed blood, a bird mutters and complains. We 
are making too much noise, marking time to keep the cold at bay, 
disturbing birds that are trying to sleep. 

And here is my taxi. 
I leave the station. The train, lights now out, will return to 

Sydney in the morning. I pass Telopea Park. Sleeping Canberra, 
a new home for my ideas.
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My old letters to AD Hope have already led to some interesting 
conversations. At a dinner party with a half a dozen writers, every 
one with a letter story, debate raged about whether the person 
I meet in the archives will really be me. Who else could it be? 
‘Well, a previous you. A different woman, outgrown like old skin.’ 
Perhaps I haven’t changed at all, this said with bravado. ‘Of course 
you have.’ Yes, but I’d prefer to have grown a tougher shell. 

Letters to former teachers. 
Letters to old school friends.
Letters to estranged brothers or sisters.
Apologies.
Explanations.
Love letters, too late.

A friend’s face softens when he talks of the letters kept by 
his mother, an epistolary family saga documenting his growth 
from boyhood to man. His family story shouts a love treasured, 
a son, a long way from home, a mother’s reading, then rereading 
when the day offers quiet. Letters are moments of exquisite 
emotion. People missed, lovers desired. Did his mother travel 
with him to faraway places? Did he look at buildings, paintings, 
faces, storing the images to recapture on paper, hours, days later, 
to share with her? Now that she’s gone, does he continue to 
write letters to her in his head, seeing things about which, he 
knows, she’d enjoy reading? I imagine so. I still write mental 
letters to my father fifteen years dead, not letting go of the 
stories, the scenes, I know he’d find amusing. I expect it will 
always be so. 
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My father, too, kept the hundreds of letters and postcards 
I sent to him from my time living abroad. Postcards chosen 
for their scenic impact – skies a far brighter blue than the 
dictionary’s cerulean. Gore red sunsets. The postcards’ reverse 
sides are covered with the breathless scrawl of the backpacker 
on the move. I’m writing this from a café in Paris…a beer-hall in 
Munich…a palazzo in Venice…a plane over Russia and 35,000 feet 
below me I can see the lights of Tashkent and Samarkand, can smell 
the lanolin of oriental rugs, the incense, (is it rose or cinnamon?), 
catch the glimmer of burnished copper and bronze. This last card 
written in invisible ink behind my eyes five years after my father 
had died. 

On the plane I’d read Constantine Cavafy whose poems are 
surely letters to his readers. The City. Cavafy knew the people 
we carry within us. Loved ones. Ourselves. Exiled travellers, 
burdened, poison pens, we poison the places to which we escape.

You said, ‘I will go to another land, I will go to another sea.
Another city will be found, better than this.
Every effort of mine is condemned by fate;
and my heart is – like a corpse – buried.
How long in this wasteland will my mind remain.
Wherever I turn my eyes, wherever I may look
I see the black ruins of my life here,
where I spent so many years, and ruined and wasted.’
New lands you will not find, you will not find other seas. 
The city will follow you. You will roam the same streets. 
And you will age in the same neighbourhoods; in these same 
houses you will grow grey.
Always you will arrive in this city. To another land – do not 
hope –
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there is no ship for you, there is no road.
As you have ruined your life here
in this little corner, you have destroyed it in the whole 
world.11

The plane’s movie screen showed an estranged couple 
dividing their past lives. Their divorce offered amusement as well 
as scenes of pathos and the people around me chuckled or clicked 
their tongues. 

Falling out of love offers its own poetry. A coward’s clichéd 
letters, politer from a distance. I realise that…It’s been wonderful 
but…In time you too will realise…My friend now has the letters 
he sent to his mother but he let go those of his first lover. He 
didn’t burn them, so they may well exist in the world, a pile 
of recycled love, to be read afresh, stored somewhere in lieu of 
those never received, those for whom someone, somewhere, is 
fruitlessly waiting. 

Though Ulysses sent no letters to Penelope, she knew them, 
and waiting, wove her replies with patience, endless patience. 
With hope.



A week after arriving in Canberra I go to the Electric Shadows 
cinema to see a French film – its title long forgotten – and discover 
the sonnets of the sixteenth century Lyonnaise poet, Louise Labé, 
quoted by one of the film’s characters. 

Not Ulysses, not even a wiser one
Would ever have expected from this face
So honest-seeming, kindly, full of grace
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A blow as sharp and sad as fell upon
My unpreparedness. Yet, love, you have run
The bright sword of your eyes right to the place – 
My heart – that fed, that warmed you with its rays –
Wound if you heal not, can be healed by none.
It is as though I had been (bitter fate!)
Stung by a scorpion, and now must await
From the same creature an antidote. Yet I
Seek sorrow’s surcease, not quenching of desire
That is so dear with me…Without its fire
Forthwith in frigid want I’d surely die.12

Labé’s potent sonnet-letters to her dismissive lover, her 
rage at her abandonment will be the first poetry I discuss with 
AD Hope and the subject of a poem I will write, years later at 
Alec’s desk when I’m minding the Forrest house while he and 
Penelope travel. 

Letters are poetic glimpses of something inside ourselves. 
Ephemeral emails just can’t touch them. Are emails ever warmed 
by breasts in bodices, read over and over again on a train? Could 
an email begin like Alec’s lovely poem, An Epistle, Edward 
Sackville to Venetia Digby:

First, last and always dearest, closest, best,
Source of my travail and my rest,
The letter which I shall not send, I write
To cheer my more than arctic night.
Sole day and all my summer in that year
Of darkness, you were here,
Were here but yesterday, and still I go
Rapt in its golden afterglow.13



The Poet Who Forgot

20

I suspect we don’t gaze at the way the email sender has 
written our address, decoding their handwriting – bird’s claws 
on sand, a rolling wave crest, capitals upright like soldiers or 
backward slanting like one of those seaside trees bullied by the 
wind. Holding them up to the light, we sniff a letter’s ineffable 
scents, anticipating, before we read. The stamps, the postmark, 
the gauge of paper and envelope, the little stacks of lust secured 
with ribbon, the browning pages, the diminishing ink, read under 
the clouds, or under a mosquito net above which a gecko barks, 
on a plane, or in a darkening room. Surreptitious, forbidden, 
wise, practical words. Rejection, declaration. A chronicle of the 
forgotten, of remembering. 

Dangerous things.
‘It isn’t that you’re going to meet your old self,’ one of my 

dinner party guests said. ‘Your old self is coming to find you.’
When I go again to Canberra in a few weeks time I’ll steel 

myself against letters. Billets doux. Sweet missives, bitter too. I’ll 
arrange a work meeting as well as my archive quest. Two birds 
killed with one stone. Birds again. 

 V
v
  v v
Will I ever be rid of them? 
 v
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