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			Introduction – Holly Gramazio

			I met Moya Costello when I was a student at Adelaide University. She was teaching, and I was vague – as I think students often are – on her exact role at the university, and on her work more widely. My impression of her as a person was pretty vague as well, to be honest: she seemed kind, she seemed to have many small enthusiasms, she seemed unusually good at taking her students’ writing on its own terms. She often seemed to be a little distracted, but then sometimes she would notice something – a joke, an ambition, a feeling – with an acuteness that those of us in our early twenties didn’t really expect from kind-seeming middle-aged women with small enthusiasms. (This is of course weird to think about now that I am myself a kind-seeming middle-aged woman with small enthusiasms.)

			The English department had a case in the hall that was filled with books published by members of the faculty. Sometimes I’d be a little early to a tute and I’d look through the glass at the covers, but it never occurred to me to read any of them. Again, I don’t think this was unusually incurious, from a student; very, very few of the other students in my classes read anything by any of the people who taught us. The tutors and lecturers were there to look at our writing, not the other way around. Reading their books would have seemed a little favour-currying, a little nosy, and besides, we were in Adelaide, and most of us assumed that the important and interesting books were being written elsewhere.

			So it was only after Moya and I had both left Adelaide that I actually started reading her work; when I was missing home, and realising with frustration how few of the books published in Australia make it over to London bookshops. I’d follow links from her online, and read a poem, an essay, a piece of writing I couldn’t quite define.

			Even with all this casual reading, it wasn’t until 2024, when she published a short memoir of her writing life in Sūdō Journal, that I consciously put together all the little things I knew about her work. The part she’d played in so much of Australia’s experimental writing scene over the decades: her poems in feminist magazines of the 1970s, her reviews, her workshops, her activism, everything from a deep involvement in independent presses from the early ’80s to her time producing a radio program on Australian writing, all before she even started teaching. When someone does so much, so many different things, I think it can be harder to make sense of who they are and the shape of their work; if Moya had done half as many things her career would probably have been more comprehensible to the casual observer, although it would also, of course, have been much less interesting.

			Her books are short and strange and invent their own genres as they go, but a simple way to look at them is to say that they comprise two collections of creative non-fiction, a collection of prose poems, and two short novels. The Office as a Boat was the first of those novels, begun in 1994 and published in 2000, and it covers the lives of a group of women working together in an office over the course of a hot summer (all Adelaide’s summers are hot, of course). 

			The women are, usually, we, their story a collective one, the group coming together and individuating and then joining back together. The narrator is always there but only occasionally gives us the treat of her explicit presence, a little thrill when she says my instead of our, I instead of we. She, and they, inhabit a working world that has just started to be transformed by email and home offices: ‘Due to the speed of change, we’ll become increasingly experienced in surprises.’ They execute their commutes; they deal with the heat; they have hobbies and pets and partners, although these are all kept carefully in their place. 

			It’s a slippery book to read, sliding between present and future, between realism and moments of unlikeliness or impossibility, between incredibly specific evocations of the Adelaide of the late ’90s and unlikely reimaginings. It resists attempts to orient yourself within it. You just have to float along and accept its moments as they pass you by. 

			At the end of Moya’s memoir of her writing life – published about a year before she died – she talks about words as thistle seeds, blowing away, aiming to take root. The Office as a Boat feels exactly like this to me: so airy and delicate while you’re reading, but it snags and sticks in the head, finds crevices to attach to. What a wonderful thing that it’s back in the world, heading out to new readers and finding new places to take root.

			To Francis Bertram Costello – 
in one aspect of his shifting subjectivity, 
a hero of office work

			This, Sir, is a very different story from that of the earth’s moving round her axis …

			Laurence Sterne, 
The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy

			Whose opinion are you burrowing into as if it were real instead of just one window into a room with a thousand windows?

			Barbara Wels, Finwood and Lisa

			 

			The Office as a Boat

			Before commuting, Isabel knelt in front of the framed holy card of Gabriel the Archangel, the patron of communication workers; it nestled, along with a posy of fresh flowers and a candle, on an occasional table. At this shrine she practised a number of karate katas, then drove to work in her Chrysler Valiant.

			Casey headed for a small walled garden in her backyard to stretch and meditate on a triangle of peppermint lawn. She drove her ute.

			Audrey and Susan listened obsessively for the weather details on morning radio, becoming impatient with news items like the outbreak of another war, which delayed the weather forecast, because they needed to know how to dress for the day.

			Audrey’s house was a fortress on a hill; grills on the doors and windows matched the surrounding fence, high enough to make it impossible to climb, but open to make it easy to see the carnation beds. Audrey had started out her working life by arriving early at her work in her Rover, and she would never change her objectives on the morning of a working day.

			

			Susan left home in a cloud of perfume, after carrying a kiss from her lips via two fingers to the belly of the goddess statue by her front door. She drove to the office in a Porsche. ‘A pretentious Volkswagen,’ Lou said. Because of its red leather interior she felt she was driving to work in a winged womb.

			In her city apartment, Lou fell groggily out of bed to sit huddled over the kitchen table with a cigarette and a cup of instant black coffee. Her Kingswood was parked out the front. Her lifestyle superseded all information regularly dispersed in the community about the effects on one’s heath of the unchecked consumption of salt, sugar, fats, alcohol and tobacco.

			I could have travelled to work by bus, but on that morning I wore a tutu to the office. I had bought the tutu for the express purpose of wearing it to the office. I left everything in motion: the top left off the shoe polish, the dirty dishes in the sink, the milk on the bench.

			‘I like women who don’t sweep away the cobwebs,’ Nell said. Women who leave them suspended, free-floating from the cornices, clinging to light fittings. Though Nell was tidy, a Trotskyite of domesticity – she believed in a continuous clean-up – she also did what she could to preserve wildlife. Nell fed her hoard of animals, but particularly the squawking ducks at the back door. She had a four-wheel drive.

			Verity packed her lunch and headed off in her Mini Minor.

			Sarah in her cottage watered her garden before rates of evaporation undid any possible good. She drove a station wagon.

			

			That morning was like the morning of a holy day, late in a summer that had gone on for too long, when the mellowness of autumn should have been on us.

			We all woke and rose from our beds eerily alert and strangely bright.

			We travelled to work early, hoping to escape the heat.

			We fell into our old habits uneasily, all the while sensing, but not yet believing, that there could be another way.

			William Light, the city’s first surveyor, dreamed of a canal coming from the city’s port, the Port River, on which, at high tide, you could sail right up to the city’s heart. Port Road is the remnant of that dream, an arterial road halved by a very wide nature strip – the fledgling canal.

			We were waiting for the drought to break. In the long heat, our bodies had softened. We were set loose from our moorings. We were almost floating free.

			Equally, we were on the verge of not wanting change. We were prepared to accept the deaths in our gardens and adjust to desert plantings.

			Our houses, for the first few days of heat, were a sanctuary. Hot, dry winds blew from the sand and salt lakes of the desert in the north of the state. The city was blanketed in heat for days. The heat built up, and our houses became ovens. Even the normally coolest parts of our houses were hot. There was nowhere to go.

			We went into the city to the pictures for relief in the air-conditioning. But the city itself was hell, hot air rising from the pavement, radiating off concrete walls. People slept out on the beaches, all along the long strip of coast which enclosed on one side – the hills were on the other – the narrow corridor of plains. Some slept in tents in the backyard, or slung up mosquito nets and slept under those.

			Isabel and Audrey kept their cats and dogs inside. Isabel floated in her bath, a cat, balancing on the mound of her belly protruding above the water’s surface, licking the water collected there.

			Audrey had central air-conditioning. 

			Nell put her ducks in the bath and laid herself down with a book on a cotton rug on the polished wooden floor of her lounge room, underneath a ceiling fan.

			Lou found a table at a hotel and sat with whiskey-and-waters to ride out the heat.

			Susan kept white wine in the fridge, Sauvignon and Chenin Blancs from the Adelaide Hills, the coolest part of the city, choosing those increasingly paler in colour and more subtle in flavour as the heat continued.

			Formerly, to seek solace and refreshment, we would have turned toward our gardens, to the green and the softness, to the damp and the cool, where we would have licked leaves with our tongues and rubbed dew into our skins. Now we turned away to seek shelter and protection, away from our gardens where the clay hardened and cracked, where the mulch was a dry crackle of leaves that hid only dust not a sweet dark crumble, where the white light blinded and the heat burned, where we couldn’t lift our heads, where we raised our arms over our heads for protection, where our shoulders drooped.

			Sarah struggled to support her garden’s increased water consumption, offering, under her husband’s alarm, to get a second job to pay for it, to give up the idea of a trip to the Chelsea Flower Show and the tour, The Great Gardens of England.

			When she set herself at home to clean the house on a Saturday morning, she started with changing the vases of cut flowers, but remained distracted there.

			From different rooms in the house she gathered up the vases – tall, clear glass and squat, coloured ceramic – and took them out to the garden. In the garden she threw the dead flowers on a compost heap and sluiced the vases clean and refilled them with rainwater from the tank. The detail of what was in flower was highlighted for her as she walked about surveying and discovering with the surprise of forgetfulness some small thing, the pink, musky dianthus, the mauve scabiosa shooting out on a smooth stem above its low, thatched foliage. She cut blooms of contrasting and complementary colour – intuitive and surprising combinations like yellow canna lilies and blue cornflowers or unlikely choices such as valerian, pandorea jasminoides, spirea and yarrow in pinks and crimsons – foreshadowing with the length of cut the vase that would house the blooms. She cut foliage – the soft grey-green fur of lamb’s ears and the bright golden green of bamboo – for colour again, but with texture in mind too. It surprised her how flower and foliage sat there together in a vase. The vases full with flowers subtly changed the ambience of a room. Back in the garden, she fooled herself that she would spend just a minute placing the remaining cut stalks in the compost, but got caught up there in pruning and weeding.

			Her husband assessed this activity as a form of addiction, relatively harmless, a religious necessity of hers that, like faith or fanaticism, might be contained but not easily undone, and decided to take on housecleaning as his duty exclusively.

			For the rest of us, our gardens had grown ugly, hard and tired. The green no longer looked bright and fresh as in spring; it looked brown and dull. The green no longer soothed; it was accusatory. There was no softness, no moistness. The dull brown-green whipped and split. We watched through our kitchen windows, or stared out from under our verandas as the lawns turned to dust. The dust blew about in the air, drifted under doorways and through windows until we tasted dirt in our mouths and crunched grit in our teeth.

			Once we left our houses for peak-hour commuting, the doors closed on all our domestic dreaming. We entered another world, the ‘outside’, where we stood tall for our journey; we were energised, briefly, with movement. (Throughout the day we would have to crank our energy up.) It was then we felt the polish of our bodies, the newly ironed. We smelled the clean. We were immediately excited by this potential. We were light-headed, giddy; our heads were puffballs, our hearts cotton wool, as if suffering the recklessness of an indiscretion.

			But recognising the seduction of surface gloss, we knew this was too easy. We were used to a day that was timed, ruled by someone, in a series of flexitime sheets and leave records.

			

			Word from Human Resources was that Lou’s flexitime records were The Time Sheets from Hell. She flapped them past me on her way to Casey’s office. Their surface was textured with intricate calculations for leave for quarter and half days, for continual variations in starting
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