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Harriet Small, a writer from Adelaide, Australia, travelled to London to co-write a screenplay based on her book, To the North of Nowhere.

Her co-writer, referred to as M.D throughout these notes, invited Harriet to London so they could complete the screenplay together.

Such was the enormity of this opportunity, Harriet kept an A5 notebook (leather-bound, feint lined) of the experience.

The following is an unabridged version of Harriet’s notes.

Thoughts on London

Notes by Harriet Small
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Note 1
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1.1

This is where it starts. Am on the plane, ready to head to London. We’ve not even pulled away from the terminal yet. Nervous to take off. Bar two trips to Queensland, I’ve not had much experience on a plane. I’ve a window seat, but the one next to me is empty. If it stays that way, I’ll be happy. But people are still getting on the plane so am not sure I’ll be so lucky.

I cannot believe it, will not believe it until am actually there. May turn out to be a complete hoax. May arrive at MD’s house and be told to fuck off. Be told it’s all a big mistake. I mean, we’ve emailed, chatted on the phone, Face-timed and all that. But still. Can’t help but being a glass half-full kind of girl. Is just who I am.

1.2

Kuala Lumpur. God it stinks here. A really horrible, stale smell. Air is thick. Feels weird because is the middle of the night yet was early morning when we left Adelaide. This airport is the most confusing place I’ve ever been to. All the gates run off this central area with an indoor rainforest thing making it impossible to work out where I am. Trying to find the smoking room near impossible. Wish I hadn’t. Horrible place. Didn’t even have to light a cigarette — air thick enough with the smoke. Overflowing ashtrays, huddles of people sitting around, not talking.

Is easy to spot the British girls. They come in with their tans and bleached hair and lightweight floral skirts. White tank tops. They smoke up a storm, tapping their phone with blurred thumbs, then leave. On their way to some exotic destination. Escaping British winter.

Men here stare at me with hooded, angry eyes. I am a female, with cleavage, on her own. They must hate me.

1.3

I stink. High-heaven, stink above all stink, stink. Welcome to London. Did baby-wipe thing in toilets — entire travel pack of wipes of all and sundry, then a new layer of deodorant. Changed top, too. But the stench, the stench stays with you. Asian muggy stench. Is in my hair. Three hours we were there — three hours and it’s engrained in my bones.

Bottle of plonk purchased for MD. Does he drink? I don’t know. Should have been something to Google. Or ask. Won’t make up for letting me stay at his house rent-free for however long it takes to write this script but am hoping he’ll appreciate the gesture.

Customs people here a lot nicer than customs people in Adelaide, who practically grunted at me. Had to zig-zag through the security barriers in an area the size of a gymnasium. Is huge. Plus, oddly, was only person there. Wondered why was bothering with all the unnecessary exercise. Got half way through, dragging bags on their insignificant little wheels and thought, fuck this, there’s no one here, am going to duck under ropes. When I got to the front was major scared I’d be in trouble for not taking proper roped-off route. Looked guiltily at nice ranga at counter, attractive, and he gave me a smile and a chuckle. Is a lot of work, I told him. Yes, you expect a crystal at the end of it, he said back.

Stared at him blankly.

You know, Crystal Maze, he says.

More blankness.

Children’s show.

He was frowning, looking from passport to me. Finally got it. Informed him that I didn’t grow up in England (despite British passport), that, actually, had never been to England before.

Got a bit of a smirk.

Is okay, I told him. Am not coming over here to take all your jobs and live in all your houses.

(Yeah, I’ve been reading the Daily Mail.)

I got a chuckle and a ‘welcome to England.’

Next stop for me is the tube. (The tube or the Tube? Is it something I should capitalise?) But with my big case and carry-on, plus handbag I’ve stuffed with so much it should really be considered luggage and counted as part of my baggage allocation, am a bit knackered. Have bought coffee from a place called Costa and am outside having a cigarette. I kind of want to take it all in, really.

1.4

Shit balls banana. Sitting outside of Terminal, cigarette, coffee and notebook in hand when deep voice said: I’ve a car for Ms Harry Small.

Looked up. Was MD. He thought I’d still be at customs. No, no, have British passport, practically waved through. MD anxious he almost missed me, that could have been on tube (Tube?) by now. Me; wondering why he’d picked me up. Am quite sure I gave off the correct independent, I-am-woman vibe while speaking to him prior to trip, but perhaps not. Perhaps he thought likelihood of my getting lost quite great. Perhaps how I really come across is a scared meek little thing, when trying desperately to give off Margaret Thatcher-like aura.

Due to stink, told MD to keep distance until had bathed, yet he still gave me polite, skin-barely-touching kiss on cheek.

In real life? More handsome. Photos are sinister things. Features have been misinterpreted. Eyes bluer, cheeks higher but not alien-like weird. In fact, all weirdness gone in real life. MD even looks normal.

Car — big.

House — small. Ish. Obviously bigger than mine. But thought it would be much bigger, given his status. Two bedrooms. We’re sharing a bathroom. Have never been so uncomfortable with such a thought. Had thought own room came with an ensuite, but then saw door leading into his room.

In the odd way that British homes often work — I watch a lot of Escape to the Country — there is a room downstairs off the kitchen which has toilet and bath. No shower. So useless, basically.

Suffice to say, wanted to open window out to street and yell ‘am sharing a bathroom with MD!’ but didn’t. Such restraint.

Have showered and washed hair. Feel much better now that I have heavy stench off of me.

Oddly, though, something weird has happened to either clothes or self as none of my jeans seem to fit.

Air pressure has shrunk the fabric or swelled my size. Know I’m a champion at putting on weight but chunking up this much in 24 hours is quite remarkable. Christ. Does this mean I’m officially huge now? Not just skirting the line of voluptuousness but bone-fide fat?

Depressing.

Agenda for today:

1) Stay awake.

2) Get UK sim for phone

3) Get Oyster card (terribly excited)

4) See shit, touristy shit

5) Stay awake

6) Go buy toiletries and whatnot

7) Stay awake!

1.5

There it is, right there — Houses of Parliament. Am looking at them now, from other side of river. Came to other side of river (Thames!) so could a) walk over the bridge and b) find a bin. Have either gone crazy or didn’t see a bin between Buckingham Palace and Big Ben.

As of yet — no snow. But cold weather keeping tourists away. Went to leave house, putting on coat and MD asked: why have you brought your summer coat? It’s the middle of winter!

Had no idea what he was on about. Transpired that coat bought (especially for trip) is flimsy, light-weight thing of no use in hardy English winters. Too right. Freezing, I am. Have bought big fluffy ‘I love London’ jumper to compensate.

8) buy appropriate winter coat

Feet freezing, too. Australian socks. Apparently not up for English winter.

9) Buy British winter socks

But happy? Yes.

1.6

People = friendly. Confused by this as everyone said what a miserable bunch of so-and-so’s the British are. Thing is, ‘people’ haven’t been to England for ten years. Things change, I suppose.

Saddest thing: spent more time at Sainsbury's than Buckingham Palace. Bought so much — groceries and such like — that had to get one of those trolley things old ladies or greenie types have to wheel it all back to MD’s.

Glad I said no to his offer of accompanying me on ‘speed tourism’ as would have looked a wanker on the tube, all wide-eyed and amazed.

Horrendous — didn’t think of how presumptuous it was to buy grocery items to keep in his kitchen. Very gracious, though.

Gosh — how will dinner work? Will he let me use his stove etc to cook food for myself? Or will we share meals? How does it work for house-sharers? Why have I never house-shared before? I don’t know the rules.

1.7

MD’s phone rings a lot! Constant, never-ending buzzing that reminds me of office. Horrible shudders.

1.8

Went for dinner @ Indian. MD came to room and asked — want to go to Indian down road for dinner? Ah, yes.

Very worried about being seen. Is local-type scenario so not too much rubber-necking going on. Still there was the odd look of what is he doing with her. Fucking cold on walk back. Shivering. MD noticed. Must get proper winter coat. When arrived home MD took off my summer coat from my shoulders. Chivalrous. He hung it up in hall closet next to a line of his. Think it may stay there for remainder of my time in London.

Fuck am tired. Probably due to incessant note-taking. And jet lag.
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Note 2
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2.1

My room. Has a queen bed with plain, light-wood headboard. Do not know what type of wood. Wish I knew wood types. Like, when something is ‘ash’ would know right away that it is ‘ash.’ Only woods I know is pine (as most furniture I own is pine) and mahogany (due to single piece of furniture I have being mahogany and sister always talks of it as the ‘mahogany piece.’ She covets it. Belonged to Dad and he gave it to me, so she can piss off. Besides, kids would ruin it in a day).

Quilt is plain white. Wardrobe of a dark wood. Possibly mahogany. Chest of drawers. Little fold-out temporary-type tables as bedside table. Looks like a show room. Type seen on Escape to the Country when showing the nicer homes, not the shitty ‘bargain’ houses that would cost a fortune to do up as has 1960s wallpaper, 1980s curtains and horrible 1970s bathrooms.

Is a nice bedroom. Scared to fuck it up.

2.2

Am waiting for MD to wake up. For all our talk over email of how we’ll do proper 9-5 working day — he’s still in bed.

Awkward this morning. If I use shower now will I be getting in his way? That kind of thing. Made sure lock to his door was definitely locked before showering and nakedness. Have not dried hair. Despite there being a hair dryer, did not want to wake him. Should have done.

MD has a Nespresso machine. One of the ones that would have cost thousands. Feel bad but have already had two cups. Must remember to buy own pods. From where?

No signs of jet lag. Am very pleased I made self stay awake yesterday.

2.3

Read Daily Mail online. Knows am in England so no more Australian stories! Good. Though does feel a little big brother-ish. 9.40am — MD still not up.

2.4

MD made appearance in kitchen. 10.10. Starting to feel slightly awkward at being in his home. Should I have waited in room? Not sure.

He arrived in boxer shorts and t-shirt. Lean legs, could clearly see definition of chest (though slim) through shirt. My goodness. Hair all bouffy and eyes squinty but gave me a morning smile. Asked how I slept. Made himself coffee. Asked if I wanted one — admitted to my previous two, told him I’d get own pods and was told: don’t be ridiculous, have as much as you like.

He then took cup upstairs.

Waiting again. Is 10.40am.

2.5

After his shower, MD comes down with keys in hand.

Let’s go have breakfast, he says.

I don’t normally eat breakfast. A muesli bar in the car on the way to work, maybe.

Tentatively asked about script. He didn’t expect work today as have ‘just got off the plane.’

So we went off to breakfast to little cafe nearby. Sat inside due to summer coat. Fan approached MD for autograph. Looked suspiciously at me. Tried to cower in seat. Wished had gone with some kind of implement — laptop or file — so people would know is a business relationship and that no, MD has not gone feral with new girlfriend. And then — the humiliation! — was asked to take a photograph.

After breakfast we got back into Large Car. Is tall. Have to physically climb to get in passenger side. Thought we were going back to MD’s. We were not. Instead drove to Oxford Street. Here’s the thing. Imagined parking in what I assume is the middle of London to be a massive hassle. After all, am still a little tetchy after last visit to Rundle Mall when went shopping prior to London trip. Was nightmare. Admittedly, was during after-Christmas sales so place heaving, yet the stress of finding park and having to navigate several multi-storey carparks left me in an absolute state. So when realised MD heading into shopping precent area, thought we’d be at it for hours. But no. A park found immediately. On the street. Went to Selfridges. Have no idea what’s going on and say nothing. Know your place. Of course, moment we got inside attendant popped out of nowhere to assist MD: can I help you with anything, sir? (All starry-eyed.)

MD: yes, women’s coats.

A look at me. A look at MD. Can see her thought. Her? Still, we are led to the women’s department.

Found courage to whisper to MD that can get own coat, saw that Sainsbury’s had clothes
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