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Praise for The Mother Is Restless and She Doesn’t Know Why


‘The Mother Is Restless and She Doesn’t Know Why is a delight of a book – poetic in its sensibility yet with a keen eye for the absurd, and acutely intelligent while also being unafraid of silliness. It is, at its heart, a book about longing and about freedom – and how to reconcile these with the small joys of the everyday, as well as the duties and compromises inherent in love and family life. I never expected to tear through a book about reading Nietzsche – but tear through it I did.’

Fiona Wright, author of Small Acts of Disappearance

‘Parker has an uncanny gift for writing that embodies the radical fragmentation of our chaotic present. Through flights of reading and social observation, she suggests how the self can cohere despite outside forces demanding our constant attention. By turns hilarious, melancholic, and searching, Parker’s debut marks the arrival of a writer of serious talent, intelligence, and compassion.’

Patrick Flanery, author of The Ginger Child

‘A virtuoso accomplishment. Parker segues effortlessly between the abstract and the personal, the wise and the frivolous. I rejoiced in such braininess, originality, and wit.’

Anna Goldsworthy, author of Piano Lessons
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The Journey Out of Nihilism


Your freedom as a writer… is life at its most free, if you are fortunate enough to be able to try it, because you select your materials, invent your task, and pace yourself… The obverse of this freedom, of course, is that your work is so meaningless, so fully for yourself alone, and so worthless to the world, that no one except you cares whether you do it well, or ever.

– Annie Dillard, The Writing Life




BEGINNING

Here is how I start: I read Nietzsche. I read Nietzsche in bed, with a chest cold. I highlight things in green and draw exclamation marks in the margins. I text friends. You wouldn’t expect I could be having so much fun reading Nietzsche, I tell them. They are worried about their children, about lockdown, about money, about their marriages. I am reading Nietzsche, I repeat. I text them quotes from Nietzsche. They do not reply.



I start reading Nietzsche because I cannot do anything else: cannot travel to do research, cannot write in a foreign café. I take a short trip out of the city with my husband and children to stay in Wirrabara Forest, about three hours north. I wake early and read Nietzsche and stare at eucalypts as the sun rises. We take a different route on the drive back, winding through valleys and vineyards. It is so different from our drive out of the city, the Port Wakefield highway flanked by native scrub and acres of blistering samphire, the grey skies blustering and raindrops fat on the windshield. What is it about returning that fills me with rage?



RESEARCH

I had originally planned to go back to Paris to research a piece I wanted to write about nihilism, revaluation, and literature. I had lived in Paris as a philosophy student in my early twenties, before kids, before marriage, before teaching. My concept for the piece was vague, but persistent: something about Nietzsche, and artists. Motherhood, and poetry. To write the piece, I knew I needed to go and skulk around my old university on the Left Bank, to lick the cobbled streets to see if I could describe the taste. To find the hotels where Albert Camus wrote his novels; to haunt the old theatres where Samuel Beckett’s plays were first performed. I wanted to activate some muscle memory of stalking the cemeteries listening to music, haunting the museums, being bustled through the filthy metro stations. Of gazing at handbags and umbrellas that I would never be able to afford in department store windows. But our borders are closed (imagine writing this a year ago) and I cannot travel. I cannot write about things because I cannot visit them, I tell my husband. I try to remember the feel of my boots on cobblestone and the autumn chill of Père Lachaise. It is a waste of time. I don’t even like to try to remember.



According to Stanley Rosen, ‘speech that is indistinguishable from silence is nihilism’. What about a piece that cannot be written? Is that also a type of silence?



SNATCHES

I tell people I’m writing fragments exploring Nietzschean nihilism in life and in literature, but I’ve come to think of them as snatches, rather than fragments. A fragment implies a relationship with a whole, whereas a snatch is stolen – swift. It’s whatever can be managed. That’s how I write. At the kitchen table after sweeping away breakfast crumbs. Answering questions, smiling at children, bargaining for another ten minutes. Snatch also has an intimate and low-brow female-ness about it that I like, as if my practice can be reduced to gutter-talk. It is defiant, resistant.

It also feels close to hopeless. Nietzsche did not write confined to a small apartment with two young children. This is not how I imagined working: this is not what Virginia Woolf outlined in A Room of One’s Own. But it’s work that is being done, despite the circumstances, and I have to believe this counts for something.



My children interrupt me as I write. ‘Can we cut this magazine up for craft?’ my daughter asks brightly. I nod as she takes the scissors from the kitchen drawer and calculate that this buys me another fifteen minutes.



Once, when I was teaching abroad, a student of mine wore a t-shirt that said Snatch: The Best Snack in The World. It was written so that it looked like a vintage logo for a candy bar. ‘Sammy,’ I asked politely, ‘do you know what your t-shirt means?’ She flushed. ‘Is it bad?’ she asked. I paused, debating how to answer, not wanting to embarrass her or to leave her in the dark. Her boyfriend, sitting next to her, quickly pulled up a definition on his phone. ‘It means thief!’ he told her, cringing. She turned pale. ‘Oh, that is bad,’ she whispered, while I fought to control my face.



I still enjoy the word snatch because of this duality – its hidden sense of furtive intimacy and hurried theft. This is how I write – I steal moments and do intimate work with a sense of desperation, of urgency. As if it is a heist and I have only thirty seconds to get the jewel. There’s a necessary fluidity to working like this. You must always be ready to write, ready to stop. You need the capacity to be in flux, to make something out of nothing, to slip tirelessly between the creative and the domestic.



‘We cut out the Battery Bunny with the battery!’ my son comes in yelling. ‘And now we love him!’ my daughter shrieks. They dance gleefully around the kitchen table with the cut-out rabbit. ‘We love him, we love him,’ they chant. My fifteen minutes are up.



I can’t tell you if it is a good way to write. It is the only way I know.



‘Tirelessly’! (Eye roll).




AVANT-GARDE

According to British Vogue, Arundhati Roy, upon being offered a place on a writers’ retreat, responded with comic alarm: ‘Retreat? No! I want to go on an advance!’



DEPARTURE

Although the city I live in is far-flung, remote, a significant distance from other major cities, departure is still theoretically simple. You can take the Eastern freeway that leads to the artistic metropolis, the one crowded with saké bars and chic graffiti. You can head south, following a tortuous road flanked by a rocky coastline and a sparkling slate of ocean that unfolds into forests thick with stringy-bark gums and grass trees. Or you can take the northern highway, the one that leads into the remote outback. If you leave the city in this direction, the nearest capital is 2,600 km away. Once you head north, you can continue straight into the sandy deserts or spike west at the top of the gulf, heading out to explore the wild peninsulas or across the vast Nullarbor, Latin for land without trees, a stretch known to the original custodians as Oondiri, ‘the waterless’. When they are open, the roads lead out.



The first part of the drive north is a jumble of pawn shops and motels, car yards and intersections. The city dump is in this direction, and the route passes the salt pans, wetlands, and mangroves. The vegetation is a mix of local, native, and imported plants, most from similarly arid plains in Africa, South America and the Middle East. There are some notably ill-fitting displays, like rows of palm trees, cactus, and clumps of bamboo planted as windbreaks or as part of some tropical-exotic aesthetic along the edge of otherwise pitiful properties. The small estuaries that trickle to the coast here are flanked by imposing red gums and long clusters of swamp oaks, and the road soon flattens into a four-lane highway, divided by a wide median strip landscaped with salt bush, east-coast melaleuca, and mallee gums. Then come the samphire salt meadows. Samphire is a low-growing plant that looks like a cross between ocean coral and a desert succulent, with deep red tips that reach skyward, giving the plains a vermilion haze. The foliage becomes more feral as you get away from the city’s northern suburbs and towards the head of the gulf. The strips of land either side of the highway have the multilayered canopies of remnant vegetation, land nobody cultivates, discarded and wild and ecstatic.



FRAGMENTS

‘You don’t have to be a poet to be prone to apophenia,’ Olivia Laing cautions, ‘to seeking meaningful patterns in the scattered, senseless data of the everyday.’



RESEARCH (PART II)

So here I am, with my research folder labelled ‘Nihilism’, supposedly writing about the time I lived in Paris and studied at one of the top écoles with a bunch of bourgeois Parisians, but describing samphire instead. Writing about the past makes me feel claustrophobic and cross. What does it matter if I had a huge apartment in Bastille, or that I lived on stale baguettes and powdered leek soup, or that my favourite professor wore crocodile-skin shoes and velvet suits?




NIHILISM

I’ve long been interested in nihilism because I find the concept of a meaningless existence intoxicating, liberating, horrifying – equal parts destructive and generative. Destructive because why continue living, generative because why continue living? It’s most frequently associated with Nietzsche, with his statement walrus moustache, who used it in countless contradictory ways, as prophecy, as diagnosis, as insult and rapture, as potential salvation. A lot of Nietzsche’s writings on nihilism detail the crisis of meaning that Europe faced post-Enlightenment, the ‘vacuum of values’ that resulted from the rise in faith in science and reason, and the crumbling faith in Christian morals. Nietzsche refers to this crisis as ‘the death of god’. But although one can pounce on nihilism as an excuse for anarchy, or yield to the utter despair of it, Nietzsche extols ‘the death of god’, and the subsequent vacuum of values, as a profound opportunity for ‘revaluation’:


Indeed, at hearing the news that ‘the old god is dead’, we philosophers and ‘free spirits’ feel illuminated by a new dawn; our heart overflows with gratitude, amazement, forebodings, expectation – finally the horizon seems clear again, even if not bright; finally our ships may set out again, set out to face any danger; every daring of the lover of knowledge is allowed again; the sea, our sea, lies open again; maybe there has never been such an ‘open sea’.



Nietzsche is energetic in detailing the historical events that have led to this crisis of nihilism, but he also presents it as a project – the most vital of all projects – for philosophers and ‘free spirits’ to consider, not just for society, but for themselves, as individuals. God is dead… Our old belief systems no longer apply. The horizon is free again. So now what?




MEDITATION

My friend Nico says that whenever he goes to the doctor in France they listen to his symptoms and then tell him to drink more water; whenever I go to the doctor here in Australia they listen to my symptoms and ask if I practice mindfulness. Tired of imagining bubbles floating along a river or balloons drifting into the ether, I create my own guided meditation. It goes like this: I am packing a small carry-on suitcase. I pack my Haus of Dizzy earrings first, and then my navy-blue Birkenstocks, my French cotton summer dress, my runners. I place a notebook and the books I am reading (Maggie Nelson’s Bluets and Sei Shōnagon’s The Pillow Book) and the books I will read next (Claudia Rankine’s Citizen and Yoshida Kenkō’s Essays in Idleness). My yoga mat, my orthopaedic pillow. My grey cashmere jumper, a pair of brown leather boots, two t-shirts, a pair of black jeans, a sports bikini. I fold everything carefully, pressing sharp creases like origami. More earrings – the jade hoops and the Tasmanian ones that look like silver lace. A sky-blue raincoat. A woollen beanie. I take an eyebrow pencil and eyelash curlers, a toothbrush, moisturiser, rosehip oil. Exercise clothes, a hoodie, and finally an apple. I have a slim grey leather wallet with my ID and debit card. Then I go to the airport, stow my carry-on suitcase, take a window seat and imagine I am gazing at the ocean and clouds as we ascend, and I relax into the seat. I imagine I am leaving and will never return.



REVALUATION

The issue, however, as Nietzsche passionately reminds us, is that nobody can adequately answer the question So now what? We are too tainted by our various cultures and upbringings, too conditioned by religion and society, to be able to untangle any objective truth or establish any new meaning in the vacuum created by ‘the death of god’. Anything we might think is meaningful or of value is just a reiteration of the values we have been raised to believe in. And yet, uncowed by this impossibility, believing in a future for which there is no roadmap, Nietzsche still spends a lot of time describing the thinker of the future, the free spirit, the one who will be able to establish new values once total nihilism has been realised, or accepted. ‘The pure spirit’ unfettered by social and cultural conditioning.

The potential for this future philosopher is explored throughout his oeuvre, sometimes in conversational, if ecstatic, tones, and other times in extended metaphors that lend his work a sort of prophetic, visionary conceit. Most iterations involve destruction before creation can take place, an obliteration of what has come before. My favourite description of the evolution required to overcome the nihilistic times in which we live is in Nietzsche’s ‘Three Metamorphoses’ in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. This metamorphosis begins with the camel, studious and reverent, weighed down by knowledge and obedience to scripture. The camel then must become the lion, who roaringly renounces all duty and thus liberates itself from loyalty to all past values and dogmas. The lion comes before the child, who sees everything with clarity and innocence, and is thus able to establish its own will and values.

For obvious reasons, I am sick of the child. The lion is incapable, Nietzsche writes, of the state of being, or mindset, required to create new values. ‘But to create itself freedom for new creation,’ he tells us, ‘that the might of the lion can do.’



LACK

In French, the verb se manquer, which means ‘to miss’, operates differently to its equivalent in English. To say I miss you in French you must say tu me manques, which could be translated literally as you create missing in me, or, you I am lacking. I fumble this verb regularly, rerouting it as je te manque, but that just means you miss me, or I create in you the feeling of missing me. I struggle to accept that missing can be passive – something that is done by another. In English it is active, subjective, we are in control, we are missing. In French, it always feels to me as if the other has left, the void carved out against our will.

I dislike expressing a missing, a lack, that is done to me. It makes me feel as if I am hollowed out; I am made concave, and my only choice is to reshape around the void, as if the black hole itself is a skeleton, is architecture.



LIBERATION

The lion cannot create new values, Nietzsche writes, but it can be involved in the liberation of the human spirit from its fidelity to all those who have shaped it. He sees this liberation as both necessary and violent, a revolution. Nietzsche writes a lot about the desire for freedom, about shaking off chains and shackles, obligations and loyalties. In Human, All Too Human, he explains:


The great liberation comes for those who are thus fettered suddenly, like the shock of an earthquake… a will and desire awakens to go off, anywhere, at any cost; a vehement dangerous curiosity for an undiscovered world flames and flickers in all its senses. ‘Better to die than to go on living here’ – thus responds the imperious voice and temptation: and this ‘here’, this ‘at home’ is everything it had hitherto loved!



A will and desire awakens to go off, anywhere, at any cost. I’ve spent my life living with this desire, the opposite of homesickness, the constant longing to flee. Farsickness. Not always to be admired. Nietzsche describes it like this:


a rebellious, arbitrary, volcanically erupting desire for travel, strange places, estrangements, coldness, soberness, frost… an enigmatic, question-packed, questionable victory.



A questionable victory! ‘Nihilism does not only contemplate the “in vain!” nor is it merely the belief that everything deserves to perish: one helps to destroy…’ Nietzsche wrote in his final years. Meaning, as I choose to understand it, that you cannot simply wait to become the lion: you must be actively engaged in clearing out the space necessary for new ideas, new creations.

Maybe he didn’t mean it like this. It is hard to write about Nietzsche. Reading him one can feel, deeply, the resonance of his ideas only to find they refuse to be held in place, they defy any comprehensive explanation. It is also standard among scholars of philosophy to mention that his sanity was questionable towards the end of his life – that his final work, from which I have just quoted, is a posthumous collation of notebooks published after his complete breakdown (the thing with the horse). But so much of Nietzsche’s writings seem wild and erratic to me, that’s part of their poetic appeal, as if he is striving to contain madness, the moment right before insanity renders everything incomprehensible, indecipherable, inexplicable – voiceless.



FERNWEH

Fernweh is the German word that means a longing for far-off places, in particular those we do not know or have yet to experience. A longing for an unknown place, a yearning for elsewhere. Farsickness. In English sometimes we borrow the other German word for wanting to travel, wanderlust. The difference between wanderlust and Fernweh is that one expresses desire and the other gives voice to ache. One speaks of want, the other of lack.



Fern means far and wehe means woe, pain, or misery. Longing as a wound, an illness, an inexplicable and violent abyss. Its opposite is heimweh, homesickness. Portuguese has a word, saudade, which translates roughly as the presence of absence, and it hinges on the same pain: the consciousness of lack, the inadequacy of now. I was born with Fernweh, the desire to leave. Is it genetic, or is it just an origin myth – a pourquoi story?



LACK (PART II)

‘Are poems written on such themes as “Going to view the cherry blossoms only to find they had scattered” or “On being prevented from visiting the blossoms” inferior to those on “Seeing the blossoms”?’ Kenkō asks. Does it take the heart of a 12th-century Buddhist hermit to find beauty in the pain of missing things, of losing things, of being denied something that you long for?



Think of my son, four years old, coasting down a gentle slope on his bicycle home from kindergarten. It is a warm spring day, and he has a mouth full of M&Ms. ‘I’m not really happy,’ he says, turning to me.



BROKEN

‘The thing with the horse’ happened in 1889 while Nietzsche was living in Turin, where he wrote Ecce Homo, his famously eccentric autobiography (one of my favourite lines from an earlier work states that all philosophy is ‘a type of involuntary and unselfconscious memoir’, so of course Ecce Homo, his voluntary and self-aware memoir, is bizarre, bombastic and full of lies). Apparently, seeing a man whipping his horse, Nietzsche approached and threw his arms around the animal’s neck in agitation, chastising the man for his cruelty. This moment is said to be significant because Nietzsche never recovered – this taxing, emotional experience was the definitive trigger that led to a complete and irrevocable psychological collapse. After this public outburst, he continued to live, inarticulate and uncomprehending, until his death ten years later.



The Plaza Carlo Alberto in Turin, right next to Nietzsche’s apartment, has a statue of a man on a horse that was erected in 1861. This is not unusual – lots of squares in Europe have a man on a horse, brandishing a sword. But whenever I think of this story, I imagine Nietzsche, broken by his years of intense thought, study, and illness, hallucinating the cruel scene and clambering up to wrap his arms around the neck of the equestrian statue, weeping.



RESEARCH (PART III)

I take a drive to Port Wakefield with one of my husband’s musician friends who makes a living clearing invasive plant species from public areas, parklands, and riverbanks. ‘You can’t go to Paris,’ my husband shrugs, ‘but you can still drive to Port Wakefield with Bob in one of the shitty cars he keeps in his front yard.’



‘As a nonfiction writer you must get on the plane,’ William Zinsser counsels in On Writing Well. On the way to see Bob I get stuck in traffic behind a bus that has Travel Here This Year! emblazoned on it, with the word Here snugly shaped into a map of Australia. I snort to myself. As if we have a choice! When I arrive at Bob’s house, I spend some time drinking a scalding hot cup of coffee in the front room, looking at a shelf of books propped above the piano bookended by sheep skulls. He points out a book about plants he has just read. ‘I can’t recommend it to you,’ he says. ‘It’s no good; the writer gets heaps of stuff wrong.’



DEPARTURE (PART II)

After her adoptive mother died when my mother was young, she was in a car crash that resulted in months of reconstructive surgery, and then she left her hometown in New Zealand and never returned. At nineteen she flew to Australia on a one-way ticket. I’ve heard the story of her journey so many times I can quote it word for word. ‘I had a one-way ticket to Western Australia and $100 in my pocket. At a stopover in Sydney, I spent $96 on clothes at the Sydney markets, so I only had $4 left, but that was all I needed – enough for two packets of smokes.’



RIDDLES

The thinker of the future, according to Nietzsche, will have ‘What Do I Matter!’ pinned above his door. Nietzsche is scathing about philosophers in general, writing that their goal is to establish ‘the knowability of things’ so they can compress the world into a solvable riddle they alone can be credited with ‘unriddling’.

Next to my desk I have pinned a copy of Suji Kwock Kim’s poem ‘Monologue for an Onion’. Kim’s poem is satisfyingly brutal:


Look at you, chopping and weeping. Idiot.

Is this the way you go through life, your mind

A stopless knife, driven by your fantasy of truth,

Of lasting union – slashing away skin after skin

From things, ruin and tears your only signs

Of progress? Enough is enough.



A stopless knife. I joke to my husband that I think the poem is really about my project, quoting the third to last stanza:


… You are the one

In pieces. Whatever you meant to love, in meaning to

You changed yourself



The poem comes from Kim’s collection Notes from the Divided Country, which is so beautiful and violent that I could not, in fact, bear it. The poems I read stay with me like awkward ghosts, unsure of how to haunt me. I hug the book to my chest before placing it in the library return shoot, as if to say to the poems that I am sorry I could not take care of them. Was I afraid that, by meaning to love them, I would change myself?



ELSEWHERE


The same feeling of not belonging, of futility, wherever I go: I pretend interest in what matters nothing to me… What attracts me is elsewhere, and I don’t know where that elsewhere is.

– Emil Cioran, The Trouble with Being Born






THE JOURNEY OUT OF NIHILISM

A significant journey, my dad wrote to me of nihilism, when I was twenty and obsessed. The trip back even more interesting. The trip back from nihilism, he told me, is what one decides to do once they’ve decided there’s nothing, objectively, worth doing. How we return from the abyss. How we keep going. It is this I think of when I come across Anne Lamott explaining Samuel Beckett’s famous nihilism: he didn’t kill himself. He wrote.



RESEARCH (PART IV)

Bob has a long beard and a collection of old, beat-up utes. As we drive, he tells me that there is a difference between native and local provenance flora, between foreign species that thrive in South Australia and things that originate here. He points out patches of native landscaping as we cross bridges and merge onto highways that have been planted with Australian bushes and flowers, explaining that many of the species are not actually local. They are just native to some part of this sprawling continent. I tell him I often mistakenly think of foreign species as natives, because they grow so well here, like salvia, with its bouquets of fierce purple, deep red, soft pink, and dusty blue. As if anything that grows well in this harsh, dry climate must have originated here. Bob says that these types of plants are precisely what in his profession is classed as a weed – that which thrives, strangling out the natives.



Bob tells me about the different plants, explains the genus and their status and whether or not the areas in which they are growing have been cultivated, protected, or are just wild patches of land nobody cares for. We stand on the edge of the highway as the trucks shriek past us and he pulls down sheoak buds for me to inspect. ‘I am sick of hearing about how people feel they don’t belong,’ says Bob suddenly. ‘Nobody belongs. None of us belong anywhere.’



PARIS

In Paris a friend of a friend came to stay with me, and asked one morning what I was studying. I offered a long, excited answer about architecture, socialism, jazz, theories of justice, nihilism, terrorism, and autoethnography, and he captioned a photo of me on his blog with In Paris I am staying with Gemma, who is studying Everything.



A more straightforward answer would have been that I was studying philosophy, or political theory, loosely defined, but neither of those terms seemed to cut it. I was at a Political Science university but my courses had wild and poetic names like ‘Cultural Triangulations’ and ‘The Sociology of Jazz’. The course I think about most often was called ‘Nihilism, Apocalypse, and Disenchantment: Myths of Rupture, Ideologies of “The End” ’. As soon as I saw it in my course planner I felt my heart flip; I felt a part of me ignite.

I’m cupping my hand around that tiny flame now, trying to coax it back to life. It feels so fragile, so close to being extinguished, it makes me want to weep.



RESEARCH (PART V)

‘There is not a steel divider that separates what is domestic from what is not,’ David Bellos says in his 2020 W.G. Sebald Lecture, which I watch on Zoom because we are all in lockdown and I cannot travel to Paris to do my research.




REVALUATION (PART II)

It is not enough simply to accept the essential nihilistic absurdity of the world, according to Nietzsche. Philosophers should seek the full metamorphosis that is required before they can confidently propose meaning or value to our lives. Before new values can be proposed, the conditions must be met. The philosopher must be ready to destroy, to obliterate, to sweep the stage. To make space for a new way of seeing the world, of knowing oneself.



CONDITIONS

The formula for happiness, someone once said, is expectation divided by reality. Probably one of the French pessimists, advocating for low expectations. I married a Frenchman, but a joyous one, a lustful extrovert with the heart of an outlaw. In every city we live he becomes known at the local café or bakery as the one who likes cakes, which he always eats like a giant, in three quick bites. He agrees with this formula, but does not lower his expectations, instead forcing reality up to meet them.



One afternoon the children are with their grandparents, and we drive into the countryside to have lunch at an organic farm. Guillaume orders red wine, chicken liver pâté, a steak, and tiramisu. I order vegetarian arancini and pale, fresh cod. I don’t drink: I am practising sobriety partly because I have been reading too much Nietzsche and partly because I can’t shake this chest cold. The sight of my meal next to a cup of tap water is pitiful, as if I am abstaining. ‘I hope you get gout,’ I tell my husband bitterly.



Guillaume does not get gout; my chest cold lingers.

    


Now what food do we feed women as artists upon? I asked, remembering, I suppose, that dinner of prunes and custard.

– Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own





PARIS (PART II)

My nihilism professor had slicked-back hair and wore crushed red velvet suits and crocodile-skin shoes. His lectures always sounded like he had typed them up at 4 am after taking LSD and reading Baudrillard. The first time he sat down in our class he rolled his eyes at us and said, ‘No fucking laptops. I know what you do on your laptops. If you want to take notes in my class, you take them by hand.’ I filled notebook after notebook with the slick poetry of his rants, scattered with quotes from Nietzsche and Durkheim, Cioran and Kojève. I read ravenously, tumbling into subterranean rabbit holes about ‘the fatal sensibility’ and ‘the myth of progress’. I’d never studied anything like it. I was so naïve that in my notes I spell Heidegger H-A-E-D-E-G-E-R and Deleuze D-E-L-O-U-S-E, as in, what you do to get rid of lice.



QUESTIONS

If you can manage to stay curious within nihilism’s absolute negation of existing value systems and dogmas you might begin to ask a few questions. Those questions might be about the potential for new values, new meaning, discovering new reasons and ways of being, establishing purpose. Those questions might, especially if you are reading a lot of Nietzsche, be about purity. How can I be sure that what I decide now to be of value is not just the voice of my socially and culturally conditioned self, reiterating that which is most acceptable, most comfortable, that which will not be a threat to my belonging? Is this even possible? Questions like this might lead to a longing for obliteration, of sorts, of destruction. Of clearing away everything that has built you. A gutting. A rage of space, unsure even of whether it should be filled.



NIHILISM (PART II)

My Dad’s comment regarding the trip back from nihilism was part of an email exchange about my birth certificate, which the French authorities wanted for my student visa in Paris. In response to my enquiry, my father wrote, I know nothing about your birth certificate, surely your passport is enough… Some people come from countries where people are born without certificates, living and dying are deemed sufficient evidence of birth. It wasn’t enough for French bureaucracy, which did not care that I had been raised to be dismissive of historical documents, as if they could tell us anything of who we were, where we had come from. I had to pay for a new certificate to be sent to my large apartment in Bastille, where I sat smoking rolled cigarettes on the sill of the casement window, watching the synchronised legs of women doing Pilates in the expensive studio across the cobbled street.



CONDITIONS (PART II)

My daughter is surly, wretched, and weepy all morning. I finally kneel in front of her on the walk to school to ask if she wants to stay at home. She is in her school uniform, her lunch is packed, and two big tears roll down her cheeks as she nods, ‘I want to, yes.’ I tuck her into bed with some inky pens and a new sketchbook. ‘I have to work,’ I tell her.

When I was a teenager, after my parents divorced, my father never forced me to go to school. He’d stick his head in the door to say, ‘It’s time to go to school,’ and I’d reply, ‘Not today,’ and he would shut the door and call the school without any follow-up questions for me. Even then I thought of his parenting as a type of negative capability, unruffled by contradiction, variety, the impossibility of youth.



LINEAGE

My parents met in the 1970s in Newman, Western Australia, a mining town where they were both employed. This was not a logical destination for either of them. Both had ended up there after busting out of lives that no longer appealed to them, lives that had grown constrictive, predictable, baffling. Neither had particularly clear origins – nothing to necessarily tether them in place. My mother had been adopted by a woman who died when she was young; my father’s mother had been orphaned and his father disowned by his Plymouth Brethren family for the unforgiveable sin of marrying a Catholic. Reasons I have no connection to my origins: death, renunciation, rebellion – and romance.



It is hard to write about your parents and grandparents without sounding like a bore. (What do[es where] I [come from] matter!) As if these stories will hold you to the page. As if we are drunk and I am telling you of their wildness with frenetic glee.




MAXIMS AND ARROWS

I use my phone to email ideas to myself, to look at when I can get back to my writing. One is a quote from my father, responding to my adolescent brag that I had passed a maths test without studying. ‘There’s no glory in effortless success,’ he had said dismissively, and I tap it into my phone as I remember it, in the middle of making school lunches. Later, when I open this email from myself, my inbox suggests autoreplies: ‘True,’ ‘I see,’ and ‘What do you mean?’



POET

Sometimes when I tell people that I’m a poet I see them receive this information as stanzas and metaphors, as if they think I am someone who looks carefully at birds. When what I mean is that I live with torrential despair, a torn heart, a restless void. I’m a Steppenwolf, I think of saying instead, a twice hidden beast: once under the mantle of human, and then again as a suburban wife.



PARIS (PART III)

I was so committed to my studies in Paris that on my twenty-fifth birthday, in freezing cold December, I went to a conference about Durkheim at some random école in the suburbs. It was surprisingly mediocre, with coffee in paper cups and a dozen nervous people reading from single-spaced A4 papers while the others nodded or frowned. My flatmate was bewildered by my choices, living in the centre of Paris and yet constantly ensconced in the casement windowsill, devouring depressing philosophy. But in contrast to the Durkheim conference, classes at my university on the Left Bank were electric. Each week my nihilism professor sat down at his desk and set fire to everything I knew with poetic, bombastic theories diagnosing the apocalyptic disorder of modernity. The narratives of demise that he unfolded were both thrilling and bewildering, disconnected dystopias woven into a saga of dread. ‘We are in,’ I remember him announcing magnificently, ‘the Kali Yuga – the age of darkness, and decline.’



LONGINGS

‘In the sixteenth century,’ writes Sabrina Orah Mark, ‘there was a widespread belief that if a pregnant woman’s cravings weren’t satisfied, the shape of whatever she craved would appear on her newborn. Birthmarks are called voglie in Italian, which means longings.’ My left foot has a birthmark, a dark pink stain like a slap mark left on the arch. The shape of it is hard to discern, but because of its position I’ve always thought of it as my mother’s longing to travel, imprinted on my skin. I can only presume it was travel. The older I get the more I wonder about other unmet cravings, other pregnant longings that were not satisfied. What else could be stamped so artfully on the arch of the foot?

‘I looked,’ said my friend Nico, after he met my baby daughter for the first time, ‘to see if she has your birthmark. But she doesn’t,’ he added helpfully, as if I did not know.



DEPARTURE (PART III)

Here’s another story of departure: the first time my dad left Adelaide, at the age of twenty, it was a riotous disaster. The combi van he’d bought with a friend broke down soon after they left the city. ‘The engine was fucked,’ my dad says mildly. ‘Did you get conned?’ I ask. ‘Oh yeah,’ he laughs. ‘It had been sold to us by a crook, he’d loaded the engine up with grease and oil. My mate had this magnum of champagne that he’d brought along for us to drink the first time the van broke down, so there we were on our first day, drinking hot champagne out of a magnum bottle on the side of the road to Whyalla.’



He made a phone call from Whyalla to his
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