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Extract 

To be a writer preoccupied with landscape is to accept a weird 

and constant tension between the indoors and the outdoors. I 

am so thin-skinned about weather and so eager for physical 

sensation I seem to spend a shameful amount of energy 

fretting and plotting escape, like a schoolboy. Sat near a 

window as a pupil, I was a dead loss. And I'm not much 

different now. I can't even hang a painting in my workroom, 

for what else is a painting but a window? My thoughts are 

drawn outward; I'm entranced. Which is a romantic way of 

saying I'm mentally bogged to the boards. So a lot of the time 

I write in a blank cubicle, my back to the view. Which means I spend quite a bit of the day getting up 

to leave the room, to stand outside in the sunlight for a minute, sniffing the wind, looking at the sky. 

It's like the compulsive adjusting of a valve. On occasion I feel better for having done so. The rest of 

the time I regret it. The grown-up in me concedes that at least I've had a taste of the day. But the kid 

within can only feel more keenly what he's missed. 

Now and then, of course, I just bolt. I pile a few chattels into the LandCruiser and hit the road. I drive 

until sunset and then pull over in a different state of mind, or even another state of the Federation 

altogether. There's often no purpose to these trips beyond the joy of being in the open, unrolling a 

swag in a creekbed or in a hollow between dunes, sitting by a fire and watching the stars come out 

like gooseflesh in the heavens. These headlong excursions begin as flights from enclosure and I know 

they sound like escapes, but to me they're more like calls answered. Within moments of leaving, once 

I've achieved some momentum, it's as if I'm subject to a homing impulse I barely understand. Lying 

under the night sky I feel a curious sense of return and restoration, not unlike the way I felt as a kid 

coming in the back door to the sudsy smell of the laundry and the parental mutter of the tub filling 

down the hall. 

Still, going home is not always a cosy business. It can be harsh and bewildering. The places dearest to 

me can be really hard to reach. They're austere, savage, unpredictable. And like taciturn cousins and 

leery in-laws they don't always come out and say what they mean. They give you the stink-eye at 

breakfast and do what they can to make your stay uncomfortable. You arrive moody and distracted, 

unprepared for the complexity of the family dynamics, wrongfooted from the get-go. Not much of our 

country is lush or instantly congenial. The regions I know best are particularly challenging and my 

home range in the west can be hard work – it's spiky, dry, irritating, even humiliating, and after some 

visits I often feel as spent and dismayed as any guest at a Christmas lunch, wondering why the hell I 

bothered. But homecomings are partly about submitting to the uncomfortably familiar, aren't they? 

Like a hapless adult child, you go back for more, despite yourself, eternally trying to figure out the 

family puzzle. Even so you get sustenance, just from trying, by remaining open to the mystery, 

suspecting that if you give up on it you'll be left with nothing.  

This country leans in on you. It weighs down hard. Like family. To my way of thinking, it is family. 


