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not an easy land,' Seddon concludes,'It 

has much to give, but sand, -wind, 

drought, and fire are an inescapable 

part of the gift. Care for it,' 

Geoffrey Bolton 

Elizabeth Jolley, The Orchard 
Thieves, Viking, Penguin: Ringwood, 

Victoria, 1995, $19,95, 134pp, 

The Orchard Thieves, Elizabeth Jolley's 

latest book, is a meditation and a 

making of meaning through a 

blending of myths and reality. The 

grandmother, the 'voice' of the 

nartative, attempts to maintain peace 

and to understand and sustain the 

divergent lives of family members, by 

searching her memory and her 

storehouse of reading for under­

standing: 

The grandmother, in her own 
reading ... fitted fairy story and 
legend and real life together. It 
seemed to her that legends were 
attempts to explain happenings 
which were too painful and hard 
for human endurance, (15) 

Weaving together family experiences 

and personal meditations, the grand­

mother pieces the joy and the pain 

encountered in famfly li-ving into 

'some kind of explanation for those 

things which remained forever a 

mystery' (129), The everyday 

incidents of grandchildren sleeping 

over, their raiding of biscuits and fmit, 

the family interest in the ageing parent 

living in a property -with prime real 

estate value, the making of soup for a 

special meal, the retum of a long 

absent daughter, are simple events 

which become occasions of special 

knowledge 

The Orchard Thieves follows the 

style of My Father's Moon, Cabin Fever 

and The George's Wife with the focus 

on reminiscences and reflections on 

family life, evoked by a few incidents 

which form the narrative core of the 

text. However, instead of the nartator 

being the daughter figure -with her 

sense of displacement and recurring 

need to rework her relationship with 

her mother and father, the voice of the 

grandmother offers a different 

perspective. The grandmother speaks 

-with some authority from an assured 

place in the family, but, in typical 

Jolley style, this authority is undercut 

with both comic and touching 

representation of the grandmother's 

uncertainty, due to her 'noises in the 

head', her fear of mishaps and her self-

conscious imparting of 'moral lessons' 

to her grandsons. The grandmother 

figure suggests that the book can be 

read as a moral tale or fable which the 

grandmother/Demeter figure has 
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harvested from her life and reading 

and which she desires to pass on to her 

grandchildren. 

The book is a small and beautifully 

produced. The cover illustration uses 

the green and a msset brown which 

recur in the text as 'the softer colours 

of the spring and the autumn,' 

representing times of birth and 

fmitfulness, suggesting the focus of 

the nartative. The cover detail 

highlights the allegorical elements of 

the story through the child-like 

drawing of stick figures of the orchard, 

the singing of the birds and the three 

figures. In the narrative the members 

of this family are not named, but 

function as archetypal representatives 

grouped in clusters of three, Jolley's 

preferred family formation. There is 

the grandmother, a -widow, who acts 

as a mediator between the god-like 

figure of her grandfather and her 

children and grandchildren, the 

children of the third and fourth 

generation. There are three sisters and 

three grandchildren, but it is the 

retum of the pregnant middle sister 

and the birth of the fourth grandchild 

which mptures the family, unsettles 

the grandmother and leads to her 

redemptive act. 

The novel contains many of the 

elements readers have come to know 

and love in Jolley's fiction; the sharp 

hyper-realism of the loud, active 

grandsons who race trolleys through 

the supermarket and pronounce 

everything to be 'crap', the uncertainty 

and self-mocking of the central 

character and the lyrical nostalgia of 

the recurring reflective images of 

consolation, such as the 'music stored 

secretly above the trees' (72), the 

'sweet yet sharp fragrance' of the warm 

evening walks in the small orchard 

and along the river bank (23) and the 

aunt holding the newborn babies 'as if 

in the palms of her large hands' (10), 

Resonances of strength and longing 

are created through the linking of 

images and incidents with traditional 

myths, such as stories and psalms 

from the Bible, references to the myth 

of Ceres and Proserpina (Demeter and 

Persephone), the poetry of The 

Prelude, the music of Brahms Requiem 

and others which the reader will enjoy 

exploring. 

The title is a reference to the 

biblical story of the original 'Orchard 

Thieves', a story which attempts an 

explanation for the pain and suffering 

we experience in life and offers the 

hope of redemption through the birth 

of a child and practice of prayer and 

sacrificial living. These elements are 

re-enacted in the family of the 

grandmother, as are elements from the 

other myths, so that simple events in 

family life become overlaid with 

significance, such as the ritual 
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cleaning of a bath and the tempering 

of suffering in great heat. The raiding 

of the orchard and the paying of the 

penalty is necessary, a part of the 

human condition, which must be 

endured and possibly explained, but 

not evaded. 

The novel gathers together images 

necessary to make meaning of life, 

acknowledging how these images 

arouse fear as well as comfort. The 

grandmother is plagued by 'noises in 

the head', a roaring due to possibly a 

blood vessel being too close to the 

auditory nerve, but also provoked by 

the fear a mother carries of the tertible 

accidents that her offspring may 

encounter, from road accidents and 

kidnapping involving schoolgirls, to 

sudden hollows and hidden jagged 

corrugated iron on river banks which 

may maim grandchildren, to concern 

for the loneliness of an unmarried 

daughter. But the sound, like 'the 

steady beating as of a piston and a 

cylinder ... a steady pouring as of an 

ancient pump,' is also comforting and 

sustaining, providing a constant throb 

of other sounds, other stories. 

The rhythm of the hidden secret 

sound in the grandmother's head 

pulses through the nartative, 

suggesting both the vulnerability and 

the strength of endurance which are 

necessary parts of everyday life as 

encapsulated in the final image: 

The grandmother, putting 
the baby up to her shoulder and 
feeling the softness of the baby's 
cheek against her own, remarked 
that there was really only one 
week between a bad haircut and a 
good haircut. (133) 

This image is characteristic of Jolley's 

writing: quirky, homely and haunting. 

It conveys the grandmother's 

knowledge that time brings peace and 

consolation and growth. 

The Orchard Thieves is a welcome 

addition to Jolley's-writing. The power 

of the -writing is the evocation of 

longing and consolation through 

nostalgic and resonant images and 

mythic motifs. The interweaving of 

intertextuality from her own works 

and from the diverse storehouse of 

other -writings creates a rich cloth of 

fiction, incorporating the seen and the 

unseen and providing a very satisfying 

text, 

Pamela Bagworth 

Chao, Paper Board. Arts Enterprise: 

Edith Cowan University, $16,95, 

Chao is a visiting lecturer and -writer-

in-residence at Edith Cowan 

University, on loan from Guangzhou 

Foreign Language University in 

Hunan Pro-vince, China, He teaches 
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English and Creative Writing, and has 

translated many English, American 

and Australian poets, including 

Ginsberg, Bly, and Hughes, He is 

presently translating a selection of 

Australian poets for an anthology to be 

published in Chian, 

Chao is a fine poet, with the 

delicate and sharp sensibilities 

exhibited by Chinese culture over the 

centuries, and an imagistic skill that is 

as natural to him as swimming is to 

ducks. It comes as no great surprise to 

find he comes from a family of 

traditional Chinese artists who for 

generations have been revered for 

their skill and artistry. 

Finely observed detail makes a 

fresh experience out of a cliched 

situation in 'The Ant And The Book': 

now look 
it has again stopped 

nothing moving but its 
antennae 

like the ends of straw or grass 
left outside the chewing mouth 

of a thinking ox 

Visual imagery is often enhanced by 

Chao's surprising juxtaposition of 

words, as in "bricky bread" and "the 

new moon rocking a canoe of cleansed 

life" in 'Australian Night', These 

seemingly simple poems have been 

crafted by a careful ear and eye. Not to 

say there isn't occasional clumsy 

phraseology, but the benefits of 

surprise over-ride the few clanging 

phrases in the collection, I am 

reminded of Ginsberg's 'hydrogen 

jukebox' clash of diction to create an 

image, and again Ginsberg's rhetoric 

in one of Chao's most sustained and 

fully achieved poems, 'Siblings', a 

lament for his twin brother who 

committed suicide: 'my twin brother is 

gone / sho ,,, ' is the start of each of 

twelve verses, gi-ving a mournful 

incantatory tone, 

Chao uses metaphor in a 

disarmingly simple way. In 'Converts', 

for instance, he speaks of his living 

relatives as 'my farmers / who were not 

yet tombstones', 

I feel computers are to be blamed 

for a rash of centred poems 

throughout the English-speaking 

world, Chao is another exponent. 

Perhaps it is because he has come from 

a language with an entirely different 

format, as different from our left-to-

right text formation as are the lexicons 

of Mandarin and English, Many of 

these poems have single word lines, 

sitting central to the page, which puts 

an extraordinary stress on that single 

word. Page after page of centred 

writing leads to a sameness diat is not 

reflected in the tone or content of the 

work. 

At first, 1 wondered how Chao 

wrote with such a contemporary 

sound. Many people writing in 
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Engfish as second or third language 

betray a knowledge of the classics by 

lapsing into archaic forms, or quaint 

syntactical stmctures from the last 

century or further. But Chao comes 

from the culture which influenced and 

help shape modern English poetry, 

through Pound's 'Cathay', Arthur 

Waley's translations, and Bly's historic 

Haiku volumes. The image as a vehicle 

for modem poetry began centuries ago 

in Chao's backyard. 

For all Chao's seeming shyness he 

is not beyond stinging us -with a 

satirical barb or two. Try this on for 

size: 

all westerners are just bom 
actors and actresses 

and it shows a higher degree 
of being civilised 

and now 1 cannot but agree 

'For Sale' is a witty satire of our 

capitalist values, where everything is 

judged in dollar-terms. In conver­

sation, Chao is even more vehement, 

Perth is for sale 
its penis is for sale 

it's vagina is for sale 
its wombs are for sale 
its breasts are for sale 

its flesh is for sale 
its hips are for sale 
its lips are for sale 
its soul is for sale 

Two poems are presented in 

Chinese characters, described by local 

poet Glen Phillips in an English gloss 

on the facing page. Would not a 

translation by the poet have brought 

the reader closer to the poems? 

My favourite is 'Poem Of A Black 

Cat And Acknowledgements'. This 

poem brings together Chao's best 

elements in uncluttered, graceful 

English. Here the black cat is an image 

itself, then is transformed as an image 

into art (literature), then the effect is 

shown upon the poet, and his 

humility in acknowledging the forces 

outside himself which have helped 

create the poem, and given him a new 

advantage and perspective on 'reality' 

(my word). It is a fully achieved poem 

-with a lightness of touch such as the 

great Chinese artists have sho-wn over 

the centuries. 

At ninety-six pages. Paper Boat is 

an armada of various sized craft, some 

of which 1 would have scuttled. Time, 

however, is the final editor, and a 

merciless editor she is too. 

Andrew Burke 
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Gillian Mears. The Grass Sister. 

Knopf, 1995. $24.95, 342 pp. 

The riddling title of Gillian Mears' 

second novel is addressed at various 

points in the book. The narrator. Avis, 

is told by her agricultural scientist 

father that death is like grass — a 

declaration that she can't fully 

understand. Later on. Avis invokes the 

tide phrase, in a deceptively simple 

statement: 

If someone were to ask me 
what am I, I would reply, I am a 
grass sister. I've even -written it on 
forms, under the spot where you 
put your occupation: a woman 
whose sister has been absent for a 
period. 

Towards the end of the novel, the 

connection between grass and death is 

reiterated in biblical language: 'For all 

flesh is as grass, and all the glory of 

man as the flower of grass....'. The 

occasion is the funeral of ninety-six 

year-old Iris Michaelhouse, who has 

been integral to Avis's quest to 

understand and accept the dis­

appearance in Africa of her younger 

sister Ann-Clare, seven years earlier. 

The emphasis of the nartative, 

however, is finally upon renewal 

rather than loss. 

Ann-Clare, the quiet sister, 

dominated by Avis through their 

childhood, was an avid letter -writer. 

who methodically kept copies of the 

letters she sent, as well as the letters 

she received. Avis has set herself the 

task of reading through all of Ann-

Clare's mail, a task she feels compelled 

to complete before she can move from 

the past into her future, a 

psychological transition which will be 

manifested in a physical move from 

her father's house to the house of her 

lover, Lavinia. Despite her possessive 

insecurity, Lavinia is a positive, 

enabling force in A-vis's life, as is 

indicated by the nickname she has 

given Avis, 'Able'. 

In a novel peopled by verbally 

expressive characters, it is not only 

Ann-Clare's letters which are vital to 

Avis's nartation. The girls' eccentric 

mother Alana is damned by Avis's 

memory of the circular letters she 

would send to the family's 

acquaintances each Christmas: 

The voice of these letters is 
not Alana's but of the woman in 
Australia Alana imagined the 
recipients imagined. They were 
very gushy. Although it was 
Alana who always put together 
the letters, they were written as if 
simultaneously, by our mother 
and our father. This technique of 
narrative helped the circular 
carry an additional burden of 
phoniness. 

In a contrastingly authentic 

gesture, the girls' more un-
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ambiguously lovable father instinc­

tively deals -with his grief when his 

-wife dies of cancer by writing her a 

fifteen-page letter. Simflarly, Lavinia 

insists. Avis must also bring herself to 

write to Ann-Clare, although kno-wing 

that her letter -will never be received. 

Ann-Clare's unprepossessing 

husband. Iris's grandson, used to 

cover up mistakes in his o-wn letters by 

tuming words into treble clefs and 

other musical notations. The African 

father of Avis's daughter Ally, the man 

with whom Ann-Clare had been li-ving 

at the time of her disappearance, 

periodically sends friendly and 

unrefiable accounts of his activities. At 

one point Avis desperately tries to read 

between the lines, literally and 

figuratively, seeing the impressions on 

the paper of a letter he had earlier 

written to someone else. Ultimately, 

though, Avis's exploration of Ann-

Clare's vanishing more directly 

involves three women: the peculiar 

orange-haired Rosemary Kincaid, who 

had been psychotic in childhood and 

who is the last person known to have 

seen Ann-Clare; Mary Shore, Ann-

Clare's best friend and sometime 

lover; and Iris, who had genuinely 

loved her grandson's wife, and stfll 

grieves for her. 

Despite what Avis describes as her 

sister's strong need to stay hidden, 

Ann-Clare deliberately left behind a 

substantial amount of evidence from 

her life. Deeply upsetting to Avis is a 

series of slides which Ann-Clare's 

husband had taken, having posed his 

wife in sadistic sexual tableaux. The 

disturbing aspect of inadvertent 

voyeurism, in which the reader 

participates -with the fictional 

characters in the role of the un-willing 

spectator, pervades afl of Mears' 

fiction. Like-wise the aural equivalent -

things heard which cause both 

fascination and revulsion in the 

hearer. In The Grass Sister, the girls 

recoil as children from their mother's 

overly candid discussions of her 

sexual experience, feeling that they are 

being forced to know too much too 

soon. Avis is again mortified by Ann-

Clare's discovery of a 'conception 

chart' - a map covered with dates from 

their parents' honeymoon, indicating 

their attempts to create the baby who 

would be Avis. 

As in Mears' other -writing, this 

novel focusses on private lives in a 

small country to-wn in NSW, on the 

interplay between rightful intimacy 

and shame, between loving and 

domination. Mears incorporates 

autobiographical elements throughout 

her fiction and readers of her earlier 

work -will recognise certain anecdotes, 

character types and narrative 

strategies. A writer preoccupied with 

bodilmess, Mears has this time centred 
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her story on a physically absent 

woman, yet Ann-Clare becomes an 

increasingly palpable presence in the 

narrative as A-vis's quest nears its 

conclusion. This is not a detective 

story in which a body will appear to 

solve the mystery. Rather it is the story 

of Avis's necessarily qualified success 

in discovering who her sister was. 

The Grass Sister is a beautiful hard­

back, with high-quality paper and a 

cover photograph of feathery grass 

against blue sky. It is a pity, then, that 

the text was not subjected to one more 

editorial read-through. There are 

occasional discrepancies in chrono­

logy, and an allusion to a stolen library 

book in Avis's possession, although an 

earlier chapter had shown her being 

prevented from taking it. There are a 

few too many distracting typos, 

missing words and punctuation 

marks, and repeated words. 

Nonetheless, excepting those who find 

Mears' -writing 'too close for comfort', 

readers of this book will not be 

disappointed. 

Heather Neilson 

Justine Ettler, The River Ophelia, 

Picador, 1995. $14.95, 387pp. 

In 1787, while writing Justine ou les 

Malheurs de la Vertu in a cell of the 

Bastille, the French Marquis de Sade 

probably didn't foresee that more than 

two centuries later, in a remote Terra 

Australis whose existence, at that time, 

was still unknown to most French — 

and to the marquis himself — , 

someone called fortuitously Justine 

would have -written of a young woman 

named — less fortuitously, perhaps — 

after his wretched heroine. And most 

likely, the often censored libertine 

novelist and philosopher didn't 

foresee that more than two centuries 

later, his immoral books — after 

receiving due academic recognition as 

valuable works of literature — would 

have recurred in the same novel by 

Justine (the writer), and cited 

repeatedly by Justine (the protagonist) 

who, for a remarkable coincidence, 

deals with 'Sex and death' in her 

honours thesis and bumps into a 

joumalist of Playboy who, by mere 

chance, is called Sade. In his dark cell, 

the French Marquis might have felt 

comforted at the idea of his 

posthumous glory! 

In her first novel. The River 

Ophelia, Justine Ettler seems to be 

enjoying this game of metafiction — at 

times too overt and insistent (or is it 
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just a parodic device?) — in which 

characters are meticulously named 

after writers of erotic hterature and 

their heroines — with the exception of 

Shakespeare's Hamlet and Ophelia, 

whom Ettler, though, might see as 

ha-ving a good, yet undeveloped, ars 

amandi potential. 

In a Sydney of the '90s which is 

never mentioned, but whose urban 

and suburban topography is 

constantly ghmpsed through the 

windows of cars, houses and cafes, a 

group of people in their late twenties 

and thirties, called Juliette, Bataille, 

Simone, Marcelle, Leopold and 

Masoch, among the others cited 

above, cannot but lead a dissolute life 

— yet, not as degenerate and 

unredeemable as one would expect 

from characters who spring from 

Sade's Juliette ou les Prosperites du Vice 

and Bataille's Histoire de I'CEuil 

Between a fellatio (sometimes even 

during) and a pfll of Ecstasy, they talk 

of power relations, feminism and 

sexual -violence, read American Psycho, 

discuss The Dead and 'Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle', and watch 

Pasolini's Salo. 

Somehow, Ettler's characters seem 

to re-appropriate the lives — fictional 

and non — of their namesakes, and 

her female protagonists in particular 

attempt to de-viate from the 

unfortunate destinies to which 

Shakespeare and the Marquis de Sade 

had doomed their heroines. Ophelia 

and Justine try to disentangle 

themselves from the pattems of 

patriarchal society and to reverse the 

gender power relation, but their 

achievements are ephemeral and 

Justine realizes that 'the death threat' 

(353) can be hardly averted. 

Eventually, the self-confident and 

emotionally independent Ophelia 

cannot avoid repeating (or re-

enacting) the death by drowning 

signed by MiUais which she had hung 

on the wall — the refined Pre-

Raphaelite painting which in Justine's 

imagination, after her friend dies, 

tums into a disconcerting 

Expressionistic portrait, which has 

'Ophelia's body floating in the river, 

with her stomach cut open and her 

intestines hanging out' (354), 

Abuse of power and practice of 

violence constitute, a leitmotiv 

throughout the novel, and nobody is 

immune from this menace. For Ettler, 

it is not possible to establish a 

gendered division between victims 

and -violators. As Justine herself states, 

'Women aren't the only -victims' (306); 

and as emerges from the narration, 

they can be in fact the perpetrators of 

violence. It is her father's ex--wife who 

beats Justine's mother and unbom 

brother, 'the 'other woman' [who] 

reappears now in Juliette and in me' 
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(370), as she writes in her note-book. 

In The River Ophelia, as in a -vicious 

circle, male and female characters 

continuously exchange their roles as 

victims and violators; and the issue of 

violence and of who is responsible for 

it is left open to debate. As Justine — 

both the protagonist and the writer — 

questions: 

If a man walks into a 
shopping mall and shoots ten 
people dead and has copies of 
Body Double or American Psycho in 
his flat then the books or videos 
must be responsible. In my 
opinion it's a case of the chicken 
or the egg — the representation 
of violent abuse or the practice of 
violent abuse? (366) 

The River Ophelia tells of a social 

malaise which transpires from an 

'architecture of the emotional void' 

(246), is conducive to a 'pathetic sex 

addiction' (291) as the utmost 

possibility of human contact, and is 

interwoven into an aggressive 

language, dangerously taken for 

granted, whose words might turn into 

the fatal flowing waters where Ophelia 

drowns: 

In [Justine's] mind [Sade'sl 
words played over and over, one 
word running into another, the 
words becoming a constant 
stream; Ophelia's streaming 

tears, streaming like a long 
winding river, a river rushing on 
to meet the sea, and, in the quiet 
of dusk on a summer's night, the 
river cutting into the sand, 
making a dark incision in the 
white sand — the river a sea of 
blood, a bloody gash, the sand a 
dazzling ephemeral skin — and 
everything wet before the police 
photographer's lens, the flash 
exploding into a brilliant sky 
filled with stars, light bouncing 
away from Ophelia's teeth which 
gleam sparkling white, captured 
in the brief passage of an 
intensely bright light, in the 
instant of her abject cry, and 
reproduced to infinity, (355) 

In La Litterature et le Mai: 'Sade', 

Georges Bataille argues that 'Le 

language de Cent Vingt joumees [de 

Sodome] est celui de I'univers lent qui 

degrade a coup sGr, qui supplicie et 

qui detruit la totalite des etres qu'fl mit 

au jour' [The language of Cent Vingt 

journies [de Sodome] is that of the slow 

universe which degrades definitely, 

which tortures and destroys the 

totality of beings it brings to fight,] In 

The River Ophelia, the language as a 

vehicle of decadence and annihilation 

is epitomised by Juliette's collection of 

books whose pages are stained -with 

blood, which, held to be neither 'real 

[nor] metaphoric', ultimately sub­

stitutes words and becomes a 'mere' 

form of 'criticism' (300), as Juliette 

explains to the perturbed Justine, 
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For Ettler's female protagonist, 

however, there is still a chance to 

elude the death threat and find an 

alternative path to that of escape and/ 

into self-destmction ('Afl the women 

can do is run away but it doesn't do 

them any good. It launches them on a 

crazy suicidal mission towards 

destmction', she comments, thinking 

of Thelma and Louise, 366), Towards 

the end of the fourth chapter, -with an 

abrupt (and a bit gratuitous?) 'I am 

awake' (355), Justine takes over her 

first person narration again — which 

she had dropped at the end of the first 

chapter on falling do-wn in the street, 

after being assaulted at night — and, 

thanks to a new therapist and to her 

sudden determination to change 

lifestyle, her psychophysical recovery 

begins. She comes to terms -with her 

past, is reconciled with her dying 

father, and finally abandons 'Sade's 

world [which she] experienced as 

death' (384), The ending of the novel 

— not really convincing — has la 

nouvelle Justine 'waiting to start again' 

(387), hopefully with the angel she 

sights at the swimming pool, where 

she eventually takes off the 

cumbersome clothes of the ill-fated 

French heroine, 'Sorry, Sade', Sorry, 

Marquis, 

Roberta Buffi 

Sue Woolfe, Leaning Towards 

Infinity. Vintage/Random House 

1996, $16,95, 393pp, 

This books is 19,5 x 12,5 x 2,5 

centimetres. It weighs just under 300g 

— but these facts are totally 

unimportant if you want to enjoy its 

contents. You should not let the fact it 

purports to be about numbers faze 

you, because that will not spoil the 

enjoyment, either. Numbers just 

happen to be the preferred subject, 

and although the unusualness makes 

it appear demanding, it in no way 

entails knowledge from the readers of 

any mathematics at all. 

This books is really about 

parenthood, and how we shape our 

children's lives. How we affect their 

feelings for each other and ourselves 

by choices we make in life and choices 

we make between them. 

Infants appeal, 'Look — 1 am like 

you!' in their efforts to mimic and 

leam. Later the plea becomes 'Look — 

I am the one who is most like you!' 

when they struggle to attract affection 

against competition of siblings. They 

follow closely the beha-viour, desires 

and faflures of the parent they feel 

closer to, often unnoticed. 

Few parents -will not relate to the 

desire for one special chosen child to 

pursue similar goals to theirs and 

perhaps achieve them better. Few will 
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be surprised the choice of child is 

more often than not misplaced; 

memories of their o-wn childhood 

experience will undoubtedly confirm 

that a parent's skills, aptitudes and 

desires were naturally taken on by 

them, when the intellectual bequest 

was intended for another child. 

For this alone, this is a worthwhile 

book, where the plaintive desire of a 

child seeking approval is matched by 

the equally poignant wish of a parent 

for a particular child to share, to share. 

Inevitably, even in a book 

supposedly about numbers, those 

among us who love language seek 

beauty in the combination of words. 

We find less to intrigue us in numbers 

and equations than we find in a few 

well-turned memorable sentences. 

And there are a few fine examples 

here. For, persuasive as this writer is 

about the fascination of numbers, it is 

words she uses to wield that 

fascination. The awe readers notice in 

their minds is about how well a 

sentence rings, even though the 

subject matter is mathematics. 

Language relates to our everyday 

life in a much more direct sense, even 

though it is a compound of elements 

much more complicated than 

numbers. Language is instantly laden 

-with meaning: it is meaning related. 

And passages such as this one strike as 

more memorable than any about 

integers, equations or quotients: 

I leamed to count with the 
daily collection of eggs from our 
hens. Nestling on an old green 
plate and spinning at my touch, 
breathing dirt and bran and 
grass, I watched the big brown 
clock on the kitchen mantelpiece 
measuring time so I thought lime 
had a kindly face. 

Sue Woolfe writes about Frances, a 
woman so taken up by numbers and 
how her mother wielded them that her 
life becomes overshadowed by desire 
to complete what her mother left 
unfinished. Original ways in which 
her mother dealt with figures become 
so important she seeks to imitate 
them; ending up by neglecting her 
own daughter in a similar way to 
which she was neglected herself. Being 
a mother, being a daughter, over­
shadowed what it meant to be a wife, 
and the men in this book are pale 
impersonations, mere caricatures, 
given the roles of figures in brackets in 
an equation — they are there, but not 
fully calculated or developed. 

Frances's mother is married to an 
innumerate man who measures by 
estimation and approximation, using 
parts of his body as mlers. "He was a 
geometer," remarks his daughter, too 
late. If the realisation had dawned 
earlier, there could have been a 
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relationship more meaningful and 

fulfilling than the one she craved with 

her inattentive mother. 

My father ... was good a t 
dra-wing dreams. He could draw a 
gutter wrapped around a house 
as protectively as arms. If only 
she had followed those dreams, 
rather than numbers. 

Sue Woolfe uses language well. 

She makes people move so skilfully 

with simple words you wonder why 

they have not been used before in that 

way. You can see the movements and 

will remember her -writing most for 

them later, when you see the action 

taking place in fife. 'Two tourists had 

arrived.,,. They arched their thin 

backs to let their knapsacks fall to the 

ground,' 

There are other memorable lines, 

'When the spefl of a dream's gone, 

there's only sleep,' And, ' .., from 

simple equations, complicated things 

happen,' 

Simple enjoyment of this book is 

martied, however, in spite of Sue 

Woolfe's ability -with words and her 

capacity to imbue simple actions and 

situations -with a kind of spell-bound 

mystery. It is -written in a modem 

style, dispensing with the use of 

quotation marks. This alone would 

have been fine if it remained 

consistent. Faulty editing often 

caused sentences to be re-read, 

interrupting the flow. 

In this, the author was done a 

disservice. Too many errors in 

punctuation were allowed to pass; too 

many inconsistencies in style left to 

distract, A number of verb tense errors 

have been allowed to load the text 

with superfluous 'hads'. Their 

exclusion would have permitted more 

effordess reading. In addition, over­

use of the verb 'shout' has diminished 

its metaphoric or lyrical advantage. 

Too many things and too many people 

'shout' in this book. 

StiU, it is not to be discarded. This 

is a good effort by a -writer -with not 

inconsiderable skills. She has 

managed, even through use of a 

subject generally disliked by literary 

fans, to weave a solid story using 

human themes we afl recognise and 

strive to deal with. In the end, a line 

from her o-wn prose suitably sums it all 

up: 

The connection between 
most mathematics and the real 
world may be just a 
coincidence... 

Rosanne Dingli 
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