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My sister, who is a naturopath, told me that the rate of growth of my fingernails depends 
on how busy I am. When I’m super-busy, they’ll go gang-busters; when I relax, they’ll 
take it easy. They are always going gang-busters. 

Also, I’ve read that the rate at which the continents are moving together is the same as 
that by which our fingernails grow. One day the continents will meet up again: their 
progress away from each other, begun long ago, has given way to their progress towards 
each other in a new arrangement. It’s happening in accordance with my fingernails. 

Each time I cut my fingernails, the world has headed further to collision. I should take it 
easy. 

 

When I get home from work there is only ever more work to do. Employment in a 
university is relentless. Student numbers increase and government funding decreases. I 
supervise almost a million dollars worth of postgraduate students, but I am told I can’t 
have an undergraduate tutor, the numbers do not currently support my request. I recall 
that in 25 years of employment at my university, money has always been tight, except 
when I was head of school. Funny that. But perhaps I’m fantasizing. Perhaps colleagues 
have a different recollection. Perhaps I dealt with their requests in the same way mine are 
now dealt with.  

 

When we were divorcing, my wife and I worked out an excellent method for dividing up 
the cookery books. We both loved cooking and we had amassed a significant collection. 
We had a tall bookshelf in the kitchen to house our library. Mediterranean, Mexican, 
Indian, Japanese – even American – the world of cooking was represented. How to cook 
a potato, an egg, a tomato or a squash, each had a special book. How to cook it 
Indonesian or Thai or Spanish-style was catered for. We both wanted the whole 
collection after divorce, so we came up with a formula. Each took turns to pick two books 
they considered were of equal value. The other then chose between the two. It was 
brilliant. It was probably my best experience of the entire divorce. 

 

A female student accused me of sexual harassment. I reported it immediately to the 
University and found the HR department had an excellent set of processes in place. It 
took a while, but I was exonerated. The police were involved and a sergeant said to me: 
‘Yes, we really have a loopy here.’ Later, when I had a colonoscopy, the surgeon told me: 
‘Ah, you’re the guy who got that madwoman sorted out. I’m eternally grateful. She did 
the same to me and I couldn’t say anything. I’d made a house-call to her place.’ 

 

When my father was dying, I visited him in a university hospital in Sydney. This was a 
far better place than the public hospital he had been in where the roof leaked and medical 
equipment cluttered the corridors so that it was hard to get past. He was basically without 
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the means to express himself, just a man propped in a bed staring. When I walked in, his 
face lit up. It was the movement of a minimal number of facial muscles – all he had left 
to him – and it drove a knife into my heart. Dying is hell, I decided.  

 

I abandoned my first family when my daughter was 5 years old. There’s much to be said 
about this period in my life, and I’ve not said it. But I have thought about it for 35 years. 
My first wife and I did not speak to each other until our daughter’s marriage day. Across 
the wedding feast table she said to me, ‘We did a good job’. I agreed. 

 

On Mykonos, my lover arrived and I had a feast prepared for her. As I remember, there 
were specially stuffed olives and particular tinned fish, tart local feta and red-as-hell 
tomatoes, exotic local biscuits plus a brilliant bottle of expensive Greek wine – yes, there 
is wonderful wine in Greece. I met her at the airport and we took the taxi to the hotel. We 
wolfed the feast and got serious. The bed broke, fell down at its bottom end, and we had 
to explain it to the hotel owner who thereafter kissed my lover as often as he could. 

 

It occurs to me that writing about one’s life is always dangerous. What kind of writer has 
safe things to say? As I am a writer employed by a university now rewarded for my 
creative work as research, what limits must I put on the recollections I admit to? What 
will get me into trouble? If I think I am seriously researching the creative nonfiction 
genre, for example, how far can I go? How long before the university says: ‘This is 
genuine stuff related to a genuine creative writing research project, but be careful with it. 
There’s a point at which research moves into the untenable, a point at which research is 
no longer research, it’s narcissism, it’s indulgence, it’s litigious’. 

 

I’m resisting coming back to any theme I might seem to be creating. I want to keep the 
flow going, only directed by the whim of the moment of writing. This is not quite what 
the Surrealists did with their concept of automatic writing, but it is related. I am editing 
the words I put down, but not the narrative structure. I’m letting the flow happen for 
itself. I’ll come back later and do some editing, but with this piece I am keen to present it 
more or less exactly as it comes out. 

 

And now, I am immediately breaking my own rule. Having written the beginning of the 
section following, I’m now inserting. I want to say something that is really important to 
me, but I’m not sure what it is. Many things are important to me. For some reason I 
suddenly have a vision in my mind of a car park near where my mother lives. Why am I 
thinking of this place? It is of no consequence to me whatsoever. I took a long walk once 
from my mother’s unit and ended up in this car park. How come I can see it so clearly 
right now? 
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Well, I can analyze it, I guess. This image welled up from within me because it represents 
a whole lot of stuff making traffic in my brain at a subconscious level. Wow! Clearly, my 
mother is important to me. Clearly, I think of myself exploring in a bitumen wasteland 
while on the way back home. Clearly, being out in the world, but also returning, is 
important to me.  

 

My daughters, as kids, on separate occasions, ran away when my wife and I were 
fighting. I don’t blame them. There are hells in the world and one would be silly not to 
run from them. I remember going after my daughters – out into the bush and in the 
suburbs – and trying to talk them round, trying to get them to come back home. I was 
successful on both occasions, and I don’t know why. If I had been them, I would have 
stayed away.  

 

One of the first public rebukes I had, that was not from my parents, was in the Boy Scout 
Cubs. As a ten year old I was biting my fingernails down as far as I could, to the point of 
painfulness. Why? I don’t know. There must have been issues about self-image and my 
place in the world that I couldn’t cope with. I can see now that biting back my fingernails 
had something to do with the continents heading for collision. I was trying to put off my 
understanding of how the world operated. I was biting the world back from going on. 

 

I have found a moment to write this piece amongst all the other deadlines pending. I 
could tell the truth and say that I got so drunk today after writing an academic piece for 
publication, and actually finished it, that I found myself with time left over for writing 
something I really wanted to do. But I might not be believed. If creative nonfiction is 
about truth-telling while using the structures of fiction, then that is what I have set out to 
do here. I will claim that what I have written is innovative research, it uses fragmentary 
narrative structure in the context of CNF. I may be wrong, but I think this is the kind of 
thing the government’s ERA requirements are talking about.   

 

Checking the horizon from an isolated boat isn’t like checking the sea horizon from land. 
From a tall headland with an uninterrupted view, the sea’s horizon appears curved – we 
get a sense of the earth’s roundness. But from an isolated boat, the horizon goes all the 
way round, and is straight. It tells us nothing about curvature. When boats move, they 
take their horizon-ring with them. On an island, being like a stationary boat, when you 
stand atop it and see a surrounding circle of sea, you can be forgiven for thinking you are 
standing at the centre of the world, and it’s flat. Islands take the perspective of the 
subject, not the context. 
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Research statement 

 

Research background  

In the 1990s, creative nonfiction was considered experimental. Rapidly, however, this 
new process of applying the conventions of fiction writing to autobiography, biography 
and long journalism was challenged (Loose 2001) and the idea of experimental 
autobiography has continued to have difficulty establishing itself. 

 

Research contribution  

This work sets out to tell absolute (and possibly awful) truths about myself via a process 
approximating automatic writing as defined by the Surrealists (Breton 1972: 22-3). The 
piece was written in a single sitting in  2013, with the RS added in 2015. It tries to write 
memoir without shaping it consciously: to see how my life might spill back out of me 
when I did not interfere too much with the spilling. 

 

Research significance  

This piece is part of a portfolio concerned with the boundaries (or lack thereof) between 
autobiography and fiction (see Krauth 2010, 2012). In line with Brien’s examinations of 
speculative biography (2002, 2014), this piece tests the concept of memoirist narrative 
structure in its both creative and academic contexts.  
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