
Friday 1 1 September 2015 
Now that I'm becoming a late-blooming gardener, I start seeing the 
process of writing a book in gardening terms rather than the usual 
cliché of giving birth. Gardening takes time and patience and can be 
very painful (my back's been aching from weeding) and I suppose 
weeding can be compared to editing? Getting rid of stuff that spoils 
the rest? 
 
Anyway, the seed of my next as yet unnamed novel - not even a 
working title – has been sown while I was still writing Die blou van 
onthou/ Forget-Me-Not Blues about 4 years ago. I knew I wanted 
to write my next novel with a male protagonist, I wanted him to be a 
failed or has-been artist, and I wanted him to seriously think about 
suicide as a career move. And I wanted the story to be funny. But 
also serious. 
 
So I've been jotting down things, making notes, wondering how to 
tackle the project – but not officially working on the novel until 
today when that little seed finally burst through the soil. I now 
have a name for the character, Willem Prins, although that will 
probably still change, and a history of ex-wives and lovers and 
children. Even discussed 2 alternative endings with Alain in bed 
tonight. And he gave me an idea for a 3rd possibility... 
 
Now let's see what kind of tree this green sprout turns into. But 
before I can start writing in all earnest, I have to spend next week 
playing tour guide for a group of South African women discovering 
the tastes, sights and sounds of Provence. Hopefully I'll have a few 
moments for myself to think of the new novel... 
 
PS: It's Nine Eleven today. Wonder if that's an auspicious start for 
a book. 
 
 



Wednesday 23 September  
Just back from my little Proe Provence adventure and immediately 
have to pack my suitcase for a little Amsterdam adventure. The 
Dutch translation of Koue kos, skat/Just Dessert, Dear is being 
released tomorrow. I'm flying out early in the morning, renting 
Annemarie's small studio in Oud-West until Tuesday and hope to find 
time to make notes for My New Novel. Always hopeful. 
 
Actually spent one whole evening last week all on my own in my 
hotel room in Avignon making notes in an unused notebook with a 
shiny black cover. The protagonist's surname might not be Prins, not 
convinced of that yet, but his name will probably remain the same. 
Willem. I really like Willem.  

 (Proe Provence Tour) 
 
Wednesday 30 September  
The 4 days in Amsterdam were amazingly productive. Walking along the 
canals and thinking, thinking, thinking. I now have a setting for my 
novel – probably a hotel in Paris, definitely not in Joburg or Cape 
Town as I thought when I started out – because my isolation in 



Amsterdam made me realise this is what Willem the Protagonist 
needs during the 3 or 4 days in which he will tell his story. Any SA 
city would not give him the anonymity and privacy and, yes, even the 
loneliness and alienation that he has to experience while he ponders 
the Big Question. To be or not to be. To go out with a bang or to 
continue his mediocre little life... 
 
So I have the main characters, the place, the time frame, even a 
rough outline in my head of the 'action' in each chapter or part of 
the whole. I'm just waiting for Willem's voice to break through 
from somewhere inside me. Terribly tempted to write his story in 
the 1st person, but then I can't have him dying at the end, can I? And 
if I do kill him off, the reader won't know what happens after his 
death, and that might be ironically necessary?  
 
Maybe I can have Willem telling his story from his own POV, and his 
3 ex-wives and children seeing him through their eyes. And then 
there's the young female admirer/helper I want him to meet during 
his 4 days of loneliness, who would of course have a different POV 
from that of the exes and the children who were/are too close to 
him to form any objective opinion.   
 
Almost,  
 almost,  
  almost  
   ready  
    to sit down  
     at my computer  
      and start  
       officially writing.  



 

 (With Dutch editor Jacqueline Smit in Boekalicious, Amsterdam) 
 
Friday 2 October  
I'm so ready to start writing this novel I feel like an overripe tomato 
that's going to burst open. Gosh, another gardening metaphor. But 
first I've had to do some urgent jobs – monthly magazine column, 
few interviews to promote the Dutch translation of Koue kos, make 
suggestions about the first cut of Koue kos movie which I 
watched yesterday, make a synopsis and edit my script for Vergenoeg, 
our next potential movie...  
 
The idea is that next week, when I tackle the first scene, I'll have a 
few weeks of more or less undisturbed writing ahead of me. No, 
that's the ideal rather than the idea. Never works out that way, of 
course. Life keeps on getting in the way of writing. Always has, 
always will. 
 
 



Thursday 8 October 
Fear. And loathing. That's what's keeping me from starting to actually 
write MyNewNovel. I'm scared shitless that I won't be up to it. 
Writing just doesn't get easier. With each novel it becomes more 
difficult.  
 
Yes, of course I have all these other jobs/tasks that I have to 
finish if I want a few weeks of unencumbered writing. But hey, 
when have I ever managed to write 'unencumbered'? All these jobs – 
the first cut of the Koue kos movie that I have to watch again to 
suggest cutting and editing possibilities, the script of Vergenoeg that 
I have to cut and edit myself, interviews, bla, bla, bla – all just 
excuses not to start writing MyNewNovel. 
 
So, no more excuses. Well, a last one. I need today to finish editing 
the movie script. Then tomorrow I start writing, officially, even if 
it's just 2 sentences, I need to get going. Close my eyes and jump 
from a high cliff into deep and cold water. That's how it's always 
felt. Been doing it for years. So why am I more scared than ever?  
 
Friday 9 October 
I started writing. Huge sigh of relief. Two pages done. Well, actually 
4 pages, but I always work in single space lines to save paper until I 
get to the final draft. Print out what I write every day, to reread and 
edit the paper version, and then edit on the PC.  It means a lot of 
paper, but Alain brings me these used papers from work, printed only 
on one side, which he and his colleagues would have thrown away - 
so I don't have to feel 'green guilt' on top of all my other types of 
guilt. The main type of guilt at the moment is that I am not 
productive enough, that I procrastinate too much, that I should 
have started writing – as opposed to pondering and plotting - this 
blooming novel many months ago!  
 
 



Friday 16 October 
And after a week I can boast with a first chapter, Willem walking 
through Paris on his way to his embarrassing book launch. Although 
boast is obviously not the right word at such an early stage. I'm 
just astonished that I actually jumped in and seem to be staying 
afloat. For the moment.  
 
The 2nd chapter, where he meets his ex-lover Renée, will hopefully 
take shape in my head, if not on paper, over the weekend. And in the 
2nd chapter I also want to bring in this chirpy younger character, 
called – Jackie? not sure yet – who will accompany Willem through 
part of his Paris weekend and maybe finally even rid him of some of 
his cynicism. Still trying to figure out what she looks like.    
 
Meanwhile the weather has suddenly turned cold, even unseasonably 
cold, which is probably good because I always write better in winter 
when I'm not tempted to leave the house.  

(The Metro stairs where 
the young Willem Prins 
gets overwhelmed by Paris 
for the very first time) 



Tuesday 20 October  
School holidays, so husband and daughter are at home the whole day 
(and student sons might drop in at any moment to stay over for a 
night or 2), so my writing routine is deeply disturbed. Damn. Just as 
I was getting into the rhythm of the new ms.  
 
Still, winter is definitely here, we've started making fire most evenings, 
and I find it relatively easy to stay inside and keep my bum on a chair 
and work. Nearly done with the 2nd chapter, where Jackie rocks up 
and turns out to be 'coloured' and has a huge Afro hairstyle and 
quite a bohemian way of dressing. Very colourful, anyway.  
 
And Willem's youth passion, Renée the Francophile, looks more 
glamorous than I thought she would and keeps a cool, sardonic 
distance from Willem. It's only when I started giving her dialogue 
that she came out of the paint, as it were, and began to be a 
character that I can believe in. Which makes it more or less obvious 
that the 3rd chapter will be told from her point of view. Especially 
her view of all Willem's weaknesses.  
 
I wasn't sure if I should tell the whole story from Willem's POV 
or bring in a few voices from his past - but now Renée is convincing 
me that she wants her first-person-singular moment in the 
spotlight. And if she gets it, the other important people in Willem's 
life should too.  
 
The other night Alain and our friend Loes were laughing at me 
because I spoke of a character from a previous novel 
(Stiltetyd/Time Out) as if he were a real human being. And I laughed 
with them, but I also thought, quite indignantly, of course he's 
real! While I wrote him, he had to be real for me, more real than my 
family and friends, and after I'd finished the book, he continued 
existing in some parallel universe. Go figure.   
 



Wednesday 28 October 
Progress report. I think I'm finding Willem's inner voice after 2 
chapters. And I'm nearly done with the 3rd chapter from ex-lover 
Renée's POV. Her voice was relatively easy, since I'm writing it in the 
1st person. Always find that a less difficult way to get inside a 
character's head. The challenge will of course be to give all the 
other side-characters (ex-wives and children) a 1st person narrative. 
Each one with a distinct voice differing from the others.   
 
Also spent some time this afternoon drawing up a structure for the 
novel. (Forced to switch off my PC and abandon my writing post 
during a very heavy thunderstorm.) So now I have a rough estimation 
of how many chapters there'll be, as well as the main events and 
time frame of each chapter. This might still change completely, but 
I find I always work better within some sort of framework.  
 
Though I leave the last chapter(s) open, as usual. I don't know the 
ending. The story and the characters will lead me to it. Well, this is 
the way it worked before...  

(The little Paris bookshop in the story - Violent Femmes? - should 
look something like this) 



Tuesday 3 November 
Just when it started going too well to last – well, it didn't last. Got 
sick last week, as sick as I haven't been in, oh, I can't even 
remember how long. The last time I spent 2 whole days lying in bed 
too miserable to even read (!), was definitely before I became a 
mother. Once I had children I simply disallowed myself the luxury 
of illness. But this time my body turned against me, all due to a silly 
little operation to remove a cyst on my left leg 2 weeks ago.  
 
The wound didn't heal properly and then got septic - I nearly said 
sceptic, suddenly wonder what a sceptic wound would look like - 
and I was in absolute agony, feverish and nauseous and oh so sorry 
for myself. But even in my miserable state, in between fever dreams, 
I managed to think about my story. 
 
Now I have to make up for those 2 lost days of writing. Here we 
go, go, go.   
 
Monday 9 November 
While I was walking this weekend – lovely blue-sky autumn days 
during the past week, perfect for long pensive walks – I was struck 
by an idea as simple and as beautiful as the sun filtering through the 
orange leaves of the trees. At least, that's how it seemed when it 
struck me.  
 
I wanted to offer each of Willem's ex-wives and children a chapter 
to give their opinion of him, but I didn't know how to handle 
Willem's dead child. I think his name will be Lourens. And I think he 
would have died too young to leave any record of his thoughts 
behind. And then, while watching the autumn leaves shimmering in the 
sun, I suddenly thought: Give the chapter the same heading as the 
others - Lourens' version, like Renée's version and Maurice's version - 
but leave it blank.   
 



It's nothing new - Lawrence Sterne did something similar 250 years 
ago in Tristram Shandy, didn't he? - but it's the first time in my 
writing career that I feel justified to leave a page blank. As if 
admitting that sometimes words are not enough. That the thoughts 
of a child who died too young will always be unknowable. 
 
You can't write everything, can you? 

 (View during one of my autumn walks) 
 
Monday 16 November 
The terror attacks on Friday the 13th in Paris did not only disrupt 
what I thought would be a peaceful weekend – I was sad and 
shocked and worried about friends and LitNet asked me to write 
something about it – but it also disrupted my story.  
 
Somewhere in the last month I decided that the dateline for this 
story was Thursday 12 to Sunday 15 November. I'd known from the 
start that it would have to be 4 days over a weekend in November, 
but then I started writing chapter 7 where Willem and his son visit 
the newly re-opened Rodin museum in Hotel Biron. And since the 



museum only re-opened on the 12th, I can't set the story during any 
previous weekend in November.  
 
But after what happened on Friday, I couldn’t possibly set the story 
over this specific weekend in Paris without changing everything and 
bringing in the terror attacks. 
 
My first thought was, well, maybe I could simply shift it to the 
next weekend. But that obviously wouldn't work either, because Paris 
is not going to be 'normal' by next weekend.  
 
I wonder if Paris will ever be 'normal' again. 
 
So I'll have to use poetic license, as we do so often when we write 
fiction. I won't pin down a specific date, just keep it vague, a 
weekend in November 2015. Pretend that the Paris attacks never 
happened. If only I could wipe out real-life terror as easily as I 
could wipe it out in my story!    
 
Friday 20 November 2015 
And just as I was getting really doubtful about the time frame of 
my story – thinking I might have to change it to another season, 
another time – because apart from the Paris terror attacks there 
was also the question of the SA literary prize that Willem was 
fleeing from and I couldn't recall an SA literary award this late in 
the year, I thought they'd all been done and dusted earlier in the year, 
I get this sign. No, I don't believe in signs, but yesterday I heard 
that the Rapport-MNet Prize winners had just been announced. 
Perfect timing for my novel! That's what I thought.  
 
I might not even have to invent an imaginary literary award, I could 
actually use these real awards in the story – just give them a 
slightly different name? -  and simply move the announcement to the  
 



weekend rather than the middle of the week. And invent a glamorous 
prize-giving ceremony in Joburg? 
 
This is what I love about writing fiction. When real life bursts in 
like this.  
 
Meanwhile it was a difficult writing week, because I had to do all 
these stories and interviews about the atmosphere in France after 
the Paris attacks, and it was only yesterday that I got into my stride 
again. Hope to complete the chapter with Willem and his son in the 
Rodin museum today. Opened the scene with Maurice studying the 
Gates of Hell. 

(The Gates of Hell, Hotel 
Biron, Paris) 
 



 
Friday 27 November 
And then – suddenly! - everything shifted and the whole story 
changed. Yesterday, after I'd written Jackie's interview with Willem  
in Les Deux Magots, while wondering where the two of them could 
eat on a Friday night, the thought struck me. Why not the 11th 
arrondissement where the terrorist attacks took place on Friday  
the 13th?  
 
Why not keep the date line of the story as I originally intended, from 
Thursday 12 – Sunday 15 November, and make the Paris attacks part of 
the story?  
 
Willem and Jackie could have a narrow escape, leaving one of the 
cafés just before the terrorists’ strike, which would probably 
force Willem to reconsider his suicide plans. I mean, there's nothing 
like experiencing death close-up to make you appreciate life, is 
there?  
 
So I spent most of yesterday researching the Paris attacks, the 
exact time line, the locations, studying maps and looking at videos and 
pictures and reading media stories. I don't know if I'll be able to pull 
it off, but it would definitely add another dimension to the story, so 
I want to at least try it. 
 
It scares me, terribly, but I always claim I need to write about 
what scares me. I believe I write better when I'm scared. Out of 
my comfort zone. And what happened in Paris on Friday the 13th is 
way out of my comfort zone. 
 
 And what can I lose by trying? A few weeks of writing time? If it 
works, on the other hand, I can gain much more than I could 
possibly lose. So here I go. Close my eyes and jump. 
 



 

(Les Deux Magots where 
Willem and Jackie order 
chocolat chaud) 



Tuesday 8 December 
By now I've been researching the Paris attacks for nearly 2 weeks, 
and at the moment I'm describing a metro trip just after the attack 
at the restaurant where Willem and Jackie were dining, so I'm 
literally writing this part of the chapter with a huge Paris metro 
map spread open on the floor next to my desk.  
 
I knew from the start that I would have to spend a few days in 
Paris while writing this story about Paris, but now I realise I 
should write as much of the story as possible before I go to 
Paris, so that I can check all the places and facts I've used in the 
story while I'm there. (Can't afford to return a few weeks later, not 
with the state of the SA rand ruining my finances.) For instance this 
trip on the metro from Charonne station past Voltaire station up to 
République, where Willem and Jackie catch the RER A Line to 
Maisons-Lafitte, would have to be undertaken with a stopwatch, 
more or less, to check how much time for dialogue I have between 
each stop of the metro. So it's not just a question of taking 
pictures of the restaurants and museums that Willem visits, it's 
much more precise than that. 
 
I'm aiming for a Paris visit in mid-January, when I should be finished 
with at least a rough draft of the chapters dealing with Willem in 
Paris up to the Saturday night when he does not win the Big Prize in 
SA. Whatever happens on the Sunday, Willem's last day in Paris and 
maybe on earth, I'll have to make up as I go along. I still don't know 
how the story is going to end.  
 
I'm even considering using 2 different endings and letting the reader 
choose the one he/she prefers.  
 
Wednesday 30 December  
Exactly what I feared would happen over the 'festive days' has 
happened. I stopped writing - last week because I had to buy gifts 



and food and prepare the family celebration; over the weekend 
because I had to recover from all the celebrating; this week 
because we travelled to Vichy to visit Lynn and Olivier... And I won't 
be working until next week, because tomorrow we travel to the 
Languedoc to spend New Year's Eve in a stone cottage in Vieussan, 
only returning on Saturday. Next bloody year. And on Sunday I'll be 
washing clothes and filling up the fridge and cleaning the house so 
that I have no excuse not to work on Monday morning. 
 
What was I thinking when I thought I'd be able to continue writing 
in these circumstances? 
 
I feel weak, feeble, not committed enough.  
 
To prove to myself that I'm not totally lacking self-discipline, I read 
through the whole ms tonight. (Lazily, in front of the fire in the 
lounge.) But now I feel a little bit better because (a) I'm picking up 
the thread of the story again, so I'll save some time on Monday 
morning, and (b) after reading it all again, with at least the tiniest bit 
of distance if not objectivity, my verdict is that I'm doing OK.  
So far.    

(Christmas Eve with the family at home – Not Writing) 



Thursday 31 December 2015 
Afrikaans author Chris Barnard died earlier in the week, and among his 
many wise words that have been quoted in the media, the phrase that 
struck me most was this one (roughly translated): 'I know from 
painful experience that a novel is at its very best until just before 
you start writing the first sentence. After that, sentence by 
sentence, you start limiting its possibilities.' Oh, how I identify with 
these heart breaking words! I am now more than halfway through 
my novel's first draft, and the possibilities are getting less and less.  
 
Wednesday 6 January 2016 
Thank heavens the festive season is over and I can write again in 
peace and quiet. The Charlie Hebdo massacre that happened exactly a 
year ago is commemorated this week in the French media, so of 
course there's also a lot of talk about the November 13 attacks, 
which I find rather helpful to keep me in the right mood while 
writing my story. Just finished the chapter where Willem and Jackie 
take the RER train on the Saturday morning after the attacks, and 
soon I want them visiting the Place de la République where all the 
candles and flowers and messages were placed in the days following 
these attacks.   
 
But first I have to write another chapter from an ex-wife's POV. 
As with the other exes, it took me a few days of pondering to 'hear' 
Zoë's voice before I could start writing down her words, but this 
morning I think I've got it.  
 
Meanwhile all the negotiations with NB and Penguin are more or less 
done – I didn't want to write about it last month, first wanted to 
see what happened – so Penguin's big media announcement will 
probably be made within a week or 2. Which means that the title  
of the novel will be out there, very soon, and expectations will  
start rising.  
 



Misverstand. That's the title that's been creeping up on me, following 
me around, finally overwhelming me. By now I can't even imagine any 
other title. But that doesn't mean I want the whole bloody world 
waiting for me to deliver the book with this title! I suppose it's a 
good thing, marketing-wise, but it's very, very scary on the creative 
side. Every now and then I have to take a huge breath and do some 
yoga to calm my nerves and convince myself that I can write a 
successful, humorous, serious, thought-provoking novel.  
 
Yes, I can. Done it before. Can do it again. Why do I feel like I'm 
whistling while walking past a cemetery? I'm scared shitless. That's 
the awful truth. 
 
Friday 15 January 
Oh shit, another frustrating week with life happening and preventing 
all my plans to work on my novel. Started with the news of David 
Bowie's death on Monday morning, which I felt I had to write about 
for LitNet, then the next day I had to write my monthly magazine 
column, and then André J sent the new script for Stiltetyd/Time 
Out which Alain and I have to translate into French so that André 
can send it to a French director who might or might not be 
interested, and I had lots of correspondence about an Italian 
publisher buying Rhinocephants on the Roof and getting another slot 
at the Afrikaans Festival in Amsterdam in April and a TV interview 
while I'm in SA for the Woordfees in March and the final contract 
negotiations with Penguin, and in between all of this I had to work 
on the interview with Sally Andrew which I'd promised my Dutch 
publisher (who's also publishing Sally's Recipes for Love and 
Murder), so there was only one full day when I actually managed to 
write my novel.  
 
Still, I can't say no to any of these other propositions because they 
can all help me sell a few books or earn a few much-needed pennies. 
The SA rand is still in free-fall and I really don't know how much 



longer I can survive in Europe. So I'm just trying to take it one 
month at a time, working my arse off and waiting for a miracle. 
 
Right, enough already. Let me stop making excuses and start writing 
NOW. Hopefully I can finish Zoë's chapter today and get started on 
the scene with Willem and his son in the Luxembourg gardens playing 
with those silly little toy boats... 
 
Friday 22 January 
And another week gone with so many wasted hours! In my head I'm 
working on my novel, but my hands are busy writing other stuff for 
much-needed freelance money (more interviews for magazines) or for 
far-fetched dreams (spent 4 days translating/correcting/proofreading 
the French movie script of Time Out). Haven't even had time for 
reading anything for my own pleasure!  
 
I often get upset when authors claim that they don't read while 
working on a novel because they're too involved in their own writing or 
don't want to be influenced by someone else's style or some such 
lame excuse – and now I haven't read a book for a whole week. And 
tonight, when I could be spending a lazy Friday night reading in front 
of the fire, I'll probably be making notes for the next chapter of the 
novel because I'm feeling far too guilty to simply sit and read.  
 
I'm more or less done with the chapters in the Luxembourg gardens 
and around Place de la République, where Willem introduces his son 
to Jackie, so now Willem has to let his son go. How does a father 
do that? If he doesn't know when – if ever – he will see his son 
again?  
 



(Place de la République after the attacks) 
 
Friday 29 January 
Every word you write in your blog/journal, is a word you're not 
writing in your novel. I'm paraphrasing, but this is more or less what 
I read on FB this morning. I suppose I could add: Every minute you 
spend on FB, is a minute less spent working on your novel. Although 
it was not my blog or FB hampering my progress this week, but a 
lousy cold striking on Tuesday night, on the way to Avignon to listen 
to Nathalie Dessaye singing Fauré and other French composers. I 
spent the past 3 days doping myself with pills just to keep working, 
but working in such a doped condition is far from ideal, so I 
couldn't finish the chapter with Willem and Jackie revisiting La Belle 



Equipe. Will try to plot 2 more chapters over the weekend (while 
knitting the jersey I promised Mia). 
(Bataclan, Boulevard Voltaire) 

 
Thursday 4 February 
So now it's out there. The title and the theme of my new novel were 
announced in Penguin's official press release yesterday and this 
morning my mug shot was exhibited on the front page of Die Burger 
(next to Zuma's mug shot!), above the newspaper’s name, with the 
breaking news: Marita writes a new novel. Yup. I suppose its 
wonderful publicity, many authors might trade their mothers for 
this kind of exposure, but all I can say is it scares the hell out  
of me.  
 
But then again, I always maintain that I write best when I'm scared, 
don't I? I've been putting a lot of pressure on myself to make this 
book a worthwhile read, now there's just more pressure added from 
outside. Might be exactly what I need to actually finish a first draft 
before I fly to SA later this month. 
 



Monday 8 February 
I was working on Sophia's chapter over the weekend – not just 
plotting as I often do over weekends, but actually abandoning my 
cosy place on the couch next to fire, braving my cold and lonely 
'office', planting myself in front of my PC and typing 2 or 3 pages. 
This is a major achievement and can mean only one thing: I'm nearing 
the end. This mare is smelling the stable and now wants to gallop 
home. 
 
I loved finding Sophia's voice, because she is 12 years old and 
difficult to get right, but she provides a link to my writing for 
children and adolescents. I couldn't help thinking that many, if not 
most, authors of adult fiction probably wouldn't be able to write 
convincingly from the viewpoint of a modern-day near-adolescent. Ag, 
nee, man! Now it sounds as if I'm gloating and maybe I didn't manage 
to make her convincing after all, so let me just shut up and return 
to my normal state of incurable uncertainty.  
 
Wednesday 17 February 
The first draft is more or less done, I've printed it out to pack in 
my suitcase, to take to SA, to maybe find some time to read it down 
there. Don't want to hand it over officially before I've done my fact 
checking in Paris this weekend, and again in 3 weeks' time when I 
return from SA. But I guess the actual imagining-and-writing 
process is done. I have a manuscript. 
 
So why am I not more excited?!?  
 
Mostly because I'm too exhausted for excitement.  
 
But probably also because I've written enough novels to know it's 
never over when you think it's over. At this stage I'm so hopelessly 
subjective I have no clue how much I would have to rewrite, cut 
or add. I think its kind of working as it is, I hope I won't have to 



change too much, but I just don't have a fucking clue.  
 
I'm hoping in a month's time, if I manage to read it with a little bit 
of distance, I'd be a better judge of my own worth. 

(With friends and fellow-writers Irna van Zyl and Karin Brynard and 
our Penguin editor Fourie Botha at the Stellenbosch woordfees) 
 
Tuesday 22 March 2016 
Back after nearly a month in SA and 2 days of fact checking in Paris. 
Took every train and metro my characters take, visited all the parks 
and restaurants they visit, followed their footsteps along the banks 
of the Seine, across all the beautiful bridges, down the backstreets 
and up the boulevards. Had lunch under the trees at the Rodin 
museum, like Willem and his son, and hot chocolate in Les Deux 
Magots, like Willem and Jackie. Visited Place de la République, hung 
out quite a while next to the Grand Bassin in the Jardin du 



Luxembourg, walked up and down Boulevard Voltaire, taking many pics 
and making notes.  
 
Then I read the ms again, for the first time in a month, and still felt 
surprisingly satisfied with it. Maybe I'm still too subjective to know 
what the hell I'm doing. Changed very little, even after my 2 Paris 
visits, edited some of the Paris descriptions, but not nearly as much 
as I thought I would.  
 
And then, today, as I was editing the scenes about the aftermath of 
the terror attacks, the same bloody thing happened in Brussels. So I 
sat editing my Paris terror scenes while watching TV footage about 
the Brussels terror scenes. And every word I wrote during the past 
months sprang up like a flame in front of my eyes. It's not over, 
every flame repeated, it's not over, it's not over, it's not over. 

(One of Willem's possible views of the Notre Dame as he wanders 
through Paris) 
 
 
Thursday 24 March  



Phew. Sent the ms to my Penguin editor very late last night. Now I 
have to wait, in this horribly vulnerable state, for a couple of weeks. 
I hope my previous editor is going to read it, and maybe Kerneels and 
maybe Danie, but I'm leaving those decisions to the editor. I just 
hope that whoever reads it won't take too long to release me from 
my misery.  
 
Because that is how it still feels. Even after all these years of 
writing all these novels. This period when you let go and expose the 
precious thing to outsiders' eyes for the very first time is pure 
misery. No other word. 
 
Why do I feel so unsure of myself? Probably because the world is 
so full of fools feeling sure of themselves and their opinions and 
their choices and their words. I don't want to be like that. I'd 
rather stay unsure. Even though at this moment my state of being 
unsure is completely unbearable.  
 
Thursday 31 March 
Waiting. Counting the days. Feeling irritated and insecure and taking it 
out on my husband and daughter. Suppose I have to rewrite the 
whole bloody ms??? No. Even if the few people who read it at this 
stage don't love it, it can't possibly be all bad. I'm whistling as I 
walk past the graveyard to keep myself brave. And it doesn't help. Not 
a fuck.  
 
Friday 1 April 2016 
Got the first professional reader's report back today. She seems to 
like it, she says some wonderful things, BUT she also says she 
doesn't have enough empathy with my protagonist, his reasons for 
wanting to write himself off don't come across convincingly enough, 
she seems to want him less melancholy and more openly depressed. 
And I think no, no, no, I DO NOT WANT a clinically depressed 
character. Because I believe anybody at that age can sometimes 



consider ending it all. Just for the hell of it. Because of the sheer 
meaninglessness of life.  
 
The reader also seems to think it might be politically incorrect to 
'joke' with suicide. Especially against the backdrop of terror attacks. 
And I think (despairingly) of how the world has changed in the past 
quarter of a century. My first adult novel started with a woman 
sticking her head in an oven to kill herself, then getting a fright when 
she sees a cockroach and spending the rest of the night cleaning the 
oven. Why wasn't that considered 'joking' with suicide? And then I 
think, for fuck's sake, I WANT TO satirize suicide, I want to have 
black humour in this book, I want to say writers have the right to 
satirize anything. I want to stand up against this ever-increasing 
politically correct censorship. And even worse, self-censorship.  
 
So I'm upset. Yes. Fortunately I also heard today that I won a 
prestigious prize given every 3 years by the SA Academy for my latest 
youth novel (Swemlesse vir 'n meermin) – and I suddenly remembered 
how terribly upset I'd been when I got the reader's report for that 
novel. It was one of the most antagonistic and negative reports I'd 
ever received. Basically the reader wanted me to rewrite everything 
from scratch, changing the whole concept of the story, writing a 
different book. And for the first time in my life I said no, I needed 
to trust my own instinct here. So I wrote a long letter to the 
publisher explaining why I can't agree with the reader's report and 
why I refuse to listen to any of it. I insisted on another report 
from someone else - which was much more positive, thank heavens 
- and in the end I actually changed very little.  
 
But the point is I had lost so much confidence in my youth novel – 
because of the first devastating reader's report – that I was utterly 
astounded today when I heard this very same book had been chosen 
as the most outstanding Afrikaans youth novel of the past 3 years. 
And I kept thinking of this throughout the day. The reader's report 



for my new novel is in a completely different category, not 
antagonistic at all, and there's a lot in there I probably should listen 
to. BUT the reader disagrees with me on certain points, which to me 
seem vitally important.  
 
So the question is, am I going to give in or am I going to resist?  
To be (myself) or not to be (myself). Ha! That is the question, 
after all.  
 
So on Monday I'm going to ask my editor for at least one more 
reader's report, this time from a man, preferably a straight man, 
preferably one who's been through a divorce or 2 like my protagonist. 
And while I'm waiting – more agony! Why am I doing this to myself? 
- I'll use the time constructively to decide what I can change in the 
novel. And what I can't, what I won't, what has to stay no matter 
what the consequences. 

 
Friday 22 April 

(Taken 9 months ago just after 
the youth novel was published) 



Three weeks later and I'm still waiting for another report. Wish I 
could get rid of the anxiety and insecurity but I simply can't. 
Meanwhile I started rewriting some parts of the ms - mostly a 
question of adding a few paragraphs or deleting a couple of 
sentences, but I want to wait for another reader's opinion before I 
make more drastic changes to the last part of the story. Feels as if 
I'm not really living, only hanging in there waiting for some form of 
deliverance.  
 
Monday 25 April  
Deliverance! Well. I'm not sure. Finally got the readers' report I've 
been waiting for, absolutely glowingly positive, but it hasn't cheered 
me up as much as I thought it would. Now I think maybe its just 
luck that this one reader loved the story. Maybe no one else, except 
me, will ever love it.  
 
I also wonder why I couldn't receive this rave report together with 
the less positive report - then I could've read the 2 reports 
together, and added the editor's remarks, and I wouldn't have spent 
the past month in such a state of unproductive anxiety. 
 
Then again, maybe it's good that the 1st report forced me to 
thoroughly question everything I'd written. Now I know what I can't 
change and I can give reasons for why I can't change it. And it's 
always better if this kind of self-questioning happens before the 
book is published rather than afterwards. That's why I insist on 
readers' reports, after all! 
 
So now I must simply dig in my heels and get the rewriting done. 
#nomoreexcuses 
 
 
 
Friday 29 April 



I've been editing/reworking/rewriting about a chapter or 2 a day for 
the past 2 weeks, now getting to the more difficult 2nd half of the 
story where things take a more serious turn. Would love to have 
finished by next Friday – as a birthday gift to myself – and if I keep 
going at this rate, I might just do it.  
 
But now I suddenly have to check the English subtitles for the 
Koue kos movie too – which is much more time-consuming that I 
thought it would be. Spent the whole morning on about 18 minutes 
of film time, making my changes, checking the director's changes, 
commenting on the translator's comments. Wish I could spend the 
whole of next week on my own in a hotel somewhere, cut off from 
all household demands, no washing, cooking, shopping, just 
concentrating on Misverstand.  
 
Wouldn't that be lovely. Meanwhile it's a question of dream on, baby, 
and keep on juggling, same as always. 
 
Monday 2 May 2016 
I don't know if I'm going to make it in time for my birthday. Alain is 
taking me to Jan-Hendrik's restaurant in Nice, and it is such a long 
drive, 8 hours there and back, that I feel we need to celebrate more 
than just a birthday! If we can celebrate finishing a new novel at the 
same time, it would really be worthwhile, wouldn't it? 
 
On the other hand, even if I do finish in time, I wouldn't be able to 
celebrate because it's not really finished, is it? There might be more 
rewriting, and then there's the whole drawn-out editing process, and 
then I will have to work through the translation, and then read and 
correct the first proofs, and then the second proofs and the final 
proofs, and, and, ad bloody infinitum.  
 
 
In fact, the only exhilarating moment of achievement I ever 



experience in the writing process – and it really is only a moment – is 
when I hold the published book in my hands for the first time. Only 
then do I get that feeling of 'It is done' that other writers seem to 
get the moment they write the last sentence.  
 
Thursday night 5 May 
Deon Meyer recently told me he does a mad happy dance through his 
whole house after he's written the last sentence of a novel. That's 
the level of elation most other writers seem to experience. I finally 
wrote the last sentence, in time for my birthday tomorrow, and now 
I'm so damn tired I can't feel anything except exhaustion.    
 
And this strange sense of anti-climax that I get every time I 'finish' 
a book.  All these weeks and months and sometimes years of work 
for this?  
 
And I know I still have to reread everything before I send it off to 
my publisher. So after tomorrow's celebrations in Nice, I'll spend 
the weekend reading and correcting and undoubtedly making more 
changes, and printing it all out all over again...  
 
Before I finally send it off sometime early next week?  
 
But enough of writing.  
 
Now I have to live a little.  
 
Even if just for tomorrow.  
 
 
 
 



(Celebrating my birthday and nearing the end of another novel at Jan, 
Nice) 
 
Tuesday 10 May 
Of course I made hundreds of small changes when I reread 
everything over the weekend, but last night I finally pressed the send 
button.  
 
Now the baby is in Penguin's hands again, and I can catch up with a 
busload of other work that got left behind during the past weeks, 
including checking the subtitles for the Koue kos movie and doing 
about 3 media interviews and writing promised features for 2 
different magazines. So here I go again, no rest for the weary – but 
at least it's a different kind of work.  
 
After a novel every other kind of writing actually feels easy.  
 
Friday 20 May 
Delighted to hear that the editing process has started this week – 
and the editor is Marietjie van Rooyen, my old Sarie colleague with 



whom I shared an office a lifetime ago, so this has the feel of a 
joyful reunion. She is apparently thrilled to be editing my novel, 
immediately started working, already sent the first questions about 
the use of italics and single quotation marks versus double 
quotation marks, etc. I'm sure her enthusiasm and professional 
attitude will smooth this last part of the rocky road.  
 
She's aiming to return the first corrected version to me before mid-
June, and the final version by the end of June, before I fly to SA 
again, so that Annelize Visser can start translating – another co-
worker I'm thrilled to have! Annelize did such a marvellous job on 
previous translations of my work that she has now automatically 
become my first choice for translating. So I'm chuffed that Fourie 
managed to secure her for this job too. 
 
Meanwhile I can tend to my garden – the real one outside, not the 
metaphorical one I've been tending on paper all these months – just 
in time for summer. The glycine, the banksia roses and all the other 

roses are flowering spectacularly 
this season, better than they've ever 
looked since I planted them. It 
was the first time that I pruned 
the roses, quite severely, and I gave 
them more fertiliser than other 
years, and also weeded more 
thoroughly around them – and voilà, 
now I can enjoy the results of my 
hard work. I'm sure there's some 
lesson about writing in this whole 
experience... 

 (Banksia roses) 



(Glycine) 
 
Friday 27 May  
Another good thing happened this week. I was trying to work up 
enough courage to ask Georges Lory if he would consider reading my 
ms, since he's the only 'real' Frenchman I know who understands 
Afrikaans well enough to be able to give me advice, literary advice as 
well as practical advice about Paris where he lives. (He's the 
translator of Breyten Breytenbach and other famous Afrikaans 
literary figures, and I think he also translated the last Deon Meyer.) 
And then, while I was still procrastinating and feeling insecure, he 
contacted me! He heard through the grapevine that I've been working 
on a new novel and he offered to read it!  
 
Yay, I thought, and immediately printed it out and posted it to Paris – 
and by last night he'd already read the first 4 chapters. He seems to 
be liking it so far. He made a few suggestions for French words that 



sound better than the specific words I chose, and we agreed that 
we'd skype sometime next week to talk about any further 
suggestions.  
 
Meanwhile Marietjie is making good progress with the editing process. 
Everything seems to be on track for meeting our end-of-June 
deadline. And I'm already up to my neck in about 10 other projects 
that I've been postponing for months while working on the novel,  
 
But it's beginning to feel real. At last. It might just be possible that 
I've actually pulled it off once again.  
 
Monday 30 May 
Georges thinks it's a good novel, says he wanted to keep reading to 
know the ending. Even better, he read the ms with the meticulous eye 
of an editor and gave me page-by-page notes last night on the phone. 
Thank heavens it's all small stuff, a few French words misspelled, 
the title of a book or the name of a shop that I can still easily 
change, no major fuck-ups with the geography of Paris or the 
description of Paris scenes. I am deeply indebted to him for this 
advice. 
 
Also heard from Harry K, my other male soundboard/early 
reader/whatever last night. He likes Willem! Quite a relief after my 
first 2 outside readers seemed to have trouble liking him or even 
feeling empathy with him in the earlier version of the ms. Maybe it's 
because I stuffed in little clues about his childhood, maybe it's 
just because he becomes slightly more self-aware and likeable 
towards the end of this version, I don't know, I'm just glad. I mean, 
I like him, in spite of all his faults, maybe even because of all his 
faults, and I would like the reader to feel some form of empathy 
with him. Even if it's love/hate empathy. As long as there's feeling 
involved.  
 



Tuesday 31 May 
Harry also gives some advice on scenes I could still shorten, a few 
phrases I could still cut, and he suggests adding another sex scene, 
a funny sex scene, but it's too late for that now. I am definitely at 
the trimming-down stage. It is now a question of trim, trim, trim; 
not adding anything if I can help it. But he thinks my action 
descriptions - the night of the terror attacks - work very well. Huge 
relief, once again, because those were the scenes I'd been most 
scared to write. Finally he thinks I might be up to something new 
here, broadening my writing horison, which is of course what I am 
hoping myself. 
 
So now I'm waiting for Marietjie to send me the first edited version 
– I'll let her know of Georges's corrections today – and then I can 
make a few more cuts. We're aiming for me to read the first edited 
version in about 2 weeks, after my short 'working holiday' on Lesbos 
at the end of this week and my Venice family outing at the end of 
the following week. Meanwhile I'll have enough time to decide exactly 
where I can still cut those 2 scenes that Harry suggests might 
need some reigning in: Willem and Jackie in the touristy Deux Magots 
and then in the seedy bar near Avenue de Flandres.  
 
I wanted to say the end is near and then I realised no, not at all, 
because after we're done with the editing we have to start with the 
translating process, so it's still quite a long road ahead. But OK, my 
time to still change the ms is running out. It's a thought that's 
agonising and euphoric at the same time. I'm yearning to be done with 
it – to get my life back, as I always feel at the end of a book – yet 
I'm so so so scared to let go and to know I can't change anything 
anymore. Publish and be damned. Or praised. Or whatever.    
   


