
Tuesday 3 October 2017  
Molyvos, Lesbos 
 
It seems appropriate that I find myself on an island just before I have to start 
writing the first words of a novel that will be set, at least partly, on an island. 
Not the same island, of course. I'm presenting a week-long writers' workshop 
on a Greek island, and I'm planning to write about the island of Cuba. But 
something about the atmosphere of this island – maybe simply the omnipresence 
of blue, blue sea and blue sky wherever I look – prepares me for my fictional 
journey to another island. 
 
It reminds me of my visit to Amsterdam two years ago, just before I started 
writing Misverstand/You Lost Me. At that stage I had an idea of the story in my 
head, but I was still thinking of setting it in a South African city, probably 
Johannesburg. I needed those few days of walking the streets of an old 
European city, feeling simultaneously at home and alienated, to convince me that 
my protagonist should be dumped in a European city. I even briefly considered 
letting Willem Prins spend his long weekend in Amsterdam – until I realised that 
other Afrikaans authors like Etienne van Heerden and Marlene van Niekerk knew 
that city so much better than me and had written whole books about it. 
Whereas I know Paris and the French better than most Afrikaans writers.  
 
So Willem Prins flew to Paris – and then the terror attacks of 13 November 
happened while I was writing, and became part of my story. If I had set the 
story in Amsterdam, it would have been a completely different book.  
 
This time, though, I know that Cuba has to be part of my story; I just don't 
know, yet, how big a part Cuba is going to play. I want to do just enough 
background reading to start writing – and see where the story takes me. Drifting 
with the stream of my story in this frighteningly big and scary sea of stories. 
And hoping I wash ashore with something of value? 
 
 
 

 



Monday 9 October  
Molyvos, Lesbos 
 
The writing workshop is over, my 'students' have flown away, and I have 2 days 
left on the island for dreaming of my new novel and reading about the SA 'Bush 
War' of the 70's and 80's. How weird that feels, reading about events in such a 
far-off place in such a far-off time. Staring at the Aegean Sea, thinking of 
Homer and Greek myths, while imagining the horrors of the Angolan bush with 
teenager boys brutally killing each other.   

 
My main character might be called Theresa. No surname yet. And her dead first 
husband, perhaps her only husband, will be Theo van Velden. He was a SADF 
conscript fighting in Angola in the 70's and many years later, after his death, 
Theresa finds a blood-stained letter addressed to someone in Cuba among his 
personal documents. She sets off on a journey to Cuba to try and find the 
person for whom this letter was written. 
 
This is about all I know clearly at this stage. I think Theresa will be a first 
person narrator. But there must be parts seen through Theo's POV, maybe 
letters or diary writings. I need a female protagonist to say something about  
 

My Greek foot on a Greek island 



that ghastly war which led to a whole genre of Afrikaans fiction called 
'Grensliteratuur' - a male and macho genre to which female writers had almost 
no access.     
 
Monday 16 October  
 
Back home after my island adventure - and furiously researching the Border War 
and the Cuban participation and the SADF on internet. Once again I am 
astonished at what one can find on internet. Once again I wonder how we ever 
wrote novels before internet. 
 
During the past few days I have learned more than I ever knew about the 
organisation and the operations of the SA army, the units, the uniforms, the 
date lines of the different operations in the Border War. And found some 
amazing videos of soldiers and ex-conscripts talking. Watched every episode of a 
kykNET series called Grensoorlog and documentary films about the Cuban part in 
this war. Found a fascinating website called www.warinangola.com which not 
only provides lists of honour of South African soldiers killed in the war, but 
also of hundreds of Cubans sacrificed. More than 50 of the Cubans share the 
surname Gonzalez/Gonsalez and almost as many are called Fernandez.  
 
I'll have to stop this background research at some stage to start the actual 
writing, even if I don't know yet where the story is going, just to make a start. 
It is always tempting to continue researching indefinitely, simply to postpone 
the actual writing, because writing is so much harder than researching. I think 
I'll give myself a deadline. Before the end of the month I have to start writing a 
few pages from Theresa's POV. I can always continue the research about 
Theo's army experience while I'm writing. 

 
Friday 20 October  
 
Creating extensive CV's for Theresa and Theo. Theresa Marais? Maybe that's her 
name? I don't know yet. 
 



Anyway, she's a journalist - maybe on the editing side of a magazine? Woman's 
magazine or weekly? Time will tell. She met Theo while they were both doing an 
honours course in journalism - at Stellenbosch University? - in the early 
eighties. They have a tempestuous relationship and finally a destructive marriage 
until the early nineties when all the cracks in Theo's psyche cause him to 
disintegrate spectacularly. They divorce, she continues her life as best she can, 
he spends the rest of his shattered life in and out of mental institutions.  
 
The story starts, I think, where she hears of his death – they haven't had any 
contact for many years – and she goes through a box of his personal belongings 
that got left behind in the house after the divorce. She finds a letter addressed 
to somebody unknown in Cuba (with a translation?) and realises that this 
tangible object, which he'd stolen from a dead Cuban soldier, was probably one 
of the main causes of his mental breakdown. And she decides to travel to Cuba 
to try and deliver the letter – more than forty years after it has been written.   
 
Tuesday 24 October 
 
And suddenly today it struck me. I need to apply for a bursary. Or some sort 
of financial help. If I want to write this novel the way it should be written, I 
cannot do it with one eye on the calendar trying to work out how long I can 
survive – and maintain my children at university – before my money runs out. At 
the rate the SA rand is falling, all my money will be gone anyway by the end of 
next year – and I know it's impossible to finish and publish the novel by then.  
 
So that's what I'll do this week.  
 
Frustrates me that I'll have to take 2 or 3 precious days off from working on 
the novel to attend to money matters, but I have to take the long-term view. If 
I do get the bursary, it will change my life - and the book I'm writing! - and if 
I don't get it, at least I would have worked out my project, my working plan and 
my datelines on paper. I'll need to do this to apply for any kind of funding, and 
that would undoubtedly help me at this early stage to get a clearer picture of 
my future story.     



Friday 27 October  
 
It's done. I wrote an application letter, worked out a new cv and a project plan 
and everything else needed to apply for a bursary. Don't know if I have a 
snowball's hope in hell of succeeding – but if I don't try, I won't succeed 
anyway. And I have to remind myself of Beckett, as always: No matter. Try again. 
Fail again. Fail better.    
 
That's really becoming the motto of my life. 
 
Saturday 28 October  
 
Taratataaaa! Wrote the first words, sentences, paragraphs. Let the trumpets 
sound. When I was younger, it all seemed so natural, this writing of fiction, it 
was simply what I did. The older I get, the more astonished I become at how 
the creative process actually works. The more scared that it will stop working? 
It's not a 'natural' way of living, or of earning a living, that much I know now. 
And that's about all I know. The older I get, the less I know.  
 
Monday 30 October  
 
I have written 3 pages – and the fear is not so all-consuming any more, it is 
settling down somewhere in the region of my stomach rather than paralyzing my 
whole body. More dread than naked fear at this stage. After all these years of 
writing it gets more difficult with each book to simply start the writing 
process. The first sentence, the first paragraph, the first few pages. Once that 
is achieved, I can find a kind of rhythm, like dancing, that I have to feel each day 
to continue. Less cerebral thinking, more intuition. Less brains, more gut feeling.  
 
Of course each single day I'll still do everything in my power to postpone the 
start of the dance. To open the dancefloor as it were. Because the white 
screen is as intimidating as an empty dancefloor. The most important difference 
is that the dancefloor is scary because you are watched and judged while you  
 



dance – and the screen is frightening because your dancing words will be read and 
judged at a later stage. But judged you will be judged. 
 
So stop thinking, Marita, and continue the dance. 
 
Sunday 5 November 2017 
Lille, France 
 
Lost a few days of writing this week because we had to drive Mia up to Lille 
after her first university holidays and spend some time in Lille to help her find 
accommodation. She's been camping on a couch and living out of a suitcase in 
her cousin's home for 2 months and getting really despondent because she 
couldn't find an affordable flat or a room in a house to share with other 
students.  
 
But the good news is she now has a flat, very conveniently situated although 
very noisy, and I can get on with my novel. And since I managed to do some 
writing on the 10-hour drive up north, I'll be able to finish the first chapter 
early in this week. Massive sense of achievement, just thinking of this. One 
small step that feels like one giant leap in the life of this new book. 
 
Thursday 9 November  
  
Had a lovely surprise today – which might turn out to be a very nasty shock. I 
need a specific reference book about the Border War, but because it is so 
heavy, I couldn't buy it each time I've been in SA during the past year – too 
many other books to fit into my overloaded suitcase. So I tried buying it on 
amazon.com, where I usually find used copies of books at a fraction of the 
price, but to my astonishment this book's price was even higher on internet than 
in the shops - and that's before adding the hefty postage fee. So I finally 
ordered it from the publishers, thinking my author's discount would at least 
make up for a part of the postage fee. 
 
I knew it would take at least 6 weeks to arrive, so I was amazed when it was 
delivered at my front door yesterday. But then I realised it had been sent by 
courier, not mail as I requested, and the courier service could turn out 
ridiculously expensive for me. For the moment I don't know what it cost as the 



account wasn't attached, but I immediately contacted the person at the 
publishers from whom I'd ordered the book to explain the problem and he 
answered that he would 'look into the case' and get back to me.  
 
Meanwhile I'll just have to start using the book - it's not as if I could post it 
back to SA and ask them to resend it to me by ordinary mail! - and deal with the 
courier bill whenever that arrives. I'm trying to be positive and see this as a sign 
that I really need this book now, not later in my research, but damn it. I'm so 
bloody broke with having to pay 2 
months' rent at once for Mia's 
new flat in Lille, and the SA rand 
is still sinking due to all the 
chaos around Zuma, so I have to 
look really carefully at every penny 
before I spend it. And Daniel's 
laptop crashed, and he can't 
continue his masters in 
architecture without a state-of-
the-art Macbook, so I'll have to 
buy him one before the end of the 
month.  
 
Problem is my own tablet also 
crashed last month, and I 
couldn't afford to buy myself a 
new laptop because Mia needed one 
when she started her design 
studies in September. I thought maybe by Christmas I'll be able to buy myself 
one as a Christmas gift from me to me, but now I realise if I have to buy one 
for Daniel too, there's not the slightest chance of affording any kind of 
Christmas gift for myself.   
 
I'm so anxious about finances that I start hyperventilating when I think of 
this mess, so I simply have to stop thinking of it and concentrate on my 
writing.  
 
If I could win that bursary I applied for, it could change my life. But I'm too 
scared to even hope for that. I'm sure other authors are in even deeper shit 
than me and need it even more desperately. 



Friday 17 November  
 
The strangest thing happened this week while I was working on the chapter 
where Theresa visits her sister. (At the moment it's the 2nd chapter, but I 
might change the order later.) I was trying to think of a name for the long-
suffering sister with quite a few children and a philandering ex-husband – and 
suddenly the names Sandra and Anton popped up. Only as I started making notes, 
figuring out a cv for Sandra and Anton, I realised that I'd met them before. 
They are a misleadingly exemplary couple in Griet skryf a sprokie/ Entertaining 
Angels. So I searched for them in that novel, to check what I know about 
them, and that made me remember that I might have used them again in the 
follow-up novel, Griet kom weer/ Travelling Light. 
 
So I read that novel too – and I really hate reading my old novels because I only 
see everything I could have and should have and might have done differently – and 
to my astonishment I found that they figure even more prominently in that novel 
than in the first one. And then I was even more amazed to see that the time 
frame of their marriage and divorce, their ages and the ages of their four children 
and all the rest could be consistent with the story of Sandra and Anton in this 
new novel. 

 
Which means that once again characters from a previous 
novel are popping up in a new novel. It has happened in so 
many of my books – Dinge van 'n kind/ Childish Things, 
Wegkomkans/ Breathing Space, Vergenoeg/ There Is a 
Season, Stiltetyd/ Time Out, Dis koue kos, skat/ 
Just Dessert Dear, probably others too – but since 
it didn't happen in the last one (Misverstand/ You 
Lost Me), I kind of forgot about the phenomenon. 
Whenever readers have picked it up, I've always 
found it hard to explain. It's not as if I ever sit 

down and decide, right, I want to bring back that 
character in this book, it's just that all these virtual 

friends seem to hover somewhere in some virtual universe and 
then they step forward when I need them in a new story.   



That sounds terribly corny. I know. That's what I mean when I say I can't 
explain it to readers or journalists who ask me how it happens. It happens, 
that's all I know.   
 
Monday 20 November  
 
Slowly but surely. Started a 3rd chapter today, Theresa visiting her former 
mother-in-law. The 'in-between chapters' consisting of flashbacks and diary 
excerpts will have to be added later, once I know I have the financial means to 
do the necessary research. If I don't get the bursary I applied for, and if I 
can't get any other form of financial aid, I will of course still keep writing the 
novel, but then these in-between parts might be much reduced.  
 
In fact, it struck me today that I usually have 2 novels in mind when I start 
writing: the more ambitious version, which will take more research and therefore 
more time and for which I will therefore need more money, and the more 
practical version which takes into account that I might starve to death and lose 
my house if I take too long to write a novel. And this is the version that 
usually gets published.  
 
So now, for once, I want to hang on to the idea of a more ambitious version, at 
least until I hear if I can get some form of financial aid. With more ambitious 
I don't necessarily mean a better novel, while less ambitious simply implies a 
more modest novel. Jane Austen's novels were more modest than the novels of 
Tolstoy or Dickens or Victor Hugo, for many reasons, not the least of them the 
simple fact that she was a woman in a time when it was not common for 
women to write novels. I'm not comparing myself to any of these illustrious 
names, I'm just trying to convince myself that I have to continue whether or 
not I get funding.   
 
Thursday 23 November  
 
The story is beginning to take its own shape, starting to surprise me, which is 
always a good sign. Yesterday, for instance, I was reaching the end of the 
chapter where Theresa visits her former mother-in-law and I wanted her to 



storm out of the apartment furiously after telling the old woman about the 
letter that she had to deliver in Cuba. But then the old woman said she knew 
about the letter, and I was as surprised as Theresa... 
 
So I ended the scene with Theresa back on the couch next to the old woman, 
eagerly asking Theo's mother to tell her more. I will have to see what Theo's 
mother was willing to tell in a later chapter.  
 
Monday 27 November  
 
I started writing what I thought of as the 'in-between' chapters - flashbacks, 
excerpts from letters and diaries – and now I realise the reason I was scared 
of these chapters is not only because I might not have the financial means to 
research them as well I would like to, it is also, maybe mainly, because of the 
difficulty of using the past tense in Afrikaans.  
 
Yes, sometimes the writing of fiction has very little to do with metaphysics; 
it's all about the practicalities of language. The nuts and bolts behind the 
beautiful facade of the story.  
 
In my mother tongue we write everything in the historical present tense, 
because we don't have 'plain' past tense in our language. When we write in the 
past tense, it becomes hard to read because we only have perfect past tense: we 
can't say 'I did', we have to say 'I have done' (ek het gedoen). 'I have written' (ek 
het geskryf), 'I have seen' (ek het gesien), etc. And that accumulation of hets 
and ge-s can become a stylistic nightmare.  
 
But as I grow older, I get more and more rebellious about this 'rule' that we 
have to use the present tense when we write about the past. Sometimes it just 
doesn't work. There are nuances that go missing. So I started writing chapter 2, 
the first 'in-between chapter', in the past tense, struggling with het and ge-, 
alternating between past tense and historical present tense – until finally I got 
so gatvol that I changed the whole scene to historical present tense. Back to 
square 1. 



Wednesday 29 November  
 
And a good thing it was that I got going with these difficult flashback parts of 
the text, because I now know that I didn't get the bursary I had applied for, 
which means I won't have the money or the time needed for what I regard as 
'proper research'. Bummer, of course. But at least the writer who did get the 
bursary is someone who I think really deserves it. So no bitterness, I just have 
to pick myself up and dust myself down and carry on writing as well as I can 
until my money runs out. And hope that I can finish the novel before my 
children start starving.  
 
It's hard, though. 
 
Sometimes I see Facebook posts of fellow writers hanging out at health farms 
or staying in luxury hotels paid for by wealthy husbands or hiding in isolated 
beach houses, often spending weeks away from home 'to write without 
distractions', and sometimes these posts almost drive me to tears. But then I 
tell myself this is exactly the reason why I should stay away from social 
media while I'm writing.   
 
It also helps that I know I don't have time for crying. I have to spend every 
available moment writing this novel. So here we go again. Nearly 15 000 words. I 
counted this morning because I needed some encouragement. Not too bad for 
the first 2 months of more or less full-time working on this bloody project. 
Yes, there will be blood. Much more to come.   
 
Thursday 7 December 2017 
 
I feel terribly unproductive because I haven't been creating new text this week. 
All my time and energy went into research for the next chapter. Reading about 
bipolar disorder and catatonia and psychosis and mental health clinics (not very 
happy reading at this festive time of the year). Checking airplane routes and 
ticket prices and airports (which would have made me very happy if the intended 
flights had been for me and not for a character in my story). And now I'm ready 



to tackle the chapter where Theresa flies to Havana and reads a few excerpts 
from Theo's journal of madness.  
 
But still, after all these years, it doesn't feel as if I'm working if I'm not 
writing a certain amount of sentences, adding to the story, creating something 
new. All the background reading and thinking and analysing and research are 
absolutely essential, but I continue feeling unproductive while I'm busy with 
this. Go figure. 
 
Friday 8 December  
 

Shaking the branches of our backyard olive tree 
yesterday to collect some olives before the birds 
eat them all, I suddenly thought, yes, this is 
what it feels like when I have to shake loose 
some memories to write a scene I find 
difficult to write. You shake with all your 
might and a few memories fall down and 
most are too small or too shrivelled to be 
used and the rest have been attacked by 
time (birds and insects in the case of our 
olives), and you end up with only a few 
precious memories. And that is what you 
have to work with.     
 
Monday 11 December  
 
Should have known this was going too 
well. Something had to happen to stop this 

unexpected flow of creativity. I'm almost 20 000 words into the story, I've 
written 6 chapters and about 40 pages of 1½ line spacing, which I find better 
than double spacing while I'm printing whatever I've written each day, if only to 
save paper. And now I have to take time off for an urgent appointment with an 
ophthalmologist because for the past 24 hours I've been seeing flashing white 
lines in the corner of my right eye which apparently means that my retina might 
be detaching from my eyeball or something equally ghastly-sounding.  
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Alain also has to take time off from work to drive me to the doctor this 
afternoon, because after the appointment the pupil of one eye will be completely 
dilated and I won't be allowed to drive. Meanwhile I don't think I'll get any work 
done this morning either - even writing this little piece on the computer is 
difficult because of these strange lights flashing all the time. The only relief is 
to close my eye, but unfortunately it's my 'good eye', the one that had laser 
treatment for cataracts many years ago and now works much better than my 
so-called 'normal' eye which can only see things from very close-up. So working 
on the computer with an eye-patch around the flashing eye won't work either. 
Everything will be a blur.  
  
I suppose I should use this forced 'free time' to think through the next 
chapter and plot the next few scenes... 
 
Friday 15 December  
 
Well, the 'good news' is that there's nothing seriously wrong with my eyesight, 
just part of the ageing process, the ophthalmologist tells me. (I find it hard to 
think of ageing as good news.) The eyeball 'shrinks' away from the retina and then 
you see these floating objects and light flashes, which in my case is worsened 
because I had a cataract operation to replace my natural retina, so the 'false' 
retina of my right eye registers these visual hallucinations much more than the 
natural retina of my left eye.  
 
The bad news is there's nothing to be done to improve the condition. In a few 
weeks or months my brain would adjust, I would get used to these 
hallucinations and I won't 'see' them anymore. That's more or less what the 
doctor told me. How I'm going to keep writing my novel - typing with one hand 
because the other hand is covering my bad eye to try and cancel out the floating 
objects I keep seeing – I haven't figured out yet. But I don't have a choice. My 
protagonist has landed in Havana, I have about 20 000 words on the screen, and 
I have to battle through this eye problem. A luta continua. This old Struggle 
slogan sounds slightly ironic now that I'm creating Spanish-speaking characters 
in a Spanish-speaking country.  



Thursday 21 December  
 
Daughter is home for the holidays and playing 
Christmas music on YouTube and decorating the 
Christmas tree. I'm taking the day off from 
writing my novel to write festive greetings to 
friends and family. Tomorrow I have to finish 
the first chapter in Havana. It is difficult 
finding the right tone of voice for this part, describing 
the atmosphere of Old Havana without falling into tourist-
brochure clichés or sounding like a travelogue, but I think I'm getting 
there. I simply have to keep listening to Theresa's voice rather than my own 
voice and let her reactions lead me into the rest of the story.  
 
Meanwhile the floaters in my right eye are driving me to distraction. I can't work 
at my usual tempo of 8 hours a day in front of the computer screen, I have to 
write large parts on paper and then come and rewrite it on the screen, so that I 
don't tire my eyes too much. I'm trying to be philosophical about it and tell 
myself this slower tempo would be good for the story. My protagonist doesn't 
know what’s going to happen to her in Cuba, I don't know either, so we both 
probably need time to find our way? 
 
Friday 29 December  
 
Christmas has come and gone and the house is filled with grown-up children and 
their friends and I absolutely love, love, love having them here – BUT it is very 
hard to keep working on my book while everyone around me is in full holiday 
mode. So I try and write at half throttle – actually less than half, more like a 
third of full throttle – just a few hours in the afternoon. Just to keep hold of 
the story line, otherwise I have to work too hard to get back into the story 
once the house empties again after New Year.  
 
And then this difficult task got a little less difficult when I wrote a flashback 
chapter about Theresa remembering a Christmas vacation in the seventies. I 



could use the Christmas atmosphere around me, the songs on the radio, the 
decorated tree and the lights strung outside and everything else, to tap into my 
own memories of long-ago Christmas vacations at the seaside.  
 
I'm at almost 30 000 words! Talk about Christmas miracles. The fact that I 
managed to get this far - while still having no clue where Theresa's search will 
lead her - feels like a real miracle to me.  
 
Tuesday 2 January 2018 
 
First time I write the date since we entered this brand new year. Actually didn't 
write anything at all for 3 days, simply wallowed in the end-of-the-year festive 
atmosphere, sleeping, reading, eating, drinking - far too much of everything except 
reading of which I can never have too much. But because I couldn't get 
Theresa and Havana completely out of my mind, I 'visited' Havana on Google 
Earth. Spent quite a few hours 'walking' through the streets of the old city, 
refreshing my memories of last year's journey in Cuba, checking out buildings 
and doorways and windows. Now it's back to Real Life. Or at least the real 
fictional life of my novel. I still find it strange that this 'story life' sometimes 
feels more real than the real life I'm leading with my family. 
 
Wednesday 3 January  
 
Supposed to spend the day in Lyon to visit an art museum with my art-student 
daughter and her friend, both still home for the university holidays, but then 
Alain got as sick as a dog last night. A sudden attack of high fever and spells of 
intense shivering, nausea, headaches, body aches, you name it. Probably 'just' flu, 
but we couldn't leave the poor man suffering on his own while we gallivant in art 
museums, so we postponed the outing to tomorrow (if he feels better) and I 
had no excuse not to work om my novel. In between playing Florence Nightingale, 
of course. 
 
I'm beginning to 'see' the back story of the Cuban soldier and his wife/girl friend 
and their daughter. Such a relief because I was actually getting a little  
desperate. I know fiction writing is always a search for the story, and the right 



way of writing the story, but because this particular story also deals with a 
search, I'm feeling more lost than usual. I try to hang on to the words of 
French Nobel Prize laureate Patrick Modiano who said writing a novel is like 
driving a car in the dark, in a snowstorm, with no way to see forward and no way 
to turn around, so all you can do is to keep going until the road becomes visible 
again. And finally today I'm seeing a small part of the road ahead...  

 
Tuesday 9 January  
 
After 3 months of almost full-time writing – I 
won't ever get to absolute 'full-time' because life 
will always interfere – I have more than 30 000 
words of a first draft and – glory halleluja! - I'm 
tackling the scariest parts which I've skipped so 
far. I've been so damn frightened of writing from 
Theo's perspective of the Angolan war, even 
though I need only small paragraphs that Theresa 
can find in his diaries and letters, that I kept 
postponing these parts. Just left blanks on the 
pages and continued writing from Theresa's POV. 

But after spending another few days rereading books and internet articles on the 
war, I decided I have to close my eyes and jump. 
 
The fact that it scares the hell out of me, is exactly why I have to write it. I 
can always gather more information as I go along, I can rewrite and edit, I can 
delete and add, but at least now I have some words to work with. I've been 
clinging to the excuse that I can't imagine what it was like to be a soldier in 
this war, because I haven't had this experience. But I've written about dying 
without having the experience of actually dying, haven't I? To give only the most 
extreme example of what a writer's imagination should be able to do.  
 
So no more lame excuses. I've started filling in Theo's gaps in the story. And I 
think I should make Theresa's struggle to imagine Theo's war experiences part 
of the story. While she's in Cuba and learns more about the war, she starts 



using her imagination to fill in the gaps. Until finally she is able – almost able – 
to actually imagine what he lived through? 
 
The problem is that war, in its essence, is 'not communicable', as Ryszard 
Kapuscinski states. Even those who were in the war, cannot communicate it. And 
the rest of us can only try to imagine it.   
 
Monday 22 January  
 
I'm not going to apologise, not even to myself, for the fact that I haven't 
written anything in this journal for the past 2 weeks. It is actually a very good 
sign. I've been working so hard on the novel that I haven't had the time to write 
about the process of writing, simple as that.   
 
And while I'm furiously writing my novel, I have to negotiate for a decent 
advance on royalties with the publisher, otherwise I'll starve to death and there 
won't be a novel to publish. Plus I have to plan my trip to SA next month, 
organise meetings and transport and places to stay, learn my words for the play 
(Werkwoorde) I'm doing with Deon and Karin at the Woordfees, do my bit of 
self-promotion on social media to help us sell tickets for this show and to 
attract people to the third writers' workshop I'm presenting on the island of 
Lesbos in September, negotiate a possible movie deal for my youth novel (Al wat 
ek weet), do a few media interviews before Woordfees, etc, etc.   
 
The usual shit that makes me wish I had a secretary/PA every day of my life.  
 
But the really good news is I am now at 40 000 words. I don't know yet how 
long the novel will be, but I'm guessing I'm about a third of the way through 
the thing. Well, a third of a first draft. There will be more. There will be blood 
– and sweat and tears – before I pull this off. This morning I had to promise 
my publisher I would hand in the manuscript by the end of the year, otherwise 
it can't be translated and published together with the translation before the end 
of next year.  
 
So I will probably be writing even less in this journal. #justsaying     



Monday 29 January 
 
The process of writing a novel is often compared to moving in darkness – being in 
a dark tunnel, driving in the dark, swimming underwater in absolute darkness. I've 
also heard it being compared to finding yourself in a dark room and having to feel 
the objects around you, to guess what the room would look like when the light 
is switched on again, and then slowly moving forward without bumping into or 
stumbling over these objects.  
 
And this weekend I suddenly realised I'm beginning to feel the shape of the 
room I'm in. Up to now I had no idea of the 'shape' of my novel, how far I've 
progressed, how far I still have to go. I couldn't even guess how many words, 
pages or chapters I would still need before my protagonist could find what 
she's looking for – or maybe not what she's looking for, but something else. It 
is a quest, after all, and she has to find something.  
 
But now, after more internet research on Cuba and the Angolan war and SA 
conscripts, and thinking, thinking, thinking about the story in all my 'free' 
moments, I see a glimmer of light. I can make out some of the shapes around 
me and I can move towards what I hope is an exit. I think I will need at least 
7 more chapters dealing with Theresa's quest in Cuba, and probably 7 'in-
between chapters' too, flashbacks and memories to help Theresa in her quest. 
This means that I might be closer to the exit than I thought, because I've 
already written 12 chapters, busy with the 13th, so actually almost halfway 
through the dark room. 
 
But but but. Yes, I know, the next chapters might be much longer than the 
completed ones, the completed ones might even get longer – or deleted or 
replaced – so I shouldn't get excited quite yet. Even if I am almost halfway, I 
know from bitter experience that the second half is always more difficult that 
the first half, and the closer I get to the door that can lead me out of this 
dark room, the   more difficult it becomes. The last part of the journey has 
more stumbling blocks and pitfalls – and overconfidence never helps. 
 



So for now I feel the tiniest shiver of excitement, that's all, because I've seen 
this glimmer of light that might lead me to the exit.  
 
Monday 12 February 2018 
 
Another 2 weeks of furious writing – and I seem to be keeping my 'promise' of 
writing my novel rather than writing about writing my novel! I wanted to be at 
least halfway through a solid first draft when I fly to SA this weekend, 
because I won't have any time to write once I'm there, and when I return to 
France, I have barely 2 weeks before I have to travel to Morocco with Kitty. 
And then it's school and varsity holidays again and I have to travel to Amsterdam 
for the launch of my little Dutch 'culinary memoir' and, and, and... To sum up, 
my winter season of more or less uninterrupted writing has come to an end. 
From here on I will have to write in bursts of a few days or a few weeks at a 
time.  
 
So I'm delighted to report that I have indeed written about 54 000 words, 
which should be more than half of the novel, if all goes well.  
And the 3 weeks in SA will be a very valuable ripening time. I will let the text lie 
in the dark like an endive and bring it to the light when I return and hopefully it 
will show some promise. If not, I'll have to start all over.  
 

Wednesday 28 February  
Swakopmund, Namibia 
 
A week of school visits in this beautiful 
desert country, thinking of my novel while we 
are driving long distances. 
 
 

 
 
 
 School visits in Namibia – getting 

boisterous boys to write rap rhymes 
 



Tuesday 13 March 2018 
Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 
Sjoe. Energy levels are low after Namibia's school tour and the Woordfees and 
all the meetings with publishers and socialising with friends. Tomorrow I fly 
home, will need a few quiet days and a few nights of good sleep before I tackle 
Grensgeval again. I think the working title will become the final title. I like it 
more and more. And the people at Penguin seem to like it too. I have now signed 
a contract (have I mentioned this here?) for an advance, which will at least help 
me survive for a couple of months while I continue writing.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
Friday 16 March  
 
Back in France – but before I can even read through Grensgeval again, I have to 
deal with a proposal for a new TV series with which I might be involved and 
writing my monthly magazine column and reading through five years of already 
published columns for the collection that Lapa will hopefully publish before 
the end of the year. Because although I aim to hand in the manuscript of the 
new novel by the end of the year, it still has to be translated before publication 
of the Afrikaans and English versions by the end of 2019, which means I won't 
earn any royalties from this before middle 2020. Which is why I really, really 
need to set some other projects in motion to tide me over the next year.  
 

Talking boo
ks at a W

oordfees 
event – with actress 

Marion Holm as one of
 the co-presenter

s 

 



Monday 9 April 2018 
Fez, Morocco 
 
As my French children say: Ouf! I managed to get to Morocco, in spite of 
worse than usual strikes in France (railways and airports). A bit later than 
planned, but still. And before I flew out Saturday, I had read through the 15 
completed chapters of my manuscript and even done corrections! I am delighted 
to state that rereading the story after a month and a half - which felt like a 
year and a half because of all the travelling – wasn't painful at all.  I think I'm 
on the right track, not too shabby, might actually be working.  
 
So while I'm in Morocco this week, I'll be thinking of Cuba and trying to work 
out where I can take the story from here. At this stage I would guess that 

there are about 10 chapters still to be written .. 
 

Saturday 14 April 
Marrakesh, Morocco 
 
Almost impossible to think of my Cuban story 
while being overwhelmed by Moroccan sights and 
sounds and smells and tastes! But four of my 
tour group members have been with me in 

Cuba last year, knowing that I was doing 
research for a story, so of course they keep asking 

about that story, which helps a little to shift my thoughts 
back to Cuba from time to time.  

 
Friday 20 April  
 
Home sweet home again. And this time I dived right into the deep end. Barely off 
the plane, I started plotting the next chapters, making notes, inventing more 
characters. Things are moving, my fingers are itching, I need my writing fix like 
any addict needs her fix. 
 



Thursday 26 April 
 

And then I end up spending the week not writing but reading. Well, there are 
these non-fiction books about the Border War and 
the whole army conscription experience which I 

brought back from SA last 
month and which I now realise I 
have to read before I can 
continue writing. Even if I don't 
use any specific incident of army 
life referred to in any of these, they 
paint the background that I need to 
describe the picture.   
 
 

 
 
 
PS: Today is the birthday of my dead son. He would have turned 29. I don't talk 
to anyone about it any more. But I can never forget the date as long as I live. 
 
Monday 30 April 
 
Frustration! Because just as I finished all my essential reading, I have to take a 
few days off for a journey to celebrate my Significant Birthday this weekend. 
I'm looking forward to spending 4 days in Napoli - of course! - but I wish it 
could've happened earlier or later or any time but NOW. Although at any other 
time I probably would've felt the same. Once I really get into my writing stride, 
anything and everything seem to be disruptions. So, Napoli here I come. Not 
packing my manuscript or any reading matter connected with this manuscript. On 
purpose. 
 
Friday 4 May 2018 
Naples, Italy 
 
I have to write this simply to remind myself that my story is waiting for me 
back home. Because I've been enjoying these few days in Naples and Sorrento and 



Pompeii so much that this story about SA and Cuba and the Border War in the 
seventies seems so very very far away.  
 
Friday 11 May 
 
This whole week has been devoured by 'other writing'. Magazine column, LitNet 
column, a short story for teenagers that I promised Lapa I would send for a 
new collection, and contacting French publishers to try and flog my adult or YA 
fiction. Even though I'm almost sure I will only get the usual 'rave rejections' 
('in spite of your lovely style and the obvious qualities of your work, blablabla, 
we unfortunately cannot fit it into our publishing schedule' or something in 
that line), I have to keep on trying. Try again, fail again, fail better. At some stage 
before I die, I might actually get a good French publisher interested enough in 
my work to publish it - and my French family and friends would finally be able  
to read what I write. I can show them Hébèrger les Anges (Griet skryf 'n 

sprokie), but dammit, there is so much more to 
show. 
 
 
Another Magic Mountain – last week in the bay 
of Naples 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Monday 21 May 
 
Public Holiday in France – Lundi de Pentecôte – but I have to work otherwise 
I'm never going to get back to writing my novel again. This blog about writing my 
novel is beginning to turn into a blog about not being able to write my bloody 
novel. I 'took off' a few days to get other urgent shorter writing and 



administrative duties done (to earn some money to buy me some time to Write 
The Novel), but these few days have now stretched into 3 weeks! 
 
Every day I tell myself, 'Tomorrow I'll get to the novel again' – and the next day 
something else comes up again that has to be URGENTLY done. The re-editions 
of 2 of my Afrikaans novels within the next year, the publication of a collection 
of columns and essays before the end of the year, my Dutch 'culinary memoirs' 
(Een jaar koken in de Provence) which was supposed to be published in mid-June 
and has now been pushed forward frantically because I've been invited to bring 
the book to the big Taste of Amsterdam festival in Amstelpark in 2 weeks' time. 
And to make the trip worthwhile, we've also quickly organised a book launch at 
Zuid-Afrikahuis on Tuesday 5 June.  
 
All very exciting news, but this means that I've been reading the proofs as well 
as the second proofs of the Dutch book in record time, and I have to promote 
the Amsterdam visit on social media and organise travel and accommodation and 
all the rest. Plus I'll be stealing another 6 days from my novel-writing schedule 
for this Dutch outing.  
 
But I really don't see any other option. Unless I can negotiate an advance that is 
big enough to buy me at least 2 years of absolute artistic freedom, I'll always 
have to do my novel writing in this stop-start fashion. And I know I'm 
fortunate to get any kind of advance from an SA publisher. Many other SA 
authors have to struggle much more than I do. But since even a relatively 
generous SA advance isn't enough to keep me going in France (the rand keeps 
dropping against the euro!) until I can earn the first royalties from the novel 
(only in mid 2020!), I have to do all this other stuff in between the novel 
writing. 
 
I'm sure this is a lament that many authors will recognise. The Not-Writing-
My-Novel Blues. I want to, I need to, I have to, but boy, oh boy, I just can't 
find the time...   
 
 



Thursday 31 May 
 
Flying to Amsterdam tomorrow with the start of chapter 17 in my handbag, 
hoping that I'll be able to write a few more sentences while I'm over there. But 
I also know I'm doing it simply to sooth my guilty conscience, because I never 
manage to work on a novel while travelling. Still, I'm proud that I managed to 
finish the previous flashback chapter, Theresa and Theo on a Transkei beach in 

the late eighties, talking about the summer of '75. Seen 
from the POV of Theresa on a Cuban beach in 2016. It 
was a tricky one, but I think I pulled the strings 
together and closed the bag. Now for Amsterdam. 
 
Tuesday 5 June 2018 
Amsterdam, Holland 
 
Tonight I'm launching the Dutch food book at a little 
reception in Zuid-Afrikahuis and tomorrow early 
morning I fly back home. The few pages of the novel 
that I stuffed in my handbag so dutifully have of 
course not been touched. And once I'm home, I have 

to start working on the logistics of the Big Birthday Party that Alain and I are 
celebrating on June 23. About 50 people coming from SA, England, and all over 
France and we're setting up the tables in front of our house (or in the garage in 
case of rain) and doing the catering ourselves, so I guess I won't get much 
serious writing done until after this party. But THEN I'm going underground for 
the whole of July and August. Fortunately we're not planning any journeys this 
summer and with Mia's holiday job we can't even go anywhere on the spur of the 
moment because we have to taxi her twice a day until the end of August. And 
since we're seeing so many friends all at the same time at our Big Party, we're 
expecting far fewer visitors than usual for the rest of summer. I'm at 17 
chapters and 60 000 words, but I still have to write at least 10 chapters and 
probably around 40 000 more words.    
 
 



 Wednesday 27 June 2018 
 
And once again life keeps coming in the way of writing. Our Big Party was a 
wonderfully joyous occasion with some of my oldest friends travelling all the 
way form SA and others from Britain and other parts of France. But barely 24 
hours after the party, while some of the guests were still hanging around and 
we were clearing up, we got the horrible news that Alain's younger brother Regis 
had suffered a stroke and was in a coma in Lille. The doctors don't expect him 
to wake, his brain functions have been badly damaged because it took 5 hours 
before someone found him after the stroke, and we now have to wait for the 
dreaded call to summon us to his funeral in Lille.  
 
It's Alain's birthday, but we can't really celebrate in these circumstances. Three 
years ago his dad died 2 days before his birthday. Now his brother has a stroke 
2 days before his birthday. And this time it feels far worse for Alain, because 
his father was old and ill and his death wasn't unexpected, but you don't expect 
your younger brother to disappear so suddenly without any warning.  
 
Still, I'm trying to write, if only to keep my thoughts from dwelling on illness 
and death. I'm even trying to convince myself I could use this sombre mood to 
help me write a sombre flashback chapter that needs to be written. Theresa and 
Theo and his nightmares about the war. The beginning of the end of their 
marriage. Let's see if I can concentrate enough to manage it. 

With French food celebrity Alain 
Caron at Taste of Amsterdam 



Wednesday 4 July 2018 
 
The biggest stumbling block this week is not the fact that Regis has been in a 
coma for 10 days and we have no idea how much longer this agonising waiting is 
going to continue. No, worst of all is this awful heat wave which is making it 
almost impossible to write, for practical and physical reasons, nothing to do 
with emotional stress. I'm trying to go to bed earlier at night and get up earlier 
in the morning (straining against my own biological clock) to use the few 
relatively 'cool' hours of the morning to write in my office. After lunch it is as 
hot as hell in there, even with an electrical fan going all the time. In the 
afternoon I move around the house looking for the coolest spots to sit and jot 
down notes, plot the next pages, etc. Every now and then I can't bear it any more 
and seek relief in our little plunge pool or simply stand under a cold shower. 
Now I remember why I hate writing in summer!  
 
But I started chapter 19, where Theresa and Ruben travel back to Havana to try 
and find Aleja who will hopefully give them some more info about the 
mysterious Mercedes, and I am relieved to have reached 63 000 words.  
 
Friday 13 July 
 
Oh gosh, it's Friday the 13th, I realise only now. Not that I'm superstitious, and 
even if I were, I've had enough bad luck for the week, so I should be safe for 
the day. I landed in hospital with what seems to have been an acute anxiety 
attack with symptoms resembling a heart attack or a lung problem – extreme 
pain and pressure in my chest and difficulty breathing. Well, the good news is I 
now know my heart and lungs are in excellent condition – haven't had a check-up 
in many years, so I feel reassured – but the bad news, for my writing progress, 
is that the doctors tell me this pain in my chest, which has now been bothering 
me for 4 days with no sign of abating even after the hospital visit, is apparently 
caused by stress and fatigue. And the only remedy is to work less and rest 
more.  



But how do I do that when I have to finish writing this novel within the next 
few months? I've been trying to 'go slow' during the past 2 days, but I cannot 
afford to lose the scent of the story at this crucial stage. I have to keep my 
nose to the ground – or to the PC screen, in this case – and continue at a 
reduced tempo.  
       

‘And what are you going to call the 
book?' 
'Well, I'd like to call it Border Stories,' she said with a sudden twinkle in her 
eye. 'But my publisher says there's already a whole genre in South African 
literature called “border stories”. And you have to be male to take part. 
Preferably quite macho too.' 
'I should think so,' grinned Ralph. 'The border war is, by definition, the last 
bastion of testosterone in our literature! Heaven help us if women annex that 
too.' 
'No, not annex,' she said with a sweet smile. 'Just add a feminine touch. Like 
hanging up lace curtains in a bar.' 
'And the next thing you know, the bar is full of women! And what must the 
poor men write about then? Labour pains and menstrual cramps?'  
 
 
Proof, I suppose, of how long I've been bothered by this issue that I am now 
finally tackling in a new novel.  
 

Thursday 19 July  
 
Been reading through the proofs of the 
new edition of my novel 
Wegkomkans/Breathing Space, to be 
published in October, and was struck 
by a conversation about 'Border 
literature' that I'd written about 30 
years ago. On page 251 (of the English 
translation) Emma and Ralph talk about 
the book that Emma is writing:  
 



Friday 27 July  
 
One of the questions I always struggle with while writing a novel is when – and 
how – to allow someone else to read the text. I prefer to have a complete first 
draft to show rather than just a chapter or 2, because so many books start 
with brilliant first chapters and then go downhill all the way, so for me a good 
beginning is no guarantee that the rest of the book is going to be equally good. 
With previous novels I have sometimes read extracts in public, usually 
humorous parts, as a way of testing the water, checking if listeners laugh at 
the right places, listening to the dialogue to make sure it works when spoken 
out loud, encouraging myself to continue, etcetera.  
 
I've now reached a point in this novel where I would've been able to read an 
extract if I had the chance, but I'm stuck in France without any hope to visit 
SA before the end of the year. So I've done what I've rarely done: I sent the 
incomplete text to my publisher last week, just to have a trustworthy outside 
opinion, to know that I haven't lost the plot completely. Pun unintended.  
 
Anyway, it was a risk worth taking, because the publisher reacted very positively 
and I now have the necessary encouragement to continue the battle. Perfect 
timing because I was starting to suffer from a bit of battle fatigue. Along with 
the usual fear and insecurity.  
 
So here I go again, a little less insecure, for the time being. I'd better make 
some progress while this feeling lasts. Because I know it won't last.   
 
Tuesday 31 July 
 
Progress report on the last day of the month. I have 20 chapters done and 
dusted (of course I'll re-do and re-dust them again, and again, and again) and 73 
000 words under the belt. Theresa is on her way to the town of Vinales, where 
she will find the last clue that might or might not help her to trace Mercedes. 
I think I have about 7 chapters left to write and I still don't know if and 
where Theresa will find Mercedes. I have an idea for an unexpected meeting place 
in the last chapter, but I've been writing novels for long enough to know that 
the end will probably still change.  



 
Meanwhile it is 39 degrees C outside, at one stage today the thermometer 
touched 40 degrees, and my writing room has become a sauna, a sweatshop, a 
small piece of hell. I knew it would be difficult writing a novel in summer, but 
fuck, I didn't expect it to be the hottest European summer in living memory. I 
keep telling myself that I should use this heat to describe the heat that my 
protagonist is experiencing in Cuba, but it doesn't work, because Theresa goes to 
Cuba in spring, like most sensible tourists, before it becomes unbearably hot. 
And I hope I never have to write a novel in summer again. Bring on winter and I 
will work my fingers to the bones! But my brain cannot work when it gets 
overheated in my skull and my body cannot rest at night because it is too hot to 
sleep, so I rise tired in the morning and force myself to write all day and go to 
bed exhausted at night. And frustrated, all the time, because it is not supposed 
to be this hard to write.  
 
Thursday 2 August 2018 
 
So a funny thing happened this week on the way to finishing chapter 20. Not 
funny funny, rather strange funny. Another example of the uncontrollable inner 
workings of fiction writing. I was trying to describe the breakdown of Theresa 
and Theo's marriage, looking for concrete actions or snatches of dialogue so I 
could Show rather than Tell what was happening to them. And suddenly out 
popped a whole paragraph where Theresa landed in hospital with inexplicable 
chest pains resembling those I'm still suffering from. Only a paragraph, because 
I quickly nipped it in the bud before it started cutting too close to the bone – 
OMG, what a horrible mixed metaphor I produced there  - but I was truly 
astonished when it happened. Didn't plan it, didn't think about it, didn't know I 
was going to write it until I saw the words forming on my computer screen.  
 
My first reaction was to hit the Delete button – but then I thought, wait, give 
it a chance, let's leave it there and read it again tomorrow. Well, I've now read 
that particular passage a few times, and I guess it will stay. Could of course 
still fall out in the final editing process. You never know while you're writing 
what is going to make it all the way to the published version, I realise over and 
over again. 



Monday 6 August 
 
Astonishing things keep happening in the creative process. I've already compared 
writing a novel to entering a dark room and having to feel your way towards the 
exit, terrified in the beginning, but slowly building up a bit of confidence as you 
get used to the dark and start feeling the shape of things hidden in this room. I 
now think the closer you get to the exit, the more amazed you can be by what 
you find.  
 
I've reached the crucial chapter where Theresa finds out what happened to 
Mercedes in Vinales. I won't go into the details here, in case anyone reads this 
writer's blog before reading the actual novel, but I have to declare that it came 
as a total surprise to me. The possibility of an affair with a colleague at the 
clinic popped up only a few days ago – and from that moment this chapter 
became a river finding its own course. But the most astonishing of all, now that 
I’m reading everything I've written so far - because this unexpected affair 
throws a different light on the whole story – is that the signs were there all 
along. I just couldn't see them because my eyes were not yet accustomed to 
the darkness in the room.    
 
Wednesday 15 August 
 
Public Holiday in France, one of those strange Catholic ones that I've never 
quite understood, but I have to keep working because I need to finish another 
difficult chapter before the weekend. We have some summer guests arriving on 
Saturday, which means that Friday will be devoted to housecleaning and washing 
bed linen and cooking, and the rest of the weekend to socialising. And if I don't 
finish this chapter (final confrontation between Theresa and Theo), it will be 
terribly hard to reach the right level of intensity again next week. At least the 
weather has cooled down slightly. Still around 30 degrees C in my office in the 
afternoon, but at least not over 35 like the past few weeks, and I could replace 
the big electric fan that was blowing my papers all over the room with a small 
one standing on my scanner and blowing directly in my face. The answer, my 
friend, is blowing in the wind. Indeed.     



Monday 27 August  
 
And now I realise why that reference to an anxiety attack slipped into my story 
so surprisingly about a month ago.  
 
I've just completed chapter 23, where Theresa has to fake some kind of illness 
or injury to get access to a doctor who might be able to give her a much needed 
bit of information about the dead Cuban soldier's daughter. And lo and behold, 
Theresa decides to fake an anxiety attack. The symptoms are invisible, so she 
knows she can't be thrown out of the medical clinic if the doctors don't find 
any 'proof' of her ailment. At the same time she is becoming so anxious about 
finding Mercedes (the soldier's daughter), because tomorrow she has to fly back 
to SA, that she fears she might actually have a real anxiety attack.     
 
And this whole chapter wouldn't have been possible if I didn't refer to Theresa 
landing in hospital with an anxiety attack while her marriage was falling apart.  
 
And that reference wouldn't have happened if I didn't land in hospital with an 
anxiety attack two months ago.  
 
How exceedingly strange this process of fiction writing remains. Still constantly 
springing new surprises on an old trooper like me. Maybe it is these moments of 
surprise and almost childlike wonder, more than anything else, that makes me 
realise this is the only job I ever want to have. Despite all my complaints. 
 
Saturday 1 September 2018 
Lille, France 
 
We had to drive to Lille for the weekend, to transport all Mia's suitcases and 
stuff that she couldn't manage in the train, and next week is my last full week 
of writing before I have to earn some money in other ways until the end of 
September. No, I'm not planning a bank robbery (not yet), I'm playing tour guide 
for a group of South Africans/Namibians in Provence once again. And after that 
I'm presenting another creative writing workshop on Lesbos – where I started 
writing this novel a year ago.  
 
So it's almost a full circle. I've almost finished the full first draft. 



I've written 24 chapters, more than 90 000 words, not counting the thousands 
that got deleted along the way, and I suspect there are only 3 or 4 more 
chapters to write. But the last part is always the most difficult, tying all the 
loose threads together, coming to a conclusion, knowing when to stop, when 
enough is enough. Still complicated after all these years of writing. So a 
month's break from my writing routine is probably precisely what I need now. 
Let the text lie and ripen a little, like the apples dropping from the little tree 
below my office window. In October I'll make a few beautiful tarts with the 
apples. And who knows, hopefully something beautiful can be made with my 
text too. 
 
Tuesday 4 September 
 
To sleep together or not to sleep together. That is the question I was 
contemplating all the way to Lille. (Ten hours with horrible traffic jams 
because the long summer holidays ended and everyone was going back north.) Will 
Theresa end up in bed with Ruben, the Cuban taxi driver who helps her search 
for Mercedes? When Ruben came into the story, I didn't want to describe any 
immediate physical attraction between him and Theresa, because then every reader 
would be waiting for them to jump into bed. And I'm not trying to write a 
romance. I don't want anything to be too easy and too obvious.  
 
But as I got to know this gentle giant, I liked him more and more. Theresa felt 
the same. So in the last few chapters there is a whiff of sex in the air, or at 
least a whiff of the possibility of sex between them. Now I have to tackle the  
 
chapter where they either make love or don't make love, their last chance since it 
is Theresa's last night in Cuba, and until last week I thought they were going to 
do it. 
 
But during all these hours of thinking in the car, I changed my mind. (I might 
change it again before the book is done.) Because of the unexpected 'happy turn' 
that the search for Mercedes took, I can't have Theresa and Ruben romping in 
bed as well, that would be all too upbeat. As if the horrors of this long-ago 



war could all be wiped out by some good sex and a kind of a happy ending. So, 
no, I need some yearning here, some more unfulfilled promises, that feeling of if 
only... 
 
I don't want a tragic ending, I'm not writing a tragedy, but a too conveniently 
happy ending wouldn't do either. I'd like to leave the reader with a little bit of 
hope, that's all. The biggest challenge of the final chapter will be to keep 
sentimentality firmly at bay. But then, that's one of the biggest challenges 
whenever I write any piece of fiction.   
 
So for now I'm writing chapter 25 where Theresa and Ruben spend their last 
night together, desperately wanting each other, but too scared to act out their 
desires.   
 
Friday 7 September 
 
I have to mention that we also saw Regis last weekend in Lille. Alain's younger 
brother, who had this massive stroke 2 months ago, is astonishing everyone by 
surviving. In which condition we don't yet know. He awoke from the coma and 
eventually started communicating by blinking his eyes, lately also by nodding his 
head, and he seems to be making progress, albeit painfully slowly. At this stage 
he's still completely paralysed and can't speak. At this stage he can't even 
swallow and has to be tube-fed. So the road ahead seems very long and 
extremely difficult and might still end abruptly. It is terribly stressful for the 
whole family. Everyone is trying not to despair, but not to become too hopeful 
either.  
 
The only reason I write about this here, as briefly as possible, is because it is 
yet another example of real-life drama outdoing any fictional drama I'm trying to 
create. It has happened so often before, with almost every book I've written. 
Real life just keeps butting in and taking over. I expect it will continue 
happening. Life is after all not, in the first place, about writing. Life is about 
living.  



Or as Philip Roth states in The Facts (A Novelist's 
Autobiography) – which I find fascinating 
reading – 'Existence isn't always crying out for 
the intervention of the novelist. Sometimes it's 
crying out to be lived.'  
 
Saturday 15 September 
Nice, France 
 
Last night of my Proe Provence tour ended on a high 

note in Jan-Hendrik's Michelin restaurant in Nice. 

Tomorrow I drive back home, only to unpack my 

suitcase, wash my clothes, pack clean clothes in the  

same suitcase, and fly to Lesbos two days later. So no time for working on my 

manuscript, and that is OK, I want to 'forget' about it for at least a month, so 

that I can look at it with less tired and less subjective eyes. Although 

forgetting is easier said than done. All these words on all these pages (95 000 

words on 200 pages, at the last count) have settled in my subconscious by 

now.   

 

 



Saturday 29 September 
Molyvos, Lesbos, Greece 
 
Back on the island where it all began a year ago. Well, of course the story didn't 
really begin here, it had been lying in wait somewhere inside me for much longer, 
but it was here on Lesbos that I started making 'official notes' and arranging the 
mess in my head in some sort of narrative order. So it feels good to know that 
I've almost completed a first draft.  
 
Tomorrow I fly back home to write the last 2 or 3 chapters. The creative 
writing course took all my energy, left me no time to contemplate my 
manuscript, and I'm going to need another week or 2 to tackle some urgent 
writing jobs (a sunny short story that I promised a magazine for its summer 
holiday issue, an essay on death which I promised the editor of a very serious 
book on death, let no-one accuse me of a narrow range) before I can jump on 
to the novel wagon again. Very, very scared because I know how hard the last 
part always is. And then to let go of it all. Damn. 
 
Wednesday 10 October 2018 
 
Reading the whole manuscript once again – and still finding typos and 
punctuation errors and wrong word choices. This is not even supposed to be an 
edit, I simply want to read the story with fresh(er) eyes, to see if it works. 
But my eyes keep spotting mistakes which I simply can't ignore, too scared 
nobody else will spot them later on, I'm such a horrible control freak, so I end 
up spending hours in front of the computer correcting silly typing errors. 
 
But, big breath, I think it works. If I manage not to fuck up the end, it could 
be a good book. I'm too scared to say anything further, don't want to jinx it at 
this stage, but I feel almost satisfied. Complete satisfaction is impossible, 
that I know after all these years of writing, but a vague sense of almost-being-
satisfied is not to be spurned.  
 
Monday 15 October 
 
I've been burning to write the next chapter – I am now like the proverbial horse 
smelling the stable - but first I had to cool down and do some background 
reading again. The new chapter returns to Theo's 'war diary', so I needed to 
refresh my memory, checking and rechecking lots of dates and facts. The other 



chapter with excerpts from Theo's war diary was written almost a year ago, 
when I was still laying the foundation of this structure that I've been building 
day by day, word by word. It feels like a lifetime ago. But tomorrow I'll be 
tackling the SA army and Border War of the 70's again. My own private war. A 
luta continua.  
 
Friday 26 October 
 
I have reached the final chapter! Phew. Just over 100 000 words so far and 
probably not more than 5 000 still to go. I'm thinking of this chapter as a kind 
of epilogue, a few months after Theresa's return from Cuba, beautiful spring 
weather in Pretoria/Tshwane, the whole city purple with jacaranda blossoms, 
and Theresa is visiting the Wall of Names in Freedom Park, where Angel Perez 
Gonzalez's name is also inscribed among the more than 2 000 names of Cubans 
who died in the Border War.  
 
She will think of Theo, of course, and of all the dead SADF soldiers whose 
names are not on the wall because they fought on the wrong side of history. If 
I say anything more, I might give the end away, so let me bite my tongue.  
 
But I'm finally seeing a glimmer of light shining through the cracks in the door 
of this dark room in which I've been trapped for the past year. Soon, very soon, 
I'll be able to open that door and face the light again.  

 



Saturday 3 November 2018 
 
Moments after writing the last sentence of the last chapter today, I took a 
picture of the messy paper manuscript next to my waste-paper basket filled 
with all the scrunched up pages I'd thrown away only in the past few hours, 
and posted it on my FB Group. I needed to mark the occasion in some way, 
because it is always such an incredible anticlimax to finish writing a novel. 
Because it is never done when you think it's done. Because the real hard work 
only starts after you've written the so-called last word.  
 
Anyway, this is what I wrote under the picture on FB: I know I'm supposed to 
drink champagne and cheer for myself and dance through the house and someone 
should buy me flowers and take me out for dinner, because that's apparently 
what writers do when they write the last sentence of a novel, at least if I 
believe what writers write on social media. But frankly, I'm too exhausted to 
dance and drink and be merry. After all these days, weeks, months of throwing 
away all my failed attempts in the waste-paper basket under my desk, I now sit 
and stare at the full basket like a mother looking at a difficult child finally 
leaving home. Relieved, sad, proud, scared, all these emotions scrambled together. 
How am I going to deal with an empty waste-paper basket tomorrow? This is 
the part of being a writer that nobody prepares you for. 
 
Sunday 11 November 
Amsterdam, Holland 
 
For the past few weeks this quick visit to Holland – to flog my Afrikaans 
books as well as English and Dutch translations at the first SA Market in 
Haarlem – has been a bit of a carrot in front of a donkey's nose. Me being the 
donkey, of course. I wanted to taste this carrot and I knew I had to complete 
the first draft of my novel before I could really enjoy the carrot. 
 
Now I am here, in Maurice's flat in the Jordaan, and I'm delighted to report that 
the market was a huge success. Thousands of people, many more than the 
organisers expected, and I managed to sell all the Afrikaans and English titles I 
brought along, as well as quite a few Dutch books provide by my wonderful 



Dutch publisher. And I can begin to let go – slowly, little by little, day by day – 
of my novel.  

The plan is to leave the text untouched for a week or 2 and then carefully read 
through everything one more time, doing a last bit of editing, before sending it to 
the publisher. I warned Fourie last week that I was aiming to deliver the ms in 
the second half of the month – a little earlier than my original deadline of first 
December – so that he could start thinking which outside readers we should 
ask to give their opinions and write reader's reports.  

Friday 16 November 

 

Spent another week reading through the whole manuscript, correcting and editing 
and deleting along the way, and at 5 this afternoon I finally hit the Send button. 
So now it is out of my hands, for a while at least, until a few outside readers 
hand in their reports. A process that might take weeks, or even months, but I 
told Fourie I would hugely appreciate some sort of reaction by Christmas, even 
if it is just from one of the readers, so that I don't have to enter the new year 
in this state of 'incompleteness'. The novel is completed, but still incomplete - 
and I feel terribly incomplete until I know how much work still needs to be 
done. Or how little, hopefully. 

 



Tuesday 27 November 
 
Still not ready to let go, it seems. Physically I let go of the text, but 
psychologically I'm not nearly there. Keep thinking of it obsessively. Been reading 
through this writer's blog since last week, which is just another way of 
clinging to the novel, I suppose. I don't want to edit the blog in any serious 
way, apart from correcting typos and sometimes adding something to make 
everything clearer, because it is supposed to be like reporting from the frontline. 
Written in the heat of the writing battle.  
 
I remember how relieved I was when a well-known literary journalist told me 
that my previous writer's blog (for Misverstand/You Lost Me) was the closest 
she ever came to understanding the creative writing process. At least it served 
some purpose, I thought, apart from helping me sort out the mess in my own 
head while I'm creating a novel. Although sorting out that mess is already quite 
something, come to think of it. 
 
I started keeping a writer's blog about 8 years ago while working on Die blou van 
onthou/Forget-Me-Not Blues, and I've done it for the following 2 adult novels, 
so by now it is becoming part of my writing process. I don't know who will read 
it, and it doesn't really matter. Hopefully it helps someone somewhere to 
understand that writing a novel is often less about high ideas and literary 
theories, and more about finding time to write and struggling with language and 
stressing about financial insecurity. Nothing too glorious, I'm afraid. Just the 
messy practicalities of a peculiar career.   
 
Thursday 20 December 2018 
 
Almost a month of waiting and wondering and good old Afrikaans wroeging, 
knowing my soon-to-be novel is out there being judged for the very first time. By 
a few people whose opinion really counts for me. Fortunately I had so much 
other writing stuff to catch up with, stories and essays I'd been promising 
various editors, that I didn't have enough energy left to take the wroeging to the 
point where my hair started falling out or I got a rash on the skin of my face. 
As had happened before, with previous books, during this waiting period.  



But I suppose the older I get, the better I get at handling this kind of 
professional stress. I suppose one doesn't have a choice. Either you crack early 
in life or you learn to look after yourself. I've learnt. But during the past month 
the worry was there, all the time, like a faint tooth-ache which you can't ignore 
no matter how hard you try.  
 
Now I've received my 3 readers' reports, yesterday and today, with huge relief. I 
asked Fourie to please send them to me before Christmas, so I could forget 
about the novel for a week or 2 and just enjoy some family time. Though I 
suppose if the reports had been negative, it would've really spoiled my family 
time. Thank heavens they're not. Much less criticism than I feared, much more 
praise than I even hoped for.    
 
No major changes needed, everyone seems to agree, more a question of deleting 
over-used words and phrases, adding a little flavour here and there, work on 2 or 
3 specific scenes that might be hovering on melodrama, or that might actually 
not be dramatic enough yet, I'll have to decide, and changing the last few 
chapters so that the contents of the Cuban soldier's letter is only shown in 
the very last chapter. This had been my initial idea, but as I wrote the story I 
became worried that the reader would think I am postponing this 'exposure' in 
an artificial way. Now I know I should have trusted my gut feeling, as almost 
always when I write, because without the exposure of the letter's content the 
last chapter becomes a bit of an anticlimax. Too much of an epilogue, not 
enough dramatic action. And of course it is artificial! It is fiction, after all, it 
is all artifice. 
 
But now for Christmas and New Year with my loved ones. Let the story lie for a 
while, let real life happen. Without real life we would have no stories.  
 
Friday 11 January 2019 
 
The grown-up children have been coming home in drips and drabs over the past 3 
weeks. Mia and Daniel for Christmas, Daniel's partner joining us just after 
Christmas, Mia leaving the day before New Year's Eve, Daniel and Julie on the 31st, 
with Thomas and his partner Geraldine arriving on the 31st. They were supposed 
to be staying until Sunday, but had to leave yesterday because G's dad is very ill. 



And the last chicken, Hugo, is coming for a few days next week. So I've 
postponed tackling the last stretch of the novel, telling myself it would be 
better once the house gets quiet again, convincing myself that subconsciously 
I'm 'working' on it all the time.  
 
I hope it's true. Today I started correcting the text, and it is not as painful as 
I thought it would be, maybe because I've been correcting it in my thoughts 
over the so-called Festive Season. The Correction Season? The Corrections? I 
think I should be able to finish the job in the next three weeks.   
 
But every time I realise that these 3 weeks would be the last chance to 
significantly improve a text that I've been working on solidly for more than a 
year, I want to cry no, no, no. I'm not ready. I'll never be. After all the books 
I've written I know that I'm never ever ready to let go.  
    
Friday 18 January  
 
WHAT did I say a week ago? Not as painful as I thought? Ha! I must have 
been trying to hypnotise myself into a positive attitude. It's more than painful, 
it's pure agony. Hour after hour of agonising over every adjective, every adverb, 
deleting commas and inserting them again, becoming more and more insecure about 
every sentence, every paragraph, the whole bloody novel.  
 
I can't do this any more.  
 
I'm getting too old and tired for this shit.  
 
It's not normal to live in such a state of insecurity at my age.  
 
No, no, no. 
 
Thursday 24 January 
 
If only I could get through this 'fixing it' phase a little faster. It is such a 
meticulous, painstaking, SLOW process. And every day my insecurity increases. 



Now I'm at the point where I'm doubting the end of the novel, where I want to 
completely change the end because I'm afraid it might be seen as too 'positive'.  
 
When I was younger I used to get horrible skin rashes during this phase of 
editing and fixing a completed novel. Sometimes I would smoke a packet of 
cigarettes during a night of rewriting. And I would drink too much, coffee, wine, 
all the bad stuff. Now I've learnt to look after myself a bit better, I try to 
walk regularly and go to my yoga classes, I use yoga breathing techniques when 
the stress gets to me, so at least I don't get skin rashes any more. But I eat 
too much, I must have gained 3 kilos in the past 2 weeks, and I need to smoke 
at least one cigarette a day to get me started although I'm supposed to have 
stopped smoking years ago.  
 
I've heard of the wages of sin, but what kind of wages are these? Punishment 
for trying to be a better writer?    
 
I wish I could just send the whole mess off to the publisher and tell them 
to get a good editor to do what she wants with it. I'm done.  
And I know I could never ever do that. I have to walk this road right to the 
last page of the novel.  

At least I'm over the halfway mark, done about 17 of the 28 chapters, so I'm 
telling myself the end is in sight. Although I know the end is going to be the 

Still winter walking around Mont 
Ventoux, sometimes the only way 
to stay sane 
 



hardest part, because I have to completely rewrite the last 2 or 3 chapters. I'm 
even considering adding a chapter somewhere close to the end of the book, 
because something is still missing, there is a gap in the protagonist's life. Two 
of my outside readers mentioned that we still need to know a little more about 
Theresa's feelings now, today, about the difference between her life 20 years ago 
when the democratic SA was born and her life now. And I think the only way I 
can fill this gap is by showing something of her life in the past 20 years, and 
not shying away from her loneliness, because she is lonely, and all her 
references to her friends and colleagues can't hide her loneliness.  
 
If I can manage to show something of this loneliness, without making her 
pathetic, of course, the reader would have more empathy with her. Understand 
her better. If I can manage it.     
 
Wednesday 30 January 
 
Last night, in a fit of despair, I grabbed scissors and a glue stick and started 
cutting and pasting the last chapters of the manuscript. I needed to literally 
see what the text would look like in another form before I made the necessary 
changes on the computer. This is after all what writers used to do before 
word processors came along. This is where the 'copy and paste' function on 
word processors come from, but somehow copying and pasting this story on 
the computer wasn't working for me any more.  
 
And to my astonishment, the whole picture became clear once I'd cut out some 
parts on some pages and pasted them elsewhere, and I was left wondering why 
I'd never done this before! 
 
I suppose because I've always written on computers. Maybe my very first 
youth novel in the early eighties was composed on a type writer, I can't 
remember, how strange that is, but it must have been, because I remember 
writing it in my first little flat in Stellenbosch and I didn't have a computer in 
that flat. But anyway, I've never felt the need to physically cut up my pages – 
until last night.  



 
I was getting desperate because time is running out, I have barely 2 weeks left 
before I fly to SA, and the editing is going so excruciatingly slowly and I knew 
the biggest changes would be in the last 3 or 4 chapters. And now, thanks to 
this old-fashioned trick, I can finally see where I'm going with this story.  
So today I return to the computer feeling a little more hopeful than the past 
few days. Editing chapters 22 (Theresa and Ruben in Vinales where they find out 
that Mercedes has probably left Cuba) and 23 (Theresa remembering the anxiety 
of her divorce) and realised last night that I would have to write a new chapter 
24. This is where I should insert the extra chapter needed to fill in some of 
the gaps. And at least now I know more or less what I have to say in this 
chapter. 
 
Monday 4 February 2019 
 
What scares me most – among the many many fears I have at this stage of the 
writing process – is the new chapter I need to write. Of course creating 
something new has to be more satisfying than the soul-destroying rewriting and 
fixing of the past couple of weeks, but also much more scary.  
 
I have so little time left, less than 2 weeks before I fly to SA, and although 
that should be enough for the remaining 30 odd pages of rewriting, I have no 
idea how long any new writing would take. And if I don't get the new chapter 
right, I won't have time to try and try and try again. I'm beginning to ask myself 
if I really need another chapter. If I don't add a chapter, the book will have 29 
chapters, which simply doesn't feel right. First I thought there would be 27 
chapters, and I was very happy with that, 3 x 3 x 3, all those lucky 3's, then I 
realised it would be 28, which was still not a bad number to end up with, and 
then I shifted the Cuban soldier's letter to a final chapter on it's own, which 
brought me to 29 chapters.  
 
But before I sound like some wacky numerology freak, I have to add that the 
main reason for the added chapter is that some info about Theresa's life is still 
missing, and I can't just add this in bits and pieces in the rest of the 
manuscript. Been doing that, and it works to a point, but only to a point, then it 
starts looking forced.  
 



So this weekend I had to spend 9 hours on a TGV train to Lille and back (long 
overdue visit to student daughter's digs and art school which I haven't seen 
since classes started in September) and I used some of this time to plot the 
new chapter.  
 
Friday 15 February 
 
Phew. Sent off the manuscript to the publisher yesterday, which means that I 
can get on that plane to Cape Town tomorrow with a somewhat lighter load. 
And ironically, after all the agonising about the 'wrong number' of chapters, I 
still ended up with 29 chapters.  
 
I swopped parts of chapters around, I rewrote and deleted and added stuff, and 
at last I realised I can't add another chapter, it would disturb the balance of 
the book. After every 'present-day chapter' there is a flash-back chapter, and I 
wanted to keep this up until the end. So there it is, the story has been told in 
29 chapters and I'll just have to live with it.  

Maybe there is some psychological reason (which I might figure out a later 
stage) for this odd number of chapters. Maybe it is simply a lesson I need to 
learn, that life and literature can't always be fitted into neat patterns and even 
numbers. Life is messy and odd and uneven. Literature should reflect some of 
this messy and odd and uneven quality. Voilà. 

One of my Woordfees commitments: Chatting 
about this book with Ingrid Jones 
 



Tuesday 5 March 2019 
Stellenbosch, South Africa 
 
Been trying not to dwell on the novel during the past 2 weeks of work and play in 
SA. To simply let it lie in a dark corner of the subconscious, like apples ripening 
in an attic. But today I had lunch with my publisher, Fourie, so I had to shine 
a torch in this dark corner. And I'm relieved to report the apples are still doing 
fine.  
 
The publisher took me to a restaurant on a beautiful wine estate outside 
Stellenbosch, to escape the madness of the Woordfees in the centre of town, 
and it was only as we arrived at the impressive entrance gate of De Zalze that we 
both realised the restaurant was next to the housing estate where that 
notorious Henry boy apparently wiped out his family a few years ago. The 
French would call it 'a romanesque setting', I suppose, quite appropriate for a 
meeting between a novelist and a publisher. Would have been even more 
appropriate if I was a crime writer. 
 
We still managed to enjoy lunch while having a productive discussion about the 
editing and translating of the text. The plan is to publish the original Afrikaans 
together with the English translation by the end of Oct, beginning Nov, which 
means I'll have to tackle the editing process the moment I get back in France, 
to make sure that Annelize can start translating as soon as possible. Marietjie 
has finished her editing and will see that I have the document early next week 
when I'm home again. No-one is proposing any major changes to the text at this 
stage, so the time line seems feasible.  
 
Now I have to start psyching myself up for this new lap... 
 
Monday 18 March 
 
What a frustrating day! Received Marietjie's edited text last week and read it over 
the weekend on the Apple laptop I'd recently taken over from Mia, all set to 
start the serious editing process this morning on the PC in my workroom. I've 



used the Apple only for reading manuscripts so far, because I haven't yet 
figured out all its editing functions. For instance whenever I hovered too long 
over any word while reading the text this weekend, the Afrikaans word would 
automatically be changed into Dutch! And I couldn't for the life of me get it 
changed back into Afrikaans. 
 
Anyway, I got up early this morning, ready for a hard day of working in front of 
my PC – and to my astonishment I couldn't download the document on my PC. 
Lost several pages of editing while trying different methods of saving while 
working online and sending a few pages at a time to the editor in Cape Town. 
Meanwhile the poor editor was struggling with massive load shedding, like the 
rest of South Africa over the past few days, and could only answer my 
desperate pleas for help or advice on her cell phone because she didn't have 
electricity to get to the documents on her PC.  
 
A perfect storm otherwise known as a perfect fuck-up.  
 
I almost burst out in tears when I finally found that someone had enabled a 
function on my PC that blocked 'multiple downloads'. The moment I disabled 
this again, I could download all the different versions (with tracked changes, 
without tracked changes, etc) that Marietjie had been frantically sending me for 
hours. I don't want to blame anyone for this difficulty, I know Alain and the 
children rarely use my PC, so it could have been me who clicked on a wrong 
button a while ago without even realising what I'm doing. (But I do suspect 
someone else has been doing something on my PC.) Enough said.  
 
The point is I am such a technological idiot that something as simple as this 
made me waste a whole day of working. So I had to continue deep into the 
evening to make up for the lost time. (And probably to punish myself for my 
own stupidity.) 
 
Now I'm really anxious to finish the editing before something else goes wrong 
again. I'll be working 12-hour days until the end of the week to try and send it all 
back to Marietjie by the weekend. Touch wood and let's go.  



Friday 22 March 
 
Fourie also showed me some cover options for the novel when I saw him 
earlier this month in Stellenbosch. The designers are still playing around with 
colours and graphics and not sure yet of the actual picture, but we still have 
lots of time to get it right. Obviously we'd like a Cuban feel, but we don't want 
the novel looking like a travel brochure. The marketing team of Penguin will also 
be showing the possibilities to booksellers and other players in the industry. 
Meanwhile I'm so swamped by the editing process that I can't even get excited 
about the eventual look of the finished product. 

Monday 25 March    
 
Reached the point of acceleration where I'm losing control. And as always it is 
scary as hell. And exhilarating and liberating at the same time. Returned the 
edited manuscript with my corrections to the editor on Friday - and spent the 
whole weekend agonising about another paragraph on the very last page I should 
have cut. So first thing this morning I contact Marietjie, hear she's already sent 
the manuscript to the publisher, and then send a desperate plea to the editor and 
the publisher begging them to cut this paragraph before the manuscript is sent 
to the translator.  
 

Playing around with possible covers...   
 



Now I have to take my hands off the steering wheel and let someone else drive 
the vehicle for a while.  
 
Saturday 11 May 2019 
Molyvos, Lesbos  
 
And once again I'm back on this Greek island, presenting another creative writing 
course at The Talking Table, this time an advanced workshop where participants 
bring a first draft of a novel or a collection of short stories. This means I had 
to read all the stories beforehand and write a report about each one, with 
suggestions for improvement, and now I have to spend individual time with each 
participant, working through the stories with them. Much more time-consuming 
than the usual writing courses, but the advantage is that is keeps my mind off 
my own novel.  

Grensgeval is now being translated into English and I'm quite anxious to read the 
first draft of the translation, while still stressing about the original Afrikaans 
text. I hate this awful waiting period between the last editing of the text and 
the actual publication of the book. I experience it as a state of suspension, 
like drawing in my breath and not being able to let it out again, until it feels as if 
my chest is going to burst.  
 



So now I concentrate very hard on other people's writing, and it help me to stay 
calm, at least some of the time.  
 
Monday 27 May 
 
I received the first page proofs of Grensgeval last week - but I've been too 
terrified to read them. What if I hate it? All of it, most of it, some of it?  
 
Meanwhile Fourie has told me we have to make a final decision about the English 
title because the marketing team has to start its marketing job. They had a 
brainstorming session at Penguin and came up with quite an impressive list of 
possible titles, lots of playing around with border and front and war, but finally 
Annelize (translator) and I both like the original working title best: Borderline. 
Because, like the Afrikaans, it has a double meaning, referring to physical borders 
as well as psychological problems. So now 'the novel' has an official title in 
English too.     
 
And I've been busily writing magazine columns and newspaper features to pay the 
bills, but by tomorrow I would've met all my deadlines, and then I won't have 
any more excuses not to tackle the proofs.  
    
Thursday 27 June  
 
Thank heavens I had finished the proof reading before this terrible heat wave 
struck. Temperatures of over 40 degrees C, absolutely unheard of in the month 
of June in France, and not conducive to any kind of working if you don't have air 
con in your work space.  Still holding on to the corrected proofs though, until 
Annelize sends the English translation, so I can compare the Afrikaans and 
English versions and make sure the corrections we made in the Afrikaans are 
also carried over to the translated text. Or maybe I'm just looking for an 
excuse because I cannot let go of the damn thing.  
 
Meanwhile I received new cover options - and the moment I saw the picture 
with the car, I wondered why we hadn't thought about that right from the 



start. The story is a bit of a road movie, after all, in which an old car and its 
driver play quite a crucial role. I think we're almost there.    
 
Tuesday 2 July 2019 
 
I received the English translation but I'm too scared to start reading it. Or 
maybe I should rather say I'm too hot to start reading it. Sounds less 
neurotic. The heat wave is still crushing us, with the highest temperatures ever 
recorded in France in 2 towns close to where I live. The first record 
temperature on Friday was over 44 degrees C in Carpentras. And then barely an 
hour later the temperature hit 45 degrees in a village in the Gard, just on the 
other side of the Rhône river. My brain feels like its melting and I have trouble 
concentrating on any kind of reading because I don't get enough sleep at night in 
the horrible heat, so maybe I should wait another day or 2. Later in the week 
the temperature will apparently drop to a nice 'cool' 35 degrees. Then I won't 
have any more excuses not to tackle the translation. 
 

Friday 19 July 
 
Hot, hot, hot - but I read the translation and used the real heat around me to 
feel the fictional heat in Cuba. I still have some minor questions about 2 of 

I think we've got it – probably 
the final cover. 
 



the Cuban characters' English. Although they are fluent in English, I want to 
make sure that one doesn't forget their first language is Spanish. 
 
This is actually a very complicated form of translation, because the original 
Afrikaans text was already a 'translation' of the English that Theresa and all the 
Cuban characters had to speak to understand each other. And now the English 
text has to be 're-translated' to this original spoken English. I've had to deal 
with this problem before in my translated fiction, especially where parts of the 
story are set in other countries and the Afrikaans and foreign characters use 
English as the only way of communicating. Stiltetyd/ Time Out in France, Die 
blou van onthou/ Forget-Me-Not Blues in Portugal, Misverstand /You Lost Me 
again in France. And each time I wonder if the reader ever realises how much 
work has to go into getting the language right. The foreign characters can't speak 
too haltingly, make too many mistakes, use too many foreign words, then it 
becomes irritating to read – but at the same time they shouldn't speak too 
perfectly correctly either. 
 
This often means using the most well-known word rather than a more unknown 
word, repeating the same word rather than searching for synonyms, not making 
the language too idiomatic because idioms are the ultimate test of how well 
anyone speaks a language, etc. Tricky, but important. 
 
Monday 22 July 
 
Hard to believe I had my first media interview about the new novel yesterday. A 
whole hour on WhatsApp on a Sunday morning - the only time that the SA 
journalist and I could both be free – and it took longer than I thought it would 
because I still have to think carefully about each question at this stage. I 
now know that by the time I'm on an official tour to launch a book, the 
answers become almost automatic because the questions tend to be the same, 
and then the whole interviewing process can be quite boring. But for now it's all 
still fresh and challenging.  
 
The interview was for Taalgenoot, because they only have 4 issues a year, which 
means the spring issue will be available from September to early December, and 



the theme of the issue is 'Secrets'. And since my novel, which will be available 
from late October, is a story about secrets, perhaps more than anything else I 
ever wrote, the publisher and I thought we have to use the opportunity to talk 
about the theme. 
 
Friday 2 August 2019 
Lille, France 
 
I received the edited version of the English translation just before we set off 
on this trip to drive Mia back to Lille, so she can search accommodation for 
the new academic year starting soon. I packed my laptop and have started reading 
in the car. Next week we drive back south in a zigzag way, exploring a bit of the 
Jura, visiting a friend or 2 on our way home, even venturing over the border into 
Switzerland. Quite appropriately, going over a border while reading Borderline in 
the car.  

Tuesday 13 August 
 
My poor tired eyes are giving in. For the past 2 days I've been working 10-hour 
stretches at my PC to make the final adjustments to the edited English version. 
Small changes at this stage, sometimes even minute tweaking, replacing words or 

Picnic in a park across from Madame de 
Staël's castle in Switzerland – searching 
for inspiration? 
 



punctuation marks, inserting or deleting a white line, but God is in the detail, I 
believe, and I can't simply let go because I'm tired at this late stage. 
 
On the other hand, I know myself and my working process well enough to 
realise that this final tweaking is also a frantic way of holding on to the 
manuscript for as long as I can, because after this it is really out of my 
hands. I could still change a few things when I'm reading the proofs, but 
basically this is it. Time to let go. Fuck, I don't know why it doesn't get easier, 
even after more than a dozen published novels.  
 
Thursday 15 August 
 
It is done. Or whatever it was that Jesus said on the cross. I sent back the 
edited version yesterday, after almost dying from fright when it seemed that I'd 
lost 2 days' work on the first part, but fortunately (unfortunately?) it was only 
my own technological stupidity that caused the panic. I could recuperate 
everything before my heart gave in. So tonight I drank some very good wine with a 
sense of relief and freedom and gratefulness. Even danced outside, under the full 
moon, with some young French family members who have been staying with us 
for the past week but have barely seen me because I was trapped behind my PC 
trying to let go of the novel.  
 
And it felt so so good to forget about the novel. Even if only for one evening. 
One small step, hey. 
 
Tuesday 3 September 2019 
 
Received the first page proofs of the English translation today, so I'll be 
tackling the final lap of this novel's creative process within the next few days. 
Just have to meet a few other writing deadlines first, in order to give my full 
attention to this extremely important last stage. Alain's summer holiday is over 
and the last of our summer guests have left – although the first of our 
autumn guests are soon arriving – and I have to use this gap to get some work 
done. 



Monday 9 September 
 
The vendange or grape harvest is in full swing in the vineyards around the house, 
and I'm working as hard as the farmers and labourers on my own autumn 
harvest of words. Painfully slow and back-breaking work, this final editing, like 
picking grapes by hand. Selecting only the best bunches and discarding the spoilt 
grapes. This is what the editing process feels like to me today.  
 
And it is not only the English translation that has to be thoroughly checked, 
but all the corrections have to be controlled against the original Afrikaans text, 
because some minor mistakes were spotted in the English that might have 
slipped through in the Afrikaans. Enough to drive me craze with anxiety.  
 
At the same time I know, by now, that I am deliberately slowing down the final 
editing because I can't bear to let go of the manuscript after 2 years of working 
on it. I have to let go now. Abandon it. Publish and be damned. Shit, shit, shit, I 
don't think I'll ever be ready for this part of writing, no matter how many books 
I've had published! 
 
Saturday 15 September 
 
Sent back the final English AND Afrikaans corrections yesterday, after working 
10-hour stretches the whole week. But meanwhile I received a long list of 

Autumn lunch with friends to 
celebrate 'being done' with the novel – 
pork roast and chestnuts.    
 



questions for a magazine interview that had been organised months ago by the 
publishers – and the deadline was also yesterday. We have visitors again this 
weekend, and I have loads of washing to do after the previous guests left, plus 
we invited friends for lunch on Sunday – I stupidly thought I would have been 
done with Grensgeval/Borderline by then – so no chance of working over the 
weekend. And unfortunately interviews are part of working. Unless I become a 
recluse like Salinger and stop writing. Which I must admit sounds rather 
tempting on days like this.   
 
 


