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by JOSIE SHAPIRO

If you crossed a coming-of-age 
road-trip novel with Tiger King, 
the Netfl ix lockdown hit of 2020, it 
might look something like Emily 
Bitto’s new novel, Wild Abandon. 

Her debut, The Strays, won Australia’s 
Stella Prize in 2015, and this is an ambi-
tious follow-up inspired by the 2011 
Zanesville, Ohio, incident when Terry 
Thompson liberated his vast collection of 
exotic animals. Bitto craft s a compelling 
fi ctional version that examines what it 
means to be a good human in a world of 
excess, pretence and pain.

Will is 22 and ashamed of his rural Aus-
tralian upbringing. His mother is deeply 
religious, his father is tragically nostalgic 
for his one youthful escapade to London. 
Terrifi ed of becoming a “bumpkin and 
an unsophisticate” like his parents, Will 
leaves to study in Melbourne. But the big 
smoke off ers only heartbreak when his 
girlfriend leaves him, so he fl ees further, 
to the US, to escape the “dogged preda-
tory shade of memory”. He wants to “fi nd 
himself”, to become cultured and cool, and 

to “surpass” his family, his ex-girlfriend 
and all of Australia.

Aft er a hedonistic and ultimately 
disastrous stay in New York, Will departs 
the Big Apple, his tail between his legs 
and his credit card maxed out. He heads to 
Littleproud, Ohio, to snaffl  e free accom-
modation from Tamsyn, an acquaintance 
from primary school. Her fi ancé intro-
duces Will to Wayne Gage, a charismatic 
Vietnam veteran who owns Wayne’s Wild 
Kingdom, a private collection of exotic 

BOOKS 

A young man trying 
to fi nd himself ends 
up well outside his 
comfort zone. 

Rattling 
the cage

by NICHOLAS REID

SPARKS AMONG THE STUB-
BLE (Cold Hub Press, $28) is John 
Weir’s fi rst poetry collection in 
nearly 40 years. Priest and poet 

Weir has spent most of the past three 
decades editing the collected works of 
his friend James K Baxter. Weir’s style is 

modernist and these poems are presented 
in familiar orderly stanza form, but his 
ideas are subtly subversive. Many are 
about ageing and eternity, the best being 
“The Rite of Spring”, where he views 
ironically all the things we accumulate 
in life. Keener is the gallery he creates of 
canonical writers, everybody from John 
Ruskin to Robert Lowell, some of whom he 
treats almost sardonically. But he is sharp-
est when he turns to the body politic, with 
works such as “The Negotiations” and 
“The Ambassadors”, which take cracks at 
colonialism. Perhaps his most subversive 
poem is “The Immigrants”, which suggests 
a critique of the missionary enterprise. I 
was surprised to fi nd the troubled avant-
gardist Antonin Artaud as the dedicatee 
of Weir’s envoi.

In stark contrast, Kirsten Le Hari-
vel’s SHELTER (Cuba Press, $25) is 
the work of a newcomer. Glasgow-

born, Kāpiti Coast resident Le Harivel 
writes prose poems, confessional poems, 
aphorisms and sometimes poems in more 
traditional stanzaic forms. She addresses 

foreign countries and youthful angst. “I 
am a damaged buoy, fl oating in a turgid 
sea”, she declares in “Butterfl ies”. She 
writes frankly about sex: “The bedroom” 
looks as if it was written to see how oft en 
the words f--- and f---ing could be used on 
one page. Just occasionally, her meaning 
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by CHRIS MOORE

It seems inevitable that Jess Quinn 
would one day write a book about 
her remarkable life. On the eve of her 

ninth birthday, in October 2001, her right 
leg was amputated to prevent an aggres-
sive cancer from spreading. She was left , 
she writes with disarming candour in 
STILL STANDING: What I’ve learnt from 
a life lived diff erently (Allen & Unwin, 
$36.99), with 1.5 legs and the prospect of a 
very diff erent life. But this didn’t prevent 
Quinn from defying the odds with gusto, 
despite the mental and physical hurdles 
she had to confront. In an age when physi-
cal perfection has become a driving force, 
especially among her peers, Quinn has 
pursued a successful modelling career, 
emerged as an advocate for “body diver-
sity” and even sashayed into the nation’s 
hearts aft er performing in television’s 
Dancing with the Stars.

But a reader may be 
left  wondering whether 
Quinn has written 
an autobiography, a 
memoir or that strange 
hybrid phenomenon, 
the motivational book? 
Although it seems petty 
to criticise a personal 
testament so obviously 
written from the heart, here lies Still 
Standing’s major weakness. The inclusion 
of what are intended to be motivational 
messages (fl ourished in heavy type) 
intrudes into what is an engaging book by 
an engaging personality. Quinn’s message 
is clear enough without being interrupted 
by such observations as “You may think 
that the grass is greener for someone else, 
but what if that’s because it’s raining on 
them” or “You can’t live a life and not allow 
life to happen to you.” They are excess 
baggage.

Despite these reservations, it remains a 
readable account of a young New Zea-
lander’s resilience and determination not 
to let physical imperfection and attitudes 
towards disability shape her life. Beneath 
her book’s cheerful positivity and bullish 
determination, however, lie the harsh 
realities of coming to terms with a major 
disability. Even for this exceptional young 
woman, these clearly never vanish. l

animals in makeshift  cages. Seduced by 
the “hot irrepressible aliveness” of the 
animals, Will accepts an off er of employ-
ment and accommodation. They feed the 
menagerie during the day and drink too 
much at night.

The troubled Wayne is sensitively 
rendered, and the mercurial dynamic 
between the two men is intricate and 

meaningfully realised. But Wayne has 
secrets, legal and marital. Fuelled by 
Wayne’s desperation, the plot spirals 
downwards, and Will is caught up in 
brutality and a wildness far beyond his 
imagining.

The dense prose in the “metropolis-
dream” section is reminiscent of DBC 
Pierre’s Lights Out in Wonderland, 
although in the wild kingdom, the 
language becomes stripped back and 
more relaxed. Bitto’s descriptions of the 
animals are simple gems of writing, such 

as Mustafa’s mane being “composed of two 
tiers, each a diff erent shade, the inner the 
colour of sandstone and the outer almost 
brown, and it fanned out thick around 
the broad velvet face and fell midway to 
the lion’s deadly velvet paws, the claws 
sheathed like a house cat’s but visible, 
curved sickle and dirty-pale”.

Will is a product of his generation, 
sardonic and self-conscious. He’s hard 
to impress and disdainful of ordinary 
people living their lives without shame. 
When he explains that he wants to leave 
and see America, Wayne tells him, “This is 
America.” Will’s wish for cultural enlight-
enment was mere delusion, the dream of a 
young and selfi sh man who is blind to the 
consequences of his behaviour until it’s 
too late.

Intellectually rigorous, its language 
decadently rich, Wild Abandon is a 
beast of a novel with a dark heart; it’s an 
adventure of friend-
ship and betrayal, an 
exploration of the way 
we encounter the wil-
derness in our modern 
world. l

WILD ABANDON, 
by Emily Bitto (Allen & 
Unwin, $36.99)
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can be somewhat opaque, as in “National 
identity project”. But she’s at her best 
when she writes about her earlier life. 
Her most exuberant and relatable poem 
is “A Weegie lass”, a raw account of being 
a young schoolgoing, street-exploring, 
chips-eating Glaswegian girl. Not that 
she wallows in soft  nostalgia. Her poems 
about returning to Glasgow are more 
dispiriting. At the least, this is a very 
impressive debut.

Mark Pirie’s SLIPS: Cricket 
poems (HeadworX, $30 pb, 
$45 hb) is the most eccentric of 

poetic genres – a whole collection devoted 
to sport. A poet and prolifi c publisher, 
Pirie is also a dedicated 
cricket follower who has 
regularly contributed poems 
to a cricket magazine and has 
edited an anthology of other 
people’s cricket verse. In 
Slips, he celebrates the feats of 
both well-known cricketers 
and ones who would not be 
known by the uninitiated. But 

the general topic allows him to address 
other things as well. There are wild fl ights 
of fantasy, such as “Space Cricket” (liter-
ally about extra-terrestrials joining in 
the game) and “Ice Cricket”, which sounds 
like a cricketer’s nightmare. “At Brown’s 
Bay” is really a love poem, where cricket is 
mentioned only because the lovers walk 
past cricket pitches. Then there is Pirie’s 
wittiest poem, “Islands of Cricket”, which 
considers how cricket caught on with 
Indians in India in colonial times, but did 
not catch on with Māori in New Zealand. 
This becomes a cunning comment on 
imperialism itself, as does “The Reverse of 
Imperialism”. In the main, though, this is 
one for specialists. l

Resilient & 
determined


