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BOOKS

Tegan Bennett 
Daylight
The Details

Jessie Tu
A Lonely Girl Is a 
Dangerous Thing

Novelist and short-story writer Tegan 
Bennett Daylight’s fi rst nonfi ction collection, 
The Details, is a book about paying attention: 
to words in books; to life’s patterns and 
paradoxes. The author credits her mother, 
a voracious reader, with teaching her to notice 
details: “When I read, I am still in conversation 
with her.” This reading lineage is passed down 
from Daylight to her own children.

Traversing love, depression, memory, 
motherhood and death in a series of 
essays that blend literary criticism with 
the personal, The Details is a book of 
conversations between writers and their 
readers, between mothers and their children, 
and between teachers and their students. For 
Daylight, fi ction can illuminate otherwise-
absent conversations that engage with the 
prosaic and commonplace, particularly the 
experiences and truths of women’s bodies 
and their everyday lives. She throws down the 
gauntlet early on with the essay “Vagina”, 
on the aftermath of childbirth on her body. 

Daylight is a bowerbird, collecting 
detail through close readings of her most 
admired writers: Jane Austen, S.�J. Perelman, 
George Saunders, Brian Dillon and others. 
She describes herself as feeling “as though 

We’re not even halfway through the fi rst 
page of this book before Jena Lin, former 
child prodigy, is in a chapel closet furiously 
banging a fellow musician she only vaguely 
knows. In her mind she doesn’t refer to him by 
name, just by instrument: Bassoon. The sex is 
hungry and quick and anti-personal, and ends 
abruptly when they realise they are running 
late to perform at the funeral going on nearby. 
This opening scene – sex and emptiness and 
music all rolled into one – plunges readers into 
Jena’s world immediately and completely. 

A Lonely Girl Is a Dangerous Thing 
is an engaging and ambitious debut novel, 
but at times it falls short of the high goals it 
sets itself. Although the plot is steady and 
addictive, it off ers few surprises due to the 
occasionally heavy-handed foreshadowing 
dotted throughout. 

Once a world-famous violinist, Jena 
burned out at the age of 15. Now, at 22, she 
has returned to music and is preparing to 
audition for a permanent spot in the Sydney 
Symphony Orchestra. She is obsessive about 
her practice, pushing through pain and injury 
in the pursuit of perfection. In between her 
music she fi lls her time with sex, violence-
tinged porn and fragile, anxious friendships. 

Scribner, 208pp, $26.99 Allen & Unwin, 304pp, $29.99

The themes Jessie Tu takes on are 
important ones, tackling race, class, desire 
and power – and Jena is a compelling 
character. Her sexual encounters allow 
Tu to dissect notions of agency and power 
imbalance; there is sex as empowerment, 
as self-medication, as self-harm. Jena’s 
main relationship in the book is with a 
much older man, Mark. As a device it starts 
off  strong – the novel’s ideas are delicately 
woven through most of the book – but Mark 
ultimately becomes too much of a caricature, 
an amalgamation of all the ills powerful 
men infl ict upon women. This lack of faith 
in readers to understand the underlying 
intent is something that haunts the third act 
of the book; its themes are, at the 11th hour, 
hammered home a little too loudly. 

None of this makes the book any less 
engrossing, however, and it is fi lled with 
ideas that need to be heard. The novel is at 
its strongest when Tu trusts in her subtleties 
and her readers. Jena’s relationship with 
music and performance in particular is 
extraordinarily well rendered, and the way 
this spills out and aff ects the people around 
her is believable and at times heartbreaking.

Elizabeth Flux

I am the owner of a storehouse or a granary 
that fl oats in the air behind me. All those 
books, all of that detail, just waiting to be 
called on.” Daylight’s storehouse is rich; 
her passion for reading, electric. She writes 
lovingly of the value of teaching literature 
to non-readers, albeit in the shadow of the 
Australian university system, where the 
“logic of capitalism overrides everything”. 

Daylight traces her evolution as a 
reader; she revisits books and emerges with 
new insights. We are invited to peer down 
the microscope as she dissects writing, 
excited to show us the discoveries that 
inform her practice. It is Helen Garner who 
taught Daylight her fi rst conscious lessons 
about writing: cracking open the structure 
of the novel, creating the poetics of style 
and focusing the power of close observation. 
“Monkey Grip changed reading for me,” 
she writes. 

For Daylight, literature is a catalyst 
for understanding ourselves and the world 
around us. The Details is a joyful and vital 
adventure alongside a sophisticated reader, 
and a timely reminder of the critical role 
of art in turbulent times.

Justine Hyde

We hope you never 
need it, but we’ll be 
there if you do.

Things you should know: Cover is provided if an insured person is medically certifi ed with 
a terminal illness or passes away. Age and loan eligibility requirements and other limitations 
and exclusions apply. Commonwealth Bank of Australia ABN 48 123 123 124. AFSL & 
Australian credit licence 234945.

For most, a home loan is the 
largest financial commitment 
you can make. So we understand 
it’s the last thing you’d want to 
think about if the worst were to 
happen to a loved one.

That’s why we’re now providing
complimentary protection 
if you, your spouse or child 
passes away or falls terminally 
ill. No fees, no sign-up. 

What’s covered: We’ll pay the 
minimum monthly repayments 
on your eligible Owner Occupied 
home loan. It’s designed to cover 
your repayments for around 
12 months.

Who’s covered: Owner Occupied 
home loan customers aged 
18-59, their spouse aged 18-59, 
and any dependants aged 18 
or under.

Home Loan Compassionate Care

We can. Together.


