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Around the time of the events portrayed in Debra Adelaide’s When I Am Sixty-Four, 1 lived a
block away from Gabrielle Carey. We discovered our proximity by accident. Both Gabrielle
and Adelaide had been my writing mentors at university but had accepted separation deals in
the coronavirus staff gutting. I find myself referring to Gabrielle Carey by first name and
Debra Adelaide by last name to respect the authority of Adelaide as the writer of When I Am
Sixty-Four, while also recognising, somewhat paradoxically, that the character or figure (who
is never named) in her novel I can only see as my mentor, Gabrielle.

I hadn’t seen either of them since they left. Walking home one day I nearly passed
Gabrielle without recognition. These were covid days; we had been conditioned into an
etiquette of aversion. But there she was, my former mentor, pushing a pram that bore her
grandchild.

We spoke with the enthusiasm of surprise reunion. I gestured to the nearby red-brick
apartments and told her where I lived. Had I ever published that story? Gabrielle asked. I said
it had been published, but I had since disavowed it. Oh, you mustn’t, exclaimed Gabrielle.
That story was a zinger.

A zinger, I thought. How strange. In that story a man goes to kill himself in Westfield
but is continually deterred by a friend in need.

Now that Gabrielle knew where I lived she left books in my letterbox with Post-it
notes that I still keep on the verso of their front pages: Jack — whenever I feel I may be falling
into writerly self-pity, this is a quick fix.

This gifting of unrequested books is something that appears in Adelaide’s novel as
one of many ways Gabrielle sought to divest herself of possessions. What is heavily
suggested, although never stated outright, is that Gabrielle’s rally against disorder was an
early-warning sign of her suicide, a ritual preparing for death, made all the crueller for only
making itself known in retrospect.

I say ‘novel’ because When I Am Sixty-Four declares itself as a ‘work of autofiction’.
The reasons for this double-layering — the desire to be read as both fiction and life — is in part
to avoid being read as any kind of definitive biography (a reading which Gabrielle Carey’s
fame could certainly invite) and interrelatedly creating a reflective space that avoids acting
out the trauma of Gabrielle’s suicide merely to raise the blank flag of veracity.

The final days of Gabrielle’s life — and Adelaide’s intimate involvement in caring for
her — is the core of this account, but the novel isn’t solely about death and depression, though
these are the subjects that will surely dominate its mainstream reception. It is really a story of
the entwined lives of two writers, of which the final days are the catalyst for taking stock of
everything that has come before.

Both writers became friends at school, drifted apart after Gabrielle’s success with
Puberty Blues and her wanderlust years, then reconnected on the literary scene. With a twist
of serendipity that would seem manufactured in pure fiction, Gabrielle and Adelaide ended up
teaching creative writing at the same university and eventually resigned at the same time. On
the surface their lives were similar, but they were just as evenly united by their differences.
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Late in the timeline, Adelaide’s stoicism is the antithesis to Gabrielle’s depressed inability to
see a future for herself. This is a curious reversal, given that Gabrielle lived her literary life
naturally and in a headstrong way, whereas Adelaide struggled through cycles of imposter
syndrome. Gabrielle believed to the point of delusion that her life was meaningless and
unremarkable, Adelaide always marvelled at the impression her friend made as an artist and
also an individual moving through the world. What Adelaide provides, then, is not a cathartic
grief memoir a la Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking; it is a searching depiction of
lifelong friendship between two very different writers.

Stylistically, When I Am Sixty-Four employs fragments, that stalwart and protean
literary device for exploring memory and trauma. Arguably the literary fragment is a more
honest technique for representing memories, insofar as memory rarely returns to us in linear
chronology. Trauma, similarly, doesn’t stay in the past, but transgresses or collapses these
temporal boundaries. As a result, her latest work sits alongside other Australian novels, such
as Michelle de Kretser’s Theory & Practice and Richard Flanagan’s Question 7, where the
writers have embraced forms of fragmentary narrative occupying the grey zones between fact
and fiction.

But there is another writer whose work shares DNA with Adelaide’s novel: it is
Gabrielle Carey. Adelaide reflects on their creative differences over the purpose of writing.
‘She believed writing was all about the self . . . I believed writing was to escape the self, to
shake off the boring, predictable person that you were.” This disagreement finds some
resolution here, in When I Am Sixty-Four, though Gabrielle will never know it.

Many of Gabrielle books studied the lives of others. She wrote about literary figures,
such as Randolph Stow, Elizabeth von Arnim, and her beloved James Joyce. She also wrote
about people closer to home, like her parents. Gabrielle’s father ended his life at the age of
sixty-four, the subject of her book /n My Fathers House. She ended up doing the same.

Here, Adelaide has taken the mantle in completing the final chapter in her friend’s
life, putting onto the page her subject, Gabrielle, who happened to unite those two strains of
her own literary obsessions, as a literary figure and also someone very close to home.
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