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Jessie Tu, A Lonely Girl is a Dangerous Thing, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 
2020; pp.304; RRP $29.99 paperback. 

 
Jessie Tu’s debut novel, A Lonely Girl is a Dangerous Thing, is a lonely book. It centres 
on Jena Lin, a young Asian-Australian woman whose childhood as a violin prodigy 
has created for her a vast kind of loneliness that only exceptionality can bring to one’s 
life – a void that she fills through sex. Her friends and family hover at the edges of her 
life, kept at arms-length by her, and she finds herself in an intimate relationship with 
the controlling and sexually abusive Mark.  
 Though it has not been touted as such, A Lonely Girl is a narrative about trauma. 
Jena says, ‘there are traumas written inside my body, cellular, larger than my own 
existence.’ Not only is this a book that details experiences about racism and sexism, 
which are marginalising experiences in and of themselves, Tu has spoken in interviews 
about her experiences of intimate partner abuse, and how she drew on those 
experiences in writing the book. Yet most of the discussion around this novel has 
focused on themes of sexual freedom in a way that obscures the thread of pain that 
underlines this novel. 
 In her celebrated work A Body In Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World 
(1985), the literary critic Elaine Scarry writes about the unshareability of pain, and its 
resistance to language – that physical pain ‘does not simply resist language, but 
actively destroys it.’ In this way, pain stops the throat and holds the tongue, and in 
doing so, 'destroys a person’s self and world'. 
 Giselle Au-Nhien Nguyen’s review of A Lonely Girl (Sydney Review of Books, 
Nov. 2020) notes that ‘it is hard for other characters – and readers – to connect with the 
largely affect-free Jena, especially as her decisions become increasingly erratic and self-
sabotaging.’ Jena is lonely, she is absent, she is hardly there. At many points in the 
book, she disappears into the writing. Her descriptions grow staccato and abrupt, as 
though she could not bear to say more.  
 In the first chapter of the book, Jena’s worlds collide when she has sex with a 
bassoon player immediately before a performance. Her descriptions of sex read as 
though they were written in morse code. 

Pantyhose down. Donut rings around ankle. Cunt salivating. His 
tongue slips inside my mouth. 

Curiously, her descriptions of performing music are much the same. 

I guide the violin into my neck. Bow on the A string. Pull. 

 The brief, impersonal nature of Tu’s descriptions are anathemas to the usual 
writings on music and sex, which are more often invoked to lively effect. But Tu does 
something different. In keeping the writing flat, she attempts to depict the extremities 
of Jena’s loneliness. In doing so, she creates a harsh, abrupt character, but also one who 
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is rendered inaccessible to the reader. This begs the question – what is it that we are 
not being allowed to see? And why are we not allowed to see it?  
 A hooded sense of shame hangs heavy over this novel, an unwillingness to 
reveal oneself that is helped along by the book’s insistent centring of sex. The novel is 
littered with descriptions of sexual encounters with partners whom Jena views with a 
mix of contempt, boredom and dull fear. She does so to ‘forget all my [her] 
inadequacies’; to avoid an encounter with her own self, and the traumas and 
insecurities that inevitably follow. This sense of shame not only leaves the book 
stranded in emotional stagnancy, it also creates within the narrative fundamental 
problems of plot.  
 For example, the fact that Jena lived in Wayne, New Jersey for a time is 
introduced early on in the novel, and continuously referred back to as some crucial 
turning point in Jena’s life. Chapter 14 begins with Jena saying: ‘Before New Jersey, 
before the breakdown…’ Yet despite the apparent importance of New Jersey to the 
narrative, New Jersey is introduced in Chapter 8 as a throwaway comment made 
secondary to the fact that while she was there, Jena created a ‘taxonomy of men’, 
classifying them according to race and other categories. The novel’s focus on Jena’s 
sexual encounters gets in the way of us knowing what precipitated the move to New 
Jersey. Knowing that a breakdown had occurred is not the same as knowing what 
happened. The ‘New Jersey’ problem is less of a sexy, mysterious diversion inasmuch 
as it creates a problem of plot that, writ large, obscures the possibility of narrative 
altogether in the novel. In Elaine Scarry’s words, it destroys Jena’s world. 
 A Lonely Girl is a story that seems to unmake itself at every turn. Throughout 
the novel, important points of plot are gestured at and then submerged, and the views 
of other characters, unless directed at Jena’s musical ability or her body, are erased or 
rendered non-existent. In this way, Jena manages to hide whilst in full view, and we 
the reader are continually returned to loneliness; Jena’s beginning and end. 
 What is to be gained, by the un-telling of one’s own story? To exist in the safety 
of one’s words and perspectives alone? Elaine Scarry writes, ‘to have great pain is to 
have certainty; to hear that another person has pain is to have doubt.’ And surely, for 
this doubt to be entertained in the realm of story-telling is a good thing. Doubt opens 
up other perspectives, other possibilities; the potential for characters to change and 
grow. And perhaps most fundamentally, allows them to be able to move through their 
own inner worlds. For in literature as much as in life, there may be nothing more vital 
to a person in trauma than the possibility of moving on. 
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