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LINCOLN’S ROCK
Arna Radovich
They were sitting out on Lincoln’s Rock, a touch of chill in the Blue
Mountains air. A gusty wind swept around the bowl of Jamison Valley,
collecting the eucalyptus scent of summer’s last breath.
On a wooden sign, the word “Achtung!” cautioned foreign tourists
that there were no barriers here; responsibility for their safety
belonged to them. It was kind of shocking to think how easy it was to
slip, or trip, or take a step in the wrong direction and find yourself
plunging to the valley floor, so far below. She often thought about how
random it all was. Who lives, who dies and when? Some people survive
terrible things like war or earthquakes or abuse and others don’t.
She knew a woman, a friend of her mother’s, who’d survived a
year of punishing treatment for cancer, only to be hit by a bus months
later, when she was well again. Like what happened to Lincoln, it just
didn’t make sense.
She didn’t like heights and she didn’t like being scared, so she
stood well back from the lookout and held the baby close and
anxiously watched her husband, who was out on the edge of the cliff
peering down into the abyss. Like the famous Lincoln Hall, he was a
climber. He often tried to tell her what it meant to him, the feeling of
it, but she could never quite grasp what drove him to take such risks;
all she knew was that it was part of him, inseparable from who he was.
To climb a mountain and never come back, it was her worst nightmare.
It had almost happened to Lincoln, left for dead on Everest. You
couldn’t help but see irony in the way mesothelioma claimed him,
when he was back home, where he should have been safe.
She’d been thinking about asbestos related diseases for weeks.
Mesothelioma. Such an ugly word. She looked it up on the Internet.
She knew she shouldn’t; when you read the signs and symptoms of
diseases, everyone thinks they have whatever it is. But whenever she
questioned her husband, he just explained it all away.
‘Must’ve strained a muscle climbing yesterday.’ ‘I’m tired, that’s
all.’ ‘It’s only a cough.’ ‘Stop going on about it; it’s getting better.’
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But it wasn’t. He kept on coughing until she told him he’d make the
baby sick, so he finally went off to the doctor. By Friday night, they
were both worn out and looking forward to the weekend. The baby
was teething and there’d been a few sleepless nights. She was in the
kitchen getting dinner when he came home and as soon as the front
door opened, the baby started to cry. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll get
her.’
From the kitchen she could hear him talking to the baby, his voice
soft and soothing. When dinner was ready and she went to call him,
they were both asleep on the lounge; the baby curled on his chest like
a tiny koala. Their precious baby, made all the more precious by how
long they’d tried for her, how long they’d hoped. You never want
anything as much as you do when you can’t have it. And then his
mobile rang startling them both.
‘The doctor wants to see me,’ he said, as though it was some sort
of absurd request, and her heart dropped, just like they say it does, like
a hard stone falling through her body to the floor. Breathless, she
could hardly speak, like her mouth was full of dry Weet-bix.
‘She said to come in now,’ he said.
‘Now? It’s late. What about dinner?’ But he was already collecting
his keys, putting on his jacket. Her mind was spinning, like an Easter
Show ride. ‘I’ll come with you.’
‘No, no, it’s okay.’ He gave her a weak smile, but his eyes would
not meet hers. And so she waited. She could not eat the dinner that
sat cooling on the table. Instead she fed the baby and rocked her to
sleep and then, to keep herself busy, she cleaned out the kitchen
drawers, ruthlessly throwing out all the bits and pieces that had
accumulated over the past eight years, kept just in case they might be
needed, sometime in the future. She tried to close the last kitchen
drawer but it had come off its rollers and was stuck. She heaved it out
and threw it to the floor.
It can’t be that. He’s only thirty-seven for fuck’s sake! It can’t be
that, can it?
And then, she heard the car pull up in the driveway and she heard
the answer in his slow and heavy tread, before she saw his face, before
she heard him say the words.
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PEMULWUY’S PLAINS
Kerryn Coombs-Valeontis
Pemulwuy is known as the Rainbow Warrior and was the first guerrilla fighter
in the resistance to white settlement on the Cumberland Plain of western
Sydney. When he was finally killed, his head was sent to Sir Joseph Banks.
Attempts to find the remains for repatriation have been unsuccessful so far.

Autumn’s almost broken its release; time
of lillipilli ripe and mist rallying behind
the hill-fort of first resistance. Mararong1
place of the emu and crane – line of sight to the sea
and Bennelong’s smoke whispering. Lookout now
betrayed by terra-cotta glazing over…
particled air refracts the humidity; it cannot
pierce the memory swirling in the sprawling
heat-haze, blanketing the vinegared horror
preserved in vaulted secrets. A city simmers
under baked clay and bitumen absorbing the
midpoint still of the long exhale; out-blast
of planetary slowing, flushing fury at the turning;
she seethes, she will burn. The Rainbow Warrior
cannot rest, moving along the old storm-paths
of the Bidigal – cracks where water lies parched
and waiting… tyres crawl over molten tar’s shimmering
haze. He turns west, where the warning gathering
in the clouds has been sent on to Yarrumundi at the
river under the mountain, and the winter is coming…

1

Aboriginal name for Prospect Hill, Western Sydney
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GETTING ON
Peter Cartwright
Long since, a matter of mere weeks,
I had turned my back
on the satties
with pills
or bush,
powder
or tabs of paper
you had a habit of selling me
in a lane in the backstreets
of Westmead.
I was clean. I was a baby fresh
from its morning bath.
But your pig eyes, eager with lust
for dealing to me,
spied me on the street
and you sidled up to me
all friendly, with
want some new shit?
I’ve got some really sick,
hectic shit
My momentary resistance
lasted but the obvious
and fleeting moment
until I handed you two twenties
and thrust a tiny plastic baggy
down my pants
getting on
getting gear
from my dealer
that my father calls
a pusher.
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LIGHT IT ALL UP
fayroze
فيروز

Departure begins at
Devonshire Street Tunnel
Railway square positioned behind you
At that exact point when breaking the threshold of the tunnel
At that exact moment the trains above beat down pulsating like
A heart beat above
Felt from top of the arch of the tunnel
Down to your feet
Then on the platform
I always love the rush of wind as the train arrives
To sway my dress
Lift my skirt
Then to sit alone
Oh please alone
Upon the plush gaudy almost school uniform like Jackson Pollack
inspired seats
I crank it into the forward position
The other to face me
So that I may create a fortress
My cone of silence
A force field 5 seats deep
And in the dark the train
Snakes through decrepit brick-a-brac
Past the backs of terraces and large fenced shacks
And building past the brick weeping stained residential flats
The dictionary of architecture past
Street lights flash
Surrounded in a carriage by darkness the vestibule too brightly lit
The city rushes into the distance into the past behind me
Stopping all stations to nowhere lights shimmer inside vintage frosted
glass
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1970s corner windows of brick walk-ups what a triumph that wasn't
A train illuminated snakes its way toward the city
There is life in these buildings bored teens that leave behind traces of
themselves
The graffiti flows and grows thick on the walls of the open air train line
the wood fences
The overpasses the backs of terraces and weatherboard houses
apartment buildings squat office blocks and terraced shop fronts
The blue aviator glassed office blocks two street blocks in length mirror
the reflection of the train I always wait to catch it sitting on the right
hand side of the upper carriage
Maybe to see myself in motion moving on this elevated train line to
put on my lipstick fast
The line that cuts and towers dividing the city both radiating linear
lines from the coast
The city is tired in parts, exhausted the buildings at the limit of their
life span cling on
The tombstone is coming the epitaph is written with rising cranes
bringing the faux future into the brave new world with blade runner
speed erasing the old that clings that is coughing in its death rattle
These places were never graceful hard to imagine they were brand
new once
And neither is the funeral march like procession
Marched out with surgical position to extract the homes riddled with
asbestos and peeling paint the cake thick paint and brown, red, brown
and blonde bleeding brick stained walk ups six packs deep
I wish to strike a match and set it all alight
Light it all up
Burn it all down
Light it all up
See it all come crashing down.
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SIGNS
Robert Dunn
In case of fire
Do not use lift
So I took the stairs
In case there was a fire
But still my hands are burning
Grandmother’s house
Heavy vehicles
A recurring dream of crossing the road
And getting stuck in the middle
After that kid was crushed by a coal truck
24 hour surveillance
The peers and the parties were strictly
Authorised personnel only
When I brought you home
There was relief, at first
And then…
She will spend all your money
You argue too much
Toxic hazard
Stop, go
Proceed with caution
Glass on the kitchen floor
Your ring down the drain
Slippery when wet
I knew it would be
A road subject to flooding
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Baby on board
Doodles of family life on our back windscreen
I tried to give way
Keep left with my guitar and my books
But there was never any right turn
You were always back in 5, and soon
No entry
When I question
Restricted area
I bury myself
And you say, please
Reduce speed
Emergency help point
Form one lane
Dead end
The signs aren't good
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THE MORNING AFTER
Anne Benjamin
the lawyer's phone call drags him
sour into waking from the endless you-tube
of his trying to forget
the steel bench burning buttocks cold,
his blubbering to the man he loathed
because he needed him, to come
at midnight, to the lock-up;
to forget the fresh-ironed copper
far too white to come too close;
trying to forget the thwack,
his hand against the softness of her cheek,
her ice-eyes wary, policemen at the door.
In the kitchen, they are scalding milk
for coffee... His stomach retches.
Beside the sagging back-room couch
he sees the big black plastic bags she’s
stuffed his clothes into, last night, while
on the line the lawyer's saying
'You've stuffed up big-time, mate,
(- as if he didn’t know -)
you must move out I'm waiting at the gate
what were you thinking of?'
He makes a show of purpose,
gathers up the bags, feels his in-laws
hear him move: the gyprock in the lounge room
hold its breath…
Twelve
forty-centimetre tiles to reach the door.
He trips and curses worn-through moccasins,
studiously taking note
how cracked the driveway concrete is.
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(We fell in love, we made a child.
A useless liar, is what she said.)
Outside the gate, the lawyer waits,
'Perhaps they’ll let you see your son.
From time to time.'
He picks with bitten nails
he once kept manicured
at lint that dangles
from his fleecy pants,
kicks at the dry brown guttered leaves,
and for no good reason,
checks the letter box.
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SHOOTING
Emily Crocker
Having arrived home late
missing the bus after work.
Thankful for the masculine corners
of polyester collars and steel-caps.
Having picked up bananas
and instant coffee, swinging content
in their translucent plastic cradle.
Having seen nervous love bud
between the guy who buffs the floors
in Aldi and the checkout girl.
Having seen a shooting star
sinking through the saline sky
slip behind the uniform rooves
blissfully unaware of what a marvel it is.
Having wished for nothing more upon it.
I was starting to believe
that something so grand could
come so easily.

YEARS AGO
Jean Mills
You stabbed me with hot words
No discussion, no argument, no fight.
You left me stunned last night
with no chance to retaliate.
You left your warm jacket, your spoon and plate,
You left your nonsense and your book
You left your scars and cold look.
I will keep them for you until you return.
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ODES TO NEW ZEALAND
Alison Miller
Lost Birds
‘We are going,’ said the moa.
‘We are going,’ said the night-jar.
No-one listened.
No one cared.
They are all gone.
Kea
A cute name
For a cute bird
Or a small car.
Poplars
Tall
Golden
Shimmery
Silhouettes
Setting sun
Autumn
Scent
Life
Kiwi
Gone the way of the dodo
And the giant moa.
What will New Zealand be
Without its kiwi?
Sheep
Follow likeSheep.
As silly as well, sheep!
Watch out
For the wolf in
Sheep’s clothing.
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HASH TAG AND THE CHAT – Two Poems in 5 Tweets
Danny Draper
#$20KperKilo you knew better than me. You stonewalled & entombed
the melon. Franchise created by a battling felon, wealthy now, totally
free
#StuckForYearsAfter after transition & relations disaster. After the
scrubbers & recrafted vision, past & now linked in both pain & decision
#AnOldMemory rarely recalled, that once a hard crime is a crime no
more. Remember the beauty you bloomed in her, realising the truth it
bore
#NoLongerRecalled years & life lived now befall. We take what we want
& in wantonly waste discard in our haste not knowing our losses at all
#ToHistoryResigned let all descendants decide. We did what we did to
survive, in a corporeal & dysphoric life. Let history draw its’ knife.

*
@whattime do you call this? Sorry, I got on the piss. Tweeted UNHCR,
but no one turned up with a car. WTF how would they know where you
are?
#ThatsNotImportantRightNow @Jacktomarketacow don't get all
#ClimateChange down. Strip the soil, flog coal for oil, & #Frackoff back
to town.
Moneyforjam.com who gives a care if they're wrong?
#OurLeadersDontCare so ditch your despair & @insouciant&ebullient
try to live long
fb.me/EZas123DohRaeMe or lets chatter & prattle right on or to the left
if I'm wrong. Chat til each voice has fame, reverence without frame
Who's a narcosistic prick? #FreedomOfSpeech that's the trick.
@thistime you know who's the git, & I'll keep stirring with
#BollocksOnAStick.
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WHEN
Norm Fairbairn
The questions arrive in a maelstrom
impossible to prioritize
and asking them
seems like swallowing poison.
When did it, in reality, end,
in a moment,
in a thunderclap
or in a whimper?
When did the snow pea problems
become boulders,
a river of disparity
too wide to cross?
When did your endearing peculiarities
become like fingernails
across a blackboard,
the possum scratching in the roof?
When did I first see you across a room
and my heart failed to jump
your whispered criticisms
remained deafening in my head for days?
When did my forgiveness run out
my piano string patience snap,
did the dog hear it
was it too high for a heart to hear?
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When did resignation
become my only future,
when the one we painted together
let all its colours run?
When will I gather the courage
to pose these questions
to swallow the poison,
will my heart stop in that instant?
When will you recognize
the questions peering out
through my transparency
and beat me to the punch?
Such sweeter poison it would be
to wave surrender flags in unison
or will I drown in the river of disparity alone,
entering eternity with the questions frozen on my lips?
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TABBOULEH FOR THOUGHT
Danielle Catherine
My uncle is drunk on Arak. He beats his fists on the restaurant table,
arguing with something nobody said.
My aunt is complaining, again. ‘Now my husband and I can only
afford BYO restaurants. And we had to fly Tiger to get here. It’s
horrible.’
Another aunt is dancing. With hips gyrating and bangled arms
flailing, she makes the belly dancer we hired last time look amateur.
Little does she know that her eight-year-old son is about to rip the
entire paper tablecloth in half.
I’m the only introvert in the family. Thanks, mysterious genetic
anomaly.
Life has been like this for as long as I can remember: eating
delicious food that my friends can’t pronounce while wondering if I’m
adopted. I sigh and reach for another helping of tabbouleh.
Memories of growing up are mouth-watering. Garlic chicken and
salted potato slices steaming on the barbecue. Rows of evenly spaced
burghul balls on pastel-yellow trays, ready to slide into long-stewed
lentil broths bubbling with lemon and herbs. Licking syrup off my
fingers after biting into sweet, crunchy pastries. You know how people
say, ‘I’m having a food baby’? Well, we’re constantly giving birth to
food quintuplets.
This level of hospitality is the norm, regardless of the occasion.
Once, my parents received an invitation to a non-Lebanese friend’s
party, which asked all guests to bring their own meat and cook it by
themselves on the barbecue provided. Not too unreasonable, right?
My parents didn’t attend the party and are no longer friends with this
person.
But no matter how much my breath smells like garlic, I’ve never
truly felt Lebanese. Because, if I’m not comfortable at a table crowded
with more people than there are citizens of certain small island
nations, how could I be one of them? I try to say something, but it
comes out as a whisper drowned in a sea of, ‘I’m so happy bananas are
cheap again did you know they’re a great source of potassium we’re all
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lacking in potassium since the Queensland floods.’ and ‘When will we
meet your boyfriend it’s been eighteen months why can’t we meet
your boyfriend?’
I need to get away. Perhaps I could drift away on the Parramatta
River. The cool water would carry me away to a place much more
bearable, such as a shark-infested ocean. But after a second look at the
river – brown water, layer of accumulated plastic bags, upturned
shopping trolley – I decide to stay put.
The waiter brings a brass pot of Lebanese coffee to the table.
Finally, something to perk me up and help me think of things to say. All
this food is starting to short-circuit my brain.
I drink the coffee too fast, and choke on the sediment at the
bottom of the cup.
Hospitalisation. Why didn’t I think of this before? I fantasise about
being wheeled away from this social emergency into the refuge of a
private suite, where an attractive male nurse brings me peppermint
tea and little plastic containers of Ben & Jerry’s. Sadly, the coffee
grains only lead to a few harmless coughs; not nearly enough to
warrant a triple-0 call.
It’s speech time. Tablecloth-Tearing Child stands on a chair,
holding a microphone. ‘Happy 90th Birthday to the best grandfather
ever. I love you very, very much. And I hope you stay alive ‘til your 91.
Or maybe 92.’
Everyone laughs. Gyrating Aunt stops gyrating and says, ‘We were
all thinking it, right?’
Arak Uncle stands up and reaches for the microphone. No. Please
sit down. ‘We are here today to celebrate Dad. The sacrifices that this
man has made for us are tremendous. He worked hard for many years
in Lebanon, saving money to travel to Australia with his beloved wife.’
Wait a minute. Arak Uncle is making more sense than a sober
person.
‘Some of us have trouble raising two kids; Dad raised seven.
Always a selfless individual, he laboured for many long hours on the
New South Wales railroads. But he never worked out of a desire to be
rich or successful. His only goal was to make sure his wife and children
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were well-fed, clothed and educated. So if Dad has ever been selfish,
then I’m a hundred times more selfish than him. Cheers, to Dad.’
My need to escape has completely disappeared. This event isn’t
about me at all. It doesn’t matter if I can’t make myself heard in
discussions, or that Complaining Aunt won’t stop complaining about
groceries.
Today is about him.
His thick, weathered fingers wrapped around my tiny hand as he
walks me to the corner store.
The most enigmatic man I know, despite hardly saying a word all
evening.

PARENTAL RIGHTS
Samantha See
I never thought that I would be able to appreciate the softness of a
baby’s body, the fragility of the round, slightly disproportioned head,
or the fat rolls that pucker and spill generously from the sides of a
cloth nappy.
My naïve and younger self had always associated the babies with
overbearing creatures that could wake a whole house from deep
slumber at two in the morning. Babies were greedy, selfish little
monsters who took and kept on taking. Babies repulsed me.
Yet here I was, holding my very own baby and repulsion was the
last thing on my mind. Maybe I was being tricked into this feeling by
the soft moonlight that cast an angelic shadow over the world or
maybe it was just a consequence of the adrenalin surging through my
body. Whatever this feeling was I couldn’t fight the joy that was
running through my heart.
I looked down at the perfect little bundle cradled between my
clumsy hands, disbelieving that this little human was somehow part of
me. Who would have ever thought I could make something so
beautiful, so pure and good?
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I raised the pale, milky head to my lips and kissed it; this was
reciprocated with a small snuffling grunt that sent a violent and
nauseating pang of fear through my stomach and up into my mouth.
I was snapped back into reality. As much as I wanted to savour this
moment there were more practical things to be thought of.
Slowly, I wrapped the little bundle in the cot blanket and placed
the sleeping child back into the cot. I noticed how imperfect my
handwork was, a tiny-socked foot and chubby leg protruded from the
fold of the blanket. This was a skill I would have to work on.
I wiped my sweaty hands on my pants, suddenly aware of how
desperately I needed the baby back in my arms and of how quickly
time was racing away. I started grabbing and stuffing supplies from the
nursery into my tatty backpack.
I turned my attention to the empty, compact duffle bag that I had
brought with me. I found three cot-sized rugs to line its inside, ready to
transport the precious cargo. Beads of sweat started to collect on my
brow as I lifted the heavy, limp little body from the cot once more.
The baby, my baby was warm and perfumed the air with a sweet,
sticky smell of milk. Holding the plump-faced little bundle close to my
chest I took a deep breath, and lowered the baby into the duffle bag.
Was I really doing this? My stomach knotted and twisted. Yes I
was. I had come too far to stop now. Yes, I reassured myself, this is
right. With one more deep breath I filled my lungs, slung the now
heavy backpack onto my shoulders, and gripped the fabric handles of
the duffle bag with one hand. Yes, I was doing this.
As the crisp, cool night air engulfed my body, I felt I could have
run into a hailstorm of bullets and survived. My feet were moving fast
and rhythmically like they had done this before. It was two blocks to
where I had left my car and they passed in a blur.
I opened the front passenger side door of my blue Mazda and
maneuvered the duffle bag gently into the foot well. My eyes darted
quickly around the empty street and I chanced a glance at my beautiful
sleeping bundle. The baby was okay. I was okay. I flipped the top flap
of the bag back down, leaving it unzipped and I shut the door with a
soft thump.
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The next thing I knew I was in the driver’s seat, seat belt clipped,
keys in the ignition and ready to go. My mind was pumping, thinking
constantly of what I needed to do next. Gripping the steering wheel I
allowed myself one last look in the rear vision mirror, a reminder that I
would never again go to where I had once been.
I started the car and began to drive down the suburban street
lined with homes of people I didn’t know. Looking to an uncertain
future I realized not only did I have to figure out how to be a father – I
had to figure out how to be a father on the run.

THE GREAT TINDER ESCAPE
Claire Haiek
Johnny let out a guttural wail from the soccer field as the opposing
team scored. The under seven Parramatta Possums were now losing by
five points against the Silverwater Stallions. Johnny’s mother, Marie,
hurried across the dewy grass, droplets of water erupting into tiny
glistening fireworks from behind her ballet flats. The spectators on the
sidelines struggled to look away as she embraced her son. Marie
shushed into little Johnny’s ear, scooping him up, pulling him inside her
beige trench coat.
Back on the sideline, two-year-old Georgia sat in her pram
pointing at the oversized eight-year-old chanting ʻWah-wah, wah-wah,
wah-wahʼ in a squeaky singsong voice. Her parents, Dave and Silvia,
continued their conversation with newly single dad, Rob. His eyes
darted about, he licked his lips, then bent forward, speaking softly so
as not to draw attention to the southerly direction their conversation
was headed. ʻLook, I’m not one to kiss and tell but let’s just say,’ he
gave a tiny nod in Marie’s direction, ‘we got to second base.ʼ He stood
up tall and folded his arms across his puffed-out chest, like a child who
had just mastered tying his shoelaces.
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ʻIs this from a Tinder hook-up?’ Silvia peered out from behind the
pink scarf protecting her face from the cold wind. ‘Hang on, which
one’s second base?ʼ She passed a rice cracker to little Georgia in the
pram beside her. ʻIs that downstairs action? Upstairs action?’ She
looked to her husband for clarification but his response was an
expression of pain – what? ʻSilvia, can you please for once at least try
to act like a lady?’ Dave gave Rob an apologetic look.
Silvia gasped as realisation hit. ʻYou got a BJ!ʼ The Silverwater
Stallions kicked another goal, the cheers and clapping from the
opposite sideline nearly drowning her out.
Rob grinned slyly. He glanced around then leaned in towards the
couple and confessed, ʻLet’s just say that the woman could suck a
bowling ball through a garden hose.ʼ Silvia let out a snort at the same
moment little Johnny exploded into another outburst.
The score was now six nil. Marie hightailed it back across the field,
arms open at the ready. Johnny threw himself to the ground, kicking
and sobbing. He thrashed around on the soggy grass and moaned as if
he was in the final stages of childbirth.
Silvia broke the uncomfortable silence. ʻWell this is awks, but
high-five for the blowie!ʼ
ʻBowie! Bowie! Bowie!ʼ Georgia kicked her feet, excited to be part
of the conversation.
Rob high-fived Silvia’s outstretched hand as Dave rolled his eyes
at the two. ʻCome on man, please don’t encourage her.ʼ He shook his
head and they all turned to watch Marie struggle off the field with the
eight-year-old boy in her arms. The sound of his persistent sobs
tapered off into the distance. They heard the car door slam shut.
The spectators resumed their chatting but Rob’s gaze remained
on the white Toyota Camry now turning onto the main road. Georgia
threw back the hood of the pram, pointed towards the car with its
muffled wails and called out, ʻBaby, baby, bay-beeeeeeee!ʼ
Rob blinked away the thoughts from his mind and mumbled
under his breath, ʻShould have swiped left on that one...ʼ
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THE ROOTS OF MY FUTURE DAUGHTER
Khadijah Bah
My daughter sits in front of the mirror, tugging at her deep kinky Afro
that effortlessly sticks out from every direction of her head. She pulls
an unattractive face, her features squirming. Tears and determination
fill her eyes as she grinds through the blackness that seems to be
weighing her down.
I stare at her and smile in admiration. She releases her grip and
murmurs humbly, ’I give up mama, my arms hurt.’ She drops the Afro
comb and gazes into the mirror wondering how she managed to inherit
such exotic attributes. Pumping Beyoncé’s Lemonade album in the
background, she lip-synchs to her favourite line, Hey! Ima keep running
cause a winner don’t quit on themselves.
She grabs the comb and begins to pull on the roots again. I watch
curiously, silently witnessing the curvaceous silhouette, her pose
through the song, not missing a single beat. A clap, tap, click followed
by ooooooo’s and ahhhhhh’s, it reminds me of the women back home.
They danced and sang with arms outstretched, lungs expanding, fists
clenching, lips quivering, the ground vibrating. For them it was the end
of formidable brutality. For my daughter, it was the beginning of
acknowledging the black roots that constructed her.
Her naturally full lips gleam with redness, they have kissed the
wrinkled hands of her grandmother’s war-torn African village. Her
radiant almond eyes have witnessed the cries of an aunt forced to bury
a son for being involved in “acts of violation with the law”. Her soles
have danced for years, day and night to the drums of ancestral struggle
for freedom. Her swollen high cheek bones rise as she grins at the sight
of Martin Luther King and Malcom X. Her fingertips avid, she embraces
the keys of her piano, releasing the sweet blues inspired by Langston
Hughes, stimulating the walls. Her euphoric skin, foundational layers of
glowing Melanin all packed into a petite figure whose roots touched
me in all the places no man ever could.
My daughter is art in all her exquisiteness and her blackness is my
home.
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WHERE DO YOU LIVE?
Oliver Jacques
Jack normally hated it when a girl was late for a date, but he didn’t
mind this time. It gave him a chance to think about how he’d answer
the dreaded where do you live? question, which would inevitably be
asked.
He was happy to have secured the last available circular-shaped
booth in the corner of the generic CBD pub. In the murky light he could
barely read the menu, nor could he hear himself scheme. A group of
millennials were milling around the bar in front of him, shouting to be
heard over the kitsch 70s music. He felt that each waitress walking by
sported a ‘what’s this loser doing here drinking alone?’ look, which
made him sip his nerve-busting pale ale even faster. Taking a few deep
breaths he tried to convince himself this was an acceptable first date
venue – neither over-the-top intimidating nor total tackiness.
This was Jack’s first date since he’d moved from Glebe to Harris
Park two months ago, crossing that invisible boundary that separates
the inner west from the wild west. But he had already experienced the
brunt of the city’s fierce postcode bigotry. He recalled his workmates
sniggering at him; asking if they now needed to dial 02 before calling.
And he felt offended that his best mate, Craig, a weekly visitor to his
Glebe home, had thus far only once come to his new place. And when
there, he spent most of the time complaining about how bad the
traffic was on Parramatta Road.
Jack was surprised that geography didn’t come up last week,
when he first met Natalie, the girl for whom he was now waiting.
Where you do live? is generally one of the first things Sydney girls want
to know but he had skilfully steered her away from the topic. He was
thinking he would do much the same this time – to try and charm her
into submission by talking about other subjects. He hoped that by the
time residence was raised, she would be so enamoured with him that
she wouldn’t care if he lived on the moon.
But in reality he doubted his charm-level skill; it might be best just
to lie. He had already once fibbed about his address, last week when
he filed a job application for PwC. He had heard that your postcode
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was a more important factor than qualifications when it came to being
shortlisted, so he wrote his old Glebe address on his CV.
Jack soon cursed himself for being so silly. Lying might work with
potential employers, who never need to know where you live. But if
things were to progress with Natalie, she’d get a little suspicious if he
tried to take her home to “Glebe” and started driving up the M4.
Why not go with honesty? Perhaps she wouldn’t judge him after
all? He could tell her the truth, that he no longer wanted to spend half
his income on rent. But he wondered if that would make him sound
poor, which he considered was the worst thing for a guy to be when
trying to attract a partner. OK enough fretting, he told himself, he
could see her approaching the entrance.
Jack had a plan. First, he would avoid the topic of geography for as
long as possible. Second, when mentioned, he’d emphasize his inner
west credentials, the fact that he’d lived in Glebe for the past six years.
Finally, he’d mutter something about his new suburb, being mysterious
and making it sound like a temporary stay, before quickly changing the
subject.
Jack thought Natalie looked about as inner west as you could get.
She was a white girl displaying that hippy confused-ethnic look. She
wore a pattered subcontinental style blouse, Norwegian leggings,
African beads and an Argentine beret. He marvelled at her slender
figure, long braided blonde hair and funky green reading glasses.
‘I’m so sorry I’m late. Damn track work on the inner west line
meant no trains from Newtown. Were you affected too?’ she asked.
‘Ah, um, no. Can I get you a drink?’ Jack’s heart started pounding.
‘No no, I was late, I’ll get this round. So what train line are you
on?’
‘Um, actually I walked here. From my mate’s place in Glebe.’
‘Oh I love Glebe. Do you live there too?’ ‘I lived there for six years.
It’s great. What’s your favourite Glebe café?’
‘Clipper. So, where do you live now?’
There was no more escaping. ‘I live in Harris Park.’
‘Oh, really?’ Natalie furrowed her brow. ‘How many trains did you
have to catch to get here?’
‘Just the one, it’s only half an hour away.’
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‘Oh is it? Actually, I heard it’s famous for great Indian food, right?’
Natalie was smiling and Jack was sighing.
‘Yes, amazing spices. The best masala dosas south of Bombay.
For our next date, why don’t you come and try one?’

WILDFIRE
Marilyn Humbert
Angels are humming
eyes like black-holes watching
dark matter and half-formed fantasies
sneak through gaps in the rapture.
From a mortal’s mind in turmoil
spill fingers of pent up fury
a maelstrom of flames
made bold by confinement and famine
branding all with charcoal and ash.
He says his hunger is the same.
Lost in a maze of craving
skin tattooed with illusion’s kiss
veins hardened from over-use
scarred by wildfire’s loving caress
as he prays for release.
Angels are humming,
eyes like black holes watching
their tears, shining stars in heaven.
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UNIT 101
Yumna Kassab
The police came at eight. The kids were getting ready for school. Nawal
locked the door, pulled the blinds and screamed for Bilal and Ahmed to
hurry up. She walked them down the stairs.
Outside, Bilal, the youngest, asked, ‘Mummy, why are the police
running?’
‘Shhh. If they hear you, they'll take you away.’
Their backs turned stiff. Neither dared look towards the police or
their cars or any of their equipment. She made it to the corner with
them. Then she watched them continue up the street alone. Not once
did they look back. She saw them cross the lights and enter the
schoolyard.
At the unit block, the residents were standing on the sidewalk.
The Chinese woman from upstairs was speaking on her phone. Nawal
decided to call Youssef even though he had told her to never call him
at work.
‘I'm at work. What do you want?’ No hello, how are you?
‘The police are here.’
‘Why?’
‘I don't know.’
‘Is it anything to do with us?’
‘No.’
‘Then mind your business and don't waste my time.’
He hung up. She put a smile on her face and wondered if she
should go back inside. The Chinese woman put her phone away and
turned to Nawal.
‘So bad, so bad!’
‘Yes, so bad,’ she agreed. Did her neighbour know more?
‘What happened?’
‘Not good English.’
Same here but I try.
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In the building, there was a scream, swearing, a crash, glass
breaking, then a thud. More police ran inside. A second later, they led
out a man kicking and yelling. ‘I didn't kill her. I didn't do it. I swear she
fell. I didn't do it.’
It was the tattooed man. They all had tattoos and rode motorbikes and never went to work. A small boy, Bilal's age, was led outside
by two cops. His lip was bleeding and his cheek was bruised but
otherwise he looked fine. The ambulance lady took him to the back of
the van, speaking to him in a babyish voice. ‘Are you alright? Are you
hurt? Does anything hurt?’
The child began to cry. The ambulance doors shut and it sped
away.
A moment later, a body bag was brought out. Nawal stared at the
bag. The body inside was too small to be a man. It must be the woman,
she thought... the mother of the kids. She wanted to call Youssef but
he would be working.
She stayed outside for an hour. She asked her neighbour if she
spoke Chinese. The Chinese lady shook her head.
‘Me Vietnamese.’
‘But do you speak Chinese?’ she asked slowly.
‘Me Vietnamese.’
The neighbour went inside. Nawal did the same. She thought the
people downstairs were always trouble. You could tell from the look of
them.
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CHOSEN ONE
J. Hemsley

For some people childhood is far more than an idealised state
of innocence. Every act of my own art-making reminds me that
I survived – that I am still here
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SOUTH PARADE, AUBURN
fayroze

On his way to the mosque.
Sunset South Parade Auburn, 2016
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VEILED ATTACK ON OUR SENSE OF LIBERTY
Simon A. Cook

An ephemeral polyethylene curtain of found materials, blown from a
motorway above a cycleway, under a road and over a concreted creek.
The early morning moment is like a reality check point amidst 4 realms
of engineered civilisation hardware.
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OPAL_DREAMING #8
Geoff Sellman

Part of an ongoing series exploring contemporary and traditional
patterns and ideas of connection to country
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GRANDMA VIOLET
C. A. Broadribb
I remember the third time I met her, when I
was eight years old and she came out from
the USA to stay with us for a holiday. We
went to the airport to meet her. She had
short white hair and was neatly dressed.
She said, sympathetically, ‘Both the
children are sick,’ believing that I had
school sores and my brother had asthma,
before my father explained that it was the
other way around. I still thought it didn’t
make sense because school sores was a
temporary infection and I was going to
have asthma for the rest of my life.
However, I liked Grandma Violet. She seemed a nice lady, quiet and
unassuming.
Reading my aunt’s autobiography when I was fourteen was a
shock. Aunt Marilyn said that Violet had always been a cold, distant
and uncaring mother. She also had a furious temper and severely
bashed young Marilyn several times, the last time injuring her so badly
that Marilyn ended up in hospital for ten days.
When Grandpa Sam died after losing his job in 1933 – the worst of
the Great Depression – Violet didn’t tell Marilyn, but sent her, and my
father who was only a baby, to live with strangers in foster homes for
months on end. Many of the foster parents were only taking in
children for government payments and mistreated them. Violet never
visited her children, never rang, never checked up on them.
In later years, Violet developed a drinking problem, often coming
home drunk from nurses’ parties or from pubs she went to after work.
It was hard to imagine this was the same gentle, quiet, greyhaired lady who had come to stay with us when I was eight, who had
sat on the floor with me and my brother helping us play with toys, who
had given me a 1900 American silver dollar and a set of American coins
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from the year I was born, who had encouraged me and my brother to
write to her.
So what sort of person was Grandma Violet?
She had cared deeply for Grandpa Sam, even though he had
married her on the rebound after his heart had been broken by
another woman. He separated from her twice, and was planning to do
so again. She asked him to stay with her until her second child, my
father, was born. Grandpa Sam died two months before, but she felt
his presence at the birth, and believed that he had in a way kept his
promise.
Violet often said that she wanted to be a full-time mother, and
Aunt Marilyn couldn’t understand why Violet didn’t take government
benefits to do so. She accepted donations from the Salvation Army,
which her family had always had a strong association with, but never
took a cent from the government. It’s obvious to me that she wanted
the respectability of being a housewife rather than have society look
down on her as a single mother on welfare.
She struggled through difficult financial times. She only had
limited relief work as a nurse, and at one point was living in a tent. At
other times, she stayed in nurses’ accommodation while her children
were in foster homes.
She refused to talk about Grandpa Sam, as there was a cultural
taboo on discussing anyone who had died in that manner. Most people
never even mentioned his name, acting as if he had never existed.
However, when my father, as an adult, demanded information about
Sam, Grandma Violet wrote a long letter about him, on condition they
never talk about him again.
Despite refusing to discuss Sam, Violet kept a photo from their
wedding day as a cherished possession. She deliberately mislabelled it,
claiming that it was taken at the wedding of another couple, also in the
photo, so that it became a secret memento.
During the late 1930s, Violet, her sister, and her mother opened a
nursing home for terminally ill patients. They ran it for several years:
three women managing a successful business during the Great
Depression, long before the days of feminism or anti-discrimination
laws.
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Many years later, Violet wrote several textbooks on paediatric
nursing that were accepted by publishers. One became a standard
textbook for teaching nursing in colleges and schools, and the revised
edition is still in use today.
No-one could condone Grandma Violet’s neglect and abuse of my
aunt and father, but I see that in other respects she was a very strong
woman, a very proud woman. She found the courage to carry on after
her husband died, leaving her with a young child and a baby, even
though she had no emotional support from relatives, limited work, and
little money. She survived while the whole country was in turmoil from
the worst economic meltdown in history. She coped as best she could:
an admirable woman in some ways.

THE WAITING
Jessica N.Myers
Down, down the potion,
tracing the shades of colour as cars pass you by,
and steam, gently dances,
out of the drains,
only to linger,
like fragmented sentences,
lined with reminders of your soul,
as you wait long hours,
for someone who arrived long ago.
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A HOMECOMING
Lisel Herrmann
He climbed slowly and steadily up the mountainside. It had been many
years since last he walked here. The climb seemed steeper than he
remembered, and more taxing. Finally he came to a large flat rock and
was glad to rest a while. He took off his coat and leant against the rock,
still warm from the heat of the day. There had been no wind in the
valley, but here the breeze picked up his hair and tousled it, as if it
were a new toy, to be played with and tugged about.
Below him lay the little town, asleep in the late afternoon sun.
The houses were almost hidden amongst the thick greenery of a
multitude of garden trees and shrubs, interspersed with old pines and
tall gums. Here and there a light patch suggested the walls of buildings.
The terra cotta roofs, mingling with the greys and metallic blues of
corrugated iron, contrasted with the distinctive shades of green. Only
the slender spire of the old church reached high above the trees.
The valley was bounded in the east and west by a series of
undulating hills. Some had been robbed of their stand of timber and
stood bare with their rocky core exposed. On others, remnants of the
original tree cover provided shade for rambling flocks of sheep. They
manoeuvred the steep slopes with amazing dexterity.
There had been good rains recently and the meandering creek
gurgled happily as it tumbled along through the valley. On its banks
stood tall poplars and old weeping willows, now in their spring veils of
palest green. He glanced up. The sun, a golden sphere, was rapidly
descending. All too soon it would disappear behind the rim of the hill
above him. He turned again towards the valley. A last glow poured
over the little town, and he watched the sun’s golden rays, like probing
fingers, reach into every fold of the hills opposite. On the valley floor
however, evening shadows were already creeping, silent heralds of the
approaching night. Alone, the tip of the spire flashed as if signalling,
touched by a last departing beam.
It was all as he remembered it: the town, the valley and the hills.
The sun had disappeared now, but it had left a warm glow in his heart.
He was home; it was as though he had never gone away.
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A JOURNEY
Chris Garwood
The bus went through the cemetery once per hour. Mostly old widows
caught the bus; it was sad to see young people riding it.
As the bus rolled quietly on, lazily curving a round-about, stone
angels watched its passage. The road was shaded by trees and this
section of the road felt cool, a kind of relief for the widows and the
other people on the bus. Pockets of sunshine filtered through the trees
and gave off a pleasant mottled light. Old monuments and tombs
appeared in patches between the trees like glimpses of a lost city. The
passengers were thoughtful and sad; they all looked out the windows.
A Tamil woman in her middle thirties sat half way up the bus, no
one sat near her. She was dressed neatly and cheaply, her hair was
well kept, she wore gold jewellery in a dignified fashion, her hands
were folded in her lap and she had several plastic bags between her
feet.
She picked delicately at her fingers; her fingertips and nails were
covered in small skerricks of dirt and grass. She was thinking about the
past; she spent most of the moments of her life remembering some
small detail or other about the past.
Earlier that day she had sat on the ground, her shoes discarded on
the grass, next to a small grave. The grass was short and freshly mown
by workmen with a ride-on lawn mower. This was the most efficient
way to mow a cemetery, however the ride-on mower does not
effectively catch the grass, instead it violently spews out the cut grass
like a miniature wheat harvester, coating the marble tombstones lying
in its wake.
The lady was not resentful, the grass was never allowed to grow
too long and she was grateful, grateful for the maintenance but also
grateful to have a task of some usefulness, a way to help him.
She sat alone, unseen and unheard, patiently picking the grass
and debris from the grave, wiping the marble with her fingers and
wailing quietly, remembering, talking slowly to him and shaking her
head gently from side to side, trying to soothe herself with movement.
Remembering a year before when there had been no grass here, just
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fresh dirt, and she had wanted to crawl into it, to never be apart.
Finally the bus reached the cemetery gates; in many ways her day
was over, but a restfulness was gone too, life had returned. Death was
behind her for a while, but this did not make her happy.
No more trees, no more quietness, no more places without
people, the bus drove past houses now, past industrial complexes and
barbed wire fences, past bright colourful advertising panels describing
things that weren’t there. Past cars, rows and rows of cars, and noise,
all the noise of the world had returned. There was smog and rubbish,
and the neat lawns of old people, which stood out against the
unkempt lawns of everyone else. Then the unit blocks with old lounges
out the front gave way to little shops and big shops and everywhere
things were for sale, the shops proliferated as the bus got closer to the
station, and all the people were busy and their brows furrowed.
The faded war memorial in the little park reminded the woman of
the graveyard for a moment and her mind was far away when the bus
pulled up at the station. Only the old widows remembered that one
day they would die, all the other people scurrying around the station
had forgotten; the woman felt subconsciously how foolish they all
were, and she envied them.
She remembered a time long ago when she had been that way,
and young. In her country with the beach and the cool fresh breeze
and the young coconut trees, and the people smiling… but there was
no future there for her, there was no future anywhere, and so she
often let her mind drift, like a drug. She stepped off the bus in a haze
of memories –
‘Get out of the fuckin way!’
A man holding plastic shopping bags, with a hastily shaved head
and dirty black clothes was glowering at her. Poorly conceived tattoos
showed between the thick hair on his forearms, his face snarled at her
shocked expression, and he stamped for the few paces it took him to
walk around her, the few inches of ground and seconds of time she
had stolen from him. She hunched herself smaller, going within herself;
trapped by fear and an overwhelming anguish, she tried to look at the
floor. ‘You fuckin walked in front of me!’ he yelled across his shoulder
by way of explanation, ‘Why don’t youse get out of my fuckin country,
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you can’t even fuckin walk straight…’ He grumbled bitterly and
dragged himself unapologetically away along the street. No one had
helped her, or moved now to console her. She did not know much
English, but she understood this word “country”, she understood the
context, and she understood that it was not hers; but what gives
someone the right to a country? Her only son was in the earth of this
country, her tears had dried slowly on the earth of this country, her
future had turned to ashes here, in this country, yet it was not hers.
She only waited a moment before she hardened a little more and
moved on; soon it would be time for her to go and clean office
buildings in the city, after all the white collar workers went home.

RUNNING
Kristie Davis
The girl who made fire with the snap of her fingers sat on a barstool
and waited.
Around her, men still cavorted after a Saturday arvo win at the
local football club—singing along to Chisel and the Oils when the
playlist looped around. They spilled beer on a waitress who initially
laughed it off but soon forced her smile as her shift continued. Behind
the cheers and guitar riffs, pokies clinked and beeped, repetitive trills
enticing patrons whose inhibitions had long since vanished and those
already snared by the flashing lights and cheery cartoon coins.
She waited through three pre-mix colas, staring unnervingly at the
street entrance without pause. The smiling waitress asked her if she
wanted anything else but she declined. Alcohol was flammable.
They had a date, she and the man with the tongue made of ice.
He was late.
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She waited ’til close and let the weary barmaid chase her off with
the stumbling footballers who didn’t have long-suffering wives kind
enough to pick them up from the gutter outside the pub.
It was after midnight. He hadn’t shown. She called a taxi; it took
her home. At her dim-lit doorstep, tucked under the worn mat, sat a
note:
I’m sorry, my dear, for breaking our date.
We will not see each other again.
She read it twice then set it alight with a sharp flick of her rednailed fingers. Ash fell into a neat pile on her concrete verandah. She
kicked it away then unlocked her door to walk inside.
A man in a dark suit waited for her in the kitchen, a shadow
outlined by the streetlight shining through the window.
‘Little Red,’ he called, mocking her.
She pulled the scarlet jacket close but could not do the same for
the dyed locks that fell into her dark brown eyes. ‘You missed the
party,’ she told him, thinking of her date.
‘He always leaves stragglers behind,’ the man said, perhaps trying
to be kind.
‘He never told me his name,’ she said. ‘Each time it was different.
Steven then Cole, Ivan and Jim.’
‘And did you ever tell him yours, Priya?’
She looked away from his knowing stare and saw a tall woman in
the hallway opposite – pale-skinned and dressed in white – bent down
to inspect her books. The woman glanced up once to study Priya with
intense grey eyes then looked away, paperbacks with cracked spines
far more interesting. She was an oddity in the overt normality that
Priya’s tiny unit presented. Too tall for the stools at the kitchen bench,
too skinny for the fragrant spices set in the air. Bright, even at
midnight, she clashed with the muted walls and the dark throw over
the couch. Priya watched her shuffle along, pointed elbows too close
to the cluttered bookshelf.
‘Ignore her,’ the man in the kitchen said, moving closer to Priya by
the front door. ‘She doesn’t get out much.’
‘Will I?’ Priya asked, knowing she had nothing to lose. They were
already in her house; her ice man had sold her out. She straightened
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up with a defiant glare when the man drew close enough to loom.
‘After you take me away, will I ever see sunlight again?’
‘Do you see much now?’ he asked, knowing her answer. ‘Before
he found you, how often did you move? You met at different venues
every time, never during the day, always somewhere public.’
Priya recalled the dark rooms and crammed houses almost falling
down on top of her. Cash deals and furtive whispers; stares no one let
linger. Cities, towns, too many people – too many names – nothing she
could call her own. Running was exhausting and he – with his icy
tongue speaking so heatedly – knew exactly what to say and let her
believe that she could stop.
Cool white skin slid against her own warm brown as the ghostly
girl from the hallway took her hand. She hadn’t made a sound as she
came towards them and didn’t blink as she smiled down at Priya. She
looked like a deranged owl with her wide eyes and static hair.
‘It’s okay. You won’t be alone any more.’
That was how he’d found her, months ago, crying at the back of
the train station by the ashes of another burned life. His ice kisses had
soothed her heated heart. He’d stolen her adrenaline with his
charming words and fleeting touches. Even now his absence left her
breathless and unable to think.
She’d forgotten what life alone on the run was like.
‘I like my name,’ Priya said. ‘And this house. I’d rather not have to
burn them.’
The man relaxed, a tiny shift in his shoulders, and the ghost girl
tightened her grip.
Priya stopped running.
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THE HEALING
Melda Koparan
The lights that lit the way dissipate.
The crossroads is a tattoo stitched
Deep into the layers of my heart.
Nothing feels resolved.
Words no longer feel like lyrics.
Love does not feel like spring.
Always, I dream of lush surreptitious and serene savannahs,
Yet, in the aridity I dwell anxiously, unable to adapt.
The times have changed but my soul has not caught up.
Everything is just a surrounding; no real connections exist.
So much time yet nothing has been refined.
On the edge of the oasis I see the waves of the ocean.
They curl up like the ends of potato chips.
In the distance the rippling silk spits out sails.
How I long to sojourn as a ship on unchartered waters.
The dry sodium infused air propagates the paradox of
Faith and isolation.
I view beauty through the lens of sorrow.
Into the water I wade,
Another woman in white.
Hysterically, I enable the sandy dunes to subsume me.
The desire to struggle lingers and so I re-emerge.
Wounds that leave their scars.
I walk forth both embittered and exhilarated,
Still searching for that green.

P a g e | 42

PROPANE LULLABIES
Majidi Warda
Flickers of light and other machines fleeting – men driving cars,
memories (un)imagined – scurry hurriedly in the dark along
apocalyptic highways and the skirting of walls in suburban cottages in
Black Town.
Wives in private housing estates called Silent Hill buy clothes and belts
one size too small breathe themselves in – to squeeze into pantries and
other confined spaces. Resize their wedding rings and their vows once
fingers become swollen and wombs haunted.
Stories of the abortions of little girls in north Africa are stifled by the
silences of GP's and obstetricians stick sickly in the throats of
anaesthesiologists and lawyers in silk robes reading Sunday
newspapers in aphotic afternoons in Balmain.
The quivering hands of newlywed immigrant mothers swaddle
screaming bundles and starvingly shove guilty fingers and expectations
down throats and toilets; attend healthy parenting classes run by
elderly white women with carefully parted hair.
Old ladies from the Land of Two Rivers shuffle down the aisles of
churches and supermarkets; buy Indian-name brands of beans and
rice. Their voices cackle from too many cigarettes and laughter; their
mouths void of teeth and protest. Corpulence and lacy black sharpeh
cover grief and cellulite. Wails at funerals mask undulating rage;
politely refuse sugar cubes for their tea – the little resistances.
Hearts hang heavily amongst mourners for all the lost ones that never
came home; for all the young women tortured by Saddam and raped
by Oday in front of their fathers. ‘Don’t walk alone in the streets,’ the
women warn unforgetting the stories of grandmothers who trudged in
snow escaping fire and genocide.
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Elderly couples in Fair Field watch satellite TV loaded with soldiers
wearing black balaclavas and guns; – singing “ahbab al wattan”
towers collapse unheroically upon sites where schools were hoped to
be built; flick the channel and watch cooking challenges and home
renovation shows. Mortgages and diets disguise narratives of camps,
laxatives, bombs and latrines.
Dumpsters behind kindergartens and Family Planning clinics overflow
with discarded foetuses and old oil paintings. E-coli and other
infections breed upon hastily written love letters penned in skin and on
sticky yellow pieces of office note paper.
Grammar school teenagers scribble doodles and suicide notes swallow
pink pills to help heal slashes made by lead pencils and rusted
geometry compasses. Widows grieve at graveyards for dead husbands
and missing daughters in Baghdad and Argentina.
Qadeesh
Qadeesh
Qadeesha
beat their breasts
awin d'bimishmayah.
Cats piss in the corridors of the homes of high school teachers burn
incense and smoke to disguise the stench of poverty obesity and
agoraphobia.
Sudanese men in polyester pants and cotton shirts stare blankly as they
walk the streets of Saint Mary's their faux leather slippers scraping the
concrete path way. Centrelink workers learn Kizomba and Zouk in
Sydney nightclubs then run workshops on financial literacy during the
day for multicultural clients and tell us that boat people are welcome
here.
Teenage girls suck butane from bottles under canal passes. Gas ovens
sing propane lullabies to women in kitchens and sleeping babies in
Halabja.
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THE BLACK, RED AND WHITE DOOR
Sue Chamoun
Aroused by a deep longing for my
birthplace, I needed to decide whether
to go or stay. A few weeks later I
boarded a plane to carry me on my
journey towards a small village tucked
away in the mountains, the place
where I took my first breath.
As the sun woke up from a peaceful
sleep, the plane flew over the 10452
square kilometres called Lebanon. A feeling of overwhelming joy and
sadness washed over me. Joy because I couldn’t wait to see everyone
and sadness because a few of them had gone to their final resting
place.
I rushed to a window to watch the plane’s descent into Beirut. We
flew over the majestic Cedars of Lebanon and I believed I saw the trees
stretch out their branches to welcome me home.
Greeted by relatives at the airport, the two hour drive to the
village felt like two minutes as we chatted and caught up on the past
seven years. Young and old came to see me at my uncle’s house,
asking for news from the other side of the world, hoping their loved
ones had given me letters addressed to them.
I woke up early the next morning refreshed and full of energy. I
dressed quickly and went for a walk. I knew where I was going. I heard
my grandparents calling through the memories and I could not slow
my feet down. The closer I came to an abandoned old house with a
black, red and white door, the clearer I heard their voices.
I could almost see my grandfather, dressed in a white shirt and his
traditional “Sherwal” trousers, sitting on a small wooden stool under
the willow tree which shaded the house during hot summer days. His
face became more distinct and my eyes darted straight to his Sherwal
pockets that were never empty of candy for us kids.
My grandmother’s image appeared, scurrying around, peeling
potatoes, lighting the fire to prepare the meals, feeding the chickens
P a g e | 45

and goats. I remembered the black and grey apron she used to wear –
that was her staple. Her white hair was always covered with a black
scarf but despite her efforts, two beautiful white curls would manage
to sneak out from under the scarf on either side of her face.
I continued up the old steps towards the aging black, red and
white timber door that had withstood the lonely years since the old
folks went away. Stepping back in time, I remembered opening the
creaky door with some force. Dust and cobwebs and almost nothing
else greeted me. A small table in the corner was piled with rubbish. A
stone mortar “Jeren” that my grandmother minced the meat in, by
bashing it in the Jeren with a wooden pestle, sat in another corner,
relieved that the old woman had gone away.
In the bedroom, the iron bed appeared as if someone had just
woken up and left in a hurry before making the sheets. The bumpy
mattress seemed to be waiting for the old couple to come back and
warm it. The wood fire heater sat frozen, still filled with the ashes my
grandfather had forgotten to empty.
Getting what I came for, my fill of memories, I left the bedroom,
tears streaming. Heading for the front door, I glanced again at the
table heaped with rubbish and something caught my eye. A wrinkled
piece of cardboard, choking from the dust, seemed to have a force of
its own, calling to me. I pulled it out from underneath the rubble and
began wiping away the stubborn dust. Familiar faces began to appear.
Photos of my brothers, glued to the cardboard,
stared me right in the eyes. I couldn’t
remember them being so young.
The other two faces were of my youngest
uncle. The cardboard images were the
closest my grandparents could get to their
children and grand-children after the young
ones migrated to Australia.
Holding close to my heart the treasure
I’d found, I walked out of the house.
Without looking back, I grabbed the knob on that red, black and
white door and closed it tightly, so that the memories would remain
inside, and went on my way.
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DIANA
Anu Prakash
‘What’s your name,’ I ask briskly.
‘Diana,’ she says. I try hard to contain my amusement.
‘No no – what’s your real name?’
She gives me a long traditional name that doesn’t register. So in
my memory, Diana she is.
I take another shot at the clay soil. I glance over at the other girls
who have already given up, and are just sitting around and chatting.
They look like they’re on a holiday. Diana has dug half a metre while I
have progressed by centimetres.
The day gets hotter and hotter. But there is something peaceful
about seeing the horizon in all directions. The dry land meets the
harmless blue skies in a full circle interrupted only by thorny bushes
here and there. Half the morning has passed and I feel a sense of
reckless freedom.
‘So, the Army camp is on that side?’
‘If you walk two kilometers that way,’ Diana points, ‘you’ll be right
in the middle of them.’
Oh! That wasn’t a pleasant thought. Mother is going to kill me for
volunteering. That was a worrying thought too. I climb out of the
bunker and walk over to the other girls. ‘Have you given up already?’
‘What do you want us to do?’ Kavi, who I’m friends with, is matter
of fact. ‘True, we volunteered, but who would have thought they
would bring us here?’ The others agree. ‘It’s not fun.’ ‘We should have
stayed in our classes.’ ‘This place is way too dangerous.’
‘Come on,’ I pacify them, ‘it’s peaceful times now.’
Somewhat true. They come out, create havoc, destruction and
then go back. It works in cycles. Cross fires and cease fires. Cat and
mouse games.
I walk back to the bunkers. Her mates are dead serious but Diana
gives me a smile. War hard rebels they are – loved or hated, depending
on who you talk to.
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‘So,’ I continue, ‘do you see your parents at times?’ Gosh, I sound
like one of our teachers who has just cornered a student. What makes
me think I am superior to her?
‘No...’ Diana trails off.
Her head is bent; sweat pouring down her forehead, neck, arms,
her shovel removing large amounts of soil. My shovel just clanks and
helps the dust take off.
‘I don’t know how you do this,’ I tell her.
‘It’s hard in the beginning,’ she replies sweetly.
‘Anyway,’ I query on, ‘you are allowed home visits, right?’
‘Yes, but I don’t feel like visiting my parents. Too emotional.’
‘That’s not good!’ I exclaim. ‘They are your parents. They’ve
looked after you since you were little, with all these troubles.’
So here I am lecturing a woman with a cyanide capsule and an AK
47 assault rifle. There it is, innocently hanging from one of the thorny
bushes, the steel and the thorns hand in hand. Diana just nods.
The white clay soil is like concrete. It can hold the lagoon waters
and make salt. Part of this area had been used for that. This place was
once famous for its salt. Times change.
‘How old are you?’ My voice is softer.
‘Guess?’
I reflect and study her. Her brown skin has become black and
coarse with exposure to the elements. The frizzy hair at the front hides
the lengthy plaits, tightly coiled and pinned back. That look is quite
unattractive. But with a fresh bath and loose hair she would pass as
good looking. But age? I make an educated guess. ‘Twenty eight?’
Diana looks stunned. Her shock turns to hurt, which she promptly
hides by bending down. ‘Do I look that old?’ she is saying, ‘I am
sixteen. Probably one year older than you. You are in year 10, right?’
I feel small as if I’d hurt my best friend. My brightness and
immaturity slide down the trenches. This is the day I learn that no
matter how sincerely you guess peoples’ age, you do minus ten to the
calculation. Especially when dealing with sensitive child soldiers.
Kavi, who is in a jolly mood again calls out to me, ‘Hey, your top is
going to attract a helicopter. Did you have to wear red today?’ I do a
fake laugh.
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I quietly turn to Diana, ‘Sorry. Such a wrong guess.’ She shrugs
gently. You could tell that she was pretty magnanimous for a teenager.
Kavi would not have talked to me for a whole week.
‘Can I touch your cyanide capsule?’ I ask.
‘Sure’
I hold it for a few seconds, tugging at the tight black cord, my
fingers slightly touching the base of her neck. It is like a miniature test
tube – thick glassed and sealed. Inside is the whitish yellowish powder.
Cyanide.
They say that cyanide is your best friend in the event of capture.
You swallow it and don’t have to worry about torture. In fact, you
don’t swallow – you simply bite hard so that the cut glass will make
contact with blood. Then death is instantaneous.
But why think of worst case scenarios? I don’t want anything of
that sort to happen to Diana. I am already sad the day will be ending
soon, and I will never see her again.

ELEPHANTS by Belinda Curby

With legs like tree trunks,
ears like fairy wings, and tails like snakes
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LACRIMOSA
Christopher Nguyen
Unsteadily, he raises the tumbler and makes a toast to the walls, then
downs it in a graceful motion perfected through repetition and shivers
as the familiar warmth rushes from the back of his throat and down
into his chest. He presses his head between his palms and taps da dum
da dum da dum, hoping that it will help him to remember what he had
been thinking about, but it does not help him and he does not
remember. So he gets up and stumbles towards the bathroom. He
fumbles with the switches as he searches for light but the fan whirls
into motion instead. He switches it off only to switch it back on and in
a fit of rage he flicks both switches on. He sighs. He had never been a
strong adherent of night-time rituals but at least back then there was
sleep to look forward to.
Ah, the mirror, the self-portrait of the exiled. He gazes.
‘It was you…’
And points.
‘You shoulda taken care of me. I coulda been a… I coulda been
saved.’
On the bed he slumps against the wall. Down the corridor the fan
continues to whirl. His breath reeks of grog even after he flushes it
with mouthwash. His world begins to dim.
And from the darkness a voice:
Hurry up please it’s time...
Or something. He is uncertain that it was a voice.
Then a hand on his foot. He rubs his eyes and pushes himself up
against the wall. He is beginning to see and breathe for the first time.
He is not afraid like he once was; he is omniscient and omnipresent.
Here he is, in search of lost time. There are so many things that he will
change no matter how insignificant.
He will apologise to people he wronged. His eyes will water as he
tells them how apologetic he is; they will laugh not knowing what in
the heavens or on earth or the hell he is on about, and will jokingly go
along with it and suggest that ignorance is bliss, and he will laugh
because he knows it to be true.
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This time he will not let her take that one train: she will not
stumble and fall in front of the same train that was to bring her home.
Or he will not let her drink herself to death. Or he will not take her out
that night. Because it was him, it was him, he was the reason she...
This time he will not have to deliver the eulogy and then stop
when he had said that life is a question and death is the answer, oh
how he betrayed her and betrayed himself, he cannot believe he had
said that. If only he had stopped it happening then he would not have
borne the coffin down the cathedral, if only he had never heard
Lacrimosa then he would not have fallen in front of them all, weeping.
This time he will not invite that girl back to his place, who asked
about the name tattooed on his chest when their clothes had come
off, and who had become so moved by its significance that she dressed
and dismissed herself, leaving him in the room naked and laughing
with the world, and then weeping alone.
This time he will not let that poor woman grow fond of him. Then
their relationship will not end in divorce and he will have saved her
years and years of undeserved misery. Because the memories of her
had never left him: of her gracious speech and graceful visage and
hourglass figure, even marriage could not erode those memories.
Now he stands next to her, the two alone on melancholy sands,
moonlight illuminating their faces. The sea spray tickles his skin and he
tastes salt on his lips. Yes, he has changed a lot of things. But for him it
is not enough and he asks her for a promise.
And asks time and time again but her lips do not move.
He pleads but only the waves offer a response though their
serene melody is unable to quell his desperation. As he takes her hand
she begins to crumble, sand falling from head to toe. Now he stands
alone and this time he tries to scream but he cannot.
Dreamless sleep envelops him. Perhaps in another time, in
another place. But when dawn comes, he will awaken.
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DRIPPING WITH HONEY
Morag Sutton
We wake early and make our way to the Empire Dining Room for
breakfast, excited at our plans for the day. Staff greet us by name and
give us cuddles and pats on the back. Breakfast is a bit of a blur as we
can’t wait to disembark at our favourite little Pacific Island, Mare,
which is the largest of the Loyalty Islands. The tender boat curves a
beautiful arc through the pristine waters with the brilliant sun adding
sparkle to the day.
On shore, Islander women all dressed in yellow caftans, are
singing a greeting to everyone. There is a throng of passengers from
the ship waiting for buses to take them on a twenty-minute ride to
Yedjele Beach along the main road to the right. We head off on foot in
the opposite direction.
As we walk along we see homes with beautiful flowers in the
gardens. Leaving the populated area, we are always amazed at the
vegetation. Pumice stone brought about by volcanic eruption in times
gone by, is cascaded all over the ground and there are plants growing
through loosely formed pumice. An above-ground cave system on the
other side of the road is majestic in its formation; a crew member from
the ship comes alongside us and says that he is a speleologist and can’t
wait to enter the caves. He crosses the road and gives us a wave as he
heads toward the mouth of a huge, overhanging edifice.
We reach the track that leads down to our favourite spot and
make our way to the beach. There is absolutely no-one there – no
prints on the sand, no tell-tale signs of snorkelers flip-flopping around,
nobody selling their wares or preparing food for tourists.
The water is like glass to walk into, and it envelopes us without
the dreaded shiver that is usually felt on entering the ocean. The fish
are amazing to view on this flat shoal that is teeming with underwater
life. The colours are spectacular – there are schools of electric blues
and black and yellow striped tiny fish – it is like being swallowed by a
scenic calendar and becoming one of its pages!
We still have full occupancy of the beach and we find a sheltered
area to lie down on our beach towels. The setting creates a longing in
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us and we lie entangled in each others’ arms without a care. This is the
real world and we wish for just a moment that we could stay here
forever but we know that we must make our way back to the ship.
We walk back up the track to the main road that rings the island.
Along the road I am spooked when a cow moos because we’ve startled
her in her reverie while chomping on a rare patch of green grass. It’s
okay, she is tethered and my heart goes back to its usual beat.
An elderly lady from the island greets me in perfect English and
asks if we have seen the waterhole yet. I say, ‘No, where is it located?’
She shows us the way. It is about 200 metres inland from the ocean
and a few minutes walk from the pier, down a little track. The
waterhole has been formed by the sea water running underground and
making its way up through the landmass. Local people have created a
timber stairway down to the water; it’s like a piece of their history that
the local lady has shared with us and we are enchanted.
That night we go to the Empire Dining Room for our evening meal
and we are treated like celebrities, with the table decorated and a cake
supplied. The meal is superb and we enjoy every bite – we didn’t have
a real meal at lunch time and we are feeling ravenous.
That evening there is a show called the Love Game in the main
auditorium where they choose couples from the audience who are
newly weds, married for 20-30 years, or people who have been
married forever. The couples are asked questions to see how well they
know each.
When they ask who has been married for the longest one couple
say they have been married for 40 years and the cruise director asks if
anyone can beat that and my husband raises his hand and says, ‘We
are celebrating our 50th Anniversary today.’
He beckons us onto the stage and asks what we have been doing
today to celebrate and I say to him, ‘Let’s just say that from early
morning up until now, today has been dripping with honey!’
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THE PLACE WHERE THINGS AREN’T JUST READY YET
Louisa Zhang
The nurses of Liverpool hospital wear baby blue with black cardigans.
The doctors don smooth shirts. Sometimes they’re disguised in tissue
garments, shower caps and what look like Kleenex boxes on their feet.
They appear to be serious clowns.
The social workers wear whatever they want: tight jean legs, Tshirts and sneakers. The cleaner is garbed in an aqua shirt and a deep
blue baseball cap. The interns dress more strictly than doctors and are
eternally clutching their coffees. You don’t blame them – they look
dead on their feet. Ha, not really. That’s just your little joke.
You stride, for you are unstoppable and determined – but not
fierce. Never aggressive. You stride to one and all eventually.
The newborns are wearing nothing. They live in double-glazed
Perspex incubators for a while. The miscellaneous staff wears the same
blue they have in Big W shirts. Must be some sort of sale at the
corporate uniform factory.
You yourself wear white. Indeed, most people expect you to wear
black. In all their interpretations of you, you’re clad in black, grinning
like a jolly roger. But you’re in white, like a blank piece of paper. White
like the unwritten spaces around someone’s irises, which somehow
convey just as much emotion as colour does. White, like fog so thick
that you can’t even see your hand in front of your face.
And why shouldn’t you wear white? Being you, you don’t need to
worry about dirt or food stains showing up on your clothes. No one
would notice for one, and for another, you don’t even eat very often.
Indians wear white to their funerals, while the Western bride drifts
down a majestic aisle in the very same. Humans, in all their differences
and opinions and cultures and traditions just confuse you. Needless to
say, you’re a simple guy. You’re used to things changing, but always
staying the same.
You pause outside a plain door, but one that only you can see
marked. The man maintaining an anxious, pacing vigil across the
hallway does not notice you. He doesn’t hear it, when you sigh like a
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fallen leaf. No one ever does. But that realization never makes you any
less lonely.
You take slow, indelible footsteps through the door. There is,
before you, a scene you’ve watched many a hundred thousand times
before. A woman lies on her back, thighs high and apart. She screams
torturously, as though being ripped apart. But no, her scream has an
element of steel in it; she is warrior-courageous, and it heartens you.
When her screaming stops, followed by a dreadful bucket splash,
the room is seemingly silent. The nursing sister is cooing, the doctor
ashen-faced gives an apology and as the father-to-be rushes in,
commotion breaks out, between the doctor and the nurse, the nurse
and the father, the father and the doctor. All is chaotic except the
mother and her stillborn child.
She came out a tiny, purple thing, choked on her own umbilical
cord. Mother held her baby, breasts heavy and swollen with
undelivered colostrum, silent with despair.
You don’t dwell – you never do. It never does to dwell, because
even you begin to wonder. You simply take the baby’s tiny hand, with
fingers like frail petals and bring her with you. You turn and leave while
the living deal with the dead.
But before you go, you look and see a wound: mother and father
hold their empty body, their beautiful, their precious and you
uncharacteristically feel envious. Such love for this iota of a jewel. You
never needed it, you steadily tell yourself, and you exit without so
much as waving goodbye.
At the end of it all, you return to a silver-grey door. You turn the
silver knob and place her inside. You murmur to her little purple ear in
a voice which echoes the winds of time. ‘Welcome, little one, to the
Place Where Things Aren’t Just Ready Yet.’
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THE GREY MAN
Noah Zuglias
I thought of the homeless man again, today.
He sat outside Central,
tinted in greys.
There was no fullness about him
–there cannot be,
in something that grey.
Grey beard, grey face,
fingers stained grey from dust and city ground.
Grey rags clothed him that once might have been coloured.
But now grey.
I sat beside him taking in the greys
Patiently bearing
As though my presence could take away his grey.
There was nothing grey about his words
They were bitter brown
Depressedly blue
Childlike in their yellowness
A defenceless pink
There was no greyness to his mind
That small child with
Growth forever stunted by the policemen at Newcastle
Blood humiliation shame all
Flashing and spinning
Angry and hopeless mixtures of
Red and blue
A veil torn that cannot be mended
Yet I could do nothing but
Coldly sympathise with him
Useless rubber voice uttering
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Useless rubber words
I never saw the homeless man again.
If it was the unfeeling virus that for a decade
Feasted on his blood
Or the silent menacing mass
In his bowels
bladder
bones
That finally took him
I'll never know.
But one singularity that I now see:
I was wrong.
His greyness was a cocoon
For the colourful metamorphosis
That was to come
In some eden away
From the sorry everydayness of Central station.
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THE DOOR AND THE GLASSES
Mihaela Cristescu
…and he designed the door
to be locked near the window
without knowing why.
The colour has been chosen by the cricket from the balcony
because the music could have been the best way
to recognize which door to open first.
And then….
His friends brought for his birthday a chocolate cake
whistling the house rhythm
in its candles.
The leather chairs – opposite to the door.
The table and the books – on the carpet.
Upon the lamp – one thought he wasn’t able to see
because of the smoke.
The favourite moment when she read under the bed light
about the graphic design.
It was a story written in small letters
with flashy changeable illustrations
on metal.
‘Wine?’ he suggested.
One drop to rest on the door smile.
Locked near the window.
No glasses around.
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