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Alzo David-West Unfamiliar People 

Unfamiliar People' is about defamiliarisation and estrangement. The 

title is a literal translation of the Korean word for 'strangers'. KSSR is 

the former name of Kazakhstan (Kazakh Soviet Socialist Republic, 

1936-1991). 

 

Wendy Jones 

Nakanishi 
A Trip to Singapore 

A Trip to Singapore describes a clash of cultures and illustrates the 

curious paradox that by encountering 'the other' we can find ourselves. 

 

Stephen Orr The Pyap School 

The Pyap School is based on a real incident (which didn't happen in 

the South Australian Riverland, although Daisy Bates did live for a 

time camped along the Murray at Pyap). Bates was always a 

controversial figure in Australian history, but also admired by 

thousands prior to her death. As she aged, two junior officers were sent 

to bring her to town to ‘seek help’, as many believed she was 

becoming unstable. This is an imagined exchange between Bates and 

two officers sent to fetch her. 

 

Kelly Quinn Good Luck in the New Year 

December 25th is not a holiday in Japan and usually I spend the day in 

meetings – in fact, it doesn't feel like Christmas unless I am sitting 

around a formica table, sipping green tea and discussing enrolment and 

budget issues with my colleagues. 

 

Kathleen M. Steele Sticks & Stones 

Sticks and Stones was inspired in part by the power of words and the 

passive aggression of silence. 

 

Emily Sun How to Read Shakespeare while Duck-sitting in Outer Suburbia 

I originally wrote this as a Prologue to a series of three short stories 

that are part of my dissertation which looks at the cultural capital of 

reading in contemporary Perth. 
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Unfamiliar people 

Alzo David-West 

‘Are you happy? Are you happy here?’ Aleksei S. asked her. 

‘It is two questions,’ Katrin T. said. ‘Am I happy? And  Am I happy here?’ 

He and his wife Marishka K. listened. 

‘I think the problem is with me and not just my surroundings.’ 

‘I confess we are afraid, too,’ he said, ‘since our matter.’ 

‘It is coming here, above the division line, that gives us that real experience of fear,’ Katrin T. 

stated. ‘It makes us aware of the fear that we already have inside of us, and it scares me so 

much.’ 

‘It is a monster,’ he agreed, ‘but we mustn’t let it take over us. We must find a way to tame 

it.’ 

‘I have these panic attacks,’ she confided, ‘and I’ve started smoking, and I find it relaxes me 

so much when I feel them coming. I start telling myself, “No … no … not now … not now,” and 

I light the cigarette.”’ She gestured, acting out the winces and feeling of ease. 

They were quiet for a moment. 

‘Is it like that for you, too?’ She turned to Marishka K. ‘When you feel fear?’ 

‘What kind of fear are you talking about?’ 

‘Oh, you know, it is that general fear.’ 

‘But you have to be more specific. I don’t know what you are saying. I mean, it is not just 

general. It is about you, your life, the people around you.’ 

‘But that is a philosophical way to put it.’ 

‘No, I am not talking philosophically. I mean it more simply, like when you are living with 

other people.’ 

‘Are you attending the meetings with the local language teachers?’ Aleksei S. asked. 

‘I decided not to go anymore. I’ve had enough. They make so many unreasonable demands. 

And after the group leader shouted at me, I said, “No, no more!” Is it because I am a woman that 

he shouted?’ 

‘He shouldn’t have shouted at you,’ Aleksei S. said. 

‘I gave him a very angry look. Every time I see him now, he just crawls away.’ 

‘I was shouted at too — we didn’t tell you — after I took our matter with the student to the 

authorities. At the language institute they told me I should have trusted them. I told them it was 

not a trust issue but about the legal-justice system, and they said, “Legal-justice system!” as if 

they never heard it before.’ 

‘That is what I don’t like,’ Katrin T. said. ‘Everyone here already has an idea, but they don’t 

say they have an idea. They don’t give you options, and they won’t hear any suggestions, and 

that bothers me so much. Do you think it was better when you were assigned to the other city?’ 

‘People were more direct,’ he answered. ‘If they didn’t like you, they would let you know. 

They would snub you and make a noise.’ 

‘Do you think that was better?’ she asked Marishka K. 

‘In a way, yes. It was easier. You knew who didn’t like you, even if you still had to work with 

them. You didn’t have to try and guess.’ 
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‘It is harder here,’ Aleksei S. added. ‘We don’t know who our friends and our enemies are, 

but we try to find a way around it.’ 

‘Would you like some tea?’ his wife asked Katrin T. 

‘Oh, yes, please.’ 

Marishka K. got up from the low table they were sitting around and came back from the 

kitchen, with three cups. 

‘Oh, that’s so good,’ Katrin T. said, savouring the taste of the tea. They all took sips from the 

cups and warmed their hands. 

‘I read my grandmother’s diary before I came here,’ Katrin T. said. ‘She had five children, 

and I wondered how it was possible to have my mother during the war. We didn’t talk about my 

family’s life before the GDR, but I didn’t get any idea that having my mother then was so 

different from now. They just had to move around a lot … before the division … like here. Of 

course, mother and father would tell us, “Oh, you never experienced the war, so you don’t know 

how hard it was,” and they’d insist that we had to do as we were told.’ 

‘Does it affect how you feel now?’ Aleksei S. asked. 

‘I always had to be a happy girl when I was small, especially when we had guests. My parents 

told me to put on a smile, with my red neckerchief, and sing a song.’ 

‘It was a forced happiness,’ he remarked. ‘It reminds me of someone I knew as a general 

secondary school student in the KSSR. Every time I asked him how he was, he would always 

say, “I’m happy.” Every time I saw him. So the day we graduated, I said, “Why are you happy?” 

and he answered, “Because I am always happy.” In his case, his happiness was a mask.’ 

‘But you didn’t know him,’ Marishka K. said. ‘You were only classmates, not friends.’ 

‘Still, I think he was trying to cope with something. His fake happiness was a way for him to 

cover his unhappiness.’ 

‘Isn’t satisfaction enough?’ Katrin T. asked them. ‘Why must we always be happy?’ 

‘Happiness is not something we are always allowed to have. It is a need for life but also a 

moment, so we desire it. We struggle for it so that we can achieve it and live again,’ Aleksei S. 

said. 

‘It’s a fine way to put it,’ replied Katrin T. 

‘If you are not happy here, what options are you considering?’ he asked. 

‘Actually, I haven’t gone there yet. I am still thinking to myself, like maybe I should deal 

with my situation now and how I am changing, and maybe if I confront my fear, if I can tame it 

like you said, maybe I can be stronger. It was just so simple when I was younger. I could do 

things with my group and talk, but I don’t have that ability anymore. They pressure me here. I 

just want to stay inside now at the apartment. I don’t want to see people anymore. Why do the 

old people always remind us about the war?’ 

‘It is an important memory,’ he said. ‘They remember it, so we won’t have to repeat it.’ 

‘But just because we have the memory, does it mean it won’t happen again?’ 

‘It is not only the memory,’ Aleksei S. responded. ‘It is ideas, and it is acts.’ 

‘Yes … that’s true.’ 

He got up. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, and went to the bathroom. 

Marishka K. began talking to her. 

After a while, he heard them rise from the table and walk to the doorway, saying thank-yous 

and good-byes. 

‘What did you talk about?’ he asked after he had finished and come out. ‘She should have 

waited.’ 

‘You were gone for a long time. It is late now. She didn’t know how long you would take.’ 
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‘Still, it is courtesy.’ 

‘Oh, well.’ 

‘Anyway, it’s probably better that it ended with the two of you talking.’ 

‘It was all over the place,’ his wife said. 

‘That is why Katrin came, isn’t it? She wanted someone to hear what she had to say.’ 

 

Alzo David-West is a former past associate editor of the North Korean Review. He writes 

literary fiction and serious poetry about North Korea (past and present). He is also published in 

the areas of aesthetics, language, literature, philosophy, politics, and social psychology. His 

creative writing about North Korea has appeared in Abbreviate, Cha, Eastlit, Offcourse, and 

Transnational Literature. 
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A Trip to Singapore 

Wendy Jones Nakanishi 

Mariane’s call came as a surprise, and her invitation for Susan to visit her in Singapore an even 

greater one. They hadn’t been particularly close during the six years they had inhabited the same 

city in southern Japan, where they had practically been neighbours, and they hadn’t met each 

other for five years. Susan wasn’t sure she even really liked Mariane.   

The two were complete opposites. Susan was a plump and placid American; her greatest 

ambition was to keep her house sparkling clean and to put good meals on the table each night for 

her husband and young daughter. Mariane was lean and lanky, a pretty Australian with a broad 

mouth that often widened into a gap-toothed smile set in an attractively angular face. She was 

outgoing and popular and fond of going out with fellow ex-pats, spending at least one night a 

week at a bar with ‘the boys,’ as she called them: fellow ex-pats working at local language 

schools. 

 The two women had first met at a special gathering of a club for foreign wives married to 

Japanese. Mariane’s husband Shin was a man with a wide smile, tailored suits and good English 

who worked as a salesman for a large multinational company that had a branch in their city. He 

liked to go out drinking with his own friends, mostly company colleagues. Susan was married to 

Tak, a quiet and burly individual with a crew cut, whose real name was Takehito. Tak was the 

manager of a division of a local agricultural cooperative and had lived in Canada for a year, so 

he could also speak English well. Susan and Tak had met through the local branch of the 

Salvation Army.   

  The two women had laughed and chatted but the antagonism between Shin and Tak was 

palpable. Though they had just met, the hostility was instantaneous and fierce. Susan could 

almost see her husband’s short hair bristling, and she noticed Shin clenching and unclenching 

one fist. 

On their way home, Tak was repentant. 'There’s something about that man,' he confessed. 'He 

got my back up from the start.' 

Susan took his hand and squeezed it reassuringly. 'No need to apologise. He looks like a used 

car salesman. Ugh! I would have credited Mariane with better taste.' 

Tak smiled gratefully. 

'Mind you,' Susan said, 'there’s something of the attention seeker about Mariane, too. Those 

gaudy clothes she wears. That gap in her teeth.' 

'That was down to God,' Tak said. 'Let’s remember our faith and pray for her.' 

Susan shrugged and suppressed her wish to retort that there were orthodontists in the world. 

Mariane’s marriage was in trouble; there was no doubt in Susan’s mind about that. It was 

obvious to her almost from the start. 

But Shin and Mariane seemed the picture of marital harmony when they met her at Singapore 

Airport one bright March afternoon. They were even holding hands. The small propeller plane 

had taxied to a spot near the arrivals hall, and a mobile stairway was wheeled up to the plane’s 

front exit door. 

 Susan had left a rainy and chilly Japan. Before her departure, she had checked the weather in 

Singapore and tried to pack and dress appropriately, but she was surprised and dismayed to step 

from the plane into temperatures so high that heat waves shimmered off the tarmac. 
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She swayed slightly, feeling faint. She saw Mariane and Shin from the top of the stairs as she 

clutched the railing. They were standing by the bus that would convey them all to the terminal 

building. He was dressed in yellow shorts, a pink tank top and a panama hat. Car salesman, 

Susan thought. But Mariane wasn’t much better. She wore a purple sarong tied low. Her long 

hair was swept into a French roll, and her hoop earrings were so large they brushed her bare 

shoulders. 

Susan looked down at her own clothes. The long beige canvas skirt and sky-blue frilly blouse 

chosen with such care only days earlier now looked frumpy, more appropriate for an English tea 

room than for a tropical paradise.  

'Susan!' Mariane's bright red lips opened in a broad, gap-toothed smile and she enveloped her 

friend in a tight embrace. 'I couldn’t wait for you to get here! I was so impatient that I forced 

them to let us come right out here to greet your plane.' 

Susan smiled and tried to reciprocate Mariane’s enthusiasm. Mariane was treating her as 

though they had always been bosom buddies.   

When Susan had cleared Immigration and collected her bag, they emerged into brilliant 

sunshine. Shin was at the wheel of a blue van, and there seemed to be at least one face peering 

out from every window. Then Susan remembered; how could she have let something so 

important slip her mind? In the five years since she had left Japan, Mariane had had two more 

children. Now she had four boys, ranging in age from fifteen to two.  

At her approach, the boys leapt from the van. The three elder children held back, smiling at 

her shyly, but in no time the youngest was pawing at her like an enthusiastic little animal.  

'JJ!' his mother scolded him. 'Please stop touching my friend with your dirty hands.' 

Susan looked down. The toddler had a chocolate bar in one hand that seemed to be melting. 

He had left a brown smear on her new skirt. 'It doesn’t matter,' she managed, despite her dismay. 

'How cute! You have to tell me all their names again.' She smiled at the children with what she 

hoped seemed like friendliness. 

'You’ll remember Rowe, the eldest. He was born just a month before your Claire. Then 

there’s Shaw and Kento and the youngest is JJ.' Mariane smiled. 'That is, after my two 

grandfathers – John and James – but we call him JJ.' 

Susan solemnly extended her hand to the four boys, one by one. She noticed that Rowe 

looked completely Japanese, Shaw, almost entirely Western, and that Kento and JJ were notably 

Eurasian. 

By this time, Shin had got out of the van. Susan smiled at him and shook his hand. 'Thanks so 

much for having me,' she said, and she extended her present, an elaborately wrapped and 

beribboned box containing a type of chiffon cake with a sweet black bean centre that Mariane 

had assured her was Shin’s favourite Japanese treat. 

Thirty minutes later they pulled into a large parking lot abutting a sandy beach crowded with 

restaurants and food stalls. Shin recommended a place that featured what it termed ‘New 

Californian Asian’ cuisine. Mariane insisted on ordering for them all, and she shooed them 

outside the air-conditioned interior to deck chairs on the balcony. Susan would have preferred to 

sit inside, but she contented herself with moving her chair nearer a beach umbrella, managing to 

position herself completely in the shade and with a view of the sea.  Shin tried in vain to 

keep the boys from stripping off their clothing and rushing into the water in their underwear.  

Mariane finally emerged, bearing a large tray. She looked at Shin reproachfully. 'Gone,' he 

sighed. The three of them toasted each other with mugs of cold beer before beginning to sample 

the delicacies Mariane had chosen. 
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'I can’t believe Tak actually let you go,' Mariane said, smiling mischievously. 'You two 

always seemed joined at the hip when I was living near you.' 

It’s only for four days,' Susan said. 'And Tak has a new secretary at work. He told me he’ll be 

busy for the next two weeks training her and that this was the perfect time for me to get away. 

And now Claire's at high school I’ve become an embarrassment to her.' Susan was surprised to 

hear the sadness in her voice. She tried to speak more brightly. 'Anyway, she’s off on a school 

trip, so she won’t miss me at all.' 

The two women chatted until Susan could bear it no longer. 'Shouldn’t somebody be 

watching them?' she said, nervously, looking from Shin to Mariane. 'The boys, I mean. 

Supervising. Checking they’re okay?'  

Mariane sipped her third beer appreciatively. 'They’re perfectly fine,' she said. Intercepting 

Susan’s dubious glance, she added, 'They look after each other. Brothers, you know.' 

An unkind thought popped into Susan’s mind: Mariane can pop out babies like nobody’s 

business but then she loses interest. No, she thought, that was unfair. And ungrateful. And 

probably all down to envy. We would have loved another child, but it just never happened. Tak 

says it was God’s will. 

When the four boys finally appeared, dripping wet and ravenous, faces flushed by the sun, 

Susan dug the fingernails of her right hand into her palm, nearly drawing blood, to punish herself 

for lacking generosity of spirit. She was further chagrined when, before they ate, each child 

presented a cheek for Mariane to kiss, saying 'Thank you, Mummy'. They obviously adored her. 

Their father they ignored as, carrying laden plates, they raced each other to a beach table several 

metres away. Shin sat with a fixed smile, staring at the ocean and drinking deeply from his mug 

of beer. 

  

Susan tried not to feel disappointed. The house was smaller than she’d anticipated. Somehow she 

had conjured up a vision of a tall, white columned building surrounded by tropical foliage in 

extensive grounds. But twenty minutes after they left the beach, Shin drove down an 

undistinguished residential street and stopped at an iron gate set within a cement wall. Mariane 

jumped out to open it and he drove in, parking under a carport attached to a rambling, one-story 

house covered in vines. 

A young dark-skinned woman rushed out to greet them. She smiled shyly at Susan and 

herded the children into the house. 

'Our maid, Nina,' said Mariane. 'From the Philippines.' She saw Susan’s look of surprise. 

'Everyone has servants here.' 

A tiny room off the kitchen that looked like a pantry turned out to be Nina’s bedroom, and the 

photograph of a little girl with a sad smile and lustrous black eyes was pointed out to her as 

Nina’s daughter, left in Manila, in the care of her grandmother. Susan learned that Nina was the 

financial mainstay of her family back home, sending most of her maid’s salary to them every 

month.  

'Nina insists on ironing everything,' Mariane said. 'Don’t be surprised if she returns your 

underwear, neatly pressed and folded.'   

 Nina was up every morning at dawn to prepare their breakfast. Susan’s room was just off the 

kitchen, and she could hear faint stirrings of movement as the palest light appeared in her 

windows. When she finally emerged from her bedroom, Nina would already have blended a 

variety of exotic fruit juices and baked small rolls to be served with butter and jam, and fried 

eggs and bacon. Nina would also have done the laundry and ironing, and even packed 
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lunchboxes for the three elder children to take to school. JJ attended a nursery school in the 

neighbourhood that provided cooked meals. 

Shin was conspicuous by his absence. Apart from that first afternoon of her visit, when they 

lazed by the beach for hours, he was scarcely to be seen. He was gone before Susan opened her 

door each morning, to find two or three of the boys lying in front of it like puppies waiting for 

her to take them out for a run. He usually got home after Susan had retired for the evening. 

Mariane was the perfect hostess, insisting on taking Susan to all the tourist sights. They’d 

gone to Chinatown and Bugis Street and taken photos of each other in front of the Merlion 

statue. One afternoon they visited Raffles Hotel and had Singapore Slings on its broad veranda 

before making their way to the Botanic Gardens. They met some of Mariane’s ex-pat friends, 

confident and successful individuals who lived in the best neighbourhoods, their big houses next 

to mansions occupied by Chinese businessmen. 

One morning they visited Changi prison. Mariane sat on a bench outside, chatting to a friend 

on her cell phone, while Susan bought herself an admission ticket and attached herself to a tour 

group made up of middle-aged and elderly Westerners with pink faces and wide hips. The guide, 

a beautiful young woman in a sari who spoke perfect English, first led them to a large, 

forbidding-looking door in the complex.  

'Please let me know,' she said, 'if any of you have heart problems or suffer from panic attacks. 

As part of our Changi museum prison experience, I would like you to spend two minutes in an 

internment area where the Japanese held men, women and children for days and even weeks 

after the fall of the city in 1941.'   

'Two minutes?' said one man dismissively. 'I’m sure we can all stand it that long.' 

The door opened into a dark, oppressive, tunnel-like space. The tourists were invited to sit on 

benches that lined two windowless walls. The door was closed. There was no light and no sound. 

Within seconds, Susan felt she couldn’t breathe. She lunged for the door and beat at it frantically 

with her fists. 'Please let me out!' The door opened, and the guide extended her hand 

sympathetically. Susan could hear muffled giggles from the people still sitting in the tunnel. 

'Mariane,' Susan said on the way home, 'I found that tour upsetting…' 

'Me, too,' Mariane replied, needing no explanation. 'The memories the locals have of the 

Japanese are so difficult to reconcile with my experience of them when I lived in Japan.' 

'I know,' said Susan, relieved the topic had been broached. 'A more polite people can’t be 

imagined.' 

'So gentle. So considerate,' Mariane added. 

'And there’s the fact we’re both married to Japanese.' 

'And that our children are half-Japanese.' 

'Since living in Japan,' Susan said, 'I’ve tended to think the Japanese are perfect. When I 

compare them to people in the States, I always think, Americans bad and Japanese good.' 

'Me, too, with Australians.' 

'But during the war some Japanese obviously acted like monsters.' 

'Or many of them did. The mystery of human existence. Maybe that potential for cruelty 

exists in us all. Shin says he thinks Japanese are so polite because they know the brutality 

they’re capable of.'   

The next morning was bright and hot, and Mariane proposed a trip to a tiny island. Susan felt 

fat and uncomfortable, an unpleasant sensation she had often experienced since her arrival. She 

couldn’t help comparing herself to the Singaporeans, all looking cool and slim and dressed so 

elegantly. 

'Have you heard from Tak at all?' Mariane asked as she drove. 'Any calls?' 
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'Not a one,' Susan said, with a worried look. 'It’s very odd. He said he’d ring. He must be so 

busy at work. Mind you,' she added, her face clearing, 'that’s not so unusual. March is the end of 

the financial year in Japan. Everyone is frantically rushing about, filing taxes and things.' 

 Mariane brought the car to an abrupt halt in the ferry parking lot. 'Susan, do you know I envy 

you?' 

Susan was gratified and surprised. For her, nearly all the comparisons that could be made 

were in her friend’s favour. Mariane had four children and she, only one; Mariane had a husband 

obviously earning a generous salary, a maid, and she lived in a large, comfortable home in the 

exotic splendour of Singapore where her bi-racial children could have their English fostered to 

native fluency level. Tak, on the other hand, earned a regular salary as a government employee, 

but it certainly wasn’t much and in recent years, with the recession hitting Japan, his bonuses 

had been cut. For all Susan’s efforts, Claire had only a rudimentary English-speaking ability. 

Their house was small and ordinary. Susan did all the housework.  

“But how? But why?' she spluttered. 

Mariane looked at her, but it was only when they were seated on a little wooden boat smelling 

of fish and petrol that was puttering to a wooded island visible in the distance that she answered.  

'You’ve been a good wife. It hasn’t been easy, I know. I have grave doubts about the wisdom 

of Japanese and Westerners marrying. We have such different expectations of marriage. Tak 

seems so…so…dependable. So reliable.' Mariane gazed at the sea intently, as if seeing it for the 

first time, and a tear made its way down her cheek. 'I don’t know if you realize that Shin 

gambles.'  

Susan tentatively put her arm around her friend's shoulder but then withdrew it as Mariane 

continued to focus all her attention on the sea, as if she was counting the waves. 'You shouldn’t 

envy me and Tak,' Susan said. 'We’re comfortable, but the romance died long ago.' She hadn't 

meant to blurt that out. She and Tak hadn’t had sex for years. They jogged along in the same old 

rut, more like brother and sister than man and wife. 

 She sniffed, suddenly feeling tearful, and breathed in the salt tang. She fished out sunglasses 

from her bag and occupied herself with looking at their fellow passengers: old men with bamboo 

hats smoking cigarettes and tired-looking women clutching plastic bags of shopping. 

On their arrival, Mariane seemed to recover her spirits. 'Let’s rent bicycles,' she suggested. 'I 

know a place just by that little shop.' 

They set off on big heavy bicycles. Pot-holed dirt roads traversed dense jungle. There was a 

fresh breeze underlain by the tang of petrol, but the heat was intense, and sometimes the air 

seemed to tremble with humidity. The rasping of cicadas rose to a deafening chorus, stopped, 

and then resumed. They came to a pen holding three brown-and-white goats and a small row of 

dusty wooden shacks with fruit and vegetables for sale and an assortment of tiny, clouded bottles 

of soda. Flies swarmed above the produce. Who would buy any of this? Susan thought, but then 

Mariane walked away and got them two Cokes. She and Susan sat on the peeling ramshackle 

bench outside the shop. 

'I used to meet my lover here,' Mariane announced suddenly, taking a deep sip of her Coke 

through a faded red straw. 'On this island, I mean.' Then she gave a loud hoot of laughter. 'Your 

face! You look like I’d just told you I’d murdered a man.' 

Susan blushed. Mariane’s gap-toothed grin seemed to signal more than ever a woman of 

dubious morals. 'But it’s a sin. You’re married. You have children.' 

Mariane’s face darkened. 'Oh, it’s not just me. Shin has lovers, too. He not only gambles with 

our money, and often loses it, he sleeps with other women. Lots of them.' She scowled. 'Some of 

them so-called friends of mine.' 
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Earlier, Susan had admired the long-sleeved peach-coloured caftan top Mariane was wearing. 

Now Mariane lifted one sleeve to reveal a vivid purple bruise. 'And he pinches me when he’s 

angry. Where it won’t show, of course.' 

 They set off again. Susan was afraid to say anything. Mariane seemed to be a woman 

possessed, cycling rapidly down the dirt road as if pursued by demons, while brightly-coloured 

birds, startled by their appearance, swooped up, with a leathery sound of flapping wings, from 

dusty bushes and trees.  

Susan found the exuberant foliage daunting. Branches stretched out menacingly. Yellow and 

blue butterflies hovered over fleshy red flowers. Spiders had woven webs above their path. The 

women had to swerve their bikes to avoid small green lizards and the occasional tiny black snake 

wriggling in the dirt. It was like being in an endless green tunnel whose sides pressed in on them. 

Susan felt suffocated. The plants and bushes and trees seemed to have sucked life from the very 

air, leaving only a sticky vapour in its place. 

Finally, just as Susan felt she couldn’t go any further, her lungs bursting from the unusual 

exertion and her legs aching, she saw that Mariane had stopped and dismounted. She looked 

back at Susan, flushed and panting. 

'Sorry,' she said. 'Somehow I felt I had to get here, and as soon as I could.' 

 Susan wiped her face with her handkerchief and looked at a tall brick wall covered with a 

thick tangle of vines.  

'This is where I used to meet my lover,' Mariane said, leading Susan to a small hole in the 

wall obscured by the foliage and then down an overgrown path past what must have been formal 

gardens. The old house might have been the residence of a high-level colonial officer. It was a 

large, two-story substantial brick dwelling facing the sea. 

'We used to go up there,' Mariane said, as they entered, indicating a large, elaborately carved 

wooden staircase, 'but then we noticed the floorboards upstairs were disintegrating. It was 

simply too dangerous.' 

The building was dark and dank inside and smelled of something Susan couldn’t identify. 

Mariane entered the spacious but gloomy living room with the careless ease of possession. A 

big stone fireplace was festooned with cobwebs. Just beyond the windows, all miraculously 

intact although the glass was cracked in places, a broad verandah afforded a stunning ocean 

view.      

 Susan gasped. 'This must have been magnificent!' 

'Yes,' Mariane murmured absentmindedly, absorbed in her own thoughts. 'Of course, there 

were lots of servants to attend to every whim.' She gestured to the dim space visible beyond the 

staircase. 'There’s a huge kitchen, and an ice house at the back. Life must have been good.' 

'Until the war,' Susan said. 'I can just imagine it, see them all with stiff upper lips, dressed in 

pressed white linen, sitting out on that verandah waiting for the Japanese to arrive.' She peered 

through the streaked glass. The ocean was calm and a soft blue. There was no clear line between 

it and the sky. 'They must have been expecting to see warships, never guessing their invaders 

would arrive by bicycle through the jungle of the Malay Peninsula.' 

 'It’s so odd that we’ve married the enemy! And found they’re human. Just like us.' 

Susan was going to reply, but she suddenly noticed tears streaming down Mariane’s face. 'My 

lover and I were happy!' she said. 'And now it’s all over.' 

Susan felt unable to ask any questions. Was her lover Japanese? Australian? Someone from 

Singapore? Married? And why had the affair ended? She walked up to her friend and held her in 

a silent embrace. 
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Susan appeared at breakfast the next morning, her last in Singapore, with a bright, cheerful face. 

'I’ve just had a call from Tak,' she announced. 'He’s fine. And abjectly apologetic for not being 

in touch before.' 

Mariane smiled. 'I’m so glad!' 

'It’s just as I thought. There were several deadlines at work. Everyone’s had to stay late and 

even work on the weekend.' 

'And Claire?' 

'She’s fine, really enjoyed her school trip. I’m hoping she’ll come to the airport with Tak to 

meet me.'  

JJ, who was running a temperature, lay down his spoon and looked disconsolate. He and 

Susan had struck up an unlikely friendship. She no longer cared whether he dribbled on her or 

stained her clothes with his dirty hands. 'You go soon?' he asked, his face drooping with misery. 

Susan scooped him up in her lap and cuddled the boy’s fragile little body. She lay a cool hand 

on his hot forehead and felt a wave of sadness. 'Oh, sweetie, you must come visit me in Japan. 

Soon!' It was ages since Claire had been so needy, so affectionate. Susan only realised now how 

much she missed it. 

Before she left, Susan gave Nina an envelope with a considerable sum of money in it and said 

she hoped she could see her daughter again soon. 

Despite his fever, JJ insisted on accompanying Mariane when she took Susan to the airport. 

As she passed through the departure gate, she looked back at her tall, attractive friend and 

wished she could dart back, just for a moment. She wanted to apologise to Mariane for having 

always judged her, and so unfairly. She longed to hug that little boy one more time. 

The official examining her passport looked up sympathetically, noticing the tears in Susan’s 

eyes. 'Nice visit?' he asked. 'Sad to leave?' 

Susan shook herself, trying to regain her composure. 'The heat. I won’t miss this dreadful 

heat.' 

 

The arrivals hall was nearly deserted when Susan finally emerged from Immigration and 

Customs in Osaka. She put down a suitcase bulging with souvenirs with a loud thump. 

And waited. It was odd. Tak, usually so reliable, was seriously late. 

Susan was consulting with a tourist information clerk about buses to their city when Tak 

finally appeared. He looked exhausted and miserable. 

'I’m so sorry,' he said. 'I decided to drive here rather than take the train. I had no idea it would 

take so long.' 

 Susan was torn between anger and relief. 'But you’re here now,' she said. 'That’s the 

important thing.'  

Tak picked up her bag and they walked in silence to the parking garage. 

In the car, she found her husband reticent about what he’d been up to in her absence. 'Work, 

work, work,' seemed to be the only answer she could elicit. 

'And your new secretary?' 

'It didn’t work out,' he said, averting his face, looking out the window as if enjoying the view 

of the Osaka skyline. 'She’s decided to look for another position.' Then his face darkened. 'She 

wasn’t willing to put in the hours. Kids today. They think the world should be given them on a 

plate.' 

He had little interest in what she’d been up to on her visit. 'As long as you had a good time,' 

he said, and failed to ask for details. 'Claire?' he said in response to her query. 'You’ll have to ask 

her.' He turned on the radio as if it would provide a cover for their silence. 
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Susan pressed her forehead against the window on the passenger side and stared at the 

skyscrapers and factories and apartment buildings flashing past. The image of Shin rose in her 

mind. Whenever he had looked at her during her stay, she had seen his gaze skittering over her, 

registering big, blonde, white, plump.   

Susan dug her nails into the palm of her right hand, lying on her lap. Tak had bestowed a 

similar look on her when they had met at the airport. 
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The Pyap School 

Stephen Orr 

‘Daisy, please.’ 

‘Mrs Bates.’ 

The two police officers were tired. They’d driven all the way from Nuriootpa. Gone without 

tea, trawled the back-tracks of the back-blocks of the winding river, damaged their suspension, 

given up on uniforms and had to stop to herd pigs from the road. So, when they arrived at 11 

p.m., they weren’t in the mood for any business. Daisy Bates or not, the old girl would comply.  

They’d been warned. About her moods, her sharp tongue, how she’d use an umbrella or shit-

shovel to stop them. But they just, didn’t, care. 

‘Daisy, please, be reasonable.’ 

‘Have we been introduced, Constable?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Then it’s "Mrs Bates" to you.’ 

Daisy Bates, senior citizen, ethnographer, mother-mild to the Aborigines she hadn’t found 

(apart from a few bones) in the Riverland. Kabbarli, grandmother, carer and soother-towards-

extinction, nurse, teacher, scribe and Australian Everywoman. Daisy, miracle worker, icon, a 

non-sufferer-of-fools, especially junior constables. 

‘Why exactly?’ Daisy asked. 

‘We weren’t told,’ the male constable, the older of the two, replied. 

‘Then why should I go?’ 

The constables waited. 

‘I’m under no obligation to listen to you. Arriving at my campsite at …’ She checked her fob-

watch. ‘Well, close to midnight.’ 

‘We wanted to arrive earlier. We had troubles.’ 

Daisy was sitting on a camp-stool in front of her dying fire beside the river. The officers 

could hear but not see the water lapping on the bank. There was no one for miles. Just Daisy, and 

her tent, and her Dickens novels, and her starched collars and ribbon tie and fly-veil. ‘I’m not 

going,’ she said. 

‘We’ve been told you must.’ 

She looked at them indignantly. ‘Must? This is Russia?’ 

‘No, Mrs Bates, but you can’t stay here any longer. You know that.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘It’s … impractical.’ 

‘I’m doing perfectly well. I’ve had friends visiting.’ 

The young constable stared into the tent. ‘In there with you?’ 

‘Yes. Up at five, damper, tea, sweep out the floor. I’ve been doing it for thirty-five years, 

young man.’ 

‘I know.’ 

‘Well?’ 

There was a long, difficult pause. Then the woman constable said, ‘Listen, Mrs Bates, we 

can’t go back without you. How about we pack up, take you to town, see what this is all about 

and … we could bring you back?’ 
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Daisy smiled at her. ‘You could? You will?’ 

‘Well, if it’s allowed.’ 

‘Exactly. Now, it’s late. I don’t like being woken, so I’m off to sleep.’ 

Daisy was wearing a rough gown over her nightshirt. When they’d woken her, flashing their 

torches in her face, she’d crawled from bed, grizzling, slipping on a pair of canvas shoes. She 

stood, and turned to go into her tent. 

‘Mrs Bates,’ the young woman said. 

‘You can tell them I refused. Tell your inspector that people in Australia can still choose to 

live the way they wish.’ 

The male constable stepped forward. ‘Mrs Bates.' 

She looked at him. 

‘We were told to bring you, regardless.’ 

Daisy almost laughed. ‘Regardless?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Which means?’ 

‘Forcibly, if required.’ 

‘And you would … force me?’ 

Arthur Jacobs took a moment. ‘We wouldn’t want to do it. I mean, I’ve got my own gran.’ 

‘You wouldn’t want to. You won’t. So, I’m off to bed.’ She walked into the tent. 

‘Mrs Bates,’ the young woman, Alvis Brooks, began.  

Daisy looked out. ‘Yes, Constable?’ 

‘Brooks. If you could just see it from our side? Neither of us wants to …’ 

Daisy smiled. 

‘Fine, neither of us would drag you out.’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘But …’ 

Daisy took a moment, sighed and emerged from her tent. ‘Now we have a sensible 

conversation,’ she said. ‘No one comes to my home, my place, and threatens me. It just, isn’t, 

done.’ 

‘Of course.’ 

Daisy returned to her stool. 

‘So, this is how I see it. Old woman, not looking after herself, looking for Aborigines in need 

of … succour (which, I might add, I’m yet to find). Your inspector has been told by certain 

people that I’m no longer able to look after myself. But he hasn’t visited, and looked, and seen.’ 

Daisy indicated her camp-site: clean, orderly, swept. 

‘Nonetheless, he thinks it best to help me help myself. So, what does he do? Finds the two 

most junior constables at hand and gets them to do his dirty work. That’s what you’re doing, 

children – dirty work. How do you feel about that?’ 

Brooks was unsure. ‘We have a job to do.’ 

‘Piffle. You have to act without thinking, don’t you?’ 

‘Sometimes.’ 

‘Which is why you’re here?’ 

Arthur Jacobs was growing impatient. It was close to midnight, and the inspector wanted her 

back by morning. ‘We have a job to do,’ he repeated. ‘We’re tired and we have to get it done.’ 

‘You’re threatening me again, Constable?’ 

‘I wouldn’t call it a threat.’ 
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Daisy stood to return to her tent. 

‘No,’ Jacobs said. ‘We won’t … I won’t be forcing you to do anything, Mrs Bates.’ 

Daisy sat down. ‘Good.’ 

‘But if you won’t come, I’ll have to lay down over there, under that old river red, and sleep, 

and wait till you’re ready.’ 

Daisy looked at Brooks. ‘And you?’ 

‘I can sleep in the car, I suppose.’ 

Daisy was still very unhappy. But she’d won, she guessed, and there was this inspector fellow 

to deal with in Adelaide. So, it was best to get it done. ‘Righto, give me ten minutes,’ she said. 

‘I’ll need to get changed.’ 

 

I had to be removed, physically taken away from my tent, at 11.30 at night by two gangsters, 

a male and female, compelled to dress in city garb and compelled bodily into a vile car, bundled 

in just as I had been caught up by a huge beast and thrust anyhow into a corner of the car, my 

feet doubled up by my neck. My tent and all its little gadgets just left scattered all about … 

 

Daisy sat comfortably in the back seat of the police car. She searched the night for lights but 

there were just a few shadowy swamps avoiding moonlight. She studied the back of the 

woman’s head, and the young man’s closely shaved scalp and uneven sideburns. What did the 

inspector really want? What had he heard, and from whom? She hadn’t been doctoring or caring 

for anyone. She hadn’t found a single native (any shade of grey would do). So, to fill her days, 

she’d started writing her memoirs (tentatively titled ‘My Natives and I’).  

Daisy still needed to do good. She longed for company. She decided to turn her attention to 

the children at the Pyap School. 

It’d become a weekly ritual. Thursday morning: up at 5 a.m., breakfast, ablutions, clean dress 

(courtesy of the Schuberts, living on the largest of the Pyap fruit-growing blocks, visiting once a 

week to make sure all was well, fetching her groceries from Loxton, washing her clothes, buying 

her books). Then she’d march along the river towards Pyap, past the pumping station and the 

boats, using her umbrella to clear the scrub that threatened her little bush path. Her heels sinking 

in the sand (not that that would stop her). Onto the road and up the hill, past the Lehmanns and 

Lieberts, gathering a small tribe of eager kiddies as she went.  

‘Mrs Bates, what are you going to tell us about today?’ 

‘Wait. Patience, Carl.’ 

She marched, sure-footed and determined, on the bitumen. The kids caught on and marched 

beside her, until there was a little regiment coming up the hill towards the school. The teacher, 

Mrs Knoke, would be waiting. ‘Good morning, Mrs Bates.’ 

‘Good morning, Mrs Knoke. I noticed Charlie wasn’t with us this morning?’ 

‘He’s gone to town, for his sister’s operation.’ 

‘Good-o. Shall we begin?’ 

The teacher would line the children up, bring them in, stand them behind their desks and 

make them sing the national anthem. There was no Deutschland über alles here, although it got 

an airing in the homes around Pyap. Each of them full of leftover Barossa Lutherans, forsaking 

the vine for the mandy. The schoolroom was Victoria and Edward the Unfortunate, the flag and 

St George climbing the wall beside times-tables recited and memorised every afternoon between 

1.00 and 1.18. 
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Then they’d sit down and Mrs Knoke would give the usual introduction. ‘We are very lucky 

to have Mrs Bates here today. Mrs Bates is known across the country, the world – ’ as she turned 

and smiled at the old woman, ‘for her work with Aborigines. And now, Mrs Bates has promised 

to show us some artefacts from her time in the desert.’ 

Daisy would come forward with her box and open it. Then there’d be a flint or axe-head, a 

mortar or thigh bone, and once, the skull of a boy who’d died of diphtheria (as he lay in her 

arms, looking up at her pleadingly, his mother – she explained to the children – off with some 

bloke and his grog). The kids would be amazed, and the artefacts would be passed around the 

room as she told them about her years, her decades at Ooldea Siding, caring for her natives, 

shielding them from the Trans-Continental Railway, with its twin diseases of pox and 

civilisation. 

Constable Alvis Brooks turned to her. ‘We’ve heard all about you, Daisy.’ 

Daisy shrugged. ‘What have you heard? 

‘Living in a tent, by yourself, in the middle of nowhere.’ 

Daisy didn’t like this little Hitler-in-a-dress. Fascism reached everywhere, it seemed. And no 

matter where, it couldn’t see itself as dangerous, intrusive, un-Christian. ‘It wasn’t the middle of 

nowhere.’ 

‘A siding, on the Nullarbor?’ 

‘For the natives, it’s as busy as Rundle Street. Their ancestors are everywhere.’ 

Jacobs looked back at her. ‘Yeah, but they’re dead.’ 

‘Not at all.’ 

Neither constable saw the point of pursuing it. Once Daisy had decided. Jacobs tried again. 

‘Where did you get your food?’ 

‘The train knew what to bring each week.’ 

‘And you cooked for yourself, and them?’ 

‘Them?’ 

‘The Abos?’ 

Jacobs knew he was in trouble.  

‘The Aborigines, or natives.’ 

‘Sorry.’ 

Daisy glared at him. She felt vindicated. ‘I cooked for whosoever came to my camp. 

Sometimes they were off, and sometimes they needed help.’ 

Brooks was still intrigued. ‘And you did this for years?’ 

‘Over thirty years at various places. Mainly Ooldea.’ 

Daisy was tired. ‘What was the rush to see me?’ she asked. 

‘Not sure, Mrs Bates.’ 

They settled into silence, and the hum of rubber on the road. Daisy closed her eyes. She was 

standing in the Pyap schoolhouse, and her children were waiting for her to speak. ‘There were 

many diseases, and I cured what I could. But the mortality was often high.’ 

One boy raised his hand and Daisy looked at him. ‘What’s mortality, Mrs Bates?’ 

‘Death, son. Many of them died because they weren’t used to our diseases.’ As she was taken 

back to her tent, and the little boy, looking up at her through gluey eyes. She could remember 

cleaning his face and feeling his cold body. She could remember wanting to hold him, to hug 

him, to kiss him. But she could remember him dying the next day, and his small body, 

unclaimed for a week, before she got Alfred, the old man, to help her bury him, and sing hymns 

over him, and invoke St Paul. ‘When there was no one to care for them, I cared for them,’ she 
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said, slowly, and Mrs Knoke realised she was descending again. She always had a few tears. 

Every Thursday, just before recess. And the children would wait, silently, as the old lady walked 

out of the desert into their little classroom. Their parents had told them about Daisy Bates, and 

how she was a great woman, a great Australian, every bit as famous and loved as Bradman, 

Curtin or the Little Battler (as they stared longingly at portraits of the Little Corporal, hung 

above Silesian stop-organs). 

‘Didn’t you get bored?’ Brooks asked. 

Daisy had to think. ‘No, never. I was too busy. And I had my novels.’ 

‘Or need someone to talk to?’ 

‘Oh, I had that. They had their spirits and I had mine. One always talks, in one’s head. One is 

never lonely. Loneliness is just … for books.’ 

Jacobs looked at Brooks and rolled his eyes. A fox ran in front of the car and he braked 

suddenly. Daisy fell forward, but corrected herself. ‘At this time of night,’ she whispered. ‘I 

think, perhaps, you’re taking me to a gulag.’ 

‘No gulag, Mrs Bates,’ Brooks said.  

 

I fell out of the car which was being driven I think over a by-road so that no white person 

could see or question … 

 

‘You comfortable, Mrs Bates?’ Jacobs asked, as they crossed the Blanchetown Bridge, and 

the silhouettes of river reds and black box. 

‘Yes, thank you.’ 

He looked back at her in his rear-vision mirror. ‘So, you had a hospital set up out there?’ 

Daisy almost laughed. ‘No, the government wasn’t interested in paying for that. I just nursed 

as best I could. Of course, it’s not something I was trained to do, so I improvised. But supplies 

from concerned people arrived on the train and generally that was enough.’ 

Silence. Daisy’s head drooped. 

‘You alright, Mrs Bates?’ Brooks asked. 

But Daisy was busy. She was helping the girls make damper as the boys built a fire in the 

back yard of School 324: Pyap. ‘Right, girls, that’s a good consistency. Now, into the camp 

oven.’ She watched as the girls placed the dough in the oven she’d carried up the hill that 

morning from her camp. ‘You must all come and visit me,’ she said. ‘You know where my tent 

is.’ 

‘Dad told me not to,’ one boy said. 

‘Don’t worry about your dad. Come up on Saturday and I’ll read you David Copperfield. He 

was about your age when he got started in life. Now …’ 

The boys came over and took the camp oven. They carried it back to the coals and lowered it 

and Daisy said, ‘Now, cover it up.’ 

The boys fought for the shovel and soon it was covered in coals and Pyap dirt. 

‘Thirty-five minutes,’ she said. ‘In the meantime, we can head back inside and continue 

planning our Coronation Pageant.’ She looked at Mrs Knoke. ‘Edward the Eighth. What do you 

think, Mrs Knoke?’ 

‘I can’t wait.’ 

Two weeks later, two dozen parents in the school-house, as St George, the dragon and a 

succession of cardboard and crepe-paper kings and queens danced the dirty floorboards to an 

accordion rendition of Rule Brittania. Daisy led the children on and off, in and out, changing 
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costumes, marching at the front of the Grand Royal parade as Hitler and Goebbels were 

expunged from the collective consciousness (although Daisy knew what these people were like, 

and where their allegiances lay – and wanted nothing more than to stop and tell them who was in 

charge.)  

‘We often cooked damper,’ Daisy said to the constables. 

The officers looked at each other, and then at the old girl, lost in memories in the back of their 

car. ‘Who did?’ Brooks asked. 

‘My children and I … my Natives.’ 

‘Was it any good?’ Jacobs asked. 

Daisy didn’t reply. For the next hour they travelled in silence. The constables thought she was 

asleep, but she wasn’t. She was remembering the wording of the article she’d written for the 

school newsletter. 

 

I wanted the love and respect of those poor cannibals of Central Australia who came to me 

out of their wild areas and who learned through my ‘ways’ with them that there were two kinds 

of white women: our flotsam and jetsam with whom they had contact on the eastwards line, and 

‘Kabbarli’. 

 

At 4 a.m. they pulled up in front of Nuriootpa Train Station. Daisy woke and looked around. 

‘Where are we?’ 

‘There’s a train in a little while,’ Brooks replied. 

‘A train? I thought …’ 

‘No,’ Jacobs said, getting out and opening her door. ‘The inspector is going to meet you at 

Adelaide Station.’ 

‘I, think, not. I only agreed because I was told – ’ 

‘Come on, out you come, Daisy.’ 

‘Excuse me!’ 

‘Mrs Bates. We’re all tired. Let’s just get this finished. The station’s open and the fire’s on. 

We’ll wait with you.’ 

Alvis Brooks came around to Daisy’s open door. She looked at her colleague. ‘How about 

you go in and get the kettle on?’ 

Jacobs just looked at her. He shook his head. 

 

This is just part of the horror. My back had been doubled up, my feet going on either side of 

my head!! I’ve had the doctor here and I now know the back muscles, tendons etc. had been 

overstretched by the position I was lying in while being carried so wildly. 

 

Jacobs went inside. ‘Good luck,’ he said. ‘It’s nice and warm inside, Daisy.’ 

‘Mrs Bates!’ 

Daisy looked at Brooks. ‘I’m not used to being threatened.’ 

She closed her eyes and remembered. She was standing in the Pyap school house. The 

pageant had finished and the children had gone home with their parents, but she’d been called 

back by the little Nazi, Miss Knoke. ‘You don’t want me coming at all?’ she said to her, as she 

removed the tri-colour crepe from her dress.  

‘No.’ 

‘Why?’ 
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The teacher said nothing, but Daisy knew. The children were looking up to her, they were 

following her, listening to her. They respected her. Therefore, this little fascist, who demanded 

(but didn’t earn) respect, was annoyed. She had declared war. She was telling Daisy she’d 

crossed too many borders. 

‘The children want me here,’ Daisy said. 

‘You have made it difficult for me,’ Knoke replied. 

‘Nonsense. How?’ 

But the teacher wouldn’t be drawn. ‘I appreciate what you’ve done, but … it’s just me, by 

myself, and I must maintain authority.’ 

Daisy thought she could see the girl’s little moustache. 

‘Well, then you shall have authority.’ She turned and walked from the schoolroom, forgetting 

her umbrella, her coat, her box of artefacts. 

‘Mrs Bates? Mrs Bates?’ Brooks repeated. 

‘Yes?’ 

‘Ignore him. He’s just a man. He has no understanding, really. Just gets the job done.’ 

 

Brooks, A. (Const.) Report on Bates, D. (Riverland) 

She refused to get out of the car and sat glaring at me. It distressed me to know that I would 

have to use force, when suddenly I noticed her precious umbrella lying along the back of the seat 

of the car. I grabbed up the umbrella and fled to the train steps. ‘Where are you going with my 

umbrella?’ said she. ‘The umbrella is going to Adelaide and if you want it you must come too.’ 

 

At five a.m. they were sitting in the train station. Daisy was nodding. ‘Why, then, did we have 

to leave so early?’ she asked. 

The station officer looked at her curiously. ‘Saw you in the paper,’ he said. She didn’t 

respond. 

‘We’re here now,’ Brooks replied.  

‘Thirty-eight minutes,’ the officer said. 

Daisy descended, again. She closed her eyes. She didn’t see the need for all this nastiness. 

She’d only ever done good, or at least tried to, and now she’d have to explain it all again to the 

inspector. Why, she wondered, was it so? Why did people always think the worst? Like the 

nursing sister who’d visited her, and later written to a newspaper: ‘The only ‘nursing’ thing I can 

recall Daisy telling me, was how she’d take a long stick and scrape away the filth from under 

and around the sick as they lay in their wurlies …’ 

But this woman hadn’t been there, for all those years, when she’d brought the children into 

her tent, when she’d washed them and fed them, when she’d held them in her arms, as they died. 

No one knew the minutes and hours, days and weeks and years she’d worked to help them. No 

one: the inspector, Knoke, the Sister, the papers, the constables, Harry Morant (promising, but 

refusing love). Even her own son, living as far away from her as he could, lost in a New Zealand 

denial.  

‘I never claimed I could cure gonorrhoea,’ she said. 

‘Pardon?’ Brooks asked. 

‘They claimed I said I could cure it, with cod liver oil, but I never said that. They just wanted 

to make me look bad.’ 

The constables and the station officer waited. 

They got it from the fettlers, you see. The gins were full of it, and I couldn’t help them.’ 
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Daisy was in her tent. Carl had come to visit. He wanted to hear the next chapter of David 

Copperfield. They read into the afternoon, and evening, and after a time she took him in her 

arms as she described London, Kent, and Ooldea. And he settled, and thought of her as the 

grandmother he’d never had. 

 

 

Author’s note:  

The Pyap School is based on a real incident (which didn't happen in the South Australian 

Riverland, although Daisy Bates did live for a time camped along the Murray at Pyap). Bates 

was always a controversial figure in Australian history, but was also admired by thousands prior 

to her death. As she aged, two junior officers were sent to bring her into town to 'seek help', as 

many believed she was becoming unstable. This is an imagined exchange between Bates and 

two officers sent to fetch her. Daisy's words in italics have been taken from a letter she wrote 

telling a friend how she'd been picked up by two constables and taken to Port Augusta for 

treatment.  
 

 

Stephen Orr lives in Adelaide and is a writer of literary fiction, essays and other non-fiction. His 

novel Time's Long Ruin was shortlisted for the Commonwealth Writers' Prize and longlisted for 

the Miles Franklin Award in 2011.  
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Good Luck in the New Year 

Kelly Quinn 

I killed three fruit flies that were buzzing around the mikan oranges on the counter this morning, 

and in the garden there were slugs after yesterday’s rain, so it is not looking much like Christmas 

here.  

I was with Sachiko doing some shopping; she was looking for some tights for Mina. I have 

been warned in the past about staring too intently at the posters in the women’s lingerie section, 

so I wandered over to men’s underwear.  

It is the Year of the Monkey in the Chinese zodiac, and the monkey’s lucky colour is red. 

There was a display of bright red underwear: long johns, briefs and T-shirts. The wearer was 

promised good luck, and so on a whim I picked up a bright red cotton T-shirt.  

This T-shirt is a work of craft. I would say 'art,' but that word is overused. The T-shirt was 

made in Japan by a company called Gunze, one of those companies that started by making silk 

kimonos in the mid-nineteenth century and now makes fibres for everything from socks to 

aerospace components.  

The T-shirt is a thing of beauty. The cotton is thick and soft and the stitching tight. It fits 

snugly, and you can tell that the collar won’t stretch and be droopy after the first wash. 

Compared to the paper-thin, slightly itchy, five-for-ten-dollar Hanes T-shirts made in 

Bangladesh that I usually wear, eight dollars for one T-shirt seems expensive, but wearing it 

makes me happy; a deep, satisfying calm comes when I pull it on.  

With the problems facing the world today – terrorism, economic uncertainty, the plight of 

refugees and Donald Trump – we must find our joy where we can and recognise what is truly 

good in the world, even if it is just a T-shirt. 

 

 

Kelly Quinn was born in Agana, Guam and attended university and graduate school in the 

United States. He has taught English in Asia for over twenty years and currently teaches at 

Nagoya Institute of Technology. He is the author of Japanese History You Should Know.   
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Sticks & Stones 

Kathleen M. Steele 

‘Bloody Johnny-come-latelies! Telling me how to do my job!’ Ralph shook the letter at Miriam.  

She kept her eyes on her coffee cup, blowing softly into the steam.    

Ralph started. She knew he would. His words rushed together as he shifted up a gear. ‘I was 

in the army in Baghdad before that little bastard was swimming in his dad’s bag! I won’t take 

crap from him!’ 

Miriam held her coffee in her mouth until it cooled. She’d read once about a monk who 

carried a stone in his mouth for three years to master the power of silence.  

Ralph glared at her. ‘Can you believe the nerve of it?’ 

She glanced away from the spittle on his lips and kept her own firmly closed. Before she had 

discovered that her words were not worth the same as Ralph’s she used to let go sometimes, used 

to really let him have it. But she always missed the mark. After he had left for work, she’d find 

the words he refused to acknowledge scattered amongst the crumbs on the table, or strewn 

carelessly across the floors. And when she came across whole sentences in the daytime silence 

of the house, she would turn over what she had really meant to say until it dazzled. But, by the 

time Ralph returned, her words had lost their brilliance. He’d stare blindly at his lamb and three 

veg, and fork food into his mouth with a pained expression, as if her misshapen ideas had tainted 

the mint dressing.  

Ralph jabbed a finger at the letter. ‘Official warning it says! Apparently some of the pooftas 

at the plant don’t like the way I speak.’ His face turned a deeper shade of red. ‘Don’t like the 

way I speak? Where’s the harm in a few bloody words, I ask you?’ 

Miriam lifted her cup again, slowly, with two hands. She could show that monk a thing or 

two. She’d been holding her stone of silence for over twenty years. Lately, it felt like it might 

slip from her mouth without her noticing. The thought made her smile. 

‘What are you grinning at, woman?’ Ralph jumped up. ‘You never bloody listen! You never 

bloody think! That’s why you’ve got nothing to say!’ He leant on his fists, the table creaking 

beneath his weight. ‘Not that anything you said would ever make a blind bit of difference 

anyway.’  

‘Oh, drop dead.’ 

Ralph snorted. He pointed a shaking finger at Miriam and said, ‘Ack!’ before slumping into 

his chair.  

She stared at him and reached for his unmoving hand, giving it a small questioning tug. She 

dropped the dead weight of his hand, pressed her own to her mouth and looked around the 

kitchen as if the silence might suggest a solution.   

She leant back and drained the last of her coffee, holding it in her mouth until it cooled, and 

allowed herself a guilty moment of celebration.   

After all of these years, Ralph had finally paid attention. 

 

 

Kathleen M. Steele has a PhD in Australian Literature/ Creative Writing from Macquarie 

University. Her academic and creative writing has been published in various journals and 

online.  
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How to read Shakespeare while duck-sitting in outer suburbia 

Emily Sun 

The three ducklings are dabbling in the large plastic turquoise clamshell we purchased for 

Ethan a few weeks before he was born. The ducklings are the first creatures to use the clamshell 

for the purpose it was intended.  

My husband Marco, an Italian-Australian, and I, a Chinese-Australian, live a few doors down 

from my elderly parents who have exiled themselves to one of the suburbs where key scenes in 

Bogan Hunters were filmed. I am defensive when my city friends visit and point out that I need 

to find a way to make more money so that I can move to a better school zone. Like all parents, I 

want my child to have opportunities that I didn’t have so I sometimes lose sleep over my 

inability to channel my inner Tiger Mother, even though I wake up very early every Saturday 

morning to drive Ethan to a Chinese school in the city. I will also admit that I was initially 

nervous about moving to this suburb because it is not known for its cultural diversity. In my first 

month here the 'Fuck off, We’re Full' bumper stickers triggered mild panic attacks, even though I 

wasn’t sure which ethnic minority the driver was addressing. I also chased and confronted a 

couple of local teens who made a casually racist comment as they walked past me when I was 

weeding in the front garden. 

We think that the ducklings are Muscovies, which means their bills are pale pink and not 

yellow like the ones near Toad Hall. They look very different from the dearly departed Duckie 

who was a wild duck hybrid that hatched in our electric frying pan one summer and died in 

spring. We joked about roasting it but no one was game enough to eat a duck that had died from 

natural causes. My mother would not let anyone, least of all her friend and former restaurant 

owner, Mr Chan, joke about consuming Duckie because of her animistic beliefs. She truly 

believes that Duckie was a self-sacrificing duck who had taken the place of a relative who was 

suffering from a blood cancer. All jokes about serving up Duckie and accounts of Mr Chan 

inflating the corpse of dead ducks by giving them what looked like mouth-to-mouth resuscitation 

are still met with a stern frown.  

I wait in the patio for my octogenarian father to drop Ethan off after school and wonder what  

Marco will do if two or three of the ducklings turn out to be drakes. Ideally, we will have three 

females and no males, or one male and two females. Any other combination could end badly. 

Our backyard is very green despite being built on sand dunes because Marco has spent many 

hours enriching the sand with sheep manure and compost. I contemplate taking a crash course in 

botany as I harbour hopes of one day writing the Great West Australian Novel. The only plants I 

recognise are the ones you can find in the supermarket.  

Ethan runs in from the garage and hugs me. The first thing Gong Gong says is, 'Don’t let him 

play with the ducks. They carry avian flu'. 

Although I know that one day I may live to regret not spending more time with him, I find it 

difficult to accommodate my father's helicopter grand-parenting of Ethan. I take into account 

that he suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder from the Second World War, even though he 

denies it left any scars. 'My generation is tougher than yours,' he always says. Perhaps the telling 

and retelling the story of his childhood means that he has never had nightmares. By the time I 

was Ethan’s age, I had so many stories that I could imagine what it was like to live in the jungles 

of war-time Malaya, witness the bayonetting of Japanese collaborators and their families, and 
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hear a young boy on his death bed crying out for water. Ethan also knows that Gong Gong’s 

younger brother died from dehydration the year the war ended, and understands that this is why 

Gong Gong is always monitoring Ethan’s water consumption. I try to hold my tongue but it’s 

hard when you are almost forty and your father still lectures you about your Chinese parenting 

style ('Why do you send him to weekend Chinese school with all the rote-learning sheep?') and 

at the same time accuses you of not being Chinese enough ('You can’t let him play all the 

time!').  All I want to do is get Ethan out of his school clothes and into the shower. 

'You won't believe what Mr Collins taught us today,' Ethan says. 

'I can help him with his Chinese homework, but don’t make him write out every word. It 

takes too long, do it with him. Ethan, where is your work? I want to show you,' Gong Gong says, 

and begins rummaging through Ethan’s school bag. 

 'Shakespeare,' Ethan says. 

'Where did you put his Chinese homework? You know that I should be teaching him. It’s too 

much for a seven-year-old. We are not in Hong Kong. Where is the teacher from? Taiwan? 

Mainland China?' 

'I’m the only Year Two kid there!' Ethan continues, as Gong Gong continues his search for 

the Chinese book. 'The others are in Years Four or Five…and I am allowed to go to the Bell 

Shakespeare company play with them. Why did you waste so much money on sending me to the 

other school?' 

'Friends are important,' Gong Gong calls out from the house. 'I need to show you the strokes, 

so you can show him where the order and where you apply pressure. There is an art to writing 

Chinese.' 

I’ve seen this week’s Chinese homework and know that it involves sixteen strokes. There are 

eighty-eight square boxes in Ethan's exercise book which means that there are 1,408 character 

strokes to complete in the five hours we have before bedtime.  

I send Ethan to Chinese school because I feel guilty for not speaking to him in Chinese. In the 

late twentieth century, many of us who knew how to speak it pretended we could not and 

eventually we forgot our mother tongue. When Ethan was first born, I thought that being half-

Chinese in the Chinese century would suffice, but now I feel intense pressure to raise a bilingual 

child as we live on the edge of Asia.  

'Mr Collins is the best teacher ever!' Ethan says, jumping up and down. 'We learnt the 

prologue in Romeo and Juliet.' 

 Gong Gong rejoins us in the patio as he has given up looking for the missing book. 

'Romeo and Juliet?' Gong Gong says.  

'Do you know what’s going on? Are you reading a children’s version … or are you reading in 

Shakespearean English?' I ask.  

'Of course,' Ethan says proudly. 'It’s not the kid’s version and we watched a DVD.' 

'Hang on! Isn’t that about gangs?' I ask. 'The one with lots of guns? They show you that at 

school?' 

'What are you talking about, Mum?” Ethan says indignantly. 'It’s a play, not a movie!' 

'You mean people on a stage in old-fashioned costumes?' I ask.  

'Yes, mum.' 

'Do you know what it’s about?' I ask.  

'Of course I do,' Ethan says. 'It’s about crazy teenagers.' 

'You know … um … that it’s … um … about romantic love?'  

'In fair Verona …two households, both alike in dignity,' Gong Gong begins. 
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'No, no,'  Ethan corrects him. 'Two households, both alike in dignity, in fair Verona, where we 

lay our scene.' 

'Do you know where Verona is?' I ask. 

'Yes. Mr Collin taught us all of that. In Italy and the Capulets and the Montagues are nobles 

which means they are posh, but they are also ruffians,' Ethan explains. 

'Do you know what ruffian means? I ask, wondering why his teacher chose this play. 

'They are like old-fashioned bogans,' Ethan interprets.  

He pulls out a printout of the first twenty-eight pages of the play that his teacher has 

downloaded from Project Gutenberg. Gong Gong, who is as intrigued as I am, sits down next to 

Ethan and I can sense his pride in having a seven-year-old grandson who reads Shakespeare. 

When he was Ethan’s age, knowing how to read English let alone having access to a 

Shakespeare play was unheard of in the jungle hideaway. After the initial reign of terror, the 

Japanese began their imperial rule and allowed those who emerged from the jungle to attend 

their schools. It was in one of these schools that Gong Gong half-heartedly learnt how to sing 

Japanese nursery rhymes.  

'This is the fun part,' Ethan says and reads off his sheet: Do you bite your thumb at us, sir? I 

do bite my thumb, sir? Do you bite your thumb at us, sir? (Aside to Gregory) Is the law of our 

side if I say ay?… Your turn.'  

I take some credit for introducing Ethan to Shakespeare. A few months ago, he saw my old 

copy of Macbeth lying around the house during one of my de-cluttering frenzies and asked why 

the ghoulish woman on the cover had a green face. It was the copy I took from a school in 

London when I had to teach a class of Year Nine, many of whom were refugee kids from a 

limited schooling background, how to pass their Key Stage 3 English exam on the three 

apparitions. I questioned why these students had to learn Shakespeare before they could read a 

newspaper article, but a colleague defended the curriculum by saying that to succeed in their 

world one must know Shakespeare. I remember that each time I stood before the class I thought 

to myself: Prince Harry is at Eton and has an Oxbridge professor preparing him for the same 

exam. Shakespeare wrote this play for Prince Harry’s ancestor.  

I suggest to Ethan that we should all read a different part because Shakespeare is a play and 

not a novel, so he assigns me the role of Abraham and Gong Gong the part of Gregory. I worry 

about the age appropriateness of the exchange between Sampson and Gregory as they speak 

about gang rape but Ethan skips over that part and focuses instead on the section that he has 

already read to himself. As we rehearse I find myself loving the rhythm and drama of the rapid 

exchange between Sampson and Abraham.  As I get into my role of a young ruffian, I begin to 

see why Ethan loves Shakespeare so much.  

I tell Ethan that when I was his age, I performed the Double, double, toil and trouble chant, 

not realising it was written by Shakespeare until I was in high school. Gong Gong recalls how, 

after the war, he won a scholarship to the British-run school and learnt Shakespeare before he 

knew how to speak English. 'I sometimes spoke in Shakespearean English to my teachers,' he 

said. 'It was rote learning and eventually I understood the story.' 

I reminisce about the last time I was in a production: it was in my first year of high school 

when I played a fairy from  A Midsummer’s Night Dream.  

 'I wanted to be in my school’s MacBeth,' Gong Gong says, 'but I had to go home after school 

to shop and cook for the family. After my father died, I was the only one who knew how to 

slaughter chickens.' 

We continue reading Shakespeare in the patio and the curious ducklings emerge from under 

their makeshift compost-box house. Ducks are social creatures that can die from loneliness.  



 
‘How to read Shakespeare while duck-sitting in outer suburbia.’ Emily Sun. 

Transnational Literature Vol. 8 no. 2, May 2016. 

http://fhrc.flinders.edu.au/transnational/home.html 

 
 

4 

No one mentions Chinese homework for the rest of the afternoon.  

 

 

Emily Sun lives in WA and is a postgraduate research student at Murdoch University. She has 

been published in Island, Wet Ink and Growing up Asian in Australia.  

 

 


