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For my ba and mẹ





Prologue

The round marble table in our kitchen was the most precious thing in my parents’ home, cool and smooth as an ice rink. We ate dinner there every night, and piled our plates, bowls and chopsticks on top of cork coasters of all shapes and sizes from Kmart. Ba even took off his watch and Mẹ took off her jade bangle before sitting at the table. Anything to avoid scratching that perfect, glossy surface.

I invited Ba, Mẹ and Cousin Đức to the table. I had an important announcement to make. Earlier, I had cleared away the bowl of kiwi fruit and the napkin dispenser, as well as the matching cork coasters. Just in case things became physical. I thought I was being strategic by arranging our meeting at this particular location. The fossil table was Ba’s prized possession. He had swapped out our old kitchen table from Vinnies with the plastic cover after he got a promotion at work. When his cousin from France came to stay with us, he spent thirty minutes explaining to her that the table was forty thousand years old and watched as she traced her fingers over the little crustaceans that had curled up and died in the slabs of beige stone. ‘C’est magnifique,’ she murmured, her fingers stopping at the reflection of Ba’s beaming moon face. After she retreated to our guestroom, Ba polished the table with a squeegee and a triple spritz of Ajax.

Ba, Mẹ and Cousin Đức followed me to the table, their foam slides clacking along the tiles. I tried praying but it felt futile. Buddha probably wouldn’t be on my side for this.

‘Nói đi.’ Ba thrummed his thick brown fingers against the table and Mẹ’s uneven lips clamped together. I looked to Cousin Đức. His eyes read, Is this dumbass pregnant?

The announcement came out like this:

‘Dad, Mum, Anh Đức, I’ve been thinking a lot about my future.’ I concentrated on the curtains behind them and suddenly remembered the time when I’d removed the curtain material so I could have a dress like the one Julie Andrews had on in The Sound of Music. ‘I’ve decided to drop out of my law degree to concentrate on becoming a writer.’

Different things started happening at the same time.

Ba sighed and dropped his liver-spotted head into his liver-spotted hands. Mẹ decided it was a good time to communicate to Buddha. ‘Trời ơi, trời ơi.’ She gazed up at the ceiling where a daddy-long-legs had once dropped into her permed curls and got its legs tangled up in the coarse black strands of hairspray-lacquered hair.

Cousin Đức leaned back, ran his fingers through his jarhead cut and said, ‘I don’t have time for this crap.’ He scooped up his BlackBerry and left Ba, Mẹ and me sitting there. We listened to his yellow RX with the red leather seats backing out of the driveway.

I should’ve known that Cousin Đức wouldn’t get it. He was a Birrong Boy who could go through his school photos and point out who’d been ‘bashed, stabbed or shot’, was now a banker who walked along Kent Street in his real leather Hugo Boss jacket that cost $1800. Why wouldn’t his cousin, educated at a prestigious selective girls’ school, be able to stick it through law school?

‘You want to know why no Vietnamese people become artists? Because we’re not idiots!’ Ba scoffed across the table while Mẹ pleaded to the ceramic figure of Phật Bà to save me from my own stupidity.

As I sat there taking shit from my parents, I thought about Chú Sáu, my father’s youngest brother who lived in Saigon and the only artist I was related to. I had seen only one photo of him. He was a younger version of my father except his thick hair and eyebrows were completely silver. His cheekbones sat high on his face, unlike my father’s, which sank beneath his fleshy cheeks. During the war, Chú Sáu had been a soldier for the South Vietnamese army. After a bullet grazed his spine, he was unable to walk for a whole year. When he regained the strength in his legs, he had a limp where his right leg shook and lagged a second after his left leg. In the years after Saigon fell, he was unable to find a job because of his gammy leg and because he had fought for the ‘wrong side’. Chú Sáu started carving objects out of wood discarded by local carpenters and sold his sculptures down at Chợ Lớn for pennies. One Christmas, he sent over a wooden Minnie Mouse wall hanging that he had made. My parents told me that Chú Sáu had to become an artist as a means of survival. Now I wondered whether that was true. What if Chú Sáu wanted to create intricate sculptures of ships, buffalos and flowers after being paralysed for a year? Everything I knew about Việt Nam – the place, its people, its culture – was filtered through my parents.

In the week leading up to my grand announcement, I had written and rehearsed a monologue in Vietnamese and English. I planned to deliver the piece in both languages. Vietnamese for my ba and mẹ. English for Cousin Đức.

I typed the following into Google Translate:

Dad, Mum and whoever else is here for moral support (that’s you, Đức), I have thought a lot about this and have decided to drop my law degree. I will still continue with my arts degree so I can graduate sooner and focus on becoming a writer. I know you are all going to be very disappointed in me because you think I’m going to mooch off you and be a burden on you for the rest of your lives. Don’t freak out. I’ve submitted forty job applications and have a few interviews lined up in the coming weeks. I will prioritise finding a full-time job. I just cannot survive in a classroom for another three years.

I practised this monologue in my room, in front of the mirror, holding a hairbrush like a teen hero in Lizzie McGuire or Degrassi. As I practised each line out loud, I watched my face closely. My square jaw, shaped like my father’s, clenched after every sentence for emphasis. When I got to the ‘Don’t freak out’ bit, I noticed my uneven lips, flat on the left side and angled upwards on the right, just like my mother’s, twitch slightly as if I was being sarcastic. I kept practising those three words, trying to suppress my mother’s anxious twitch.

That night after my grand announcement, I sat on my bed with my laptop propped up on a pillow, clicking refresh on my emails, hoping for more job interviews to come through. At 1am, a new email appeared. A promotional deal from Domino’s. Three pizzas and a garlic bread for thirty bucks. I shut down my laptop and reached for Nam Lê’s The Boat.

When Nam Lê won the Prime Minister’s Literary Award, Bác Lan had come over to our place with a bag of chokos. ‘Did you hear about that Vietnamese kid down in Melbourne who won an award for his book? He’s my friend’s son. I’ll get you a signed copy. He won a hundred thousand dollars.’

Bác Lan gave Cousin Đức an autographed copy of The Boat but Đức claimed that he ‘didn’t have time for literature’, so the book stayed behind in Yagoona.

I flipped to the first story, ‘Love and Honour and Pity and Pride and Compassion and Sacrifice’, and read about a Vietnamese protagonist quitting his lawyer life to go to the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. 
The protagonist’s father asks, ‘How far does an empty stomach drag you?’ and the protagonist replies, ‘A scholar is a blessing for all his relatives.’ I knew how the rest of the story went – I’d read it again and again after rehearsing my monologue throughout the week. I opened up my phone and looked up Nam Lê on Wikipedia. I wasn’t sure what to believe. Was he really a professional gambler now? Was poker more lucrative than writing? I googled ‘Nam Lê gambling’ and found an article in The Australian reporting that he’d earned US$200,000 in World Series of Poker tournaments. I was trying to convert US$200,000 to Australian dollars when I heard a fist hit the door of my room.

‘Mở ra!’ Mẹ yelled. Were my parents about to beat me up? At 2am? They used to tell me they were too soft on me and that Koreans hired people to smack their kids if they got bad grades. Apparently, that’s why all their kids got into James Ruse and ended up as surgeons or investment bankers.

I slid my phone into my pocket and opened the door, careful to keep it at arm’s length.

Mẹ’s face was grey, covered with a film of sweat.

‘It’s Ba!’ She grabbed the sleeve of my pyjamas and pulled me towards their bedroom next door. The lights were on and I winced as my eyes adjusted to the brightness.

Ba was crouched on the floor beside the double bed, his hands hovering over his nose and mouth. Holy fucking shit, I never knew he was that small. Deep red ribbons of blood streamed from his nostrils and through his fingertips. The bedsheets were covered in tissues soaked in blood, some of which had oxidised into an eggplant purple.

‘He’s been bleeding for hours. Nothing will stop it.’

Mẹ wanted me to call an ambulance and our cousin Anh Cường. Anh Cường was technically my cousin-in-law and a GP too. His main ailment was ‘sợ vợ’, which literally translates to ‘scared of wife’, aka pussy-whipped. He lived a couple of streets away and came over to our place whenever his wife (my cousin) Chị Hồng was giving him the shits. The visits had been most frequent during their first year of marriage, which happened when I was still in primary school. Even though Hồng was our blood relative, we were Team Anh Cường. Ba always made time to listen to Anh Cường’s gripes about ‘coming home to a mountain lion’. Anh Cường gave us doctor’s certificates whenever we needed them.

The lowest point was when we were getting ready to go to the Easter Show one year. Anh Cường had dragged his sorry ass over to bitch about Hồng after she had turned up at his Fairfield clinic because he wasn’t picking up her calls. He’d locked himself in his office and she’d thrown a children’s stool from the waiting room through the door. Because divorce was one of the most face-losing things that could happen in the Vietnamese community, my ba helped Anh Cường to plan an elaborate strategy. Anh Cường was to tell Hồng that two weeks’ worth of her pay as a pharmacist was going to be used to fix the door. Then he had to threaten to close down the clinic and quit being a doctor. Chị Hồng would be so spooked about not having the title of ‘doctor’s wife’ that she’d have to stop turning up at the clinic. We missed the whole Easter Show because Anh Cường stayed past nine. Instead of watching the fireworks at the Showground in Homebush, I slunk into my bedroom and rolled my eyes as Anh Cường sobbed into our living room couch. Ba’s advice seemed to ‘work’. The next decade of Anh Cường and Chị Hồng’s marriage was slightly better. They didn’t get into as many punch-ups.

Anh Cường arrived at our house at the same time as the ambos. Mẹ went with Ba in the back of the ambo to the Bankstown Hospital ER. I went with Anh Cường in his $400 bomb-of-a-vehicle. Inside I sat among babies’ toys that stank of vomit and saliva. A deflated beach ball and a broken baby carrier were strewn across the back seat. Both of his kids were now over three and Hồng the Mountain Lion drove their 4WD. There was no excuse for Anh Cường to keep this much junk.

It puzzled me why he didn’t buy himself a Mercedes with his doctor dollars. When I asked him one time, he had frowned, the middle part of his hairline hunching forward. ‘My practice is in Fairfield. It’s dangerous to let people there know you have money.’

We trailed behind the ambo on Church Road. I didn’t understand why the sirens were going when the only thing on the street was a smoky blue haze – a hangover from the doughnuts the local bros had been doing. As Anh Cường’s car swerved onto the roundabout on Auburn Road, he said in his high squawky voice, ‘Don’t worry, one of Uncle’s major blood vessels must’ve popped. That’s why there’s so much blood. Might be due to stress. Did anything major happen in the last twenty-four hours?’

I chewed on the insides of my cheeks before responding. ‘Ah, yeh, I told him and Mẹ I’m dropping law.’ I propped an elbow up on the car window and glanced at Anh Cường. He pressed an old Nike shoe against the brake and the car rolled to a stop at a traffic light. The red circle of the light above us was reflected in his circular steel-framed glasses. The light turned green and he pressed on the accelerator.

‘I didn’t want to be a doctor,’ he said. ‘I wanted to be a professional chess player.’ I believed him. He had the haircut for it.

He continued, ‘I hated every single goddamn day of that med degree but let me tell you something, Sylvia: when I became a GP, I realised it’s not about the money’ – Cường paused and I waited for him to tell me it was about helping people – ‘it’s about the respect. You know how hard it is for us to get some respect ’round here? I know you’re a smart kid who likes to read and your arts degree probably teaches you to have a lot of opinions, but no one’s going to listen to you if you’re not doing something decent with your life. Our community doesn’t need artists just as much as we don’t need drug dealers. We need lawyers, we need doctors, we need a bit of respect, Sylvia. When you feel respected, you feel human.’

He eased into a parking spot inside the hospital gates. I got out and slammed the door, hoping the car would collapse from the force. The sky was burnt toast. My ankles were cold. Inside the hospital, we sat in the waiting room next to a gangster wog who was jiggling one leg while his other leg was propped up on one of the hard plastic chairs. His Lonsdale tracksuit was rolled up to his thigh and fresh blood trickled from his knee and all down his shinbone. Ba was bleeding more so the nurses prioritised him. I watched him being wheeled into the ER on a stretcher. Mẹ followed behind, clutching tissues soaked in blood. I looked up at the yellow numbers on the digital clock on top of the TV in the waiting area. 3:00AM. My eyeballs were so dry it felt like they were coated in chicken salt.

Anh Cường clapped a hand on my shoulder. ‘Don’t be selfish, okay? Growing up is about taking responsibility and sometimes doing stuff you don’t like, kiddo,’ he said in his wobbly kookaburra voice. I felt the cold silver wedding band on his finger through my pyjama top, digging into my flesh.
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AFAIK

‘One cell in our body can contain the whole universe, can contain all our former generations and our ancestors.’ A tender voice crackled through the speakers of Mẹ’s Sony CD player in the kitchen, the nutty, amber smell of sesame oil floating behind it. It was her favourite prayer CD, narrated by Thầy Thích Nhất Hạnh, a Vietnamese monk who spoke both Viet and English. This was the most intriguing line in his lecture. I imagined the spirits of my ancestors floating around in their own version of the Magic School Bus, just like the bright yellow one in my favourite cartoon that could shrink itself to the size of an atom and squeeze through a cut in the skin. Magic busloads of old Viets cheering yeehaw as they rode through waves of blood cells shaped like Babybel cheese. Surely this wasn’t what Thầy Thích Nhất Hạnh actually meant? I asked Mẹ for some clarification and she said, ‘If you are not good to your family, you will return in the next life as a cockroach. Go and do your homework.’

Some things were as easy as one plus one equals window. If Mẹ and Ba had spent four days and three nights spewing their guts on a fisherman’s boat, paddling away from pirates while escaping commies, the least I could do to repay the favour of being born in a democratic nation was to get into a selective high school. I was starting Year 5 and the Department of Education had just introduced a creative writing component to the selective school test. When the change was announced in the Sydney Morning Herald, Ba rattled the paper in his fists at the dinner table.

‘These bastards just want less Asians in the best schools,’ he thundered. ‘Kids who make up ridiculous stories in their head grow up to be serial killers or, worse, politicians.’

‘Trời ơi, don’t swear in front of Phật Bà,’ Mẹ cried, fanning the air above her as if she was trying to stop the word ‘bastards’ from wafting up to Phật Bà’s ears. She was referring to the ceramic figure of a rosy-cheeked East Asian woman rising from a pink lotus and cloaked in a white robe with golden lining at the lapels and sleeves. She was the bodhisattva of compassion, perched on top of a cabinet that displayed family photos and our collection of ‘sculptures’ – blocks of glass with 3D laser engravings of the Harbour Bridge, Opera House, Eiffel Tower, Statue of Liberty and Taj Mahal. There had been a 30 per cent off sale at the stall in Paddy’s Markets when my parents were shopping for Australian souvenirs to take to Việt Nam. Ba thought the sculpture collection made us look ‘cultured’. Mẹ thought they cheapened our spiritual shrine to Phật Bà and often hid them behind the canisters of plastic lighters and incense sticks.

~

On the eve of Tết, our family visited Phước Huệ Temple in Wetherill Park. It was the most Buddhist thing we did all year. A queue of sedans full of Viet Buddhists blocked Victoria Street outside the temple. Ba’s face went pale when the council rangers directing the stream of traffic pointed towards the nearby ‘nature reserve’ for parking spots. Our car wobbled down a grassy hill and through puddles of mud. By the time we entered the gates of the temple, my sandals were covered in dirt and the red silk of the áo dài I wore pinched into the flesh of my underarms. Mẹ’s curls lay damp and deflated against her scalp. Ba wiped a handkerchief across the back of his neck. The sculptures of green dragons with pink tongues and curled whiskers made me giggle.

Viets gathered in the courtyard behind the temple where the back veranda became a stage for traditional dance performances and singing. Mini food stalls lined the side of the building. We waded through piles of shoes to get into the main prayer room where a tape of chanting sounds played in the background. My eyes stung from the bundle of lit incense sticks that a woman near me was waving around. The air tasted like wood, turmeric and smoke.

Mimicking my parents’ movements, I knelt on the cool blue tiles, clasped my palms together, struck them up and down through the air and bowed my head until it touched the ground. Nam mô a Di Đà Phật. I faced our god, a giant golden statue sitting cross-legged on a green lotus with eyes closed and a big-ass Mona Lisa smile. Two cylindrical pillars, painted vermilion with white clouds, stretched from the ground up to the ceiling. Each pillar had a dragon’s golden scaly tail snaking down it and attached to the bottom section of each column was a sculpture of a dragon’s head. Behind the statue of Buddha, two phoenixes were painted on the white wall, long wings floating behind them like ribbons of silk. The scene showed Buddha descending from the heavens, guarded by divine creatures. I squeezed my eyes shut. How could I be sure of what Buddha looked like? The Vietnamese children’s books that we borrowed from Bankstown Library taught me that Buddha was a prince who had left his palace one day and realised that the community outside his gilded walls was suffering. He chose to live in the community rather than return to his royal life. This seemed very different from the Buddha in the temple. I felt Ba’s elbow nudge my rib cage. ‘Ask Buddha for what you want in the new year,’ he whispered. Gold dust gleamed in his eyes.

The night before, I had overheard him telling Mẹ off for playing Thầy Thích Nhất Hạnh’s tape as I did my homework.

‘Sylvia’s too young to listen to that stuff. We’re in a capitalist country. Our daughter has to want things and work hard for them,’ he said.

‘She’s growing up godless. They don’t even teach Buddhism at the school anymore,’ Mẹ hissed.

It was true. Thầy Trọng, a monk from the temple near Pizza Hut on Chapel Road, used to come in for Scripture class at Yagoona Public School. One of the first things Thầy Trọng taught us was the prayer ‘Nam mô A Di Đà Phật’ (Glory to Buddha). Winston Tran had laughed at the monk’s mustard robes and said, ‘Phật sounds like fuck!’ Thầy Trọng quit after that. The Buddhist class got mixed in with the No Religion class and we spent Scripture hour watching Pocahontas.

I stared at Buddha’s closed eyes and serene smile in the prayer room at Phước Huệ Temple. ‘Nam mô A Di Đà Phật, could you please help me pass the selective school test this year?’ I whispered. Did Buddha even know what the selective school test was? Was the selective school test important to a being who had left behind royal life for true meaning? ‘Soz for the stupid question, I know you’re not Santa,’ I mumbled and got up on my feet. Later that night, our family stood in the courtyard of the temple and watched plumes of coloured light streaking across the sky at midnight. A breeze nudged my ponytail. I wondered if it was a sign that Buddha had heard and understood.





2

WTF

There was an old white man all the Viet elders in The Area – Cabra, Fairfield, Livo and Bankstown – referred to as ‘Sir’. He was a revered tutor in our community who taught English to primary and high school students. Word on the streets of Saigon Place was that the kids who attended his classes improved on their vocabulary, writing skills and grammar. This was the stuff our no-eng-a-lit parents said no i-dear, đừng ask me to but they were worried about their kids being at a disadvantage because the selective school test now had an extra writing section to weasel out the automaton Asians. Sir wasn’t up his own ass like a lot of in-demand tutors in The Area. He didn’t impose a limit on class numbers. Prospective students didn’t have to sit an entrance exam or interview to be admitted. There wasn’t even a fee. Parents paid Sir whatever they could, whenever they could.

Ba wanted to make sure we made a great first impression, so he didn’t change out of his work blazer. Mẹ put on so much hairspray that her curls puffed up from her scalp like Cheezels. Because the class was in Cabra – Smack Central at the time – my parents made me dress accordingly. Jeans tucked into Hard Yakka socks tucked into Grosby boots from the Spendless Shoes down at Bankstown Square. All to avoid being stabbed in the ankle by syringes.

When we got to Cabra, we walked along John Street where shop owners were hauling in racks of fruit and pulling down shutters. Our eyes scanned the ground around us. I spied yellow, purple and blue water bombs peeking out from the gravel. I couldn’t understand why there were so many. No one threw parties in Cabra. In front of a run-down office building, Ba hesitated before pressing the 12 button on the intercom, which was held to the rest of the panel by a grimy bit of masking tape. There was a crackling static. Then a child’s voice answered, ‘Yes?’ 

‘Sir, please,’ Ba said. The buzzer croaked barghhhhhh and the heavy glass door clicked open. On the way up the stairs, Mum sniffed and pinched her nose. She side-glanced at my father and he shrugged. I could smell it too – it was as bad as a freshly crapped-in toilet and it was getting stronger as we climbed the staircase. I imagined a zombie rat covered in mould with its eyeballs shrivelled up like kernels of black pepper waiting for us in Room 12.

Dad pushed open the door. ‘Trời ơi,’ he said, stumbling back. Mum’s hand flew to her chest.

The stench engulfed us and so did the humidity. The small room was crammed with at least fifty Viet children sitting on chairs. They faced the right-hand wall where a formation of six trestle tables had been pushed together, forming a trapezium-like barricade. In the middle of the barricade sat a white man with yellow-white hair slicked back and fluffy white hairs trailing down his jowls, sticking out of his ears and visible from under his vulture-beaked nose. He was the source of the smell. He wore a long-sleeved shirt that was stained yellow from his pits to his waist. The desks around him were piled with old newspapers. The ceiling light emitted a sickly glow, its casing overflowing with dead insects. A large window faced the main street, letting in the only other source of flickering light, from either the cars streaking by or neon shopfronts that stayed open till late.

‘I BE-FORE E EX-CEPT AFT-ER C. RE-PEAT AFT-ER ME,’ Sir yelled, thumping a fist on the desk beside him in time to each syllable. Pieces of paper flew up around his red and raw knuckles. Slowly, some of the kids in the room joined in on his chant. Others copied down the words in flimsy exercise books balanced on their knees. A cherubic girl, sitting next to a cracked phone attached to the wall with its grey curly wire tangling in on itself, piped up. ‘Sir, Sir! We have visitors!’

‘VIZITORRRRSS?’ Sir’s voice rumbled like a semitrailer down the highway. He turned to us with his wobbling jowls flinging spit. A giggle started up among the students, spurring Sir to move his eyes from side to side. The giggles grew into laughter, and I realised he was exaggerating his facial expressions on purpose to entertain his students. I scanned the faces across the room and recognised one of them – Joey Phạm. He was my classmate at Excel College, which was a proper tutoring centre in Strathfield. Excel had big, clean rooms with aircon, extra staff to mark students’ work and weekly trial exams. Its principal, a Korean man named Lewis Lee, even had a framed photo of himself shaking hands with John Howard in his office. According to Dad, Mr Lee was probably a millionaire and that’s why he had a pic with the PM.

Just like at Excel, Joey Phạm was sitting close to the tutor, his thick back hunched over his notebook. He had his mother’s square ruddy face. Cô Phạm worked the counter at Thái Sơn Butchery where she told all the customers about how she was aiming for her son to get into James Ruse. It was likely that Joey would make it into the top selective school in the state. He had come first in all the trial exams at Excel and been accepted into an Opportunity Class at his primary school. To add to his overachieving, Joey had even showed the rest of us how to make ‘quick French toast’ in the Excel break room, which was toast slathered with margarine and a packet of sugar sprinkled on top. I had nothing against him but his mother was my dad’s nemesis. Mum always handled the shopping by herself in Thái Sơn. While waiting outside, Dad would make faces and scoff, ‘Joey’s mum is nổ like it’s the Tết Offensive in there. She ép Joey to the point he has no social skills. Poor kid.’ In Vietnamese, nổ means exploding and if we say that someone is ‘exploding’, it means they’re showing off too much.

‘But you made me read the whole dictionary,’ I said.

‘You don’t see me thumping my chest around Bankstown telling everyone about it. Does Cô Nổ in there even know what a dictionary is? How will a meat seller’s son get into the top school?’ he grumbled, pretending to check the receipts in the bags. He had forgotten that his own mother, my Bà Nội, could not even read the words on the receipts he was looking at. She had been a farm girl, arranged to marry a man who lived in Saigon when she was seventeen.

Inside Sir’s cave, Dad’s voice was much softer. ‘H-hello, Sir. N-nice to meet you.’

Mum nodded along, forehead glistening under her cactus-do.

‘IS THIS A NEW KID, MISTER?’ Sir’s eyes glowered as they fixed on me.

‘Yes, Sir. M-my daughter, Sylvia. She is in Year—’

‘YEARS ARE MERELY A CONSTRUCT. FIND A SEAT, SYLVIA. OR STAND. IT’S A FREE COUNTRY.’ He waved a hand as if to dismiss my parents and continued his demonic chant. 
‘I BE-FORE E EX-CEPT AFT-ER C. RE-PEAT AFT-ER ME.’ 
This time after each syllable, he clapped his hands together above his shoulders and turned his head from side to side, revealing greasy grey curls at the base of his scalp.

I found a seat next to the girl under the intercom. Dad put his hands on his hips. He opened his mouth like he was going to say something but seemed to change his mind and instead retreated slowly from the room, brogues shuffling along the office carpet. ‘I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes. We’ll be waiting in the car,’ he whispered to me. Mum pressed her purse tighter to her body and followed him out the door.

The girl sitting beside me was still in her school uniform. A School Captain badge was pinned to the front collar of her blue-chequered tunic. She leaned over and whispered, ‘Hey, I’m Thuy. Just put your book in your lap and write on your knees. If the phone rings, we’ll take turns answering it. Do not drop anything, okay?’

I nodded. The dampness of the room was making my hair stick to my cheeks. The zombie rat smell loitered in the background and I suspected the smartest students were the ones like Thuy who sat towards the edge of the room, near the door and as far from Sir as possible. I wanted to ask Thuy how she could stand the smell and what would happen if I dropped something, but I was scared the beast might gobble me up for being disruptive.

Sir grabbed a bunch of paper from the desk beside him and a pile of newspapers collapsed. He didn’t pick them up and I had a feeling those newspapers would stay there forever. Joey Phạm stood up and handed out the sheets of paper to the rest of the students. There weren’t enough copies to go around so Thuy shared hers with me. It was a black-and-white photocopy of a handwritten text, The Tell-Tale Heart. I guessed the scratchy lettering scrawled across the page was Sir’s handwriting. Sir instructed the students to each read out a sentence from the page but before the reading exercise could even begin, Joey called out, ‘Sir, what does saj-ass-ity or sag-ass-ity mean?’ He had already scanned the text and had his pen ready in his hand to copy down the definition of the strange-sounding word. There was the Hamburglar and then there was Joey Pham, the Vocaburglar.

‘YOU’LL FIGURE IT OUT, MY BOY. BIG WORDS DON’T EQUAL BIG MEANINGS. BEING CLEAR AND HAVING INTERESTING IDEAS IS WHAT MATTERS.’

I was surprised. Joey’s behaviour was encouraged at Excel. We had to bring a mini thesaurus and a mini dictionary to all of our English classes. Just the other day, I had earned a double tick at Excel for writing the sentence: ‘The extravagant and loquacious parrot prattled incessantly but its owner, Professor Bulla, cogitated that it was a pulchritudinous creature.’ I wasn’t totally sure what I was trying to say. Our task had been to look at a clip-art picture of a parrot and write a paragraph about it. I imagined that the owner of a parrot with blue, yellow and green feathers would be a very rich man with a lot of university degrees. Bulla was a suitable name because it was the name of the most expensive ice cream at Woolies. The rest of the sentence was patched together with the help of my mini thesaurus.

The flimsy exercise book I had brought to Sir’s class slipped back and forth on my jeans. My shoulders and neck ached from hunching over. I felt a pain flicking in my temples, snaking its way into my brain. My handwriting kept skating across the page and I pressed my biro harder to keep the nib focused on one spot. The markings left bumpy bits on the other side of the paper and little holes where ink seeped through.

A tinny siren started from the street outside, each beat screeching louder and louder until it drowned out Sir’s voice. Blue and red lights pulsed through the room. I lifted my head and craned my neck, hoping to catch a glimpse of what was happening outside.

‘WHO WANTS TO JOIN THE JUNKIES?’ Sir barked.

I jumped in my seat. My pen ricocheted out of my hand and hit the dark brown office carpet with a snap. Thuy gasped and sprinted out of her chair. Several students sitting near me followed her. Suddenly there was a semicircle of kids around me. Sir stood up behind his trapezium barricade, his rubbery lips wide open. I fell into the slate blue-grey of his glare, terror screaming in my brain. No! No! Almighty Buddha, was I about to be eaten alive? Had my hour come? Was I not meant to make it to Year 6?

‘DO NOT PICK THAT PEN UP, SYLVIA. I MUST GET RID OF THE GERMS.’

I froze. My hands shook. I could not even blink. Sir thrashed like a tyrannosaurus rex, more paper cascading to the floor as he heaved one of the barricade desks out of the way. He held a plastic spray bottle of Ajax and the liquid inside looked milky. His footsteps thudded on the carpet, louder and louder, coming towards me. The zombie rat smell intensified. Chunks of the hash brown and rice that I’d had for dinner clawed up my throat as acidic versions of their original selves. I stumbled out of my seat and crashed towards the other students. Thuy moved aside to make space for me in the circle. Some of the other kids were already pinching their noses. Sir bent over, the peeling belt holding up his grey pants sagging under his dugong belly. He picked up my pen and I half-expected him to shove it into his mouth and shatter it between his teeth before moving on to the kids, one by one. Instead, he held my pen up at arm’s length and sprayed it five! six! seven! times with the milky Ajax. The liquid squirted everywhere and spread the smell of rotting gum leaves. Droplets landed on the rat-coloured carpet, frothy like human spit.

‘AHHHHHH. NO. MORE. GERMS.’

Sir examined the pen. All sides on its prismatic surface were drenched. Whatever germs had slithered onto my pen in the five seconds it had been on the ground had been swept away in a howling tsunami of poisonous chemicals. They were dead beyond dead. He held the pen out towards me and I had no choice but to step forward and take it. The toe-curling, bile-raising, fetid smell wormed its way into my lungs. Anything was more tolerable than his smell. Anything. My vision blurred. My knees knocked. All I saw was my pen, gleaming like a stick of inky blue kryptonite. I wanted to say thanks, but I knew that vomit would flood my mouth if I opened it.

The Cabramatta Trunchbull lumbered back to his newspaper fortress. We returned to our seats. My cheeks burned like two pizza pockets fresh from the microwave. Cold Ajax dripped from the pen, down my wrist and soaked into my sweater. Its sharp eucalyptus scent ripped into the lining of my nostrils, stinging my eyeballs. Thuy rubbed my back and whispered ‘It’s okay’ in my ear. I hated that she thought I was crying, and that feeling made me want to cry for real. Her hand pulled away when the reading exercise started. Joey was first and he read in a quick mumble, dumping the words out like he was checking them off a conveyor belt.

‘True-nervous-very-very-dreadfully-nervous-I—’

‘EDGAR ALLAN POE IS TURRRNNNING IN HIS GRAVE, SON,’ Sir thundered, rolling his neck. Joey had a sheepish look on his square face. Some of the students laughed and I couldn’t help but giggle as Sir wobbled his leathery jowls, mimicking a person rising from their tomb.

‘SON, SEE THE PUNCTUATION? THAT EXCLAMATION MARK, THAT COMMA, THOSE EM DASHES, THE SEMICOLON, THE QUESTION MARK? THIS. IS. MUSIC.’ Sir raised both hands, index fingers pressed on thumbs, pinkies raised like an orchestra conductor.

‘NOW MISTER JOEY FAM TAKE IT AWAY.’

Joey took a deep breath and read the sentence again.

‘True! – nervous – very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad?’ His voice was stronger and he uncurled his long back to project across the room. Sir lifted his conductor hands at the exclamation mark in the sentence and Joey’s voice jumped in volume. At the dashes, Sir drew horizontal lines in the air and Joey slowed down.

The phone near the door started bleating, its cradle rat-rat-rattling. A pulse under my left eye twitched in time with each rattle. I had not blinked while watching Sir’s lesson in punctuation. Ow! Thuy nudged me in the ribs. I plucked the phone from the wall. ‘A-lô? A-lô? I want to pick up Sylvia.’ It was Dad, waiting downstairs.

In the car, my parents’ hypotheses about Sir piled on top of each other like the papers in Sir’s classroom. Perhaps: he was a homeless man off the streets. Perhaps: he was a Việt Nam vet and the guilt was driving him to teach Viet kids for free. Perhaps: he was a pacifist and teaching Viet kids was some sort of prolonged protest against Australia’s decision to send troops to Việt Nam.

‘Mẹ! Ba!’ I called from the back seat. They paused with their theories. ‘Take me back next week,’ I said, using my most sagacious voice.

Mẹ shrieked ‘Trời ơi!’ then ‘Oh my gott!’ In the rear-view mirror, Ba’s eyebrows shot up. ‘If you think this is helping you, we’ll keep taking you, but only until the selective test,’ he said.

The car jerked forward, faster and faster. I wound down the car window just a fraction and poked my sprayed pen through the gap. I let it go. Skip, skip, skip – my old pen somersaulted down the Hume Highway until I couldn’t hear it anymore – aha!
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LMAO

Fortune telling isn’t an ethnic thing, it’s a dumbass thing. When I was eleven, Mẹ decided to visit a thầy bói. She had heard about a legendary mystic, who could predict the future with eerie accuracy, through her professional network – the Australia Post sorting facility in Clyde. At home, chewing through rounds of bitter melon stuffed with minced pork, Mẹ relayed to us what Chú Tùng, her supervisor at work, had told the ladies of Mail Room One earlier that day.

As she spoke, Mẹ’s pale fingers fiddled with the jade Buddha pendant hanging from the delicate gold chain around her neck. She wore that necklace everywhere, except when she showered. I was not allowed to touch it because I had a track record of either losing or breaking things. I was the Gollum to her precious things. ‘Why do I waste money buying things for such a clumsy girl?’ Mẹ would scold. One day, when I’d heard water gushing from the showerhead, I’d opened the top drawer of her bedside table, prised open the black-velvet jewellery box like it was the shell of an oyster and scooped out the necklace with the cartoonish glee of Bart Simpson. Cupped in both hands, the stone felt heavy and cool against my skin. White clouds tumbled from the tiny Buddha’s smiling face to his shoulders and melted against the lush green earth at the foot of his robes. It seemed odd that such a serene being hung from the neck of the most neurotic person on the planet. The squeak of the shower tap had signalled that it was time to put the necklace back.

At the dinner table, I could smell the signature lily and sandalwood Dove scent on Mẹ’s skin. She twirled the jade Buddha between her fingertips as she talked about the mystic. ‘Five years ago, Chú Tùng decided to visit a mystic. She shuffled some cards and informed him that he could expect to experience a significant loss followed by a significant gain during a palindromic year.’ Mẹ paused and sliced the edge of her metal spoon through some steamed pork. She chewed, letting her words marinate in the air. It was obvious from the way Ba did not look up from his rice that she would need divine intervention.

This was a palindromic year: 2002. Chú Tùng’s wife had filed for divorce the same week he’d become supervisor of Mail Room One. I remembered Mẹ gossiping about it with her friends while standing at the counter of Thanh’s Bánh Mì in Bankstown, the main selling point of which was that it hadn’t yet been slapped with a penalty notice from the New South Wales Food Authority. While waiting for my pork roll with no chilli and extra pâté, I’d heard about Chú Tùng’s wife claiming to have found true love with Harold Hartog, an old white real estate agent who lurked near the nail salon in Bass Hill where she worked. The news had hit Chú Tùng worse than the two major injuries of his life: ’74, when Việt Cộng shrapnel shredded his butt, leaving him with an eternal 2.5-second gap between each footstep, and ’91, when a malfunky forklift in a Woolies warehouse unloaded a crate of eggs onto his left shoulder.

I wasn’t allowed to watch a lot of TV so I was very entertained by the gossip, and I’d already heard about the forklift injury straight from the compo claimant’s mouth. Ba had snuck out to a drinking party one evening when Mẹ was on shift at the Post and had taken me along. Chú Tùng was there, faded on Hennessy and ranting about his life to anyone who would listen. From what I understood of his rant, it wasn’t the crate landing on his shoulder that had caused the damage, but a tiny fragment of eggshell that had lodged in his left eyeball, millimetres from blinding him. It scarred his iris, causing the brown pigment to darken into the colour of granite. Since then, the world had shown Chú Tùng’s left eye its vulnerable side, one with all its edges bubbled and frayed.

Ba was also familiar with Chú Tùng from the time he worked at Australia Post. ‘Tùng has a stone eye and a head shaped like a taro. Real men don’t visit fortune tellers,’ Ba jeered, spraying bits of translucent melon, coriander and pork onto the sheet of plastic covering the table.

At a barbecue my parents had thrown to celebrate my High Distinction in a creative writing competition, Chú Tùng had approached me by the smoky sticks of nem nướng. ‘You’re a very smart girl, but as a Buddhist, you should also know that impermanence permeates all aspects of life,’ he told me. I thought about the solid steel, rubber and plastic of the mail sorting facility, and the fragile flesh of its workers. I held my golden certificate in both hands and closed my right eye. The certificate gleamed like a mirror and I saw my golden face reflected back at me, my forehead tattooed with the words ‘High Distinction’. Who cared what Chú Tùng, a sad man with a pathetic life, had to say?

Unlike Chú Tùng, Ba hadn’t stayed at the Post for long. ‘Những ngày đen tối,’ he labelled that period of his life. Day in, day out, sorting through mail, lugging sacks of parcels, answering to some đầu gấu who growled bloody this, bloody that, who hadn’t even graduated Year 12 and had a face pulled back like a snarling pit bull. After six months, Ba decided to go back to uni to study engineering. He wanted to be the guy he was back in Việt Nam – working in a lab, running experiments and writing reports. That wasn’t an option for Mẹ, even though she had been a chemistry teacher at a girls’ high school in Saigon. It was her duty to look after the baby. Me. Nicknamed bé bí at the time because my skin was orange and my cheeks sagged from being fed too much pumpkin. Apparently, I was always hungry. ‘You would’ve drunk my blood if you could,’ Mẹ told me. She’d stayed at Australia Post, becoming the temporary breadwinner in our family while Ba scaled back to part-time work to fit in his master’s degree.

Mẹ stood to clear the dishes. Ba slurped the remains of his soup. ‘Don’t go paying some lunatic to tell you what your life will look like. That’s what the hopeless and desperate do,’ he said, his voice muffled by the rim of the bowl. Turning to me, he put down the bowl and ruffled my hair. ‘Con gái, get into a selective high school and your future will be secured.’

I felt the bitter melon, pork and rice gurgle back up my throat. I’d failed the Department of Education’s Opportunity Class test last year and my parents thought that meant their daughter was doomed to be opportunity-less in the regular public education system. At the last parent–teacher night, however, Dad’s hopes had been raised. Miss Carrington had informed him that I had the vocabulary of a seventeen-year-old and that my winning entry for the school’s creative writing prize, a story about a clock that could talk, was ‘suspiciously brilliant’. After reading it, she had contemplated calling my father to ask him not to help me with my homework but had stopped short of doing so because she’d remembered that he ‘probably wasn’t capable’ of helping his daughter with a creative writing assignment. Therefore, Miss Carrington believed I was a ‘truly gifted’ child, and she would ‘gladly consider’ providing me with ‘advanced homework’.

My father’s reaction to Miss Carrington’s backhanded compliment was worthy of a Logie. His tanned fingers had loosened the tie around his neck and he’d leaned back in the plastic chair to stop Miss Carrington from seeing that he was rolling his eyeballs. At the engineering consultancy where he worked as a hydrogeologist, Dad’s manager, Bradley, had banned him from presenting to clients because of his accent. After this incident, reading the Macquarie Dictionary had become a mandated activity in our house, along with watching the ABC News – to mimic the way the newsreaders pronounced things – and a weekly visit to Yagoona Library where I had to borrow five books (three non-fiction and two fiction). On the weekends, my parents also sent me to numerous tutoring centres where teachers from other primary schools made a side income. In my father’s words, I’d have to have been as ‘thick as a buffalo’ not to have developed the vocabulary of a seventeen-year-old. Still, he’d leaned forward, both palms sliding onto the desk between him and Miss Carrington, and declared, ‘My daughter is not a gifted child. Miss, you are a gifted teacher.’ Then he’d reached into his briefcase to pull out a box of Guylian chocolates (the half-price sticker had been carefully peeled off during the car ride to the school) and a thank you card.

Tears leaked from Miss Carrington’s bottle-cap-blue eyes. She took off her glasses and wiped her face with the sleeve of her fuzzy cardigan. ‘Mr Nguyen, you are welcome. It is wonderful to finally be appreciated,’ she said, her blonde eyelashes wet.

The following week, Miss Carrington did give me advanced homework. She pulled me aside after class and thrust a reading list – ‘The Premier’s Reading Challenge’ – in my face. At the very top was a book called Tomorrow When the War Began by John Marsden. I was interested in it because there was a Vietnamese-Thai character in the book named Lee, but I stopped reading after he made a joke about cooking ‘sweet and sour possum’ and ‘feral cat dim sums’. That line reminded me of the time Clinton Ferrari lobbed one of my mum’s spring rolls through a hole in the cricket nets on Harmony Day. I abandoned the novel inside a concrete pipe in the playground and kept those thoughts to myself.

After Mẹ’s failed fortune teller pitch, she stood at the sink and scrubbed the porcelain extra hard. Ba pushed open the flyscreen door to the backyard and poured a khaki mixture of leftover bitter melon soup and bits of dry dog food into Benny’s bowl. Benny was our brown Lhasa Apso with floppy grey ears who waddled around like an overweight Ewok. One of Mẹ’s friends at the Post had gifted him to us as a pup. Mẹ had named him after Benny Stokes at work, who called her Sweet Chilli – a smartass take on Chi Lê, the name printed on her pass. She liked the idea of a Benny immediately responding to her call, waiting on her for food and water, and running around in circles to gain her approval and affection. After all, that’s what she had to spend eight hours a day doing for the Benny at work. Mẹ made sure that Benny the dog only answered to Vietnamese. She also made sure to pay her union fees on time.

~

The mystic lived in Fairfield, a fifteen-minute drive down the Hume Highway from our house in Yagoona. Mẹ and her work friend Bác Lan planned the visit for a Saturday evening when Bác Lan’s husband and my father would be attending a drink-up at another Viet uncle’s house. Neither Ba nor Bác Lan’s husband knew about this potentially life-altering visit.

On Friday night, Bác Lan called our home phone. Ba picked up, turned to us and said, ‘Chi, Lan wants to know if you two are still going over for a haircut tomorrow.’ It was a good cover. Aside from being a mail officer, Bác Lan also ran a makeshift cash-only hair salon out of the old shed in her backyard: $12 for women; $10 for men. The following evening, Mẹ and I sat on the steps of our front veranda waiting for Bác Lan. We’d finished an early dinner and Ba had already left the house. The sun was beginning to set. Blue, pink and yellow swirled together in the sky like a Paddle Pop. Above the pine tree in our front yard, the moon was clearly visible – a full bowl of congee floating past the spindly, deep green branches that the cockatoos perched on.

Bác Lan arrived in a faded gold Honda Civic outside our scalloped white fence. She honked the horn, watching us from behind oval glasses that made her look like a giant moth. We hopped in and rattled down the highway before taking a fast right turn into Horsley Drive. As the whole car leaned on its side, a scrunchie of synthetic brown hair came off Bác Lan’s topknot. I dug my fingernails into the seat and felt my stomach lurching towards my rib cage. Mẹ screamed and gripped the armrest with her bony hands, her knuckles bulging like popcorn. The little jade Buddha on her necklace slipped out of her shirt and swung in the air, smacking into a similar Buddha figurine hanging from the Honda’s rear-view mirror. Thanks to the double Buddha blessing, the Honda thudded back into place.

The streets of Fairfield were so wide you could have fit our whole house in the middle of the road. Nhiều Viets lived there. I could tell because banana trees were allowed to grow freely without the neighbours calling Channel Nine’s A Current Affair. The banana trees looked like giant pigeons thrusting their wings against a sky made of navy muslin, leaves shaped like long feathers. The mystic’s house was less exciting – a beige fibro box that appeared too small for the square plot of land it was on. The grass in the front yard came up to my waist and rusty car parts were stacked against either side of the house.

‘Housing commission,’ Mẹ muttered under her breath and wiped her brow. I smelled sweat through the creamy floral scent of Dove soap. Her eyes narrowed. I knew what she was thinking. If the mystic was so successful, why did she live in such a dump? ‘Housing commission’ was the same term my parents used to classify the house in Bevo that my great-aunt, Dì Tư, lived in. She’d made duck curry the last time we’d visited her. Cubes of brown meat had swum in a thick red broth dotted with translucent circles of fat. In the middle of our meal, Dì Tư had taken out a syringe with a bright orange tip from the pocket of her dressing gown and lifted her sweatshirt to reveal soft caramel skin folding in on itself. She plunged the needle into one of the folds on her stomach. Clear, viscous liquid chased by a black rubber stopper disappeared into Dì Tư’s stomach. She burped loudly and put the needle back into her pocket. A piece of duck dived out of my mouth and plopped into the lake of red liquid in my white ceramic bowl.

‘Inh-su-linh cho đi-a-bê-ti-ck,’ Dì Tư had explained, sliding a tissue in my direction.

On the way home, Dad had wound down the front window of the car, letting the fumes from the Hume Highway expunge any germs that may have clung onto us at Dì Tư’s house. ‘Another ugly mouth on welfare! She’s been in the country longer than us, still can’t speak any English and still relies on the government – on our taxes!’ he bellowed, the syllables in each of his words diced by the gushes of air funnelling into the car. I felt my fringe split over my bare forehead and closed my eyes as the cool wind bathed my brain. I pretended that we were riding in one of those black choppers that often flew over our suburb, the ones my dad was personally offended by. ‘Dô dụng,’ my dad spat before winding up his window. I’d heard him say those words before, especially when I took too long to learn how to calculate sums. Dô + dụng = useless.

On the front door of the mystic’s house, a palm-sized mirror in a hexagonal red wooden frame hung from a rusty nail. Its shiny, warped surface reflected the moon. I tugged at the sleeve of Mẹ’s denim jacket. ‘Look, Mẹ, she’s got the moon guarding her house. Why don’t we ask Ba for one?’

‘It’s not a toy you can play with and throw away! It wards off evil spirits,’ she snapped. She pulled her jacket out of my clutches before knocking. The reverberation from each knock travelled to the red thread at the top of the mirror. The rusty nail wobbled and the mirror fell, leaping towards me like a terrified animal. I caught it in my bare hands.

The hexagonal frame wasn’t made of wood but the thick type of cardboard that I got from the Reject Shop for school projects. Cradling the mirror in my palms, I looked into it and saw a face with two teeny eyes and a nose that bulged like a pear. I got such a shock that I started touching my own face. The mirror showed my finger tracing the blob-fish mouth that stretched out beneath the pear nose. How could this be my face? My dad had assured me that I had big eyes and a high nose bridge for a Viet. He even told me that had I been born with monolid eyes and a flat nose, he would have saved up enough money to ‘fix’ both. He’d already put aside six grand for an orthodontist to straighten my teeth. Both of my front teeth jutted in because I sucked on them whenever I was nervous. My canines popped out so much that when I closed my mouth too quickly, their pointy ends pressed on my lower lip. Looking into the hexagonal mirror, I opened my lips slightly and saw my canines elongated like fangs. Just like a vampire. I wanted to alert Mẹ, but I didn’t want to risk being told off again.

The door was opened by a Vietnamese woman barely taller than my mother but wider than all three of her visitors put together. She stood there, hips almost touching each side of the doorway, glaring at us with black eyes and a flaky wart on her lip. Was she the thầy bói or was she the receptionist of this fortune-telling business? I had imagined that she would at least be wearing circle sunglasses. In Vân Sơn, a direct-to-video Vietnamese-American comedy showcase that was passed around the Australia Post community via bootleg VHS, sketches depicted male fortune tellers as conniving swindlers who always had a pencil moustache, a pair of John Lennon–style sunglasses and a khăn đống – a black cloth turban. The closest thing this woman had to any of that was some faint black hairs around the sides of her mouth.

We followed her down the hallway. Her bottom wobbled inside her grey sweatpants and there was a bald spot the size of a Tiny Teddy near the top of her scalp. Her feet were unexpected: small, round and white, like the six-for-two-dollar dinner rolls at Coles, tiny toenails painted red and glossy like strawberry jam.

‘How are you today, Thầy?’ Bác Lan asked.

I was surprised by the way Bác Lan addressed the tracksuit-wearing mystic. ‘Thầy’ meant teacher, but I’d only heard it used for men. My fingers curled around the demon-deterring door mirror, warping its cardboard edges. Không, this woman could not be a teacher. She looked like the witches in Vietnamese fairytales and her house stank of mothballs and cigarettes. She lived like my Dì Tư, who was a useless member of society.

We arrived at a room where each wall was adorned with a giant version of the mirror I held in my hand: four-metre-wide red hexagons, with a perfectly circular mirror in the middle. Sets of gold lines had been painted onto the walls surrounding each hexagon, giving the impression of a ripple effect spreading out through the room. In the middle of the floor was a glass-topped table, also hexagonal and surrounded by hexagonal cushions.

The mystic sank into one of the cushions and lit up a cigarette. Mẹ and Bác Lan sat opposite her, each taking up a side of the table. I stood there, bare toes tickled by the fuzzy orange carpet, not wanting to sit next to the mystic. I stared into the hexagon mirror to my left. The reflection showed the same teeny-tiny eyes, a flatter nose and fangs.
I wanted to scream and run out of this creepy place, but I also wanted to see what would happen next. If I could win another creative writing trophy for writing about this, it would be worth the fangs and suddenly flat nose.

‘Bé!’ the mystic rasped, clapping her hands in my direction and pointing to a cushion beside her. It was disgusting being addressed as ‘baby’ by this cane toad. Mẹ fumbled through her Benny-sized handbag and pulled out a parcel wrapped in a page from last week’s Việt Luận. She counted out four twenty-dollar bills, rubbing them between her thumb and index finger to make sure she had the right number of notes. Bác Lan dropped her pudgy hand on Mẹ’s shoulder. ‘Chi, let’s see what she says first.’ Mẹ stuffed the package under the table between her and Bác Lan, then she pushed her bag in my direction. I pulled it onto my lap and rummaged through it, looking for bubblegum. In there was the rest of last week’s Việt Luận (the front-page story was about a Viet kid who’d achieved a 100 UAI and been accepted into medicine at the University of Sydney), a fluoro green plastic comb that Mẹ liked to rake through her curls and a half-used Revlon lipstick the colour of sarsaparilla.

Thầy bói shuffled her pack of cards with a Criss Angel level of agility. Black clubs and red diamonds flashed in a blur of laminated cardboard. I was disappointed – this lady had giant hexagons installed on the walls, but the actual work came down to flipping playing cards from the Reject Shop? I was certain these were just the regular playing cards I saw at my cousin’s house during Tết. My father didn’t let me participate in their card games. He said đánh bài and Viets like Dì Tư already had enough problems from being addicted to it. ‘Remember,’ Ba said, ‘“đánh bài” means gambling and it’s one mark away from “đánh bại” – defeat.’ That was rich coming from a man who entered the Powerball every week.

Bác Lan’s future was being told first. Phluck. With a sweep of her salon-standard strawberry nails, Thầy bói laid out a pile of cards on the glass table. Phluck. Phluck. Phluck. Three more piles. Her upper lip, goanna thin, twitched like it was trying to dislodge the wart resting on it. Why didn’t Thầy bói forgo her manicure sessions to put money towards freezing off that wart? She coughed like TV static then read out the cards on top of each pile. ‘Ace of spades, queen of khhhhhearts, jokhhhhher and five of khhhhhhclubs.’ Mẹ’s hand fluttered towards her jade Buddha. Bác Lan rested her big head on her hands, which she cupped under her chin, as if already resigned to the fate laid out in the cards before her. Thầy bói leaned forward, fingers steepled like Mr Burns. ‘The next generations are a gift, not a burden.’

A single tear trickled from Bác Lan’s right eye. It slid down her cheek, taking with it some white pigment from the layer of powder on her skin. Mẹ reached over and took one of Bác Lan’s hands into her own. Two months ago, our family had attended a party at Bác Lan’s house that was really a wedding between Xuân, Bác Lan’s pregnant sixteen-year-old daughter, and Long, the seventeen-year-old Viet boy who had knocked her up. The occasion was so controversial that my parents fought about whether or not to go up until the last minute. ‘If we go, that means we’re celebrating something wrong and disgusting,’ Mẹ muttered from the back seat of the Holden. Ba twisted his body away from the steering wheel and turned to face Mẹ. ‘Xuân stabbed her parents in the heart with her whoring ways and now you want to shoot them in the face with your disloyalty?’ He glared at her like one of the stone dragons at the temple.

At the teen wedding, a suckling pig slowly rotated on a spit roast placed near the swimming pool in the backyard, rivers of translucent fat trickling from the cracks in its red lacquered skin. A giant durian sponge cake sat covered in whipped cream on the wooden kitchen table inside the house, bearing the words ‘Congratulations Xuân and Long’ in red cursive. Xuân waddled around the house in a sparkling white muu-muu that draped over her bulging stomach. Her face, once oval, was so bloated that the tops of her cheeks squished the bags under her eyes. Long, her baby daddy, was shaped like a snake bean, jeans falling past his pikelet ass and the hood of his jumper pulled up and tucked behind a spiky gate of gelled hair.

In the mystic’s cramped room, Bác Lan tried to pull herself together. She took a deep breath in, pulled back her shoulders and tightened the fake hair scrunchie on her bun.

‘What else do you see?’ she asked.

‘Dragons are slippery creatures, don’t try to hold onto them,’ Thầy bói said.

Dragons in Vietnamese culture are not the same as the fire-breathing Norbert in Harry Potter or the greedy Smaug in Lord of the Rings. Lạc Long Quân was a dragon king who rose from the depths of the ocean and fell in love with Âu Cơ, a fairy goddess who lived in the mountains. They married, laid one hundred eggs and out of those eggs hatched the first Vietnamese people. Little did they know that thousands of years later, new dynasties of Vietnamese people would be born all over the world. Long, a second-generation Vietnamese–Australian boy raised on Tupac, T5 and tabouli, had impregnated Xuân, a second-generation Vietnamese–Australian girl who knew all the words to the Spice Girls’ songs and had taught me how to fold stars out of pastel strips of paper. The next generation of mixed-up Viets from mixed-up places who spoke mixed-up languages was already here. Like, way too soon. Bác Lan had wanted Xuân to finish university and then get married and have kids. A sixteen-year-old pregnant Vietnamese girl was not progress.

When everyone had gathered around the table for the wedding speeches, Long’s mates from Birrong Boys shoved his face into the cake. ‘Ahhh fucckkkinell boyz!’ Long’s grinning head emerged from the mushy mess. Sunny morsels of durian were impaled on his hair spikes and foamy globs of whipped cream dripped from his chin, forming a beard. Any parent who’d named their child Long had higher hopes for him. On the drive back to our house, Ba took the opportunity to give me a lecture: ‘Xuân’s destroyed her future. Having a great career and a baby is what you need to aim for.’ Mẹ sat so still it was like she’d dissolved into the night.

Sitting on Thầy bói’s hexagonal cushion was giving my legs pins and needles. As I massaged my shins, I wondered if her predictions meant that Xuân and Long would end up like our ancestors. According to a book on Vietnamese fairytales that I’d borrowed from Bankstown Library, Lạc Long Quân and Âu Cơ did not have a traditional happily ever after. Lạc Long Quân took fifty children back to the sea and Âu Cơ took fifty children into the mountains. That was basically divorce and shared custody – a no-no thousands of years later.

I didn’t want to embarrass Bác Lan by looking at her directly, so I turned my head and looked at her reflection in one of the mirrors. She appeared tired, her grey hairs showing in her topknot and soft arms peeking out from a white singlet. None of her facial features were distorted. Why was I the only one with pea-sized eyes and fangs? Ashy shadows flickered under Bác Lan’s eyes. Her single tear escalated into sobbing.

‘Con gái, tissue.’ Mẹ pointed at me and then at her bag, which lay near the small hexagonal mirror I’d brought into the house. I yanked a thick wad of tissues out from the inner pocket of the bag and passed it to Bác Lan. She blew her nose so hard that when she removed the tissue, her nose was bright red. Thầy bói had not moved out of her steepled-fingers pose. Her mouth was a line carved in concrete and her eyes were made of asphalt. How could she sit there and watch poor Bác Lan having a meltdown? She was either a witch or a man. Thầy bói croaked and flicked her head towards her next victim. I didn’t know why Mẹ was bothering to have her fortune read. Was she worried I would end up like Xuân? I hadn’t got into an Opportunity Class but I had made up for it by being top of my class at school. Mẹ rubbed Bác Lan’s back before returning her attention to the hexagonal table.

Phluck. Thầy bói worked faster this time, fingers blurring like a human pokie machine. Phluck. Phluck. Phluck. Her upper lip twitched again and the wart wobbled.

‘King of khhhhhhhclubs, jokhhhher, two of diamonds and ace of spades.’ Mẹ wrapped a fist around her jade pendant. Bác Lan peered over the wad of tissues, her eyeballs rimmed red. Was she going to report the findings to every Viet at Australia Post working overtime tomorrow morning?

‘You’re going to regret living with vampires.’ Thầy bói leaned back and fished a cigarette out of one back pocket of her tracksuit pants and a lighter out of the other. Vampires? Was she referring to me? This welfare-guzzling gargoyle had gone too far. I turned to my mother, expecting her to be enraged on my behalf. Instead, her shoulders were slumped. She looked down at the calluses on her fingers and let out a sigh. Bác Lan’s eyebrows were knitted together in confusion but she comforted Mẹ by patting her on the back anyway. Thầy bói turned to me, eyes softened, looking more human than she had all night. ‘Smart little girl, why don’t you look at your mother’s reflection?’ I turned to the mirror opposite Mẹ. A young woman with large wire spectacles and long straight hair flowing past the mandarin collar of a white áo dài smiled back at me. I’d seen this woman before. A photo of her was perched on the bedside drawer that contained my mother’s black-velvet jewellery box. It was Mẹ when she’d graduated with her chemistry degree from Saigon University, ready to be a teacher. I imagined that she had loved doing experiments with chemicals and elements that fizzed and bubbled. She had met Ba on the way to work after he’d rammed into her bicycle with a moped. I looked at Mẹ now, all the vitality and ambition sucked out of her.

‘I already do,’ Mẹ said to the mystic, her voice so low it seemed to reverberate around the room. I tugged my mother’s jacket but she remained still and calm like Buddha.

I wanted to go because if we went home, Mẹ would forget about the reflection in the mirror and she could go back to being my mother, scolding me for breaking things and telling me interesting stories about faraway places and faraway people.

Bác Lan reached under the table, pulled out a wad of wrapped-up cash and pushed it across the table in a swift motion. Bác Lan and Mẹ held on to each other as they stood up from the cushions. On the way out of the mystic’s house, I handed back the little hexagonal mirror that had fallen off her front door. I’d considered keeping it as a souvenir but didn’t see the value in having something that made me feel so ugly. Thầy bói took the mirror with both hands and grinned at me so widely that the wart on her upper lip touched the bottom of her nostril. ‘You’ll figure it out, little girl. Good stories always have great riddles.’ I rolled my eyes at her, the rudest thing I could do as a child to an adult. She, a houso and a swindler, was no teacher of mine.





4

GL

The test was on the 7th of March, held inside the Yagoona Community Hall, which smelled like old socks. It still felt like summer, yet I insisted on wearing my most treasured item of clothing – a hot-pink acrylic fleece from Roxy that Mẹ had bought from Grace Brothers for my twelfth birthday the previous year. The fleece insulated my body heat so sweat was already rolling down my temples while I stood in the courtyard among all the other nerdy Asian children from The Area, anxious to seize the opportunity to study at a selective school for the next six years.

‘Don’t let them see you sweat,’ Ba muttered, taking out a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbing my face with the folded square of blue cotton. He was already suited up, even though he had requested permission to turn up to work at midday. By ‘them’, Ba meant Joey’s mum, who was standing near the heavy wooden doors of the hall doing light karate chops up and down Joey’s long back. Joey’s square jaw was vibrating but his eyes were calm. Bro was in the zone. Ready to get into James Ruse before leapfrogging into med school. Ready to show all of Bankstown that a butcher’s son could single-handedly airlift the next generations of Phạms into upper-middle-class Australia.

My parents weren’t aiming that high for me. One of the last lessons at Excel Tutoring Centre had included a ‘bonus consultation’ with a teacher, where the results the child had received in the trial tests of that month were analysed and a prediction was given as to which selective school they could gain entry to. ‘Her Maths and General Ability scores are very average but she’s performed consistently better for the Reading comprehension and Creative Writing components. Maybe St George Girls  … on a good day?’ Ms Greenwich declared to my parents. St George was a girls’ school and in the list of top ten schools in the state. Ms Greenwich taught a Year 6 Opportunity Class (the smartest kids) at one of the local primary schools, so she knew what the competition looked like. Dad scratched the stubble on his chin and thanked her for the advice.

Back at home, he wrote down Sydney Ladies College as the top choice on the selective school form and then St George Girls. SLC regularly ranked in the top five. ‘But the khaki uniform is like poo!’ Mẹ protested.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘less chance of pregnant.’

~

The red second hand inside the white plastic clock at the front of the hall twitched at the same tempo as the tiny vein under my left eye. I’d just finished the Maths and GA sections of the selective test. Hell, as per usual. I’d repeated what I had done during the Excel Tutoring Centre trial tests – filled in the ‘C’ bubble if I had no clue what the answer was. I’d learned this from watching Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? with Eddie McGuire. I was sure I had bombed the GA section. GA should’ve stood for ‘Genuinely Annoying’ rather than ‘General Ability’. I had never understood why being able to pick out patterns from a series of shapes qualified me for a spot in a prestigious school. Where was the option to answer that all the shapes were boring and reminded me of the muddy tiles in the school toilet block?

The picture stimulus for the Creative Writing section was even fuglier. Human footprints on wet sand and the shadow of a seagull in the distance. What in the Heffalump? I’d been out to Cronulla maybe three times, but I’d never walked around barefoot. What if there were syringes hidden in the ground like in Cabra? I didn’t know what sand felt like between my toes but I remembered how the wind had left my hair gritty. White people had been walking around in bikinis, board shorts and flip-flops, with their golden retrievers. Then there was Mẹ, Ba and me sitting on the grass, our windbreakers zipped up to our chins, grimacing at the grains of sand that had flown into our containers of sticky rice which was dyed purple from magenta leaves. The seagulls had screamed at us. They’d probably never seen purple rice before. Mẹ had cried out, ‘Không!’ like she did when Benny became pushy, but the seagulls had kept haranguing us anyway.

Mẹ had looked out onto the waves crashing onto the sand. She’d pulled her fleece jumper tighter around her rib cage. ‘It’s a graveyard,’ she’d murmured. ‘You know I wore a silk áo dài and jade bangle? Your ba had on a suit. If we didn’t make it, we would have died in our best clothes. We had to act like we were celebrating Tết on a boat docked at Thanh Đa. The naval police raided the boat and stuck guns in our faces but they let us go after we bribed them. A few hours later, the boat made it out to Biển Đông. That first night the biển tossed us around like rubbish. I vomited until I wasn’t sure if I was still alive.’

‘Let’s enjoy the fresh air,’ Ba had said, shovelling sticky rice into his mouth.

No. This was not the story. I held my breath as if that would stop the red second hand from ticking. I squeezed my eyes shut. Sir’s turkey jowls and bulging grey eyes appeared. ‘COMPLEXITY! NUANCE!’ his voice rumbled from one side of a boxing ring. At the other end was Ms Greenwich, pushing her horn-rimmed glasses up her long nose and squeaking, ‘Link to the stimulus! Big adjectives! Clear themes!’

Then Dad’s face hovered between them, levitating above the ring. ‘Selective school. Less. Chance. Pregnant!’ his voice boomed, rattling the ropes. Then he faded away like Mufasa’s ghost.

In the next five seconds, I settled on my story. The protagonist was a girl named Sarah Ferrero Rocher, whose curly brown hair cascaded down her back in swirls, the same way Nutella dripped from a butterknife. Her skin was tanned like a Macca’s hash brown. Sarah carried her surfboard into the ocean as the sun’s rays burst through Bondi’s strawberry skyline each morning, leaving footprints in the sand. She smiled at the seagulls because she found them endearingly mischievous. The seagulls smiled back at her through their beaks and wished her luck for the Piping Hot Surfing Competition. Despite suffering trauma from a ruinous surfing accident at a previous surfing competition, Sarah Ferrero Rocher was exceptionally determined to do well in the competition so that she could attract a sponsor like Billabong or Roxy.

Sure, my story sounded a bit like Kate Bosworth’s role in Blue Crush, a movie that one of Mẹ’s Australia Post colleagues had pirated onto VHS and rented out for cheap. So what? This was the type of story people cared about.

~

Two Big Macs for Ba and me (take out the pickles in his one)

A Fillet-O-Fish for Mẹ ’cos she thinks it’s healthier,

Three soft serves with French fries stuck in like candles on a birthday cake

One apple pie the size of Dad’s Sony Ericcson P900

On a fresh piece of A4 paper nicked from the school library’s printer, I wrote down the most decadent menu of my wildest dreams in my best handwriting and using my best pen, the one with metallic lilac ink from Morning Glory, a store in Bankstown Square that sold cute stationery imported from Korea. It was the era of blonde Disney pop star Hilary Duff, who sang ‘What Dreams Are Made Of’ while wearing silver flares embellished with rhinestones. What were my dreams made of? Melted cheese on a soft beef patty, smooth white ice cream like a cloud on my tongue, and slim fries with crispy pointed ends that I could stick in each side of my mouth. 

Yagoona had looked technicolour when a letter of offer from Sydney Ladies College arrived in our mailbox. Mẹ was the one who opened it. She hugged me when I got home from school. I rubbed my cheek on her fleece zip-up and breathed in Dove soap and sesame oil. When Ba hugged me, I breathed through my mouth because Hugo Boss Infinite was infinitely overpowering.

That weekend, I was treated to a feast from the Bass Hill McDonald’s to celebrate doing better than expected in the selective school test, getting into Sydney (Freaking!) Ladies and graduating Dux of Yagoona Public School. Memorising the Macquarie Dictionary, going to all the tutoring centres Western Sydney had to offer, having a breakdown every time I was ‘below average’ on a selective school trial test, praying to Buddha every night before bed – it was all worth it, just for a bit of fleece, Dove and sesame.

~

(White + linen) × your whole outfit = effortless elegance. That’s what I learned from an issue of Vogue that sat curling at the edges next to a wooden abacus in the waiting room of Dentist Vu’s clinic, which was a renovated brick house in Bankstown. Was the abacus for men and the magazine for women? My parents were buying groceries at Saigon Place nearby and had left me in Dentist Vu’s office for the first phase of my braces fitting. They rarely left me alone anywhere but they trusted Dentist Vu – he was revered as a community leader and President of the Bankstown Vietnamese Community Association.

I hid behind the pages of Vogue, avoiding Dentist Vu’s wife’s gaze. I wasn’t fooled by her pastel blazers and frilly blouses from Portmans. I knew she was a tough lady. It was common for aunties in The Area to tattoo their eyebrows but not many of them had the nerve to also tattoo their waterline – the millimetre-wide strip of flesh that the eyelashes grew from. I shuddered, imagining a whizzing needle so close to my eyeball.

I watched her, peering over the Vogue in my hands. ‘Huh-huhhhhhh’, she purred. Our eyes met. My hands went cold. I couldn’t handle the intensity of her owlish glare so I focused on her hair, which was parted in the middle and sprayed with so much Elnett that the bits near her widow’s peak puffed up with gravity-defying volume.

‘Sylvia, darling, did you hear the butcher’s boy is going to James Ruse? Did your parents put James Ruse on the list or was Sydney Ladies College the top choice? Was it because your maths wasn’t good enough? Are you aiming for medicine?’ Her eyebrows rose high up her forehead, just like the ones on the snarling dragons at the gates of the temple out in Wetherill Park. I could barely plan what I was going to wear to the Orientation Night at Sydney Ladies College let alone the next two decades of my existence in the waiting area of her husband’s clinic. I scanned the Vogue article just in case there was advice on how to deflect the local dentist’s wife’s invasive line of questioning. If I stayed silent for too long she’d think I was being rude and she had the power to broadcast her thoughts to the rest of Bankstown. ‘Yes, Cô  … Khuhuhawhaw-heeer-hurr’ – I fumbled for a name and pretended to cough one out – ‘my Maths and GA scores weren’t the best but my marks in the creative wri—’

‘Tuh-huh! An Asian bad at maths?’ Dentist Vu’s wife laughed and threw her head back. Her widow’s peak fringe remained a steady solid unit. She dismissed me from the conversation by glancing at the rose gold watch on her wrist. I felt the heat return to my hands. My jaw clenched as I fantasised about striding up to her desk and asking, ‘How does it feel to be the wife and not the dentist? Why are you growing a Macca’s drive-through on your head?’

I came home with numb gums and thin lines of steel running over both rows of teeth, and pulled out all of the white clothes I had. Cargo pants from Just Jeans and a Fiorucci T-shirt with Renaissance cherubs from DFO. I was convinced this was the ‘effortlessly elegant’ look that would make the best impression on Orientation Night at one of the top schools in the city. No one would ever know I was from Yagoona, that I was still working on enunciating my ‘th’s’ like Juanita Phillips – think not fink, three not free – that I lip-synced to ‘What Dreams Are Made Of’ in the mirror. Instead, they would know that I, Sylvia Nguyen, was destined to have a Hilary Duff smile and was on my way to be The Dentist. Not The Wife.

~

On Anzac Parade, a golden balloon wobbled in the wind. It was tied to the main gate leading into the grounds of SLC. The sky was darkening as the sun set and my white cargo pants took on an ultraviolet tinge, making me doubt whether I still looked as ‘effortlessly elegant’ as I had planned when I left Yagoona. Mum, Dad and I had caught the train to Central and then a bus to the school to attend the Orientation Night. It was the commute I’d take once high school started. As we walked closer to the looming brown buildings, I saw other girls entering the school gates with their parents. Most of them were East Asian, with a couple of South Asian kids here and there. My mind replayed the whiny voice of a woman who had called in to ABC Radio the other day. I drive past a selective school every morning and there are so many Asian students. How do we fix that?

I turned and watched the traffic backed up on Cleveland Street. Were any of the drivers watching this spectacle: a prestigious selective school being swamped by Asian teenagers? My stomach grumbled and contorted itself into a fist. A sharp ache festered in my abdomen, making me hunch over as I walked through the gates of Sydney Ladies College.

Behind the gate was a garden that looked like something out of an Enid Blyton book. Fat pink roses, a turret-shaped gazebo, an archway adorned with green leaves leading to the main door. There were rows of plants, each exploding with purple flowers that grew in spherical clumps like a mini galaxy. My head swirled, taking it all in. I was sure I was experiencing ‘cosmic vertigo’, a phrase I had learned from Radio National, which was meant to describe the feeling of being overwhelmed by the sheer size of space. Except this wasn’t a vast expanse of sky speckled with glowing pinpricks of light. I was only an hour out of Yagoona.

‘Ê! Ê! Ê! Có chổ parking nè Mẹ!’ a voice rang out from the side of the building.

I swivelled my head towards the familiar torrent of words. My stomach unclenched itself. The voice had a low raspy tinge like the person had just finished coughing out crispy shards of bánh mì that had been lodged in their throat. I walked towards it, passing the Alice in Wonderland garden. A Vietnamese girl was doing star jumps in one of the empty parking spots. Her mum, driving a faded blue Toyota, was slowly reversing into the spot. She stuck her head out the driver’s window and called to her daughter, ‘Ê Tâm, mầy nhắm chổ dùm tao nha.’

Tâm sprinted backwards until she was at the rear yellow demarcation line. She screamed, ‘Okay, tới nửa, tới nửa!’ and waved a hand half-hidden in the sleeve of a green school uniform.

I recognised the golden lines stitched on the collar of Tâm’s green sweater. Georges Hall Primary. Their debating team, full of Opportunity Class kids, always came out on top in the South Western Sydney Primary Schools Championships, but I hadn’t seen Tâm on the debating circuit. Her sweater was frayed at the sleeves, her black shoes were scuffed and two strands of brassy hair framed her face while the rest was tucked behind tanned elfin ears. She was more AZN Pride than Asian Nerd.

‘Trời đất ơi, we Vietnamese can be so uncouth,’ Dad muttered, testing out a new word he’d picked up from last week’s ‘Column 8’, where some guy in Drummoyne wrote in complaining about rap music. ‘This isn’t the bloody fish market down in Bankstown.’ Dad placed a heavy hand on my shoulder and steered me forward.

‘Why allow girl have gangster hair?’ Mum sniffed, adjusting her handbag higher on her shoulder.

My insides seized into a knot again. I imagined my large intestine wrapping itself around my stomach like a python. A spasm of pain coursed towards my pelvis and shocked me into scurrying ahead.

Rows of seats were arranged on a gleaming wooden floor. Deep khaki silk scrolls bearing the school’s emblem hung on either side of the stage. This hall was at least five times bigger than the ‘hall’ Yagoona Public School held its assemblies in – an iron shed. Dad chose seats in the third row and we found a program on each chair that listed the evening’s schedule. At the back was a list of names of the Class of ’04.

‘Look at all these Kim, Lee and Li!’ Dad pointed. ‘Must be Korean and Chinese.’

‘Those Koreans make good phim tập these days,’ Mum whispered.

Dad grunted. All the Viet oldies at the Post were obsessed with Dae Jang Geum, a South Korean soap series about the first female physician in the Joseon dynasty. Now that Dad and Mum didn’t have to monitor my studying for the selective school test in the evenings, they spent their weeknights watching Dae Jang Geum while I was free to read Harry Potter without having to stuff the books under my sweater and hide in the toilet.

‘These days Koreans make cars, films, mobile phones. China might get a man on the moon soon. Vietnam makes mail-order brides for the ugly bastards in those countries,’ Dad said. ‘Sylvia, that’s why you have to study even harder than before.’

I wanted to shake my parents and tell them they were missing the point. Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese – what did it matter? SLC had a Hogwarts vibe but it was full of Cho Changs, Claudia Kishis, Trang Paks and Miss Saigons. A school with so many Asians just confirmed that Asians form ghettos and do not assimilate. My abdomen yowled. My intestine-turned-python was not satisfied with constricting my stomach. It crept upwards and squeezed my oesophagus. I sneezed. Pain rattled through my rib cage.

‘Ha, bless ya, ’ey. Anyways can me and my mum sit ’ere?’ I looked up and saw Tâm standing on my left-hand side. Her hair strands fell over the apple cheeks of her diamond-shaped face. She tucked the strands behind her otherworldly ears which up close, I discovered, were studded with multiple steel dots. Dad said I wasn’t allowed to get my ears pierced until I turned sixteen. I felt Mum shift her handbag closer to her body.

‘Sure, knock yerself out,’ I told Tâm, trying to sound as nonchalant as she did.

‘’Kay.’ Her bony butt hit the seat beside me at the same time as she smacked a wad of Wrigley’s peach between her teeth.

‘’S’ah fucken Asian supremacy up in ’ere, ’ey,’ she said between squelches of wet chewing. I turned to face her, eyes bulging. How could someone be so vulgar but so right at the same time? She winked at me.

‘Fuhgot to intro myself, ’ey – Tammy. Tammy Tran.’ She extended a hand with nails coated in chipped black polish.

‘Sylvia Ng—ow!’ I felt a sharp elbow poking my ribs. I turned to Mum, who was tilting her head at the stage at the front of the hall. The principal, Ms Snowflake, a thin blonde woman who I recognised from photos on the school website, had marched to the lectern in sturdy black heels and a sleeveless black jumpsuit. She ahemmed into the microphone. The hall fell silent.

‘Anyways. Gud ta meet ya, Sylvia Ngow,’ Tammy whispered. She cracked her peach whip and turned to the stage.

I didn’t listen to anything Snowflake was saying. Her newsreader voice fell away into the background like the TV at dinnertime. I was distracted by the way Tammy’s fingers kept looping around the bits of hair that framed her face. She couldn’t decide whether she wanted the strands resting on her cheeks or behind her ears. Mum’s elbow tapped my ribs again. I faced the front and looked up to the stage.

‘I see one hundred and fifty future leaders before me,’ Ms Snowflake said, pearl necklace shimmering. ‘This is one of the best schools in New South Wales, if not the country. We encourage our girls to be well rounded. That means being great at everything.’

My intestine python writhed and squeezed my stomach. A lightning rod of pain charged straight into my lower abdomen. I doubled over. My brain was boiling and sweat seeped through the cotton of my white Fiorucci shirt.

‘Y’alright?’ Tammy asked. She shoved her hand up the sleeve of her Georges Hall jumper, pulled out a stick of Wrigley’s peach gum and offered it to me.

‘Thhhhhanks,’ I wheezed, taking the gum. I unsheathed it from the thin paper wrapper and popped it in my mouth. Sweet peach nectar surged over my tastebuds. I straightened myself back up. The pain faded into a needling ache. I tucked one ankle behind the other and rested my trembling hands in my lap the way Anne Hathaway was taught to do in The Princess Diaries. The rough fabric of my cargo pants rubbed against my knuckles. Effortlessly elegant. My ass.

~

After the principal’s speech we were led on a tour around the school in groups of ten by prefects who wore the senior girls’ uniform – brown blazer, white blouse and brown knee-length skirt. I trailed behind my parents through corridors lined with classrooms four times larger than the ones back in Yagoona. There were at least three computer rooms, but what intimidated me the most were the stairs. Just the mere presence of them. Snaking up and down all of the buildings. At Yagoona Public, everything was flat – we walked from one demountable building to another.

The school even had a bear pit – a giant concrete cylinder rising out of the grass with an arched steel gate. ‘A zoo occupied the grounds in the late 19th century before the school moved to the location in 1921,’ our guide, a chirpy Year 10 East Asian girl named Camellia, explained. Our group walked up the double staircase that curved along the sides of the cylinder pit. At the top of the stairs, I realised we could stare straight into the bear pit as there was no roof. I thought about what it would have been like for the 19th-century bears – no shelter from the rain or harsh sun, existing to entertain and intrigue the masses.

‘Oi, this could be a sick smoking spot, ’ey.’ Tammy jostled her way through the tour group and stood beside me, punctuating her remark with a clack of gum.

Why was she following me around? Did she think I was just another Viet from out west who could relate to her ganga ways? Could she tell I was uncomfortable yet fascinated with her at the same time? Either thought was too terrifying to digest. My stomach thrashed like it was caught in the jaws of a bear trap. The piece of Wrigley’s she had given me earlier was now a soggy bland mess that I was dying to spit out.

Back at home, in the toilet where I had once hidden to read Harry Potter, I unzipped my white cargo pants. The waistband eased away from my skin, leaving pink vertical indents in my wheatish skin. Relief. For two-point-five seconds before the ache in my abdomen flared and the pain shot all the way up to my eyeballs. All I saw imprinted on the back of my eyelids was the yellow light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Tiny swinging moons with Tammy’s smartass face on them. I sat down on the toilet seat without taking my undies off, pants around my ankles. My throbbing head was about to hit my hands when I caught sight of the inside crotch of my pants. A brown and red butterfly dragging its wings through pure white linen.

~

First period. Maths. Parallel lines. Heather Jeong, the girl sitting next to me with cheeks pushed up against her glasses, opened her bright red Hello Kitty pencil case and pulled out a fluoro green protractor. When her pudgy hand moved back to her notebook, I saw ‘100’ written on Hello Kitty’s forehead in thick black Sharpie.

‘Why is there 100 on your pencil case?’ I asked.

‘I want 100 on all my exams,’ she replied.

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Six weeks into Year 7, I was still getting used to all the stairs, the automatic silence that settled in the classroom when a teacher spoke and the hour-long commute from Yagoona to the city. Heather hunched over her textbook and expertly twisted her protractor this way and that. Mr Bagnado, who I called Avocado in my head because he was shaped like one, only had to explain it once – something ‘alternate angles’, something ‘transversals’ something – and Heather got it, while I was stuck staring at the way the Sharpie ink on her pencil case had revealed thousands of tiny crevices on Hello Kitty’s head.

Second period. Visual Arts. Already known as the ‘Bludge Period’. The teacher, Miss Navin, had hair as red as Ronald McDonald’s and she wore loose linen jumpsuits that were as tawny as Macca’s Sweet ’n’ Sour sauce. My favourite things about her were her cigarette-stained voice and casual use of the word ‘shit’. Our project for the term was to create a sculpture out of florist and chicken wire, bits of colourful tissue paper and glue. The boring bit was to write an essay about our creation.

‘Ladies, don’t just put shit out into the world. Make it mean something,’ Miss Navin croaked, waving her thin freckled arms.

Tammy bent her wire into the Playboy bunny logo and covered it in light pink paper and glitter. Miss Navin asked if she was ‘intending to be subversive’ and Tammy said, ‘Nah Miss, if I don’t get into uni I’m gonna get a boob job and be in Playboy.’ Miss Navin laughed but made Tammy start again. 

The chicken wire assignment was harder than I thought. At least with creative writing I could bullshit and pretend to be a variety of characters – brunette surfer chick, honey-blonde horse girl, Lindsay Lohan even. Nobody asked me to rationalise those choices. I wiggled my fingers through the hexagonal holes in the metre-long sheet of silver wire on my desk. Who wanted to see a sculpture made by some Asian nerd who had no life outside of studying and tutoring?

Miss Navin appeared beside me, smelling like lavender stuck in an ashtray, and leaned onto the edge of the desk with an arm full of thick silver bangles. ‘Pick something that makes you curious. Anything,’ she said, patting me on the shoulder. Then she moved to the next table where Heather Jeong was making a stethoscope. When the bell sounded for recess, I went into the computer hub next to the art classrooms and googled ‘Navin art teacher’. The first result was a link to a PDF of an ‘Aussie Teachers 4 Refugee Rights’ petition. Underneath it read: ‘Australia is the only country that has mandated the detention of all unauthorised arrivals throughout the refugee determination process. End this cruel policy now.’ The rest of the document was a spreadsheet of names and Miss Navin’s appeared in one of the boxes. I knew my parents were classified as ‘refugees’ because they had come to Australia by boat, but I knew very little about that journey. Something about dressing up as happy wedding guests to evade the công an at the ports. Something about my grandparents sobbing their eyes out on the eve of Tết. Something about running out of fuel halfway. Dad always got so pass-agg when Mum talked about the somethings. ‘I don’t need sym-pat-ee from air-nee-body,’ he said, jaws clenched and lips flushed a reddish-purple.

In the computer room, the computer below the desk wheezed and heated up as I searched ‘Vietnamese refugees’ on Google Images. Black-and-white photos of overcrowded boats. Two women chest-deep in the water with babies in their arms. Exhausted expressions on their faces. A lump of something quivered in my throat and Miss Navin’s voice raked through my thoughts. Pick something that makes you curious. Anything.

That evening, Mẹ and Ba were in Fairfield at Dentist Vu’s mother’s funeral so it was just me and the TV. I took a square of Nissin sesame oil–flavoured instant noodles out of the red packet with the freckle-faced blond boy in a kimono, and poured boiling water on it. The noodles puffed up and sparkling circles of chilli oil swirled alongside green flakes of reconstituted spring onion. I carried the bowl of noodles into the living room and put it on the glass coffee table. Sat cross-legged on the carpet, channel surfing. CSI, Desperate Housewives, Two and a Half Men. Guns, blood and boobs with American accents. My finger pressed number 2 on the remote. ABC. A white man in a black wig, wearing rectangle glasses and a white lab coat, spoke in a short, choppy accent. ‘You are in the wong lab!’ and ‘I used to always say, “Physics is fun”, but I would spell it with a P-H! Phun!’ I grabbed the TV guide in the Sydney Morning Herald on the table. We Can Be Heroes. The blurb for the show read: ‘A mockumentary series by Australian comedian Chris Lilley portraying five fictitious nominees for the real-life title of Australian of the Year’.

I turned the volume up higher. Ricky Wong, the character Chris Lilley was playing, giggled at his own crappy jokes and was an academic overachiever with overbearing parents. He was also part of an all-Asian group of theatre nerds. The camera panned across a fake newspaper article showing Ricky Wong topping the state in his Year 12 exams. Chris Lilley, in his black wig, waved his arms like the inflatable tube man in front of a used car dealership and screamed ‘Lei Ho Ma!’ at the Asians. The scene cut to him singing out of tune with an Asian accent, ‘Who-ho-oh-oh I-go-to-Rio!’ Then he spoke into the camera: ‘I push out of the lead sometimes. Sing random notes.’

I turned down the volume. Squinted through the fog of steam billowing from my bowl and scooped up a chopstick-load of noodles. Chris Lilley. Showing everyone how things really were. Those weirdly smart Asians were just silly creatures utterly incapable of any real creativity or individuality, forever losers who were only useful to Australian society as human calculators. Except. I wasn’t even smart. In the first week of school, I had been standing at my locker fiddling with the key when I overheard a Year 10 girl gossiping with her friend nearby. ‘Oh, don’t worry about Mai. She does tons of tutoring so it’s not like she’s naturally smart. She won’t beat you in the trials.’ I thought about all the tutoring I had done prior to sitting the selective test – was I just a cheater undeserving of opportunity, like all those newspaper articles implied? It dawned on me that I was a bird-brained Asian. Too chicken to ask teachers to explain things again and too obsessed with making meaning out of chicken wire. I lifted the bowl up to my face and tipped oily yellow broth into my mouth. The savoury salty flavours glided over my tongue, flooding out every thought in my brain.
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STFU

Listen. It’s 2005. Things happen. The train ride from Central to Yagoona was forty-five minutes. I didn’t mind that the Bankstown Line only ever had tin cans. I leaned against the door, felt the wind brushing the back of my legs as it blew through the grates. This was my favourite part of the day – a break from the cycle that my high school life followed. Class, exams, home, tutoring. Rinse and repeat. The train lurched forward and slowed down at Canterbury Station. A group of girls from Canterbury Girls High got on like a band of sewer rats, wearing blue uniforms with white Rabens. There were five of them, three Fobs and two Lebs. I couldn’t tell if they were also in Year 8 because they were so much taller than me. They eyed my uniform and one of the Lebs pinched her nose. ‘Ew, a stuck-up nerd from Shitney Ladies!’ I tensed. One of the Fobs had her school shirt unbuttoned all the way down. Underneath was a yellow basketball jersey that had ‘Cook Islands’ printed on it in thick navy cursive font. Her frizzy black hair was pulled back in French braids that snaked along her scalp. The hem of her school skirt grazed against knees thick with purple scabs and one of her Rabens had a mobile number written on it in pink highlighter. Under the phone number was ‘CHRISTINE’. No one at SLC was allowed to customise their uniform. Teachers even had a ruler to make sure our white socks were at the preferred length – ten centimetres up the ankle. Too high, you were a hoe. Too low, you were a sporty dyke.

‘Oi, what you starin’ at? Who said you could stand in my spot?’

My shoulders were up to my ears. I looked away. Christine from the Cook Islands moved closer to me. I caught a whiff of a familiar rose scent and realised we both used the same deodorant. Impulse Illusions. I had bought mine from the Bankstown Priceline on a Thursday shopping night. According to the label, Impulse Illusions was ‘the perfect scent for vivacious girls with boundless energy’. I was the opposite of that – I moved through the school halls like Snorlax – but I bought it because I wanted to be that. I wanted to tell Christine that I wasn’t trying to start anything, but before I could explain myself, she pushed me against the door of the train. My arms shot out automatically in defence. We gripped each other’s shoulders in a deadlock. Her arms were strong with shiny black hairs sprouting from each pore. Mine were half the size with bones popping out at the wrist. Christine’s nostrils flared out like a bull. Her purple lips curled inwards against her teeth. Her Fob and Leb friends were shrieking, drumming their palms on the seats and stomping their feet on the train floor. ‘Gettur Chrissy, mark ya territory.’ I clenched my jaw and pushed back, lifting my spine off the door. Christine seemed to give way but she was smirking as if she knew something I didn’t.

‘Next stop: Campsie.’ The announcement caught me unaware and I loosened my grip. Christine seized the opportunity and shoved me extra hard so that the back of my head slammed against the door. A dull ache spread behind my ears like a cobweb. I placed a hand on it. Expected to feel a dent. Instead, the flesh felt tender, throbbing beneath my fingertips.

Christine shuffled off the train with the other girls, the soles of their Rabens scraping along the floor. The smell of burning rubber went away as soon as the doors shut.

~

Cousin Đức was picking me up from Yagoona Station after his shift at the Bass Hill Woolies. He was in Year 11. He parked behind the IGA and beeped the horn of his dad’s Mazda when he saw me. I climbed into the car and moved an empty KFC chip box to one side.

‘Let’s hear some news from Geoff the Gay Newsreader. Get on with it, Geoff!’ Kyle’s voice crackled as Cousin Đức swerved the car into the right lane. We overtook a white Toyota utility loaded with plastic-packed sheets of timber. We passed the Yagoona Salvos where cockroaches swarmed over dumped old clothes, the KFC where school students had contests to see who could stuff the most popcorn chicken into their mouth and talk at the same time, the TAB where old anxious Viets smoked, and the shisha store where Cousin Đức once bought a hookah with Hello Kitty on it for a girl he liked.

‘Death sentences have been imposed on the ringleaders of the Bali Nine, Andrew Chan and Myuran Sukumaran, initiating a diplomatic crisis for Australia and Indonesia,’ Geoff the Gay Newsreader’s voice droned. Cousin Đức shook his head and whistled through his teeth. ‘I know those boys, hung wiv ’em a couple times. They’re just unlucky. Drugs are quick money, s’all it is.’ He flicked from the radio to the CD player. Tupac’s deep clear voice blasted from the speakers, a piano melody playing in the background. ‘Changes’.

Đức drove with his right hand on the steering wheel and his left hand on the gears. I didn’t know why he needed to do that. The car was an automatic. The sleeves of his white Woolies work shirt were rolled up to his forearms, showing off his dark skin. He used to have a nickname that was longer than his actual name. Đức Đen. Black Đức. No one in the fam called him that anymore, ever since he freaked out at a barbecue and hurled his skateboard into his parents’ garage door five years ago. The dent in the door was still there. The oldies acted like it never happened. Đức’s favourite sweater was in the back seat, the one with FTP spray-painted on the back. When his boss at work asked him, he told the guy that the initials stood for ‘Phở Đặc Biệt’, his great-grandfather from Saigon. Phở đặc biệt was actually beef noodle soup with different cuts of meat, like tendons and stomach lining.

We pulled up at a set of lights and Đức’s eyes darted sideways at the run-down white sedan in the next lane. Đức cocked his head. ‘Check out the tats on that guy.’

I couldn’t see the man’s face but I could see the blue-inked scales of a koi fish slithering down the elbow that was sticking out of the driver’s window. Light blond hairs all over the driver’s pale freckled skin made the fish look furry. The punk rock coming out of the car made its way into my ear, head and heart and my pulse beat in time with it. A male voice warbled and whined to the screeches of an electric guitar. ‘Sometimes I cannot stomach this place. Why am I alive?’ he sang.

I watched the arm retreat from the window, fingers a splotchy red. Stubby, square nails cut close to the skin. When the light flashed green, Đức slammed his sneaker down on the accelerator and the rest of the Hume Highway tried to catch up with us.
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IMHO

Tampons weren’t only for periods. You could stuff ’em up your nostrils for nosebleeds too. Tammy showed me. We were in Year 10 when I lifted my lunch box out of my schoolbag and a pad was stuck along the bottom of the container like a stranded stingray. Tammy laughed so hard that tears dripped down her wide cheekbones and funnelled down towards her pointy chin. After school, she took me to the Woolworths on Elizabeth Street near Central Station to buy tampons. I was drawn to the ones that came sheathed in orange, blue and purple covers. Cheerful as jellybeans.

‘Mini or Super?’ I asked Tammy.

In the Hong Kong martial arts films that my parents rented from Cabra, kung-fu masters would stroke their beards when they had something profound to say. Tammy had her own version of that. She tucked her hands into her sweater – her skinny ass was always cold – and used both sleeves to defrizz the hair on either side of her face. And from her puffy lips, a profound line would be uttered.

‘Mini, duh. We’re Asian. So, like, we’re meant to have smaller ones.’

I snatched the colourful box from the shelf. Later, on the train, I shoved it inside a hidden pocket in my schoolbag where Mum wouldn’t find it. She didn’t explain why I was only allowed to use pads, but I could piece her thought process together. Tampon in vagina = penis in vagina = pregnant = having to organise a teen wedding with durian cake and a whole roast pig to save face, even though all the Viets down in Saigon Place were gossiping in hushed tones about how you raised a whore.

I needed all the help I could get on my period. Cramps left my whole body clammy and my stomach so bloated that I looked pregnant. I ate like I was pregnant too. When I got home from school, I would polish off four Cornettos with the chocolate filled all the way to the tip of the wafer cones. I only stopped at four because that was how many was in the box. At midnight, I reached under my bed for the Mamee barbecue noodles with the fuzzy blue monster on the packaging.

I never forgot the first time I got my period at the Orientation Night. I’d walked around the whole night with a red stain on my pants. Tammy later told me she saw it all and I contemplated throwing myself into the bear pit. That night, I told Mẹ, ‘Con think có period.’ Child think have period. I didn’t know what the word for ‘period’ was in Vietnamese and I didn’t know if I actually had my period or whether my guts were vacating my body. Mẹ showed me how to stick a pad on the crotch of my undies and how to fold a towel to put on my bed. ‘You can just tell me that you bị and I’ll know,’ she said. Bị wasn’t a noun, it was a verb that meant to undergo, suffer or incur something and the most common way I had heard other Viets use it was in the phrase ‘bị phạt’ – to incur a fine. I was reminded of that scene in Superbad, where Jonah Hill’s character, a chubby American geek, can’t believe his luck as a hot chick grinds on him at a house party. Then he discovers that her period blood has stained his pants. Like a pussy, he gags and screeches, ‘This is so disgusting!’ while his dickhead mates confirm, ‘Urhurhur, yeah dude, yeah it is.’

Tammy and I jigged to watch that movie in the Events cinema on George Street. We were meant to be in PE class but because we chose ‘walking’ as our sport, we were able to split off undetected from the large group of girls who had also selected walking as their preferred sport. I was nervous we’d get caught but I was also glad not to have to wear the brown PE shorts that chaffed against my jiggling thighs and made the shiny stretch marks that trickled all the way down to my knees so itchy they turned red like open gashes. Tammy didn’t have that issue. She had what every girl wanted: a thigh gap. And could pull off the hottest garment of the decade: skinny jeans. I hated them but wore them anyway after Tammy made me try on a pair at the Cotton On outlet in Market City. They made my legs look like the cocktail franks from Woolies – the ones that burst out of their thin red casing when boiled for too long – and they pinched in at my hips, giving me a muffin top.

‘I’m too fat for these,’ I said when Tammy pulled across the curtain of the change room to see why I was taking so long.

‘Nah, the tightness helps you eat less,’ Tammy explained. ‘Just do a slut drop when you put ’em on.’

‘What the hell is a slut drop?’ I asked. Tammy put up her hand as if she were answering a question in class, bent her knees and dropped into a squat in the middle of the change room. Holding the pose, Tammy explained that the squatting motion encouraged the denim to ‘mould to your ass and ride up your hips’.

Thigh gaps, muffin tops, slut drops and tampons. Tammy taught me things I wasn’t learning at school or at home. But the most revolutionary thing she taught me was how to eat.

‘S’easy,’ she said one morning on the school bus from Central. ‘Cut out carbs, drink a shit ton of water and one cheat meal a week.’ Tammy held up an index finger with a long press-on nail the colour of a tropical Calippo for emphasis. She had a wad of gum in her mouth and her whole jaw moved like a rabbit’s as she continued. ‘Oh, and gum is great for when you get hungry.’ A sickly orange bubble grew from her words and snapped against her lips.

Tammy’s advice wasn’t easy-peasy-Vietnamesey. When I told Mẹ I didn’t want to eat rice for dinner, I expected her to respond with some complicated Buddhist proverb, or an anecdote about how there wasn’t even rice to eat when the commies took over, that she and Ba had to line up for rations of rotting fish and stale bread that destroyed their digestive systems. Instead, Mẹ had no words for me. Just laughter. Staccato bursts of ee-ahahahah-ee-ahahaha! She laughed so hard that when she bent over to clutch her stomach, I could see flashes of silver hair peeking through the roots at her scalp. When she leaned back to let the rest of the laughs escape from her diaphragm, the soft golden skin on her face gathered under her eyes, which shone like my favourite Amira tamarind candy. Her lips parted to reveal front teeth that bent slightly inwards and I realised that was what my teeth had looked like before I got braces.

It was my fourth and last year of having braces. Once the braces came off, my teeth would be set in perfect, parallel rows. I looked at my mother. We were the same height but my hips were bigger and my shoulders wider. I had my ba’s square jaw, freckles and mole-riddled skin – his appeared on his cheeks and both earlobes, mine on the helix of my right ear and the right side of my chin. I also had his thick rice-farmer calves that bulged behind my shins like papayas. If I didn’t slim down, any resemblance I had to my mother would be gone.

In Asia, a K-pop girl group called Girls’ Generation was breaking the internet with their viral MVs that featured dance moves and short shorts that showed off nine pairs of legs as slim and straight as chopsticks. In America, Britney Spears had made her comeback after the paparazzi released a photo of her crotch and photos of her shaving her head and smacking a car with an umbrella. Britney had lip-synced ‘Gimme, gimme more’ at the VMAs and everyone called her fat. From East to West, everywhere I looked, there was motivation to be smaller in order to be enough.

I still ate rice for dinner but had total control over what I ate for breakfast and lunch. Tammy helped me with my new meal plan – by plagiarising hers. Breakfast: a banana. Lunch: a ‘salad’ consisting of one tomato and one cucumber. Dinner: whatever Mẹ put on the table. Snacks: chewing gum.

A month into my diet, my stomach felt like it was twisting into itself. In the mornings, I slept on the train to conserve energy. I was dizzy by 2pm. When the bell rang, I couldn’t run for the school bus that took us to Central. After the short walk home from Yagoona Station, my lungs felt like they were being ripped apart. But there was the new-found feeling of air between my thighs. My hips sat neatly inside my jeans rather than spilling over. Tammy reckoned my eyes looked bigger because the fat in my cheeks was melting away.

My brain was shrivelling too. All I could think about was my next meal.

‘Un-der ave-rage, un-der ave-rage, un-der ave-rage.’ Ba’s fist rapped on the kitchen table as he read through my report card. There were four columns against each subject: my mark, the ‘average’ mark achieved in that subject across the cohort, my rank in the grade, and a letter grade. E stood for Egghead, B for Boohoo Bitch, C for Cretinous, and F for Fuck Off. In Year 7, I had boohooed my way through school and now, in Year 10, I was ready to fuck off.
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GTFO

My face felt as glazed as a freshly baked original Krispy Kreme under the tube lights inside the SLC Multi-purpose Hall. The space was called the Multi-purpose Hall, or MPH for short, because it was the venue for PE classes, weekly school assembly, exams and the junior school dance. One thing stayed consistent: the smell of Ambi Pur Zesty, which made Selena Cheng, a girl in our year level who had a phobia of lemons, act like she had swallowed one. We were there for the Presentation Assembly. It was the last time the Year 12s gathered before high school was over forever. Awards were being handed out. Best in Maths, Best in English (white girls stood a chance there), Best in Nerdery. Through six years of high school, I had only ever received one of those awards – back in Year 7 for Visual Arts. A fishing boat made out of chicken wire and covered in bits of paper with question marks drawn on them. I remembered Ba’s face when I had brought the sculpture and award home. ‘You don’t need sym-pat-ee for good marks,’ he growled, before telling me that Visual Arts was a subject that didn’t ‘scale well’ in the HSC. Awks. Guess that award didn’t count. Not my problem though. It was the school’s issue because they didn’t have categories like Best Sleepyhead, Best Underachiever or Best Truant. Tammy and I would have to share the trophy for that last one.

Assembly was the easiest to skip. No teacher had time to check whether two out of a bajillion Asians weren’t there. Tammy and I usually spent assembly time playing air hockey at Market City, but we always attended the last assembly of the year because it was so entertaining. All the overachievers were on edge and the Asians were always the craziest. There was Jessica Chau who Tammy and I privately nicknamed ‘99 problems’, short for ‘99 problems and a dick ain’t one’. I never forgot the year Jessica threatened to throw herself off the balcony of the science building if Mr Spencer didn’t re-mark her final Chemistry exam. She got 98.9 per cent. Let me clarify: that was her score before the re-mark. After the re-mark, her score got upped to 99.2 per cent, which still wasn’t enough for Jessica to beat Sweta Prashad, who got 100 per cent. ‘I can’t believe I came second to a curry,’ Jessica moaned in the hallway outside the Science staffroom, yanking her pigtails with her fists. I got 52 per cent in that test and still slept well at night. That’s what I called working smart, not hard. It was satisfying to see Jessica lose her shit over a decimal point. At the beginning of each term, after the teachers taped the class lists on the walls of the common area, Jessica made a sport of calling out the names of the girls in the top and bottom classes. I was always in the bottom class. For everything.

Ms Snowflake was behind the lectern at the final assembly, wearing a hot-pink pantsuit with her blonde hair slicked back like Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct, one of the movies illegally uploaded onto the school’s shared files folder. For the past six years, my parents thought I wanted to catch the 716 from Yagoona to study in the library. Instead I spent the hour before class in the computer room, watching Hollywood villains sneer, ‘In thirty seconds you’ll be dead’ and ‘I’ll blow this place up and be home in time for cornflakes’.

‘Year 12s, we are so proud of you.’ Ms Snowflake leaned into the microphone, teeth white and square like slices of Tip Top. ‘Our girls go on to do great things. You won’t end up working in a sandwich shop or anything of that nature.’ I felt the tiny hairs on Tammy’s bony arm stand on end, grazing my bare elbow. Tammy and her mum ran a bánh mì shop in Revesby. She’d had to step up and help her mum when her dad walked out on their family. She and Cô Tran woke up at 3am, seven days a week. They kneaded sticky bits of white dough and shaped them into pudgy football logs. Tammy used a knife to slash a line down the centre of each bánh mì so that the dough puffed up in the industrial oven and there was a crispy ridge on each roll. The only time Tammy received a school award was when she based her Science Major Project on finding out which baking powder was the most effective in achieving maximum puffiness in bánh mì.

I spied Jessica sitting two seats down, flipping a braid over her shoulder and smirking. I didn’t understand why she was acting so smug. Sure, her dad was a GP but he was one of those Viet GPs who’d been around for so long that the framed stock photo of a sunset in the waiting area of his clinic looked like the Snowy Mountains because it was so faded by the sunlight. His medical knowledge needed a total system upgrade too. A month ago, a patient had barged into the waiting area and screamed about how he’d missed an important diagnosis. As far as I could tell, Dr Chau, our family doctor, ran a Panadol dispensary.

Looking up at Ms Snowflake with her Pilates-toned arms and ballerina neck, I wondered if she had what it took to work the way our parents worked. The school had made all the parents ‘donate’ $500 to build a new Governors Centre that would be finished in a decade, long after we graduated. Did Ms Snowflake know what it was like to have a warped spine at forty-three like Tammy’s mum? Did she stick stinky Salonpas heat patches all along her shoulder blades like my mum did every night? Did she have to take on a second job folding and sealing pillowcases into plastic sheaths like my ba did after he finished up at his office job? The school motto was embroidered in golden thread on our brown sweaters. Labor omnia vincit. Work. Conquers. All.

‘It is with great pleasure that I announce the Dux of SLC for 2009 is … Je—’ Jessica launched herself out of her seat before the sentence was even finished, French braid flapping behind her. Her mum was her personal paparazzi, scuttling towards the stage clutching a digital camera.
Her father, Dr Chau, strode down the aisle between the two blocks of seats in a three-piece suit with his hands clasped behind his back.

Neither Tammy’s nor my parents were there that day. My parents had told me they didn’t want to be humiliated. My ba had pursed his lips and shaken his head when he’d seen my last report card. He had told all of his work colleagues – white men who sent their daughters to posh schools like Ascham – when I’d got into SLC. He knew they thought of him as one of those pushy Asians crowding out the state’s top selective schools but he didn’t care. He wanted to rub it in their faces. Over the years, my academic performance had plummeted and my father’s voice faltered every time his colleagues asked him how I was doing at school.

Mẹ was also embarrassed around her colleagues at Australia Post – the pushy Asians whose kids all went to selective schools. ‘Couldn’t you at least try to be average? All that money wasted on tutoring!’ she shrieked. For those six years at SLC, the word ‘average’ haunted me. I was consistently a below-average C student, even when I actually tried. So I stopped trying, even when it came to creative writing. I was sick of looking at pictures of ladybugs, binoculars or footprints on the sand and then making shit up in thirty minutes. I didn’t need to fine-tune my bullshitting skills, I wasn’t planning on being a pollie. But when I bumped into Miss Carrington down at the Yagoona Newsagency, I saved face and told her, ‘Yeh, it’s going all good, Miss. Sydney Ladies College is my dream school.’ She squinted at me, creases stretching out towards her temples. ‘I bet it is a dream for the teachers there too,’ she replied, an indignant quaver in her voice. ‘Wouldn’t have to do much since all the kids must be going to those horrible tutoring centres,’ she added, before paying for her copy of the Sydney Morning Herald.

My favourite teacher at SLC was Mr Jennings, who taught Modern History. He always had a red face and pilled sweaters. My favourite thing about him was that he yalked (yell-talked). One of our units of study that year was the Việt Nam War. When I’d challenged him on the homogeneity of the sources we were reading (old white men), he’d shrugged and said, ‘Fair dinkum, Nguyen,’ before tipping the rest of his cold coffee into his mouth. In my essays, he let me quote from my parents about their perspectives on the war. It was a shame he wasn’t at the final Presentation Assembly. We heard on the news that he got busted by the cops for dealing weed at a pub. The last time I saw him was when he’d handed me back a practice essay and said, ‘Good stuff, Nguyen. Don’t let the bastards get you down.’

The papers only got it half right when they called our school ‘a nerd factory’. The ecosystem in Hollywood teen movies seemed so simple: jocks were cool and popular, nerds were not. At SLC, everyone was a nerd but there were hybrid species like Jessica who fell under a category which Tammy referred to as ‘birds’ (bitch nerds). It was fitting because the school was swarmed with literal birds too. Bin chickens, tip turkeys, sandwich snatchers – you get the point. Personally, I liked the ibises with their Cruella de Vil look: dirty white feathers, bald black head, long downward-curving beak and black glassy eyes that reflected the tiniest pinpoint of light. They stalked through the lowers where girls sat at lunch, and bathed in the mud swamp that formed when rainwater didn’t drain quickly enough from the playground. Some girls shrieked when the ibises got too close to their spinach and cheese triangles from the canteen but I knew, through a 7am Google sesh in the computer room, that the ibises had been displaced from their natural marsh habitats due to urbanisation and river regulation. It didn’t make sense to paint them as pushy or ill-mannered animals when it was our fault they had to make a home in the city, sifting through human trash.

Pushy birds like Jessica could collapse at the sight of a 98 on a test paper but had the nerve to think that she was being kind to me by tapping me on the shoulder and telling me in her singsong voice, ‘Sophie Lehmann is away so that makes you the prettiest girl in English today.’ In the SLC ecosystem, the long-legged white girls were rare and exotic beauties in a sea of ethnics. They were considered the best-looking ones.

English, Art and Drama awards. Time for the white girls to shine. Asian nerds like Jessica could memorise things and parrot them back but they could not excel at creativity or provide an interesting insight into Shakespeare or Austen. I nudged Tammy. It was an easy getaway if we took advantage of the commotion now. All we had to do was pretend to go to the toilet and then flee through the school gates. I didn’t want to stick around to see future Dr Jessica Chau’s lap of victory around the school grounds, outshining her trophy with a smile that showed her gums. It would be just as tacky as the obligatory prom king and queen scene at the end of teen movies like Ten Things I Hate About You.

And what did any of it matter anyway? In thirty seconds, me and Tammy were outta there. 4ever. We’d bust through the barriers at Central Station, skip up the stairs two at a time to Platform 22, backpacks clapping against our spines, squeeze into the 430 on the Bankstown Line and stack our bags up on the seats like the biggest brats. Home in time for bánh mì.

~

Paris Hilton once stared beyond the camera and said ‘That’s hot’ in a voice bedazzled with pink rhinestones and sugar. The catchphrase played on a loop in my head as I sat at the family computer with my parents standing behind me, waiting for my HSC results to appear on the screen. Ba leaned forward, stretched an arm over my shoulder and clicked on the mouse rapidly, as if that could put us ahead of the thousands of people trying to get into the site. The frenzy had already started when the Herald published its annual list of students who’d scored over 90 in their subjects. I swear, Viets need more shit to look forward to. Here are the rules of our community sport:


	Get to the newsagency before the local bánh mì store and secure a copy of the Herald.

	Flip to the back pages to the list of student names and see which students achieved a Band 6 (over ninety per cent) in which subjects.

	Arm thyself with a highlighter and magnifying glass.

	Concentrate on Viet surnames like Pham, Le and Nguyen.

	Once you are confident that you’ve rounded up all the names of the Year 12s in your community, phone your friends and compare names.

	Speculate on each child’s final overall score.

	Put bets on that shit.



I knew I was making SLC history and so was Tammy. Inside the Careers Adviser’s office, Ms Haslack had raised her stony face after reading through my reports. ‘Young lady, you’d be lucky to see the number 90.’

I’d smacked my gum and shrugged. Ms Haslack tutted, flipped through the thick book with all the university courses. Rotated it, keeping her stubby finger on the page. She was pointing to a list of arts degrees. I’d spied a Bachelor of Arts in Media at Macquarie University with an entry score of 82 and guessed that meant TV and magazines – stuff I turned to when my parents weren’t monitoring me. Sure, why not, I’d thought.

The screen blinked and loaded. 86.

‘Not even a 90,’ Ba gasped. He clapped both hands over his cheeks like the 86 had leapt from the screen and tattooed itself onto his face. Dug his fingers into his thick mango flesh. Even though 86 placed me in the top 14th percentile of students in the state, anything below a 95 was considered disgustingly low for someone who had studied at one of the top schools. Every year, the papers ranked schools based on HSC marks. A mark like mine dragged down my whole grade’s average. I imagined the news picking up on my unprecedented mark and Tracy Grimshaw shoving a mic into my face. ‘What’s Ricky Wong with you?’

‘My pain is not your punchline!’ I would melodramatically say before shutting the front door in her face.

Mẹ shook the back of the chair I was sitting on with both hands and it rattled against my shoulder blades. ‘Nhục nhả!’ She wailed like it was a funeral. ‘When I was in high school, I didn’t even know if I’d learn anything that day because commies were coming in and slitting teachers’ throats!’ Her rage took over and her voice rose to a shriek. ‘And I still got a 98. Is all that fat blocking your brain? You think I don’t know about all the Noo-tella you hide under the bed?’ Ba pulled back one of her arms. I stood up. Faced them both. I processed what Mẹ had just said and clutched the hard plastic edge of the computer chair, pressing both palms on it until it bent backwards.

The shock of imagining a teacher’s corpse at the front of a classroom made tears leak from my eyes and snot drip out of my nostrils. I’d never heard Mẹ divulge something so graphic. Nothing I’d gone through during the past six years could compare to something so horrid and haunting. I was experiencing Macbeth levels of guilt. Our living room started to liquefy like someone had pressed the Gaussian blur filter in Photoshop. I gulped for air. The four choc-mint Cornettos and entire bag of string cheese that I’d secretly stress-eaten in my room an hour ago surged up my throat and splattered across the glossy beige tiles that Ba had recently installed. Mẹ yelped at the lumpy Shrek-coloured puddle that was inching closer towards her and Ba. Through a veil of tears, I saw my parents as 2D pixelated versions of themselves – black hair and orange T-shirts from the Kathmandu outlet in Auburn, huddled together like a pair of paper tigers. All they had was each other while their ogre daughter spewed, grovelled and disappointed. Eventually, Mẹ went and got the mop.

‘Thôi đi,’ Ba said, eyes flickering from side to side, nervous to be in the middle of a vomiting daughter and a crying wife. ‘This cannot get out into the community. If anyone asks, we all say that Sylvia got 95 and that she’ll try to get into law school after her first year at uni.’

Buddhists believe that there are nine levels of hell. If we accrue enough karma, we have to go through all nine levels to atone for our wrongdoings. Conveniently, there is a special level reserved for people who are ungrateful and shitty to their parents. They are dunked into a pit filled with ice. Punishment on the rocks. That’s hot.

My father’s words offered a second chance before my fate was sealed like Hamlet’s. Refresh, refresh, refresh.
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SMH

Summer of ’09. I was trying to make it up to my parents by standing behind the counter of my family’s bánh xèo stall at the annual Vietnamese–Australian Charity Fair in Chipping Norton, South West Sydney. I was wearing an apron. It was 40 degrees. We were raising money to pay the school fees of several orphans living in rural Việt Nam. It was 25 bucks for all-you-can-eat. Viets who had driven in from the rest of The Area parked tail to tail alongside the road that wound around Black Muscat Park. They bought their tickets at the gate from Vietnamese–Australian Charity Association organisers who wore pink and yellow silk áo bà ba on top of flowy black slacks. I made signs out of A4 paper that said ‘CRISPY BÁNH XÈO’ and ‘TWO PER PERSON’ and sticky-taped them to the edge of the trestle table that was our stall-front. Mẹ insisted on adding ‘CRISPY’ in front of ‘bánh xèo’ because there was a rival bánh xèo stall on the opposite side of the barbecue area. Last year, Mẹ had sent Ba over there to mystery shop and he’d reported back saying that their offerings were soggy because the batter was too thick.

The sign worked. There was already a queue of at least five people at our stall by 10am. Crêpes made out of turmeric, mung beans and rice flour sizzled in frying pans supervised by Mẹ and Aunty. They sprinkled in minced pork, sprouts and shrimp. Both Mẹ and Aunty wore wide-brimmed hats that not only shielded their faces from the sun’s rays, but also kept grumbling Viets impatient for bánh xèo out of sight. The trick behind a perfectly crispy bánh xèo is to flip the crêpe only once tiny brown bubbles have popped along the edges. Any sooner and the batter would still be soft or, worse, the crêpe pancake would split into chunks. When each crêpe was cooked, it was flipped onto a paper plate and transferred to me, manager of the garnishing station. I poured on the fish sauce and arranged lettuce leaves, mint and neon slivers of pickled carrots around the crisped edges of each bánh xèo before serving it to the customer. The least appealing task at the garnishing station was to face the customers and assure them that their bánh xèo was coming.

As I was garnishing my third round of bánh xèo, an aunt from the neighbouring stall serving fried chicken yelled out, ‘Ê! There’s an Aussie. Is he from the council?’ The c-word sent a ripple effect through the rest of the Viets. Mẹ flicked off the switches on the portable stoves. I slammed lids on tupperware containing fish sauce, flipped up the A4 paper signs and hid them under the tablecloth. Fried Chicken Aunty yelped, ‘Ooi-ya, ooi-ya!’ as she burned her fingertips trying to cover up her deep fryer.

We were there illegally. The uncles organising the event had camped out at the park since 3am to make sure that the fair could take up the entire grounds. Properly registering the event with the local authorities would mean coughing up money that no one had and filling out paperwork that no one understood. It was a risk every year. This was why the organisers had decided on the first Sunday of December. No other ethnics or whites in Chippo had anything special to do that day. Park was ours.

The Aussie moved through the crowd of Viets, the pointed tip of his akubra standing upright like a shark’s dorsal fin. Sunlight sank into the deep laugh lines dripping down the sides of his mouth. He stomped up to our bánh xèo stall.

‘Heard ’bout this from a blog, thought I’d come down to check it out.’

His voice scraped through the heat. He clutched a small digital camera and brought it up to his grey eyes. Cocked it at us.

‘I go to Việt Nam every year, I luv it.’

Snap.

‘Beautiful country.’

Snap.

‘With beautiful food.’

Snap. Snap.

‘And beautiful women.’

Snap.

Snort.

Mum threw her head back and laughed. The Việt Nam woven from my mother’s lips was a country bombed out of its brains, a place where fungus grew in people’s mouths because they only had stale bread to eat after Saigon fell, and where women prayed for their unborn babies to be untouched by Agent Orange. Mum asked the Aussie about his trips to Việt Nam. She wanted to know: Was there still a stall at the Đà Lạt night market that sold steamed glutinous corn with kernels as chewy as sticky rice? Did the mist still descend the deep green mountains of Sapa each morning? Did schoolgirls swoop through the streets of Saigon like doves, the skirts of their pure white áo dài floating behind them as they pedalled on their bicycles? The Aussie grunted and shrugged. I had seen his version of Việt Nam on the internet. When I googled ‘Vietnamese women’, I found YouTube videos of a guy walking the streets in the nightclub area, zooming in on women who he thought were attractive. ‘Vee-yet-nam-eeze wimen aren’t as sexy as the fee-la-pee-nos but they’re very sweet and obedient,’ was his commentary.

Mum slid a paper plate with a bánh xèo on it towards me.

‘Serve him one.’

I poured the fish sauce on the bánh xèo until the turmeric dough was drowning in the pungent amber liquid. The call of the cicadas in the parklands reverberated in my ears. The Aussie circled the table taking more photos of us, each click of the camera a razor blade through the cloying heat. Nineteen-year-old me. Bent over making food. Fringe in sweaty clumps. That is what I imagined his camera must have captured. The Aussie slunk away, plate piled high with bánh xèo, chicken wings fried in fish sauce batter and smoky nem nứơng skewers.

During the afternoon shift, a family friend, Chị Liểu, came to help us. She was a freshie and freshly married to one of my second cousins, Stewie. I’d never met her but I had heard plenty of gossip about the marriage from eavesdropping on Mẹ’s telephone conversations. As Mẹ had paced around the backyard with her hair bound in rollers, she’d discussed the difference between the ages of the groom and bride. He, thirty-five; she, nineteen. My age. Mẹ had jabbered on about how beautiful Chị Liểu was (which meant she was pale) and how her willowy gait had ‘rescued’ her from a life in the rice paddies.

Chị Liểu looped a scrunchie through the long, silky hair that trailed down her back before getting down into a squat at the frying pans. The forest-green V-neck áo bà ba she had on accentuated the milky pallor of her skin. Stewie took off his Yankees baseball cap, scratched his bald spot and burped at us. ‘Orright ladies, need me a Big Mac.’ Then he waddled to his car, flip-flops kicking up dust.

The sunlight was thinning out. My upper arms ached but I was relieved there were less flies buzzing around the yoghurt containers of fish sauce and chilli paste. A bunch of Viet oldies, all men, walked up to our stall. They each had a DSLR slung around their neck.

The leader of the group distinguished himself from the other members with his black beret and a moustache that rivalled Mr Pringles’. ‘Mấy Cô, mấy em, mấy Chị.’ He corralled us women by calling out our ages – Aunty, younger sister and older sister – a typical Viet thing to do. ‘We’re part of the local Sydney Saigon Photography Club. Can we take some photos? We’ll share them with you on the community fair’s website tonight.’

I’d seen Chú Pringles around Bankstown before, sitting outside Cafe Nhớ at a circular stainless steel table with his mates, in a cloud of their own cigarette smoke. Their laughter weaved through the main street of Saigon Place – from the bronze statue commemorating Vietnamese boat people to Oscar Sports Hotel, where my great-aunt had once smacked her husband after finding out about his girlfriend in Việt Nam. Chú Pringles stood out to me because he shouted his jokes to the rest of the street.

He told this joke at least once a week:

‘Men are very loyal but women are not. An eighteen-year-old woman will love an eighteen-year-old man. And when she turns eighty-one, she will love an eighty-one-year-old man. An eighteen-year-old man will love an eighteen-year-old woman. But when he turns eighty-one, he will still love the eighteen-year-old woman.’

He’d look around Cafe Nhớ like he was expecting a standing ovation from the other customers. And when that didn’t happen, he’d compensate by cackling and clapping his thighs at his own joke.

My aunt chuckled and motioned Chú Pringles and his band of photographers towards Chị Liểu and me. ‘Take photos of the young ones. I don’t want to see my wrinkles on a computer screen!’

Chú Pringles nodded so hard that his beret nearly toppled off his toupee. Chị Liểu came over to me at the front table as I handed over plates of sunny bánh xèo to a dwindling queue. I’d only seen photos of Chị Liểu at her and Stewie’s wedding in her village. Her hair had been tucked under a fabric crown and her face made up with white powder and red lipstick. ‘Cho Chị đứng ở đây nha em,’ she said in a voice so soft I had to lean in closer to hear the words. I nodded and shifted along the table so that we stood in the middle. Up close, Chị Liểu’s eyes had a puppy-like softness and she was careful not to show her gums when smiling. I shuddered at the thought of marrying someone like Stewie, who was shaped like a Tasmanian devil, stabbed his food with his chopsticks and bred Shih tzus for a living after doing a decade in Silverwater for growing cannabis. I also didn’t understand how the marriage worked considering Stewie couldn’t even speak broken Vietnamese. We posed for some photos and Chị Liểu went back to the portable stove where she continued watching over the last bánh xèo in her pan.

‘Ah, looks like we have some bánh xèo beauties here today!’ one of the photographer uncles said, rushing over to the stoves.

I watched the lens of his camera coil in and out like an octopus’s tentacle. It reminded me of a scene from It Came from Beneath the Sea, a black-and-white movie I had watched on YouTube. A giant tentacle, suction pads pulsating, snaking through the streets of a city, wrapping itself around a town hall clock before smashing it to the ground.

When the uncles finished taking their photos, Chú Pringles raised a hand in thanks and the men moved on to another stall selling squid jerky salad. By now the sky was transitioning into a dusty blue and a breeze tinkled through the sheets of aluminium foil covering the few plates of leftover bánh xèo that we were going to have for dinner.

The next day, all of the participating stallholders received an email from the organisers thanking us for contributing to a good cause. We’d raised over $40,000 to pay the orphans’ school fees. At the bottom of the email was a link to the Sydney Saigon Photography Club’s online forum where the club had uploaded the photos. I stood behind Ba as he looked through them on our family computer. The first thirty or so photos showed women at the other food stalls. One was of an aunt ladling congee and mauve cubes of pig’s blood into plastic bowls. Another shot captured a chị from the stall neighbouring ours. She was dunking fish-sauce-marinated chicken wings into a deep fryer while smiling at the camera.

Then there were the photos taken at our fam’s bánh xèo joint. I cringed when I saw my sweaty red face and clenched jaw emerge on the screen. ‘Trời ơi, quên cười hả? Not sweet or fresh! How will you find a husband?’ Ba clucked his tongue. I was taken aback by his mention of finding a husband. Throughout the past nineteen years, he’d referred to boys as toxic; meddling with them was akin to taking drugs. I suspected that since I’d flunked the HSC and my career options had been curtailed, maybe he thought I was better off focusing on finding a husband instead. At least I was smiling in the last photo with Chị Liểu. We were standing behind the table doing peace signs, our hands clad in plastic gloves stained yellow with turmeric. I was disappointed to see that the photographer had cropped out my handmade signs.

Ba clicked out of the image reel and continued scrolling through the club’s forum page. The grey scroll bar slid further down the webpage, revealing five more photos that loomed large on the screen. Long strands of hair falling over angular cheekbones. A milky cleavage against dark green fabric. Whoever had taken these photos had angled their lens in a way that stared down Chị Liểu’s shirt while she leaned over the portable stove. One shot even showed the pinky-sized plastic clasp that held together the front cups of her bra.

Chị Liểu’s cleavage was still up on the family computer’s screen when Ba rang the charity fair organiser.

‘I’m not sure if you’ve reviewed all of the photos that were taken but we have come across some  … unflattering  … images taken of one of our family members.’

I stood behind my father while the phone was pressed to his ear. Being taller than him, I leaned down, the tip of my nose grazing the edge of his tanned ear, and burst out: ‘The photos are gross.’

My father’s knuckles bulged white but his voice stayed calm. ‘If it’s not too much trouble to remove them—’

I couldn’t believe how composed and polite my father was being. I tilted my head so I could yell more easily into the mouthpiece: ‘DELETE THEM NOW AND APOLOGISE.’

Ba edged away, his black rubber slides squeaking on the tiles as he gripped the edge of the computer desk. He managed a soft ‘Cám ơn nhiều’ before hanging up. Turning to me, Ba hissed, ‘Abandon your silly ideas of justice and start acting like a lady.’ The freckles across his cheeks flushed purple.
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ASL?

Making friends was like scaling a wall, except I was one of those climbing man toys from the 90s with hands made of sticky orange gel. I hurled myself at the surface of friendship again and again only to wobble back down to the ground limb by trembling limb, friendless once more. I didn’t know anyone else at Macquarie University. Most students from SLC ended up at the top unis like Sydney Uni or UNSW. I scuttled from class to class, trying to be a model student after I’d spent six years chewing gum. This wasn’t a problem Tammy shared. She had a lot of ‘homegals’ now that she was working part time at ProfessioNAIL while studying fashion at the TAFE in Ultimo.

The first time she used that word, we were eating lunch outside ProfessioNAIL and Tammy said, ‘Homegal at Crunch Fitness has mad thighs.’ As soon as she’d dusted the bánh mì crumbs off her leggings and returned to the tiny salon, I googled ‘homegal’ on my phone: a young female acquaintance from one’s own town or neighbourhood, or from the same social background. If I applied the first part of the definition to myself, my ‘homegal’ would be a second-generation Vietnamese–Australian girl from Yagoona. As for the second part, my ‘social background’: sheltered nerd. My only ‘homegal’, Tammy, was always meeting new people. Unlike me – stuck at home, paying an emotional debt to my parents and trying to get into law school after my second semester – Tammy was busy building her socialite life, not only at ProfessioNAIL and at Bamboo in the city on Saturday nights, but also in meh places like Chemist Warehouse. Tammy had a knack of always knowing what to say. Reality TV must’ve helped.

One of my spectacular fails was at Assembly Bar when Tammy had dragged me along to Corinne the junior lash technician’s twenty-first birthday drinks. There was trackwork that day so we caught the bus into the city. Tammy had tried to thicken up the wing on her eye with the stiletto point of a Maybelline liquid liner and nearly poked out her right eye when the bus jerked past Punchbowl Station. Her eyeliner zigzagged across the top lid. She deftly licked the tip of her pinkie and smudged the line until the ink settled into a charcoal fog. Repeated the steps on her left eye.

We arrived so late that there were no two seats next to each other at the table in the beer garden. That didn’t faze Tammy. She ran straight up to Corinne and everyone turned to watch the interaction between the two Viet girls with enough eyelashes between them for six camels. The squealing mixed with indecipherable phrases and hugging demonstrated a strong sisterhood. I sat next to Tuyet, who I’d once seen behind the reception desk at the salon. We nodded at each other and she said, ‘Aren’t you Tammy’s homegal who visits all the time?’ All the time? I shrank into my coat and clenched my toes inside my heavy-duty Docs. Was that how everyone at the salon thought of me? As the girl with nothing else to do but visit her one friend? I poked a soggy chip into the aioli and was consoled by the garlic creaminess that smothered my tongue. Tuyet, oblivious to my mini meltdown, sipped beer through heart-shaped iridescent lips.

‘Whatchu do for fun, babes?’ she asked.

The simple question sent me into an internal spiral that manifested itself externally through excessive sweating along my upper lip. I cursed myself for sitting too close to the heater lamp. Tuyet rested her perfect V-chin that was slathered in ashy foundation on a tanned hand, waiting for my response. Micro flecks of blue glitter shimmered along her eyelids and cheekbones. I was caught between trying to discreetly wipe away my sweat moustache and coming up with an answer that wasn’t the truth. I would rather have eaten one of my pigtails than admit to Tuyet the things I found fun: reading stories on Reddit, posting photos of daisies growing through concrete cracks on my Tumblr and watching David Icke videos where movie stars like Nicole Kidman morphed into lizards.

‘I’m pretty busy with uni,’ I mumbled. Tuyet shrugged her shoulder and her bottom lip pouted. Before I could ask her what she liked to do for fun, she turned to the person on her other side so quickly that her ponytail whipped the air. All she left behind was a blueberry scent.

A waiter brought out a glass skull with pink liquid bubbling at its eyes and placed it on the table. Smoke billowed from the forehead and through an opening at the top of the skull. Maybe that’s what my brain looked like when I tried to have conversations with strangers. I searched for Tammy. She was still standing at the head of the table near the silver helium balloons shaped in the number 21. She was giggling with the birthday girl while waving an empty shot glass against a backdrop of fake ivy plants and frosty fairy lights. Tammy caught my eye and mouthed, ‘Come over.’ I clambered off the bench, my boots narrowly missing the veins on Tuyet’s skinny thighs. The thick sleeve of my coat brushed against her ponytail and a few bleached highlights lifted from the static. I muttered ‘soz’ but Tuyet was so engrossed in her conversation that my apology didn’t register. My Docs sank into the fake grass that paved the way to the head of the table. Tammy handed her phone to me. It was opened at the camera setting on Instagram. ‘A piccie for us, babe’, Corinne ordered. She and Tammy posed in front of the balloons. Lean in, hug, pout.

When I finished, Tammy and Corinne came over and stood on either side of me, leaning in to inspect my work. Tammy smelled of vanilla and Corinne of honey. I stepped back. I had seen an image of ants swarming over doughnuts on a subreddit called ‘oddlyterrifying’ and since then sweet smells had been affecting me. Tammy rolled her eyes. ‘Ew. I’m squinting in that shot.’

On the second attempt, my fingers skated across the phone screen and the Instagram window disappeared altogether. Corinne bounced her knees together and glanced back at the table, Colgate smile frozen on her face. I held my breath as I tapped back into the app and didn’t exhale until I managed to get the perfect shot of Corinne and Tammy standing in front of the balloons and tilting their heads towards each other. Tammy added a bit of spice to the shot by kicking one of her heels up and down. The yellow paillettes on her cami top sparkled so violently it made me giddy. It was the right shot. I handed the phone back to Tammy.

On the walk back to Central Station, exhaustion hung in the deep pockets of my coat and the thick soles of my Docs grated against the soaked gravel of the footpath. It had rained. The wetness along George Street reflected all sorts of misery – from the detergent green of the traffic lights to the flickering red, yellow and blue bulbs strung up at a kebab cart where homeguys and homegals queued. I lined up behind a couple who were making out and gave them some privacy by rewatching the Instagram video I had filmed of Tammy and Corinne. All I wanted to do was dive into a tub of aioli.

~

Sitting on a silver bench inside Macquarie Uni Station, I swiped right on twenty-five-year-old Kevin from Marrickville as soon as his solid Viet head popped up on my phone. Broad chest underneath a grey crew-neck sweater. Skin the colour of freshly split sapôchê. I hoped he smelled like sapôchê too – brown sugar melting into a slice of cucumber. I ran a finger across the screen, wondering how it’d feel to stroke his thick straight eyebrows and lips.

My parents had told me that Marrickville was where all the North Viets settled, while South Viets like our family moved further out west to areas like Bankstown and Cabramatta. I’d never met a Viet from the inner west before. Were they more hip than the Viets in Bankstown or Cabra? After the war ended on 30 April 1975, eighty thousand Viets came to Australia, most of them from South Việt Nam, including my parents. On that day, Ba had sat near the front door of his house in Saigon clutching a handgun. If the Việt Cộng came knocking, he’d shoot himself in the head because he’d rather die than be hassled by commies. My mother’s family had been less worried because most of their neighbours had revealed themselves to be communists all along by celebrating and hanging up red flags. The Việt Cộng would leave their street alone. If Mẹ wanted to keep her job as a chemistry teacher, she would have had to join the Party.

I wasn’t despo enough to start a convo with Kevin but as soon as we matched, I uploaded a new pic that I’d taken last week while waiting for Tammy at Windows Cafe. It was a selfie of me with falsies on and my straightened hair pushed over one shoulder. The pink sweater I wore in the photo was more librarian than club fox, but the fabric was tight enough to show the curve of my left boob. That day I’d worn one of the perfumes that Tammy had bought me for my twentieth birthday – Marc Jacobs Daisy – which smelled like flowers dipped in vodka.

Kevin took the bait.

Looking classy, what are you? was his opening line. Was he under the impression that I was one of those lily-skinned, stick-thin K-pop stars? In real life, I was closer to the stocky freshies who worked in the back kitchen of phở restaurants.

Viet, I typed.

I’m Viet too. Thought you were Korean or Japanese tho.

I tucked my hands into the sleeves of my sweater and kept typing. Was that what you were hoping for?

Nah. A pretty girl’s a pretty girl. LGBT?

I’m straight.

Nah silly. Let’s get bubble tea 😛

How did he have the confidence to pull off such an awful line? Hot dudes got away with that shit. Mẹ said North Viets had miệng dẻo – stretchy and flexible mouths that could embellish, exaggerate and manipulate. According to her, that was how they’d sold the communist fantasy to the rest of Việt Nam.

I left Kevin hanging on ‘read’ while I googled what he’d told me. LinkedIn provided some clues. Kevin Truong. Accountant at KPMG. Studied at UNSW. President of the Vietnamese Students’ Association. Graduated from Ruse Class of ’03.

Facebook revealed even more clues. During his presidency of the VSA, Kevin had organised a cruise-themed Tropical Trubble and many a nem nướng barbecue. At the Tropical Trubble, he’d worn one of those tank tops with the armholes that drooped low enough to show off the muscles along his rib cage. His muscles reminded me of the pork ribs from Pizza Hut, tanned and glistening. A nón lá finished off the look. Defqon meets jungle. In the comments under the photo, a fellow Viet had written ‘10/10 would smash’ and a random white guy – there were always one or two ‘honorary Viets’ in VSA – chimed in with ‘whatta sick cunt’.

I could tell from the pics that Kevin was a typical Viet bro who flashed his muscles and got digits off the hottest chicks at Bamboo on Saturday nights. He was a shithead, but if we got together, I’d be reaching and he’d be settling. I didn’t have as many friends as him, wasn’t as fit as him and didn’t earn as much as he did. We weren’t really xứng đôi but neither were many other Vietnamese couples around me, particularly the first generation of Vietnamese–Australians.

Take my Ba and Mẹ for example. In Việt Nam, they were relatively xứng đôi – an engineer and a chemistry teacher. But after coming to Australia, my mother worked as a mail officer at Australia Post, earning an annual salary of $30,000 for twenty years straight. My father returned to university to reobtain his engineering qualifications. During the day, my mother worked and my father studied. In the evenings, they sewed cushion covers in the garage to make more money. Eventually Ba got a job as an engineer and his salary reached $150,000.

On Sunday mornings, Ba gave my mother her weekly allowance. They had a fight once over how much money they should be sending to our relatives in Việt Nam. Mẹ complained that her parents received less than Ba’s. Ba said his side of the family was bigger. He drove off in the Holden by himself and she didn’t receive her allowance.

When my father came home that evening, Mẹ said to me, ‘Hỏi Ba cho con ăn Tim Tam.’ Ask Ba if you can have Tim Tams. I found Ba in the backyard where he was squatting at the dog bowl and scooping out food for Benny. I asked him for the Tim Tams, which were usually a treat for getting 100 per cent in spelling tests. ‘Okay, Ba cho tiềng Mẹ mua,’ he said. He returned into the house and gave Mẹ the money for the week.

I flicked over Kevin’s profile on Facebook again. The girls that he posed with in the photos all had dáng đẹp, whereas I had a thick waist and muscular legs. I might not even make it to a second date with Kevin. It looked like he just wanted skinny girls with big boobs. What would Tammy do? This wouldn’t be an issue for her. She was juggling three men who were all richer and smarter than her. I wanted to know the secret to her success.

I agreed to Kevin’s offer to get a bubble tea and decided to ping Tammy for hot tips.

~

Circular Quay Station on a sunny Saturday morning was a wet dream for Tourism Australia. Posh East Asians everywhere followed their tour guides to the Sydney Opera House, slamming their Chanel bags into the train barricades.

In front of me, one omma took off her silver visor and shooed the gang of seagulls at the station who were trying to pull off a heist for her hot chips. The seagulls closed in on her. Omma shrieked. The gulls backed off and targeted her husband instead, two of them yanking his cheeseburger clean from his fingertips. Oppa roared and shook his fist at the blue Sydney sky, Omega watch gleaming. This scene was just like the ones in the K-dramas that my parents rented each weekend from Saigon Music in Bankstown. We were currently hooked on Stars Falling From the Sky, which had a typical K-drama storyline about a mega-rich guy falling for an innocent and ditzy young girl.

The other night, Ba had clicked his tongue at the screen as Won Kang-ha, a sharp-eyed insurance lawyer, stood at a window and surveyed the rest of Seoul, a network of skyscrapers and roads glowering blue and yellow. ‘Dăng minh quá. Thằng Nam Hàng ngon quá.’ So civilised. Those South Koreans are doing so damn well.

‘Nếu Cộng Sãn không chiếm miềng Nam, giờ này mình cũng như vậy,’ Mẹ said. If the communists hadn’t invaded South Việt Nam, we would be like them by now.

I weaved through the crazy rich Asians at Central Station, Converse sneakers screeching along tiles. Maybe these hadn’t been the best shoes to impress a hot date. Tammy had told me to go with a pair of Rubi wedges, but shit, I couldn’t walk a metre in them without rolling an ankle. They were much more useful as penholders. Either way, I was running ten minutes late to my date with Kevin.

At 12.20pm, I skidded through the front door of Song Tea in Chinatown, knocking over a stuffed alpaca that was stationed next to a sandwich board listing the store’s drinks. I caught the alpaca before it crashed to the floor. Its body felt hard and hollow despite being covered in woolly curls. A K-pop ballad was playing in the background and for a moment, I imagined myself as the bumbling and ditzy girl in a K-drama, a Korean Sylvia who was about to meet the love of her life in a quaint bubble tea store with its own fluffy llama sculpture. Korean Sylvia had a straight fringe, too much blush on her cheeks and large tortoise-shell glasses that made her eyes bug out from the rest of her face. She wore shirts with Peter Pan collars and walked through life pigeon-toed. She would crash her baby-pink bike into the hood of a BMW with a rock-jawed CEO sitting in the back seat. He would demand that she pay for the damage to his vehicle by working for free as an intern in his company for the next year. Korean Sylvia would agree to the deal.

‘Sylvia?’ The voice was so deep that the soundwaves vibrated into my skull. The tips of my ears tingled. I stood the alpaca upright and looked up at Kevin, a Viet shaped like a polar bear. Shoulder boulders filled out the sleeves of his flannel shirt and thighs strained the seams of his chinos. I relaxed my stomach muscles under my sundress and straightened my posture. I was relieved. Even if I did get fat, he’d still be bigger than me.

He leaned in for a hug and I smelled Dove pomegranate body wash on his neck. His sapôchê hands felt cool against my bare shoulders and I had goosebumps when he lifted his fingers off my skin. I smoothed my sweaty hands on the skirt of my dress. Yellow polyester stuck to my fingers and I took to tucking my hair behind my ears.

‘Wanna bubble tea?’ Kevin bent down a couple of centimetres, trying to look me in the eye.

It would have been amusing to hear him say ‘LGBT’ out loud. ‘I’ll order my own, thanks.’ I fumbled in my bag for my wallet and stood in the queue.

‘Right.’ He stood beside me.

He must have thought I was frigid but I wanted to show Kevin that I wouldn’t be handing myself over to him like a chip to a seagull. Before the date I had sought advice from a professional: Tammy. She had three words for me: ‘Don’t. Get. Dickmatised.’ Dickmatisation was when you put a guy on a pedestal and let him have the upper hand. Fuckbois – men who fuck you and leave you – are experts at dickmatisation.

I ordered a lychee tea with bubbles and shook the plastic cup before setting it on the table. Kevin ordered a regular milk tea with bubbles. What a basic bitch. Tammy had told me that signs like these were an indication that a guy was ‘boring in bed’. I’d never had sex so I didn’t know what that meant.

We sat opposite each other at a round table near the front of the store, next to the alpaca. ‘Don’t get dickmatised!’ it hissed. I clutched the straw in my fist and punched it through the plastic film covering the bubble tea. Kevin ripped the plastic halfway with fingers as thick as churros and slid the straw into his cup. I watched as his thick lips closed around the top of the straw and milky liquid shot up the plastic. His lips were bigger than I’d expected and I licked my own lips, hoping the moisture would hide the dry bits poking out of the crevices.

‘You got full sugar?’ He cocked his pinky in my direction.

Don’t get dickmatised.

‘Yeh, why not?’

‘You’re a small girl. Not as small as my sister, though,’ he said.

My stomach muscles seized up. ‘So you want a girl as skinny as your sister?’

‘No. I’d prefer a girl smaller than me, though. I swear, that’s what most guys want.’

I didn’t have a reply for him. Sure, I had just been internally fat-shaming the cunt, but I hadn’t expected him to vocalise his shallow thoughts either. I was sucking in my gut so far that it felt like it was sticking to my spine. I couldn’t even breathe properly.

The first diet I had gone on was when I was in Year 7. I’d once used the tightening of my braces as an excuse to have only a bowl of plain congee for dinner. Soon, my mouth was full of ulcers and my hair fell out in clumps, but my stomach was flat and I had a thigh gap. I blacked out on the way to school one morning after sleeping in and catching the 10:30am train from Bankstown to Central. I woke up back in Bankstown after the train had done a full circle around the city. There was no one else in the carriage. That’s when I realised I had taken my diet too far and swung the other way, eating a whole packet of Maltesers straight after school. These days I went through phases: bingeing and purging, waxing and waning. In the last three months, I’d started eating breakfast and dinner again. Hearing Kevin say that he wanted a small girl made me want to go back on that diet.

‘I’m talking shit. You make me nervous,’ Kevin said quickly. He reached out and hooked his finger around the tip of my finger. I turned his finger over so that the underside was facing me. It was pale brown and wrinkled from absorbing the condensation on the outside of his bubble tea – like ET’s finger in that scene where he wants to phone home. Kevin smiled. A constellation of four moles trailing down his left cheek shifted upwards. His teeth were straight and white, like every other kid who’d had braces.

Over the counter, the machines pumping out different flavours of milk tea continued whirring, the smell of brown sugar suspending me in a vat of syrup. The K-pop ballad reached a crescendo, male voice ringing. What did the lead girl in a K-drama do when the CEO negged her? I knew how the script went. She would puff and pout her cherry lips. The dickhead CEO would smirk and roll his eyes. They would engage with each other in a tedious courtship but in the end, it was up to the woman to steer the man from his asshole ways and show him how to be a decent, well-adjusted adult capable of love and compassion. And the woman would learn that true love meant putting up with your man’s bullshit no matter what, even if it meant holding your own emotional wellbeing hostage.

Kevin slurped the rest of his tea and chewed on the tapioca bubbles – smacked them between his teeth the same way the uncles in Bankstown did when they saw a particularly nice piece of ass on the street after taking a sip of cà phê sữa đá. ‘Ahhh đã quá.’ When he finished, Kevin held up the empty plastic cup for me to see. His eyes shone like the keys of a polished piano. I could tell that he showed his own mother his empty bowl when she asked him, ‘Ăn cơm xong chưa?’ He hadn’t grown out of that habit and was waiting for me to praise him like his mother did. I looked down at my cup, sucked up the last two bubbles and swallowed them whole. Showed him my empty cup.

‘Ruột để ngoài da,’ I told him. Guts on your skin. My parents said this when someone unintentionally revealed too much about themselves.

‘Cái gì? I’ve never heard that before,’ he said. He pronounced ‘gì’ like zee. I’d only heard one other person say it like that: Solicitor Dung in Bankstown, the only North Vietnamese person I knew in South West Sydney. My parents mocked his accent behind his back by calling him ‘Luật sư Dzzzunggg’.

I liked the feeling of knowing something that Kevin didn’t. The way his puffy lips drooped downwards when I didn’t praise him for finishing his own drink. If we ended up together, it wouldn’t be too hard to keep him in check. All I needed to do was starve him in the right ways. It would be thrilling to control a guy who was hotter, richer and bigger than me. I heard Tammy’s voice in my head. Don’t get dickmatised.

‘I’d like to get to know you more,’ I told him.

~

Mist on Mercedes glass. Kevin’s hot, clammy hand rested on my bare thigh. I tipped my head onto his shoulder and lifted my hip upwards so my undies could come unstuck from the leather of the back seat. ‘Real leather, babe,’ he had told me, a month in, when we started extending our dates to his car. So what? Planting my butt against the skin of a dead cow didn’t make me feel any classier. I pretended to be impressed by raising my eyebrows and nodding till my neck cricked.

We were the only car parked on the strip of tar at the back of Yagoona Station, facing a park that looked more like a swamp under the jaundiced glow of the old streetlight. The humidity inside the car flushed my forehead, cheeks and neck, and the bitterness of the Cass beer that we’d sculled after eating kebabs lingered on my tongue. I felt brave. Lifted my ass from the seat, swung my left leg over his right hip. Straddled him. ‘Outta juice, babe,’ he groaned, his thick hand hovering over the crotch of his briefs. ‘No, I wanted to ask you,’ I mumbled. ‘What are we?’ Tammy had told me not to get clingy, to play it cool for at least ninety days. On The Hills, Audrina had looked at Justin Bobby with pleading eyes as he’d shrugged one shoulder and said, ‘Like, for me, like, putting statements on things, like, I’ll be gone. Like, I don’t like that.’

I leaned forward. Pressed my sweaty forehead against his. Looked in his eyes. Close enough to see the clay in his irises shift to copper.

A thud sounded against the back window of the vehicle. My spine jerked straight. A black circle was tapping against the glass. ‘Oi, open up,’ a nasally Aussie voice called. A stream of light danced around from outside.

‘Fuck. Cops.’ Kevin pushed me off his lap. He bent down and yanked his chinos up his slick legs.

I fumbled for my playsuit, which looked like a green brain crumpled in a heap on the floor under the seat. There wasn’t any time to put my bra on so I flung it behind me into the trunk. Kevin opened the passenger door, still topless. His bronze torso radiated. The chilled night air shocked my bare skin. I crossed my arms against my chest, wary of my dark nipples showing through my playsuit.

A white male cop, blue shirt, peered inside. His long nose twitched like a German shepherd’s. ‘What’s goin’ on, you kids smokin’ up?’ he asked, holding his torch to our faces. I squinted through the glare.

‘Certainly not, sir, not at all.’ Kevin clearly enunciated his syllables, used whole words, the works. The cop’s eyes roamed over my damp hair and wrinkled playsuit, the corners of his mouth turning slightly upwards. I wondered if Kevin would show the cop the mini Bible in the glove box and tell him he was a God-fearing man if shit went sour.

‘Orright mate,’ the cop grunted. Retreated to his vehicle, which was parked right behind ours. Drove away, left behind a fog. I rubbed my arms and felt goosebumps under my fingers. Kevin slammed the car door shut.

‘Babe, I got church tomor-morning. Lemme drop you off,’ he said. Then he stood up in the back seat, back crouched, comb of his hair grazing the ceiling of the car. Swung his long leg over the gear lever and climbed into the driver’s seat.

I started to stand up as well, intending to climb into the front passenger seat beside him. But before I could put my leg over the brake, Kevin shifted the gear and pressed a foot into the accelerator. The Mercedes reversed and I fell back into place.
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CYA

‘I became a Buddhist after a schoolies trip to Thailand.’

The guest speaker was tanned, his wide shoulders straining at the seams of his navy suit. He reminded me of Brad Pitt’s wax figure in Madame Tussaud’s down near Darling Harbour. Back in Year 8, we had a day collecting donations for the Cancer Council, but Tammy and I had snuck into the wax museum instead. Tammy pretended to marry Brad Pitt and I pretended to marry Bruce Willis. A thousand people came to our joint wedding at Crystal Palace in Canley Heights. Under the plastic chandeliers, the DJ played ‘Time After Time’ by Cyndi Lauper. As Tammy made out with Brad, and Bruce and I intertwined our arms and poured whiskey into each other’s mouths, a big security guy with skulls tattooed on his neck ambled over. His name tag read Fetu.

‘You westies are better off staying in school than drooling over movie stars.’ His bread-loaf hands steered us out into the daylight. If only Fetu could see me at uni now, attending lectures held by Brad Pitt look-alikes.

‘Time is money but life isn’t about money. Just be yourself and know what you’re passionate about.’ Fake Brad Pitt’s voice echoed along the smooth curve of the auditorium. The seats were covered in a thick red fabric that tickled the back of my thighs. He wasn’t saying anything new, yet everyone was applauding.

People got up and surged to the front of the room. One girl pushed her way to the lectern and grabbed the mic. She said her name was Kelly Agathocleous and she wanted to thank Brad for taking time out of his busy schedule to speak to us. His name was actually Brad.

I left the lecture and wandered to the food court. While standing in line, I looked up Brad’s multimillion-dollar juice company on my phone. It was called Better Leaves and the head office was in Surry Hills. I tapped on ‘Employment Opportunities’ and saw that Better Leaves was offering five internships for undergrads. Unpaid. I ordered a lasagne with extra cheese and sat on damp grass. A long shadow fell over me. It was Carina Tan, a regular HD scorer with posture like a prawn. She had a thin face, thin lips and thin black hair that drooped all over her pale collarbones. Without saying a word, Carina licked her index finger and dropped a shiny pamphlet. The sheet of paper spiralled down and one of the corners lodged in the melted cheese of my lasagne before nestling in my lap. The golden letters on the pamphlet glowed like brand-new coins.
‘PWIP. Put Women in Power,’ I murmured. But Carina had already walked off.

~

Our first meeting was in C5T2, one of the accounting tutorial rooms. There was a bowl of browning guacamole on the table. Carina Tan ripped open a bag of Doritos and put it beside the guac before scuttling away to the corner. She sat hunched over her notepad as if she were expecting an apocalypse.

The rest of us three girls hovered near the food. My fingers nervously pecked a single Dorito at the dip, unsure what would happen if I ingested rotting avocado. Another girl, South Asian with vitiligo around the corners of her mouth and thick hair gathered in a plait, scooped up a handful of chips and took a seat in the front row. The remaining girl had Paris Hilton’s straight nose and Ray-Bans combing back her long blonde hair. She rolled her eyes at the guac and chips and also sat in the front row. I swirled my fifth chip in the dip and took a seat in the second row.

A porcelain-skinned plump girl walked in with the strut of a rooster, chest puffed out, footsteps calm and deliberate. Kelly Agathocleous. President of PWIP.

Up close, Kelly had an egg-shaped head with a brown topknot. She was wearing a grey coat that had silver buttons and a furry collar. As she spoke, the freckle on her upper lip barely moved. Something something  … ‘thanks for coming here.’ She stared at my forehead the whole time.

Kelly reached over to a laptop behind a projector. A YouTube page appeared on the front wall. Kelly typed into the search bar ‘Sheryl Sandberg’ and clicked on a TED talk called ‘Why We Have Too Few Women Leaders’. A middle-aged woman with a sleek brown bob and a skirt suit listed three steps. I wanted to wipe the sweat from my upper lip but my fingers were gritty with Doritos crumbs.

Dragging her laptop mouse through the video, Kelly stopped at the point where the woman said: ‘One, sit at the table. Two, make your partner a real partner. And three, don’t leave before you leave.’ Kelly exhaled and sat on the table in front of the room. Leaned back on her hands. My heart beat faster. My hands and legs went numb. Sheryl was going to save me.

That night, I repeated those lines to myself while driving to Tammy’s house in Fairfield to use her wi-fi. On the radio, the presenter was squawking to his female co-host, telling her about a growth between his balls and asshole. I hit the mute button and wound down the windows of Cousin Đức’s old Mazda. The wind pushed back all my hair and I passed the Lansvale Nacca’s which had a 2.8-star rating on Google. It was now called Nacca’s because half the M didn’t light up anymore. I promised myself I was going to be like Sheryl. Powerful and confident. No more sweating or avoiding social situations. Slamming my foot on the accelerator, I roared down the Hume Highway. I was going too fast to notice a pothole and went straight into it. The impact lifted me out of my seat. My head hit the ceiling and the seatbelt cut into my collarbone. I was in shock and wanted to pull down the mirror to check whether I was bleeding but the car behind me honked so I pushed the accelerator harder. The front tyre became unstuck and I could smell burnt rubber the rest of the way.

It took fifteen minutes to squeeze the Mazda into a space between a dirty white ute with a bumper sticker that said ‘Practise Safe Sex: Go Fuck Yourself’, and a silver 4WD with bobblehead dogs on the dashboard. Hampton Street was always constipated. I turned up at Tammy’s door with my fringe glued against the tacky skin of my forehead.

‘Sylvia the virgin with a sacred vagina, what took you so long? Get in here, my mum made spring rolls but you’re gonna have to eat them cold.’

I wasn’t fooled into thinking that her mum had actually made them. I had been over to Tammy’s house since Year 7 and their bin was always full of Woolies Asiana Spring Roll packets. Still, I grabbed six of them and followed Tammy to her room. We passed her mum who was watching K-dramas with Vietnamese dubbing in the living room. The actresses on the screen were slender, with glowing skin and cherub lips. Mrs Tran didn’t turn to look at us. I remembered when Tammy had lied that her dad had gone back to Việt Nam to visit his dying mother. Then I’d heard it on the street that Tammy’s dad had run off with a woman he’d met at the Bankstown Sports Club pokies.

We sat on the wooden floor of Tammy’s room, surrounded by plastic shopping bags filled with the clothes, make-up and perfume she’d bought that week using her youth allowance money. She hadn’t told Centrelink that she’d dropped out of her fashion course at TAFE yet. She squatted in the middle of the room with her skinny legs spread apart, wearing her favourite Supré jeggings with the fuzz balls all over them. Her hands burrowed through the mess. Perfume bottles with their smooth glass and pastel liquid were displayed on her bedside table like trophies. Older bottles were caked in grey dust and sat beside a jar of paper stars that her ex Jin-Soo had folded for her. I had been there beside her when she’d texted him to say it was over because she’d found a photo of him on Facebook with his pale veiny arms all over Georgina Xie. Maybelline eyeshadows were shoved into her wardrobe, which only closed when you stacked a couple of shoeboxes against the door. Once, the metal rod in the wardrobe had popped out of its socket under the weight of all her clothes.

That day we sorted through her clothes and put the unwanted crap in a bag for Salvos. We counted seventeen bodycon dresses, twenty miniskirts and forty-three-and-a-half pairs of skinny jeans. The half was the result of Tammy hacking one pair with scissors to get the ‘distressed effect’, except one leg fell off completely. When I had met her at Orientation Night, she’d told me she was going to be the next Donatella Versace. I’d told her I was a creative soul as well, that I was destined to be the next Sylvia Plath because Mẹ named me after her. That was a lie. Mẹ had wanted to call me Gold to increase my chances of becoming rich. But Barbara, our neighbour, stopped her and said Margaret was better – like Margaret Thatcher. In the end Mẹ settled on Sylvia because it still had a metallic money sort of ring to it.

Tammy lifted a pair of red satin pumps from a Wittner bag and dangled them in front of my nose like the lady in the Schmackos ad. Usually I would help her sort through her new stash of goodies, but this time I sat with my laptop on my knees. I observed my best friend over the edge of the Pirate Bay window where Lean In was being downloaded. Her frizzy bleached hair was coming out of the scrunchie on top of her widow’s peak and specks of powder foundation had settled in the roots. A dull glint in Tammy’s eyes reflected the dead moths in the Reject Shop light hanging from the ceiling.

The torrent hit eighty-five per cent. I told myself I should stop coming over to Tammy’s place so much. We were in different stages of our lives now. At the beginning of the semester, I had received an email from the law faculty accepting my application to do a law degree alongside my BA. I had told Tammy and she’d dismissed it with a singsong voice, ‘I chose looks, you chose books.’ Ninety per cent. I was starting to find myself at uni, meeting people and becoming a PWIP girl. I no longer wanted to be Sylvia Plath; I was destined to be Sheryl Sandberg. Tammy was now working full time at ProfessioNAIL in Bankstown after dropping out of TAFE. She spent 9 to 5 breathing in acetone and scrubbing old women’s crusty feet. I’d visited her once and watched her painting the fingernails of a lady who looked like she belonged in the Ajax Spray n’ Wipe ad. When the job was done, the lady tilted her head back and held up her vanilla slice fingers under the tube lights, her cloudy marble eyeballs shifting back and forth as she examined the flecks of golden glitter shimmering on each nail. Ninety-five per cent. Tammy was still the Tammy I knew in Year 12, binge-buying and eating Fantastic Noodles for two months straight to get an LV wallet. One hundred per cent.

I snapped my laptop shut and told Tammy I had an early class tomorrow. On the way out of the house, we passed her mum in the living room again. She was still watching her K-drama, but this time she had a giant pile of cloth next to her. On the TV screen, a handsome man gripped the upper arms of a beautiful young woman. They looked like brother and sister. The man’s nose was straight and narrow, his pale skin blemish free, and he was wearing a black polyester suit that matched his slicked-back hair. The young woman’s nose was also straight and narrow, her pale skin blemish free, and she had on tight skinny jeans that clung to her long legs. The man and woman were at the airport. He was telling her to stay in Korea – he would go against his parents’ wishes and marry her.

‘Mum’s making cash by taking on sewing jobs,’ Tammy explained. ‘She makes shit for the spenno brands like Cue, you know.’ She walked over and yanked a piece of butcher’s paper from the bottom of the pile. On it, the pattern of the garment was sketched in lead pencil. I held it up to the light and made out a grey jacket with silver buttons and a furry collar.

On the way home I pulled up at the Lansvale Nacca’s and ordered a Big Mac meal. I sat in the car park and felt the soft beef patties with their distinctive cardboard taste against my tongue. My belly ballooned against the waistband of my jeans. I lifted my shirt and saw the faint black hairs all over my yellow skin; sucked in my stomach and saw the red circle mark left behind by the metallic button; snapped open the button and pulled down the fly. I exhaled and let my stomach expand to its full size. It was time for the fries.

Outside there were at least ten stray cats curled up on the gravel like furry hills. In the parking space opposite me, a white mother cat had her paws wrapped around her kittens. She stared into the headlights of the Mazda and her pupils flashed a fluoro green colour. I rolled down the window and puckered my lips. ‘Tchu-tchu-tchu-tchu.’ Her ears shot up. One of the kittens plunged its face deeper against the mother’s chest, hiding from the lights and noise.

Five chips left. I clutched them in my fist. The potato was cold and the granules of salt stuck to my knuckles. I flung them into the air towards the mother cat. She leapt forward, yowling and hissing. Several other cats were suddenly on their feet, sprinting towards her. The kittens screamed as their mother arched her back and raised the fur above her fangs so that the other cats could see her gums. They backed away. I watched the kittens huddling around the mother cat. One kitten, unsteady on its tiny paws, lifted its head and sniffed its mother. Another, with whiskers growing out of its forehead, leaned into her belly, soaking in her warmth. I pulled my cardigan further up my shoulders and imagined myself in that grey Cue jacket. Silver buttons. Furry collar.
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FML

The blow flowing through Cabramatta’s veins emulsified into bubble tea. Dealers transmogrified into doctors and I, I was still dragging my body to law school. In one of the khaki toilet cubicles, a message read Ps get degrees in liquid paper. My favourite part was the lectures because, duh, I could sleep in there. I was always sleepy, just like in high school. It was how I processed reality. Failing to get an internship at a media agency turned into a dream where I found myself inside a lift drifting in the middle of the ocean. Being late to class turned into doing doughnuts in a clock-shaped racing car around campus. Other dreams, like catching my teeth as they fell out of my mouth while walking to Yagoona Station, were harder to decipher.

My least favourite part was the tutes. To earn 20 per cent of my final mark, I had to ‘participate’, aka rabidly fight my classmates to answer questions like a pompous potato head. And if I failed to ‘participate’, I failed the entire course. Tell the tutor you’ve got social anxiety, ‘AgreeablePrune89’ on Reddit told me. I’d never heard of social anxiety before. It sounded like a made-up disease that crafty lawyers used to get their clients less jail time. I knew about general anxiety – my mother had been diagnosed with it and she refused to see a therapist. Instead, she drank raw aloe vera shakes and meditated. Ba didn’t see any point in encouraging her to see a therapist. ‘Why would I pay a stranger to find out our personal business?’ he asked.

Our torts tutor was a young guy named Warwick whose oversized T-shirts accentuated the softness of his shoulders. He accessorised the shirts with two thick gold chains, one of which had a Cross pendant that was at least ten centimetres long. Despite his kakapo-meets-church-rapper look, Warwick was just as square as all of the other tutors. He’d already sent an email warning us to do the readings or risk being embarrassed if he directed a question at us.

Warwick had a habit of pacing while he talked. He’d walk from his desk to the projector near the window and then back towards the door on the other side of the room. I would watch his Adidas sneakers with the red racing stripes pad back and forth on the carpet, tension gripping my brain and shoulders. The plastic red second hand on the clock above the whiteboard trembled. Tock, tock, tock. I was too scared to breathe in case it drew the kakapo rapper’s attention. The jingle from the Forty Winks ad played in my head. Forty Winks, 40-hour sale, Forty Winks, 40-hour sale. Save. Up. To. 40 per cent. My last essay got forty per cent so I needed those participation marks. But only for 40 hours. I wondered if Warwick would yell at me for being so stupid. Save. Up. To. 40%.

He’d already called on Alfred and Josephine, the other two Asians in the class, to answer his questions. I could tell they were from the East – as in East Asia and East Sydney. Alfred wore creaseless beige made-in-Việt Nam Uniqlo chinos and Josephine draped her willowy ballerina figure in the latest dresses from General Pants. Neither of them had badly bleached hair, thick thighs or purple acne scars around their jaw. When class was over, they walked to the station with poise and dignity because they probably lived in Chatswood and trains in that direction came every ten minutes. They didn’t have to catch four trains back to Yagoona. Alfred and Josephine. Sleek, smart, studious. How Asians were supposed to be.

During the third week of tutes, while discussing whether one could sue for emotional distress, Warwick’s chains swung in my direction. Forty Winks. I bolted out of my seat and hurried towards the door, pretending I had to go to the bathroom. I sat in one of the cubicles, thumbs massaging my temples. Forty Winks, 40-hour sale, Forty Winks, 40-hour sale. Save. Up. To. 40 per cent. How could I remember an annoying jingle from my childhood and not retain any information from the heavy textbooks that clapped down on my back every time I ran to the station?

I decided to hang back after the tute. The smartest guy in class, a self-proclaimed second-generation British–Australian named Anthony James, waltzed around Warwick like a fruit fly near a rotting banana. I ground my teeth as I watched Warwick discussing clerkships and judge’s tipstaff positions with Anthony. If only there was a pest spray big enough to shoo Anthony away. The longer he took to ask ambitious questions, the antsier I became. My brain was heating up like a busted hairdryer and my breathing became more and more shallow. I imagined Warwick’s round shoulders squaring up as I grovelled for participation marks. I imagined the big gold chains coming to life and wrapping themselves around my neck.

Warwick turned away from Anthony and smiled at me. I gapped it. Again. My sneakers pounded the carpet of the corridor and the doors were a blur. ‘Sylvia?’ I heard Warwick call out. Fuck! Now he was wondering why I was running away like a nut job. Oh wait, that was exactly what I wanted, right? I stopped. Turned around. Warwick stood in the corridor like a lost case. Anthony flattened himself sideways as he passed me, keen not to catch any of my dumb ethnicness.

‘Sorry Warwick, th-thought you w-were b-busy.’ I pressed a hand to my chest, trying to steady my breathing. Each step I took towards him felt like I was wading through concrete.

‘What can I help you with? It’s Sylvia, right?’ he asked. I was surprised he even knew my name.

‘Yes, I’m Sylvia. I-I’m having t-trouble p-participating in the tutorials. I have s-social a-anxiety.’

Warwick’s face slackened like soggy dough. His eyes kept hovering between my eyes and lips. I blinked. Was he watching the sweat roll down my nose bridge or something? He tilted his head to one side.

‘You remind me so much of my wife. You look exactly like her. She is also very shy but perhaps not as shy as you. She’s Indonesian,’ he said, fiddling with one of his chains.

‘Lovely,’ I said, looking Warwick in his watery eyes. ‘But I bet your wife hasn’t got a wonky smile. I chipped one of my front teeth eating pretzels. Wanna see?’ I leaned in, hitching the right side of my upper lip over my gum.

Warwick took a step back and blinked like a goanna. In his Oriental-flavoured fantasy, I was meant to blush and stay silent. I wasn’t meant to lean in and show him a chipped tooth. His hand dropped from his chain and smoothed the white cotton of his shirt over his belly. He cleared his throat and told me not to worry about participating in tutorials but that he expected more effort on my assignments. I thanked him and smiled, showing off my chipped tooth in all of its glory.

~

When Cousin Đức had got in to a double commerce and law degree at UNSW, he’d swapped out the poster of Tupac on his wall for one of Elon Musk. But that wasn’t as ridiculous as the time he’d changed his name to Michael Jordan. He still kept a giant steering wheel in front of his computer monitor for racing-car games, and an empty bottle of Jack Daniel’s from his twenty-first on the bedside table. It was hard to imagine him graduating soon and becoming a solicitor or banker.

After uni that evening, my parents and I went to visit Đức’s family. He sat cross-legged on the wheelie chair at his computer desk, a thin patchwork quilt made from squares of silk scraps sewn together by our Bà Ngọai, our mothers’ mother, draped around his bony hunched shoulders. Đức’s mum was my mother’s older sister. I called her Dì Hai.

I said hey. He responded with a grunt. The rest of his energy was conserved for keeping his index finger on his computer mouse and moving it from side to side. Mẹ thought Đức’s long and tapered fingers with perfectly oval nails were more feminine than my square nails and popcorn knuckles. She also thought playing the piano would help slim my fingers down. She was wrong.

I moved closer to Đức and saw that he had Photoshop open. He was using the blur tool to obliterate a spot of pigeon poo from the windscreen of his second-hand yellow RX. The first time he’d parked that car in our driveway, Ba had remarked, ‘That looks like the type of car gangsters drive.’ Cousin Đức had adjusted the Burberry scarf he’d spent a whole month’s worth of Woolies shelf-stacking pay on so that it covered his Lowes shirt. ‘Not true, Uncle. Gangsters wouldn’t drive yellow cars because the police can spot them too easily,’ he said.

Now, he was the real Đức, sitting in front of his computer in a hoodie, sweatpants and his grandma’s blanket. He moved his head towards the screen and the hood slid off. The static made his hair stand out in strands like one of those silky chickens that went on display every year at the Easter Show. His index finger kept clicking the mouse.

‘’Cha doin’, Đức?’ I asked, knowing full well what he was doing.

‘Look how sick this photo came out. Took it last night out in Wetherill Park wit da boyz,’ he chuckled.

I shoved aside a maroon textbook on his bed and sat down. There were murmurs of our parents’ conversation from the living room and I could hear shuffling on the carpet. They were probably getting out the box with all the Vân Sơn DVDs – their version of The Footy Show. I waited for Đức to ask what I was getting up to these days. The question did not materialise.

‘Đức, what would you do if a tutor said that you looked like their wife?’

‘My hands or my face?’ Đức glanced in my direction. He tucked both of his hands deeper into the sleeves of his hoodie so that only his nails poked out.

‘That’s not the point,’ I told him.

‘Mehhh.’

He was now playing around with different filters. His rapid clicking made the car on the screen flash from black and white to sepia to Gaussian-blurred. It made me dizzy so I focused on the back of his head as I told him about the exchange I’d had with Warwick.

Đức turned away from the screen. A thick vein running down his forehead throbbed. One of his eyeballs was bloodshot. Uneven bits of stubble clung to his chin. His skin was ashy. I wasn’t sure if he looked that way because his double degree was demanding or because he’d been out all night taking dumb pics of his car.

‘Could you imagine me batting my eyelashes and getting free marks? Get outta here.’

It was ironic because his eyelashes were longer than mine. He turned back to his computer and pressed Save on the photo of his car parked in the middle of some empty road in Wetherill Park – except the background was so muted you couldn’t even tell it was Wetherill Park. It was a photo of a glossy Passiona-coloured car floating in space with its headlights on full beam.
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IDC

After a year in the Put Women in Power group, I got promoted to secretary. My main duty was scraping the brown layer off the top of the guacamole that was served at the weekly meetings. I made the mistake of telling the girls I was seeing a comedy show called Funny Ethnics on the weekend. Tahir, the guy who played Habib on Fat Pizza, was hosting.

‘Fat Pizza is a crass and racist show that makes all wogs look dopey! I prefer 60 Minutes.’ Kelly’s face soured in a way that made me feel like I wasn’t going to be secretary for much longer. The more involved I became in PWIP, the more I tired of seeking Kelly’s approval. She’d brought in all her friends to be Board members. The meetings were an opportunity for them to talk about their weekends spent in places with weird names like Milk Beach.

~

That Saturday evening, Tammy and I were waiting for the train at Yagoona Station, shivering in the cold under the sign that read ‘This area is under constant 24/7 surveillance’, when a Vietnamese lady approached us. Her black foam platforms slapped against the bitumen and you could see her gold tooth when she smiled. ‘Hai cưng đẹp quá! Muốn làm má-sa không?’ You two darlings are so pretty! Would you like to do massaging? She was a southerner. Her Viet was blunt at the edges and she sounded like my mother. She pointed in the direction of the Hume Highway towards the Golden Phoenix, an apartment on top of Al-Rabih Butchery. Its grimy windows were covered with pink curtains, a cardboard sign and fairy lights. If she had said ‘dam bop’, it would have literally meant your hands slapping and kneading flesh. But no, she had said ‘ma-saaaa’. The word slithered like a slimy snake into dirtier territory – where hands offered happy endings.

I felt my cheeks heating up and my upper lip get sweaty. Did she really think all Viet girls were Little Miss Saigons who would be happy to give hand jobs? The madam’s eyes gleamed like bottles of Coke. She only knew two ways to survive: you either exploited others or you were exploited by others.

‘We don’t speak slimy syphilis ’round here!’ Tammy said in a loud voice.

We boarded the train and didn’t talk the whole way. I looked outside the window and was confronted by my reflection. Maybe we did look like baby prostitutes. Me with my hair down in a blue off-the-shoulder top and wax-coated jeans that bit into the flesh of my hips;
Tammy in a tight black dress and thigh-high boots, her bleached ash-blonde locks gathered into an Ariana Grande–style ponytail that rested high on her skull. I was tempted to colour my hair like hers but all the girls at PWIP warned it was crucial to maintain a professional image if you wanted to get hired at a big company.

We got off at Marrickville Station and walked past warehouses and brick shoebox houses until we saw the glow of the Factory Theatre. On the corner of Rich Street under the hazy street lamps, we stopped to touch up our lips. I stared into the ring of blue light in my compact mirror and spread a layer of Mac’s mauve Lipglass in Cultured along my top lip. I rubbed the candy-scented goop onto my bottom lip, the granules of glitter coating my whole mouth like glue. Tammy did the same, except she wore Oh Baby, a shimmering bronze colour. We were ready.

There was a courtyard with rainbow fairy lights and a bar area where a couple of stylish hipsters were drinking low-carb beers. The girl had on blue lipstick, a septum piercing and the word ‘struggle’ tattooed in delicate cursive along her collarbone. She was talking to a guy in a tartan shirt whose red beard sprouted like pubes from his chin.

Funny Ethnics was on at 7 but we got there at 7.15. The room was warm and damp with human breath. It smelled like Australia Day: beer, Chiko rolls and Lynx deodorant. Along the rows of red seats, people clutched sweating VBs and takeout food. Tahir’s raspy voice boomed throughout the room and there were camera crews on either side of the stage. As we searched for our seats in Row B, a camera crew shone their lights in our faces and several people in the crowd also turned to look at me and Tammy. They were laughing at us.

Tahir’s gobbling voice wobbled across the theatre like a clown on a unicycle: ‘That’s the thing about ethnics – they love to be late. You tell ’em 7 and they read it as 7.30.’ Tahir pointed his microphone in our direction, eyeballs bulging out of his potato head. The rest of the crowd jeered. Beads of sweat squeezed through the pores of my upper lip. I thought about the madam of the Golden Phoenix asking if I wanted to give hand jobs for a living.

‘Girls, just relax, okay? I know you’re Asian but this is not Border Security,’ Tahir continued as the audience laughed.

I squeezed past the knees of the people sitting along the row. A blonde woman with a skeletal face and too much black eyeliner threw her head back and cackled. She sat with a guy who had all the fat that she didn’t. He was three fridges wide with a pack of hot chips and a meat pie on his lap. The seat next to him was mine. I sat down and shielded my face from the camera lights and the flecks of spit coming from the people who had turned to guffaw and gawk at us. Tammy laughed along. She clapped her hands and her acrylic French tips sounded like the tapping of a keyboard as they hit each other.

Tahir let the laughter die down before he moved on. He introduced the comics like a ringmaster at a circus. The first was a Greek woman whose day job was as an IT consultant. One day she’d gone to a salon and asked for a Brazilian. The staff had been so overwhelmed at how hairy she was that they’d needed several people to pull the wax off her labia. The second was a Fijian-Indian guy who had a day job at a video game arcade handing out coins to patrons. That’s why he was called the Token Black Guy. The third was a Chinese guy who complained to the audience about the lack of diversity in government road safety ads. Where were all the Asian women? The last comic was Vietnamese. He had a crush on a hot girl but didn’t stand a chance with her because she had accused him of eating her dog. He still jerked off to her though.

After Jerking Off finished his set, Tammy leaned over. The frangipani scent of her perfume closed in on me and I could almost taste the wilted petals mixed in with her sweat. ‘He’s really cute,’ she whispered. I observed Jerking Off’s face as he left the stage. He had a strong brow line and a sharp nose. I tried to look for his name in the program but as I flipped it over to the other side, steaming brown lumps of meat pie dropped all over the paper. I looked up and saw the guy beside me clutching his Four’N Twenty in his ham fist. I was going to spew. His piggy eyes were focused on the stage, oblivious to the sauce and mince running down his hairy arm. This dickhead used his mouth for two things: shoving pies inside and laughing at ethnics. Did he visit the girls at the Golden Phoenix and put his grubby mouth on their breasts and between their legs? I wanted to take a deep breath but couldn’t. The gravy from the pie. The sharpness of the tomato sauce. The sweat. I looked over to Tammy; she was fixated on the show. I rolled up my program with the meat inside and placed it on the floor under my seat. Then I stood up and walked out. This time, I didn’t give a shit about Tahir making fun of me. I let his voice gargle away like water being flushed down a toilet.

Outside, the hipsters were still at the bar under the red, blue and yellow fairy lights. They had stopped talking and were now making out. The guy with the red beard slid his bony hands down the girl’s long back and cupped her ass-cheeks in his palms. I sat on one of the stools and pretended to check my phone. The night air was warm against my bare shoulders. The only message I had was a voicemail that Mẹ had left. Be home before midnight. Or else.

When the gig was over, Tammy came and ordered a martini at the bar. She didn’t ask why I had walked out half an hour early. After sculling the cocktail, she sprinted to the other side of the courtyard towards a crowd of people who were gathering at the bottom of the stairs that led to the backstage exit of the theatre. She wanted to get Tahir’s autograph.

A Lebanese guy with a shaved head and Lonsdale trackies grabbed a bar stool, put it between his legs and drummed his hands on the seat. Dada-dat-dat. The doumbek beat was strong and consistent, the screams of the women ebbing in and out. The drummer leaned forward, concentrating on maintaining the beat while his mates danced around chanting, ‘Ha-bib, Ha-bib.’

‘Brother, sign my shirt! Deliver my pizza!’ Meat Pie Guy roared, waving around a yellow shirt with FAT PIZZA written on it in black texta. The sauce and mince had dried on his arm and was flaking off his skin.

‘Habib! I love you, let me be your Toula!’ Tammy screamed, standing on her toes. Her bleached blonde ponytail swung from side to side as she waved her arms. She had loved Habib ever since we’d started watching the show in Year 7. We had outgrown Lizzie McGuire and were entering the era of Mean Girls, cutting back on carbs and buying Veet wax strips to wrench body hair from the surface of our skin like weeds. Tammy had found in Habib a man who not only accepted, but adored, his fat and clingy wife. Habib was the holy grail model of a man she yearned for and tonight she was screaming along with all the other women who wanted to be his fat wife.

Finally, the doors to the backstage of the theatre opened and the comics descended the stairs. The Greek woman, the Fijian-Indian guy, the Chinese guy and the Vietnamese guy. Some people politely clapped as they slunk away in different directions. The doumbek beat grew faster and louder. The door opened again and Tahir’s head popped out like a jack-in-the-box. The women shrieked even louder and the doumbek beat was so fast now that the drummer’s hands fluttered like the wings of a hummingbird. The King descended from his throne, his Reeboks lightly springing with each step.

‘Habib, cuz! Let us shout you a beer!’ The drummer and his friends jostled each other like puppies. Tahir acknowledged their invitation by raising his arm towards them. He was wearing a black and yellow tracksuit – just like the Fat Pizza uniform. I sat at the bar beside Tammy’s empty martini glass and watched her go nuts. She jogged on the spot, held her head in her hands and screamed out a war cry. Meat Pie Guy ploughed through people like Godzilla, waving his Fat Pizza shirt like a flag. Tahir put both of his hands up and bowed his head, surrendering to the adoration. I withdrew further into a corner of the courtyard and sat at an empty table, distancing myself from the crazed worship. The hipster couple stood at the table next to me and had progressed to second base, their ghostly hands sliding up and down inside each other’s shirts.

‘Hey, anyone sitting here?’ I felt a finger lightly tap the bare skin of my shoulder. It was Jerking Off – the Vietnamese guy. His features looked sharper close up, like an exclamation mark – his strong brow line and straight nose ending in pillowy lips. I shook my head and could feel my cheeks heating up.

According to Tammy, I had ‘go away’ written all over me and didn’t make enough ‘welcoming signals’. At least on Tinder I could hide my Resting Bitch Face. Jerking Off pulled up a stool and offered me a smoke. I leaned back, as Sheryl had taught me to do when it came to unwanted intrusions on your path to success. He was cute but I did not want to inhale the fumes streaming from his lips.

The doumbek drumbeat stopped and the crowd shifted into a murmur as Tahir started to sign merchandise.

‘Ahh, I thought your jerking-off joke was the best out of what was on offer tonight.’

Jerking Off raised a thick eyebrow at me and took a sip from his water bottle, his cigarette still tucked between his fingers. The red-bearded hipster had stopped groping his girlfriend and was eyeing Jerking Off’s cigarette.

‘Saw you in the crowd. Tahir roasted you and your mate for coming in late.’

‘Tahir’s self-hating jokes are overrated.’

Jerking Off chuckled. He turned his head away from me and blew smoke into Hipster Guy’s face. Hipster Guy didn’t react and instead continued running his fingers along the outline of Hipster Girl’s bra. The doumbek drumbeat started up again.

‘And what’s your name? Why are you here if you only wanna listen to Oprah?’

‘Sylvia. I’m here with my friend. What’s your name?’

‘Paul. Written in the program, didn’t you get one?’ He turned away again to blow smoke. This time, Hipster Guy rolled his eyes and coughed loudly, red pubes all over his chin.

‘Listen, Oprah. I’m staying near Petersham Town Hall. Why don’t we continue this conversation back there? It’s only a short walk.’

He may have been in his mid-twenties. The ends of his thick eyebrows sloped slightly downwards, framing his round dark eyes with a touch of sincerity. I didn’t think it’d hurt to get to know him, since I’d never met a Viet who made a living from laughs. Plus, he wasn’t that much taller than me. I figured if anything bad happened, I could fight him.

Before we left, I looked over at Tammy. She was still stuck behind a group of women who looked like a clan of Kardashians in their tight leather skirts and nude blouses. They clutched their iPhones, hoping to snap selfies with Tahir. Meat Pie Guy had got his yellow shirt signed and was holding it with both fists.

‘You stalling, Oprah?’ Paul teased. Flicked his ciggie butt to the ground. Crushed the ember with the heel of a grey Nike Flyknit. Stuff it, surely Tammy would understand. She’d been going back to strangers’ apartments since she was fifteen. It was a rite of passage in all the romantic comedies we watched.

As Paul and I walked along Fitzroy Street, he told me about his hometown. Darra in Queensland. It was all Viets up there and every Trung Thu they had a festival with mooncakes and fireworks. We reached Petersham Town Hall, a building with ivy vines crawling all over its facade. He led me through the back and as I followed him up the iron stairs, there was nothing but the sound of his sneakers padding up each step and my boots clanking behind. I glanced around me, trying to see if anyone else was around.

We got to the apartment where he was staying – a three-bedroom share situation with a small dirty kitchen. A plate of cold baked beans still sat on the table and five pairs of faded Bonds undies were drying on a string on the balcony. Paul went outside and stood near the undies, motioning me over. ‘This is heaps better than the shitty backpacker hostels they usually cram us into.’ Paul lit up another cigarette and leaned both elbows against the brick railing. He blew smoke into the night air where it curled up into nothing. I stood awkwardly beside him and clutched my handbag with sweaty palms. I tried to think of anything to say besides the fact that I regretted my decision to come back alone with him. I didn’t know what would happen next. Whatever it was, I was probably unprepared for it.

‘Are you alright? I’ve got a jacket in my room if you’re feeling cold. Or we could just chill inside.’

I shook my head and avoided his cool black eyes. There were goosebumps all over my shoulders, just like when the cop had busted Kevin and me in the car at the back of Yagoona Station. That was the last time I saw him before he dumped me over text. I rearranged my hair to cover my bare skin.

‘There’s a better view up on the top level.’ He stubbed his cigarette out on the ledge and pointed upwards with a tobacco-stained finger. I turned to look and felt him lean in closer so that the arm he was pointing with was centimetres from my shoulder. The lingering breath of his words brushed against my ear and the heat from his torso warmed my back.

‘How do you know that?’ My voice was high-pitched. I tried to think of ways to tell him I’d be leaving soon – that I’d still like to keep in contact, maybe through Facebook or WhatsApp, and meet during the daytime in public spaces before revisiting this moment.

‘There’s a ladder attached to the roof. I’ve climbed it.’ He lowered his hand and it brushed my waist before falling into the pocket of his jeans.

‘Let’s go then.’ The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could catch each one and shove them back in. I was more prepared to climb the roof of an apartment than to stand beside him not knowing what to do or say.

Paul raised both eyebrows, looking like Tahir playing dumb. He walked over to the other side of the balcony and up some steps. A small iron ladder led to the corrugated-iron roof. We’d have to climb across the roof to reach the top level.

He stopped near the ladder and looked at me like a lost dog. I walked over to him and started climbing the ladder. The cast iron was ice-cold under my palms and I kept looking down to make sure my boots were meeting each rung. Paul was two rungs behind me, his thick black hair pushed back by the wind. I realised he could see my ass from below and I cringed. My mother had always said I had an ass like a pancake – flat but wide in surface area.

It was harder to walk on the roof because it was on a slant. Rain started to sprinkle, making the folds of corrugated iron slippery. My body weight shifted onto my left ankle and my left hand clung to the piping that joined both sides of the roof. Under the moonlight I could make out cat paw prints running along the whole pipe.

By the time we reached the part where the roof joined the top level, my left ankle was pulsing under the strain. Droplets of rain had settled into my hair, flattening it against my scalp. Great. Flat hair to go with a flat ass. Surely Jerking Off would now see me clearly for what I was: a little girl who talked a lot of shit and had make-up running off her face. His hair was coarser and almost waterproof so the water slid clean off him. I was shaking from the cold but the adrenaline from climbing the roof also left me sweaty. Paul was breathing heavily and I could smell tobacco each time he exhaled. He was too puffed to talk and merely waved a thin pale hand towards the view before us. It was a shabby postcard of the suburbs. Centrepoint Tower was a pinpoint in the distance, flickering against the rain like a dying signal.

‘I should’ve realised you must be sick of this view since you live here. I’ll probably be like that when I move here someday,’ Paul said.

‘Why would you wanna live here?’ The rain was growing thicker and I shielded my face with both hands against my forehead.

‘Sydney is where all the opportunities are – even if it is just selling out and telling self-hating jokes.’ He smiled gently. Maybe he was older than I’d originally thought.

DONG. DONG. DONG.

The sound made us both jump. It was the Petersham Town Hall clock, its round white face jutting into the sky like a rival moon. Both hands pointed to twelve. I started to panic.

‘Listen, Paul, it was super great hanging out with you but unfortunately I need to get home.’ Without giving him a chance to reply, I legged it over the brick balcony and clambered onto the roof again. I was quicker on the way back down, putting less pressure on my left ankle and positioning myself like one of those pro surfers in the tournaments that were broadcast on Saturday daytime TV. I sprinted across the balcony back into the apartment and noticed Paul’s cigarettes on the dining table, next to the plate of cold baked beans, where a rough congealed layer had now formed over the sauce. My boots thundered down the stairs, two at a time, until I was back on the street. As I walked to the station, I stared at my phone. Thirty missed calls from Mẹ. Nothing from Tammy.
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FYI

‘No more boat stories.’ Jeff Royal raised an index finger attached to a fist that looked like the head of an ancient albino tortoise. ‘Take a walk down your street instead of riding five trains out to Villawood and talking to some poor reffo.’ Inside the lecture theatre, I sat in the fifth row beside the only other ethnic in there, Janine Khoury, a Christian Leb chick from Blacktown who was doing a combined arts/law degree like me.

‘Royal’s picked the right meds today,’ Janine muttered from the corner of her immaculately painted purple mouth. Jeff thrashed behind the lectern like an epileptic poodle for thirty minutes straight, bony face red, blue eyes twitching and white curls bouncing off his forehead. All because he was ‘appalled’ by our performance on the last task. ‘If I wasn’t a slave to K-bloody-P-Is, all of you would be expelled from this course,’ he snarled. I watched him with the same fascination as I watched Gordon Ramsay, Simon Cowell and Dicko.

A gronk in the front row with blond dreads snorted. Jeff stepped away from the lectern, legs rippling like a cicada. ‘None of you numpties has got what it takes to be a writer. Be prepared to shuffle paper for the government before they get robots to do it.’

He ripped a page from the spiral binder on the lectern, scrunched it up and stuffed it into his mouth. Cheeks bloated, he stormed off the stage and exited through the side door. Jeff wasn’t speaking to some second-gen Viet–Australian wannabe-hipster and first-gen Leb–Australian mod-goth (and total babe) who trained it from the ass ends of Sydney. He was talking to the ninety-nine per cent, the ones who cruised through the tree-lined walkways on campus in their Roxy hoodies, Billabong board shorts and flappy Havaianas, blinking through sand-speckled eyelashes and sun-bleached fringes. Newtown was as west as those potatoes were willing to go. As if they’d slum it to Villawood for an HD.

Janine and I packed our things. We were desensitised to Jeff’s tantrums. An early mark meant we could bags a bench in the shade for lunch. We dumped our bags on one behind the Science Building and slumped on the seats, squinting in the cold sunlight that filtered through the plane-tree canopy of star-shaped leaves and fluffy brown baubles.

Macquarie University was obsessed with trees. When I had received my offer to enrol in its Bachelor of Arts degree, I’d visited the uni website and found a page dedicated to the 3000 trees of 300 species that thrived on campus. Between the pendulous needle-shaped foliage of the river sheoak and the lancelike leaves of the blue gum, Janine blended right in. Millimetres of brown roots poked out of her scalp before transitioning to a wavy waist-length river of curls dyed with Manic Panic’s Electric Lizard. Chunky baby bangs curled in high above thick brows combed into place with brown mascara. A pair of Lennon-style sunglasses shielded her eyes from mediocrity, and on extra sunny days, a black felt bowler hat completed the look. Janine’s fashion sense had had an effect on me too, except my own adventures with Manic Panic had all tanked. From Wildfire to Blue Moon, no pigment would cling to the strands of hair that had the black sapped out of them with Priceline’s Hi Lift. Last time I had messed with that stuff, I’d sneezed into the white plastic tub packed with fine blue powder and some of it flew up into my eyeballs, nestling along the wet line of flesh that met the lower eyelid. I’d ended up in the emergency ward of Bankstown Hospital at 3am, both eyes puffed up like profiteroles and so itchy I’d had to jam my hands into the butt pockets of my tracksuit pants to stop from scratching.

But beneath the hair dye and thrifted black clothing, our surnames were still Khoury and Nguyen. I wanted to claim that Janine and I lamented the lack of diversity by stomping around in second-hand Docs. In reality, I wasn’t sure if we had a name for what we were rebelling against. Words we hurled about in disdain were: Mediocre. Mainstream. The System. Fedora.

Boots dangling off the seat of the bench, we read through our assignment for Jeff’s creative non-fiction class and sighed big heaving sighs. At the top of the page, in bold, black 16-point Arial: Write an article about something newsworthy happening in your local community. Underneath, Jeff had written in slanted cursive as lean as his frame: I’ll check the story against your address. None of you live in Villawood.

The first thing Jeff didn’t know was that Villawood was only ten minutes away from Yagoona and that I drove my parents to Villawood Fruit Market every Saturday morning because my ba believed there was no better way to learn reverse parking than to be honked at by Viets and Lebs jostling for space in a manky car park that reeked of rotting coriander. The second thing Jeff didn’t know was that I did not have to visit Villawood Detention Centre to hear a boat story. I could speak to the two Viets who made me drive them to Villawood Fruit Market on Saturday mornings, the ones who alighted as soon as I turned into the car park to avoid missing out on the best crate of mangoes. The third thing Jeff didn’t know was that those same two people would probably be overjoyed to hear that a Mac Uni arts degree could qualify their daughter to be a public servant.

The words ‘newsworthy’ and ‘Yagoona’ rarely coexisted in the same sentence. All the interesting things that had happened in Yagoona had happened when I wasn’t around yet. Like when the first McDonald’s in Australia opened in Yagoona in 1971. Soz Jeff, my parents hadn’t even made it into the country. They were still hoping for a Saigon victory. As far as Wikipedia could tell me, the last newsworthy thing that happened in Yagoona was five years ago. In 2006, a Viet man stabbed another Viet man to death at Purple Rain, a brothel on the highway, literally a five-minute walk from our house. Yours truly didn’t even know it was a brothel. That’s how disconnected I was from Yagoona. I’d spent my entire six years of high school commuting into the city to attend a selective school and I’d missed the juicy things happening in my own neighbourhood. I knew Crown Street, with its op shops that sold sequined butterfly capes and its expensive cafes where the odd Home and Away star could be spotted, better than I knew the Hume Highway. I was an imposter Yagoonian.

When I got home, I walked down Cooper Road towards the Yagoona Community Centre, planning to examine the flyers pinned on the corkboard outside the door. I trudged towards a white fibro house on the corner of Cooper and Farnell roads, just opposite O’Neill Park, and stopped, bare knees leaning against the red-brick fence wrapped around the edges of the front yard. I remembered: a warm Nô-en night. Mẹ, Ba and ten-year-old me had stood outside this house along with dozens of other families, admiring the wonderland of fairy lights, sparkling reindeer and a giant inflated snowman. ‘Ho, Ho, Ho!’ and ‘Dashing Through the Snow’ had played out of a cassette player buried somewhere on the veranda. It was hard to believe that such an immaculate scene had once been staged in this tiny front yard now overrun with weeds. I remembered how my father had focused on the house’s shabby shutters behind the snowman. ‘We should have bought in Marrickville when we had the chance. Now we’re stuck in a low-value area,’ he said to Mẹ. I had turned away from the glittering Christmas display to look at my father. Specks of red and green bounced around in his pupils.

Further down Cooper Road, the sun’s rays lasered down from the sky, radiating off the asphalt and slow-baking any citizen stupid enough to walk the pavement in feet dragged down by one hundred per cent genuine leather cherry-red Docs with laces threaded through all sixteen metal rings. Sweat made my brassy pigtails stick to my neck and curl around the Peter Pan collar of my polka-dot dress. I looked at Yagoona through eyes that stung with melted Maybelline liquid liner. Yagoona looked back at me – the wannabe hipster who dreamed all day long of moving out to a share house in the inner west – and cackled.

I was about a hundred metres away from the Community Centre, a sad building next to an even sadder expanse of grass that introduced itself as Gazzard Park via a rusted metal sign. No play equipment, not even a bench to park your ass on. Instead, there was a Sculpture by the Park of sorts: a shopping trolley dumped on the footpath with a Big Mac wrapper clinging to its plastic handle like a silly fascinator. The cheap polyester of my dress clung to my thighs like Glad Wrap and I was sure that if I took off even one of my Docs, a sizzling gush of steam would rise off the tongue of the boot and my foot would have grill marks on its sole.

Next to the Community Centre was the Yagoona Senior Citizens’ Centre, and next to that was Al Sadiq College, a brown brick building connected to the strip of shops that led onto the highway. On weekday afternoons, Muslim children streamed from its doors and the rest of Cooper Road would be backed up to the roundabout.

‘YOUSE SLIMY CUNT BAGS!’ The profanity whistled through the heat. My pigtails whipped against my neck. Ears pricked and tingling, I headed west of Gazzard Park. A baby writer on the prowl for a Distinction-worthy story.

The reception area of the Yagoona Nursing Home smelled like eucalyptus and urine. The mint-green walls didn’t help. ‘Ararara-a!’ an old white woman gurgled from a stretcher being wheeled from one of the side entrances to a room beside the reception area. A male nurse gripped the handles of the stretcher and craned his head to check the width of the door before steering the stretcher inside.

‘Yes, darling?’ A large brown woman waved a hand at me from behind the receptionist’s desk. Her pouty lips were lined in dark chocolate pencil and filled in with clear gloss. I could smell the menthol ciggies on her breath as I approached the beige desk. Her plastic name tag read ‘Nandi’.

I put on my best Professional Journalist Sandra Sultry voice. ‘Hallo Naan-dee. I’m a first-year arts student. I’d like to write ah-bout the life of sea-nee-or citizens in Yagoona. I’d like to conduct an interview with the head nhurse.’

Nandi’s fake eyelashes flickered from the sweaty fringe pressed against my forehead to the Peter Pan collar of my dress. ‘Sorry, hun. No interviews. But would you be interested in an internship?’ Wow, straight to asking for free labour, huh?

‘No, per-perhaps I wasn’t clear. I’m studying writing, not nursing.’

‘My dear, an internship at a radio station. I’m a radio host and producer at 2YCR – Yagoona Community Radio. I think you have a voice for radio.’

It was my turn to look at Nandi – from the tip of her bodacious blow-out with caramel highlights framing her forehead to her creamy spinach blouse. Her 90s lips pushed the point home further. Nandi was entirely believable as the receptionist at one of Sydney’s worst nursing homes. But Nandi as a radio host? No way. I did not know anybody on the radio who looked or sounded like Nandi. This had to be a scam. But what if this – exposing an elaborate radio scam being run in a little suburb called Yagoona – was the story that would catapult me to a High Distinction (or Walkley)?

‘Um. Yes,’ I said. She handed me her business card, a bright pink rectangle of cardboard with her name and position inked in gold cursive font. We planned to meet at the radio station in a few hours when her shift at the nursing home ended and she became an Empress – no, an Executive Producer at 100.8 FM 2YCR, the only radio station in Yagoona.

~

I stood near a silver sedan with the numberplate 72 MOB and peered at the glass windows of 556 on the Hume Highway, a Lebanese wholesale food business called Byblos. Their specialities were painted in thick red letters against a pineapple-yellow background: garlic sauce, falafel and sambousek. In between the glare of headlights rushing down the highway, I caught glimpses of giant grey fridges standing silent in an industrial kitchen filled with plastic containers. 558 was Mandy’s Love and Unity African Hair Salon with fuchsia walls and rows of hair extensions wrapped in plastic sleeves hanging from a display near the counter. 556A was sandwiched between these businesses with a facade barely a metre wide. A glass door with a stainless steel knob marked its entrance. An orange piece of A4 paper was stuck on the door with ‘YAGOONA COMMUNITY RADIO: VOLUNTEERS WANTED’ written in Comic Sans.

‘Oh chicken, there you are!’ In one slick movement, Nandi waved at me with her right hand while her left fist pointed behind her, a car key poking out of it. I waved back. I’d never been called chicken before – chick, yes, but not chicken – but the way Nandi said it made me feel welcome. And it was fitting to be called chicken while I was standing minutes away from Yagoona’s most successful business: KFC. There was a tinny pop and one of the headlights on a faded red Mazda parked on the kerb of the highway flashed in recognition.

Outside of the minty nursing home, Nandi looked more vibrant, more glamorous and more believable as a radio host – no, radio diva. Her deep purple satin top with ruffles cascading down its V-neckline lent a golden warmth to her deep brown skin. Thin golden bangles shimmied along her wrists. The brown lip liner with clear gloss was gone; now her lips looked like they were dusted with powdered saffron. I stood on the pavement and watched in awe as Glamazon Nandi rummaged through the burgundy handbag hanging off her shoulder. Her hair had retained its hot air balloon shape. Seeing the streaks of caramel catching the light from the setting sun made me feel self-conscious about my own hair, which was still tied together in gritty pigtails. I regretted wearing an oversized brown tweed blazer and thrifted black slacks with the hems grazing the collars of my Docs. I’d thought the outfit gave me Julia Gillard vibes. Instead, I was Mr Bean next to Beyoncé.

Nandi slid a large brass key into the lock under the handle of the glass door and used her shoulder to give it an extra push. She motioned me in with a head tilt and I squeezed past her, shoulders prodding the violet satin ruffles against her chest. Inside, there was a set of stairs covered in breige (brown plus beige) carpet that was so threadbare in the middle that the white threads crisscrossing each other were visible. It smelled like moths, but I realised my outfit probably matched both the carpet and the smell, so who was I to complain? We climbed two flights of stairs before reaching a corridor with rooms on either side, dimly lit with blinking tube lights dotted with dead insects. The moth smell got worse. Not even Nandi’s vanilla-scented body mist could help. The same droll carpet swallowed the expanse of the corridor. All the doors were closed except for one room down the far end, which had light coming out of it.

The inside of 100.8 FM was kitted out like a retro spaceship on an 80s episode of Dr Who. Its audio console had the same light grey metal as the vintage solar-powered CASIO calculator that my dad still kept at home, with quadruple the number of buttons. The captain of the ship, an old Arab man in a chequered shirt, khakis and brown leather sandals, sat on a swivel chair with mustard-yellow foam spilling out of a hole in the side, sliding red, blue and green plastic nubs up and down the console with ease. Stacked on the desk beside him was a pile of CDs. The man fished one of the CDs out of its case and slid it into a player which digested the disc with a whirring burp. He nodded at Nandi and me, raised one index finger to his lips, his other index finger pointing to a red sign lit up on the wall: ON AIR. Nandi pulled me back into the waiting area and whispered, ‘That’s Ali, host of Holy Quran. He’ll be off in a few minutes.’ Ali gave us a thumbs up and slid down one of the controls on the console.

He placed his stack of CDs into a cardboard box and walked over to us. Peered at us and asked, ‘New chicken, Nandi?’ His eyes, narrowed like em dashes, darted in my direction. Nandi smiled. ‘Yes, we need people for a youth show. This is Sylvia. I’m going to show her the ropes.’ Ali shrugged and said, ‘Good luck.’ His footsteps creaked along the corridor and I imagined the soles of his sandals leaving indents in the threadbare carpet on the stairs leading to the front door of the building. I wondered if he owned the sedan with the 72 MOB numberplate, but judging from the way his scalp shone through thin grey hairs, I figured he must’ve been born in the 40s.

The ON AIR sign was no longer flashing in the studio. I sat down in front of the buttons, sliders and knobs on the console. Even the wheelie chair knew I was nervous, groaning under the weight of my noobiness. Nandi unhooked a pair of headphones that hung from a nail in the wall near the door. I felt so new to the situation that watching her do this made me even more nervous. Was I capable of unhooking a pair of headphones from a nail sticking out of a wall without getting the cord tangled and ripping the nail out, causing the entire wall, and maybe building, to collapse? Before I could catastrophise any more, Nandi handed me the pair of black headphones, which I held in both palms. I put them on and they cushioned my ears so snugly that I immediately wanted to curl up and go to sleep.

Nandi pointed to the bottom of the motherboard. Her glossy purple nail tapped two tiny nubs of rubber covering the metal levers.

‘Volume up, volume down. Press this button when you’re on air and press it again when you’re off. Don’t worry about the rest.’

That was it. I had completed the training needed to intern at 2YCR.

Within two weeks I was given my own show. It was difficult to reckon with my newfound gig as local radio DJ of 2YCR’s Saturday night program, ‘Moonlight Tunes’. Nandi had helped me choose the name. I had suggested ‘Streetlight Tunes’, seeing as the studio was on the ever so well-lit Hume Highway, but Nandi didn’t think it was particularly ‘inviting’.

I was a pro. I stuffed CDs that had songs burned from LimeWire into a backpack and marched with purpose on the ten-minute walk from my parents’ home to 2YCR. From 8pm to 9pm, I spun around on the wheelie chair with its guts spilling out from the sides. Nobody ever called in except for one time when some drongo tried to order a pizza. I even tried to make friends with Ali by asking him if his numberplate meant that he was born in 1972. He laughed so much that his belly shook and his glasses fogged up. He wiped the lenses carefully with a special cloth from a pouch tucked in the breast pocket of his shirt. Then he said, in a deadpan voice, ‘No.’ After that incident, I sought comfort in a six-pack of Wicked Wings and a large potato and gravy from the KFC down the highway. The famous scent of eleven secret herbs and spices was never too far away. I couldn’t wait to prove to Tammy that I wasn’t the boring and miserable bitch she had called me before her trip to Bali – which I wasn’t invited to. I asked to meet up once she was back in Sydney and she said, ‘Okay, girl.’

Post-Bali Tammy had a proclivity for crochet bikini tops and braided bangs. We sat in Bankstown’s Gia Hội, where the chopsticks were orange and the lights made my skin look so pink that I suspected the owners had bought them off the butchery that used to be next door. Tammy’s tan emitted a neon glow as she told me how ‘Bali was so beautiful’ and ‘the Balinese were soooo nice’. With no elaboration on what exactly made Bali so beautiful or how the locals there were so nice, I imagined the place to be like Bondi except with more brown people. Tammy paused. Her molars shattered the crispy red skin on her chicken and I took advantage of the gap in our conversation to tell her about the exciting things I was now doing on Saturdays.

She choked. Shards of crispy chicken shot from her glossy lips. She massaged her throat. I opened my mouth to ask if she needed me to clap her on the back, but Tammy held up an index finger and reached for her green soy milk with the other hand. It was these theatrics that made me believe that Tammy would one day be the star of her own reality show called Bankstown Gangas, or something equally biting. After a sip of soy milk, she blinked several times and rubbed her chest, as if recovering from a heart attack.

‘You’re shitting me, right? You on radio, being the Viet version of  … like  …’

I waited for her to finish the sentence. This was beyond her realm of reality and Tammy was struggling to find an Australian radio host to Vietnamise. There was no way I could be the Vietnamese Kyle, Jackie O or Alan Jones. Those heavyweights talked about how coconut water tasted like ass and how there weren’t any Anglo-Saxon kids out there raping women in Western Sydney.

‘What about Triple J?’ I offered. I couldn’t remember the names of any of the hosts because the only time I had put Triple J on in the car was when I’d offered a white girl I was doing a group assignment with a ride to the station.

Tammy’s top lip bunched up towards her nose, showing gum and front teeth. ‘Those dirty hipsters? What are they even talking about half the time?’

It was a relief that someone else felt the same way. Listening to Triple J was like listening to a foreign radio station. Obscure references to people with names like Leonard Cohen, hipster idioms like ‘Awesome-beach-vibes-in-Newy-tanite-and-love-n-peace-yoohooo’. Perhaps we had too much culture for the right and not enough culture for the left. On a good day, I was able to pick out words like ‘sweeeet’, ‘my housemate’ and ‘chill’. Janine, however, seemed to understand everything they were talking about. She said it was ‘an acquired taste, like blue cheese’ and that after a while ‘things start to click’. I relayed this to Tammy, who snapped her head back and said, ‘Why you listening to some whitewashed wog with green hair and purple lipstick? Obvs she’s a lostie.’

I chewed through the cartilage on my chicken leg and spat the bone out onto a napkin. Who did this ganga from Bankstown think she was? Tammy had taught me about tampons but Janine was teaching me how to get out of this shithole.

~

Unit: MAS201 Creative Non-Fiction 

Student name: Sylvia Nguyen

Tutor name: Jeff Royal

Assignment: Local community story

Title: Yagoona

Words: 129

On my first day at Yagoona Public School, I learned that Yagoona is an Aboriginal word for ‘now’ or ‘today’. Our class gathered in the playground where we pressed artificial pebbles made out of blue, red and green glass into a slab of wet grey plaster moulded into the shape of a serpent. The school librarian, Ms Staedtler, watched over us. Hands on her hips, she said, ‘The rainbow serpent is a god in a Dreamtime story. It is a great life giver.’ When our class finished the Yagoona rainbow serpent, I stepped back and marvelled at the sunlight captured in the coloured glass. I was convinced that Yagoona was a magical place.

Today, I see Yagoona for what it is. The armpit of Bankstown and the ass end of Sydney. A pit stop along the Hume Highway. All the interesting things have already happened. In 1971, McDonald’s chose Yagoona to open its first Australian outlet. In 2006, a Viet man in his forties was stabbed to death at a café called Purple Rain that was really a brothel. Today, Yagoona is a stop along the Hume Highway. A place where art and culture go to die.
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ASAP

Mandarins were cheaper in winter, selling for three dollars a kilo. They would be stacked at the entrance of Bankstown Woolworths, each one a glistening nugget of Fanta orange with an Australia-shaped sticker stuck on it. The sticker was the size of a 5-cent coin with the word ‘IMPERIAL’ stamped across it. Mẹ would buy two kilos of mandarins and disperse them into ceramic bowls laid out across our house – on the kitchen table beside her meditation tapes, on the living room table beside a photo of her and Ba riding a moped in Saigon, and on top of the bedside drawer near the portable radio she used to listen to SBS Vietnamese. ‘Mandarin is a nóng food, it will warm your belly,’ she said.

Mẹ believed in traditional Chinese medicine’s segregation of food according to their ‘hot’ or ‘cool’ energies. When I was four, she’d caught me sneaking a packet of Caramello Koalas into our shopping trolley. She’d dumped the packet back on the shelf and lectured me about ‘hot’ and ‘cool’ foods. According to thousands of years of Chinese medicine, hot, or ‘nóng’, foods were believed to improve blood circulation and warm the body internally, while cool, or ‘mát’, foods were said to be effective in purging toxins. To be healthy was to harbour a balance between hot and cool energies. Too much hot food, like Caramello Koalas, could worsen a volatile temper, while too much coldness in your diet could lead to depression.

I took Mẹ’s advice and ate the mandarins in my room, peeling them so that their skins came off in one piece in the shape of a flower. The inside of each mandarin was fibrous and rough like the calluses on my mother’s fingers. Pressing my nose against the tiny white threads protruding from the membranes, I inhaled and held in the light citrus scent for as long as possible, daydreaming about owning the estate in Double Bay that was featured in last week’s episode of Better Homes and Gardens. Mrs Bramshaw had even let the cameras into her bedroom. Hello Kitty figurines from Tokyo lined up on a handwoven scarf from Chiang Mai. A photo portrait of Uncle Ho nailed into the wall space above the body-length mirror. A mini–Angkor Wat carved from wood on the bedside table. ‘Blimey, Mrs Bramshaw, you’ve created a little Asia for yourself right here!’ the host had squawked.

Kelly Agathocleous and her posh friends lived in houses like the ones on Better Homes. Before I left PWIP, I’d spent exactly five minutes inside Kelly’s house in Paddington when she had let me inside so she could fetch her PWIP notebook from her room upstairs. I stood inside the kitchen, which had a balcony looking out into Sydney Harbour. When Kelly came down, she scoffed, ‘That’s a ruined view. See that water tank?’ She pointed a pudgy finger at a blue cube, about four millimetres high, sitting on a neighbour’s back porch in the distance. ‘Mum’s writing to the council to get that ugly thing removed.’ I nodded, not sure I had understood anything she’d just said.

I flattened the mandarin peels inside the pages of my property law textbook. If I wanted to sleep with an orgy of souvenirs like Mrs Bramshaw, I needed to study harder to become a lawyer. The problem was that the words in the textbook sloshed around in my brain like the canh we ate each night to help our stomachs digest rice. From the morning until the evening, I would sit in my room rotting on a chair in front of my laptop, clicking from one website to another, checking my messages, checking Tammy’s social media or Jerking Off’s Facebook, all while avoiding the big words in my textbooks. My forehead and nose became greasy, sebum spilling from each pore, my sweat souring from the fresh towel smell of Rexona deodorant to the deep-fried onion rings of Hungry Jack’s.

While internet wormhole surfing, I had found a particular Chinese medicine site that listed mandarins as a ‘cool’ food. If I told my mother this, she would stop eating them because she might think they could worsen her anxiety. She might also be mad that I was taking advice from a Chinese website. So I carried on as normal, fiddling with the hardened bits of mandarin peel in between the chapters about the Old System and Matrimonial Property.

When I was in kindergarten, Mẹ enrolled me into local Saturday Vietnamese school at La Salle Boys College in Bankstown. I sat at a desk with a mysterious carving on it – a stick wedged between two circles. The drawing was done in blue biro and etched deep into the wood. I thought of what I would draw once I obtained my pen licence.

The principal at Saturday Viet school was Sister Hiền, a wiry nun with cheekbones covered in hundreds of freckles. She wore a grey head covering and an apron that revealed taut ankles encased in grey stockings. In the mornings, we would gather in the basketball courts of the school and sing two national anthems: ‘Tiếng Gọi Công Dân’ and ‘Advance Australia Fair’. Then we’d file away to class where Cô Nga, a teller at Bankstown Commonwealth Bank by day, would begin the lesson. She reminded me of Ursula from The Little Mermaid, with her purple shawl cascading over rolls of flesh and a lone grey streak in her hair. One time, Cô Nga handed out snake lollies and packets of neon-coloured sherbet Nerds. I chewed on a blackberry snake, stretching its gummy flesh. ‘Before France, there was China. China colonised Việt Nam for 1000 years, and yet, Việt Nam still remains Việt Nam,’ she told the class. I swallowed the snake’s head.

Throughout high school, I’d repeat this line to myself: ‘Việt Nam still remains Việt Nam.’ I’d repeat it when the Chinese and Hong Kong girls in my friendship group gossiped about how stuffed a country was if Angelina Jolie had to adopt kids from there. I’d repeat it when a Chinese boy I had a crush on told me there was no difference whether you came from Việt Nam or China.

‘The China, they muốn nuốc Việt Nam luôn, I knew it,’ my mother yelled, barging into my room that morning. She showed me a photo on her phone of a red Chinese ship spraying water on a shabby brown Vietnamese vessel. It was a low-quality photo with visible pixels. I thought it was a photo from one of those email chains that her friends passed among themselves, linking everything back to how communism was destroying Việt Nam. But as I scrolled through my phone on the train to work, I saw the same photo on the Sydney Morning Herald’s Facebook page with the caption, ‘Chinese ships ramming and spraying water cannons at Vietnamese vessels trying to stop Beijing from setting up an oil rig in the South China Sea’.

I spread my thumb and index finger across the screen to enlarge the photo. I wanted to see if there were any Viets on the deck of the vessel shielding their faces from the incoming water or raising their fists in defiance as the water exploded around them. But the image was blurred by the water from the Chinese vessel. I pressed the ‘home’ button on my phone. Why was my mother so upset about Việt Nam losing some land in the Spratly Islands? All my life she’d told me that the country of Việt Nam was dead to her.

~

The train home was so packed I could smell the bánh mì and cigarette-flavoured burps coming from the Serb standing next to me. I reckoned he was Serbian because his face looked just like Luka’s, the tradie my Serb friend Nicola was dating. She had shown me photos of him earlier that day at the media agency we were both interning at in Mosman. Long serious nose transplanted straight from the statue of that famous naked wog guy. When our boss wasn’t looking, Nicola whispered to me about how she was only allowed to date Serbs, otherwise her old man would disown her. I whispered back, ‘Yeh gurl, can relate.’ But not really. My parents probably wouldn’t disown me if I brought home a white dude, especially if he could say a couple of words in broken Vietnamese. You saw that shit all the time in Paris by Night, a Vietnamese-American entertainment show that my parents rented on DVD from Saigon Music. The show loved slotting in a random white American guy who obviously had yellow fever, singing in Vietnamese, speaking in Vietnamese – being an even better Viet than second-gen Viets. I hated it when my parents called me to the TV to watch those segments. Old Viets got gooey at the slightest show of mediocrity from Caucasoids. Where was my praise when I spoke broken Vietnamese? Plus, I’d never seen a white person congratulate my parents for speaking broken English. Instead, they wanted to deport them from the country for leaving out a consonant here and a conjunction there.

The train swung to the left. I gripped the steel pole near the door of the carriage. The Serb breathed onto the top of my head where a black plastic clip held up half my hair. I’d probably need to double shampoo out the flecks of pâté later. I focused on the third and fourth buttons of his white work shirt. He got some credit for not dripping soy sauce all over his outfit. I pressed my chin into my neck, hoping to avoid the halo of halitosis by inhaling the air directly beneath me. The Serb had his iPhone out and it jabbed into my gut as the train accelerated. He was scrolling through the Victoria’s Secret Instagram page. Wings and legs went together like bánh mì and cigarettes.

When passengers alighted at Redfern, I scrambled for an empty seat I had spotted downstairs, squeezing myself onto the edge of a three-seater with a hijabi balancing a criminal law textbook on her knees and an Islander guy by the window resting a black gym bag against his pecs. A white preacher in khaki shorts got on, hauling a backpack with the words ‘Jesus loves you’ printed on it. His knuckles shone pink under the lights in the train. ‘ALL YOU CARE ABOUT IS MAKING MORE MONEY. ALL YOU CARE ABOUT IS MORE SIN. IT’S A SELFISH WORLD THAT YOU LIVE IN,’ he yelled in an American accent. The preacher pumped a fist into the air. He waddled down the stairs in his Crocs and stomped down the aisle, stopping right near the three-seater I was sharing with the hijabi and the Islander. One of the pockets of his khaki shorts grazed my elbow. ‘I’M TELLING YOU THIS BECAUSE I LOVE YOU. I CARE ABOUT  YOUR  SOULS.’

The train swayed and whistled in the heat, making its way from Sydenham to Marrickville. Graffitied industrial buildings morphed into wall-to-wall terrace houses. There was one house that always had two black cats curled up on the roof near the chimney. I liked to pretend the cats were lovers from a past life who had finally been reunited.

‘YOU NEED TO REPENT.’

I was hazy on karma and how it worked, but I wouldn’t have minded being reincarnated into a black cat and lazing on the roof of a quirky inner-western Sydney house. The other day Mẹ had told me that Winston Tran was in med school. The kid who had made Thầy Trọng quit by saying, ‘Phật sounds like fuck!’ He had insulted Buddha and now he was going to become a doctor. Funny how karma worked. I wanted to know what I had done wrong to have to listen to this shitbag with an American accent telling me how to get to heaven when all I was trying to do was get to the next life.

In the red evening sunlight, the hijabi’s eyes flashed auburn. The preacher continued yelling. Plastic on metal collided as the Islander retrieved a pair of headphones from his gym bag and slid them over his head. Cousin Đức once said Islanders were mad religious. He had gathered this knowledge from his days fighting them and Lebs at Birrong Boys High School. I had gone to a school where there were no Islanders or Lebs. Just Asians, whites and one hijabi. We didn’t slam each other’s heads into the concrete like Cousin Đức did at Birrong Boys. Instead, we traded gossip. Like when Bettina, a Chinese–Australian girl who lived in Chatswood, got exposed for being poor. All the girls thought she was mega-rich because we saw her getting dropped off at school in a taxi every morning. Turned out her dad was just a taxi driver. After that, Bettina got ejected from the rich-Asians-from-North-Sydney group and started hanging out with us brown-Asians-from-Western-Sydney.

‘IT’S TIME TO HAVE A RELATIONSHIP WITH THE CREATOR OF HEAVEN AND EARTH.’

‘He means coloniser,’ I said. The hijabi held a hand to her mouth, muffling her laughter. She lifted her textbook from her lap and hugged it against her chest. The preacher leaned down to face us, his eyes blazing a grenade green, his tongue flickering against scaly lips.

‘YOU ARE SO SELFISH. SO CONSUMED BY YOUR LUST AND GREED THAT YOU HAVE NO REAL MEANING IN YOUR LIVES.’

Flecks of spit dissolved into the mustard cotton framing the face of the hijabi and droplets landed on the collar of my polyester work shirt. He was so close that I could see the patches of peeling sunburnt skin near the hairline of his blond jarhead cut. I could smell the stale gum and Hungry Jack’s Whopper on his breath. This American wanted to impart life lessons to me: a Viet displaced from Việt Nam after Americans had left it broken. At the refugee camp in Pulau Bidong, my dad had left out America when filling in his application to seek refuge. He believed that America had betrayed South Việt Nam when Nixon had ordered the withdrawal of troops in 1969 and the bogus ‘peace agreement’ was signed by the South Vietnamese, Americans and North Vietnamese in Paris in 1973. As a former soldier conscripted to fight for the losing side, Dad knew he’d be starting at the bottom in the new country and pledged to himself that he’d rather clean up shit in Australia than in America.

A spasm surged from my chest up to my neck. ‘Shut the fuck up!’ I screamed at the preacher. ‘I don’t need a lecture on lust and greed from a guy who sounds like George W Bush. Go back to your shithole country!’ The tendons in my throat strained.

The preacher clenched his jaw, his eyelids opening so wide I could see the purple veins lining the top of his eyeballs. He wanted to hit me. Do it, fuckhead, I silently dared him. My heart thumped so hard the beats reverberated through each of my ribs. The rest of the carriage was silent.

‘REPENT. REPENT. REPENT. I WANT TO SAVE YOUR SOULS BECAUSE I LOVE YOU ALL.’

The force of the preacher’s voice caused the muscles in my ears to tighten up. The skin along my cheeks pulled taut. Napalm bubbled up inside my throat.

‘I don’t need people like you to love me,’ I said.

The first time I had met hardcore Christians was after kindergarten one day when two skinny white guys carrying backpacks on button-up shirts tucked into black trousers had shown up on our front door. My mum had made the mistake of letting them into our house. They were dressed like the principal at school and they sounded like the cops on the highway so I thought they were going to put us in jail. They freaked when they saw our shrine of Phật Bà and I watched as they told Mum that Jesus was the only way. I became so anxious that tears ran down my cheeks while they held a sermon in the lounge room and sipped our best jasmine tea. The hardcore Christians thought I was connecting with what they were saying so they stayed longer while my mum plastered my face in tissues and told me not to be silly. Dad came home from work and thanked the Christians for their time. They left with two plastic bags full of our best tomatoes. After that my parents had a small glass eye drilled into the front door.

The hijabi’s shoulders were trembling. It’s okay, I got this! I tried to tell her with my eyes, but she was already gathering her skirt and trying to leave. Surely Campsie, full of Koreans, was a couple of stops too early for her. The hijabis and Viets always got off at Bankstown together. I looked towards the Islander guy. He sat there, jiggling his thigh to the beats coming from his headphones.

‘REPENT. REPENT. DO NOT BE SO SELFISH.’

Yeh, I should have just taken one of the preacher’s pamphlets and called it a day.

The train staggered towards the next station. An old white man who looked like Dumbledore strode down the middle of the aisle with his rainbow umbrella tapping the ground. ‘Who’s the one who is selfish here, mate? Who’s the one who won’t shut up with their opinions? How selfish is that?’ Dumbledore’s voice rumbled and the train swayed left and right as we pulled into Belmore.

The long white beard framing the man’s long white face gave him credibility. I’d seen enough movies to know that white men with white beards only needed to yell out idioms and bang their wooden staffs on cliff edges and the weather would change for them. I’d grow a beard like that too if it meant I could get an actual job instead of delivering coffees for the account managers at my unpaid internship.

There was cheering and applause from the other end of the carriage. ‘Right on,’ yelled one white yup, waving his clipboard in the air. The Serb stuck his second and third fingers into the corners of his mouth and whistled, emitting more bánh mì and cigarette fumes. Our train squealed into Bankstown. The Islander guy hitched his gym bag onto his shoulder. I shifted my ass back and tucked in my knees as he squeezed past to get to the door.
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BFFL

On friendless nights when I struggled to sleep and the lizard videos were giving me headaches, there was Paul, aka Jerking Off, on Facebook Chat. Our conversations were rapid fire and kept me warm, literally, because my old laptop heated up easily and the fan inside it wheezed like emphysema every time there was a chat notification.

He seemed to be online a lot. When I said hi on Facebook, he sent me a paragraph of text cautioning me that he was practising ‘radical honesty’ and then told me I was ‘a clever girl … but frigid and angsty’. ‘Radical honesty’ didn’t sound too far from the good ol’ neg. I had grown up on Mean Girls and The Game – negging was normal. There was none of this ‘it’s cool to be kind’ shit.

Paul complained about comedians becoming game show hosts and ‘selling out’ and how he would never become ‘that kind of comedian’. He complained about Asian girls (the young hot skinny ones) only dating white guys and about white girls (the young hot skinny ones) not wanting to date Asian guys. ‘Yeh that’s shit, ey,’ I’d reply. He was just as angsty as the girls I followed on Tumblr, the ones who wore ripped black skinny jeans and flower crowns over their side fringes like Lana Del Rey. He lived in Queensland, which probably put him on edge 24/7. TV commercials sold the state as a sunny and tropical paradise where you could walk down the street in a bikini, but the news told me that Pauline Hanson lived there. Imagine having PH as your neighbour. No wonder Paul was super depressed.

We would swap articles and stories that we found on the internet. He sent me a PDF of Bukowski’s Women and excerpts from Haruki Murakami novels. Told me they ‘knew how to write women’. Bukowski said, ‘I had to taste women in order to really know them, to get inside them  … So I explored them as best I could and I found human beings inside.’ Murakami described the thoughts of a female character who’d just lost her friends: ‘It saddened her to think that these women were forever gone from the world. And she mourned their lovely breasts – breasts that had vanished without a trace.’ Had the weed Paul smoked daily established roots in his brain? Bukowski and Murakami are your bros because they validate all the fucked-up shit you think, I typed in a message. And then I deleted it. When I googled Murakami, there were articles speculating that he could win the Nobel Prize for Literature. Maybe I just didn’t know what I was talking about.

I was too chicken to tell Paul any of the things I really thought. So I just agreed with him on everything and hoped he would realise I could also be one of the ‘cool girls’ that he crushed on. I hugged my laptop to sleep. Before we’d started chatting, there had been days when I’d open my Facebook Messenger to no new messages. I’d scroll through chat logs only to see that I’d been the last to respond on all of them, so ‘the ball was in the other person’s court’, as Tammy liked to say. She also said that ‘double texting was for try-hards’, which was enough to deter me from following up with people. In 2012, a try-hard was one of the worst things you could be accused of being.

Tammy was having fun hanging with a new crowd that she’d met through Corinne’s boyfriend, a Viet optom student from Wetherill Park named Connor. I met them one night while queuing up outside Embassy for Connor’s birthday drinks. My parents were in Adelaide that weekend to celebrate my uncle opening a Viet-Thai restaurant, so I was free to be out late. My feet were already swollen inside the Rubi wedges that Tammy had ordered me to wear. ‘You cannot go to the club in Docs, you freak,’ she’d screamed over the phone. The rest of my outfit was borrowed from her closet: a black halter top that stopped at my waist and black wide-leg pants that covered my belly. She had done my make-up too – eyeliner so thick that my eyelids felt too stiff to blink. She couldn’t put the fake lashes on top of the liner because it tickled too much and I kept laughing. In the queue, I stood on one leg like a flamingo. That way, only one foot hurt at a time. Connor introduced his friends to us. There was Raymond, a Viet guy trying to make it as a professional gamer, who looked stoned out of his brains. He had on an oversized shirt that covered his belly and cargo pants that reminded me of the ones my dad wore to mow the lawn. And then there was Gordon, an aspiring actor and halfie, with a lanky fashion-model build, floppy Bieber-brown fringe and big hazel eyes. As we edged closer to the front, each person took out thirty dollars to pay the host.

Inside the club, we bagsed a three-seater couch towards the back. Tammy and I sank into the soft black leather while Gordon got us drinks. Connor and Corinne were doing laps around the room, saying hi to people. As we watched Gordon ordering drinks, Tammy whispered in my ear, ‘Urgh, he’s the reason why I want a white husband now. Halfie babies grow up to be such beautiful heartbreakers, don’t you think?’ I pulled a face. I remembered what Paul had said about ‘race traitor’ Asian women who preferred dating white men over Asian men.

Utx utx utx utx. The music was so loud my brain felt like it had split in two, both bits clapping against each other in time with the beat. Tammy waved at some random Viet chick across the room and left the couch to say hi to her. Gordon came back with the drinks. He sat in Tammy’s spot and placed a squat glass with brown liquid in front of me. ‘Rum and Coke, right?’ I thanked him and he asked what I was doing at uni. ‘Media studies,’ I said. He cupped a hand on his ear and placed the other one behind my back. The couch sank backwards under the weight of his arm and I had to shift forward so my butt wouldn’t collide with his hand. I felt the warmth of his torso against my thigh. ‘Media. I’m studying media!’ I screamed in his ear.

‘Hey, friends! What’s doing?’ Tammy said, standing over the table. I’d never heard her say ‘Hey, friends! What’s doing?’ before. It sounded like something a beauty vlogger would say at the beginning of a video, or was it a line she’d learned from Laguna Beach? I sensed Tammy’s irritation from the artificial brightness in her voice and the way her eyes flickered.

‘I was asking your friend what she studies,’ Gordon said.

‘Porn!’ Tammy threw her head back and laughed in short, snappy spurts. I’d never heard her laugh like that either. When she laughed for real, each laugh was drawn out in big and rich sounds coming straight from her stomach. I tilted my head at her, trying to catch her eye. She kept her gaze on Gordon.

‘Serious?’ Gordon leaned back and looked me up and down as if he was expecting me to take off my top. I shook my head and mouthed, ‘No, no, no.’ His face changed from blue to red to purple under the pulsating lights.

‘I visited her at uni and they were watching some guy suck his own dick.’ Tammy winked at Gordon and sipped from the straw of her drink. Some of her red lipstick rubbed off on the plastic.

Months ago, I had invited Tammy to sit in on a lecture that was part of a cultural studies unit called Ways of Seeing. The lecturer had played Shortbus, an erotic comedy about an Asian–American woman who couldn’t orgasm until she ‘loosened up’ mentally. The first scene was a man contorting himself into a position where his mouth could touch his dick. I’d been shocked by it but recalled seeing Tammy chuckle.

Inside Embassy, I wasn’t sure whether my brain was replaying utx utx utx utx or whether the utx utx utx utx now had a candy voice singing ‘Baby you’re all that I want’ over it. The room shrank. More people poured through the main entrance and my bare shoulders felt slimy with human breath. I didn’t know how to explain to Gordon and Tammy in the least number of words possible that the reason we watched Shortbus was to analyse it as a critical response to the narrow portrayals of sexual experiences that the mainstream porn industry produced. It was too late anyway. Gordon and Tammy had moved on to talking about the next Defqon, a rave where Asians took E. Their heads were so close that Gordon’s long light-brown hair was overlapping Tammy’s blonde fringe.

Connor came over to the couch, yelling and waving his arms to the music. Corinne was beside him, twisting her pelvis back and forth, pleated Supré skirt flying up her slim thighs. Utx utx utx utx. Bursts of orange, yellow, green lit up their faces. Corinne was now dragging Tammy and Gordon to the dance floor. I followed them like a stray dog. Why had Tammy chosen to bring up Shortbus now? The lecture had happened months ago and she had even stayed for the group discussion afterwards. She hadn’t voiced any discomfort that day. Had she felt disgusted? Did she actually think I was studying porn?

I pushed through the crowd and found Tammy grinding between Gordon and Raymond. Gordon was grinding back, but Raymond was barely moving and seemed to be rotating slowly on the spot. I tapped Tammy on her upper arm. ‘What?’ she mouthed. I gestured towards the back door of the club. Tammy rolled her eyes and exchanged a smile with Gordon before following me off the dance floor.

In the alleyway behind the club, I asked, ‘What’s wrong, Tammy?’

‘Nothing’s wrong. You’re the one who wants to talk next to some rats and trash cans!’ Tammy said, kicking a leg towards the industrial bins that lined the brick wall behind us.

‘Why did you say I was studying porn?’ I asked.

‘For fuck’s sake, can’t you take a joke or are you too smart for that these days?’ Tammy spat. I stared at her in her python-printed jumpsuit.

‘It was a snake move,’ I said.

‘You are studying porn, but for some fucken reason you think it makes you smarter than everyone else. I can’t say anything funny around you without you analysing the shit out of it, you boring and miserable bitch!’ She screeched so loudly that her foundation cracked around her mouth and along her forehead.

‘Tell better jokes then, dumbo!’ I screamed back, a rum-flavoured rash burning in my tonsils.

A bouncer popped his head out of the back door of the club. ‘Oi, take this catfight somewhere else, girls,’ he said.

Tammy’s arm shot out and caught the door before it slammed shut.

‘Yolo, bitch,’ she said, before disappearing inside the club. My throat felt like she’d had her bony fingers and sharp nails wrapped around it.

~

A dozen original glazed Krispy Kremes from the drive-through in Auburn sat next to me in the front passenger’s seat. I typed ‘Tammy Tran’ into Facebook and Instagram. No profile matches. Then I typed ‘@TammyTellsAll’ on Twitter. You’re blocked. Fine.

I took a bite into the first doughnut, savouring the subtle crispness of the glaze against the roof of my mouth as my teeth sank into the pillowy dough. The doughnuts were so fresh that their warmth was fogging up the windows of my car. I stuffed another one in my mouth. Leant back into the embrace of warm vanilla and sugar. Forgot about being blocked out of existence by Tammy.

Bee beeeeee beeeee. The sound of a car horn blasted across the car park. Tyres screeched. I sat up and put on the aircon to defog the front window. I had a view of the queue of customers trying to get their doughnuts on a Friday night. A silver Corolla from the Macca’s next door was trying to cut into the line but the driver of a black Yaris was putting up a fight. The door of the Corolla flung open. A man, thick and pale as a biang-biang noodle, climbed out. Marched over to the black Yaris and stood in front of it with his arms crossed.

‘Do somethin’ ’bout it, cunt! ’ he bellowed.

The bronze hatchback behind him suddenly reversed, pinning the man to the Yaris. A whip cracked through the smoke and rubber. I winced.

‘Arrr, arrrr, me leg, me leg!’ the man yelled. I couldn’t look away. Convinced myself that I was better than the people who’d got out of their vehicles and were recording the scene on their phones. Wee-ooo-wee-ooo-wee-ooo. The ambo and popo came. Their blue and red lights lit the place up like a disco. Phones flashed in the darkness. I licked the icing from the sides of my mouth and the tips of my fingers. It was time to bounce.

At home in front of the fridge: a litre of coconut water and two cucumbers. To make up for eating twelve KKs like a fat shit. To atone for taking some sick pleasure out of being entertained by gronks in a car park. If Tammy and I were still talking, I would have told her about it straightaway. And we would have laughed about the car and human sandwich in Auburn like it was something out of Geordie Shore. I thought about telling Janine instead but hesitated. Would she judge me? I couldn’t be sure. Maybe I had leaned on Tammy and Paul too much and that was what had driven them away. Aside from being a try-hard, being clingy and needy were the other major characteristics of loserdom in this new decade of the millennium. I lay on the kitchen floor surrounded by the empty carton of coconut water and cucumber tops. Belly swollen just like one of those venomous jellyfish on The World Around Us. Doughnuts, coconuts and cucumbers. 

~

I tried telling Paul over FB Chat that I had been ghosted by my best friend but he responded like the broken slushie machine at 7-Eleven: one or two words at a time and so cold that my brain tapped out.

He uploaded a photo of himself with a redheaded white girl sitting on his lap. She kind of looked like Laura Prepon from That ’70s Show. I was impressed he was able to get with a white girl after his rants about Asian men being perceived as less desirable. My laptop stopped wheezing. No new messages.

~

The Macquarie Centre next to campus was kind of romantic. The best part was the ice rink where you could look over the rink and see all the couples going on dates and, more importantly, see who was stacking it. The next best part was the Macca’s nearby. A double cheeseburger meal and an Oreo McFlurry overlooking an ice rink: what more could a girl want? Way better than sitting in some stuffy lecture with enthusiastic law students falling over their MacBooks to answer long-winded questions and plotting the best way to land a cadetship. It was easier to tune out, just like I had at SLC. I was on the cusp of failing every single unit and had already copped warnings from the unit coordinators. I would have to repeat the units again or go to summer school. I stared at the children wobbling around on the ice. Felt the salty American cheese and sweet mustard coat my entire tongue.

Each day, I got out of bed and took four trains – Yagoona to Lidcombe, Lidcombe to Strathfield, Strathfield to Epping, Epping to Macquarie Uni – and back. Each day, I hoped that I would be able to gather the strength to face the classroom. Except. That’s what I’d told myself last week. And the week before that. And the week before that. And the week before that. I’d missed at least a whole hand’s worth of readings. Information couldn’t penetrate my thick skull and make sense in my stupid brain.

‘Busy?’ A bright green fringe appeared out of the corner of my eye. Janine. She pulled up a chair. Leaned back. Crossed one Doc over the other.

‘Ah yeh, just been studying,’ I said. Popped a fry in my mouth. Offered her some from the bright red cardboard cup but she shook her head and stared at me over the rim of her Lennon glasses.

‘Cut the bullshit, Sylvia. I haven’t seen you in yonks. The tutors are onto you. If you see the counsellor, they might not fail you.’ She leaned forward, steepling her black fingernails.

‘I’ll bore the counsellor to sleep,’ I told her and myself. Stood up, slung my backpack over my shoulder and scooped up the fries. Janine was always full of great advice. Shame it was wasted on bird-brained me. ‘Coo coo Janine, I’ll be fine.’





16

SRSLY

The pigeons were taking over. They had got into the roof again and were clawing at the rafters just above the kitchen. I felt an itch on the back of my neck but couldn’t scratch it because my fingers were burrowed in a plastic bag full of herbs. My pinkie jerked past Mẹ’s hand while we lặc the leaves. Her skin was wet and wrinkled like the roof of my mouth near the front of my teeth. She had woken up early that morning and picked stalks of fish mint from the backyard while they were still covered in dew. I once heard celebrity chef Mitchell Walter say on TV, ‘If there’s one ingredient I can’t stomach, it’s fish herb. Tastes like the inside of a toilet.’ Fish mint was my favourite.

Mẹ and I sorted through the leaves in silence. We were searching for lá héo – wilted herbs that were ugly, rotten and unusable – to chuck into the bin so they didn’t end up in our salad. The brush of her cold, wet hand against mine reminded me of that special level of hell with pits full of ice reserved for people who were shitty to their parents. It was only two days ago that I had announced to my parents that I was quitting law school. Of course they had freaked. I didn’t spew all over the place like I did when I got my HSC results but Ba’s nose had bled like the Mekong.

We stood over the kitchen sink, facing a window streaked with grime and oil. The magpies couldn’t possibly miss that it was there. When it was clean they’d concuss themselves on it all the time. Six months ago, a magpie had swooped Mẹ at O’Neill Park. She’d come home, marched straight to the kitchen cupboards and pulled out the Ajax.

‘Magpies so nasty, so vicious. Pigeons much much nicer.’ She’d scrubbed the window until it rattled.

‘Magpies don’t want you on their land so they chase you away. Stop walking near the trees they nest in,’ I told her.

Mẹ just squirted more Ajax onto the windows and the white froth spread like fireworks all over the glass.

We broke off each lá héo from the stem and the skin beneath our fingernails turned black. Lá héo weren’t hard to spot. Each leaf was shaped like a vulva, papery with veins running from the centre to the base. Some lá héo were tough and yellow around the edges, others were bruised and mushy. Even if there was a tiny blemish on a green and healthy leaf, Mẹ would pluck it off the stem and flick it into the trash. I took more time, holding each leaf up to the light. The fresh ones glowed a chlorophyll green, their perfection making my eyeballs recoil.
I found the rotting ones more beautiful – splodges of yellow, purple and brown touching each other on a heart-shaped palette.

As soon as we finished, I squeezed out three pumps of citrus handwash and scrubbed my hands until my skin was pink.

‘You want your father to die?’ Mẹ said.

I wiped my fingers on a tea towel, trying not to think about the ribbons of blood coming out of Dad’s face that night.

‘When I was your age I dreamed of teaching at the university, but the Việt Cộng came. Now all I do is cook and clean.’

She didn’t have to worry about the message getting across to me. I heard her voice whenever I was alone. In the shower where I waxed my legs and stared at the black cracks between the tiles. In the local IGA where I reached for frozen chicken nuggets. In Windows Cafe in Bankstown where I hid at the back table watching the Lebs across the street stack their discs of bread in front of the store. Were their parents proud of them?

‘The only job you get with no degree is bringing people their phở. How can I look my friends in the eye if you can’t finish uni?’

I wrung the tea towel between my hands and looped it through one of the cupboard handles like a noose. In my room I sat under a poster of Anh Do’s The Happiest Refugee. I thought about Mẹ and how she was never happy.

The last time I’d tried to cheer her up was by taking her to Bondi Beach. She stood on the sand for five minutes, complained about the heat and went to sit in the car park. Then she complained about paying three dollars for parking even though I was the one paying for it with the money I earned tutoring high school kids for their HSC English exams. It was her fault for getting anxious over everything and being a control freak. It wasn’t my fault that a war had stopped her life short. It was her fault for letting it affect the rest of her life. Her fault, I decided.

I set my alarm for 5am the next morning. On my phone, I typed ‘free stuff to do’ into Google. The third search option was an article from WeekendNotes: ‘Explore the hidden gems of Western Sydney’. I didn’t know there was an aqueduct in Greystanes that looked like the entrance to a Lord of the Rings castle. Now that I had dropped out of law, I had to think of ways to get out of the house, away from my disappointed tiger parents.

Before leaving for Greystanes before dawn, I found Mẹ in the backyard. ‘Tonight is ceremony for the Vietnamese refugees who die on the seas and there will be awards for the good young people. 7pm Crystal Palace,’ Mẹ reminded me. She was sweeping away the dry wattle flowers that had fallen from the tree in Barbara’s yard. Her broom kicked up fluffy neon yellow buds that swirled in a mini tornado of tiny suns.

Barbara was the white retired schoolteacher who lived behind us. When I was awarded Dux of Yagoona Public School, Barbara had come over with a book: A History of the English-Speaking Peoples.

‘Is this a book about white people?’ I asked her.

‘It’s more polite to say Anglo-Saxon. My grandmother gave me this book and now I’m giving it to you because none of my children like reading,’ Barbara said. She had two sons: Alfred and Nicholas. Red and Nick for short. Both were funemployed and awaiting compo payouts. When we had moved to Yagoona in the mid-90s, Red and Nick had smashed all of our pot plants. Then they’d chucked a brick through the kitchen window after a night out drinking at the Hume Hotel. The brick was wrapped in a newspaper article about Pauline Hanson, who had just delivered her maiden speech in Parliament. The headline was, ‘We are in danger of being swamped by Asians’.

I took the book from Barbara with both hands, like my mum had taught me to do when showing respect to someone who was more important than you. After that, Barbara would stop by our house whenever she took Ziggy the chihuahua for a walk.

‘Here Bar-ba-rah, green mango for you. Eat with chilli salt. That is how we eat it in Saigon,’ Mum said.

Barbara gripped the plastic bag of mangoes between her fingertips and leaned her avocado boobs onto our letterbox. ‘The Vee-yet-na-meeze are the good ones round here. Your respect for education got you through your drug issues, I admire that. I can’t see why the Muslims don’t do that too. I think Islam hates us.’

‘Yes, they have too many children, always running around in the Kmart,’ Mum said.

What a hypocrite. Mẹ had been born into a family of six in Saigon. But maybe she had forgotten about her own family. She was the only one who’d ended up in Australia.

~

I overtook a ute with a tramp stamp of the Southern Cross just above its numberplate. The ute retaliated: Beeeeeeeeee! ‘Fuck you dog cunt!’

Beee. Beee. Beee. I punched the horn, my fist landing on the Mazda logo in the middle of the steering wheel. My knuckles cracked into each other. If this guy had the right to call me a dog cunt, I had the right to overtake the piece of shit. I could run him over.

White lanes skipped over black tar. I parked on Cumberland Road. Clear snot dripped from my nose. I wiped it away with the sleeve of my sweater. The wind picked at my skin. Spikes of steel rose. A white sign that read ‘Holroyd High School: Working Together for Quality Education’ loomed in front of me. I’d seen a segment on the news about Holroyd High. Brown reffo kids and white teachers had talked about their school giving kids hope for a brighter future. TV news journalist Jenny Brockie had asked the students, ‘How much pressure do you feel under to do well at school, and where does that pressure come from?’

The houses on Cumberland went from fairytale brick cottages to white cement igloos. After that, the road cut off into the Great Australian Bush. The mass of trees tangled into each other and I was reminded of the piles of broccoli that Mẹ picked through at the Bankstown Woolies. A 4WD thundered past and baby hairs fell out of my ponytail. The shithead nearly ran me over.

I was a nit on a blonde scalp. Scrambling for some shelter. On a pilgrimage to the mysterious aqueduct that made leaving the house worth it. Strands of knotted grass crisscrossed each other and covered dirt the colour of fake tan. I kicked my boots and felt the knots break. A strain in my upper thighs reached my hips. I wanted to keep going until I passed out. The grass was getting longer and the sun had risen to the middle of the sky. My armpits were damp and I could smell myself. Sour yoghurt, sesame oil and onion. I needed to find shade.

I reached a block of public toilets and slumped onto the ground, too tired to worry that there were probably dirty junkies shooting up inside. Mẹ knew a woman at Australia Post named Tuyết whose kid had got into drugs. He’d stabbed an ex-soldier to death for loose change. It had made the news and everything. Now he was in Silverwater for life. Tuyết had quit because none of the other Viets spoke to her after that. She and her son had brought shame on the community. That’s what junkies were: dark-brown Viets who clawed at their infected syringe wounds and ripped apart the hard work that the good Viets put in.

‘Why you sitting here like a crackhead?’

I looked up. A jungle Asian in a hoodie, trackies and a bumbag. He had a tanned face and mud swilled around his pupils. Faint black hairs on his weak chin. Was he a Viet?

‘I don’t have money,’ I told him.

‘Me neither,’ he said, ‘but I can share some shrooms with ya.’

‘As in, I, don’t, have, an-y, mon-ey, to, give, you.’ I enunciated each syllable.

‘Chill,’ the jungle Asian said. ‘I was just asking if you’re okay. I’m Joe by the way.’

Trời ơi, he thought I was the one who needed help – he was the one with a 90s boy band haircut.

‘I’m Sylvia.’ I stood up. I was just a bit shorter than him. Perhaps I would have a chance if he attacked me.

‘Shrooms grow in damp conditions and there’s a thick bush over there that’s trapping the moisture from the morning dew. I think you’re small enough to squeeze through the hole. If you get them, we’ll split it 50/50.’

I didn’t know drop-kicks had a vocabulary that extended to ‘trapping the moisture from the morning dew’. Maybe Joe was a different kind of drop-kick. Maybe he was also a law school dropout, one who thought taking drugs would make him a famous artist. That only seemed to work for white guys. Charles Dickens and opium. Edgar Allan Poe and alcohol.

‘I’m not a junkie, thank you very much.’ I’d never taken drugs in my life and didn’t want my family to end up like Tuyết and her son, isolated from Viets and wider Australia.

‘Doesn’t matter if you’re a crackhead. Heard about climate change? We’re all fucked.’

Why was this junkie smarter than me? What course did he drop out of? We started walking towards the shrooms shrub.

‘So, are you a dealer?’ I asked.

‘I’m a flâneur,’ he said.

‘The fuck’s that?’

‘It’s French for a gentleman who strolls around observing society.’

‘Sounds like a fancy word for bludger,’ I snorted.

The shrooms shrub was a grove of trees that huddled against each other, as if a group of pigeons that all ate the same tree seeds had congregated here and shat them out all at once. The opening looked large enough for a wombat to fit through. Squatting, I interlocked my fingers and raised my arms to shield my face. Then I waddled towards the slot. Joe stood by with his hands in his tracksuit pockets.

Branches and leaves poked at my hands, swiping at the mole on my thumb. I crawled further. More twigs jabbed at me. I closed my eyes, scared that they’d be gouged from their sockets. Why was I throwing away my life to be a 90s Cabramatta cliché?

Wet soil squelched beneath my fingertips. I inhaled, expecting to smell rain. Instead I smelled raw meat. I opened my eyes, looked down and near my finger was a quivering mass of flesh marbled with white chunks of fat. I stopped breathing. My brain. My brain had fallen out of my head. I patted the top of my forehead. Hair on a skull. I traced a finger along my scalp, checking for stitches.

I’d read Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein in high school, the only book I’d finished in those years. I had been fascinated by the monster, described as having ‘yellow skin scarcely covering muscles and arteries’, its hair ‘lustrous black’, brought to life only to be shunned by society. I bent down close to the ground, leaned into the mound of flesh. It was not my brain. It was mincemeat. Someone had put mincemeat here. Was it a trap to lure animals like me?

‘Oi, look deeper inside,’ Joe called out.

I crawled further into the cavern. I felt like Mẹ, foraging for herbs to make a salad for our family, Ba telling her whether or not the meal was good. My knees eased into the mud, wet glop soaking into my jeans. Small mushrooms with golden tops shot up from the soil. The stems of the mushrooms millimetres wide. I plucked the stems swiftly between my thumb and finger, just like Mẹ had when we’d been going through the bag of fish mint in the morning.

‘Chuck ’em out here,’ Joe yelled.

I gathered a dozen mushrooms and crawled back out into the sunlight on two knees and one hand.

Joe kept his promise. He picked exactly six shrooms. His rough hand tickled the skin of my palm.

The sun had shifted. There was something violet in Joe’s brown eyes. A touch of gold danced on his ruddy cheeks. Was there a softness in his gaze?

I could hear Mẹ inside my head. ‘Gần mực thì đen, gần đèn thì sáng.’ When you play with ink, you are stained. When you are close to the light, you will be bright. She’d said the same thing when I became friends with Tammy.

The sky was dimming. Strands of grass flattened together like a single lock of hair. Joe reached into his bumbag, took out a thermos flask and unscrewed the cap. Coils of smoke rose into the air. He crushed the shrooms and dumped them in before closing the flask and shaking it. Took a sip and smiled, eyelids trembling. He seemed so much happier than me. What did he know that I didn’t?

‘Gimme some of that.’

I drank from the other side of the flask and got a bit of mushroom in with the water. I chewed and chewed and chewed and chewed. And chewed. The taste of dirt and beansprout flooded my mouth.

‘Gần mực thì đen, gần đèn thì sáng.’ When you play with ink, you are stained. When you are close to the light, you will be bright.

My teeth wouldn’t cut through the stem. My jaw started to ache. A pancake of white-matted mushroom, the size of a twenty-cent coin, sat on my tongue. I swallowed it.

I gagged and spluttered. Saliva spurted over my lips and tangled in my hair. I wiped it away. This was it, I was going to die. A bubble of snot popped in my left nostril. The shroom pancake was still lodged in my throat.

Joe rubbed my back and my skin tingled under my jumper. I swatted him away. If I repulsed myself this much, I couldn’t imagine how disgusted he was at the sight of me.

~

Crystals, Crystal Palace. Drip drip ceiling. Old Viets. Bankstown faces. Bács sit in front of Cafe Nhớ smoking cigs. And. Staring at women. Mẹ, sparkling yellow dress, three red stripes, table number seven, friends from O’Neill Park. Wearing the flag of South Việt Nam, a dead country. Hahahaha. A dead country.

Chào Cô. Chào Chú. Chào Bác. I am little pigeon. Coo coo coo coo. Joe laughs with me. Thank you Joe. Under crystals Mẹ face grey. She do law. Study very hard. Women screech. Ohhh yes yes. Very good daughter. I touch Mẹ’s cheek. Feels like feathers. I’m sorry Mẹ. I’m s-sorry Mẹ. I’m s-s-sorry Mẹ. S-s-s-sorry Mẹ. S-s-s-s-sorry Mẹ.

Mẹ staring. Beady eyes red. Go to your chair, con.

Mushroom pancake crawl. Scratch belly. Little legs tickle tickle tickle. Crystal can get mushroom pancake out. Table number ten. Two young Viets. Danny DeVito and Arnold Schwarzenegger.

Voices chanting. Việt Nam muôn năm. Long live Việt Nam. South Việt Nam. Dead country. Hahahahahahahaha.

Old Viet man on stage. Lowes trousers too big. Raise your VB. Celebrate our youth. Many trophy. Fat pigeons, puffed-up chests. Strutting. Good Viet. Mushroom pancake fill throat. Scratch. Dry heave.

First award Winston Tran. Med student. President Vietnamese Students’ Association.

Young pigeon. Green flashing. Hold trophy. Cám ơn, thank you. You good Viet. Wrist skin growing long. Coo coo coo coo. I cheer. Coo. Coo.

Second award Sylvia Nguyen. Law student.

Me? Very old award. Before subject fails. Stand up. Chair crashing. Blubber wings. Skin stretch wrist to waist. Wobble wobble. Hahahahahaha. Trophy for me. Wings flap. Can fly. Can fly.

Chairs crashing.

Good Viet. Can fly.

Old Viet man. Young girl exciting.

Microphone. Spit. Mushroom disc. Th-thank you. Th-th-thank you. Th-th-th-thank you. Beansprout smell. Vomit, vomit. Nooo. Dirt pouring. Bad Viet. But can fly.

Viets shouting. Oh my got! Trời ơi.

MC on microphone. Give microphone please.

I’m s-sorry Mẹ. S-s-sorry Mẹ. S-s-s-sorry Mẹ.

Gap it. Footsteps running.

Outside. Station down road. Pork roll shop. Men yelling. Skinny Islander girl walking. Know way to station? Carry bánh mì. Skinny Islander girl eats.

You high?

No. Too skinny for a Tongan.

She give pork roll. Chew. Street lamps. Stop. Station. Skinny Islander pork roll wave. Wave back. Car. Where. Turn right. Park John Street. Bánh mì open. Young man ground. Green vomit. Purple face. Yellow arms. Hurting.

You high?

Car near. Key in. Engine growling. Highway 160. Air everywhere.

Can fly. Can fly.

Flying.

Car into tree.
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NSFW

Stuck in Yagoona, where bits of blue sky had shrunk in between the high-rise apartments housing yups who had been priced out of the inner west. Just the other week, Dì Hai had come over with some culantro, the evil prickly cousin of cilantro, in a David Jones bag and a brand-new perm that made her head look like a bánh bao. She’d sat on a stool in the kitchen, swinging from left to right. Said that Cousin Đức only ate 25-dollar pizzas with bases thin as paper these days. Bought his parents Omega watches that were 30 grand each. Made sure we knew her son had bounced out of Bankstown and landed in some big-ass bank with even fatter bonuses.

Where was my dough as one of Yagoona’s hardest-working radio DJs? ‘You’re going to be poorer than we were in Việt Nam,’ Mẹ wailed. She was acting like the house was harbouring a fugitive, not a law school dropout. Sweated like a Macca’s milkshake every time the doorbell rang. Có tiếng nhưng không có miếng. Got a voice but no food. My hot gig at the radio station was a volunteer role. I had exposed my basic Top 40, So Fresh musical sensibilities to the Bankstown LGA, and in return, one person had rung in for pizza. Two years on, I told Nandi I needed to look for ‘actual work’. She understood.

As a wannabe writer, I scored a gig from a start-up website called Sydney Adventures. The assignment was to write a review of Memoirs of a Geisha, which was being re-shown at George Street cinema as part of their Asian Week. My payment was seeing the movie for free and exposure. I got distracted reading the Wikipedia page about the real geisha, a woman named Mineko Iwasaki, who’d sued Arthur Golden for defamation. Never handed the review in.

‘I’ve got nothing to say,’ I told Janine as we stepped out of the Y building where we had our writing lectures. I wasn’t sure why it was called the Y building but Janine and I joked that it stood for Y The Hell Are We Out Here? because it was at least two kilometres away from the rest of campus. We’d just had a creative writing workshop where the tutor had told us a story about meeting Johnny Cash and how he had been wearing a star-spangled cape. The rest of the class was super impressed. A blonde girl named Summer, who sat opposite Janine and me, had clapped her hands and said, ‘My parents would be so jealous!’ Later, outside near the smoking area, Janine and I had googled who Johnny Cash was.

~

A self-proclaimed ‘sickkunt69’ posed a very serious question on Reddit: Arts students: when do you start your graduate position at McDonald’s?

Cranes spurted molten rock from construction sites and billboards showed photoshopped versions of tower blocks jutting out from the clouds. Aspire higher. Enquire within. I harnessed that ambitious spirit and scrolled through SEEK. Sent in fifty applications. Changed the title on my CV from ‘Radio DJ who once forwarded a call to Domino’s’ to ‘Local broadcaster with strong experience in community engagement’. I was determined to prove ‘sickkunt69’ wrong. Dropping out of law school didn’t mean I was gonna end up at Macca’s.

Months went by. No calls. Nothing. One afternoon, Ba brought in the junk mail. There was a blue pamphlet plugging the new library in Yagoona. I applied to be a part-time Customer Liaison Assistant, which I had a feeling meant ‘check-out chick’. But a job was a job and Mẹ said, ‘It’s hard to get fired from the public service.’

~

On my first day at the jacked-up Yagoona Library, I learned that Yagoona was now one of ‘Sydney’s most premier and sought-after suburbs’, thanks to its ‘new-found proximity to the central business district of Sydney’, while flicking through the brochures at the front desk. Last month, a sweaty real estate agent in a three-piece suit had knocked on our door, asking if my parents wanted to sell our house. He said faster train lines were being built in neighbouring Bankstown and it’d take less time to get to the city. Mum just said, ‘No English,’ and he skulked back to his Corolla.

My desk was near the metre-long glass windows in the office space above the newly built Yagoona Learning Centre. The Learning Centre had a spiral sculpture in the lobby which ‘celebrated the multiculturalism of the area’. Up on the fourth floor, I had a good view of Yagoona. I could spot my parents’ house and small businesses like the Như Quỳnh Tofu Factory, the M.C Parabito Pinoy grocery store, Classic Burger and Al-Rabih Butchery where the second storey had satin strawberry curtains and a cardboard sign advertising the services of the Golden Phoenix brothel. My desk buddy, a Turkish chick named Cisem, who had the best blonde balayage west of the bridge, was also starting her first day at the library as the other Customer Liaison Assistant.

Our manager was a woman from Erskineville named Regina Renee who wore knitted turtlenecks layered under necklaces strung with painted wooden beads and had a badge on her hand-basket that read ‘PRACTISE COMPASSION, GO VEGAN’. During my job interview with Regina, I had made sure to speak with my Model Minority Voice – a sweetened tone with clear enunciation (things, not fings) that never exceeded 60 decibels, each sentence ending with a shy smile and enthusiastic nod.

‘In your roles, you’ll be the faces of the Yagoona Learning Centre – how amazing is that?’ Regina beamed at Cisem and me. ‘So we expect you to be poised and dignified at all times, okay?’ She stared at us over the rim of her green cat-eye glasses.

I realised that most of Regina’s sentences ended with a question and that she used ‘we’ when really she meant ‘I’. She explained that we’d be taking shifts at the front desk and answering the queries that came through the website or on Facebook. Her pixie nose crinkled when she mentioned our one-hour lunch breaks. ‘I know there aren’t many healthy options around here – pity, isn’t it? That’s why I bring my own lunch, see?’ She waved a hand towards a cling-wrapped object that could best be described as an alfalfa-sprout sandwich. Cisem and I both gave her a reassuring nod. Who were we to yuck her yum? Later at our desks, Cisem nudged me and showed me her phone. She’d taken a photo of Regina’s sandwich and drawn beady eyes, devil horns and fangs on it. The hairy layer of alfalfa sprouts worked impeccably well as a moustache.

In the office, we used words like ‘diverse’, ‘multicultural’ and ‘communities’ until we were no longer yellow and brown, but instead blue in the face. When someone on Facebook asked, ‘What are you gonna do about that cunt who climbs up on the roof of the building and chucks toilet rolls at anyone walking past?’ our response was ‘We are working with the Local Area Command to rectify this matter. The Yagoona Learning Centre is dedicated to providing a safe and welcoming environment for our diverse communities’. Regina didn’t know that when Cisem and I were on our lunch breaks, we used more nuanced terminology like ‘Wogs’, ‘Lebs’, ‘Curries’ and ‘Nips’. Sometimes we got even more technical and said ‘Honorary Leb’ or ‘Honorary Nip’ to describe the random Caucasoid in a friendship group. There was always one.

Since getting a permanent job, my parents kept nagging me to buy property. They began their campaign at dinner one night. ‘If you can’t find a husband to buy a house with then you’ll need to do it yourself.’ If I couldn’t be a lawyer then perhaps I could be a landlord. Facebook must have been listening because real estate ads started flooding my feed. Maybe this was the algorithm my life was meant to follow.

At the bottom of the bargain bin in Mr Cheap, I found a book called Rich Dad Poor Dad by Robert T. Kiyosaki, a Japanese-American businessman. Mr Cheap was the local bargain shop facing the Hume Highway, owned by a Viet family. It was hard to miss because the storefront was painted hot pink and the sign above the door read ‘THE CHEAPEST OF THE CHEAP AT MR CHEAP’. Like typical Viets, the owners were paranoid that painting their shop hot pink was not enough to make their store stand out. That day, I had broken a tenner on a large KFC chips that Cisem and I had secretly shared back at the office. With five bucks left, it was either Kiyosaki or Julia Gillard’s memoir. The Japanese guy won out over the white woman despite Japan having invaded Việt Nam in the 1940s. Also, my dad already had a copy of Julia Gillard’s book artfully arranged in the display cabinet next to his collection of glass world monument sculptures.

I stuck with the book for five lunch breaks. That’s five hours. I took it to Gazzard Park, which still didn’t have a bench to park an ass on, but there was a slab of rock that was decent enough to lean on. I struggled to read beyond the introduction, just like the law textbooks I’d wasted hundreds of dollars on. It turned out that Robert Kiyosaki had two dads in his life – his own and his friend’s. He tells the reader that one dad said the love of money was the root of all evil and the other dad said the lack of money was the root of all evil. I didn’t know what to make of all this. My eyes couldn’t stay open for more than five seconds at a time. Hot wind blew dust through the park, upsetting the cockatoos and pigeons. They flew up into a tree and kicked down dried leaves which fell all over Kiyosaki’s words.

The writing followed a familiar pattern. Poor Dad was Kiyosaki’s own father who worked hard but never achieved financial stability, and Rich Dad was his friend’s father who’d built his wealth by investing in the right places. Poor Dad had a PhD, Rich Dad hadn’t finished the eighth grade. Poor Dad left behind bills for people to pay after he died, Rich Dad left behind millions of dollars. I didn’t acquire this information by reading the book. I got it through the Wikipedia summary.

I kept getting stuck on the particulars. What did Poor Dad get a PhD in? Was it philosophy? Was that why he couldn’t get a job? Why couldn’t Rich Dad finish the eighth grade? Did he struggle to get up in the mornings and cut school at every given opportunity because he felt physically incapable of absorbing any more dry information, just like me? What bills had to be paid after Poor Dad died? What debt had he accrued during university? Was I doomed for choosing to study arts at university? Cursed for not having generational wealth? I spent my lunch hours asking myself these questions and then avoiding them. I never learned Kiyosaki’s six lessons that would propel me towards becoming Yagoona’s next squillionaire.

Cisem must’ve sensed I was going through a foggy time ’cos she brought in a packet of Tim Tams one day and said, ‘There’s a Turkish saying that goes “Let’s eat sweet and talk sweet”.’ She hid the packet in the top drawer on her side of the desk because Regina would have freaked if she’d seen us gobbling chocolate at ten in the morning. When Regina saw the empty packet in the office bin two days later, she sniffed out loud and said, ‘Solidified cow pus. Disgraceful.’ Cisem and I glanced at each other. ‘Maybe she’s stressed about this week’s Library Night,’ I whispered.

We’d been hearing about Library Night for a month now. Regina had explained the concept to us in a team meeting. All I had written down in my notebook afterwards was: ‘Introduce ethnic fatties to healthy lifestyle via a tai chi class’. Groundbreaking.

There was a photo on the library’s Instagram of Regina wearing a kimono. She was doing a kung-fu pose and balancing on one leg while her two hands were poised like cobras. The caption underneath read: ‘Breathe in, breathe out. Find the yin to your yang in Yagoona’. It had taken me an hour to come up with it. And it still made no sense. But Regina liked it, so it was posted on YLC’s Facebook page as well. Other than posting on social media, Cisem and I helped with the catering. It was physically painful explaining to the Cô behind the counter at YaYa Bánh Mì that we wanted rolls without pâté, mayo or chả. Coming from a Buddhist family, veganism wasn’t anything new to me. My parents and I ate vego three times a month when the moon was an orb in the sky, but it wasn’t our entire raison d’être. When YaYa delivered our order, I opened the thermal bag to discover each roll sheathed in a plain white paper bag instead of YaYa’s signature packaging with the bright red bubble letters. Cisem laid the rolls out on a big plate from the office kitchen, the tanned top of each roll poking out of its bag. ‘In Viet culture, when a family member passes away, you gotta wrap white cloth around your head at the funeral,’ I told her.

That Tuesday evening, there were four people in the tai chi class – Regina, Fabio the IT guy who had installed a DJ turntable at his desk and who had a crush on Regina, Cisem and me. Regina was leading the class. She’d changed into khaki harem pants with little gold rings that jingled at the end of the waistband string. I was relieved she hadn’t put on the kimono again. Our bodies bent this way and that and my bones protested like Tết firecrackers, making me feel too self-conscious to do the moves. The yoga mats had been borrowed from the leisure centre and they smelled like feet and chlorine. Cisem’s blonde balayage plait kept sticking to her neck as she huffed and puffed and tried to pin the loose strands away from her face.

‘Ohhh-mmmm. Ho-hummmmmm. Gro-mmmmmm,’ we hummed. In this ‘improvised version’ of tai chi, Regina said she had added vocal exercises that would ‘cleanse and rejuvenate’ our minds. The only thought my brain clung to was, ‘How are we going to get rid of twenty bánh mì stuffed with salad?’ My anxiety was unwarranted because at the end of the night in the parking lot, Regina asked whether she could freeze the bánh mì. I said yes automatically.

We saw a group of three giggling hijabis walking to their car, sneakers crushing wet gravel. Regina zipped her parka up to her neck. ‘Where did they come from?’ she asked. A stream of frozen air escaped from Cisem’s lips. Regina cleared her throat. ‘What I mean is, why weren’t they at our event?’

Regina marched up to the hijabi who was fiddling with her car keys. ‘Darling, did you hear about our tai chi event tonight at the Learning Centre?’

The hijabi shook her head. ‘Dunno what that is. We were at a poetry slam.’

‘A poetry slam? Out here?’ Regina’s eyes widened.

‘Yeh lady, we know what poetry is.’ The hijabi chuckled and shut her car door.

Regina folded her arms, eyes narrowed, watching the hijabis drive off. Cisem and I ran to my car.

The next morning, I spied Regina in her office pressing a taut cheekbone against the handset of her desk phone. ‘Yes, poetry slam. Have they properly registered?’ I rolled my eyes. Before I could eavesdrop any more, Cisem tapped me on the shoulder and mouthed, ‘Look what I found.’ She pointed at something on her computer screen. I leaned over and saw that it was a profile on Google Maps. There were photos of the Learning Centre and I followed Cisem’s nail which was on the name of the location: YA MUMZ FAT ASS. We cacked ourselves. I wheezed and spun on my chair, laughed my most ugly laugh – a honking goose gasping for air. Cisem’s round face glowed pink as she flicked tears from the corner of her eye. Fabio the IT guy stopped at our desk on his way back from the kitchen. He gestured at the screen with his WORLD’S BEST DJ coffee mug. ‘Whoever did that is a genius,’ he said.

None of us heard Regina’s Birkenstocks pressing on the office carpet towards us until she cleared her throat. Fabio jumped, his meaty shoulders shuddering. He moved aside to let Regina lean in towards the screen. The sharp point of her nose nearly touched the pixels. Cisem’s eyes widened a fraction as she looked at me over Regina’s mane of wavy auburn hair. Regina stepped back and slapped Cisem’s desk. ‘Well, can someone fix it?’ Then she stormed back to her office and the door snapped shut. The poetry slam event must have been properly registered.

When it was 5pm, Regina poked her head out of her office. ‘Sylvia, have you got a minute, please?’ I took my bag and shuffled into her office. She closed the door behind me. It was my first time in her office and it smelled like rose potpourri. The back wall of her office featured two windows that offered a view over Yagoona. The clouds flushed red behind her.

On the wall was a giant photo of a Vietnamese family in their home. I recognised it from one of the arts centre exhibitions showing the works of a young Vietnamese–Australian photo artist named Helena Tran. The photo showed Helena’s mum and dad sitting solemnly in front of a glass cabinet with a Buddhist shrine, where a pink porcelain figure of Guan Yin, a bodhisattva of compassion, sat on top. Helena sat crossed-legged on the green carpet, heavy eyeliner rimming her eyes, wearing a striped black-and-white long-sleeved top under a black shirt. Instead of having the shrine in the kitchen like my parents did, Helena’s mum and dad had set theirs up in the living room near their sepia glass coffee table.

I was confused. Why did Regina have a photo of a Viet family in her office? Was she friends with Helena? I leaned in to check if the Tran family’s glass cabinet had any laser-engraved sculptures of world monuments. No, Helena’s parents’ cabinet displayed a bottle of Johnnie Walker, rainbow shot glasses lined up in a row, a Valentine’s Day teddy bear and a jug of paper stars.

‘I begged the arts centre to loan it to me and they agreed, isn’t that wonderful?’ Regina’s voice trilled. ‘It’s such a vibrant and gorgeous piece of art, don’t you think?’

I nodded, grinding my teeth. Then I saw a framed photo of a greyhound wearing a rainbow beanie and scarf on the desk beside her phone. That had to be Pluto, the pup who she’d mentioned she had to meal-prep for each week.

‘What can I help you with, Regina?’ I asked.

Regina scratched her temple with the end of her pen. ‘Why were you laughing at that inappropriate name for the Learning Centre on Google Maps?’

Droplets of sweat formed along my temples and the palms of my hands grew clammy. I remembered a tip from the Stakeholder Relations course I’d taken after the staff induction. Since Regina always ended her sentences in a question, I decided to mirror her to demonstrate that I wasn’t a threat.

‘It was quite a creative prank, I guess?’

‘So it was not coming from a malicious place? I work so hard to make this Learning Centre inclusive and special, don’t you think? It’s very difficult when I feel like I have no allies, do you understand where I am coming from?’ Regina’s eyebrows rose to a pinnacle. Her green eyes were shiny like fish scales. She made a noise like a hiccup, her brows creasing further and the edges of her lips trembling.

I grabbed some tissues from my bag and handed them to her over the desk. Regina blew her nose. ‘Let’s be more mindful moving forward, shall we?’ My breath caught in my throat and a flicker started in my temples. Was it possible to lose your job for laughing the wrong amount? For smiling too little? For breathing too loud?

I left Regina’s office and headed to the toilets. A churning pain sliced into my gut. Slammed the door on the first cubicle. Pulled down my work pants. Drops of red on grey viscose. That couldn’t be right. I’d already had my period the week before.
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NBD

My knees knocked together in the waiting room of the gyno’s clinic in Hurstville in South Sydney. A few girls in high school had lived in Hurstville so I had heard plenty about it even though I’d never been there. I’d thought it was a rich area because all those girls were Chinese and my parents said the Chinese were really good at doing business and that their overseas communities ‘did better’ than us Viets because we were too focused on ‘quick money’ (drug dealing and selling licence points). Before the appointment, I’d wandered the streets expecting to see crazy rich Asians swanning around in fur coats and diamond earrings. Instead, I discovered similarities to Bankstown – bubble tea stores, storefronts with red lacquered ducks hanging in the windows, and groceries with crates of fruit out the front with prices listed on handwritten signs and aisles so small you had to squeeze sideways to get into them. Same same but different.

The gyno’s office was less inviting. Muted colours and air con cranked up so high that the breeze buzzing from its filters sounded like a farty tantrum. Behrrrrrrr-beh – br!br! – behrrrrrrrrr. I couldn’t focus on reading my copy of Viet Thanh Nguyen’s The Sympathiser. Words swam on the page: 

She had a mind like an abacus, the spine of a drill instructor, and the body of a virgin even after five children. All of this was wrapped in one of those exteriors that inspired our Beaux Arts–trained painters to use the most pastel of watercolours and the fuzziest of brushstrokes. She was, in short, the ideal Vietnamese woman.

His words reminded me of the last meme Kevin had tagged me in on Facebook before we broke up. Beside my name, he had put some emojis: 😂😂😂. The meme was of the ‘average Asian ageing process’. Drawings of Asian women at different ages were arranged side by side, charting our supposed ‘evolution’. It reminded me of the March of Progress, another illustration I had seen in high school during science class, which documented twenty-five million years of human evolution. The Asian woman in the meme looked exactly the same between the ages of eighteen and fifty. Slim. Pale. Trapped in a cocoon of perfection. Doomed to a ten-step skincare regimen brimming with niacinamide, retinol and hyaluronic acid. Every. Single. Night. Not allowed to age. After fifty, the Asian woman shrivelled into an umeboshi, lacerated with wrinkles, ripe for ridicule.

A young Kardashian behind the reception desk cleared her throat. She beckoned me over with a fluoro green nail that had been filed down into a perfect oval. It was the brightest thing in the room and I appreciated it. I put my book on the coffee table next to old copies of Reader’s Digest and walked over to the counter. She flipped through a folder and I noticed that each green nail had tiny silver rhinestones arranged in a spiral.

‘Your nails are cool,’ I told her.

‘Oh thanks, babe,’ the Kardashian said, smacking her gum. ‘They’re by this incred artist out in Belmore called Tamzy. I’ll show you her ’gram.’ Swiped on her phone and flipped it over. Tammy, almost unrecognisable with icy blonde locks framing her diamond-shaped face, stared through the screen.

‘Wow, she’s a stunner,’ I said.

She handed me a biro and a clipboard with a patient form that I needed to fill out before the gyno could poke into my uterus, remove a polyp and get it tested for cancer. I was there by myself. I hadn’t told my parents because I would have had to explain that a GP (not the nosy family one whose daughter I went to high school with) had found the polyp during a pap smear. That would have confused them because ‘only married women get pap smears’ and ‘men only marry virgins’.

I took the patient form back to my seat. Before filling it out, I underlined the lines I had just read in The Sympathiser. Blue ink skidded across the page like a serum. Dashed right through the words rather than under them. What if I did have cancer? How would I explain it to my family? Was this my karma for being a shitty daughter? I remembered Ba’s face that day we went to a wedding organised for a knocked-up teen who had, in Ba’s words, ‘stabbed her parents in the heart with her whoring ways’. Facing the possibility of having cancer, I was not the perfect Viet woman of Viet Thanh Nguyen’s description. Instead, I had the emotional strength of a cotton ball and the spine of a slug. The plastic of the biro pressed into my knuckle. Back to the form.

Marital status: On a dicktox.

Emergency contact: Tamm Janine Khoury.

The gynaecologist was a friendly, petite white man named Dr Opalman who wore black Gucci loafers adorned with bits of what I could only guess was raccoon fur. I had asked the GP for someone who wasn’t Vietnamese and who wasn’t in Western Sydney. I didn’t want to run the risk of bumping into a family friend. I followed Dr Opalman into a room with a medical examination table that had a thin hospital blanket on it. A blue curtain was attached to a railing on the ceiling with round white plastic rings. Everything smelled like hand sanitiser.

Dr Opalman pulled the curtain across to give me some privacy while taking off my pants. ‘Just yell out when you’re done!’ he said in a singsong voice. I saw his raccoon loafers and skinny pale ankles pacing in the space between the hem of the blue curtain and the grey linoleum floor. Then I heard the sound of plastic ripping. I took a breath and counted to five. I didn’t know this man. He was about to see: everything. What the hell. Why had my body failed me like this? Why had it grown an extra bit of flesh? Why not grow a bigger cranium that could sustain hours and hours of readings? First my brain, now my body. An all-round failure. The bubble tea I had drunk from the Gong Cha outside curdled in my stomach.

I pulled off my sneakers. Regretted wearing socks with dancing purple hippos and ‘Hip-hop-pot-a-mus’ written on them. I unzipped my jeans and pulled them down, my thighs jiggling from the shock of being exposed and my stretch marks gleaming like jagged strips of silk under the fluorescent white light. I took another deep breath. Counted to five again. Closed my eyes. Undies, down. I folded them inside my jeans and put them on the floor. Then I sat on the table and felt the cold blue leather squelching against my bare butt cheeks. I swung my legs onto the table and pulled the flimsy cotton over my lower body, made a noise between a yelp and a squeal. ‘Okie dokie, I’m comin’ in!’ Dr Opalman sang out from the other side of the curtain.

Two weeks later, I got a phone call from the clinic. The results were in.

Since the last appointment, I had tried to write about how Dr Opalman had cut the polyp out of my cervix, how the polyp itself was a pitiful thing – a trembling red membrane, approximately a thumbnail wide, clinging to the edges of his tweezers as he held it up to the cold light. ‘It’s a biggie!’ Dr Opalman had said before lowering the frightened creature into a canister. But I couldn’t write a word. Not even after two Tigers stolen from Ba’s stash in the fridge. Seven new open documents, a blinking cursor in each. All empty. What was the point of being a writer if I couldn’t split myself open and scoop out all the quivering bits inside of me? Another fail.

‘Sylvia! How are you doing?’ Dr Opalman was still as cheerful as the last time I’d seen him. Today he was wearing different loafers. Still Gucci, but brown without the raccoon bits. I wondered if these were his no-nonsense Monday shoes, and his previous pair his dressy Friday shoes.

‘Yeh, good thanks,’ I said, even though I was shitting bricks. I felt like Homer, wanting to slap the smile off his Ned Flanders face. I wanted to shake him, skip the small talk. Do I have cancer or not, bro? I hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in the past fortnight. I’d tried to write a will and realised I didn’t own anything valuable. Instead at 4am one morning, I’d scribbled on a note: In the event that I, Sylvia Nguyen, pass on from cervical cancer, I authorise the handover of my car – a hand-me-down from Cousin Đức – to Dr Cường of Fairfield South Medical Centre, who is in denial about his unhealthy attachment to his $400 bomb-of-a-vehicle.

I sat in Dr Opalman’s office, which was furnished with a glossy dark mahogany table and matching chairs. At least ten greeting cards were neatly lined up on a ledge behind his chair. ‘So, great news,’ Dr Opalman said. ‘That big ol’ polyp isn’t malignant!’ I threw my head back. Exhaled. Thank fuck. ‘Which means you can have children!’ Dr Opalman continued, his chirpy voice reaching a higher octave.

‘Yeh, amazeballs, I don’t have cancer,’ I said.

‘And you can have children!’ he repeated. ‘Which I will see you for in the future when you do.’ Veneers flashed. I shrugged. I saw that several of the cards behind him were thank you cards, some with baby photos on the front. The guy doubled up as an obstetrician.

‘I want to know why I had a polyp in the first place,’ I said, my mind flashing back to the shivering red tissue stuck between the blades of the medical tweezers.

It was Dr Opalman’s turn to shrug. ‘It’s hard to say, Sylvia. Perhaps it was a reaction to stress. It’s best to cut anything too stressful out of your life.’ Then he slid a pamphlet towards me, a baby on its cover. ‘I guess I’ll next see you when you’re expecting.’ More veneers.
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W’SUP

A mole, two millimetres wide and deep chocolate in colour, rested under my lower lip on the right side of my chin. It bothered my mother. Mẹ didn’t think the mole made me ugly (apparently the freckles gathered under my eyes were the greatest contribution to that cause) but she was concerned about it nonetheless. One Christmas, she and I had stood in the backyard under the shade of our mận tree. Mẹ had gripped my chin in callused fingers and pressed the hard plastic edge of a ruler against my skin. Her eyes shone under the glimpses of sunlight pouring through the long, almond-shaped leaves. ‘Okay,’ she grunted approvingly, releasing my chin. Still two millimetres wide. In Australia, a mole could mean skin cancer but in Việt Nam, a mole on your chin could mean a mụt ruồi ca sĩ. A singer’s mole. In Vietnamese culture, if you were destined to sing for a living, you were doomed.

Australian Idol was all the rage in Year 6 and that was the height of my belief that my mole was a superpower rather than a curse. While cramming for the selective school test I fantasised about appearing on Idol, lip-syncing to Mariah Carey’s ‘Honey’ with a leaf blower aimed at my head. Mariah Carey had a mụt ruồi ca sĩ and made it look badass.

My favourite contestant on the first season of Idol was Paulini, a young Fijian–Australian girl from Bankstown. No one from Bankstown got to be on TV unless they were shot, stabbed, or perpetrating either of those activities. On the most infamous episode that season, Paulini sang Destiny Child’s ‘Survivor’. She was wearing a gold dress that fit her perfectly, and she had accessorised the dress with palm-sized hoop earrings, just like the ones the girls from The Area wore while smacking gum between their teeth. The crowd sang and clapped along to Paulini’s performance. So did every ethnic chick from Bankstown.

Mark Holden, a middle-aged white man who evoked Reject Shop Eminem vibes with his giant gold chain and dollar sign hanging off his neck, started his critique with: ‘What are you wearing, girl?’ Then Dicko, another middle-aged white man with the same hair and same nose as a Womble, told Paulini that ‘This is the real world: you should choose more appropriate clothes or shed some pounds’. The crowd booed and Marcia Hines, the third judge, a Black woman, reassured Paulini that she had ‘slammed it’. The crowd went loco. It seemed like a type of temporary justice had been served but any ethnic from Bankstown knew that out in the real world, there were more mongrels and dickheads than there were Marcias. My parents had made similar comments about female Vietnamese singers when watching Paris by Night. ‘You reckon she’s had botox?’ ‘She should get botox.’ ‘Her arms are straining the seams of that poor áo dài!’ What was the point of being an artist when white Australia and your own community shat on you? Somewhere along the way, I’d stopped believing in the power of my mole.

When Janine told me she was taking singing lessons, I thought she was brave – I couldn’t think of any ethnic pop stars in Australia. She said that her singing school was hosting a Christmas concert and that she could reserve a free ticket for me if I wanted to go. I pretended to think about it but of course I was going to go. I’d never been to a concert before. Concerts tended to be in the city, around an hour away. They also started too late and ended even later than the last train that left Central at 1am. I wasn’t allowed out that late and neither was Janine. Whenever we hung out, she had to call her dad at nine to report where she was and how close she was to getting home. It was the same deal with my parents. I felt touched when Janine said, ‘Wogs and nips get each other because of our family values.’

On the day of the concert, I powerwalked from Central Station past a guy smoking on the corner of Harris Street. ‘What’s up, Cookie Monster?’ he said. It was my first time wearing a fuzzy blue top that Janine had picked out for me when I had taken her to the Yagoona Salvos. The store had stunk of cigarettes, BO and rat piss that day. Janine had held up the top and said it was ‘a rare gem in a place like this’. So I bought it.

The Agincourt Hotel was on the corner of Pitt Street and I was comforted to see that it was near a Macca’s, a KFC and a kebab shop. Maybe I wasn’t too far from Yagoona after all. My Docs padded on the carpet of the pokies section, which led into the live music room. The smell of alcohol rinsed my nose as I pressed a ten-dollar note into the clammy hand of a pimply white guy at the door who handed me a brochure. My Docs made a squelching sound as soon as I stepped into the bar. I thought I’d stepped in a wad of Blu-Tack until I realised the entire floor was made from a gummy type of vinyl, or possibly a normal type of vinyl with Coke poured all over it and left to dry. There were about twenty other people in the room, mostly white. I sat at a table near the stage next to a girl wearing fishnet armwarmers and a Good Charlotte tee. She sat on her man’s lap. He wore rock climbing shoes under his jeans.

The first act was Estella, a woman in her seventies in a red bob wig and gold tube dress. In the brochure, her bio read: After retiring from a career in corporate law, Estella has found purpose and passion in music and yoga. I was fascinated by the juxtaposition of her limbs – toned muscles encased in wrinkly alabaster flesh. As her voice warbled through some sort of operatic Christmas song, I watched the muscles in her upper arms ripple at the same time as the harsh spotlight deepened the shadows along her cheekbones. The second time she hit the chorus, she stopped abruptly. The whites of her eyes stood out more than the blue. Was she having a heart attack or had she forgotten the words? Big spiky eyelashes poked through the heavy, straight fringe of her wig.
Her thin lips were slightly ajar as she gripped the microphone with both hands. I took out my phone, ready to call an ambo. There was another three seconds of complete silence before she continued, ‘Eeeee-eee-i-ooooo!’ Oh. She had just forgotten the words.

Next up was Sarah, a young Taylor Swift who had on a Santa hat and a short red dress trimmed with white fluff. Her shoes made it obvious that she was also a fashion blogger: green velvet Jeffrey Campbell Litas with studs all over the heels. She clopped onto the stage, curly blonde hair streaming down her shoulders. ‘This performance is dedicated to my daddy,’ Sarah told the crowd, in a voice so saccharine that my mouth flooded with saliva as soon as I heard it. ‘Hey, Daddy!’ With a hand folded over like a duck bill, she waved at a middle-aged blond man standing near the front in a navy pullover. She had his small chin and long neck. The man stuck both of his thumbs up. Sarah sang ‘Santa Baby’, hips and fluffy white bobble on her hat swaying from side to side. I felt goosebumps rising along my upper arms, convinced that under the airbrushed skin and red lipstick, this girl was a reptile alien attempting to seduce the human race. When Sarah purred, ‘Hurrrry down the chim-ney tonight,’ she duck-bill-waved at her daddy again and treated him to a bonus wink. I felt all the blood in my face evacuate into my body and curdle in my stomach with a despairing yowl.

Janine was the third act in the line-up and she came onto the stage through a side curtain, her latest pair of Docs matching a burgundy velvet dress that I recognised from our thrifting adventures. Her Electric Lizard hair was tied in a half updo with curly pieces framing her strong jawline. She had stayed backstage the whole time, unlike Estella and Sarah who had stood in the crowd sipping cocktails before and after their performances. During a smoking break between contracts and torts one day, Janine had told me that art was sacred and it was important to separate the art from the artist. I liked the profound things that Janine said. Her cultural knowledge astounded me. I always wondered how a Lebanese–Australian girl from Blacktown knew as much, if not more, about music, fashion and art as any of the white kids at uni did. Growing up, the only non-Vietnamese artists I knew were dead white dudes like Mozart from being forced to take piano lessons or Black rappers like Tupac whose faces had been tacked to the walls of my cousin Đức’s bedroom when he went to Birrong Boys. I didn’t really know what to make of Janine’s opinions about the arts. But perhaps refusing to mingle with the audience, choosing to instead present herself as a flawless Christmas diva who addressed us mere mortals from her stool on the stage, was what she meant by separating the art from the artist.

‘Kafta frying on an open grill,’ Janine’s husky voice crooned.

Her eyelids, dappled with green shimmer, closed slowly at the end of the line, as if the warmth of said kaftas was emanating directly from the depths of her soul and into the audience. I recognised the tune but I had never heard of kaftas in a Christmas carol. She raised an index finger with a golden oval nail and continued, ‘Air con nipping at your nose.’ Ahhh, Janine had changed the lyrics to Nat King Cole’s ‘The Christmas Song’. Her finger lightly pricked the air, as if she was touching the tip of a nose chilled by the breeze of the air con. ‘Nothing to do, even the Westpoint is closed, bogans running around in shorts …’ There was a wooden windchime clarity to her deep voice. ‘Queen’s face on ABC, change the channel bro, please.’ She sang a story about boredom and malaise in a sweltering Blacktown Christmas. Her carol made me feel warm and at home – more than any of the songs about snow, sleighbells or figgy pudding.

When Janine finished singing, there was a silence in the audience. The couple sitting next to me looked at each other with raised eyebrows – white people code for ‘uh-oh’. Sarah’s daddy folded his arms and pursed his lips at Janine like she’d personally strangled Santa. He should’ve reserved that look for his daughter. Weren’t these people excited to hear something they’d never heard before? I clapped my cold beer hands hard. Then I whooped, cheered, threw my hands in the air and jumped around like I’d seen people on TV do at concerts. Janine’s eyes darted from side to side. She slotted the microphone back in its stand, gently stood up from the stool and walked back through the curtains with perfect posture. A class act till the end.

She reappeared a few minutes later at the bar and came over to me. We hugged. I saw the strands of green tinsel threaded in her updo and beads of sweat melting the pale foundation along her hairline. She must have woken up extra early to do her hair.

‘Holy shit, Janine, you slammed it. That was the best Christmas carol I’ve ever heard. I would totes play that on the radio if I was still at YCR,’ I told her.

She smiled with her lips closed and bounced her shoulders up to her dangly gold earrings in an apologetic way. ‘Let’s get chips,’ she said. 

We shared a basket of wedges and sipped on margaritas for the rest of the show. The icy lime and tequila charged the blood in my face. I could feel the skin on my cheeks turning red and tried clapping my cold hands on them to get the colour to die down. I replayed Janine’s performance in my mind, marvelling at her singing voice and her artistry. She stood beside me, shoulders slumped over her drink and chips.

At the end of the show, one of the singing teachers who introduced herself as Mrs Glove took to the stage to announce the performance prizes. She carried a glass trophy that was shaped like an angel.

‘We’ve judged this according to the strength of your applause.’ She grinned, revealing teeth the size of Tic Tacs.

‘The first prize goes to  … Sarah.’ The crowd cheered. Sarah’s daddy in the pullover raised a schooner.

‘What the fuck?’ I mouthed to Janine, who dutifully clapped.

Sarah’s syrupy-voiced performance had left me with the same feeling as eating a dozen Krispy Kremes in one go. There was no way she could go home with one of those glass trophies. Janine was clearly the stand-out of the show, the star on top of the tree.

The applause for Sarah continued as she took selfies on stage with the trophy. Air bubbled in my chest. I wanted to burp but I also wanted to be a model minority. The tequila coldness that had charged my blood was enveloping my brain and muting the selective schoolgirl voice in my head telling me to be civil and gracious. Instead of politely clapping, I lurched forward. The sticky floor was useful in keeping my Docs glued and grounded even though the stage was spiralling in front of me. I pushed past the goth girl with her camping man. Sticking up my middle finger to Sarah’s daddy and his pullover, I continued towards the liquefying stage and placed both of my clammy hands on the ledge as if that would make it a solid piece of wood again. I twisted my hips to one side, hands still pressed on the ledge, and jumped. Once I was sitting on the stage, I swung my legs onto it and stood up. The crowd gasped like I was a beast breaking out of its cage. I walked up to Sarah, who yelped, ‘Ew, get away.’ I grabbed the mic from her and faced the crowd. Everyone had a twin.

‘J-Janine wr-rote her own song. Doesn’t oh-ohgi-ri-nality m-mean anything to you?’ I felt a tequila-flavoured burp rising through my windpipe. I let it out. No more model minority. Just minority. Everyone’s twin had a triplet. The lights were dimming, softer and softer until I couldn’t recognise anybody’s face. My brain registered: fich-net leg-kings, slimbing choes, pleece folo  … Swivel and swirl. We were all in a big washing machine.

Pop! A burst balloon. My body slammed to the floor, pain shattering from my right shoulder through to my left. I was being folded, vertically. A weight pressed around my hips. I looked down horizontally. Two legs in red pants wrapped around my waist. I had grown extra legs? Two bony hands grabbed at the microphone in my hands. Wait. I had four hands? Could alcohol make you grow extra limbs? It was a medical miracle.

The screeching in my ears and the spit landing on my cheek clarified the situation for me. Those were Mrs Glove’s legs wrapped around my waist and those were her hands taking the mic away from me. I loosened my grip and the mic slipped out of my fingertips. Mrs Glove stood up and sang, ‘Security!’ in a falsetto voice. The Agincourt Hotel’s very own Dave Bautista emerged from the shadows. ‘Eeheehee!’ I squealed and rolled off the stage, landing on my back with a thud that echoed throughout the room. A pair of doughy hands slid under my armpits and I hoisted myself up by balancing on their owner’s shoulder. Burgundy velvet. Janine.

~

We stumbled down Pitt Street and sought refuge inside the KFC. On squeaky vinyl seats, we crunched through Wicked Wings and stuffed down popcorn chicken. I sculled water. The cold in my brain thawed. ‘Art is subjective. Can’t please everyone,’ Janine said. She stuck a red spoon inside a plastic tub of brown and white potato and gravy. ‘Well if everyone back there is right, I am happy to be wrong,’ I told her. Using a piece of popcorn chicken, I scooped up more potato and gravy.
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ROFL

In a cavernous room at the back of Bankstown Arts Centre, a hijabi stood behind a school desk, arranging chunks of watermelon onto paper plates.

‘Um, excuse me,’ I said, approaching her. ‘Is this where the poetry slam is?’

‘Yep, you’re a bit early. Make yourself at home’ – she stretched her arm out towards the row of seats arranged in a circle around a microphone with a red bandana wrapped over it – ‘and take some watermelon.’ Her face was perfectly oval and she had on a deep red lipstick that matched her hijab.

I took a wedge of watermelon, held it like a slice of pizza and bit into the cold, pink and slightly grainy flesh. There was one more assignment to submit before I could finish my uni degree. A 300-word article reporting on an arts event. All the writers’ festivals were at least an hour away. The poetry slam was a five-minute drive from the library. The only problem was: I didn’t know anything about poetry. I had been confronted with poems back in high school. The medicine for that disease was SparkNotes. More people filed in. Several young hijabis, some Filos, Viets and Islanders. The same demographic I would have expected to see at the Bankstown Hoyts for the latest Marvel. I was surprised. I’d thought only old white people appreciated poetry, the ones who loved a sunburnt country with sapphire-misted mountains and brown streams. All the seats at the Bankstown Poetry Slam were filled and it was mostly brown people. Easily a crowd of fifty. Regina would be fuming. I wiped my sticky watermelon-juice fingers on my blazer and took out a notebook from my work satchel. Scribbled: Poetry, truly diverse crowd, why. The room went black. A spotlight shone on the microphone stand. The hijabi standing behind it, the one who had offered me the watermelon earlier, introduced herself as Sara. She welcomed the room with arms stretched wide and a smile that made me stuff my notebook away and listen.

~
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Assignment: Final

Title: Westie Poetry 
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‘If they can wrap their tongue around my kebab, they can wrap their tongue around my vocab!’ Australian poet Yasmine Lewis projected her defiant voice through the darkness, clutching a microphone with a red bandana tied around it. She paused. Her audience – young brown people gathered in a theatre at the back of Bankstown Arts Centre on a Tuesday night – whooped, cheered, raised their hands and clicked their fingers. I was among them.

Before coming to the Bankstown Poetry Slam, I thought making a poem was putting together pretty words about the supposedly bare, beautiful yet harsh Australian landscape and pressing the ‘Enter’ key a bunch of times. I didn’t know anything about poetry but I understood what this young woman was saying.

The last line of Yasmine’s poem went like this: ‘If they can say Shakespeare, they can say your name.’ My name, ‘Sylvia’, is one that my Vietnamese parents put on my birth certificate because they thought it would make life easier for me. They had seen my older cousin, Đức, struggle with his name. In Vietnamese, if someone says that you have ‘đức’, it means that you have morals, that you do the right thing even when it’s hard. Đức went to primary school in Kogarah because that’s where his parents were first resettled after arriving in Australia as refugees. All the Aussies at the school called him ‘Duck’. When Đức told them his name was pronounced ‘Dook’, they called him ‘Dookie’, which is slang for diarrhoea. When Đức turned eighteen, he legally changed his name to Michael. After Michael Jordan.

Yasmine’s poem made me think about all of this in a way that I had never thought about it before. Like my parents, I had always accepted that in a Western country, it made sense to have a Western name. Even Hollywood names like Apple or Asterisk are more ‘acceptable’ than Đức. But thinking this way has made me feel like ‘dookie’ for the past twenty-three years. As I sat in a crowd of young wogs, Lebs, nips, curries and fobs from Bankstown, I felt good about being a Nguyển. Attending the Bankstown Poetry Slam made me feel closer to poetry and, more importantly, power.

~

To: Sylvia.Nguyen@maq.com.au

From: Mary.Claw@maq.com.au

Dear Sylvia,

I am writing to advise that your submission for the assessment task worth 30 per cent of your final mark for MAS330 was not appropriate. Throughout this unit, there have been clear guidelines available to students outlining the standard of work expected of them. One of the foundations of journalism is objectivity. Your submission centred on your cultural identity and laid bare your biases. In class, we have repeatedly discussed the merits of avoiding ‘I’ in review writing. Apart from these errors, the use of offensive racial slurs in your article was most egregious.

I would like to offer you the opportunity to make another submission. I cannot, in good faith, allow you to pass this assessment task with what you have handed in.

Regards,

Mary

~
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Bonsai is the art of growing ornamental, artificially dwarfed varieties of trees and shrubs in pots. The bonsai-making class at Bankstown Arts Centre on Saturday afternoons offers attendees a delightful experience in learning this delicate yet complex art. Under the tutelage of the enthusiastic and charismatic Leslie Knope, students learn to propagate trees suitable for bonsai purposes. Equipped with coils of chicken wire, miniature trimming scissors and pick knives, students also gain insight into the techniques used to gain full control over the shape and size of their tree. As Ms Knope advises cheerily at the beginning of the lesson, there is a Japanese proverb that goes, ‘The nail that sticks out must be hammered down’.

First, the bonsai is cultivated. Growing a tree from a cutting (rather than a seed) reduces the time for the bonsai to grow and provides foresight into what the final product may look like. Second, students are reminded to be ‘subtly firm’ in dealing with their growing plants. Being too heavy-handed with pruning equipment may result in large wound marks on branches, which is unsightly and ruinous to the bonsai aesthetic. Real cultivation of the plant comes from patience. Pruning little by little, day by day, will condition your bonsai to conform to what you desire. This class is highly recommended for all those interested in building a sophisticated artistry in bonsai.

~

WhoawhoawhOoooaaAaaaaaaa. The foam seat of the wheelie chair swivelled under my boots, my f(l)at ass surfing on those demon wheels while trying to loop tinsel over one corner of the two-metre-tall concrete-coloured office divider behind the reception desk at the YLC. The tinsel dropped to the floor. I jumped off the chair and got on my knees to retrieve it.

‘Hey, is Sylvs ’round?’ The familiar male voice was slightly muffled like he was speaking through a mouthful of rice. I watched Cisem’s tan Sportsgirl sandals face the reception desk. ‘Sylvia’s busy at the moment. Can I take a message?’ she said in her best customer service voice.

I got off my knees and rose slowly to my feet. Clocked the guy on the other side of the desk at waist level. Grey work shirt tucked into grey-chequered pants. Was the tax office chasing me on HECS or some shit? Then I saw the long brown neck, tapered nose bridge with bulbous nostrils and thick black eyelashes.

‘Đức! The hell you doin’ here?’ From the corner of my eye, I could see Cisem looking from Cousin Đức to me and back, trying to figure out whether we were related. I made a note to explain to her later that he was my cousin and had unfairly inherited greater eyelash density than me.

‘Checking whether you still alive. Mum said you busted the Mazda on a tree,’ Cousin Đức said.

‘Um yeh, I was driving pretty slowly so only one headlight got smashed,’ I mumbled. In my periphery, I saw Cisem tilt her head. My cheeks flared and my abdomen seized up.

Cousin Đức tapped his fingers. ‘You eat yet?’

I smiled – a genuine one that untangled the throbbing knot in my stomach. It’d been a couple years since I’d hung out with Cousin Đức. Dude had started fading me out once he’d got that banking job in the city and moved out east to his fancy studio apartment overlooking the skyscrapers. Why was he out in Yagoona anyway?

‘I’m on break soon. Wait for me, yeh?’ I told him. He shrugged, which meant ‘Okay’ in Cousin Đức lingo, and walked over to the non-fiction shelves, shoulders slightly hunched over like they always had a habit of doing.

When Regina left to go to a library conference, I found Cousin Đức in the P section, sitting on one of the grey mushroom chairs (Regina called them ‘poufs’) with three photography books on the ground next to him. Cousin Đức carried the books to the front desk and borrowed them. I asked what he wanted for lunch. He said bánh mì without any hesitation and we walked to YaYa Bakery. We ordered two pork rolls and a snail pastry to share. Brought them back to a bench under the eucalyptus tree out the front of the library. Spent the first ten minutes demolishing our bánh mì in silence.

‘Heard you only eat twenty-five-dollar pizzas now,’ I said, expecting Đức to tell me it was fake news.

‘That’s what I was eating before I resigned last month.’

Resigned? From a six-figure job? This was seismic news. No wonder Dì Hai hadn’t invited us over lately.

‘What happened? I thought you were living the high life. Literally.’ I thought of his swanky bachelor pad on the sixth floor of a ‘stylish, new and modern apartment building in Pyrmont with access to a heated pool and squash court downstairs’. That’s what the description on Domain had read.

‘Sick of bein’ worked like a dog,’ Đức said. Chewed through the last of his bánh mì in yawning bites. His eyes darted across my face, sensing my disbelief. ‘And I got told to weed out “terrorist-sounding” names from a pile of resumes. Didn’t wanna play that game. No Leb ever said I was swamping the nation.’

Cousin Đức brushed bánh mì crumbs off his trousers and scrunched up the paper bag in a single fist. That’s what he’d done with his Big Mac wrappers back when he wore his Year 11 jersey with FTP on the back.

‘So what’s the five-year plan now?’

‘Dunno. Maybe start a photography business,’ he said, reaching into the next paper bag. Tore a strip out of the snail pastry with his slender fingers. I remembered the way his eyes didn’t blink when he had photoshopped the snaps of his canary-yellow RX.

‘Also,’ he continued, keeping his eyes on the puff pastry in his hand, ‘I dogged you when you told Aunty and Uncle that you were dropping law. Shouldn’t have done that.’

‘Oh,’ I replied, a chunk of bánh mì stuck in my throat. ‘No worries, cuz.’

~

Two empty Nutella jars. Secrets out in broad daylight. Mẹ said not to chuck them, that she needed more glass containers for nước chấm, but I hated looking at them and seeing the streaks of brown muck caked on the glass where I’d once desperately scraped a spoon in the middle of the night. We stood side by side at the kitchen sink, my bare arm pressed against her bright pink fleece pullover, the one I’d worn to the selective test ten years ago.

Mẹ flicked the switch on the kettle and cracked open a fresh two-litre bottle of white vinegar. I poured bicarb soda into the jars. She hit it with the vinegar. Ssss-ssss-ssss. We watched the despair melt away from the curves of glass. Tackled a jar each and scrubbed the rest of the crap off with bottle brushes and detergent. Ba came in holding a small bottle of citrus oil in one hand and a pack of cotton buds in the other. Dealing with the sticky residue left behind by the labels was his favourite part. It required precision and focus that only a retired engineer could appreciate.

Fweeeetttttttt. Our Kermit-green kettle rumbled in its base. Mẹ dropped the lids into a porcelain bowl and poured boiling water over them. Steam rose. I felt the pores on my nose and cheeks open.

‘Mười phút okay,’ she said, putting up all ten fingers. I nodded and set the timer on my phone. When Ba was done with the labels, he held up each jar like a newborn Simba. He smiled so wide that the moles on his cheeks pressed up under his eye bags. Mẹ put the jars into the microwave. Sixty seconds. Mitts on her hips, button nose pushed forward, eyes bright as longan seeds. She watched the rotating jars, then pulled out a bottle of Việt Hương fish sauce with the three green crabs on the salmon-pink label. The ingredient ratio was three parts water to one part fish sauce to whatever Mẹ’s mood was that day of lemon and sugar – exact measurements were for the weak. Today she trusted me with the sugar. It felt like a promotion. We mixed the ingredients together in the jars and Ba added in minced chillies from the backyard. Red confetti pirouetted inside golden liquid. Nutella jars reborn.





Epilogue

Yagoona Council was giving away free shit. Like, literally. Ten-kilo sacks of fertiliser were available for the taking from their depot. Ba knew about it from the bright-green flyer dropped in our letterbox that week. He waved that thing in the air like it was his ticket to Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. I knew about it because I was the one who had stacked the flyers on the stand near the Yagoona Learning Centre front desk. Regina Renee had gone back to where she came from – Erskineville. At her farewell lunch, Cisem and I had presented her with a giant alfalfa-sprout sandwich, complete with press-on googly eyes, and she’d laughed through her teeth.

Ba had circled the date of Free Shit Day on Mẹ’s Australia Post calendar with a leaky red biro. He only circled important dates, like my graduation ceremony and the award announcements for the local writing competitions I’d entered.

‘Our backyard is going to come to life. Best tomatoes and chillis in Yagoona,’ he said. He stuck the flyer on our fridge under a dog-shaped magnet that the local vet had given us when Benny got put down.

Benny had only been gone three months. For the fifteen years he’d lived in our Yagoona home, he had lain on his back in the grass with his furry legs up in the air. At dinnertime, he would sprint in a straight line from his resting spot to his food bowl in front of the laundry, his tail thumping against the concrete. Over the years, the grass had stopped growing along that path. Ba called it the Hồ Chí Minh Trail, a diagonal line that cancelled out the beauty of the rest of our backyard. Visitors barely noticed the bright red, purple, yellow and green chillis exploding from the pots lining the grass or the bulbous cherry tomatoes that had to be picked every week. Instead, they pointed to the homemade HCM Trail and asked, ‘What the hell happened there?’

Even after Benny was gone, Ba still left the yellow ‘Beware of the Dog’ sign up on the back gate. Mẹ couldn’t even stand at the kitchen in front of the window looking into the yard without sobbing into the sink. Our chillis withered away into charcoal husks. Pigeons swarmed the yard like a SWAT team on CSI, covering everything in liquid-paper shit with their signature sickly green coils.

Ba usually woke up at 8am on weekends, which he classified as ‘sleeping in’, but on Free Shit Day he was in my Mazda in the front passenger seat at 7am, beeping the horn. ‘Nhanh lên, nhanh lên!’ He was going to need my help carrying the bags. When I got to the garage, I saw that he was cramming down a bánh mì slathered in Flora ProActiv and stuffed with canned Sumaco sardines in tomato sauce and coriander. I shoved my feet into my Docs and tightened the laces. Ba chewed, short grey hairs poking out from the sides of his navy beanie. A strand of coriander hanging from his mouth pirouetted in circles. I climbed into the driver’s seat as he dusted big flakes of bánh mì crust off his Von Dutch windbreaker. I started the engine.

A saxophone melody struck up. The morning air numbed the tip of my nose and the watery sunlight made everything look like a sun-faded postcard. It felt too early for a sultry jazz tune laden with longing but this was the permanent soundtrack to Ba’s life and I respected that, so this was what I played when he was in my car. The track was the beginning of the album Boston Buồn by his favourite singer, Khánh Ly. Ba disapproved of women who smoked but the gravel in Ly’s voice made it easy to imagine her puffing on a ciggie and staring out a window streaked with rain, the Boston blues soaking her Saigon soul. Ba hummed along.

The lingering smell of margarine and sardines made my stomach scowl. Even though I couldn’t catch the actual Viet words, the way that Khánh Ly crooned made me wonder: when does one forget their past? Her raspy voice raked through the air with the saxophone trailing behind it and I guessed: never.

Like typical Viets, we were late. I parked the car at the back of a queue leading to a metal industrial bin filled with the bags of fertiliser. Every man in Yagoona wanted free shit. Ba stuck his head out of the window, trying to scope out ways to cut through the line.

‘Dad, people already think we’re queue jumpers,’ I groaned, yanking the sleeve of his windbreaker so that he’d sit back down.

Thirty minutes later, the Leb in front of us was getting his free shit. He carried two bags of fertiliser at a time. His biceps bulged like there were several apples stuffed under his skin. He leaned over the back of his ute and dumped the bags in, bronze jaw tensed like a blade.

When it was our turn to pick up the free shit, Ba and I could only haul one bag at a time between us back to the car. I gripped one side of the rough woven bag and Ba held on to the other side. It was hard to pretend it was a sack of potatoes, which had been my original plan going in. Being that close to shit was basically the same as eating it. An ibis stood on the rim of the industrial bin, shook the lice out of its feathers and shot us a dirty look with its pinprick pitch-black eyes. Smartass.

Second bag in, I was praying for Buddha to send a lightning bolt directly down on my head to end the suffering. The shit smell in the air was as thick as an Instagram model and I was sure that flecks of cow dung had wriggled into my bloodstream. The top layer of skin on my palms had rubbed off against the roughness of the hessian sacks, my flesh a shiny millennial pink. Ba’s big rice-farmer calves wobbled. His Von Dutch windbreaker was soaked at the armpits and his breathing went wo-hoo, wo-hoo, wo-hoo. I fantasised about shedding the rest of the skin on my body in a bathtub filled with baking soda and vinegar.

The Leb came over and carried the third bag for us on his own. Dad smiled and said, ‘Thanks, brother’. When the Leb loaded the bag into the boot of the car and grunted goodbye, Dad promised to take over fresh chillies and tomatoes. He didn’t even know where the guy lived.

~

‘Chillis and tomatoes,’ Mẹ announced one afternoon, security door rattling behind her as she came in from the backyard. She lowered two bulging plastic bags onto the kitchen counter then grabbed the Best&Less catalogue that had been shoved into our letterbox earlier and started fanning herself with it.

‘Benny’s spirit must be blessing the yard,’ she said, black curls swaying.

‘No, he was the main supplier of fresh fertiliser for the past fifteen years. That’s why everything went downhill when he was gone,’ Ba said, lowering his copy of the Herald and eager to deflate unscientific theories. ‘We still have a problem with those pigeons though.’

Ôi mèn ơi, those pigeons. Most of the cherry tomatoes had bite marks carved into them. Chunks of red flesh lay rotting in the dirt. We couldn’t understand why the pigeons didn’t concentrate on eating one thing at a time. Those sky rats were true blue though because they left the chillis alone, so we always had enough to crush into Maggi seasoning to pour on our sunny-side-up eggs. We strung up old CDs on the mận tree because Ba read on the internet that the light could deflect intruders. What the internet forgot to mention was that CDs reflected absolutely nothing at night because it was dark. The pigeons took revenge once the moon popped out like a Panadol. They swarmed the yard, took bites out of the CDs and spat out twisted bits of holographic plastic. Mẹ cracked her back bending over to pick those bits up. So we made a scarecrow with a head of two VB cans glued together, 2-litre Coke bottles for arms and legs and a torso fashioned from my old high school backpack. The pigeons pecked at the zipper of the backpack, forced it open and climbed inside to take naps. Their brazenness got to Dad.

One Saturday morning, he came back from the shops lugging a square cardboard box that was as big as his chest.

‘Is that the air fryer I wanted?’ Mẹ asked.

‘Even better,’ Ba said. The receipt taped to its side fluttered upwards to reveal black printed letters: MR CHEAP.

Ba made a big show of flicking open his rusty box cutter and running it along the masking tape. He put both hands into the box like he was about to lift out a newborn baby. Instead he lifted out a life-size plastic black-and-white owl with glass eyes the size of fifty-cent coins.

‘That is a weird air fryer,’ Mẹ said.

‘Meet the newest member of our family. Laser Owl,’ Ba said.

He flicked a little switch at the base of the owl’s tail and two red laser beams shot out, one from each of the owl’s eyes. They pointed straight at Mẹ and me. Ba snapped his fingers around the owl. Its head shook from side to side. Its glass eyes rolled around under thick Howard-esque eyebrows. The moving laser beams turned our kitchen into a warehouse rave. The noise that came out of its beak – hoo hoo – was so robotic it sounded sarcastic.

Ba perched Laser Owl on the step outside the shed in our backyard. Mẹ complained that it was creepy seeing an unblinking plastic owl staring directly at her when she stood at the kitchen sink. ‘He’s just doing his job,’ Ba said. The first night Laser Owl was on duty, we heard a feral yowling and ran outside to see what was going on. Laser Owl was shaking its head. Side to side, up and down. Its red sabre-light eyes rolling around like marbles in its head. Our backyard was like a scene from one of those elaborate robbery movies where the burglars had to dodge lasers to get to the diamond in the middle of the room. We were impressed and Mẹ put up with Laser Owl’s ferocious glare every time she stood at the kitchen sink. A month afterwards, our tomatoes had grown so much that we had to pulp and freeze several containers each week. We wrapped the surplus chillis in layers of cling film before bunging them into the freezer.

One morning, Mẹ and I woke up to Ba yelling in the backyard. We rushed out. The rubber slides we kept at the back door were damp with dew. Mẹ’s fringe was still curled up in a pink foam roller and fastened with a clip. ‘Did somebody die?’ She tapped her foot and sighed.

‘Yes, somebody did die,’ Ba howled, banging a fist against the door of the garden shed. A dome of black-and-white plastic was peeking out through the grass. It was Laser Owl’s head. Its hollow plastic body was still perched at the front door of the shed, except it wasn’t hollow anymore. It was filled with grey feathers and broken twigs that stuck out like echidna spines. A pigeon nest. I’d seen them in the gaps at the top of the pillars on the train platforms at Yagoona Station despite the metal spikes installed along the edge of the station sign. Mẹ was still standing near Laser Owl’s head. She laughed, the sunlight skipping in her eyes. ‘Thôi đi,’ she said, pushing Ba lightly on the arm. ‘Don’t you remember how happy we were to see birds when we were in the middle of the ocean?’ 

Ba threw up his hands and went inside. The morning sunlight was growing stronger. On the dirt near my feet, I watched the dancing shadows of shimmering leaves.

Those pigeons, they could make a home out of anything.
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