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SEEDLINGS



Being Bindi

At school

on the first day

they split us into groups

to learn about our new classmates.

When they ask

I say:

‘Wedayo, my name is Bindi Hoskins

I’m 11 years old

I live with Mum and Dad

and a Brother and a Sister.

We live on the hill

up a steep driveway

in a yellow house

backing onto bushland

at number 19.

Nan and Pop

live close by.

We have

two dogs:

Rocky and Tazz.

And two horses:

Nelly and Scoot (my one is Nell)

And chickens.

And rabbits.

But mostly

you’ll find me

on an adventure

with my friends

Olive, Henry and Marco –

that’s if I’m not playing hockey

or painting …’

Mr Milburn smiles and nods

and it’s someone else’s turn.
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Curried Sausages

When I get home,

the questions continue

over curried sausages

at dinner

when Mum and Dad ask

I say:

‘Day one was fine

new year

new class

new teachers

            Mr Milburn

            Mrs Szonyi (Zur-Knee)

new shoes

and shirts

            same old bottle green and gold

same bitesized kindies

(backpacks bigger than them)

hand holding all the way to line

same old rusted school gates

                   and grates

                              same bell

                                           older than time

gardens more brown

           than green,

                      longing for water

                                 in the drought

                                            and heat

but

something

about this year

feels different

                               there’s a change in the wind

                                              and I’m excited

                                                         to find out

                                                                 what it is …’

Afternoon Rides

Daylight savings

is for

late afternoon rides

on pig-headed brumbies

sale-yard ponies

and ex-racers

finding rhythms

in dusty arenas

under the hum

of slow-motion flies

and cicadas

settling in for the burrie.


Afternoons made for

pointing ponies

up The Hill,

racing

the others

slowing down when

The Big Darrambyang

says so

slowing down when

The Fence

grows near –

their shiny barbs

shouting threats.


Afternoons built for

drinks and dips in the dirty dam,

for kicks and clicks

as hooves paw at water

and contemplate a roll

on a rider –

the deepest of dangers.

Daylight savings

is reserved for rides.
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Fambam

At home we call gummuang ‘Mum’.

At hockey, we call her ‘Rosie’ or ‘Coach’.

’Cause when all the kids are shouting ‘MUM’ at theirs,

it gets a bit confusing!

Rosie

has big hair,

tight ringlets of saltwater swarf.

She was grown on this Country,

but it’s not hers.

Her kind eyes

have seen too much,

but she doesn’t let it show.

Mum/Rosie

is warm butter sliding down toast:

she melts people

with her kindness,

leaves them feeling

fuller.

Curayan/Dad/Turtle

is a jack of all trades (according to Mum).

Born here,

he’s a gardener,

a storyteller,

and a tinkerer.

Taller than all of us,

he has a grand view

of things.

We kids turn to him

most often

for answers.


Omeo, dyidyung,

is my eldest brother

(4 years older).

He’s 15,

and he’s been here before.

He loves his bees

and plants,

loves to cook,

is an athlete,

just like Mum’s brother.

Omeo is learning the land

from Dad and Pop.

My little sister Elsie, gulwun,

is the golden child:

not even double digits,

she has Mum wrapped around her finger!

Little, like Rosie,

she is a speck on top of her thoroughbred (ex-racer).

Elsie the athlete

and pancake enthusiast,

ever curious,

she loves to ask questions of the world.

I am Bindi,

the one in the middle.

I am 11 years old.

Growing here,

I am an empath of the land,

lover of art,

horses

and hockey.

Each day

a new adventure unfolds

for us all.
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Rockmelon with Dinner

We always have rockmelon with dinner

it’s a Mum classic

with Dad in mind I’d say

(he hasn’t got the teeth for harder fruits)

I think us kids got his share

we got his hair too

and his height

and green eyes

our golden skin

is Mum’s –

a hand-me-down reminder

that we’ve been loved

by grandfather Sun

and our Ancestors

for all time

I look more like mum

than Omeo and Elsie,

her nose looks

just like my nose

which, over rockmelon,

my Omeo pokes

just to check if it’s ‘squishy’

and it is

which causes Elsie

to almost choke

and we all laugh

in the belly

of our home

where we are known

and held

and all is well,

while rockmelon is served at dinner.
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2.2

At school

on a cloudy Tuesday

Aunty Lindy

sits our class in a circle

by the lake.

Facing inwards

she talks about respect

in a space like this –

about the timelessness

of our meeting,

and the importance of caring for

the Country that you sit on,

and the Country you belong to.

Aunty Lindy explains

listening deeply

means hearing from the heart:

hearing with more

than ears.


She tells us

of garrall,

a budjan

with symbolic colours –

black, red and yellow,

her Duwi,

sacred to our nation –

a totem budjan,

one that sings in the karrat

and speaks of canbe.

We pause to hear her calls

from far away:

           naora

           naora

           naora

Hands to daore,

we join Aunty

planting she-oaks.

We palm their seed pods,

rough and symmetrical.

She says that they

will keep us safe,

and connect us to the Old People.

We drip water

at the base

of trunks to be.

We erect small sentries

to protect the seedlings.

I hope they will

withstand the drought,

and welcome the budjan,

and their karrat.
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Art Class I

On Thursday afternoons

Mrs T visits

and we paint.


She takes us

through archives

of artworks

by award-winning

artists.

We copy their ways

and make our own versions of

famous works.

We hear their stories

and learn new skills

that I’ll take to my wall

at home.

I’m a strong painter

but I don’t let it show –

I don’t want to stand out.

And though Mrs T knows

she won’t make a fuss.

She understands

and compliments me quietly

slipping me extra tasks

when I finish early.

Today, Mrs T

told the class

about a project

where a selected group

will paint a mural

on the brick wall at school

and she picked ME

to be in charge.

I hope I can be a leader.
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5.2

Olive and I walk to school –

black shoes kicking rocks

on the dry bush track

around the low lake,

where she-oaks

we planted

sway in hot wind,

and thirsty turtles

sun themselves

on forgotten logs.

Olive is my best friend.

I’ve known her since I changed schools.

We play hockey together and

swim and adventure together.

Olive loves the music

people aren’t ready to.

She plays guitar

and is kind to everyone she meets.

Our parents say:

‘You are old enough now

to take yourselves

to school,

and to watch your sisters.’


Which I think

makes us old enough

to make our own decisions,

and today

I’ve decided

that I don’t like maths.

I’ve decided

I want to paint

or draw

or make.

I want to create

and tell the stories that matter

like my Old People,

like I do

at home,

when I take my paintbrush

for a walk

on my bedroom wall,

and Dad

acts surprised,

or mad!

Until he sees

a mess of colour and stroke,

at which point,

he tucks me

under his arm,

scruffs my hair

and says:

‘Don’t do this again!’

Mum smiles,

knowing I will,

knowing we will all

do this again,

next time I decide to

redecorate my room.
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Bedroom Wall Mural I

When the black cockatoo

disappears

and the sky dries

I’ll know we’re done for
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8.2

My favourite part of each burral

at school is after lunch

when we meet by the rusty gate

to walk along the lake edge

and tend to

small she-oaks

sprouting strongly

against the elements.

These plants

are gifted

extra care

in this hard time of

little water –

they’re the only food source

for garrall.

With each drip

we make promises

to have her

always there.

On the weekend

we tangara for our budjan

and I feel strong.

We call her back to country:

screaming her song

to Father Sky

in unison.

All the girls become her:

feathered in ochre

spotted by Elders

with earthly gold.

We are infinite.

Hockey

Our team loses

EVERY WEEK

and when I say

we lose

I mean

we get

FLOGGED

EVERY WEEK

6-0

10-0

5-1 (we actually scored! YAY!)

our coach, Mum, tells me

this is character-building stuff –

she says that

‘playing a team sport

isn’t all about winning

it’s about

showing up

and trying your hardest’


           If I’m honest

           it can be a little

           upsetting

to try

your absolute BEST

week in

and week out

             only to have

             the other team snicker

             at you as they

             run rings

             and score

             goal upon goal

The closest we get

to a giggle

is at half-time

when someone wears

lolly teeth

or an orange peel

as a mouthguard

and we laugh

             we laugh an awful lot

             my team

something we always

do more than all

of the others

             and in the end

             I think that’s what Mum means

             we laughed the MOST.
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Dreaming

Olive (O), Henry (H), Marco (M) and Bindi (B) are heading home after school on a sunny afternoon, dawdling along the bush track. Bindi hears a black cockatoo in the distance, and slows down. O, H, M walk slightly ahead, talking about their favourite bands.

Bindi: You hear that?

O, H, M stop and look to Father Sky.



	B:  

	Hear that budjan calling?




	   

	She reminds us to look up, to pay attention.




	O:  

	How do you know?




	B:  

	In the Dreaming, the Duwi, garrall speaks of the canbe and brings the karrat.




	H:  

	Dreaming like sleeping?





Bindi rolls her eyes at Henry.



	B:  

	Dreaming like Dreamtime Stories,




	   

	Duwi as in our spirituality.




	M:  

	I remember, Bindi, like what Aunty taught us at school?





Bindi nods.



	H:  

	How long till karrat?




	B:  

	Hopefully a drizzle in the next few hours. We should head home.




	M:  

	Past the lake?




	O:  

	Yep, we can check our yabby trap.





Bindi stares at the sky.



	B:  

	I hope we see her,




	   

	she’s my favourite





all black

with speckled cheeks,

canbe blazing in her tail.

O, H, M and B walk faster, slowing when garrall calls, to look at the sky.

Friends

Olive, Marco, Henry and I are the closest friends.

When Mum and Dad can’t find me,

they call Olive’s parents

Brrrrrrriiiiiiiiiing! Brrrrrrriiiiiiiiiing!

‘Morning Lisa, are the kids at yours?’

‘No, no, have you tried Henry’s place?’

so they call number 17

Brrrrrrriiiiiiiiiing! Brrrrrrriiiiiiiiiing!

‘Hi Christine, are the kids at yours?’

‘No, no, have you tried Marco’s place?’

so they call across town

Brrrrrrriiiiiiiiiing! Brrrrrrriiiiiiiiiing!

‘Hi Maree, are the kids at yours?’

‘No, no, have you tried the pool?

so Mum and Dad send Elsie to the pool

(who slumps off the couch, her head down, her feet dragging, down the hill)

‘Hey Glenn, have you seen Bindi and the gang?’

‘No, no, reckon they might be down the bawa?’

and Glenn the lifeguard is right

we’re there

Olive

Marco

Henry

and me

out by the canbe trail

and the old mine

playing 44 home

skipping stones

on the dwindling waterhole

scouting about the caves

watching wirritjirribin

scratch under wanting darrambyang

and when the bats

rattle the sky

on the twilight

we race home

releasing Olive

at the bottom of the hill

letting Marco go

on his bike


I split from Henry

3 houses down

and I sprint

straight up

my steep driveway

past Dad

who is watering the garden

with grey water

who looks at his watch

and the street lights

and then at me

and we both smile

knowing I beat them –

a sure sign

that I won’t

be in trouble

until Mum sees

my clothes

dirty and torn

from the day’s adventures –

uh oh.
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44 Home

In my family, we spend the weekends

between the farm

the beach

and bawa

the water cooler

always full

in the back of the 4x4

lunches and fruit

always stacked

in a backpack

packed by Mum

with a cake she baked

that morning

before ducking off to work

and leaving us with Dad

Dad, Elsie, Omeo and I

(along with the dogs)

set off early

never wanting

to waste

the bunyal

oftentimes

just walking

down the road

to the reserve

on the mountain

Dad taught us

these tracks

and we know ’em

like the backs

of our hands

and he

likes to test

our facts

sometimes

by playing his favourite game

it goes like this:

he walks us to a clearing

between the darrambyang

looks at the bunyal

and his watch

and gives a time

that we must be home by

and then he leaves

the rules are:

we wait 10 minutes

before trying to map

our way back

on a track

that’s not the same one

Dad took

we wander for a while

Omeo leading

Elsie trailing

and me in the middle

then follow

the cracked brook

that leads to the creek

that pools at the low waterhole

beneath the windy path

next to The Big Rock

behind the widening canbe trail

past the old mine

and its rickety air shafts

(that we avoid)

and eventually

we end up

at home

where Dad sits

on the verandah

with the dog

and a book

and he smiles

and asks us

‘Which way did you go?’

he already knows of course

because he followed

even though

we never see him

we’re sure

he’s there

like the burringilling

all of them

always watching

carefully protecting.
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Tangara

On Sunday

Mum and I tangara

with community

turning the dust up

with our feet

we honour

gummuang daore


we’ve been gathered

by the Elders

this week

to welcome the karrat

to chapped lips

and cheeks

of dulang

and creeks

dipped in ochre

we call to the spirit budjan

yoongaba

in the skies

we gather clouds

and have them fall

bringing reprieve

from this desert

somewhere in the hills

a canbe forms

far from our home.

Art Class II

I worried

that the other kids

might not like my ideas –

and then

the wind picked up

in the room

and sheets blew

like leaves

across the space

as if to let me know

I wasn’t alone

and in my mind

my toes traced the dulang bed

all dry and cracked

from lack of karrat

and I was reminded

that they (burringilling)

are always with me

and I spoke

without any doubt

knowing intuition

would guide me

that my Old people

were beside me


that my ideas

had never been my own

they’ve been honed

in the Duwi

and always would be

an outpouring

on the drought

the canbe

rained from my mouth

and that’s

when we got to work

creating art

that would matter.
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Walk Home

After school

Elsie and I walk

in the afternoon sun

to Mum’s shop.

The day drips

with the scent of camellias

that droop over fences

in town

their velvet petals

pool on the path.

Some wear the

squash

of a bike tyre.

We take joy out of

pulling helicopter seeds like insect wings

off the tree.

We launch them for guwara,

and hope she’ll catch the seeds

and carry them, and the smoke, away.

Elsie and I

take our time.

We trace the ivy

with paint-stained fingers –

an invader of landscape

that has grown

over greyed sandstone

on the corner shop.

Sometimes

we press the doorbell

hidden beneath.

Peeling back the green curtain,

we fumble and duck

ding dong

then RUN!

Woooshhhh!

Hoping the grumpy old man

who lives there

won’t catch us –

eeeeep!

Praying our legs

will stay yurwang

for the distance

slowing only

when we reach

the safety of

Mum’s shop –

Jirra Design.
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Bedroom Wall Mural II

When our songs become silent

the dulang will run dry.

So we yoongaba

yoongaba

yoongaba
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Goal Time

Tonight

on a hazy smoke-dusted field

I scored

Olive ran the ball up

the sideline

slipped it to Nulla

who slapped it to Mia

who ran it along

the backline

and found Jedda

and passed it to me

on the post

BAM

the ball sailed

straight past the goalie

into the backboard

and we ran

to each other

and threw

around hugs

and high 5s

like confetti!

Tonight I scored

and our team

had our

first

ever

draw.

Mum’s Creamy Pasta

Dad takes the head of the table

and I sit opposite.

To my left,

Omeo spreads across a whole side.

To Dad’s left,

Elsie and Mum

reside.

Tonight, it’s Mum’s creamy chicken pasta –

vegetable hide and seek,

a sneaky weekly special

that we devour after sport.

Tonight, Omeo

talks us through his plants;

he’s been cultivating them

with Pop

since he was little.

He speaks of seeds sprouting,

flowers opening,

of trims

and feeds.

For Omeo,

the earth will always be his calling.

He’d have been a medicine man –

one of those Old Fellas

you’d turn to with a toothache,

a cut,

a burn.

He’d have had

all the answers

                        maybe one day

                        he will

Elsie spoons peas

around her plate,

scoring goals in garlic sauce,

questioning everything:

‘Do plants have partners?

Do ants?

Where did the first pea come from?’

Then Mum shares a story

from her childhood –

one of shelling peas

by the dulang

with Nan Hoskins.

From a time when she was safe

and grounded in her community,

who cared for Country,

taking only what they needed,

sprouting the land with

careful back burns.

And for a moment,

I forget

that Mum was taken.
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Maths Class

A heavy grey looms over the footy field today

and we hide away inside.

In class, we make lists in descending order.

I watch ash fall from the sky

and dream the karrat,

that we danced for,

will add,

and multiply,

subtracting the canbe.

As the class maps maths solutions,

I think of one for our

climate crisis.

I know Old People

have the answer.

The News

As Elsie and I sip a caramel milkshake

at Mum’s shop

and sweep up hair

for pocket money

Mum shows us the paper

and tells us to

stay out of the bush

for a beat

until the earth calms again

until karrat comes

and stays

long enough to heal

the land.
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Horse Ride

Riding Nell

she is restless

I can feel her quivering under the saddle

              We see smoke growing

                            in the distance


                            there’s a static

                                          C/R/A/C/K

                                                                      : pyrocumulonimbus

                                          hooves k i c k i n g

                                                        o              u              t

feet sli p p i n g

                   from stirrups

hands

              l oo s e n i n g

                                          from reins

              body

                            flying

                                          high

                                                        in the a i r

trees

flashing

by

Nell

takes

        o        f        f

                   bolting sounds

                                       thrump

                                                    thrump

                                                                  thrump

                                                                              thrump

                                                    r.a.t.t.l.e.

                                                   the ground

                          whinnies yoongaba

       my body is

       F

       A

       L

       L

       I

       N

       G

and then there is

[darkness]
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RICER

After Dad gets me home

and Nell is safe in her stable

he sits me on the couch

with an icepack

in a tea towel

he presses it to

my wrist

and elevates my arm

with a cushion

he folds a sling

out of a pillowcase

and tells me about all the canbe

he and Pop

had fought

before I was born

some licked the back fence

others more tenacious

reached the hills hoist

in the middle of the yard

one even made it to the rock wall

near the back window

I ask him about this canbe

he doesn’t say much

only that it’s the

biggest

he’s ever seen.

Absence Note

17.2

Dear Mr Milburn and Mrs Szonyi,

Please excuse Bindi’s absence on Monday as she was in hospital undergoing surgery on her broken wrist.

Due to the break, she’ll be unable to play sport on Fridays for 8 weeks. Thanks for pairing her up with her buddies to help her in class. I know Bindi is thankful for the support, and we appreciate your understanding.

Warmest,

Mr and Mrs Hoskins

Bark Peels and Black Feathers

That afternoon

I nurse my cast

and walk with Nell

while Elsie rides Scoot

I tell her about school

and having to write with my left hand

Nelly is usually an excellent listener

but today

she walks behind me

pausing from time to time

for a patch of green grass

I’m halfway through telling a story to Nell

when she comes to a

complete

stop

at the base of a tree

impatient, I turn to find her

pawing the ground

Nelly exhales heavily

brushing softly on my sore arm

she guides me

to see

her breath making veins

in bark peels

and black feathers

of a fallen fledgling

I slip off my jacket

mindful of my wrist

and wrap it around

the garrall

noticing its

bent wing

wondering if perhaps

it is damaged

from falling

like me?
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CINDERS



Potato Bake

Today, Dad and Mum and I took my little garrall to the vet.

After, we sit down to our favourite dinner.

Mum tells us that

French onion soup mix

is the secret ingredient

for her potato bake –

a spell passed down

to her from the Harrisons,

who would take her on holidays

when she lived at the children’s homes.

Whatever Mum’s trick,

Dad, Elsie, Omeo and I

devour her magic

under full grandmother tyeluck,

savouring her nourishment

as we talk about the bleak vet visit,

which ended with

the vet saying to Mum and Dad,

we should let nature take its course.

And I couldn’t agree more.

Mother Nature

does nothing haphazardly,

she is the master puppeteer,

pulling strings,

to have all things meet

in their place –

and what better place

and time

to stumble

upon one another,

than under tumbled trees.

I trust this meeting

of broken beings

was meant to be.
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Bedroom Wall Mural III

Once they told us we’d die out too
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Updates

In the morning we awake early for cartoons

and flick the channels

to find every one screening the news

using the same words

fires

catastrophic

extreme

danger

cutting from state to state

the TV spits warnings at us

the radio is no different

stay out of the bawa

be prepared

these are the worst fires in our nation’s history

today instead of an adventure

we will move the horses

clear gutters

place sprinklers on the roof

hang dog leads on the gate

for speedy exit

collect supplies

pack bags

and a perch for the garrall

(just in case)

move flammables from the house

to the shed

in all my time

as Dad’s daughter

I’ve never seen him worried like this.

Rehoming

In the afternoon

bad smoky winds blow

all the radios say

canbe is coming

We move the horses to my Aunty Jen’s.

She lives

down

the

coast.

Another canbe

burns towards her property too,

but it’s further out

than the wattle ridge canbe

that threatens

our paddocks.

Tears swell in my eyes

when I hug Nell goodbye.

Aunty Jen

promises she’ll look after them.

And I believe her,

but I still worry.
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Groceries

When we get to the store I stop and stare –

I’ve only ever seen people like this in movies.

Parents from school drag their kids hurriedly through the shops,

teenagers frantically run,

beating elderly people

in the supermarket race.

Everyone pushes past each other,

scrounging for

water

canned beans

muesli bars

toiletries

pet food

medical things.

It welcomes worry.

None of us know

how long this emergency will last.

Trying to prepare for something unpredictable,

we are unsure of the right ways to move.

All of us forget ourselves

in the grocery store.

Bedroom Wall Mural IV

Sirens sound

This is not a drill

Repeat

This is not a drill
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Evacuation I

One day

like normal

the bell rings

but it doesn’t stop

like normal

then Mr Milburn and Mrs Szonyi tell us

to stop working

they say this time

it’s real

no more practising

worry is a butterfly

in my stomach

with giant wings

I’ve never felt so shaky before

my eyes start to leak

we move outside in an ‘orderly fashion’

leaving everything behind

my class joins a long line of students

following each other

just like ants

before a storm hits

like them, we want to run

we walk towards the oval –

the safe place

smoke stains the air

and I cannot see the mountain

the trees are a smear of ashen grey

they have not been licked by flames

but the smoke is getting thicker

the whole school sits in lines

our teachers mark the rolls

all of them

frantic

they move without thought

back and forth

their hands begin to talk for them

and the phones constantly ring

the canbe brigade has arrived

their sirens sound like relief

parents have been called

and one by one kids trickle

out the school gate

hoping it will stand

long after the skies have cleared

Olive’s parents arrive

Elsie and I go with them and Olive

we wave goodbye to Marco and Henry

who remain on the oval

waiting for their ride home

Olive’s parents drop us off at home

Dad has already packed our car

I collect my baby garrall

Elsie leashes our dogs

Omeo frees our chickens.
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Evacuation II

at home

the sirens

become a drone

constantly buzzing

above us

I forget they are there

the heat grows

more intense than the hottest stove

there is a thundering crackle

in the background

canbe looms

we wait for our next move

Evacuation III

THUMP THUMP THUMP

There’s someone at the door!

When Dad opens it

it’s the canbe brigade

doorknocking

their ashy faces look

compassionate

they say we’re the last house they can visit

there’s no more time

then

               we’re

                                   officially

                                                      evacuated

we all get in the car

I say a rushed goodbye to my room/mural/chickens

Dad follows the firetruck back to town

the empty streets look weird

I see the SES volunteers direct us onto the football field

near the swimming pool

there are hundreds of people

carrying their homes like turtles

we:

crawl in

check our names off a list

call Nan and Pop

and register on an app

so others know we have arrived safe

we cuddle and cry and hope that our homes will be spared

the drones and thunder

still sound in the distance

there are more than before

everyone on the footy field is

urgent

sitting ducks

we wait in grids

like tiny maps of the real streets

we wait

like the houses

that many of us may not return to

we look around for familiar faces

hoping to place someone we know

safe

in our mind

I note the ones missing

I tell Dad and Mum

they try to hide their worst fear.

Canbe

It’s been three days

at the evacuation centre

the local charities

keep us fed

and provide water

everything is rationed

                       there is little to do

but wait.

My sling has been replaced

with a T-shirt

it aches and makes me worry about Nell

Aunty Jen says the horses are safe.

Mum sits with the aunties

and Elsie and I join

with the dogs

and the garrall close by.

                                         Omeo sits with our Uncle

                                         on the other side of our camp.

The adults are saying

            that this is out of character for

                           canbe

            this is strange

                        this is wrong.

I think about this.

                        I was taught

                        she is a carer

                                    a healer.

Uncle says

                        she has been living

                                    unloved

                        for too long

                        unable to burn back

                        gummuang daore

                                    and welcome growth

                        at the hands

of our Old People.

Mum says canbe has become feared

and            taken            over

shaping a destiny of her own

                                    altering

                                                the land

                                                                        forever.

Aunty worries

canbe’s work

cannot

be

undone.

Day 5

Our food stockpile

in the footy hall

shrinks each day

and the water tank

is dwindling

there has been no power

for a time

but suddenly a whisper goes around

people huddle together                  talk quickly          then          split          up

when the whisper reaches us

Mum cries and Dad holds her shoulders

we are allowed to return

home

today

we leave anxiously

unsure if the house Pop built

that Dad extended

which we have loved

still stands.

Returning

By some stroke of luck

number 19 and her waratahs stand

amid a wash of charcoal

we wander the shards of our street

finding roofs bent

over smouldering bedframes

globular glass hints

at stained-window histories

melted water tanks

chatter stories about the tinder-dry earth

tattooed with canbe’s

“I was here”


car bonnets fold over freedom

mantlepieces and their photos

are indistinguishable

fur singed

dogs without collars

sniffle the rubble

looking for food

they will not find it here

budjan rest on ashen branches

assessing the damage

turning their heads towards our garrall

they do not yoongaba

number 7

has only a letterbox

number 6

a misshapen hills hoist

and locked front door

that opens onto

emptiness

outside of 13

we meet our neighbours

without words

arms outstretched

acknowledge

our friends’ loss

all we have now

is each other

and all of us together

we cry enough tears

it seems

to end the drought

and put the canbe out

that still burns now

towards another family’s home

in the mountains.
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The Horses Are Home

The next afternoon

our horses are returned

to us by Aunty Jen,

our property

(except the hills paddock)

has been spared.

To prepare,

we assess the fences

with Dad,

noting which ones will need replacing

in the future.

In the meantime,

the horses will be held

near The Big Darrambyang.

Mum found some apples

at a corner store

that the canbe jumped.

We halve them

removing the seeds

and offer their flesh

to Nell and Scoot

who gobble them.

I smile for the first time in a while,

glad that the horses are home.
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Community

In the aftermath

we learn what community really means

those with homes

open doors to their neighbours

meals and beds are shared

playing cards with kids we’ve never met

becomes normal

local electricians

out of work

rig up generators

for power


nearby towns

send semi-trailers

of supplies

civilians gather

native animals

and deliver them

to healers

crafters create

kangaroo pouches

carpenters chip together

possum nesting-boxes

most days

there are no dry eyes

assessors begin to emerge

and examine the damage

artists

musicians

and local businesses

hold fundraisers

and the black and grey

is slowly cleared away

blank slates lie

where rubble was

normal life

finds its way back to us

day by day

and we welcome it.
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17.3

School is sombre

many students have still not returned

in maths

Mr Milburn

teaches us about obtuse angles


getting straight

to the point

I notice acute

is a word

that doctors use too

(for fractures)

which gets me thinking

about our garrall

and what is right

for healing broken bones, wings, hearts and homes

maybe it’s the same things –

time

rest

care

and love

in equal measure?
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Aunty Lindy

Aunty Lindy visits school

to ngununggula.

We yana through the she-oaks

which by some miracle

have escaped blistering burns.

Aunty tells our class

the trees are our Ancestors –

Old People teaching us

that we can brave any storm,

that we should climb high,

towards the lightest side

and always stand tall.

Which is why

these wild bawa canbe

make my heart ache.

These bushfires make my belly do backflips.

The canbe churn fibrous spirit

into bark chips

and mulch,

unaware

of the wisdom

they’ve desecrated –

unmanaged canbe

are the thieves

of our culture

and history.

They erase

the scars,

leaving charred

remains

of our wise ones

and their maps.

Yet,

Aunty gives me hope

that our she-oaks

will rise,

that we will all thrive

in these challenging times.

Somewhere in the distance,

I hear the spirit budjan call

naora

naora

naora

and then,

karrat

finally

begins to fall.
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Cave Karrat

Our parents give us a day off school

Dad, Elsie, Omeo, Henry, Olive, Marco and I

bawa yana

in the drizzle

baby garrall

is healing well

so I carry her too

sitting on my shoulder

she stretches her wings

and her claws hold tight to my skin

through my damp shirt

my heart likes these moments

we tilt our heads

to smell the wet earth

and our warm breath

makes occasional clouds

in the air

as we puff

tired from the climb

we rest inside

the cave on top of the mountain

behind the lookout

from here we can see the whole valley

absorbed by

the rhythm of skies against

black tree bones

soaking

and sprouting

we inhale deeply

and welcome newness

in all its shades

of green

Mushroom Risotto

Tonight Omeo cooks

mushroom risotto

something hearty

to warm us

he’s been reading about truffle oil

and fungi

and wants a pet pig

to snuffle them

Elsie wants one too

she rattles off a series of questions

about their intelligence

that no one has the answers for

Dad makes some up

to appease her curiosity

Mum smiles over a spoonful

I tell them about the vet visit

that ended with

she should begin to fly in the coming days

and the garrall

on a perch

in the kitchen

fashioned from a

fallen gum

stretches

in agreeance

tomorrow

my cast comes off

and I will learn to fly again too.
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SPROUTS



Rebuild

When our family watches the building sites

on our street pop up,

Mum’s eyes start to get teary again.

I see the empty castles rise out of ashes.

And Mum says

these will be spaces

for families to belong –

to quarrel

console

and laugh again

in private

out of reach

of onlooking eyes.

We watch our community

leave gifts of homecoming

on freshly laid doorsteps

useful things

to replace

that which was taken

and collectively

we celebrate return.

24.3

Dear Mr Milburn and Mrs Szonyi,

Bindi will be absent from school to have her cast removed.

Thanks for your understanding and kindness in these trying times.

Thanks also for letting her bring in the garrall for show and tell, I know Aunty Lindy was very proud. Please find here a bundle of pencils, textas, lunch boxes, hats and water bottles for those students who have lost things in the fire. We’re glad to hear the fundraiser went well.

Best,

Mr and Mrs Hoskins

Unrestrained

I roll my wrist

free from plaster

and flood blood

in place of restriction

next to me

garrall stretches

her limbs

welcoming wing-made wind

to the kitchen


I move to the window

pressing my palm

fingers down

to the wall

I watch the budjan outside

garrall sees them too

and with a gushing

flap

she rises

to join them

in the air

moving with ease

across the space

from her perch

to my shoulder

I pat her with glee

knowing these moments

will soon end

it is almost time

to set her free.
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Art Class Selection

Mrs T

settles us in her classroom

among paintings etchings

sketches

and sculptures

with blank paper

and charcoal

from the trees

on her property

we draw

apologies

to the Earth

on sheets of her

holding parts of our burnt Mother

in hand

smudging

Aunty’s hopes

onto the pages

pencilling in

the new shoots

that have begun to show themselves

as we do

Mrs T announces

that my group has been selected

to paint the mural at school

my group

smiles wildly at one another across the room

in excited disbelief.

Flying High in the Loungeroom

After school, Marco, Henry and Olive

visit Elsie, garrall and me

For afternoon tea

Mum has baked a banana cake –

our favourite!

Omeo sweeps in,

greedily takes a mega slice for himself

then walks right out again!

So Marco, Henry, Olive, Elsie and me

all look at each other

then we cut off extra slithers

and plan to blame him

if Mum asks

where the rest of the cake has gone

While Omeo tends to his plants,

we stand at               opposite                            ends

of the loungeroom

allowing the garrall to                     fly                    between

our                                        outstretched                       arms

landing for a cheek scratch

before taking off again.

She lifts and

lowers softly now

flying silently in the space we create

gracefully dodging the

           lampshade

and

                                 Dad’s bookcase.

We laugh

and cheer

in these magic moments.

Hockey Fundraiser

After my friends leave,

Dad shows us the paper


with our hockey field

a synthetic smear

due to the canbe

the community has banded together

to raise money

selling raffle tickets

at events in town

the Hockeyroos even arrived

to support us throughout

handing out

green and gold singlets

and hockey balls

they get social media support

from players all around the world

freeing

the dreamers

within young hopeful players

when they announce

that a new turf

will be laid

by next season

that we will be able to play

again soon.
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Back Burning

Community has started to meet

with Elders

locally, and in the mountains.

My cousins, Elsie, Omeo and I

sit in these gatherings

by our parents’ sides,

the garrall on my shoulder.

Often, the Elders come to say wedayo

to the budjan.

We hear the Elders talk about how

‘Following the canbe

there’s interest in traditional back burning

cool burns

that regenerate our plants

and limit undergrowth

to ease the risk

of catastrophic canbe

like the one that hit our town

our Rural Fire Service

will attend the dundun

conference next year

and more mob

will be employed by them.’

Omeo and I raise our eyebrows in silent knowing.

Maybe one day, Omeo will bear a dundun

and care for gummuang daore with canbe.

Maybe, one day,

I will too.

[image: ]

Release

The next day Mum, Dad and I take the baby garrall back to

our meeting place:

a paddock

beneath the trees

now sprayed green.

Perched on my shoulder

she knows this daore

and its folds.

I softly scratch

her yellow speckled cheeks

wiping away my tears

she leans in

I place her softly on the

only untouched darrambyang

and step back

she rests

assessing

her surrounds

then

she lifts her body

up and away from the ground

she circles over us

swiftly

to find the she-oaks

along the fence line

within minutes the garrall is joined

by a small flock

all of the squeaking and clicking

naora

naora

naora

I whisper it too

heavy-hearted,

I leave with Nell

and soften in knowing

that tomorrow

Nell and I will ride again.
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Back at School

A few days later

Aunty Lindy smiles

as I tell her about

releasing the baby garrall

she tucks me under her arm

and tells me more about the process

of caring for Country

the Old way

together,

we water the she-oaks

and listen deeply

to the wind

and the whistle

through the taller trees

Aunty guides my hand

to a duwi nut from an Elder tree close by

the sproutings have shot up significantly

since our planting

and I am proud

to have helped them grow

I find a garrall feather

in the needles beneath

red, gold and banded –

a female –

one of the aunties

letting us know she approves of our efforts

I carry this precious treasure home

spinning it in the sun carefully

I admire its colours

I can’t wait to show Mum and Dad.

Crispy Skin Salmon

Dad places

the feather with the other

treasures on the mantlepiece

as Mum turns salmon in a pan

on the stove

explaining to Elsie

that when she’s a Hockeyroo

she may have to give up pancakes

before games

Elsie assures us

her coach

would never impose such nutritious rules

upon her goal scoring

Omeo describes a new contraption

he’s dreamed up

for extracting honey

from his beehives

he and Dad look over

the plans

I notice

the perch

has been moved outside

which makes me miss the

company that a black cockatoo

brings to a house

where spirits of all kinds

are known

and held

and all is well

while conversations swell

over crispy skin salmon at dinner.
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Hockey Game

Until our turf is laid

we play on a neighbouring club’s field

a lot has changed this season

but our team

is beginning to laugh

between hits again

to joke between calls

from Rosie,

and the umpire.

Tonight, we’re playing the team

that also hasn’t won a

game this season

and there is something about

the possibility of winning

that has us giddy.

I loosen up my wrist

ready to play

our best game EVER!

The whistle blows

and from the tee off

we’re passing crisply

to each other

up the field

we’re tackling stone-strong,

low and clean

we’re moving

past the opposition swiftly.

At half-time

It’s one all

so

there are no

orange teeth gags

in this break

we return to the field

confident …

                           Nulla tees off

                           in the centre

drops it back

to Jedda

                           who hits to Olive                           on the wing

and

drags

their

player

                                               Olive links

                                                            to Marco

                           and Marco                           to Henry

                                                                                        wh

                                                                                       o

                                                                                       pas

                                                                                       ses

                                                            to me

                                                       in the circle

I find Mia

back on the post

                                                        and with

                                                        one hit

                                                        TINK

                                                        off her stick

                                we land our goal

                                and our first ever

                                win

Back in the Saddle

Scuffed-toe boots

shuffle familiarly

through skeleton grass

an apple

lures Nell

dust moves

where she has been

I brush the

dam visits

from her coat

with a curry comb


loosen clay

from her hooves

slide cloth

and saddle

onto her brumby back

tighten girth

rub forelock

in consolation

spread bit

over middle finger

and thumb

press it to mouth

offering

place bridle leather

over ears

reins over neck

tighten cheek strap

helmet over head

click chin strap

hold still

for a quick leg up

balls of feet

meet stirrups

knees meld with pads

thighs grip

in anticipation

reins shorten

hands soften

Nell moves off

at a walk

in the paddock

she works smoothly

Mum and Dad watch

from the hitch rails

as hooves step

in synchronicity

time has not been lost on us

and I honour it

ending with a gallop

at full pace

towards The Big Darrambyang

and blue skies

we count our blessings

this moment

is one of them.
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School Mural

Like our people now,

like our Old People gone before,

like our Mother Earth,

through it all,

we will always

persevere.
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Gundungurra Word List

With deep thanks to Aunty Velma Mulcahy and Aunty Trish Levett for their Gundungurra interpretations, support and constant teaching.

bawa, bush [bah wah]

budjan, bird [bood jahn]

bunyal, sun [boon yahl]

burral, day [boo rahl]

burrie, night [boo rie]

burringilling, ancestors [boo rin gill ing]

canbe, fire [can bee]

curayan, father [coo rah yahn]

daore, earth [dah our re]

darrambyang, gumtree [dah rahm by ung]

dulang, river [doo lung]

dundun, fire stick [done done]

Duwi, Dreaming [doo wih]

dyidyung, eldest brother [dyih dyoong]

garrall, black cockatoo [gah rr all]

gulwun, younger sister [gool woohn]

gummuang, mother [gum moo ung]

guwara, strong wind [goo goo yah]

jirra, hair [jih rah]

karrat, rain [carrot]

ngununggula, walk together and work together [nah gun ah goo lah]

tangara, dance [tan gah rah]

tyeluck, moon [tie luck]

wedayo, hello [we-day-oh]

winyoo, sunset [win you]

wirritjirribin, lyrebird [wih rrit jirr ih bin]

yana, walk [yah nah]

yoongaba, sing [yoon gah bah]

yurwang, strong [yur wong]


Thank You

Bindi was written with the ongoing hearty support of Magabala Books, the State Government of Western Australia, Copyright Agency Cultural Fund and Bundanon Trust. Cultural knowledge and language throughout this book has been generously taught to me on Gundungurra Country by Aunty Val Mulcahy, Aunty Sharyn Halls and Aunty Trish Levett and on Gumea Dharawal Country by Jacob Morris and Adrian Webster. I acknowledge the wholesome contributions and my Elders and Ancestors and Mob that I learn alongside, who have guided me on my journey. Bindi is a work that would not exist without the insight of Lauren Hook and Simon Tedder, the dream team behind the Glossies in the Mist project. Deep thanks also to my editor, the ever divine Grace Lucas-Pennington.

This book is in many ways autobiographical, and deep gratitude rains on my family, friends and teachers who have shaped my story, who have moved through fires over the years, and who rise from them, always.

Bindi was written with compassion for every child who experiences the catastrophe of bushfires in Australia’s newer history, with the hope that we will tread lightly and move with care – channelling the ways of our First Nations Communities to honour Mother Earth.
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