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About the book


“Harmonious but discordant, language stretched and challenged: each story a container for separate heartbreaks and epiphanies.” Jamie Marina Lau


“LIMINAL beautifully and deftly showcases players in the Australian arts scene that are so often overlooked, but arguably constitute its beating heart. What a goddamn joy they’re now doing the same for fiction.” Benjamin Law


Experimental, genre-bending, lucid stories of the future from the inaugural LIMINAL Fiction Prize longlist.


What does the future hold? A tense dinner party is held amid an impending climate catastrophe. A father leases his backyard out to a cemetery. Activists plan an attack on ASIO drones in a shock-jock run government. A voyeur finds herself caught in time. Featuring both emerging and established writers of colour, this collection showcases some of the best work that Australian literature has to offer.


These stories are sites for collisions: against eurocentric ideals, against narrow concepts of excellence, against stagnant ideas of the world to come. But collisions also manifest in the way our lives come into contact with others, how our pasts shift against the present, and how our imaginations sit against our realities.


Collisions is necessary reading for the future of fiction, and the future of our shared world.


“This is something of a first: voices from the other side of the racial imaginary coming to life with surprising insight, authenticity and innovation.” Brian Castro


“It excites me to read genre work that still speaks to the anxieties and pain of the subject position - whether that be first nations, diaspora, queer or gender diverse. The content in this publication represents a step forward for minority writing in the Australian literary landscape.” Peter Polites




We acknowledge the traditional custodians and Elders of the lands on which we work and on which this book was written and made – the Wurundjeri, Boon Wurrung, Kaurna, Larrakia, Gadigal and Darug peoples. We pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging.


The First Peoples of this land were the first storytellers, the first communities. Sovereignty has never been ceded; this land always was, and always will be, Aboriginal land.
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Introduction


Leah Jing McIntosh


James Baldwin writes, in Notes of a Native Son, ‘I love America more than any other country in the world, and exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticize her perpetually.’1 I feel similarly about literature written in so-called Australia. There is great love in seeing something for what it is, and what it could be. Among many things, a book contains the capacity to comfort, to soothe, to test, to stretch. Books offer up new worlds; they propose visions of the future. A book holds real and lasting potential; once read, a good book does not leave you. If you are already holding this in your hands, you probably, in some way, would agree. I love the Australian writing community, and exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to criticise it perpetually.


This book is composed of stories longlisted for the 2019 Liminal Fiction Prize. Open only to Indigenous writers and Writers of Colour,2 the prize came about because I was interested in how many non-white writers had won Australian fiction prizes. As I drew up lists of previous winners of the Miles Franklin Literary Award, the Patrick White Award and the Stella Prize, among many others, I could not help but notice the small number of non-white writers. I was mystified. Could we be so untalented? But this felt like the wrong question – it was far from a question of ‘talent’. The question, reformulated: What kind of world had ensured that only a very specific kind of excellence was awarded?


To this, there are many answers. Of course, to consider Australian Literary Prizes, we must first consider Australia, which arose out of physical violences: after committing decades of genocide, stealing and settling unceded lands, and declaring the continent to be terra nullius, British invaders proclaimed Australia a country in 1901. Then, the subsequent legislative violences: in late 1901, the first two prime ministers of Australia, Edmund Barton and Alfred Deakin, supported and instituted the White Australia Policy. Their country, built on past and present genocide, would perpetuate their white ideal by law. Non-white people would be kept out, while horrific brutalities perpetrated against Indigenous peoples continued, now enforced and validated through legislation.


Many of Australia’s major institutions were founded before the most notorious of these policies were repealed. The Miles Franklin Literary Award was founded in 1957, ten years before the 1967 Referendum that reversed the exclusion of Indigenous peoples from the laws and lawmaking of this country, and sixteen years before the White Australia policy was fully repealed, in 1973. It was not until the year 2000, forty-three years after the prize was founded, that the Miles Franklin was awarded to an Indigenous writer – Kim Scott, for his novel Benang. And it took twenty years after this, for two Indigenous authors, Tara June Winch, and Tony Birch, to be chosen for the same shortlist. Accepting her award in 2020, Tara June Winch stated,




We, as Australians, do not learn the true history of the so-called fair and lucky country we inhabit. We, as Australians, do not bother with the ancient and the rich and the deep unwavering cultural power of our Indigenous peoples. We, as Australians, are blind and silent, and in the willingness to be both, we are cruel.3





If we do not reckon with the colonial histories that shape the reality and discourse of our present, such cruelty will continue to shape our future. Winch’s award for The Yield, following Melissa Lucashenko’s 2019 award for Too Much Lip, marks a significant shift. But out of the sixty-three years the prize has been running, I can still count the winning Indigenous writers and Writers of Colour together on one hand. There is still a long way to go.


Of course, prizes are only one aspect of our flawed literary ecosystem. There are many other components: primary, secondary and higher education; publishing; marketing; media; institutions; government arts funding. What role do these institutions play in creating and upholding such a narrow Australian imaginary? Who decides what is worth funding, worth publishing, worth marketing, worth studying? Literary prize judging panels only have the ability to award published writers. So perhaps the question should be: who is getting published? And then, most pressingly: who feels they have the authority to write? In Samuel R. Delany’s letter to an aspiring writer, he notes:




The fact that you are writing, submitting, and winning awards means […] you have already crashed through the greatest and most destructive hurdle racism sets in our way: the one that gives so many of us a self-image that says, ‘Who am I to think I could ever write anything worth reading, that I have anything worth saying; or that anyone else might take joy in hearing it; how dare I think I have the right to speak, write, or be read.’4





In establishing the Liminal Fiction Prize, we aimed, in a small sense, to shift the Australian imaginary. The prize was born of a long-held desire for a literary world that welcomed and championed writing from ‘diverse’ writers. In calling for writing from Indigenous writers and Writers of Colour, we aimed to help to chip away at that ‘most destructive hurdle’. In the process, we knew we would necessarily collide with an established, narrow vision of Australian literature. Critique is love, but so is action. And so: Collisions. To exist in a non-white body is to collide: against eurocentric ideals, against narrow concepts of excellence, against stagnant ideas of the world to come. But collisions also manifest in the way our lives come into contact with others, how our pasts shift against the present, and how our imaginations sit against our realities.


This book traces the architecture of a collision: Bodies / Momentum / Contact. We begin with Bodies. In ‘See You Tomorrow’, Claire Cao’s Li Xuan prepares to meet a lost love, tracing memories of her body across time. In ‘Auburn Heights’ and ‘(couchsurfer)’, Naima Ibrahim and Jason Gray access spaces that are hostile to certain kinds of bodies; Eda Günaydin, in ‘Öz’, writes of queer pleasure in similar spaces. In Jessica Zhan Mei Yu’s ‘Tongue’, the body is transgressed in a haunting moment. In ‘Bad Weather’, Bryant Apolonio, the winner of the Liminal Fiction Prize, intertwines two bodies of text, colliding at points. As judges Brian Castro, Evelyn Araluen and Julie Koh note in the prize announcement:




Apolonio’s narrative does not strive to reconcile past and future, and examines both without nihilism or regret. It makes real for the reader the bodily and sensorial presence of history and home, regardless of how near or far we are from them. A product of conscience, this work – with its precise imagery and deft worldbuilding – exhibits a remarkable interior vision and a generous literary gift.





When thinking through futures, it is vital to reckon with the past. The second section, Momentum, collects writers who consider shifting and sinking temporalities: bodies in motion across time. In 2020, as statues and other symbols of colonial violence are being removed, alongside calls for the repatriation of art, objects and human remains from colonial museums and galleries, Misbah Wolf’s ‘Her Hands’ seems apropos, as the ‘woman of the house’ encounters a horrifying inheritance. Set in a future wherein the sea is receding, Hannah Wu’s ‘Dried Up in Aralkum’ intertwines loss and love. There is a parallel ache in Sumudu Samarawickrama’s ‘Nectarine’, which depicts the strain of old friendships. Victor Chrisnaa Senthinathan’s ‘Suburban Graveyard’ ponders amusingly macabre solutions to a rapidly increasing population. Elizabeth Flux’s ‘The Voyeur’ flickers between past and present, depicting a family that has a peculiar relationship with time.


The final section, Contact, arcs towards futures both near and far. In Kasumi Borczyk’s ‘Cheese Me Please’, a graduate student confesses, ‘I just feel like there’s no real way to write history without writing a form of fiction.’ And perhaps there is not. But perhaps there is no real way to write fiction without writing a form of history. Mykaela Saunders’ ‘Terranora’ presents a fictional future to reframe our present:




For most of history, this was a beautiful beloved country looked after by many small clans. Then for a few hundred years – just a blink of an eye in the total history of the place – fictional borders were drawn through it, and it was briefly known as South Tweed Heads.





Here, the past does not rub against the future so much as it is engulfed. CB Mako’s ‘West of Sun and Sea’ similarly presents a hopeful vision, wherein a powerful earthquake has flattened the eastern suburbs; a new generation has risen from the west, returning the land to traditional owners. This change in governance has filtered down to the local primary school, which welcomes neurodivergence and diversity. Bobuq Sayed’s ‘The Revolution Will Be Pirated’ presents the inverse: Deepa and Daoud live in a Kyle Sandilands government with increased surveillance, ‘readmission’ citizenship tests and fascist marches. Collisions ends with Claire G. Coleman’s ‘Wish You Were’, an unsettling meditation on technology and the question of who owns the self, even in death.


My fellow editors, Adalya, Cher and Hassan, and I offer this volume in the hope that there will be many more volumes, and that they will look very different from this one. We recognise that anthologies are tricky for what they leave out. We ourselves have been left out: our bodies, our thoughts, our visions. Even the central telos of competitions, prizes, anthologies is not totally unassailable. What good is it to fight for a seat at a table that shouldn’t exist in the first place? In colliding – with institutions, with ideas, with each other – we’re able to sound out the structures of our worlds, and shake them down. We clutch this desire for multiplicity, for an abundance of understanding, close to the chest. We create these sites of collaboration for one another, and for the world we hope will come.


——————


1 James Baldwin, ‘Autobiographical Notes’, Notes of a Native Son, Beacon Press, 1958.


2 I use the phrase ‘Writers of Colour’, drawn from the phrase ‘People of Colour’, because it is the language available at present. In doing so, I mean to emphasise shared experiences of structural racism. To paraphrase Loretta Ross, I use it as a term of solidarity, in commitment to work collaboratively with others who have been minoritised. However, it is accompanied by an inevitable flattening of experience; such phrases only address structural racism in broad strokes. It is my hope that, in the future, we will no longer have reason to use these terms, just as I hope that, one day, initiatives like the Liminal Fiction Prize will also be unnecessary.


3 Tara June Winch, Acceptance Speech, Miles Franklin Literary Award 2020 Winner Announcement, 2020.


4 Samuel R. Delany, ‘Letter to R’, About Writing, Wesleyan University Press, 2005.




Editors’ Notes


Cher Tan


As someone who has always found themselves existing within multiple liminal spaces, the concept of exclusion is not at all alien. To search for agency and to crave belonging – two impulses that colour much of society’s interactions, but remain strangely unique in the context of those on the margins.


But belonging is two-pronged. One can find repose in belonging; yet in the quest to grow comfortable they can become unrecognisable to themselves. When this turns into self-erasure as a result of hewing to dominant structures, one can be subsumed. Assimilation becomes an act of elimination.


For many, a delicate dance emerges out of this tension. How to strive for a kind of invisibility that stems from being so inconsequential that one’s oddities are taken for granted – yet refuses to allow for hierarchy? This question haunts my own work and self-making, and I find myself chipping away at a practice that is at once deliberately ambiguous, contradictory and hard to pin down.


As I challenge the ways in which I am excluded, I am also questioning the spaces which welcome my presence. And it is my wish that as we continue to mould our protean selves away from dominant gazes, we will collide with our corporealities in the most sublime of ways.


Adalya Nash Hussein


I don’t know where I would be without my mum – specifically in relation to my faith, identity, willingness to yell at white people, etc., etc. Sometimes I tell people this, how lucky I feel, and I don’t know how to describe what exactly I am grateful for. I guess for going through this before me; for giving me a community of people who experienced their lives, identities, careers, families, emotions, relationships in myriad different ways. Occasionally she would make it explicit, would say ‘this is your choice’, ‘you could be like this too’, but she mostly didn’t need to.


When I take writing classes, I always tell students that the easiest way to get better at writing is to read. Maybe the easiest way to get better at being is to see – ‘Kumail can get swole too’, but you know … more meaningful.


Sometimes I’m like ‘why the fuck am I even doing this?’ I feel like I’m moving through molasses, like I can’t ever get to the point of actual creativity because I have to keep pushing against honestly desperately boring Whiteness. Other times I get sucked into the loop. Spaces I have improved for myself seem less prestigious, ambitious, exciting than those that still treat me like shit.


Hassan Abul


The starting point for me is rage. It comes more easily these days, my edges weathered by brushes against others, the ones who saw in me an echo, a concept, a distance. This rage has an almost vibrational quality – it’s obvious, skipping through my nerves and rattling my teeth, but I have come to perversely enjoy the musical thrum when it collides with the anger of someone who feels the same. This is a trap, of course, though it is as sweet as they come.


The political expedience of our community label as ‘people of colour’ is undeniable, as is its flattening effect. My experience is not your experience, and never could be. There is empathy, of course. Then there is me, a South Asian, trying on the bubble-tea-Mulan-and-SAT scene as the only viable alternative to whiteness in my immediate context. (Friends, it did not work.) The challenge for us, then, is to work towards our multiplicity while holding each other, holding space for our competition, our disagreement, our world-making efforts; crucially, holding ourselves accountable for the ways we propagate settler colonialism and other power projects. Despite the heaviness some of us have been conditioned to carry, we’re capable of such lightness and flight, and of lending these powers to one another.
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PART ONE


Bodies







See You Tomorrow


Claire Cao


Li Xuan pulled on her usual outfit, the one that made her feel untouchable. A hot-pink fanny pack curled around her waist, the same one she bought from Paddy’s Markets the year her daughter was born. A khaki bucket hat, beloved by her late husband, went over her ears. By the time she shrugged into her puffy Uniqlo vest, she felt ready to waltz with a savage dingo.


In the next room, her grandson Nathan marathoned Naruto re-runs on her cubic telly set; fat tears stained his cheeks, sliding into his patchy attempt at a beard.


‘If you’re headed to Cabra, grab me some bubble tea, will ya?’ he asked, eyes fixed on the screen.


‘No way. When will you leave my house?’


‘I want taro milk with herbal jelly – thanks, poh poh!’ He pursed his lips into a half-hearted kiss, the snot dribbling down his chin derailing the attempt at tenderness.


Li Xuan shook her head. She’d have to deal with this brat later: today was too important. But before she could wriggle into her sneakers, Nathan took a proper look.


‘Are you wearing lipstick?’ He sprung up suddenly, beginning to inch closer. ‘You’re going on a date?’


Li Xuan attempted to wrangle her front door shut but Nathan was faster, wedging his foot in the door. Cold air whistled past them and, despite her layers, Li Xuan shivered.


‘I was just going to say that you look really nice,’ Nathan said. Despite the red-rimmed look, he was grinning the way he did as a toddler, when she snuck him Caramello Koalas behind his mother’s back. He leaned closer, conspiratorial. ‘So, is this guy really hot or what?’


‘Hot?’ Li Xuan frowned. ‘Like fever?’


‘Nah, y’know, like is he fit? Handsome. Suai.’


‘Oh,’ Li Xuan said, feeling her ears heat. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t seen them in fifty years.’


‘Then you’ll have heaps of saucy details to catch up on,’ Nathan said, tugging Li Xuan into a hug. ‘Don’t stay out too late, ya vixen.’


Her lunch date was taking place in less than an hour, decades of time dilating and contracting at each of those teasing words. Entwined around Nathan’s back, her hands began to tremble.


————————


Two new Taiwanese tea places had popped up on John Street, their lilac banners reminding Li Xuan of Nathan’s request for taro. A few paces down, she passed by a sushi train, minimally furnished with cement beams and blocky timber stools, gleaming in the spot that once belonged to her favourite phở place.


They had agreed to meet for yum cha at Golden Palace.


A butcher dozed on a hammock in the deserted mall beneath the restaurant as her daughter cleaved through crispy pork behind the glass screen of Good Luck BBQ House. Jewellery stands lay unattended, beads of turquoise and jade swinging on chains of false gold. An old man, frailer than even Li Xuan, was heaving a leather chair out of the shop that sold massage paraphernalia, wobbling past racks of leek-green áo dài. Li Xuan quietly greeted him before stepping on the escalator, towards the deluge of sunlight above.


Slowly ascending, Li Xuan glimpsed a figure pacing in front of the landscape window overlooking Gough Whitlam Place car park. A ponytail, swinging back and forth, the colour of bleached limestone. Then: the curve of a back in a coat embroidered with larks, and two gnarled hands polka-dotted with age. These things were all new, but Li Xuan felt her atoms headbutt one another with frenzied recognition.


It was her.


Li Xuan reached the top. The woman’s footfalls slowed, flyaway hairs backlit by the pale, prenoon glow. For a moment, Li Xuan couldn’t meet her eye, glancing out the window at distant commuters speckling the sea of brick-red levels. That car park hadn’t been there five years ago, and she couldn’t recall the previous view.


The suburb was like a fragile charcoal drawing, each brick, each path, each person sketched out from a miasma of remembrances, not quite true to life. The artist was always improving their work bit by bit, their eraser ruthlessly seeking out imperfections. Vague figures and time-worn shops crumbled into a black smear, as bolder, modern lines were drawn over them with a ruler.


The small changes always unnerved Li Xuan, reminding her of her own immateriality.


‘A-Xuan, late, as always.’ That voice – the tinge of amusement, the lilting Yunnanese vowels – burrowed into Li Xuan like a child returning to their bed after a day of sweaty-limbed games.


She looked at Ru Lian.


————————


When they first met, Kunming was drowning. The sky haemorrhaged rain for ten straight days, beating flimsy wagons, stores and terracotta roofs into submission. Mud sloughed off roads like treacly amphibian skin, sliding under the doorjambs of poorly defended homes, suffocating each crevice with its river-water stench. In Li Xuan’s village, people cracked open their doors and tipped their heads towards the sky.


Kunming, known as the district of eternal blossoms, existed in a perpetual state of springtime that rarely made room for disaster. The endless downpour drew the eye, even as dye bled from the villagers’ cloth shoes, and the carnage of their wooden market stalls floated towards new homes beneath the lakes, huddled against reeds and plastic waste. For weeks after the flood, Li Xuan kept spotting residual oddities: yellow leaves splayed against her pillow, a drowned kitten trapped in a toilet cubicle, a mangled bicycle tangled between the branches of an overturned tree.


But the strangest occurrence happened on a Friday, when the Zhao family sent their eldest daughter to speak to the commoners. I am Zhao Ru Lian, the girl announced in the market square, her voice musical. Our family lives on the hill, in the renovated temple. The storm ruined three of the upstairs bedrooms and my father will pay anyone willing to help us clean.


‘She’s acting like we don’t all know who she is,’ Li Xuan said, stumbling after Ru Lian with her classmates.


Three bedrooms, mouthed her friend Xing Xing in return, who slept in the same room where his ma cooked, sold pork buns and prayed. ‘Do you think they have more?’


The cresting excitement in Xing Xing captured what everyone was thinking: at last they would get a good look. Li Xuan had only stolen glances through the leaves of the tallow trees dotting the hillside, looking for the red granite phoenixes calcified in the act of flight, perched on pavilion gates.


For centuries, the grounds had housed a temple to Yan Wang, the god of death, with incense sticks regularly lit by locals for the valley’s many spirits. When the Zhaos came along with their oyster sauce fortune, everyone learnt that even the holy came with a price tag.


Rumours gestated in their little peasant houses, the whispering of parents and aunties punctuated by crackles of brazier fire. What kind of people would disembowel floors and shrines that had stood for generations?


‘Heathens,’ they hissed. ‘Devils.’


‘No, worse than that,’ Li Xuan’s mother tutted. ‘Snobs with no face.’


But looking at the girl leading the motley troop uphill, through squelching soups of mud and grass, Li Xuan thought that the Zhaos didn’t seem like much. Ru Lian, now in pinching distance, certainly had markers that betrayed good care: the dewiness of her skin, her hairpin where a small garnet phoenix nested.


And yet, she was surprisingly dull. Just a girl that was about Li Xuan’s age, not yet sixteen, hair the colour of dry soil, with a thin, serious mouth. And Li Xuan had never met one of those that she couldn’t bowl over with a well-timed right hook, or turn of phrase.


Catching one of Li Xuan’s sly glances, the corner of Ru Lian’s mouth lifted.


‘The only other time I’ve heard of a flood this great,’ she said with that sing-song voice of hers, ‘it was the flood of Gun-Yu. Ancient texts claim it was sent by the gods and lasted for two generations, choking off food supply and drowning millions. Hopefully, that doesn’t happen to us.’


‘How cheerful!’ Li Xuan laughed. ‘Did you only say that so all these dirty farmers would know you could read?’


‘No!’ Ru Lian said. ‘I wanted to share—’


‘Reading doesn’t impress Li Xuan.’ Xing Xing sighed. ‘She thinks books are only good for firewood.’


‘Aiya, Xing Xing! Of course, I think books have many uses,’ Li Xuan said. ‘They also make great flyswatters. And you can use them as rags to soak up shit from a leaking toilet.’


Li Xuan had struck a match, Ru Lian’s face smouldering redder and redder. But as quick as it came, the anger snuffed out, the pucker between her brows smoothed over. For the next few moments, the Zhao girl was silent, powering forward in graceful, crane-like strides. When she spoke again, she addressed only Xing Xing.


‘In the books I read,’ she told him, ‘women shifted into foxes, and spun Pandan leaves into jade. Men fought dragons with only an oak branch and fell in love with snakes. A princess, stranded in the desert, devoured the juddering hearts of camels to survive the glacial nights.’


As they cleared the last line of trees, Xing Xing was bouncing up and down, begging to borrow a storybook. Ru Lian graciously obliged, before shifting her storytelling to gossip about the scullery maids’ romances. There was a soothing quality to her cadence; it made Li Xuan want to lean in closer, made her feel as if she could never get close enough.


When they reached the gates, Li Xuan looked up to see phoenix wings spread above, so intricately carved that the feathers seemed to twitch and ruffle.


‘You can borrow some too, if you like,’ Ru Lian said, sparing her a glance.


‘No thank you,’ Li Xuan said, trying to muster her last drop of pride.


Instead, she grinned – defeat was a thrilling feeling.


————————


When Li Xuan closed her eyes, the sound, the smell, the feel of Pu’er tea filling a cup took her all the way home. It was the hot flotsams of steam wafting from Ba’s bathing bucket; the trickle of rain from their leaky old roof, tinkling right into Ma’s ceramic bowls.


But then the memory splintered, spoiled by the whine of a metal trolley, by the muffled, wet slap of cheong fun being lobbed onto the carpet by a screeching two-year-old. Li Xuan opened her eyes and saw that she was back in Cabramatta, in Sydney, on an island floating in the sea.


Ru Lian was distributing the tea. Her back was rigid, her hands delicately poised like a frozen dancer waiting for applause. It was the kind of severe grace that never came naturally; it was trained into someone’s very being.
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