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Introduction




Rainbow Stars Unite is the result of shared creative energy. As organisers, we are proud to share this kaleidoscopic collection of queer writing that captures fragments of our community’s imagination, honesty, resilience, humour, and magic. 

The anthology was developed through a series of workshops and events that took place in 2025, culminating in a 2026 launch during the Auckland Pride Festival to serve as a fundraiser for OutLine Aotearoa. Our contributors have been more than just writers — they’ve been critique partners, snack sharers, video subjects, and champions of each others’ work.

Hiria, Jamie and Jade 
February 2026










  

  

Foreword


By Lil O’Brien





I remember driving down the hill from my childhood home this one time. The steep hairpin turn just before the bottom of Scarborough Hill was hard to navigate because of all the crying. I’d had my heart broken for the first time, by my best-friend-turned-something-more, who’d said our relationship was wrong and I was too intense anyway. The only thing to do during these moments is to burn yourself a CD with songs illegally downloaded over a dial-up connection from Limewire, and find a way to realise that while your love had (obviously) been unique, the pain you felt might pass. You could listen to a song by someone who had been through the same thing, and understand that you might survive this. Nelly Furtado’s ‘Like a Bird’ was my favourite. I’m like a bird, I’ll only fly away, she sang. I don’t know where my home is. Wow. She really captured exactly what was wrong with my not-sure-you’d-even-call-her-an-ex. But there was a piece in the song where Nelly Furtado sang the word “boy”, and I would wince internally. It threatened to burst my fantasy bubble that she was singing about her same-sex heartbreak. As queer people, we quickly learn to brush over the small details that don’t fit our narrative. We’re experts at changing pronouns in our minds and reading meaning into lyrics, or sifting through clues to someone’s sexuality. KT Tunstall had me puzzled for years after singing ‘Suddenly I See’ – I mean, you can’t open a song with the line “Her face is a map of the world” and not be queer. That’s just illegal.

Anyone who came of age in the early noughties or before is probably intimately familiar with this kind of subtextual reading. We had to build our own narrative underneath the canon, find meaning in a glance, and read more into a relationship than the creator probably intended. We dug through popular culture like archaeologists sifting dirt, trying to find something valuable we could keep. I remember becoming an expert at sniffing out the slightest whiff of potential lesbianism just from the 110-character film description in my parents’ Sky TV magazine.

Rainbow Stars Unite is a reminder to me of how much that timeline of representation has sped up in the last twenty years. Here, you can flick through the pages and choose any poem or short story that tickles your fancy, and allow yourself to relax into the world on the page. The queer protagonist isn’t going to die three-quarters of the way in, or go back to a heterosexual relationship. Sure, these stories are not completely free of shame. In fact, anxiety and self-doubt is a central thread running through many of these pieces. But there’s a difference, isn’t there, with stories written by a queer writer. They know that while a character must suffer, must want something and maybe not get it; traumatising your queer characters – or readers – just isn’t necessary. We have real life for that. This is why we need queer writers to continue to tell queer stories. So we don’t have to consume the text peeking through our hands or with a finger poised over the pause button. Instead, we can turn off that part of our brain designed for self-preservation, and sink into stories told about us, by us.

When Rainbow Stars Unite’s predecessor, Out Here: An anthology of Takatapui and LGBTQIA+ writers from Aotearoa was released in 2021 by editors Chris Tse and Emma Barnes, I submitted, but didn’t make it in the book. I was so mad at myself for not trying hard enough, or being “good enough”, or writing the “perfect” thing. I knew there’d probably never be another queer anthology in Aotearoa – or at least not for another 20 years. That’s just the rule, right? One lesbian book a year. One gay one, one trans story. The market can’t handle any more. Be happy with what you’re given. Rainbow Stars Unite is proof that you can go around the gatekeepers. In fact, we must. Our sharing of stories is possibly the most important thing we can do as a community, in whatever format that is. A sentence from Toni Morrison’s Nobel lecture comes to mind:

“Narrative is radical, creating us at the very moment it is being created.”

We must continue to write ourselves into existence. Every time we squirm through a crack into the light, we widen it for those coming behind. That’s why the very existence of this amazing anthology is an act of resistance as well as a celebration of the talented LGBTQIA+ writers we have here in Aotearoa. There’s a line in ‘Tangihanga Rua (Two Funerals)’ by Sara Sergejew inside Rainbow Stars Unite that echoes this sentiment: 

“When you have to validate your existence, you have to be an activist."

We see the word ‘pride’ associated with our community a lot, but I think in some ways we’ve become desensitised to that word. It’s been co-opted by politicians who pass laws against us then get on stage at the Big Gay Out, or corporations who believe they’re playing their part just by rolling down Ponsonby Road once a year in a parade. So let’s bring it back for a moment to why we began using that word, around the time of the Stonewall Riots: because we wanted to claim our place, tell the world that we deserved to be seen. To say we are proud of who we are. Proud is the feeling I was left with after reading Rainbow Stars Unite, and I hope you are too. I was immediately pulled into the world of each piece, and each one healed a little part of myself that still retains the trauma of scarcity, even though I’ll never manage to read all the queer books out there now. Let’s reject the notion that we should be happy with the number of stories we have, as Jade, Hiria and Jamie, the creators of this wonderful anthology, have done. 

In this collection we may have our next Witi Ihimeara, our next Renée or Chris Tse or Freya Daly Sadgrove or Rebecca K. Reilly. I can’t wait to see where these talented writers go next. And if you missed out this time: keep writing, keep writing, keep writing.










  

  

The Big House


Ann K. Addley





The long shadow of the big house on St George's Bay Road was cold, despite the crisp, bright sunlight that outlined the trees and burst over the decorative gables. Kia was grateful for the thickness of their workwear, gloves on, ready for some serious gardening. 

The gardens of the sprawling weatherboard villa were filled with chatter. Kia had never seen so many of the twenty flatties they shared the historic house with together at one time. The chaos of overlapping conversation made the morning feel more like a party than a garden working bee.

Kia inched closer to the nearest group, casting around for something to say.

“-I missed the last night bus and had to walk all the way home,” one guy complained. “Those things are fun, but once they get going, you’ll be stuck there for the long haul.”

“Well, if you’d spend more time at JCP, and less time making out with Mark maybe you’d manage to get in before dawn.” His friends snickered unsympathetically.

Kia winced, what was JCP? A gallery? A dive bar? Their new flatmates seemed nice enough, but they never knew what was an acronym, and what was an in joke.

The whole reason Kia had moved into such a huge, unconventional flat after Uni had been to find people they could connect with. The problem was that the flat drew social butterflies, effortlessly cool, arty, and outgoing. Whereas they were quiet, nerdy, and awkward in their queerness. Stumbling over their words and never quite knowing if the banter was a friendly overture, or at their expense. Moving to the city was a fresh start, a chance to find community. Yet they found themselves fluttering on the outskirts of every discussion. Visibly different with their home-hacked mullet and oversized clothes. The harder they tried, the more awkward they were. 

“Pauly and Wiremu, you're repairing that porch railing,” the flat organiser announced. “Girls, you’re starting at the front, weeding all the raised beds. Pull out all those dead poppies; they've done their dash, and we’ll put something in there for next summer. Kia, it would be a huge help if you could tackle that privet bush that's eating the back fence. They're a pain to get out, but the longer we leave it, the harder it's going to get. Everyone else follow me, and we will have a go at pruning those apple trees. That all good with everyone?”

Everyone nodded eagerly, seeming content with their assignments.

 Kia felt embarrassment flush their cheeks at their own frustration. They were here to help in the garden. No point pouting because they would rather be hanging with the others.

Kia heaved the ungainly spade onto their shoulder, grimacing as it dug in. They trudged along the fence line, leaves leaving little wet swipes on their pants as they pushed through the undergrowth.

Down in the back corner of the property, the air was cooler still. Ancient totora trees arched overhead, encasing Kia in a dappled dome of foliage. A forest fairies' otherworldly bubble, all fluttering light, and earthy microbes, ruled by fungi and native birds.

Kia dumped their spade down and set to work on the stubborn shrub. At least digging would warm them up. 

It was slow going. The privet’s roots had spread and enmeshed into an impenetrable mass. They had to work outward, following each root until it was small enough to prise up and trace back to the main mass. They hacked and wrestled and cursed, sweating despite the autumn chill. Kia put their whole weight on the spade, jumping downward, trying to cut through the last obstinate strands.

A metallic squeal stopped the spade's progress abruptly, jarring them to their teeth. 

What the hell? 

Kia poked around in the hole producing more metallic clunking. Something was buried among the roots. Maybe an old fence post? They dropped to their knees, using their hands to scrape back the dirt. It didn’t look like a fence post. A bit more poking around unearthed the corner of a metal box. They tried wedging the spade under it, but it was held tight by roots. Five minutes of prising and cutting later, they levered the muddy tin box free of the hole.

Kia surveyed their prize. About the size of a shoe box, but heavy with something rattling inside it. Originally painted army green, much of the paint had chipped. As they brushed dirt away, they discovered that in the centre of the lid was set a four-digit combination spinner, the kind found on a bike lock. They flicked earth from between the dials with their fingernail, revealing a series of numbers 0,0,0,0.

What was it? Some kind of old safe or lock box? It had obviously been in the ground for years. Why would someone hide valuables down at the back of the garden? A time capsule perhaps? Kia shook the box again. Definitely something inside, but the lid was wedged tight. You probably needed a four-digit code to open it. How cool would it be to find out what was so precious that someone had gone to the trouble of hiding it? They scrunched up their nose in frustration. Of course, there were like 10000 possible combinations. Maybe one of the others had a tool they could use to jimmy it open, or would their flatmates think spending time on old junk was lame?

Kia flicked their thumb absentmindedly over the numbers. The dials turned easily despite the dirt, the numbers locked into place with quiet little ticks, 1, 8, 7, 8 clonk. They rolled the final tumbler into place with a strange hollow sound. The lid popped loose. 

Surely not? Kia opened the lid. Inside were several sheets of yellowed note paper, covered double-sided in tight handwriting. Weird! It had felt like there was much more inside than a couple of sheets of paper. 

They carefully unfolded the sheets. On top of the paper was a crest and the words Melmerly Collegiate School for Girls. The rest of the space was filled with loopy cursive script. They squinted at the page, trying to decipher it.

Miss Clara Devon 

First of September 1878

Today has brought about the worst heartbreak I scarcely know how to bear. Miss Clayton discovered dearest Violet and I entwined in the library during morning break. I offered some excuse, but she was having none of it. We were taken to the office and given the strap. My palms are still burning something frightful as I write. I have been confined to the grounds for the rest of the term. No letters, no walks. I was worried Miss would tell my father, but I suppose she did not wish to get in trouble for not supervising us properly. Worst still, Violet was expelled! Dismissed as if she were guilty of something shameful. She was only a day girl, so it was easier to remove her; no explanation, just gone. I am devastated. How will I survive here without my Violet? She has been my constant comfort. Her nearness made this place bearable. Her words a balm; her touch worth a thousand straps. How will I go on without her companionship? How can our tender bond be considered sin when God himself brought us into each other’s lives?

Kia let the pages fall back into the box. Wow, was this a time capsule from when the big house was a girls’ school? No wonder it was hidden. 150 odd years ago, homosexuality would have been considered a perversion. How amazing to think that there had been queer people living here way back then... They placed the box to the side to stand up, and the lid fell closed. When they picked it up to take it back to the house, the top was once again shut tight, as if it had never been opened.

What the hell! They tried to lever it open, nothing. Ok, weird, maybe, 1, 8, 7, 8 hadn’t been the code after all. Perhaps they had read it wrong. Kia rotated the dials again. Let’s try tick, tick, tick 1, 9, 7. This time, the clonk came as the final tumbler read 2. The lid released, but when they opened it, inside was a single postcard with no sign of the letter they had just read.

How the… Where…? Kia picked up the postcard, turning it over in their hands. On the front was a simple illustration, the silhouette of an upraised fist cut out of a pink triangle. Block lettering read Have a Gay Day. Down the bottom in a casual font Inaugural Gay Day 1972 was written. Kia looked from the postcard to the empty tin box and back, sitting down abruptly in the leaf litter, eyes round. Impossible! 

On the back of the card, in neat pen, was written:

Far out! Today was the first-ever gay day. Me and the girls from uni attended the protest in Albert Park dressed and pressed as if we were heading for court. We were acting as the jury in a mock trial, where the organisers dressed as famous figures, from Batman to Oscar Wilde. To call out the injustice done to the Kamp Community. Particularly Ngahuia Te Awekotuku, who just had her US visa denied for homosexuality. Outrageous! 

It was terrifying and exhilarating to be so publicly in support of homosexuality. Rachel was shaking; she reckoned if anyone from her job saw her, she’d get the boot, but I felt free for the first time since Mum and Dad kicked me out. Lesbians deserve the same bloody rights as anybody else. 

We were so caught up that we arrived back at the boarding house after curfew. The landlady was fuming. She threatened to leave us outside in the cold all night. We had to stand all meek and sorry-looking and listen to her dressing down, but even that couldn’t cool my newfound sense of freedom. I’m not pretending anymore.

Wow! Being the only queer kid in a small town hadn’t been a lot of fun growing up. At least Kia had never lost a job because of it, and even road tripped across America one holiday with no one questioning their VISA. Times were changing, albeit slowly.

They ran their fingertips gingerly over the inside of the box. It appeared plain metal, with only an indent on the inside of the lid where the tumbler was set. No secret panels or hollow places they could see. They placed the postcard back in the box and purposely shut the lid. It instantly clicked into place, locking tight.

Okaaaay. This time they spun the dial forward at random: tick, tick, tick, clonk. The dials read 1, 9, 8, 6. The lid opened easily.

 Inside was a creased newspaper clipping from the front of an ancient Sunday Herald. 

Homosexuality law reform passed in parliament 49 to 44. Consensual sex between adult men now legal!

Kia closed the lid again and spun the dials forward: tick, tick, tick, clonk 2, 0, 1, 3. Inside a 4x6 colour photograph showed a ragtag group of uni-aged folks crowded onto the veranda of the big house dressed to the nines in skintight jeans and blazer combos, the girls with tall bouffant hair. In the centre of the photo, two young men held hands, grinning into the camera. They flipped the photo over. On the back was scrawled:

 Joshua and Adam's wedding at the Big House, September 19, 2013. Exactly one month after gay marriage was legalised. 

Kia closed the box abruptly.

Holly shit! They settled down more comfortably with their back against an old pohutukawa. This was incredible. They hefted the box, turning it over and examining it from all angles. It seemed like an ordinary tin lock box. Heavier than the contents suggested, but otherwise unremarkable. They pinched themselves through their work pants. No, definitely awake. How was this even possible? 

Suddenly, an idea seized them. Kia settled the box onto their lap and carefully rotated the dials forward tick, tick, tick, clonk 2, 0, 4, 1. The lid released with a ping, and they sucked in their breath, heart racing with excitement. Inside the box was a cheap flyer, an A4 paper folded into three sections. The front had a printed sketch of the big house in colours that glowed with an unfamiliar vibrancy. The type underneath read Big House Community Centre invites you to a week of gender action. They did a little jiggle of excitement, scooping the flyer up and unfolding it. 

Support Post Gender Legislation.

It has been a long fight getting to this point, but we are finally at the finishing line. New Zealand has the chance to vote to join Iceland and Brazil as one of the first countries worldwide to enshrine post gender protection into law.

The legalisation reforms propose three amendments to the Bill of Rights. Which have the potential, not just to protect our trans brothers and sisters, but to take a significant step towards dispelling gender inequality in New Zealand.

The legislation proposes:

a. The legal right of NZ citizens to change the gender marker on their ID from that assigned at birth, and includes a third Z gender option.

b. The right to protection from gender-based discrimination. 

c. The rollout of gender-neutral language as standard in government documentation to reduce stigma and institutional inequality.

On Friday, the 7th of June, New Zealand has the chance to vote to pass the post gender bill and improve the lives of thousands of Kiwis. The Big House Community Centre has organised a week of community actions leading up to this vote. To show our support and help convince friends and families that the lives of our trans whanau deserve protection.

There was a bunch more stuff, a daily breakdown of activities every day that week. Sign making workshops, links to further info and a celebratory vote count party to cap it all off. 

They let the flyer fall back into the box. It seemed unbelievable. Kiwis were going to get the chance to vote to protect trans identities. To write into law that people like Kia themselves couldn’t be discriminated against. Bullied out of public bathrooms and off playing fields. To be fair, the flyer hadn’t said the vote had passed, but the language had seemed certain. There was no hedging; the author had expected a celebration. Perhaps the future wasn’t definite enough yet to say. Just having enough support to hold a vote seemed like a massive shift in opinion. With the amount of hate spewed across the media right now, that was a nugget of hope worth hanging on to.

They heard a blare of music and laughter in the distance, muffled by the underbrush and a metallic clacking that could only be the lunch bell. Kia wanted to rush back and show their flatmates their wondrous discovery, but something in them hesitated. Maybe it was the green petrichor bubble created by the encircling branches. Maybe it was the intrinsic unbelievability of a magic time capsule, but the moment felt sacred. Magically suspended in the taffy of time, meant for them alone. One more. They would have one more look and then head back to the house to share their treasure.

They twirled the dials tick, tick, tick, clonk 2, 0, 7, 6. The lid was cool in their hands as it swung open. Inside the box was a roll of papers wedged tight on the diagonal. Kia lifted it out and tried to smooth the curled card flat across their lap. It was a spiral-bound memorial calendar. The front had been beautifully decorated with a watercolour painting of the big house amid manicured grounds. Script framed the image in an arc. The Big House Queer Retirement Community 2065-2076. 

In the distance, someone called out, the sound barely registering with Kia. They flipped the calendar open, revealing January. Marked with a smudged red pen and a small holographic pixilated stamp. Perhaps the big sister to a QR code, to access a digital version. The handwriting was wobbly but strangely familiar. Gallery trip. Holo film night. Podiatrist visit. Entries bookended each week. A legacy of community and support for people whose family units weren’t nuclear.

A branch broke back where the lawn gave way to trees.

“Kia?” someone called.

“Mmmm, back here,” they responded absentmindedly.

They rotated the calendar, examining the photo on the opposing page. It had that same hyper vivid printing as the previous flier. The image seemed to hover above the paper. In it, a group of about twenty older people sat arranged in chairs on the front porch of the big house. They were all shapes and sizes. Some sat primly formal. Others had visible tattoos and even the occasional neon dye job over grey.

The branches shook as someone fought their way down the fence line.

In the centre of the group of elder queers, smiling so fiercely that at first glance they didn’t even recognise them: a small figure in an oversized plaid work shirt, grey hair hacked into a mullet. Kia’s own face, creased with time not yet experienced, grinned out at them, meeting their own eyes through a tunnel of time.

“Hey, Kia?” Tansey pushed through the undergrowth.

Kia blinked in surprise, their focus still wholly on the calendar. They shoved it back into the box. As they scrambled to their feet, the box tipped off their lap to fall back into the hole.

“What have you got there?” Tansey struggled into the leafy cave created by the ancient branches. “Whoa, this place is cool!” She looked around, wonder and marbled sunlight across her face. 

“Oh, nothing.” Kia hedged. They looked down, nosing at the dirt with their toe and started in surprise, looking left and right. The hole was empty. They dropped to their knees to check under the remains of the privet bush. Nothing…

Tansey tore their eyes from the dappled vault to grin down at Kia. “Oh, don’t worry about that. Privet is always such a pain to dig out. It’s time for lunch. Pauley’s made one of his lentil curries. You can have another go after we’ve eaten.” She looked around in wonder. “Wow, this place really is so cool. I can’t believe I’ve lived here three years and never been down here. We should totally have a picnic here.”

Kia looked up into Tansey’s smiling face, framed with dark curls, as she reached a hand down to help haul them to their feet. 

They didn’t think they had ever had a proper conversation with Tansey before. Instead of their usual painful awkwardness, Kia felt relaxed and natural, like speaking to an old friend. In her smiling face, they saw something. An echo of a tall curly-haired old femme sitting in the shade of the porch while a photographer fussed, setting up a tripod in the circular driveway.

They returned her smile. “That's a great idea. I could make my double-chocolate brownies. Maybe even a pitcher of sneaky Irish coffee?” The words flowed naturally.

Tansey tugged them towards the fence line and lunch. She did a little half dance of excitement. “Oh, perfect! It’s supposed to be sunny all weekend. I have a picnic blanket in the back of my car. We could do it on Sunday afternoon. Come on, let’s go invite everyone.”

Kia’s shoulders relaxed for the first time in weeks. They felt hopeful as they followed Tansey’s back towards the sprawling old villa, full of music and community, backlit by dancing sunshine. The morning chill had burnt off. It looked like it was going to be a beautiful day after all.









