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Lulu Houdini is a Gamilaroi poet and midwife living with and on Jerrinja, Wandi Wandandian Country. Her work is shaped by cultural identity, care and place and explores memory, resistance and liminality. Lulu was a 2024 black&write! Fellowship winner.
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Praise for Lulu Houdini


‘This stunning collection is an important reminder that culture will live on as long as our people breathe’


Claire G. Coleman


‘Lulu Houdini’s voice moves like a soft wind across the matritide; restorative, healing, and alive with care. Her work is a cartography of Country, connection and kinship, mapping ancestral rhythms into new poetic architectures. Houdini’s words live in the body, a ceremony. Her collection, ma-li, is a gift that refuses erasure and her recitals move with language that insists on love and sovereignty. She finds you where you are and transforms you’


Merinda Dutton


‘Lulu’s poems are the grass tree glue, the sinew, the quill-needle, the reeds who formed the baskets and the hands who gathered them. In ma-li she makes and mends, bending time and genre, to move us all’


Kirli Saunders


‘Lulu Houdini has seamlessly birthed many stories into one outstanding debut collection that draws powerful owls and shapeshifting dingos to the shoreline. The poems in ma-li are beautifully threaded by flint and spinifex, sand and bone. A book whose pages sing of humility and courage’


Anne-Marie Te Whiu


‘To the Queen Matriarchs of old, Lulu offers salves to their stripped identities. She houses their memories in her body, voice and pen’


Grace Lucas-Pennington


‘Lulu Houdini’s poetry is timeless; full of compassion, curiosity and reverence for nature and humanity. This collection vibrates with love for Country, fervent and insistent self-acceptance, and reverence for the everyday. A completely refreshing poetic style that favours stillness in a chaotic world’


Arlie Alizzi


‘ma-li is an open letter to the past and the future. A true telling of how the world is, and a radical reimagining of what the future could be. Poems can be talismans, maps and vessels. These poems are letters across time that carry so much of what is heavy and joyful in the world – offering the reader both the weight of memory, and a place to be held. The poems in ma-li are alive to the world. It’s a remarkable thing when a poet allows their poetry to be its own animal; to synthesise knowledge that is embodied, ancestral and intellectual in the ways Lulu Houdini does. There are many ways to be a mother – including in bringing forth the future. One of the many gifts of ma-li is the generosity of vision in the world this collection depicts and imagines. The wide range of influences and forms in this collection, coupled with the distillation of thought and experience, and an expansive vision make for an extraordinary debut that is full of wisdom. ma-li is an incredibly generous collection that offers an invitation to the reader to sit in stillness and listen’


Izzy Roberts-Orr











Falling might very well be flying — without the tyranny of coordinates.


—Bayo Akomolafe














ma-li (gamilaraay)


to make something move with your hands.












Author’s note


This book does not adhere to traditional grammatical or stylistic conventions. Its language choices are intentional and rooted in a decolonial poetic practice that values expression over conformity. The decisions made in spelling, syntax and form reflect a deliberate reclaiming of voice — one that resists standardisation and honours multiplicity.


These are the choices my editors and I have made with care, purpose and reclamation.









Gamilaroi


For Aunty Helen Likorish.




G  randmother Time


A  round


M ullibah lagoon


I   ntertwine


L  ove & Story for


A  lways-Time


R  ight-now Time


O  ur Time


I   nfinitely












close


to life,


to death,


the edge,


and spirit


pulse










boomerang



the wind


that holds


the flight


are the years


it took


to return


held


how it flew


what made it


turn around


how does


it all come back










sand classroom



I speak an endangered language


from stories taught in sand


it too, has beendisplaced


but the grains


remember the lessons


from that sand classroom


my mouth


remembers a language


that I have hardly heard on the tongue of my own


flesh Mother


gunii


good thing


my Old Women are housed in me


like a relentless and returning tideline


that refuses to stay away


my old words find me


these lessons remain


in Land


chasing smokewuyugi-li


I feel a sorry day as I attempt to embody these words in air


I rememberour forgetting


I long


for that river sand school


I’m late for the bus, but I am running hard


our ancient language belongs to tree, ant and magpie


dhulu, giidjaa, burrugarrbuu


good thingI am of this place


good thingthis old girl knows the way back


to the river page.










history/scardust



Lights out along the Kamilaroi highway. I saw our scar trees all day and I wonder if I am one. I travel the roads and tracks of my time and my Mother sleeps gently below me. Above me.




I dreamt all night in yellow belly visions.





The racing carp flecks the future across the river page of my mind’s eye and when the sun breaks over wallabadah, she stirs gently next to me. I don’t sleep well when she sleeps in the bed with me. I don’t sleep well when she doesn’t. She stirs. Gamilaraay flash cards slip off the top of our doona down into the sealed off understory. We never asked to forget.




I don’t have skeletons.


We came home and took our faults out of the Land.





I’m her second-born daughter. I know one day I’ll lose her, like time, like memory. I let her retell history, on her terms, so she can reseed with justice. The warmth of her constant care our whole lives undoes our history. Our survival is threaded to her resilience. All of her children love so damn hard.




We thought the hollowness was loss, but we pump light.





We walk through Gunnedah. She tells me frontier and colonial history as she knows it more than Lore. I let her keep going cause all her stories feed me. She picks wildflowers for Biddy’s daughter’s headstone. When we go there, an emu bush flower from the everywhen lands at our feet while we say hello to our old girl underneath.


Back in the van with all my thoughts I go back to sleep so we can wake up together. I hear her beating —




back to back


like when I lived inside her.













mallacoota



came to mallacoota because I like the way it sounds


in my mouth


like a presence on the tongue


is still there


like a phantom feeling


maybe fake is what I like










natives in a vase
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