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Tania Crampton-Larking is a proud Mirning woman who writes to inspire others to connect with Nature’s vibrant, timeless beauty. She seeks to promote caring values that are opposed to destructive ignorance and racism. She is passionate about fighting for the preservation and restoration of Earth’s healthy natural systems, and for a future that is safe, magical and sacred for all.
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For our one planet.









Changed Worlds


We’re heading to the other side of the planet, but not for a holiday.


‘You okay, Alex?’


Mam has probably asked me this five times in the last couple of hours. I hide behind the safety card. I’d had the nightmare again.


‘Yes, I’m okay, Mam, but I need to stop falling asleep on this plane.’


Mam takes one of my shaky hands and holds it. I stay silent. In my nightmare, Papa is still alive, a red-mesh bag of oranges over his shoulder, smiling at me as if to say, ‘You’re old enough to walk ahead.’ I check the traffic both ways like he taught me, cross six lanes at the lights. But when I look back, he’s not behind me anymore.


It happened two years ago. We were walking in East London to look at art and see the sights. Papa stopped like a broken clock. Asthma attack, an empty puffer. The air pollution, they said. I wish Mam had been there, not in a store twenty metres away, buying sandwiches. I wish I had been older at the time. Then I might have known what was wrong with Papa. I might have saved him.


I look across at Mam. Her red hair glows redder, fierce light bouncing off the strands through the small window. Her strawberry freckles disappear in the glow, and my black plaits and brown skin disappear in the shadow she casts. I’m only pretending I’m excited to move countries. I mean, I’m trying hard to be happy for her. She’s literally glowing, but I’m tangled in loose threads. The further we fly away from the house I grew up in, the further I am from Papa. I imagine him haunting the empty kitchen, watching ants swarm over a bowl of mouldy oranges.


We flew over India, where Papa was born, while I was sleeping, and it feels like time zones have passed through me. If he were alive, would he still call India home? Papa’s parents passed away when he was a teenager. He travelled away from Punjab and the world he grew up in to live in the United Kingdom.


Home can be many places.


After Papa died, Mam and I were living on our own for over a year. Then Mam fell in love with an Australian man, and we’re flying to the bottom of the world. Mam and I will live in Adelaide with Art and his son, Koen. Art has a daughter too, Koen’s twin sister, Kirra, but she lives thousands of miles away from them.


Maybe I need to practise ‘good old acceptance’ – that’s what my school counsellor told me a few weeks ago. ‘Oh well,’ he’d said, glazed eyes checking his expensive watch. ‘We all have our challenges.’ Frowning, he tried to navigate the watch’s screen – could be he’s technologically challenged.


Wait! A new thought interrupts. Where’s my new tablet?


I check the seat pocket in front of me. It’s not there. I check all around me, underneath the seats and even behind Mam’s back. It’s not anywhere.


‘Mam, have you seen my tablet?’


‘No. When’s the last time you saw it?’


I shudder. I didn’t use it on our first flight, or during our layover in Malaysia. In fact … the last thing I remember is putting it down next to me in the taxi to Heathrow. Did I have it in the terminal while we were waiting to board? I can’t remember. What if it’s lost forever? I’d spent hours painstakingly moving all my photos to it. The tablet had so many pictures of our old house – the home that Papa loved so much, the place I’d lived in since I was a baby. I thought they would be safe on that device. But now, all those precious photos – of our house, my friends, Papa – they’re all gone.


Maybe I’ll never properly remember how my old home looks, or the squishy, comfy lounge chairs the three of us spent so many hours curled up in, reading books together and watching a cartoon about Prince Rama.


I guess that place and those times are really gone. The pit of my stomach seems like it’s dropping fast down past my seat. It probably needs the life jacket.


‘I think I lost it, Mam!’


She gasps. ‘Really? You’ve lost the tablet? All your beautiful photos and drawings.’ She puts her hand on my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze. ‘Breathe,’ she says.


I wish I’d kept the tablet in a safe spot in my bag,in the same place as my passport, like Mam said to do. And I wish I’d asked for a phone instead of a tablet – something smaller that I could easily keep in my pocket. But, like so many things, my tablet has just disappeared. My heart’s pounding and I think the plane’s wobbling. We’ve been descending for a really long time. My head feels heavy. I stare past Mam, out the window, down at teeny houses and a green oval below and I imagine crashing, headfirst, into it.


When I was seven, my best friend Preeta dared me to skateboard blindfolded down a steep hill. I feel the same way at this moment – flying out of control without knowing where I’ll land. That time skateboarding, I ended up stuck in rosebushes with thorns in my knotty hair. Papa and Mam had to cut a quarter of my locks off. Preeta felt so bad she cut a chunk of her own her hair out and sticky-taped it over my bald patch. I miss her. I tell myself that I will definitely see her again, even if we’re both ninety-eight and wrinkly.


I grasp the buckle of my seatbelt, legs shaking. The plane lands with a thud. My heartbeat is lost in the drama of it all. No turning back. The pilot isn’t going to magically grant my wish and fly me back home, and in any case, I don’t have a return ticket.


‘A bit of a bumpy landing, darling?’ Mam says. She tidies her red hair. Her round face is turning pink.


The hairs all over my body are standing on end. Preeta told me that goosebumps are the first sign of recognising danger. She also said I’ll get zapped until I have no face because there’s a hole in part of the Earth’s atmosphere right near Australia. Plus, Australia spins closer to the sun than a lot of other countries. Guess I’m going to find out if I’ll get zapped.


The plane has stopped. We remove our seatbelts, and I take a shallow breath. Mam smiles and winks at me.


‘Cheer up, Alex, we made it all the way here!’
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As we walk through the warm tunnel into Adelaide airport, I’m busy looking out windows, checking for snakes. I’ve read stories online about people in Australia getting bitten while sitting on lounge chairs and toilets.


We enter an air-conditioned area and suddenly we’re running. Excitement seems to have turned Mam into a three-time Olympic medallist with super-powered sandals. We soon arrive at a conveyor belt spitting out suitcases and backpacks. As I wait for our luggage, I pull my key ring from my shorts pocket. It’s a squishy blue baby, Lord Krishna. I’m glad I still have him. Papa bought him for me one day when he was telling me stories about inspirational Hindu gods and goddesses. Listen Alex, Papa had said, remember to have the courage to do good, and to always show up for what you believe in.


I hold the blue boy in my hand, then carefully tuck him back in my pocket. This trinket will always be there to remind me of Papa and Papa’s words. I can handle losing my tablet, but not this.


Mam hands me my suitcase and motions for me to come quickly. We get through customs, I think – everything’s suddenly a blur. I can’t keep up; she’s speeding so fast her heavy suitcase is airborne and she’s practically flying too. She should wear a cape. I break into a fast jog, bump into an unsuspecting old woman and skid into a helicopter toy that a toddler has thrown. He lets out a high-pitched scream.


Then I hear Mam call out, ‘Art!’


He’s standing near an escalator, leaning on an empty luggage trolley. ‘Hailey!’


We reach him in seconds. Art’s got white paint splattered on his clothes and sunburnt legs. There is even a crusted blob of paint on one of his rectangular silver eyebrows, and speckles on his tanned nose. Oh yeah, he paints houses. After hugging Art, Mam shoots me a look.


‘Hi, Art.’


‘Howdy, Alex,’ Art says. ‘Great to see ya again. Welcome to South Australia.’


Mam holds Art’s hand, and he stares down at their entwined fingers as if he can’t believe she’s real. We haven’t seen Art for months. He was staying in West London on a long holiday when he started dating Mam, and when he had to go back home, they kept dating, across the globe. They got engaged on a video call and pretended to put actual rings on each other. And now they’re exchanging rings for real. I turn away from them. I think I see my future stepbrother, Koen, traipsing toward us. He looks like the person I’d met on one of Mam’s video calls with Art.


‘Ah, there ya are!’ Chunky waves of chestnut brown hair dangle all round his face. Pen drawings of animal skulls and koalas falling into graves cover his tanned shoulder and arms. There’s a picture of a flag on his singlet with a yellow circle in the middle. It’s black at the top and red across the bottom. His black shorts are too short for his long body. He looks like an adult – taller than I imagined, and he has the beginnings of a moustache.


Koen’s eyes flit around the place, and he starts tapping his thumbs on his phone as though he’d rather be somewhere a lot more interesting. I guess he sees me as an annoying nuisance getting in the way of his normal life. It’s not fair; I don’t want to be here either.


My breathing stalls. I try to draw in one breath, but my airways feel blocked. My forehead’s wrinkling and my hands are tightening into fists. I can’t get any air. I’m not going to die, I’m not going to die, I tell myself over and over. I need to be calm in order to breathe – even a tiny bit will help – so that everything doesn’t shine white again, like it did when I was visiting the cemetery last year.


Before we left London, a doctor told Mam I was having panic attacks. I had been worried they were asthma attacks, just like Papa’s.


I pull out my key ring again, but still no air.


Why is this happening to me? I don’t want to seem dramatic. I don’t want to ruin Mam’s romantic reunion, or have everyone look at me, which I hate. I wish I could go and panic in the toilets for a bit.


Just thinking about being completely alone somewhere quiet helps, and I feel a small bit of air slide into my lungs. I grip my suitcase handle and take some shaky breaths, determined to suck in as much air as I can. Soon, I’m taking longer breaths. The attack is over. I can do this – I am strong.


Koen notices me holding my baby Krishna key ring too tightly but doesn’t say anything. Mam and Art finally finish hugging for the hundredth time and realise we’re watching on awkwardly. Art coughs and pats Koen’s arm, smudging his tattoos.


He says, ‘Hey Koen, say hello to Alex.’ And then he frowns, and whispers, ‘Please, be nice.’


‘Hi, minya Alex.’


‘Minya?’


‘Minya means you’re little.’


‘Oh, I guess I am kind of short. Nice to meet you, um, tall Koen,’ I say, before wondering if he was referring to my age, not my size. To the fact that I’m eleven, not a teenager like him.


He flashes a fake smile, showing as many teeth as possible. Art’s frown deepens.


Mam says, ‘Koen’s name means thunder – doesn’t it?’


Koen nods. ‘I think so.’


‘Yeah, thunder,’ Art says. ‘I have to say, his name suits him to a tee. Tell ’em a bit about yourself, Koen.’


Koen mumbles and looks off into the distance. ‘Okay, well, I dunno, I play guitar and sing a bit, in a band.’


Mam nods. ‘Nice. I’ve heard you’re talented, can’t wait to hear you and your band. Alex, your turn. Tell us a couple of things about you. Maybe about guitar?’


I’m stumped about what to say. I don’t want to tell Koen I’ve had basic guitar lessons.


‘Er, I think my name means someone who helps people and, ah … I’m not sure what else.’


‘That’s amazing! What hobbies do you like? Are you looking forward to living in Australia?’ Art asks.


Koen stares down at the phone in his hand, ignoring us. Art clears his throat and glares at his son, and Koen seems to suddenly remember where he is. Art smiles and Mam winks at me, miming playing the guitar – badly.


‘Um, I like drawing, and writing, and music I guess,’ I reply. ‘And, um, sure. Australia will be fun.’


‘Drawing, writing and music? You’ll fit right in. And this must be yours.’ He pats the guitar case that he’s just stacked on the trolley.


I nod.


‘Cool, let’s go show you your new home, hey? A warning: the house is old, but it has new paint,’ laughs Art.


Koen mocks his dad’s awkward laughter.


We head out, crossing a covered bridge before entering an indoor car park. I drag my heels, following reluctantly behind them. I feel a bit like hiding behind Mam. She’s all googly-eyed, gazing at Art as they walk. I’m sure they’ll bump into something soon. They’ll probably end up with matching giant lumps on their foreheads.


Koen suddenly stops dead in front of me. Is he blocking me on purpose? He looks down at his phone and doesn’t budge. I swing around him in a huff, accidentally running over my own foot with my carry-on case. Ow!


‘Margie just got three piercings, sick!’ Koen mutters to himself. He looks up as if surprised to see me. ‘Oh, you alright there? You want me to carry that for you?’


After all that? ‘Sure, thanks Koen,’ I say, handing it over gladly.


‘No worries.’ He picks up the heavy case in his arms, probably trying to show off his terrifying drawings – and his muscles.


‘Be careful,’ says Art. ‘You’ll hurt yourself carrying it like that.’


Koen shakes his head. ‘Nah. You might do yourself an injury though, pushing that big trolley.’


Art frowns. ‘I’m serious—’


‘Don’t let any of the bags fall, Dad. Keep the trolley steady. You got this.’


Koen smirks and Art grits his teeth. His jaw looks so tense it could crack into pieces. Art guides us through an undercover car park to his dusty, midnight-blue station wagon. It’s probably as old as me, and it’s comfy. I sit in the back next to Koen. There’s a blue ice-cooler box between us, which Koen uses to shield his phone screen. I wonder again where my tablet is.


Art says, ‘Sorry guys, the air conditioning in this car is a bit hit and miss. It might switch off all of a sudden. It works most of the time, but it’s a hot day …’ He sighs. ‘It’s not normally this hot in November – thirty-nine degrees Celsius and it’s not even summer. Hopefully it’ll cool down later in the week. Maybe we’ll get some late spring storms.’


Koen growls, ‘You should’ve got a taxi for them. It’s too hot to be in a car with dodgy air con.’


‘Well, a taxi would cost a lot.’ Art starts the car. He rolls down all the windows and the car fills with the smell of stale exhaust fumes. ‘It’ll kick in at some point. I’ll get it fixed properly next pay. But today it’s gonna be a bit stuffy.’


Mam says, ‘It’s okay, we’ll be fine.’


I’m not so sure.


We go round and down several levels to the ground floor of the car park and then we’re outside, waiting at traffic lights. There’s no breeze, and the car’s heating up, fast.


I’m shocked at how hot the air has gotten. My whole face breaks out in sweat. I glance up through the windscreen and immediately close my eyes against the powerful sunlight. I look out the side window instead and find the clearest blue sky.


The lights change and we start moving. Hot air flows in as we drive. Mam quickly takes off her travel jumper. She’s probably worried about getting heat rash – she gets it bad every summer, all over. I wish I had a swimsuit on and could dive into some freezing water. My t-shirt and denim jeans seem too thick here. I’m glad I packed my jacket away earlier. I’m squirming around, trying not to let the sunlight burn my arms, but it burns them anyway. There’s no escape.


I read somewhere that we could fly from Adelaide to Antarctica quicker than we could fly to London. I wish I was in Antarctica. Acceptance … acceptance … I must accept this new situation. I picture the school counsellor clapping and saying, ‘Yes, now you’re really understanding life.’


Art taps the steering wheel with giant red hands.


‘Yep, it’s hot in this old car, but we’ve got a trick that will help.’


Art points at the ice-cooler box between us in the back. Koen takes out a three-litre bottle of partly frozen water, unscrews the lid and hands it to his dad. When we stop at a set of traffic lights, Art tips it upside down, pouring a trickle of water right onto the top of his own head. Laughing, Mam copies, pouring liquid on her noggin and cooling her face. Koen does the same, then hands the bottle to me.


I pause, bracing my body, then tentatively start pouring. First a little, and then a lot, soaking my hair, clothes and face. The hot wind immediately feels better. I imagine trying to explain this to Preeta. I’ll say we were all wetting ourselves in the car.


‘There’s some water for us to drink as well,’ Art says.


Koen passes us bottles of water before guzzling his down. I gulp mine fast.


‘Thank you. That really helps.’ I’m being polite because I’m so relieved to have cool water. Also, I’m trying to keep from screaming my real thoughts: Please let me go home to Southall, to my old house!


I’m tired, jet-lagged, struggling to stay awake. Is this what Australian heat does – makes your head droop?


Suddenly the engine chokes and the car lurches to a standstill on the side of the road. Art tries restarting the vehicle. A truck driver beeps as they overtake us. The car’s burning up. Art is, too.


‘Let’s not panic,’ he says shakily. ‘But we might have to go and find some shade, then call someone to give us a tow.’


Koen groans. ‘Unbelievable. Mum told you to trade this car in years ago!’


Art’s silent. The heat worsens. I’m too exhausted to panic.


But it turns out I don’t need to. The engine starts, we’re moving and the air con’s finally working. We’re breathing, we’ll make it.


I sit up straight and am surprised to spot a few terrace homes like the one I used to live in. We pass through that suburb and then the landscape becomes something I’ve never seen. Houses stand in wide plots of green and brownish-yellow land under a cloudless pale blue sky.


I hold my blue Krishna key ring tight and jam my eyes shut. I don’t even care where in the world I am, I just want to dream about my life in West London. As I drift off, all I see are oceans and lands, moving too fast.









New and Ancient


I wake up gasping, wondering where I am. I accidentally frown at Koen as I try to shake the daze away. He chuckles. We’re slowing down. Spaced out brick houses with large yards, fences and massive trees stand along winding roads.


Here, everything is a warm colour. I’ll tell Preeta about it in an email, because without my tablet I can’t take photos to send to her. There are trees with olive green leaves, standing three times as tall as houses. The houses are wide, with verandahs, water tanks and sheds. The grass is dead, but it looks like mocha butter. Here and there, teeny green plants poke out from among brown leaves and shimmery rocks. The birds are even louder than the traffic. And can you believe it, Preeta, the blue sky looks bigger here somehow? Maybe she was right about that ozone hole.


We turn down a driveway leading to a stone and brick house that’s painted apricot. Art parks partway down the driveway. The house sits on the corner of the block beside a large patch of bushland. The house has a rough stone layer, and the edges of the metal roof have rusted cherry brown. On one side, a vine flows over crisscrossed wooden boards.


I’m so exhausted I’m finding it hard to move. Koen leans across and nudges my arm.


‘We’re here, Alex, you awake?’ he says.


‘Yes … sorry, I’m just tired from the trip.’ I take some more gulps from the water bottle that’s still nestled in my lap, trying to shake the groggy feeling. My eyes are half open. Am I really awake?


Koen laughs. ‘You know, my friend Eric sleeps with his eyes open. I’m not kidding.’


I really have to force myself to get out of the car. I yawn, taking in my surroundings through bleary eyes.


There are big blobs of shade scattered about. I wander hesitantly into the front yard, looking around curiously at different plants.


Art says, ‘Koen, why don’t you show Alex around a bit? And chat with her properly. Tell her about the place, don’t just mumble a few words like you usually do.’


Koen says, ‘But—’


‘Please, Koen. You want that raise in your allowance?’ Art says quietly. The look he gives Koen reminds me of a Santa I once saw in a mall who’d had his beard ripped off by a mischievous seven-year-old. Art and Mam start rolling the suitcases toward the house.


Koen comes to stand beside me. ‘Bet you’re not used to this weather – must suck getting here and suddenly being in this heatwave.’


‘We had a weird week of really hot days in London last summer, but yeah, it’s not really something I’m used to.’


‘Need some more water?’


‘Think I’m okay for now, thanks.’


‘Okay.’ Koen glances about. ‘Guess I better do what I’m told and show you around. See those knobbly, twisty trees – all knotted up? They’re called gum trees. You can hear their branches squeaking and creaking – they’re drying out in the heat, bit like us. And that’s wattle.’ He points to a small tree by the fenceline. ‘I don’t go near that. Sets off my hayfever.’


I look toward the tree. The wattle appears golden, with shiny yellow flowers shimmering in sunlight.


Koen points at the apple-red flowers like round brushes in a tree near the corner of the front yard. ‘We call those red flowers bottlebrush. And that’s a purple blossom, a Jacaranda tree introduced to Australia. Wish it wasn’t planted so close to the house.’


He sneezes, then sneezes again.


I search my pockets but I don’t have a tissue. He rubs his eyes with the inside of his elbow. ‘I mean, I still get hayfever around this time of year anyway, but smelly flowers make it worse,’ Koen continues. ‘But I don’t hate all flowers. Over here – these are cool plants.


‘One time I tried to pull some of the leaves off this kangaroo tail and Mum yelled at me. She said the spiky grass bushes are delicate. They can get pretty tall, but they grow really slowly, just a tiny bit every year, for hundreds of years. And they have these flowers sticking up like a tail or spear. Our mob call this plant here a yakka. I really love these.’


‘Yakka.’ I repeat the word, trying to get it to sink into my memory.


Rainbow-coloured birds fly above, so bright in the soft blue sky. Koen tells me they’re called rainbow lorikeets.


We turn a corner and enter the backyard. A tree near a large clothesline catches my eye. It’s chunky and has a greyish-white trunk. I want to grab my tablet to take a photo … but then I remember again: it’s gone.


Koen sees me gaping up at the striking tree. ‘That’s a ghost gum. It’s old and sacred … and yeah, so deadly.’


Deadly? Must be poisonous or haunted. Either way, I’ll steer clear.


He points to the left, past a broken wooden fence, at the largest tree in the bushland. ‘See that one, the one that’s wide at the bottom with branches the size of trunks reaching out? We call that the Great Gum.’


Its shade falls over us as we stand in the driveway. We push past the broken bit of the fence and walk up to it.


Relaxing his face, he softly smiles, and I wonder what he’s thinking about.


When I stare up into the massive tree, I spot a sparkling glass lantern and a glowing wind chime with beads, shells and wooden rings. Cling, cling, clang. The sound is gentle.


We climb back through the fence. Motioning for me to join him, Koen heads past a water tank and back around the front of the house, to the garage. He tries to open the roller doors, but it looks like they’re locked. I wonder why Art didn’t park in the garage? As I wipe sweat from my entire face, Koen says, ‘I hope you don’t think this is the worst it gets, because it will be actual summer in a couple of weeks, and it’ll get even hotter.’


I look down and see cracks in the dirt, like tiny earthquakes have pulled the land apart.


‘Ground here, it’s dry. The land, my ancestors call it Manda.’


‘Your ancestors talk?’ I ask.


‘Yeah, my ancestors’ spirits are still here, on the Manda, with us. My mum, sister and me, we have Mirning ancestry.’


‘So, you speak Mirning?’


Koen looks at the ground and cups a hand over his drawn-on tattoo. I can’t read the expression on his face. ‘I wish I could speak the language.’ He stutters, ‘I … I, um, need to explain the history of col—’


A lanky teenager wearing a grey shirt and dripping wet swimming shorts saunters up the driveway and heads straight toward us, stopping inches from me. Water drips from the blond tips of his long, mousy brown hair, and he is carrying a large beach towel. He smells like he’s washed his hair in chlorine.


‘Oh, so you’re the brand-new sister from overseas Koen was talking about?’ He speaks slowly, his deep voice booming and his broad Australian accent stronger than Koen’s.


‘I guess so,’ I answer.


‘I’m Eric, I live across the road.’


I look over to the right, at the side fence, and then across the road, to see Eric’s home standing above an even taller fence. It looks like a mansion.


‘What’s your name, then?’ Eric says. ‘You got a name I can pronounce or what?’


‘Alex.’


‘Oh, good, a normal name.’


Koen frowns at Eric. Eric glares at me, probably because I rolled my eyes. ‘So where are you from?’ he asks.


‘Southall, London. My mam’s from there. My papa was born in India, but he lived in London with us before he, um, passed away,’ I say. Eric screws up his nose when I mention India. I fold my arms and change the subject. ‘Koen’s telling me about the place.’


Koen says, ‘So, yeah, those plants, yakkas – my mum used to love them when she lived here and she wouldn’t let me plant anything else in that area. And see the bushland there? She told me about the eucalyptus trees and how First Nations people—’


Eric interrupts. ‘That ugly block of dried-up trees and shrivelled dead grass? That area needs developing. I heard Dad say we’re gonna build a bunch of townhouses there one of these days.’


Koen flinches, then tries to cover it up, acting like he was just in the process of shifting his weight from one foot to the other.


Eric says to me, ‘I lived in this old house when I was a baby. It’s, like, the first house my parents bought, and they still own it, so I guess I feel some sort of connection to it. We moved across the street when I was a toddler. Koen’s family rent this place. Known this idiot almost all my life.’ He flicks his towel at Koen and scowls. ‘It’s too bloody hot out here. Let’s go inside.’
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