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Praise for Michael Mohammed Ahmad’s The Tribe


‘Ahmad’s language is replete with lyricism, and a sense of wonder suffuses every page. It turns everyday experience into the stuff of poetry.’


– Sydney Morning Herald


‘There’s a distinctly lyrical quality to Michael Mohammed Ahmad’s The Tribe. It’s in the way the three stories comprising the book flow; each word/sentence/paragraph unfolding into the next, moving seamlessly in the way of ripples through water and with the same immersive properties.’


– Daily Telegraph


‘He has found a sharp and sensual tongue with which to speak and given us a new and welcome voice in contemporary Australian literature.’


– Sydney Review of Books


‘a significant and astonishing novel … The book is in the best tradition of ethnographic novels: it generously offers us access to a unique cultural world and describes to us some of its features, warts and all, with remarkable detail’


– Overland


‘compelling and insightful’


– Westerly
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THERE ARE NO BULLIES AT PUNCHBOWL BOYS. The school captain, Jamal, stands up and screams out at assembly like it’s thug life. ‘Bullying is for faggots and pussies. What kind of a sad fuck is bothered to pick on some other sad fuck?’ Specks of tabouli blaze in his eyes. The teachers react by barricading the school, erecting nine-foot fences with barbed wire and cameras, and creating one way in, one way out, through the front office. They lose all their privacy but tell us it’s a small price to pay for freedom. Students pour through the front door all morning, and the principal, Mr Whitechurch, who’s White, and the deputy, Ms Aboud, who’s Libyan, stand at the entry. ‘Good morning, Bani,’ they say to me at the same time, like two coppers. I step between them, along the blue carpet and past the reception desk, which has a bulletproof glass shield, and then through the door that leads into the school. It opens out from the front office, swings closed and locks.


There used to be seven hundred students at Punchbowl Boys, but when Mr Whitechurch was appointed he expelled three hundred and ninety-nine of them in one go. I was fifteen at the time but it starts over again like I’m staring at the western suburbs through my rear-view. Every day the remaining boys sprint along the corridor that joins to the front office, pretending they are driving a Subaru WRX. Their heads and spines are tipped back as though they are sitting in a bucket seat, their left hand is on their cock as though they’re shifting a gearstick, and their right hand is out in front of them as though they’re holding onto a steering wheel. While they move through the corridor they make engine and gear shifting sounds, ‘Baaaaaa-baaa ba-baaaaaaaaaaa.’ Then before they turn a corner they kick in the sound of the turbo, ‘Bre-bre-bre-bre-bre-breew!’ Mustafa Fatala moves so fast down the corridor that he crashes through a window. He tears open his hand and damages vital nerves, which means he can’t write properly anymore, but that doesn’t matter because he never receives a grade higher than thirty per cent anyway. He rambles on about how he’s going to sue the school until one day Ms Aboud says to him, ‘Yeah, tell the lawyer you were acting like a car.’ Every Punchbowl Boy except me pisses himself laughing. I keep my pleasure to myself, grateful to see Fatala in pain because of the time I’d stepped past him in the corridor and he screamed ‘Yaaaaaaaaa!’ into my ear. I thought someone had put a bullet in my head; then I turned and saw him standing there staring at me with his jaw clenched and his eyes possessed by the jinn, a creature made of smokeless fire. Fatala seethed at me as air pushed in and out through the gaps in his teeth. Why he acts this way is a mystery between him and his maker. It brings me down – knowing that such a being exists and that we are only different to others within the walls of this school. In here Fatala is Black and I am White. I am at the centre of every teacher’s affection because I can discuss Faulkner and Joyce and Dostoyevsky and Nabokov. The teachers look to me whenever they need to be reminded that it’s the Boys of Punchbowl who are wrong, who are lesser beings. But then, when we’re on the outside, Fatala and I are the same – we are sand niggers, rejected and hated and feared. Cops and transit officers target us and chicks and Skips avoid us. There’s nothing I can do about it. Fatala and I look like the gang rapist Bilal Skaf, who is on the front page of every newspaper today.


The main corridor leads into the quadrangle at one end and the school hall at the other. All the way down the cracked vinyl tiles are the Maths rooms, six in total. My 2 Unit Maths room is between 3 Unit on the left and Intermediate on the right. I hate Maths like I hate being a Lebo – I am above it. I will be neither Isaac Newton nor Bilal Skaf, I will be a great novelist, like Tolstoy and Chekhov, and I will shape reality through my own words. I’m sitting in Maths writing a short story about a very young boy with enormous wings instead of learning equations when there is a loud screech outside that goes, ‘Fucken black cunt!’ All twenty boys in my class shoot up and tumble into the corridor like bodies through a windshield.


A Pacific Islander named Banjo is standing with his arms dangling by his sides, a kitchen knife in his right hand and a serrated pocketknife in his left hand. His jaw hangs open and his eyes are filled with the fizz of Coca-Cola. He looks like an ogre, towering over all the Lebs. His head is small and round and he’s hunching, his size-seventeen Converses rake across the vinyl. Rajab stands in front of him; a short-arse Lebo with a wound shaped like the centre of a strawberry across his shaved head. Blood runs down his temple and cheek, dripping from his jaw onto his shoulder, his white school shirt blotching with red like a slashed lamb. Banjo isn’t strong enough to penetrate Rajab’s skull. That’s the thing about Punchbowl Boys: we swing like men but we’re still just boys – we’re not as strong as the bones that hold us together, so the knives just ricochet against our flesh. Perhaps if we were smart enough to sharpen those knives, and smart enough to learn the most sensitive points in the head to swing those knives at, we’d kill each other. Perhaps stupidity is Allah’s way of protecting us from ourselves.


The Lebs gather around Banjo like a pack of wolves, but nobody bothers to chase him when he bolts down the other end of the corridor, towards the school hall. We just stare at Rajab, who looks confused, his left cheek wincing, even though he knows, like the rest of us, that all this happened because he stole Banjo’s Nokia 3210.


Two students walk Rajab to the sick bay, which means the principal has had to unlock the front office, and everyone else is sent back into Maths. Mrs Stratton’s dehydrated skin wrinkles as she scowls, ‘Concentrate.’ She turns her back to us and continues writing on the whiteboard, her arm reaching right up over her head because she’s short and stumpy. She wears a thick woollen jumper that’s so long it might as well be a dress, and her grey hair sways from side to side in a way that shows me it was blonde once – the envy of every dark-haired Wog she’s ever taught. She writes numbers that mean nothing to anyone, the silence building inside the classroom until finally a student named Shaky spits out, ‘Fucken Banjo, fucken pussy cunt!’


Mrs Stratton twists, her sharp nose and beady eyes snapping towards him. In her tight, nasal voice she says, ‘Leave him alone. Banjo’s just scared.’ The teachers always take the side of the Fobs. Maybe they feel sorry for them because they’re so heavily outnumbered by the Lebs, or because they’re even poorer than us and stand out the front of the school in the morning sharing a two-litre bottle of Coke, or maybe it’s because we call them Fobs, which stands for Fresh Off the Boat and makes no sense to White teachers because to them the Lebs are boat people too.


On the second level of the school building are the English classrooms, and the corridor is exactly the same as on the first level, with cracked vinyl tiles all the way down and light spilling in from windows that overlook the quadrangle. Every English room is the same, with unpainted brick walls and chalkboards that have been rubbed so many times they are covered in a permanent haze of white chalk. Mr Whitechurch pulls down the poster of Mecca hanging in our English room and says, ‘If you can’t respect other people’s cultures, then the school doesn’t have to respect yours.’ This is because next door, in Ms Keller’s room, the boys have burned two Aboriginal paintings that belonged to her grandfather. Mohammad Usuf says, ‘Sir, that’s racist, man – how do you know it wasn’t one of the Fobs?’ It seems like a fair point, and so all the boys except me start banging on the tables and chanting, ‘Hoa, hoa, hoa,’ and shouting, ‘Rock job! Sir, you got rocked!’ Mr Whitechurch waits for them to settle. Then his leathery skin sags at the corners of his mouth and he says, ‘Referring to Pacific Islanders as Fobs is racist.’ He walks out of our classroom with Mecca rolled up in his hand. He knows, as well as we know, that it wasn’t the Fobs. What he doesn’t know is that Mohammad Usuf never comes to school without his Zippo lighter. He bought it last year in Lebanon. It has the word kafir written across the lid in Arabic, which means ‘infidel’.


The desks in our English class have metal legs and thin plywood tops. Using pens and knives, the Boys of Punchbowl leave their mark on the wood. ‘Lebz Rule.’ ‘Fuck Aussies.’ ‘Thug Life.’ One of the engravings, which looks like a jagged wound, says, ‘Jesus & 2Pac R Muzlim.’


All the chairs in English have a dick drawn on them in black permanent marker so that when you sit down it’s like a cock just went up your arse. I always sit in the front row, usually the spot right up against the desk of my English teacher, Mrs Leila Haimi. She’s twenty-eight and Lebanese and Muslim like the rest of us, but her skin is like milk. She’s angry that she has lost the poster of Mecca but she cares about Aboriginal culture too, so the Boys of Punchbowl call her a traitor. They also call her Brad Fittler – because in her short skirts are thighs so chunky they’re always pressing against each other. She’d be devastated if she knew they nicknamed her after a staunch football player, but the boys don’t mean it as an insult; they love her thighs and the green and the red skirts that expose them, and every day after English they fantasise about being between them. She’d be devastated if she knew this as well. A Syrian student named Bara is almost an exception. He listens to the boys talk about Mrs Haimi’s thighs and, as though they are talking about beauty and not about fucking, he says, ‘Well, she has nice eyes.’ Everyone laughs at him and replies, ‘Faggot, what a faggot.’


‘Wha-at!’ Bara retorts, like he has a Big Mac in his mouth. ‘Her eyes are blue.’


I know better. Mrs Haimi does have nice eyes but not because they are lighter than ours. The boys are staring at the black line between her hefty legs, and Bara might be looking at the surface of her eyes, but nobody except me has ever ventured into her pupils. Nobody but me listens when she says, ‘Read James Joyce.’ When she does, I find a short story called The Dead and I stay up all night reading about haunted love and the living dead and all morning memorising the final lines, and just as I am stepping past Mrs Haimi in the corridor I say, ‘His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling, like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead.’ Mrs Haimi’s gaze lights up, and it’s like I’m looking into the centre of the universe. The next day in class she says, ‘Read Gabriel García Márquez.’ I find a short story called A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings and I stay up all night reading about the withered angel with dirty feathers and all morning memorising the last line, and just as I am stepping past Mrs Haimi in the doorway to her English room, just as we are breathing the same air, I say, ‘She kept on watching until it was no longer possible for her to see him, because then he was no longer an annoyance in her life but an imaginary dot on the horizon of the sea.’ Mrs Haimi’s small black pupils begin to expand from her blue irises and now it is as though I am looking into the heart of the Archangel Jibrail. This time in class she says, ‘Lear is a man more sinned against than sinning.’ I have slipped into a realm that existed before there was any such thing as blue eyes, to a time when there was nothing but sand. I wish I could be alone with Mrs Leila Haimi. I will promise her to remain a boy, never to sin, a very young man with enormous wings so that one day she can hold me at her complete mercy and may drive me across the endless desert. Her reading voice is slow and soft and fluent and it assures me that I can be free when a loud squeal breaks in from the back of the classroom. ‘Meees,’ says Solomon, ‘isn’t it true that Shakespeare was a poof?’ Every Punchbowl Boy but me considers this a serious question and waits silently for Mrs Haimi to answer. Her fair lips curl in my direction – enough to show me that I don’t need to be alone with her to be alone with her. She says to Solomon, ‘You’re an idiot.’


Then Mrs Haimi hands out a questionnaire. The first question reads, ‘The snail is a castle. What is the metaphor in this sentence?’ It takes five minutes before Mohammed Khaled starts calling out, ‘Meees! Meees! What’s a metapor?’ Mrs Haimi looks my way again with the little smile and then calls out to the rest of the boys, ‘Just skip the ones you don’t know.’


‘Meees!’ the boys howl. ‘Meees!’


‘Skout ouh-laa!’ Mrs Haimi replies in Arabic, which means ‘shut up, you’. She sits, and straightaway I slide the questionnaire across my desk and onto hers. She looks down at it and quickly examines the answers. Then in her squeaky voice she whispers to me, ‘It’s good to be at a school with retards – you will stand on top.’ The words are like a dagger between my lungs. This is the extent to which she sees my potential.


I was fifteen years old and longing for Leila Haimi like Majnun longed for Layla. Each time I turned a corridor at Punchbowl Boys, each time I stepped through a doorway, I did it with the anticipation and the hope that she would appear before me. Often she emerged amid a hundred Lebos like me and would not notice that I was even there; but then one day she called out to me and only me, as though all the other Punchbowl Boys around us were blind, deaf and dumb. ‘Read Lolita,’ she instructed. ‘It’s the most beautifully written book you will ever know.’ I found an unopened copy in the school library, which had bright red lips on the cover and pure white pages inside. I read it over the three following nights, and then I ran with it for three years, believing that I understood it, that Mrs Leila Haimi had recommended the book to me in code. Perhaps she was Humbert Humbert and I was Lolita Haze, and she planned to one day take me around the country, far away from Punchbowl and Lebs and laws. Or perhaps I was Humbert Humbert and she was Lolita Haze, and her blue eyes and fair skin were destined to haunt me until the end of my days. And so I began to sympathise with Humbert Humbert, believing his love for Lolita was pure and innocent, like mine for Leila Haimi. His poetry became my poetry, and his flare for words became the only truth I would ever need. The next time I found Mrs Leila Haimi she was walking out of the library. Quickly I said to her, ‘I am thinking of aurochs and angels, the secret of durable pigments, prophetic sonnets, the refuge of art. And this is the only immortality you and I may share, Mrs Leila Haimi.’


Suddenly she stopped, which was strange and exciting because usually she’d just smile at me as she kept walking. ‘And …’ she said, raising her thin eyebrows at me. ‘What about the rest?’


‘The rest … what do you mean? Those are the last lines.’


Then she smiled at me, like a schoolgirl in slacks, and carried on walking as my heart thumped.


Mrs Leila Haimi and I are caught between sex and skin, between war and peace. When she is alone in a classroom with her students she is an Arab like me, but when her English class comes together with the class of a White female teacher she is a woman like her. The head teacher of English is Ms Lion. She looks like a ninety-year-old prostitute, with dyed-blonde hair and monolithic sagging boobs and an arse like melted haloumi. Her cheeks are always bright pink and her eyes dressed in deep black mascara. She says she lives in Newtown. I never tell the Lebs but my family started off in Newtown too. My father and my grandmother owned a house on Copeland Street but they moved us out when I was ten because they said the area was full of pooftas and overpriced falafels.


‘Miss, do you have any kids?’ That’s what the Boys of Punchbowl ask Ms Lion at least once a week. ‘I have a dog,’ Ms Lion responds bluntly. This makes all the boys, including me, feel sick. In Islam we call dogs najis, which means ‘ritually unclean’. Here is our proof that Aussies are scum – they love dogs more than they love people. It is revolting that Ms Lion compares her najis to a human child, lets it run around the house, sit on her couch, lie in her bed, sniff at her laundry.


Ms Lion brings her class together with Mrs Haimi’s class to teach us an Australian play called Blackrock. She tells us that the text is based on true events: in 1989 a fourteen-year-old girl named Leigh Leigh was assaulted, raped and murdered at a birthday party in Stockton by a group of young men.


‘What’s this shit got to do with us?’ asks Shaky. ‘Those guys were Aussies.’


Ms Lion scrunches her mascara-filled eyes and her lips, and stares at him like he’s some kind of animal. She must be thinking that Shaky is a self-hating traitor because his dad is Lebanese but his mum is Anglo like her. That’s why Shaky’s skin is fair and his eyes are green, the kind of green girls on the street notice. Whenever someone asks Shaky his background, he just says he’s Leb like the rest of us but I’ve seen him take full advantage of his mixed heritage – he gets head jobs from Wog chicks that think he looks like Brad Pitt and he gets head jobs from Aussie chicks that think he looks like Enrique Iglesias.


Ms Lion gathers us in the school common room, an empty hall at the end of the English corridor. She breaks us up into groups of three to memorise scenes from the play. I stand in a circle with Shaky and Bassam and we read the first scene, which involves two Skips named Ricko and Jared. We put on the tightest nasal accent we can muster and read in unison, ‘Piss off, Cherie – shut up, Tiffany.’ Then we laugh like hyenas. Ms Lion will never admit it but the real reason she’s making us read the play is because Lebos had pack-raped some Aussie girls last month and it’s been all over the news. The problem is that the Punchbowl Boys aren’t going to learn about misogyny and patriarchy from Australian literature, because even when Aussies are being sexist they sound like faggots to us. I read out Jared’s line, ‘Girls can’t surf.’ Bassam scoffs and says, ‘Surfing is for pussies.’ Then he steps in close and whispers to Shaky and me, ‘Ay, boys, you think Bilal Skaf is guilty?’ He looks around to make sure the teachers haven’t heard him.


Mrs Haimi is standing with Hamza and Mohammed and Bader on the other side of the room. She’s shorter than all three of them but whenever I see her standing on her own in the corridor or on the playground she looks like she could crush a teenage boy under her goddess hips and titanic chest. She is a woman who has completely grown into her body. Today she is wearing cargo pants that hug her huge thighs and butt in a way that makes me think about her husband. I’d hate to send my wife to Punchbowl every morning, knowing that the boys will be staring at that tight sweaty space between her legs for the next six hours. Mrs Leila Haimi got married two years ago, during my six-week break between Year 7 and Year 8. She was Ms Hussein back then and I was still hopeful that she would save herself for when I was a man or that she might even revert back to childhood so that we could love each other like Humbert and Annabel, a premature love marked by a fierceness that would destroy adult lives. Then she returned to school in the new year with a new name and a new walk. Shaky said, ‘She goes on her honeymoon and comes back loose as a turkey.’ Mrs Haimi’s husband is a Lebo just like us, so he knows; he knows we can’t be trusted. It’s only me he shouldn’t trust, though – I don’t stare at his wife’s thighs, I stare at her swirling curls of hair, searching for her bobby pins.


Mrs Haimi spots me watching her and first she jolts at the sight of a young man’s unwavering gaze. Then she realises it is me and she smiles, her entire face squeezing together so that all I see is her mouth and teeth in the shape of a perfect cupid’s bow. I feel a sense of shame pass between us – she knows that I know why we are really studying this play, and it’s embarrassing for us both that a student who discussed Lolita with her last week has been subjected to this simplicity.


In every other section of the common room there is a group of Lebs rehearsing a scene from Blackrock. I bet they’re all talking about how Jared and Ricko are faggots, how Bilal Skaf got a fifty-five-year jail sentence because he’s a Lebo, and how those girls, in both stories, got what they deserved.


‘Bros before hoes,’ Shaky scoffs. Then he lowers his voice. ‘I’m not saying Bilal was innocent, cuz, but Aussie bitches are always asking for it.’


Bassam stares at Shaky with a smirk. He doesn’t have his glasses on, so his eyes look small and beady. ‘No bitch will ever be able to pin shit on me, bro,’ he says in a deep voice that sounds like it’s full of pubic hair. From his pocket he pulls out one of the new mobile phones that has an FM radio and built-in recorder. We stare while he flicks through his applications and then presses a button. There is a muffle that breaks from the phone speaker followed by the voice of a girl who says, ‘Is it recording? Okay. I agree to give Bassam and Ali and Mohammed and Ziggy head jobs.’ In the background of the recording is the sound of cars driving by and the buzz of a broken streetlight. The girl’s voice is gentle and soft, like the way I imagine Lolita might have sounded. ‘Lowie,’ hisses Shaky at the end of the message. That’s what we call a woman who is so low she’ll have sex with one of us. And it reminds me, She was Lo. Lo. Lee. Ta.


Only ten minutes after we’ve been broken up into groups, Ms Lion announces that she wants all the boys to come together again. The two classes of students gather in a pack on the tiled floor like they’re on heat. I sit at the front and stare up at Ms Lion. Her legs look like the Twin Towers and her head is cocked down at us in such a way that her neck has disappeared. To the side of the classroom stands Mrs Haimi, quietly watching. Ms Lion takes in a deep breath and I see the rims of her nostrils begin to tremble. ‘I have been walking around listening,’ she roars like a man. ‘I have been listening to the filth coming from your mouths. “She was asking for it!” “She’s a slut!” That girl was fourteen. When they found her she had severe genital damage and a crushed skull!’ I am draped in a warm shower of spit as Ms Lion’s words reverberate against the walls of the room.


All the boys stare straight at her with fire in their loins and skewers in their pupils. Usually when we’re copping a lecture we just shut up and take it, but there is a ticking in the air right now like the clock from 60 Minutes and every one of us can hear that girl who was sobbing at Liz Hayes on Sunday night, saying about us, ‘They called me an Aussie pig but I’m proud of being Australian.’ All at the same time the Boys of Punchbowl bark back at Ms Lion and I hear it like one long sentence: ‘We don’t get, we all get, racist, unfair, bullshit.’ Then finally a kid named Ahmad, whom we all call Eggplant because of the way his head is shaped, rises to his knees and screams so loudly that it drowns out every other voice in the room. ‘Aussies are the biggest sluts!’ Forty heads swivel at him, as if we’d just picked up the scent of uncovered meat. Eggplant is already on his feet, already aware of his fate. His skin looks like it’s made of woodchip in the dim fluorescent lighting of the common room and his eyes swirl into two black holes.


Ms Lion becomes a concrete statue, her pallid skin completely hardened. Her gaze sets on Ahmad as though she is a scorned goddess, imbued with the power to shrivel a boy’s fertility at will. Her lips purse and she spits at the Leb in slow motion, ‘Mis … Ter … White … Church … Now.’
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Around the corner from the English rooms and the common room, directly on top of the school hall is the History and Geography unit. All the way down the corridor in that block sits one desk and one chair outside each classroom door, preset because the teachers have learned that at least once in every period a boy will be sent out for swearing or lighting a cigarette or because his phone went off. One day I am late to school and rushing to class when I see Bassam sitting outside by one of the doors, staring at the wall through his thick, round glasses. He’s the only hard cunt at Punchbowl that wears spectacles. ‘What happened?’ I whisper at him before I enter the room.


‘Remember the test where it said name the ancient city left in ruins by war and famine?’


‘Yeah?’


‘I wrote “Punchbowl”.’


Inside the classroom three of the students have their heads out the window, howling at the girls walking past. ‘Give us your number!’ they scream. ‘Head job for the boys!’ Mr Flower straightaway snaps, ‘Knock it off!’ He has told us many times that he doesn’t think single-sex schools should exist. ‘You see,’ he says, looking my way, ‘you get this crap!’ Then he turns around to write something on the board and Shaky screams out the window, ‘Show us your flaps!’


Flower spins. ‘Downstairs to Whitechurch, right now!’


Shaky stands with a grin and struts out of the classroom like he’s Snoop Dogg. We hear him standing outside and talking to Bassam for five minutes, trying to show Mr Flower that he doesn’t give a shit. ‘Why the teachers beat down niggaz?’ he hisses. We can’t hear Bassam reply, so Shaky just keeps on going. ‘This school’s a maa-fucken prison, bro.’ Finally Mr Flower sticks his head out the door and screams so loud that every student in every other class probably hears him too. ‘I said, downstairs!’


‘Later, Pete,’ says Shaky, and then he moves off.


Mr Flower sneers as he walks back in. He looks like the Liberal politician Peter Costello and he hates it when we call him that because he tells us he’s a communist. Mr Flower instructs the boys to copy what’s on the board and then he says directly to me, as though there’s no one else in the classroom, ‘So, Bani, what do you think of the Taliban desecrating those Buddhist statues?’


I have already found a verse in the Qur’an that proves such actions are wrong, and I have rehearsed my answers in the hope that the teachers will distinguish me from the other boys. ‘Lakum deenukum waliya deeni,’ I say. ‘You have your religion and I have my religion.’


‘Good boy,’ Mr Flower responds, giving me a wink. He tries to teach the boys about Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of China, but no one except me listens. He tries to teach the boys about Nicholas II, the last emperor of Russia, but no one except me listens. He even tries to teach the boys about Adolf Hitler. For a second he gets their attention, reading a detailed account about the concentration camp at Auschwitz. An Indonesian boy named Osama says, ‘The Holocaust was a bullshit conspiracy so the Jews could steal Palestine.’


‘Were it not for the Holocaust, you’d still have Palestine,’ Mr Flower snaps, and then he punishes us for Osama’s comment by deciding not to teach the Arab–Israeli conflict, fast-tracking to an American president named John Fitzgerald Kennedy. The boys say, ‘Fuck that, bro,’ and go back to not listening. They keep their heads out the window or down on the desks while Mr Flower rambles on about the magic bullet and the grassy knoll and Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack Ruby. Then by chance he tells us about an African-American civil rights leader named Malcolm X who said that the president’s assassination was a case of ‘the chickens coming home to roost’.


A Palestinian boy named Isa Musa stands up and says, ‘Brother Malcolm was right, y’all. White people bring this shit on themselves.’ Isa considers himself as Black as Malcolm X, but just because your skin is black doesn’t mean you’re Black. Isa is the product of two Palestinian refugees.


The next day Mr Flower brings in two speeches for us to read: ‘I Have a Dream’ by Martin Luther King and ‘The Ballot or the Bullet’ by Malcolm X. ‘Which do you prefer?’ he asks. I say Martin. Everyone else says Malcolm. This is how Mr Flower teaches Isa and Bassam and Shaky and Osama and Eggplant about African-American history; this is how he teaches them language techniques in speech writing, metaphor and assonance and alliteration and repetition – skills that the English teachers could not have taught the Boys of Punchbowl no matter how many times they watched Lawrence of Arabia.


Mr Flower gets us to practise what we’ve learned by organising classroom debating competitions. I stand before the class, looking up and down from the boys to my black leather shoes and then back to the boys, and I say, ‘Non-violence is the way to peace.’ Isa Musa rebuts the assertion with, ‘Black people shouldn’t have to make peace with anyone that doesn’t speak a peaceful language.’ I say, ‘Integration.’ Isa says, ‘Separation.’ I say, ‘You only like Malcolm X because he was Muslim.’ Isa says, ‘Bani Adam is a house nigger. He thinks he’s better than us.’


See, at Punchbowl Boys it is never enough to take the side of history, to read the work of great men and to fully understand why everyone in this country hates the Lebs so much – not because we are drug dealers and rapists, but because we are dumb cunts. In my debate with Isa Musa I reference a quote from Ghandi, ‘Be the change you wish to see in the world.’ I have to be the change I wish to see in Punchbowl. First I try wearing a black beret – it makes me feel like a writer. I will bring poetry to Punchbowl Boys! I tighten the beret around my head and tug it to the side. Not even a minute after I’ve stepped into the corridor Kadar Kareem from Year 12 has ripped it off my head and thrown it from a window. I tumble quickly down the stairs to collect it, blaming myself for testing him and expecting too much of him. Punchbowl Boys is not ready for poetry.


Over the next few days I observe the Lebs’ outfits carefully, looking for what they might have in common, and I realise that they all wear pants that narrow at the ankle, their feet sticking out like a duck’s, their black leather shoes bulging. Okay, I will bring flares to Punchbowl Boys! I start to wear my sister’s navy-blue school pants that spread open at the feet and cover my shoes. Now I look like Gumby in comparison to the ducks, triangular and grounded and solid. Unlike a headpiece, pants are too much a part of a man for anyone to rip them off easily, so no one reacts. The problem is that there is only really one cut for men’s pants, the duck cut, and so I have to keep borrowing my sister’s flares – the ones that have a long crotch. Gumby wanders the corridors waiting to be called a faggot every day but the criticism never comes. Perhaps the boys haven’t noticed, or perhaps they’ve accepted the truth – that I am unique among the lost-found Nation of Islam within this wilderness called Punchbowl Boys. Then one day I go too far in my attempt to dress differently and inspire change: I tuck my shirt in so that I look like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever. I enter into roll call and straightaway this Leb named Bader, who is long like a cucumber and has worn the same black pants every day since Year 7 because his family are as poor as kebabs, locks his glare onto my silver belt buckle and screams out, ‘Look at Bani Adam – he thinks he’s fucken better than us!’ Twenty other Lebos turn around and stare at me before the teacher arrives, and they all start to bark, ‘Bani Adam is a traitor!’ and ‘Bani Adam is a shum shoom!’ which means I’m a sniffer, as in I have my nose up the teacher’s butt. ‘Bani Adam thinks he’s better than us!’ they say over and over until finally I shout back, ‘Shut the fuck up, shut the fuck up – I have something to say!’ They all go quiet and wait for me to explain myself, redeem myself, pull my shirt out, rejoin the pack. I hold their anticipation for three seconds, and then, while they’re all ablaze, I say out loud, ‘I do think I’m better.’


[image: image]


On the other end of the second level is the school library. It’s dim and deep and the bookshelves along the walls are virtually empty, like an incomplete jigsaw puzzle. The library is one of the only rooms in the school that’s carpeted, along with the front office, and there are large square tables scattered around. The only time students other than me ever use the library is when a special guest comes to the school – like the Arab-American surgeon named Muhammad who was invited to talk to us about his career. The forty-five boys from my year, forty-one of whom are Muslim, sit around the tables and listen quietly as the surgeon stands out the front and speaks about how he became a cardiac specialist. First, he says, he completed his four-year undergraduate program at the University of Chicago, a year in chemistry, a year in physics, then two years in biological sciences. After his entry exam he went on to study for a further four years, two years in health sciences and two years training in clinical skills at the University of Chicago Medical Center. Then he completed an eight-year surgical residency, the first five dedicated to learning general surgery and then a further three years focusing on cardiovascular surgery. He tells us he has volunteered in Lebanon and Afghanistan and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. He tells us about his American wife, Elizabeth, and his two children, Don and Firas, whom he barely sees because of his work. His voice is high-pitched and has a vibration of Arabic, where the tongue flips, just above the curls in his Rs.


When we’re given permission to ask questions, only one student puts up his hand, a boy named Mahmoud Mahmoud. This guy looks like Beavis from Beavis and Butt-Head, with buttery skin and a thick, curly afro. ‘Is your wife Aussie?’ Mahmoud Mahmoud asks in a voice muffled by the thickness of his tongue and his crooked yellow teeth.


‘No, she’s American,’ says Dr Muhammad.


‘Yeah, but I mean, like, an Aussie; like, you know, Aussie, is she Aussie?’


Dr Muhammad is an unassuming man, only five-foot-six or so, like me. The hair on his arms is thin for an Arab and his hairline has receded into a perfect triangle. He has a typical Arab nose, long and sharp like a pharaoh’s and it’s twitching in confusion. He stares at Mahmoud Mahmoud, clearly baffled by the question, until finally he nods and says, ‘Oh yeah, you mean she’s Caucasian.’


Suddenly all the Lebs in the library spring up from the desks and start screaming, ‘Cock-Asian, he’s married to a Cock-Asian!’


On the way downstairs from the library Mahmoud Mahmoud says to me, ‘That surgeon was the biggest fucken kafir, bro; he speaks for an hour about all his work and not once does he mention Allah.’


‘Brush your teeth,’ I reply.


Mr Whitechurch believes it’s a good idea to bring in someone like Dr Muhammad to inspire us, to show us that we too can be doctors one day. Our principal thinks he’s Michelle Pfeiffer and that we’re the Hispanic and Black kids from Dangerous Minds. When he walks past our classrooms we holler at him, ‘Gangsta’s paradise!’


He snaps his head towards us like a lizard and says, ‘Cut it out – there are no gangstas in my school.’


The second time Mr Whitechurch brings a visitor to the library it’s a man with the nasal voice of a bush chick who introduces himself as Mr Guy Law. The visitor has shining fair skin and a small, bald head and he’s wearing round curlside glasses and bland and shabby clothing that must be second-hand – like a White Ghandi. He tells us he is the director of an organisation called Bankstown Multicultural Arts, BMA for short, and he holds up a small magazine called We Are Australian. ‘I’m inviting you fellas to write for a new one we’re making called Thug Life.’ I start to panic when the Lebs all ask Mr Guy Law questions about the magazine – like Mahmoud Mahmoud, who asks when will it come out, and Ali Ali, who asks do the writers get paid, and Daniel Taleb, who asks how many copies will be printed. Though I like the idea of having one of my stories published, what’s the point if you’re in there with a bunch of Lebos?


On the way down the stairs for recess I ask Mahmoud Mahmoud what kind of story he’s going to write. He replies, ‘Pffff, we’re not gonna write shit, bro – that was the best, we got outta History.’ Again I tell him he should brush his teeth.


I use the next double-period of Maths to write a short story about a woman with enormous black curls driving me down an endless desert road, and then I head back to the library at lunchtime to email the story to Mr Guy Law. Three months later Mr Whitechurch hands me a package while I’m walking through the front office. I head straight up to the library and open it in front of the bookshelf where I found Lolita. Enclosed is a magazine with a street directory map of Bankstown on the cover and a post-it note attached to it which says in messy running writing, Keep in touch – Guy. On page seventy-two my story appears: Confession of a Brown Virgin Boy by Bani Adam. I check the first line of my story, my heart thumping: ‘Leila, light of Punchbowl, fire of Bankstown. My innocence. My rwh.’ I snap the magazine shut and slip it onto the shelves, between the books where the names of dead White men rest for eternity. I don’t want to show anybody that I’ve been published. I want people to find out all on their own. Only then will I be famous enough to consider myself a real writer.
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