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Praise for Edenglassie


Winner of eight literary awards, including:


The ARA Historical Novel Prize


The Victorian Premier’s Literary Award


The Queensland Literary Award


The Australian Book Industry Awards – Small Publishers’


Adult Book of the Year


‘Lucashenko’s focus has always been on “ordinary Australians and the extraordinary lives they lead”. Here, entwining a sweeping historical love story with a tense, funny contemporary one, she pulls the country’s history out from under the rug... Edenglassie is shot through with the beauty of First Nations languages and culture, generously illuminating their power and complexity. Gripping, political, horny, moving and very, very funny. Make it into a film already.’


Guardian


‘A haunting new novel from one of our finest storytellers... Demotic, funny and uncompromising.’


Tim Winton, author of The Riders


‘Expertly twining a contemporary narrative and a historical one, Edenglassie is wrenching at times, very funny at others, and always arresting. Lucashenko is an exhilarating writer, and this generous book is her most remarkable to date.’


Michelle de Kretser, author of Theory & Practice


‘A haunting new epic novel from one of our finest storytellers.’


Australian Women’s Weekly


‘Lucashenko is a national treasure: there are no two ways around it.’


Vogue


‘Edenglassie is Lucashenko at her best. There’s a feisty female lead, romance, suspense, wit and intrigue. It’s an ambitious novel that’s beautiful, boisterous and deeply moving – a lens on Australia’s past that inspires you to think about how we might shape a more equitable future.’


Sarah Malik, author of Desi Girl


‘Brimming with unforgettable characters and love in all its guises, Edenglassie is as heartwarming as it is heartbreaking. A voice for our times, Lucashenko shows us how to look to the future while holding the past close.’


The Weekend Australian


‘Edenglassie is my book of the year.’


Jon Page, Dymocks Sydney


‘In a place of biblical beauty, Edenglassie, the latest epic by Miles Franklin-winner Melissa Lucashenko, reflects a luminous spectrum of Aboriginal experience over five generations. Powered by a tidal rhythm that both enamours and smashes the heart, two life stories expand into a universe of meaning.’


The Saturday Paper


‘Melissa Lucashenko’s Edenglassie is a wonderfully expansive exploration of Queensland’s past and projected future, its voices immaculately inhabited. Extraordinary.’


Lucy Treloar, author of Days of Innocence and Wonder


‘With Edenglassie, Lucashenko further cements herself as one of the most interesting and important contemporary authors.’


ArtsHub


‘She’s knocked it out the park... Might just be her best book yet.’


Michael Williams, Read This (podcast)


‘A whole weather system of a novel, complete with clearer air at the end. Lucashenko is a force of nature. A singular, powerful and unforgettable voice. Edenglassie is a smart, earnest, timely, timeless, funny, devastating epic that conveys more of Australia’s history than you’ll find in any other one book.’


Caoilinn Hughes, author of The Alternatives


‘An ambitious, epic novel... Written with the wit, heart and intelligence that define Lucashenko’s work and here amount to virtuoso storytelling, Edenglassie is a timely work that enriches the landscape of historical fiction.’


Historical Novel Society


‘An unforgettable novel, filled with descriptions, landscapes, figures and feelings that will linger long, long after their first encounter. It is a beautifully crafted work of fiction.’


Adrian Duncan, author of The Gorgeous Inertia of the Earth


‘Lucashenko’s meticulously researched novel speaks to a deep- seated violence not just in the past, but in the way our colonial history continues to be represented. Edenglassie forms part of an essential conversation about our shared heritage; its urgent and modest request is that we listen.’


Sydney Morning Herald, Best Books of the Year




Also by Melissa Lucashenko


Steam Pigs


Killing Darcy


Hard Yards


Too Flash


Mullumbimby


Too Much Lip
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For Cec




‘You fool’, she said, ‘this is England.’


‘I don’t believe it,’ I said, ‘and I will never believe it.’


Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea





Note


This book draws on extensive research into colonial Queensland history, both written and oral. The timing of some real events, such as Tom Petrie’s expedition to establish Maroomba Downs, has been changed to suit the narrative. Other historical details have been omitted, or in rare cases, embellished. In other words, this is a work of fiction, and should be read as such.


Edenglassie was a colonial name briefly applied to the area of inner Brisbane now called Newstead. It is used as the title for this novel in a nod to paths not taken.


More information on sources, informants and languages can be found in the Author’s Note at the end of the book.
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1. THE FALL



2024


Eddie Blanket was falling, falling, falling towards the good Yagara earth.


A calamity. At her great age, a fall meant the end, simple as that. Broken hip, pneumonia, kaput.


Even as she lost the vertical, though, Granny Eddie was rejecting the whole stupid idea. You didn’t live to her age by damn well accepting things. So: she was definitely not falling. Toppling, well yes, possibly. Or teetering – oh! – like the teeter-totter in the schoolyard, remember? Hot yellow sunshine in the playground, thumping up and down with Lizzie Norman on the other end, terrible buckteeth bared in joy. Lizzie was dead and buried now, of course. Nearly everyone was. Eddie had buried her own kids, and her husband, too. Sisters and brothers, she’d outlived the lot. And now here she was at South Bank, poised on the edge of the precipice herself.


Eddie observed with a kind of detached dismay her right knee buckling to the footpath outside the maritime museum, her walking stick betraying her to skid across the grass and into the nearest garden bed. There was a solid three inches of cement between Granny Eddie’s person and the good Yagara dirt of the Ancestors, but that was of no concern to gravity, or indeed to Granny Eddie, for she was knocked cold by her fall.
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Everything had buggered-up, gorn skewiff. Blurred trees grew out of wavering buildings; human-shaped blobs stood at a right angle to normality. Something else was off, too. The traffic on Vulture Street had frozen in its lanes, the CityCat didn’t move midstream, even the Qantas jet roaring over the river had decided to pull up and have a jolly old breather, its shadow flung down onto the maritime museum in the shape of a giant warped bird, an albatross or pelican. Granny Eddie blinked in confusion. Then her brain slowly began to crochet together a looped understanding of events: her stupid fall outside the museum, that was right, she’d tripped on the tiniest jutting tree root and in outrage the earth had flung itself up at her, insisting she join it. This act of remembering made time begin thumping sharply in her left temple: ouch, ouch, ouch.


Eddie Blanket lay there, registering her injuries, for two minutes and twenty-seven seconds. An Elder, mind you, laid low in the middle of the path – oh terrible, terrible! – and the whitefellas walking well out of their way to avoid her, to avoid even looking at her. There they go – bugger you Jack I’m alright, that’s your motto, ay? Christ Almighty, drunk? Can’t you see I’m hurt, and someone needs to stop and help an old black woman, and instead you go an turn yer nose up at me as a drunk on metho! Good go! Bugger off then! Useless! And you, I can just about see ya moot, missy, didn’t the shop have a skirt your size, to make you go and buy a child’s one? No shame at all. Yeah, I can hear ya, never mind yer alco and homeless. And in a sudden burst of rage: who dragged youse mob up? A person could be dead fer all you care. You, I’m talking to you – this is my country too, don’t I count? So never mind walking past like I don’t exist ...


When all of a sudden some youngsters stopped, knelt down and murmured in concern. A flooding relief of tears, because everything hurt and somebody cared. Oh, thank God. Thank you, Jesus. A girl and a boy with broad brown faces the pair of them, bending and exclaiming over her. Students with foreign eyes in their heads to see she was hurt, and foreign brains in their heads to know she was an old, old Goorie woman who needed some blooming help, quick smart.


Granny Eddie surrendered to the kindness of the students. Her head was hurting, her eyesight was all wrong and she was suddenly very, very tired.
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In her long life, Granny Eddie reflected from her hospital bed that afternoon, she had seen a great deal of time. A lot of time, and more than one variety of it, but this sort of time – or life (which amounted to the same thing) – was altogether new. The blurred colours of the hospital ward were far too bright, everything shining and glowing with colours a person had never imagined before. All colour and no detail, and a pain in her temple that had taken a fair whack of morphine to knock over. At first Eddie thought it was the hospital lighting making everything glow and shimmer, but when the nurse drew the curtains apart, revealing the brown Warrar snaking around the City Botanic Gardens with the Story Bridge in the distance – a silver brooch joining the two banks of the river – she realised it was the same outside. Brighter. Newer. Blurry. The world was like it always was, and yet different. Hard to put your finger on it. Most things a lot less clear, and yet some things as clear as day.


Take Old Grandad Charlie. She’d never in all her born days been able to recall his face. Grandad had ploughed Mr Bolitho’s Phantom Continental smack bang into the shopfront at McDonnell & East just before the war. Finally pushed it too far that day, bless. Just turned eleven, young Edwina had kept the memory of Charlie’s voice and smell, nothing more. But strange, lying here in crisp sheets in what was doubtless a whiteman hospital overlooking the river – and as to why she could hear so many little babies crying so loud on the floor below was yet another mystery – strange that she could all of a sudden picture Old Man Charlie, his thick dark eyebrows and Fred Astaire hat, the cheeky old darlin as clear as anything in her mind. The fall must have shaken some of the dust out of the crannies in her head and made room up top for the old bloke to come visiting her.


As the nurses rabbited on about blood pressure and bedpans and suchlike, Eddie focused her mind on the serious matter of dirt. She had been concerned with dirt all her life, and with being dispossessed of same, not to mention treated like dirt, which is to say, trampled over and disregarded as a general rule. And what with being a dirty black, so-called, it was only common sense that dirt – meaning earth, meaning also Country – was something of a constant and compelling interest to her, unlike the whitefellas who so very rarely looked at the ground beneath their feet, for fear of remembering where it had come from and what it had cost, and where they themselves would undoubtably end up.


She was dirty on them mob, truth be told.


Yes, yes, there were plenty of exceptions, like Rob’s dear wife, Cathy, an actual human being for all them squatters she come down from, and wotsername Judy. But the Judys and the Cathys of the world were hard put to cancel out the likes of Bridget in Grade One, her with the short little stick at school just long enough to keep your black hand from touching hers in the line-up outside the classroom, and Margaret too, the sour-faced bitch, running your family down when she thought you couldn’t hear her. So, all your Murri life, your Goorie life, it was a matter of learning the hard way to be just like the earth, unmoving and unchanging, in the face of white people and their never-ending provocations.


Despite the ache in her head and neck, Granny Eddie smiled. That was the funny thing, the really hilarious thing – white people thinking she was stupid, when they were the ones walking around with blinkers on, hah! Stupid as sheep for the most part, never noticing a damn thing. Looking at their phones for the last two hundred years. What was it Grandad Charlie had said? Never say no to a white person. Say yes, yes, yes and always smile. Watch them relax, watch them believe they have it over you, that you are malleable, stupid, not a troublemaker, nothing to lose sleep over. Nothing to see here.


The door began to open. With a burst of fright, Granny Eddie remembered the dirt beneath her fingernails. She curled her hands into quick fists to protect the precious dark grains from strangers. Never know who’s in there, see. Never know whose ancestors you might be carrying around in the palm of yer hand. She fell at the maritime museum they said earlier, well, well. You might as well say Mary time museum. May as well say Murri time museum, meaning back in the day, back before Grandad Charlie even, so long ago the land didn’t recognise the sound of an English word. How many Marys Murris Murrdis would you need to go back to ... for it was well known, of course, that part of every blackfella who ever lived went back to the good jagun, the good earth. Who was she holding on to, below her nails? Who was holding on to her, as the door to her room in Ward B swung wide for all the world to see?


Eddie uncurled her fingers then and peered at her shimmering nails, wishing for Grandad Charlie to come, or her big sister, or her poor old dead ma. But it was a man with a stethoscope who entered the room. Not very tall, and not particularly dark, but handsome enough, yes, in a blurry sort of fashion.


‘Who’re you?’ Granny Eddie demanded. ‘State yer damn business! Where’s Winona?’


Doctor Johnny Newman startled. He was used to being sworn at, spat on and even punched by the unfortunates in Emergency, but Eddie’s centenarian aggression was a novelty. He pointed to his ID badge.


‘As if I can read that!’ Granny Eddie huffed. The silly brat! Even with her glasses on, she could barely make him out, let alone his badge. And who was to say it was the truth written there? They could make anything up. What if he was one of them serial killers? Look at Daniel Morcombe. What chance did a hundred-year-old black woman stand, alone in the world, her husband and their three daughters finished up, and her blind as a damn bat it seemed. Someone needed to fix that and fix it fast.


‘I’m Doctor Johnny,’ the handsome blur said gently. ‘My damn business is to see what’s up with your eyesight, Aunty. Did you know you had a fall? Hit your noggin on the footpath?’


‘Noggin – is that a medical term then? I reckon you got your doctor’s licence out of a cornflakes box, mate. It’s my neck that hurts,’ Eddie grumbled. ‘Where’s Winona got to?’


‘Winona? Is that your daughter?’ Johnny looked around in vain for a flower-shaped family chart pinned to the wall.


‘Not my dort, my grannie – my daughters’ve all passed. Watcha doing now? Are you a student, ay? Don’t I warrant a real doctor?’ Johnny assessed her: hip – bruised but by some miracle not broken; limbs – sound; head and neck – very sore for no obvious reason, likely soft tissue damage, but also needing an X-ray pronto, especially given the sudden change in vision; diabetes no doubt a complicating factor, and quite possibly the reason for the fall in the first place.


‘Nice to meet you, Aunty,’ he said several minutes later, handing her over to the X-ray orderly.


‘I don’t remember saying you can call me Aunty,’ Eddie snapped. Somebody ran a cultural awareness seminar somewhere and she magically acquired a million white nephews. ‘Call me Mrs Blanket. And find my Winona!’





2. KURILPA VILLAGE, MORETON BAY



1840


The Ancestors sent no warning. The first inkling of the arrival was the thing itself – a great white curve headed upriver. Dawalbin had seen this sight in her youth, but never here on her husband’s bend of the Warrar. She scrambled to her feet.


‘Yerrin! Look!’


Her husband was mending a wallaby net with his brother. As they worked, the men were absorbed in a discussion about how high to shift their oompies before storm season arrived. The dingoes had pupped early. The magpies had hatched four chicks: a big flood was coming.


‘Yerrin! The river! Look!’


It was mid-afternoon. As Dawalbin called out, a cry went up from the women in the bungwall patch. Most of the men were away, harvesting honey or cutting sheets of ironbark to sell to the white people. Some were checking their fish traps or finding game at the Woolloongabba Swamp, but those who remained in the village halted, mesmerised.


A handful of boats rested on the sandy beach below the village and so it took some manoeuvring for the newcomers to find space to land. The visitors – two bearded men – remained seated, waiting for an invitation. When Yerrin signalled welcome, they came up the riverbank, leaving their great white curve behind them. As the men reached the first row of huts, their shadows stretched behind them, almost touching the children who had clustered near the canoes and were examining the strange white object.


‘Hello, Uncle.’ Yerrin embraced the older man. ‘It’s been a while.’


‘Good to see you, Nephew! Dalapai wanted to catch up,’ the Old Man said, gesturing to his companion. Like him, Dalapai bore the scarrings of seniority on his chest and arms. His hair was streaked white and his face was grooved with the lines of habitual worry.


‘Of course, of course,’ Yerrin said, easing himself down onto the sand and preparing to hear what had been happening north of the Warrar. He refrained from asking about, or even looking at, the gift these men had brought.


‘Welcome, Dalapai. Will you eat?’ Dawalbin asked, opening the neck of her dillybag. The visitors laughed with pleasure and Dawalbin passed her toddler, Murree, over to his big sister, Ada, so she could prepare the crayfish.


‘Your hospitality feeds more than just our bellies, Nephew,’ the Old Man announced some time later. He threw his last cray shell in the fire and wiped the juice from his beard and whiskers. ‘To sit with our relatives, eating the gifts of Biame, it reminds us to enjoy life. Especially now our Countries are returning to us.’


Yerrin nodded. The end of the Catastrophe was in sight. Soon their Federation would be at peace again. The havoc the English brought would never be forgotten, of course. But the clanking of iron chains on Sufferer’s legs was now rarely heard. The screams from the flogging triangle in Queen Street had ceased last Oyster Season, and less than three hundred foreigners remained in Magandjin. Soon this tiny band of invaders would return across the ocean, and the Kurilpa, along with their neighbours, would have a normal existence again. Yerrin wondered if the peace he had known as a child would feel the same as a middle-aged man. He had seen so much destruction.


‘When these last dagai have returned to Muttakundrei,’ the Old Man predicted, ‘we will have sanity. A life where lunatics don’t go around pretending to own other people’s land and calling themselves masters.’


Yerrin and Dalapai grunted in disgust at the word.


‘I doubt this one’s children will even believe the nightmare was real,’ Dawalbin commented, kissing her son’s curls and throwing a fish wrapper onto the coals. The paperbark briefly flared before crumbling to powdery white ash.


‘I hope they leave by the Time of the Whales,’ she dreamed aloud. To travel to the ocean without fear; to journey home to her grandfather’s people and see the whales spouting off the Island Countries knowing that her safe return home was assured; how wonderful that would be!


‘They will be gone by the Mullet Run,’ predicted the Old Man. ‘And there we can discuss our Federation’s recovery. What say you, cousin?’ He was addressing Dalapai, who had remained silent and was gazing down at the children splashing in the river.


‘It will be a blessing from the Ancestors to see them gone,’ Dalapai agreed. ‘But, cousin, don’t speak too soon. Our neighbours beyond the mountains report that dagai continue to arrive uninvited. They still come from the south with their Sufferers and their hole makers, driving great flocks of munkies before them, and there they camp and wait for word from their Queen.’


‘Word?’ asked Yerrin, looking up sharply. ‘What word?’


‘Word that free white men are now welcome in our lands.’


The group fell silent, pondering this grim revelation. On the opposite side of the Warrar, a cutter left the Commissariat Store dock and slid into the outgoing tide, heading for Dunwich.


At that moment a mob of panting kids raced up the bank and tumbled into the conversation. The youngsters giggled and clutched at Dawalbin and Yerrin, all wet hair and smiles. They rubbed their bellies and made extravagant sniffs at the roasted bream Dawalbin had set aside for them. Yerrin smiled and handed the parcels over. While they ate cross-legged on the sand, the children talked sixteen to the dozen over the top of one another.


‘A stick touched sister’s foot and she thought it was a shark, and she jumped clear out of the water like a mullet!’


‘Did you see how long I stayed underwater the last time, Grandmother?’


‘Brother caught this one in his bare hands, look!’


A grinning lad at the centre of the group was holding a large bream. Yerrin praised him. It was quite common for adults to catch fish this way at low tide – even the off-duty diamonds sometimes managed it – but this child was young, his slender body unmarked by ceremony.


‘Time you headed home, though, Tom,’ Yerrin chided, pointing at the lowering sun. ‘Nellie will cook that fellow up for your dinner. Don’t pout – you can come back in the morning.’ It was a constant battle to persuade the boy to don clothing and return to his parents’ house. Once, when Tom was in trouble for some small misdemeanour, he had camped with them for three nights, prompting a gruff appearance from Mister Andrew Petrie himself.


It was arranged that Young Tom would return home with the visitors. Down at the shoreline, the boy folded himself into the Old Man’s canoe, looking as natural there as any Goorie boy, even with his trousers restored.


‘Come to our village on the full moon,’ said the Old Man to Yerrin. ‘There’s more to discuss before we hear from Dundalli. And my sisters ask that Dawalbin comes to visit, your daughter also.’


The visitors’ canoes, now minus their strange cargo, were edged out into the current. The Old Man climbed in beside Young Tom and dipped his paddle to steady the craft.


‘You know you are always welcome in my Country,’ Dalapai turned to add, floating alongside, ‘and please, Nephew, hark my words. The dagai’s numbers may seem to grow less. But he is a mothar – and like a mothar his web spreads and spreads.’


‘Yoway.’ Yerrin nodded. ‘We must use all our wits to avoid being tangled in it.’


With that, the visitors were away. They left behind them the gift – a set of whale ribs which would never again plumb the depths of the ocean. The giant bones, bleached white in the sun since being harvested by Dawalbin’s people near Dunwich, would become the girders of Yerrin’s new home. This gift symbolised a new phase in the alliance between saltwater and freshwater Goories.


Later that afternoon, Dawalbin took Murree onto her hip and sat beside the fire with him, deep in thought. She suckled the little boy, imagining as her milk passed into the child what his life would be like when the dagai had gone, and also what it would mean if Dalapai was right. If life never returned to normal. If the rule of Law was never restored. What would her son see as a man? Would he be free to travel their Federation, or would he, too, have to live in fear of displeasing the invaders? Would her daughters be subject to the terror the dagai brought? Grim imaginings filled Dawalbin’s mind. She took Murree’s hands in hers and held them closer to the glowing coals of her fire. The boy yawned in her lap as she resumed the day’s lesson. It was the same lesson all infants learnt. Be generous. But never steal. Taking what isn’t yours will burn your hands.


She next held ten chubby toes towards the fire.


Walk strong. Don’t step where you aren’t invited. Stepping where you aren’t invited will burn your feet.


Dawalbin took Murree’s curls in her hands and turned his head sideways to the glowing coals. Warming first one ear, then the other.


Listen well. Don’t listen to bad talk or lies, son. Listening to bad words or lies will burn your ears.


As his wife instructed their son, Yerrin stepped away and stood facing west. The sun had just slipped below the mountains. Early stars were beginning to show in the Sky Camps. He looked up, wondering what advice the Ancestors, wheeling above the earth in their great ellipses, might give him in times like these. Times when things could go either way – a return to peace, or the ongoing turmoil of undeclared war. Civilisation or unending chaos. What should we do, my Old People? he asked. Which road will lead us back to freedom? Where is the honourable path in seasons as strange as these?


After long minutes, Yerrin finally lowered his gaze to the village. What he saw there made him laugh aloud in astonishment. There, in the fast-fading light, stood what looked like an entire forest. But the trees he saw in front of him were not bloodwoods, nor palms, nor the distant grove of sacred figs downstream. He was looking, rather, at a trick of the twilight. A vast field of smoke plumes rose from the fires of his people. Two hundred white pillars stretched from where he stood opposite the Queen’s Wharf all the way down to the ridge above the Woolloongabba Swamp. It seemed to Yerrin, standing there, that for every star that had just emerged in the night sky, a twin fire blazed among his people. The rising pillars of smoke joined the Sky Camps to the earth, knitting the past and the present together in one tremendous tableau. It was answer enough. He was not alone; he was never alone. The Kurilpa were still so many, and their Ancestors were always watching.





3. MULANYIN’S FISH



SEASON OF THE COLD WINDS, KOMBUMERRI COUNTRY, 1854


The lad sat shivering on a rock platform that jutted over the ocean. Salt spray flew up and his limbs goose-pimpled in the breeze, but he persisted. He was a hunter; his weapon was endurance. For hours his mind had been concentrated on the rising tide of the burragurra and the great prize he sensed it was going to bring him. A short distance away, his fathers stood on the grassy slope below Jellurgal; they too were scanning the ocean. The boy knew without being told that these older men, quietly murmuring, gesturing minutely to each other at each swelling of the waves or tilting of the osprey in flight, were expertly gathering information on him along with everything else.


Finally unable to resist, he glanced over at them. The men felt the boy’s gaze without returning it, and he understood very well the message in their refusal. It was the same message given by the cold unyielding rock beneath him; by the constant swell of the burragurra where he daily sought his prey.


Patience. You are not the centre on which the world turns.


The boy swallowed his irritation and went back to work, determined to impress the men. He would catch a fine big fish, a tailor or mulloway so gigantic that they would stagger with shock at the very sight of it, telling his whole family that he, Mulanyin, had fed them once again. The men would slap him on the back, marvelling that here was a boy who hunted like a grown maibin, a boy fully deserving of elevation to the rank of kippa. He vowed that he would be given his ceremony by the time of the next Mullet Run and take his place at the fire beside his fathers and waijungs when decisions were made.


But first he had to catch his fish.


Mulanyin pulled his possum skin close around him. He did this with utmost care, making only tiny movements, because fish had eyes, and fish had Law, and the fish he intended to kill that day had a life that it no doubt valued in its own fishy fashion. Minutes passed, and the sea calmed. Warm in the embrace of the fur cloak, Mulanyin fell into a kind of trance. He daydreamed that rather than simply being an ordinary Yugambeh boy holding a fishing line, he was some type of powerful Ancestor, holding the giant expanse of the burragurra by a taut magic cord; imagining that he, and not the ocean, was in control of what happened next.


The boy was jerked out of this fantasy when the line pulsed in his hand. In an instant the universe shrank to the place between his index finger and thumb where the wagoi had quivered.


Another pulse.


On the grassy hill above him, the watching men’s gaze sharpened. The boy’s Waijung, keeping one eye on the bungwall damper slow roasting on her fire, commented that they would have some tricky parenting to do very soon.


‘Let’s see,’ Big Father answered. For his son was about to be severely tested.


Mulanyin breathed out carefully for one breath, two breaths – then, when the third bite came, he ripped his right hand back, jagging the mulloway onto his hook. As he leapt up to haul the line in, his numb legs wobbled. For a second he was in real danger of joining the fish in the waves below. But he had been training all his young life for this moment and knew how to win his prize.


As he headed uphill soon afterwards, his stride was proud. The head of the mulloway was at his shoulder, while its tail flapped wetly against the back of his knees. It was by far the largest fish he had ever caught; it was almost the largest he had seen. Anticipation made his stomach talk as he struggled back to the fire with his catch. He imagined the aroma of the fillets sizzling as they cooked and the feel of hot white flakes of flesh melting on his tongue.


He lay the flapping giant down beside the fire where ugari steamed in their open shells. He grinned at Waijung and his fathers and waited for praise.


To Mulanyin’s astonishment, Small Father bent to grab the mulloway up by the gills. Then the man sprinted with it back down to the rock ledge, his glistening trophy flapping from side to side as Small Father ran.


Mulanyin screeched in horror as his wonderful fish got further and further from the cooking fire.


‘Hurry and get down here,’ Small Father yelled.


‘This fish is not for us, son,’ Waijung called, as Big Father hustled him downhill.


Stumbling and tripping, the boy gnashed his teeth in rage. He knew no reason that the mulloway couldn’t be eaten; it wasn’t his totem and nor was it one of the fishes who had grown shy since the dagai boats arrived.


‘But why not?’ he erupted. Even as he spoke, he realised what Father would answer.


‘Why do you think?’ Big Father countered. There it was again. You work it out. Big Father gestured at the mulloway, lying where Small Father had put her on the very rim of the rock ledge. Mulanyin’s hands had taken the fish from her home, and so it was right that his hands returned her to it. His mistakes were not for others to remedy.


‘Hurry up’, Small Father instructed, ‘and with luck she might survive your ignorance.’ The boy shot him a look of pure anguish. Insulted as well as denied: was this why he had sat freezing his arse on the hard rock all afternoon?


‘Be quick,’ Big Father agreed. ‘And mind you apologise to her, while you’re at it.’


Mulanyin stared in disbelief at the fish, now gasping on the rock where he had sat unmoving for all those painful hours. Hot tears prickled behind his eyes. Don’t be such a baby, he scolded himself. But he struggled to discard his trophy. All that effort, all those long cold hours of waiting and watching! All for naught. Why would they do this? Was it a test? Or did they hate him?


The men waited, frowning at the delay.


Something clicked and whirred inside Mulanyin’s brain as he inched towards the fish.


She might survive.


Apologise to her.


‘Because she’s a Matriarch,’ he sighed. ‘Possibly even now bearing eggs.’


‘Yoway. Good. Do you understand?’ Big Father probed, scanning the boy’s face for petulance, for signs that his son was not yet ready to meet the burdens of coming months and years. ‘How can we ask for the lives of the fish clan if we destroy their Old Ones out of greed? There is no honour in that, and no future either.’


‘Yoway,’ the boy said heavily, lifting his face to meet the question. This time his voice was clear of childish anger. Yes. Yes, he had been too eager to impress, to bring something grand to the fire, illicitly borrowing majesty from the huge Matriarch, blind and deaf to the consequences for others.


Mulanyin bent down and half-heaved, half-rolled the enormous fish over the lip of the rock ledge, apologising to her for his mistake. There was a splash, and the mulloway vanished.


‘Will she live?’ he asked, as guilt came flooding in.


Probably, the men assured him. The Matriarch was strong and had not been very long in the Dry World. She might lose any eggs she carried. But if she survived, she would have many more in years to come, and those offspring – and their offspring in turn – would feed the whole clan in future seasons. His grandchildren would eat of her descendants.


‘Baugal gungalehla,’ Big Father told his crestfallen son. ‘Your question shows good character. And your behaviour does you credit. Now go, Fishing Man. Help your Waijung with the ugari.’


‘Fishing Man?’ the boy echoed in astonishment. He had never been called a man before.


‘Yoway, Maibin Jalumbira,’ his father repeated with a smile. Yes, Fishing Man. ‘Or soon to be one, at least.’


‘Ngaya maibin jalumbira,’ the boy whispered to himself in secret delight. I am a Fisherman; I will feed my people with my hand and my heart.


The boy had always known that he was Goorie, one of thousands of citizens who belonged to the five Yugambeh rivers, which fell like wide blue ribbons from the western range. He knew that he’d been born a son, a grandson, a brother, a father, an uncle, a grandfather; through a web of unbreakable connections, he belonged to everyone amongst his coastal nation. Now the future shimmered like early dawn breaking silver and gold upon the burragurra, for he knew his destiny as well. He gazed down at his hands. The palms were calloused, his young fingers already strong from thousands of hours wielding the tow-row net, the spear and the fishing line. His wit was sharp and his body strong. He knew the shadows of the different fishes on the ocean floor, the different waves which held them, the phases of the moon that summoned them or kept them away. He had been taught by his Waijung where to find the correct bait for every species in every season; had been instructed by his fathers of those fish and creatures expressly forbidden him. The clan’s Big River, too, had few mysteries to reveal. He had lived beside it for nearly fifteen Mullet Runs, and it was as dear to him as a sweetheart.


That evening, as his young brother and sisters lay asleep inside the family’s hut, the boy stood apart from them, felt set apart from them. ‘Ngaya maibin jalumbira,’ he whispered to the Southern Cross in wonder. I am almost a man, a burragurra man. I will know the shark and the dolphin and the stingray as kin, and more than kin – and they will all know me. It occurred to him to wonder where the Matriarch was at that moment. He imagined her swaying in the heavy swell beneath the cliff, asleep or perhaps simply resting. Whatever she was doing, whatever the mulloway ever did from this day onwards, would be partly due to his actions today.


With that thought, the boy had the electric realisation that all his life he had been eating the decisions of his Ancestors. Every fish, every mudcrab, every ugari or turtle or vegetable or egg or fruit, they all came to him – to all his people – from generations of nurture. None of it was accidental, or random. And if his Old People hadn’t cherished the biggest fish and the female turtles, if they hadn’t sung up the Country, and protected the fecund of every species since the dawn of time, then he would not have eaten the results from the fire that night. Just as his children and grandchildren still unborn had needed him to release today’s Matriarch. The thought consumed him with wonder; it made him feel small, yet at the same time as though he belonged in a universe of meaning; part of a web of ceaseless and sacred connection across thousands of generations.


Next day, Waijung watched her children collecting shellfish from the rocky foreshore: their dillybags filling quickly with limpets, cockles and succulent oysters. Mulanyin gave a quick shout and turned, holding something high.


‘A cowrie for you, Mother!’


‘Good work, my clever boy.’ Waijung smiled, pleased. She was very fond of the beautiful spotted shells. Her curly-haired son stood on the beach, facing her and grinning back. She was close enough to see his finely carved nose and jaw and his shapely lips. His black eyes were large, burning with dreams. A realisation dawned on her as she counted the boy’s life on the segments of her left hand. Mulanyin would soon see his fifteenth Mullet Run. He had grown tall, with the muscled arms and shoulders of his fathers. The lad carried food to the fire each night, just as a grown man must, given a little luck. And his response to the previous day’s disappointment – when the fish he expected to bring celebration and praise instead brought condemnation – had not been that of a child.


That night she told Big Father: ‘Mulanyin is ready to go to Coriki for ceremony.’


‘I expected you to resist,’ Big Father said in mild surprise. They had lost two children to the skin-eating Death Spirit, and so held their remaining jarjums especially close. His wife gave a small smile. It was hard enough to let any child go, let alone a fine handsome lad like Mulanyin. But there was news she had not yet told her husband.


‘I have these ones still.’ Mulanyin’s younger sister Ngaburay would see her tenth Mullet Run when the next Oyster Season had been and gone. There was another girl of seven. And the youngest jarjum, a merry little boy, was still occasionally tugging at her breast.


‘Coriki Bora won’t meet for many moons, but the Yagara are putting kippas through soon,’ Big Father mused. ‘Small Father heard it from some Black Earth People over near Nindooinbah. It’s a good time to take him – the girls begin to look hard at our son now. Even the waymerigan notice him.’


Waijung sat bolt upright.


‘Waymerigan? Not Miss Compigne?’


‘No, no.’ Big Father soothed. ‘But that daughter of Ivory, Miss Katherine – she looks. And so does her sister, who rides the white pony.’


Waijung stared in wordless horror.


The local dagai – the Ivorys and the Mallards, and the rough croppies who touched their hats and called Mister Ivory boss, at least to his face – these people were nothing if not unpredictable, one day offering you smiling friendship and the next shooting your cousin in the throat for harvesting a sheep on his own Country. What price, then, would a white man’s daughter exact?


‘He must go to the Yagara Bora! Quickly, before disaster strikes.’


‘When the oodgeroo blooms,’ Big Father agreed, ‘we’ll travel north to Yerrin’s pullen pullen and our boy will become a kippa. And in another Mullet Run or two, prepare for marriage.’





4. THE WOOLLOONGABBA PULLEN PULLEN



SEASON OF OODGEROO BLOSSOM, YAGARA COUNTRY, 1854


‘Stick close to me,’ Big Father warned as they rounded a small hill and approached the end of the Slacks Track. Mulanyin stared. He was familiar with the oompies of white men, yes. But he couldn’t have counted on all his finger joints the number of shops and shanties lining the road they now walked. And with barely room to turn a bullock dray between most of them! Workers both black and white hauled sacks of corn into the shops from wagons, while other men stood beneath bullnose verandas, watching them labour and puffing on clay pipes. Grubby boys played in the dirt and threw sticks at lizards. Nobody in Woolloongabba paid him any heed, but Mulanyin did as his father ordered and clung to his side.


A minute later the two travellers halted beside a grove of large fig trees, one spear’s throw from a large river. Here Mulanyin’s mouth fell open.


A stretch of flat open ground stood before them, flanked by high ridges. This was the Yagara pullen pullen ground his father had told him about, where the tournament and the public parts of his kippa ceremony would be held. To its west lay a giant wetland, lush with reeds and waterfowl, fed by a freshwater stream running down to meet the glistening blue of the large river. Paperbark trees, heavy with lemon-coloured blossom, stood like enormous pale sentries along the banks of the creek. Humming with bees, these paperbarks dotted the edges of the One Mile Swamp along with the needle-leafed billa billa and great perfumed clumps of golden wattle. Everywhere between the fig grove and the swamp was alive with movement. Hundreds of Goorie people were busy preparing for the pullen pullen. The noise of this crowd laughing and gossiping and flirting filled the air, along with the pounding of bungwall mortars, and songbirds carolling from the scrub. These happy sounds drowned out the clip-clop of horse-drawn wagons making their way along the Bogga Track to the wharf, and the moaning of thirsty bullocks yoked half a mile away outside the Commercial Hotel.


‘Keep clear in your mind why we have walked four days to get here. All these people – many, many citizens of many clans – are watching us, wondering exactly who we belong to and whether we are worthy of our invitation.’


Big Father swung his arm, then, in a wide arc that took in a thousand dark faces. People from every direction had gathered at Woolloongabba, some marching through the night from Limestone and Esk, and even as far as Warwick, to attend Yerrin’s ceremony. The clans were assembled beside the wetland to dance, to feast and flirt, to assess the current crop of kippas, to share news of the British and most important of all, to resolve any internal conflicts which threatened the order of their Goorie Federation.


On the eastern ridge, a cluster of young Coorparoo women preparing bread had noticed Mulanyin arrive. As they pounded their bungwall they teased each other about the handsome stranger partly hidden by the fig trees. Mulanyin noticed them as well, laughing with wattle sprigs in their hair and romance in their eyes. In the boy’s racing mind, the sweetness of the girls’ smiles merged with the scent of the yellow blossom which blazed all around him. These feelings mixed together – the scent of the nectar, the sight of the beautiful laughing girls, the swirl of hundreds of warriors around the pullen pullen – made him faint with excitement. For a moment he thought dizziness might fell him and make a fool of him in front of the jalgany.


‘And don’t think you can go wandering off to sweet-talk those cheeky jalgany, either,’ Big Father added. ‘It’s bad enough that we got here late for the opening.’


Mulanyin ducked his head. He was desperate to edge closer to the girls with their inviting eyes and shapely limbs, but to approach strange women without the blessing of their families could only lead to trouble and shame. Even worse, he risked being sent home still a child, denied the chance to go through his ceremony. That would mean even longer before he could woo a jalgany of his own, marry her, and sit with the adults around the decision-making waibara at home.


Mulanyin tore his attention from the girls and looked to the arena. Smoke billowed from scores of campfires on the surrounding ridges, the white cloud drifting down across the flattened acres where the ceremonial court would be held. Dozens of workers were preparing the tournament ground. The top layer of earth had been dug out earlier in the week by Yagara women, Big Father explained. Now the men were busy smoothing and decorating it. Other men – and a few women too – were having their bodies ochred and greased with goanna oil in preparation for combat. Mulanyin watched in fascination as a young Kurilpa man allowed his brothers to daub his face and body, and place red and green parrot feathers in his coiled dreadlocks. The man held a fighting burrang in his right hand and a shield of intricately carved corkwood in his left. He was a full-grown maibin of about thirty Mullet Runs, with the scars of battle as well as those of initiation on his chest and arms. Glistening with oil, his sinewy frame was a testament to a life of action and discipline. As he was being prepared for his duel, the man laughed easily with his companions as though nothing on earth worried him.


Mulanyin was mesmerised by the man’s courage. Would he feel that bold, he wondered, if he was about to face the Court of the Federation in front of a thousand onlookers? Or would he quake in fear, shaming himself and his people? For the chance to claim one of the watching girls on the ridge, he might muster enough courage, he thought.


‘Are they fighting for wives?’ he asked.


Big Father smiled. At his son’s age all he thought of was women and how to get one. Some things never changed.


‘Not for women. For honour,’ he replied, ‘And to make peace.’ The men would engage in regulated combat between the clans, he explained, to restore order in the Federation. If a long-promised wife had run off with another man, causing insult and offence between families, there might indeed be a duel. But generally, marriage was not taken so lightly by anyone. Pairings were carefully negotiated, so that the correct young people always married partners from distant regions. This year would see eligible Coorparoo women, for example, matched with men from the western range, far beyond Limestone. At the previous pullen pullen, eligible Coorparoo girls had been matched with Dalapai’s kippas north of the Warrar. And Coorparoo kippas going through ceremony this year would one day marry Waka girls from the northern seacoast, whereas last year their wives had come from Dalapai’s people. It was not yet decided which clan the saltwater Yugambeh kippas like Mulanyin would be paired with; decisions about those matches, which would be formalised two years hence, would be a central part of the business of this year’s pullen pullen.


Mulanyin’s head whirled with these different scenarios.


‘So even if you were able to sweet-talk those Coorparoo girls watching us you could not possibly marry one,’ Mulanyin’s father said, glancing at his crestfallen son. ‘Tell me why.’


‘Because of the Law,’ came the boy’s glum reply. Everything desirable in his life that was forbidden, or delayed, or out of bounds, or impossible, was always because of the damn Law. The ancient spider web of obligations and restrictions bound all Goories together, protecting their civilisation but suffocating him, and stopping him from running to the lovely girls on the ridge. The beautiful girls were still staring at him and giggling behind their hands. Mulanyin resented the chafing bonds of the Law. At the same time, he longed to be an initiate of its mysteries and judged worthy of an invitation into the realm of adulthood. To sit at the fire with the other men and women and be listened to with respect; to be privy to the decisions affecting his clan and his life – this was the status he ached for. It was still two ceremonies distant for him; as an adolescent he was only beginning on the path to citizenship.


‘Why, though? Why is this our Law? To marry into distant clans?’ his father probed. The boy shrugged. Surely it couldn’t just be because the adults liked ordering young men and women around – though they certainly did enjoy that. His father waited.


‘To make the babies strong,’ Mulanyin suggested at last, remembering a brace of stunted dingo pups whose parents had been littermates.


‘That is the skin of it,’ Father said with a short nod, and paused. ‘Now show me the bone.’


He offered no further comment, turning instead to greet a brother-in-law among the throng of passing Kurilpa. Mulanyin twisted his mouth in dismay. This was yet another of the endless puzzles set by his Elders, and such puzzles were never solved except by his own effort. He was deliberately focusing his breathing and calming himself before turning his mind to the deeper aspects of the question – the bone of the matter – when a great cooee sounded. It came a second time, this time from near the centre of the arena, ricocheting off the surrounding ridges and stilling the entire crowd.


One thousand sets of eyes turned to where the four headmen of the major clans stood in their magnificent kangaroo skin cloaks. Musicians stood beside them, loudly rattling their ceremonial burrang, before gradually allowing the clatter to fade to silence.


A hush settled over the arena.


‘Let the disputants of the Green Frog clan come forward,’ announced Dalapai.


The pullen pullen was one thing while the sun shone, but when the moon rose that evening and fires blazed on the flat ground, the gathering was transformed. The night itself became alive, dancers shimmering out of the darkness like a shoal of whiting caught by sunlight in a cresting wave. Mulanyin saw men turn to flame, turn to sparks. He had never known his people could be – that they were – so very beautiful. The sights he saw that night filled him up. They made him feel holy.





5. GRANNY EDDIE’S YARNING RECTANGLE



2024


Winona lay in bed at six a.m. with a thin cotton sheet pulled up over her cornrows. She was Blak, beautiful and fighting to hold on to her sanity.


You’re such a loser, the Voice sneered.


‘Fuck orf, I made one mistake, so what?’


Nah. Yer a dumb dawg world champion, gold medal, numbawan DUUUUUMB DAAAAWWWWGGG.


‘Ooh, Lordy, will ya just RACK OFF? I ain’t got time for yer cousin-fucking shit today!’


And ya ain’t as hot as you wanna go thinkin ya are, neither. How much fat ya gorn and put on lately? Five kay gee? Ten? (grunting pig sounds)


‘I might not be no oil painting, but at least I’m drawn inside the mothafucken lines, BITCH!’


Aw bless. Nah, but serious – ya seen ya reflection there lah? Muffin top! Lookin like some lopsided doughy bread, leaking outta ya jeans. Shamejob, ay. Nobody wants a fat ugly chick who can’t even set an alarm clock.


‘No, no, no, NO. No shamejob ere. Truesgod, bra, ya wanna shut ya maggoty hole. Fuckwit.’


Winona threw back the sheet and swung her caramel-brown legs out of bed, fuming. Late for work again, and the Voice in fine fucking form to boot. She picked up her alarm clock and shook it. The el cheapo slut of a thing started screaming out the noise it shoulda made three hours ago. Useless mothafucker. Winona pegged it at the clothes basket in the bathroom and missed, hitting the tiled wall instead.


The clock busted dramatically open, screws flying south, plastic face skidding west and the guts of the mechanism coming to a spinning stop against the mouldy shower cubicle. But by some ancestral curse the loud beeping kept on going. And going. And going.


As she jammed her fingers in her ears Winona had an epiphany.


Right.


Got it.


Busted clock blaring at the world. Debt piling up. Head full of her own private demons, running her down real bad. And late for work, again.


Today was gonna be one of them stupid days.


[image: image]


At the exact moment Winona hurled her offending alarm clock, Granny Eddie was waking up in hospital. She blinked at the fluorescent ceiling lights of Ward B, wondering where her husband, Terry, was, and what in the name of sweet baby Jesus had happened to her eyesight. Then it dawned on her where she was, and that Terry was decades dead, and why her eyes weren’t working properly. Brought down by the vagaries of history, yes, and the many demands and nuisances of the Murri Time Museum, that’s right. Granny Eddie harumphed in displeasure. Despite her headache and the strange numbness of her neck, she hauled her small mountain of pillows into order and decided that a revolution on Ward B would definitely be the go, just as soon as somebody thought to bring an old black woman a nice strong cuppa tea.


[image: image]


Winona emerged from the hospital lift with Granny Eddie’s walking stick, a packet of mint leaves lollies and no job, having just been sacked by the Logan Plaza Bakers Delight. Cos yeah, verily, it was one of them stupid days.


‘I don’t mind them corncobs, bub,’ Eddie said. She squinted at Winona’s cornrows, running in neatly regimented lines away from her granddaughter’s obviously Aboriginal face. ‘Flash as a rat with a gold tooth, you are. But how come they went and sacked ya?’


‘Alarm clock let me down, Nan,’ Winona told her grandmother. ‘But I was wanting a new job anyways, stuff getting up at three in the morning. I just seen all these whitefellas on the train cruising in ta work at like eight-thirty, nine o’clock. Why’s Murri gotta get up in the middle of the night for, ay?’
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