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For my parents: this book may be the only child I give you.





Author’s Note

You can tell many facts, but not a bit of truth. In that spirit, let me explain from the outset that while this is a memoir of my life, it is not a precise account of people, places and events. I have taken liberties that I hope pay off.

Throughout this book, when English characters couldn’t sufficiently imitate Arabic words, I used Franco-Arabic, a transliteration system mixing English letters and numerals. It has many variations, with no strict rules, and adapts to individual use. The words here generally follow a common Egyptian Franco-Arabic style.





	Number

	Arabic letter

	Example

	Meaning





	2

	ء (silent)

	2ol

	tell




	3

	ع (a or e)

	3arabeya

	car




	3’

	غ (gh)

	lo3’a

	language




	7

	ح (h)

	7ayah

	life











How to Die


Lo, as the sun sets, so too will your day end… probably from a heart condition, for it runneth in the family.



His face has been yellow and gaunt for months, so it is hard to tell at first that Gidoo is actually dead. The lines of his skin have smoothed out and his mouth is open after his last, almost inaudible breath.

It doesn’t take long for Mum to start yelling that we need to get him out of the house.

‘He travels thousands of kilometres on a boat from Egypt and you can’t stand to have him here for a few more minutes?’ Dad screams from Gidoo’s room.

Mum shouts back that it’s ‘unchristian’ to have a dead body in the house. She is probably referring to Genesis 23, which says, ‘… bury my dead out of my sight.’

‘Don’t just sit there looking like a donkey,’ Mum says to me. ‘Go bring me two onions.’ She is cooking for the meal that will follow tomorrow’s funeral.

Rising from Gidoo’s bedside, I go get the onions from the garage, then go back to his room to be with him for a while longer before the people from St Mina Funerals, the Coptic Orthodox funeral service, come to take the body away. Next to his electric medical-grade bed, which we bought on Gumtree, the IV is still drip, drip, dripping. A small pond of urine has pooled into his catheter bag. I hold Gidoo’s cold hand for around half an hour until two swarthy, heavy-set men barge in, lift him easily out of his bed as though they are carrying a rug, put him on a stretcher and drive him away in their van.

Tant Ansaf, Gidoo’s sister and Dad’s aunty, walks in right after the men leave. She is stout, with thick legs that burgeon into cankles.

‘What happened? Last time I checked, he was doing much better. Now, he is gone!’ Her little eyes are narrowed.

We’ve looked after Gidoo for two years. Teta died first and then Gidoo had a severe stroke three weeks later. The burden of care fell on Fareed, my dad, the eldest son, which really meant that it fell on Mum. Every day Gidoo would spit out the mushy food she fed him and then abuse her, saying, ‘She’s a mean lady. Heya set w7esha.’ In the Egyptian community, abandoning an elder is considered as bad as cutting off your own arm, so the implication that Gidoo died through our neglect is too heinous for Mum or Dad to countenance.

‘Khalas, Ansaf,’ Mum says. ‘There is nothing we can do now.’ Mum looks exhausted, wrinkles etched around her mouth. Dad’s eyebrows are raised, and his shoulders tense.

Tant Ansaf’s phone is ringing. I see that it is a Skype call from Gidoo’s other sister in Egypt. ‘I knew this would happen. I turn away for a second and the next minute, he’s dead!’ Ansaf shouts into her Samsung Galaxy, storming out as quickly as she came.

At the same moment, Rita, my older sister, walks in, spitting pumpkin seeds from their shells into a small napkin and nodding briskly towards Ansaf. She is clad in spandex and an oversized jumper, the skin around her eyebrows red and shiny from a fresh plucking. She takes in Gidoo’s now empty bed, all of us standing around him. ‘Allah yer7amo,’ she grunts, before returning to her room to continue watching America’s Next Top Model. Tyra Banks shouts down our hallway: ‘We were rooting for you!’



When Rita and I walk into the church the next morning for the funeral service, a thousand heads turn to the entrance to look at us. A whole row of my dad’s elderly cousins, women who are all five-foot-one and dressed entirely in black, including the veils on their heads, turn away and start chattering. ‘It’s all well and good to show up after he’s dead,’ I hear one say.

Rita whispers spitefully into my ear, ‘Look at these judgey bitches,’ before going to sit with her bestie, Stephanie, near the front. Tant Ansaf’s rumour of Gidoo dying because we weren’t watching him has spread quickly. She holds sway in the community because she works in the church cafeteria, which is like a command centre for gossip. Dad’s sister, our nosy Tant Carmen, is sitting next to her, the back of her head shrouded in a black veil.

‘Hello, habibi. My love, my dear, my dove. I know what you’re feeling, I know how sad this is for you,’ says Tant Awatef, the smallest of the women. It’s too late to escape before she pulls me down to sit near her at the back. ‘Did you eat the kousa I left at your doorstep? Your grandad left something for me with your teta but she forgot. It was cash money in an envelope from the church picnic many years ago.’

Uncle Kareem, Gidoo’s nephew and Tant Carmen’s husband (as well as her first cousin), walks into the church just now. He doesn’t like anyone in the family other than his wife because he thinks we didn’t give him his proper share of the sale of Gidoo’s mixed-business shop in the 90s. He stands at the back with his arms crossed as my father rises to speak.

Up on the stage behind the podium, Dad tells lies about my grandfather: ‘He was always so calm…’ (Gidoo had a notorious temper.) ‘He was generous with family, friends, even strangers…’ (Gidoo was very tight with money. Once, someone from World Vision came doorknocking at Christmas and Gidoo handed them two overripe mangoes in a plastic bag.) ‘He loved all people; he didn’t care at all who they were or where they came from.’ (Gidoo hated most ethnic groups, including every other type of Arab. He only respected the Chinese, saying they were ‘good workers with their twenty-four-hour shops.’) ‘He was a man of God.’ (Gidoo never went to church and often said that church people were all liars and thieves.)

‘Good speech,’ says Uncle Kareem from the back. ‘Best in the West.’ He gives the A-okay sign with his left hand to all present.

Finally, the priest rises to read from the Book of Second Corinthians, giving the sign of the cross to the congregation. ‘As the scriptures say, he is out of the body and with Christ,’ he begins.

‘And I am out of pocket, since your teta forgot to give me that money from the church picnic,’ Tant Awatef whispers into my ear.

I gear up for the crucial moment: the carrying of the casket. As I am one of three grandsons, along with Shoukry and Ayman, it’s important to Dad that I carry the coffin with maximum visibility. This is also when Tant Awatef chooses to continue her story about the church picnic. ‘Nobody knew about the catering I did for your gidoo’s mixed-business Christmas party. I remember it all. I cooked kofta, mokorona bechamel with extra meat, molokheya, fried chicken drumsticks and then another kind of chicken with vegetables.’

In slow motion, I see Shoukry and Ayman stand up and lurch towards the aisle. They look like chimpanzees because their arms are too long for their bodies and they have never done a leg day. How did I miss this critical moment in the ceremony? When did the priest finish talking? I should have stood up minutes ago. I won’t reach the coffin in time but I try all the same.

‘Sorry, excuse me, pardon me,’ I say to the ladies in black. These women do not even attempt to get out of my way. They are far too old, fat and sad to move. One of them has fallen astride the church pew and is now crying in this new, lopsided position.

There should be four men at Gidoo’s coffin: Shoukry and Ayman, to represent their mother, Carmen; Kareem, his son-in-law and nephew; and me to represent Dad, who can’t carry the coffin because of his bad back. By the time I arrive at the casket, a second cousin I don’t recognise has taken my place, leaving no space for me. With Dad talking to the hearse driver – I can see him giving directions with his arms – none of the men from our immediate family get to hold the coffin. I trail slowly behind Gidoo, feeling the hot flush of shame rising through my face.

Shit, this is bad, I think to myself. Will everyone think we fell out with Gidoo?

‘You are a donkey.’ Dad tells me right after the other men load the coffin into the hearse, slapping the back of my neck. ‘You’re eighteen. Meant to be a man. If Gidoo knew you didn’t carry his casket to the car, he would wake up and slap you as well!’

We drive to Rookwood Cemetery straight after the funeral in Bankstown, all our cars following the hearse in a maudlin parade. It takes us a while to find the correct plot. There is a lot of standing around and I can hear some of the old ladies exchanging recipes under their breaths between sobs. Malek, my gidoo’s brother, is holding on to a walker and connected to a portable ventilator near the coffin, barely alive.

‘Abdel Malek,’ the priest finally begins, raising his arms towards the heavens.

Dad gently nudges the black-clad priest, whose wooden cross sits atop a giant belly. He whispers to him that Gidoo’s name is Abdel Youssef.

Tant Carmen starts wailing. ‘Abdel Youssef! Abdel Youssef!’ She shakes her meaty hands into the air around her face then slaps her cheeks repeatedly.

There are funeral prayers and Gidoo’s next of kin – Dad, Carmen and Kareem – take a shovel from a bucket with a ribbon on it and throw dirt into the grave. I hear Tant Ansaf say to Tant Awatef, ‘They weren’t watching him when he died,’ and, ‘Can you imagine dying without being watched, without being seen?’ Awatef shakes her head.

All this sorrow and moaning – Arab funerals make me wish I was dead.

‘Sa ansa ana kol a7zani hena, sa ansa ana kol 2lamee hena, fi a7dan Yaso3 el 7abib,’ everyone sings, off-key. ‘I shall forget all my sorrow here, I shall forget all my pain here, in the embrace of Jesus the Beloved.’

The coffin is gently lowered into the grave. There is a moment of silent reverence and even Carmen, who is always muttering something, falls quiet.

‘It’s a good deal on the tomb… two for one.’ Uncle Kareem shouts out, puncturing the quiet like a gunshot.

Gidoo’s children and an array of extended family all head back to Tant Carmen’s house to eat. The spread is richly laid with small bowls of baba ghanoush, baked potatoes with cream, a rice pilaf with chicken, beef and vegetable lasagne, spaghetti bolognese and Mum’s bamya in a tomato sauce with more rice.

We have barely sat down to eat when Uncle Kareem says, ‘Enough small talk. What about the money, people?’ Bits of chicken fly out of his mouth like shrapnel as he waves a drumstick in his hand matter-of-factly. In Arabic, Kareem means ‘generous’, but this is the opposite of Kareem’s personality. Once he tipped the waiter at a Chinese buffet but then took it back when he realised that the staff at Five Star Banquet didn’t carry change.

Dad says that everyone should get their fair share of the estate because that is what Gidoo would have wanted.

‘How would you know what he wanted? You weren’t even watching him in his last hours.’ Ansaf spits back. She is standing behind Dad and dollops a huge spoonful of baba ghanoush onto a plate for him.

‘How can you say that?’ says my mother, who has been silent this whole time.

‘Don’t you start, Samira.’ Ansaf points at Mum, slicing the air with her spoon. ‘You’re not even blood, so you don’t get the same share of the estate.’ She purses her lips pointedly, her hand reaching for the table.

One of the last things Gidoo said to me before he lost the ability to speak was that he loved all his children equally but that jealousy made people act in crazy ways. He said that we must all be good to each other because ‘we can’t take anything with us when we leave this dunya.’

‘I loved him most… He was my dearest brother.’ Tant Ansaf finishes, swaying from side to side.

‘Ansaf, are you okay?’ Mum asks.

‘Okay?! It’s not okay. Not okay to let a man die!’ Ansaf’s voice is shaky and she starts to stumble back and forth.

‘You should sit down,’ Dad tells her.

One of the veins on Tant Ansaf’s temple grows thick, bulging outwards from her forehead, which is glistening with sweat. The fat fingers of her right hand clutch at her collarbone. She falls.

‘Don’t worry, Ansaf, we… here… for you,’ Dad says, eating the creamy baba ghanoush.

When the ambulance comes for Ansaf, she says to one of the paramedics, ‘Please make sure someone is with me always.’ She spends three weeks in the hospital and one in intensive care before she has a heart attack. Nobody is watching when she dies.





How to Make Kahk


Better to kiss your mother’s worn feet than reject a meal at her table.



Mama is rolling out the petit four dough that she uses to make kahk, tea biscuits baked with heaps of butter and coated with a thick layer of icing sugar.

‘Mum, what should I do after I finish big school?’ I ask. My voice is high and I’m in my favourite Oscar the Grouch jumper, which I got from Kmart. His head pops out of the bin and he wears its lid as a hat.

‘Habibi, you can be anything you want to be.’ Mum drops little knobs of Turkish delight deftly into the centre of each small mound of dough, folds the dough back over. She is making them for my fifth birthday.

‘What if I want to be a lawyer?’

‘Yeah, that would be good.’ Mum’s voice is light, but the metal instrument she uses for crimping the dough scratches against the floured kitchen bench with a sharp screech.

Rita has tied a big pink bow on our German shepherd Sultan’s head and is walking him around the house on a leash, pretending she is Princess Jasmine with her friendly tiger. This morning, she used me as a doll, dressing me up in the pink and puffy tulle of one of her own dresses, with Sultan as the audience.

‘Or a doctor?’ I ask Mum, getting into the game.

‘Doctors make very good money and help to heal the sick.’ Mum hits back. She places the raw biscuit on the baking tray, shiny with its thin sheen of butter, and reaches for another handful of dough. I watch her for a few more minutes.

Baba likes to eat the kahk with tea, slurping the shay from the cup with his lower lip extended like a shovel before crunching the powdery white exterior of the biscuit and biting down into the gungy Turkish delight in the centre. But he is at work, so my weekdays father figure is Sesame Street’s the Count, who, with his accent and massive Arab-looking nose, is strangely comforting.

‘And then marry? Should I marry a girl?’ At this, Mum laughs loudly, reaching for a sieve, into which she pours Homebrand icing sugar that she sifts over the now full tray of biscuits. ‘What if I don’t want to get married but travel everywhere and tell big speeches on a stage in a dress? And I’ll have my friends Steve and Jeremy with me and kiss them.’

Mum turns the oven dial up, slips the tray onto the highest rack. ‘Habibi, that’s enough now. Go watch Sesame Street.’ She wipes the floury kitchen counter down with a wet Chux. She is no longer smiling.





How to Float


A well-fed fish always outswims a hungry man.



I am seven and have just finished swimming practice at Sutherland Shire Leisure Centre. Mum, a strong swimmer, did laps in the big pool while I scrambled about in the shallow end with my instructor, Cayden, in the after-school learn-to-swim classes recommended by Mrs Hayes, my Year 1 teacher.

There I stand in the shower rooms – brown, nervous at the sight of so much white flesh and very embarrassed. Even at the pool, I wear my fanela, the tank top that Mum insists I don in all weather conditions, hot or cold. Take it off in the heat and you’ll suffer laf7et hawa, the ‘slap of the wind’, when a sudden gust cools your sweat too quickly and you can catch a cold or die. Take it off in the cold and pneumonia will follow. I never think to ask why I need to wear it underwater.

Mum and I are looking for an empty shower stall when I see her: a broad-shouldered Anglo woman, naked, tall and strong, with pale skin that has been scorched an angry red from the steam. At first, she seems relaxed, easy. Then she looks at me and freezes. Her lips purse and her nostrils flare. She looks at Mum. ‘He shouldn’t be here. He’s making me uncomfortable with his staring,’ she says.

Her cold voice shrivels my infant manhood. I feel the burning rush of shame rising through my neck and colouring my cheeks. Maybe she’s right, I think. Maybe Mama was wrong to bring me into the women’s hammam. I hide behind my mother, wishing the drain would open so I could slip quietly down the pipes, out of the women’s bathroom and out of sight forever.

‘You a crazy woman!’ Mum shouts, and she proceeds to aggressively soap me down with the sea cucumber loofah she brought from home, turning on the water to maximum pressure.

After Mum drives us back from the leisure centre in complete quiet, I hear her talking to Mrs Hayes on the phone while I’m eating an egg and basterma sandwich in front of the TV. In the Simpsons episode I’m watching on Fox8, a group of brown foreigners flail desperately in the water of a lap pool, while the competent American swimmers power easily down the lanes. They move like Blake Colhoun, the strongest swimmer in our class – he makes freestyle look easy.

‘Listen here, how dare she talk nasty about my son?’ Mum shouts through the receiver. This is followed by a pause, Mum’s breath heaving in her chest, then she adds, ‘Don’t tell me I overreact!’ After all, it was Mrs Hayes who told Mum I ‘should really have some extra lessons’ because I swim ‘quite poorly’, which was her way of saying that I flop around like a fish out of water.

‘My child deserve better and I can complain to principal,’ Mum continues.

I bite into the sandwich, the soft egg and sweet, pillowy white roll providing a perfect contrast to the salty, beefy taste of the basterma. ‘I am not misunderstood what she said! She was talking nasty!’ Mum yells, her face turning redder as I sink deeper into my soft sofa to watch the Simpsons fly through space and time on their soft sofa, over and beyond shame and far away from scary white ladies.



In my dreams that night I’m haunted by images of undressing in the boys change rooms. Blake Colhoun and his friends are all rake thin from constant movement, riding their BMX bikes through the national park on the weekends, and from eating white food such as chicken schnitzel sandwiches with mayonnaise. ‘Bitch tits,’ they taunt, squeezing my nipples and slapping my butt after our Year 1 swim class. ‘How come you’re shaped like a girl?’ I wake up wet and sticky, and shouting, ‘I don’t want to take my fanela off!’ But it’s still dark and all I can hear is Dad snoring in the master bedroom down the corridor.

My tummy squelches in the school bus on the way to the pool that morning. The milky tea and Vegemite on toast Mum made me went down too quickly and I had to run to the loo to poop just before we left the sports oval. Blake and his mates are bragging about who will finish freestyle first. I keep my head down, my stomach turning to water again. At the pool, I’m hit with the bracing smell of chlorine. I try to join the ‘Platypus’ swimmers line as surreptitiously as possible, but Blake clocks me out of the corner of his eye and nudges his mates. They snigger and one of them says, ‘Nice shirt.’

When I emerge from the shallow end, my fanela is sopping wet. I follow the trail of water into the boys change rooms. All around me I see pink and white flesh – legs, tummies, feet – and the scathing eyes and shrew-like faces of Blake Colhoun and his mates, Justin and Kyle. They hit each other’s bottoms with towels they have twisted into whip-like cords, they play tip, they run in and out of the showers. Kyle, who grew up in a housing commission, is lingering in the shower stall. At first I think there must be yellow cordial pouring down the drain pipe, but then I follow the stream up to its source and realise, with a jolt of shock, that he is using the shower as a toilet.

Watching all this, my sphincter tightens and I know that if I’m to make it out of this hellscape, I cannot let them see my nipples, the large pink eyes adorning the soft protuberances of my obvious boy-breasts. Nor can I let them see my willy. That would be a death sentence, for theirs look like white snakes while mine is circumcised and looks like a sneaky little lizard. To evade their attention, I change around the corner in the barely concealed section separated from the shower stalls by a wall of brick.

In the bus ride back to school, I feel like I’ve beaten the system, but my smile drops when Mum removes my school sports shirt to find the fanela beneath still sopping wet. Her eyes widen and her pupils dilate. ‘You will catch a cold.’



At Sunday school, we receive a lesson about the Egyptians drowning in the Red Sea, while the Israelites make it safely to the other side. Our lot have never been strong swimmers, I think, staring at the picture of the handsome soldiers thrashing in the white foam and their horses neighing frantically at their demise. Moses stands on the other side in a galabeya, with his hands open to the skies like a big shot. It’s with thoughts of God’s punishment still in my mind that I arrive at Wednesday’s session.

‘Alright, Platypus level, everyone jump in the water.’ Cayden declares with the conviction of a prophet. ‘Today we’re using the paddleboard,’ she continues.

I grasp the edge of the board but struggle to get my bearings, balancing my body against the onslaught of feet and thick calves of all the other students who don’t swim well, including Daad Hadara, whose giant glasses make her look like a wet owl. In the foamy confusion, my grip slips and I panic, bobbing underwater and flailing for the pool’s edge. I manage to get myself to the edge, then glance over at the end lane to see if Blake is looking, but he is confidently breaststroking in ‘Shark’ level.

Later, in the change rooms, I have to face my pharaoh.

‘Did your parents not have to swim in the desert?’ Blake asks.

‘My mum grew up in Alexandria,’ I respond. ‘Near Waterloo.’

‘Water poo!’ he says back, to a round of laughter.

I manage to dip in and out of the shower, willy and nips on full display. Quickly drying myself, I get back into my sports uniform, still dripping and sudsy in parts, and onto the bus intact. Only my spirit is broken.



I get home and Mum greets me at the door, smiling. She has just finished her women’s prayer meeting and all the other ladies are in the house sipping tea and laughing. She sees my pudgy frame and small downturned mouth, and her eyes go soft and sad.

Another call to Mrs Hayes that afternoon: ‘My son is getting the bullying!’

Mum manages to get me to confess the whole story of Blake’s meanness, of the yucky feeling I get facing the shower. With Mrs Hayes’ help, she gets an appointment at the community services precinct of Menai town centre to talk to a child psychologist the next Saturday morning.

Mrs Smith, thin and pale and in her thirties, with a neat bob cut that suits her neat, well-rehearsed answers, welcomes us into her office. She sits straight in her chair. Therapist to my left and mother to my right, I feel trapped and confused.

‘Daniel, I think it’s really important that whenever you’re bullied, you tell the teacher about it straight away,’ Mrs Smith says.

‘No, no,’ Mum interrupts. ‘That won’t help.’

‘Then what would you like me to do for him?’ Mrs Smith asks.

‘Show him how to talk back,’ Mum says, her eyebrows arched.

Mrs Smith erms and umms, and Mum cuts the meeting short. ‘You are a useless woman,’ she pronounces to the psychologist before ushering me out.

Holding my mother’s hand, I look over at Mrs Smith as we leave. She is leaning forwards in her chair, shoulders tight, and her face is that of a white woman who has just seen her first brown penis in the swimming pool shower.





How to Succeed Academically


Wise study brings little gain; a thug is your true defence on the day of trouble.



Dad’s gold Rolex flies down his wrist as he slams hard on the brakes and pushes his huge, hairy brown hand into the horn. ‘You bloody silly bugger! You smartie!’ he shouts at an Anglo-Australian P-plater with a rat’s tail. The teenager sticks his hand out the window and gives us the finger before roaring down Narellan Road.

We are Egyptian Protestants, so while it’s okay to say things like ‘smartie’ or ‘little smartie’, it is never okay to say ‘fucking idiot moron’, which I can tell from the bulging vein in his temple is what Dad really wanted to say. He never calls me ‘fucking idiot moron’. With me, he uses nice words like ‘good man’ or ‘good bub’ and only shouts when I get my times tables wrong or my room is messy or I don’t do well in a comprehension test. Actually, I never see him that much anyway because he wakes up at four every morning to open Mid-City Newsagency, the mixed-business shop he owns on King Street near Town Hall Station. Dad usually gets home after 9pm.

It’s a long drive from leafy Menai and now I have a maghas-ache. Seeing Dad upset sometimes gives me maghas, but I’m also worried about today’s Tournament of Minds state championships at the University of Western Sydney’s Campbelltown campus. I try to focus on the game of Snake I’m playing on Dad’s Nokia 6210. The dull, heavy clicks of the buttons and the jarring movements of the pixelated reptile don’t distract me from the curdling nausea. I don’t want to let Dad down.

Only a few days before, he told my uncles how happy he was with me. ‘Howa walad zaki 2wi! W kman byetkalem kwayes 2odam el gomhoor! He’s a very clever boy! He’s a great public speaker too!’ They were all standing around the barbecue drinking Tooheys New. My mum and aunties were inside rolling vine leaves.

All my Coptic Orthodox uncles spoke at once: ‘Ah, good boy, yeah’, ‘Tournament like war’, ‘Play sport but study harder’, ‘We tell priest to say a prayer for him’, ‘Where is shish kebab?’

Nancy, my Year 5 teacher, spots us as we walk into the foyer of the UWS Students’ Union. Dad has a big belly but is strong, whereas I am short, weak and pudgy. I wish my father looked like the white preacher dad from 7th Heaven and that I looked like Jack Scully from Neighbours. I think I hear someone laughing at us, but it’s just a kookaburra.

‘You’re late, Mr Nour,’ Nancy says to me, with a tight-lipped smile as thin as her waistline. We call Miss Powers by her first name because she told us she wanted to be our friend more than our teacher. Maybe that’s why she always picks on me in class whenever she gets the chance, shaking her pale, bony finger at me and staring at the flab of my belly with hungry eyes. She’s pretty mean for a friend.

‘Ah, we always running on Egyptian time, hey?’ Dad nudges Nancy’s shoulder, a twinkle in his eye. She smiles at him with her weasel face. He leaves me to her but not before saying, ‘Yalla, you do excellent in this competition, bub.’ Then he goes outside to take a call on his Nokia. I hear him shouting at an Indian man from Telstra. ‘No, that’s the wrong amount, Rajesh!’

‘Please make sure that your dad puts his phone on silent,’ Nancy says. She hands me a sticker with my name on it and walks me towards the seminar room where my team are preparing for the debate. Along the way, she runs into another teacher and stops to talk to her about the awesomeness of multiculturalism. Nancy loves Sutherland Shire, with its clean white houses and even whiter people, always telling us how lucky we are to have the Royal National Park and Cronulla Beach right in our backyard. Everyone is proud of Nancy too, because this year she won a teaching award from the Department of Education.

From our classroom drill sessions with Nancy, I know there are three stages to the competition: an outdoor registration section, brainstorming time in the seminar room and an impromptu speech prepared as a group and presented by one lucky student. ‘Collaboration is the key criteria for success in Tournament of Minds,’ Nancy has told us for weeks now.

Ben Smith, our fat, freckle-faced team captain, is standing in front of our group, a combination of students from different grades who are sitting cross-legged in a circle on the green carpet. They include Ryan Esfehani, an Iranian Baha’i who is always about to cry, and Lisa Cullens, who is tiny even for an eleven-year-old. Kiera Müller, who is sitting closest to Ben, is the one who’s been selected to deliver the speech for our group today, which is a big honour. Nancy says that Kiera is a great collaborator, but actually she’s a try-hard who only got chosen because she’s cute like a von Trapp child with her blonde hair, blue eyes and straight back from years of ballet training.

On the sheet of butcher’s paper, which is blu-tacked to the wall, Ben makes a big Venn diagram and writes ‘Chinese’, ‘Samoan’ and ‘African’ in each of the outer circles. Then in the middle, and with huge capital letters, he writes ‘AUSTRALIA’. He invites us to shout out words and phrases relating to these categories.

‘Fried rice!’ says Ryan.

‘Aboriginal people!’ shouts Lisa.

‘Palestine!’ I say.

Ben’s smile gets bigger with each word. ‘This is so great, guys! We’re really on the right track and being sooo collaborative. Yummy!’ he says like a big wanker. I know that none of this will make a difference because Kiera has prepared her speech in advance anyway.

Still, I decide that this is as good a time as any to share my prepared notes. I tell Ben that I made a vocabulary list and pull it out of my Billabong backpack. The corners of his mouth are downturned.

I read my list, saying each word loudly and clearly: ‘Sikh. Melting pot. Korean hotpot. Chinese beef noodle soup. Thai curry. Thai green curry. Penang curry. Pad thai chicken. Jewish. Jerry Seinfeld. Commonwealth countries. Paralympic Games. Louise Sauvage. Postmodern. Lesbian. Gough Whitlam. Ernie Dingo. Inuit. Canada.’

Ben is staring at me like I’m an idiot. His eyes flit sideways to Kiera. ‘What were you saying about Africa being really poor?’ he says.

The hour passes and Nancy comes in to say that it’s time for us all to head to the auditorium. I stand up and walk towards the door. Ben sprints in front of me and cuts off my path. Nancy exits first, then Kiera, then Ben, then Ryan, Lisa and finally me.

We all sit down in the semicircle-shaped auditorium. I see Dad walking into the hall, his shirt darkened with sweat and his chunky Nokia protruding from his pocket. His ringtone is called ‘The Buffoon’ and usually brings grocery requests from Mum or payment reminders from Coca-Cola Amatil. Now, the phone sits dormant in his pocket like an Israeli landmine in the Sinai. As he moves his large body through the pews to get to his chair, his phone hits some of the white mums on the backs of their heads. Their mouths stretch into tight smiles but otherwise they’re perfectly still.

There is a buzzing in my ears that has nothing to do with the whirr of the air conditioning. We all want to win and Kiera is up first.

‘Multiculturalism is a concept that Australia invented to stop racism,’ she begins, pausing after this opening line to make prolonged, unnerving eye contact with everyone in the front row. She returns to her text, staring at the cue cards. ‘There are many ways that Australia is a multicultural country. Firstly, our food is diverse: on a weekday in the Shire where I live, you can enjoy’ – at this point she spreads her hand out theatrically, motioning for her guests to enjoy an invisible banquet – ‘Lebanese, Greek, Turkish and modern Australian cuisine, which is a mix of Thai food with more normal foods like steak and broccoli.’

Da-da da dum dum dum.

It starts as a soft echo at first but then grows louder and louder. It’s the sound of ‘The Buffoon’ reverberating through the room.

Dad sits relaxed, smiling inexplicably in his chair. My world is ending.

I stare at him, trying to communicate telepathically. These white ladies already hate me, so what must they think of me and my big, hairy, explosive dad now? The ringing stops, just in time for Kiera to begin her second point – something about the importance of different races all getting along and how the Wik decision solved the problem of Aboriginal land rights forever.

The ringing starts again. It’s louder this time and one of the parents, a mousy blonde woman in tights and a cardigan, turns her head and stares at Dad. My legs feel like lead. I will the floor to open up and swallow me like a sinkhole did for one of my uncle’s best friends in the Six-Day War.

Kiera tries to continue. ‘Racism is bad, but unity is—’

Da-da da dum dum dum, da-da da dum dum dum…

Now Dad also starts looking around for the culprit, as though he’s wondering why this fool isn’t turning their phone off. Finally the mousy blonde snaps, twisting her head quickly to the side, the edges of her bob bouncing. ‘Turn it off! My goodness!’ she hisses at him. She turns back to her friend and they both raise their eyebrows in disbelief.

Iranian Ryan, who has the jumpy manner of a prey animal, starts crying.

‘Ryan, we’ll lose points if you look sad,’ Ben whispers angrily, even redder in the face than usual.

Incredibly, Dad’s phone is still ringing. What kind of a person calls a man for this long? My father’s chaotic search through the sea of baggy polyester that is his trouser leg lasts for an eternity. He is Aladdin trawling through a cave of trinkets for his precious lamp.

‘Allo? Yeah, Fareed Nour speaking!’ Dad shouts, rising to his feet and stomping out with all the noise and drama of an M1 Abrams tank. The seminar room door slams behind him.

Ryan, who is crying and hiccupping at the same time, asks me if the man with the phone is my dad.

I say, ‘I don’t know that guy.’

Suddenly, an ear-splitting screech erupts from the auditorium speakers. Nancy rushes to the microphone, nudging Kiera aside and directing everyone to make for the car park in a calm single-file line. We arrive at the emergency meeting point. Five minutes later, Nancy is nervously chatting with the other teachers while tiny Lisa tells me that her dad also had to evacuate his construction site in Penrith once because a builder started a fire by throwing his cigarette into a rubbish pile.

At last, Nancy comes over to our team and explains that we should all go home and that we’ll receive the verdict via email once the other schools present their speeches at a centre in Homebush. Dad is still on his phone near the bottlebrush plants, too angry at Telstra to notice that we have an emergency situation.

Once we’re on the road home, beyond the five hundred faded McDonald’s signs that dot the Hume Highway, Dad asks me, ‘Why did that girl get to speak and not you? Is that girl better than you?’

I cry that night, feelings of shame and failure
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