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Praise for

DOWN THE HUME

‘Gritty and confronting, Down the Hume is a road map of life for a young man on a collision course with disaster.’ – Herald Sun

‘Down the Hume is an examination of the displacement experienced by those living on a city’s fringes, lost in their own rapidly changing urban landscapes.’ – The Weekend Australian

‘This contemporary story is far more relevant and noteworthy than the nostalgic bush narratives that are considered the epitome of Australian storytelling.’ – Good Reading

‘To read Down the Hume, Peter Polites’ fierce first novel, is to step into the literary wilds.’ – Sydney Morning Herald

‘Essential reading in these times of “border protection”.’ – The Saturday Paper


ALSO BY PETER POLITES

Down the Hume



I don’t know much about houses
I know they have their own nature, nothing else.

George Seferis, ‘Thrush’




1.

Rainbow flags will always trump the emerald green!

Kane paced from the sink to the table and kept mouthing off, his words running together.

A mosque? Down the road from here? No way!

Northern sun pushed through the glass doors that led to the backyard. Outside, Frenchie the French bulldog ran in circles, digging holes in the turf and lying in them. In the kitchen, only me and the stainless-steel appliances heard Kane’s blowback. A slow cooker making osso bucco gurgled, tomatoes and flesh. A NutriBullet sat waiting for the morning green shake-a-thon. Neither device responded; instead a currawong warbled at exactly the moment when Kane chucked the local newspaper on the bench. The paper was open to the development section, showing graphs and a picture of the mayor. A heading of large black lettering: NOTICE OF APPLICATION TO BUILD PLACE OF WORSHIP. Kane tapped one finger on the notice.

Kane’s idea of a joke was to remind me that I was his tenant. He told me not to call him my housemate. Pano – he would say my name with that Australian accent, drawing out the vowels and reminding me that even though I had my proper Hellenic designation, it was never to be pronounced right. Pano … I am your landlord, he said, pausing and then adding a JK every time, but I never laughed. I responded with self-deprecating banter. I am a serf making humble pie with two birds from the bush, I said, and he didn’t get the JK that I made.

As I read the proposal for an Albanian mosque, I heard Kane’s voice say, It would be fine if it was a synagogue. Then – at least – the house prices would go up.

My fingers slipped a Ristretto coffee pod into the Nespresso machine and pushed the button. A string of coffee oil that looked like the tail of a rat fell into the Bodum double-wall thermo glass.

Kane pressed his buttocks against the kitchen island. A tribal tattoo in black ink ran over half his body; the spirals began under his left arm and went all the way down the side of his torso. They disappeared under his Y-fronts and emerged to cover his thigh. He’d got himself inked in Bali during a Sydney Mardi Gras recovery session. In Bali, gay men getting tribal tattoos are as common as Nordic lesbians drinking Bintangs on the beach. But this ritual also represents a whimsical rite of passage, often initiated in the throes of an MDMA come down.

The black markings of indeterminate ethnic origin made him the most menacing-looking freelance IT consultant I’d ever met. As he talked, he crossed his arms over his chest and put one leg up on a stool. His affected pose made him look like he belonged on a gay influencer’s Instagram page. All he needed was the buttless underwear. I curled my hands around the thermo glass and pulled it close to my chest. The scent of bay leaves emanated from the osso bucco in the slow cooker and Kane told me that he was working from home today.

I tried to look him in the eye and avoid examining his parts, and asked what he was going to do about the mosque. Kane dropped to the floor and started doing his daily Hindu push-ups and said that he wasn’t keen on foreign things. From a plank position, he breathed in as he lowered himself down. On the exhale, he pushed forwards and arched his spine to look up at the ceiling. He told me he was going to start a residents’ action group to prevent all this redevelopment of Pemulwuy. Kane was determined to keep the original character of a suburb that was built a whole ten years ago.

Pemulwuy is a suburb that pretends to be a gated community, without a gate. The people carry themselves with the air of pioneers. Once upon a time it was a brickworks that supplied the seventies suburban housing boom. Western Sydney grew and grew, the brickworks providing cheap materials to Parramatta, Merrylands and Liverpool. The bricks fortified three-bedroom houses and blocks of flats. Brick veneer and double brick veneer. Blond bricks for walls, earthen red bricks for fences with buttresses. When the sand ran low, the area was turned residential. It was named after an Aboriginal warrior who fought against the colonisers during the Frontier Wars. A reminder of Australia’s history. But really the place was a big fuck you to all those suitcase-story migrants and working-poor blacks in the surrounding suburbs. Sleepy, anonymous and sterile, as calm as the man-made lake in its centre, Pemulwuy was designed not to offend and to be completely efficient. When it rained, the slight mound in the middle of the roads channelled the water to the gutters. Unlike the suburbs around it, Pemulwuy never had blocked drains and pooling rainwater.

Kane’s motto = No Change. The oh-so-delicate property values in our street could go the wrong way. His morning jogs in all-black New Balance activewear among the McMansions would not be spent avoiding illegally parked cars. His afternoon walks with Frenchie the French bulldog in a rainbow harness would not involve the sight of suss crescent moons. Kosovan war trauma was trying to snake its way among the water features and kit homes. With Kane it wouldn’t find a way in.


2.

Before Mum’s brain became a beanbag, she taught me that the threat of a battle or a slight tremor in the economy could make society crumble. She prophesised that one day, while we all waited in line for skim caramel lattes, the stock markets would take a dip and hydrochloric acid would be flung in our faces.

She landed on Earth the exact day Hiroshima was blown up; her soul fell out of the Enola Gay at the same time the bomb did. Dealing with the after-effects of World War II created resilience and taught her life skills such as how to forage for wild greens and have knife fights with neighbours for food. It makes me sad to think that these are skills that the gen X and millennial snowflakes have lost.

On the days Mum gave me lessons on how to survive an apocalypse she sipped homemade raki. Raki is a Greek moonshine spirit that is only drunk with food; it comes in olive oil bottles and is also used to power tractors. She would pour seventy millilitres at a time into a coffee cup and tell me about seeing dead bodies. An uncle murdered by the invading German army, or her older brother who was killed by the Junta – even though these things happened decades apart. She would process the memories, take them out of the freezer of her mind, and two bodies appeared next to us in the kitchen. A swarthy uncle slit ear to ear on the speckled linoleum. A water-bloated brother leaning up against a cushioned chair. Mum getting progressively drunker on a spirit that was distilled in the backyard of one of the local unemployed Greeks.

Don’t worry about the fact that you will never be able to afford a home. Worry about the economy shredding! That’s when they will all come, with their black shirts and bayonets, and then you will see the drowned bodies and slit necks. And I would stand there and say, But Mum, why are you telling me this when I’m ten years old?

And with this fear in mind, like some Sarah Connor Clytemnestra, she taught me a number of post-apocalyptic life skills. The skillset was very specific to a post–World War II communist Greek village. In the garden just in front of the entrance to the apartment, she taught me how to grow tomatoes. She showed me how to use the white ash of an extinguished fire to wash my clothes in running water. A clear running stream was hard to find in the concrete wastelands of the suburbs. The closest thing was the Cooks River, which had running water but also had more metals than a mine. A river so polluted from illegal dumping that white, mutated fish with three eyes would leap out of it. So these lessons had to wait for heavy rainfall; when the gutters overflowed they became our creeks. She led me down to the street in full view of the neighbourhood bullies, took my skid-marked Y-front jocks, and wet them with gutter water. Then she got ash that she had prepared in a fire bin on our balcony and rubbed the ash on the skid marks.

In this Acropolis apocalypse, fermenting wine in a laundry sink was another handy skill that I learned. Wine could be traded for other goods, if the systems of finance collapsed. Along the way Mum picked up other tips, too. From Indian co-workers she learned about the healing powers of turmeric on inflamed body parts. From Korean neighbours she learned how succulents such as cactus and aloe vera could be transformed into beauty products to increase luminosity of skin, glossiness of hair and overall attractiveness. This would be useful if I ever needed to use my flora-enhanced good looks as a currency. Knowing the limitations of my general skills and abilities, Mum assumed that I would need to do sex things in Apocalyptoville to survive.
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