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      ‘A rare book — a great idea whose originality and quality is carried through to the final mouthful of curry.’
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      ‘Spring rolls and satays,’ exclaimed Mr Drummond heartily. ‘Delicious!’
      

      
      Fried rice and noodles, thought Lan gloomily. Boring!
      

      
      ‘Our International Food Day is always popular, of course,’ Mr Drummond went on. ‘But there’s more to Multicultural Week than
         food. Here at North Illaba we have students from twenty-four different countries.’
      

      
      The principal paused, as if anticipating a round of applause, or at least a surprised gasp or two. None came, so he plunged
         on. ‘Some of you have been part of the school community for a number of years. Some of you are new arrivals. Multicultural
         Week is to let you all know just how special you are.’
      

      
      He looked around the crowded classroom and smiled in an encouraging way. Most of the students smiled back politely, even those who understood very little of what he was saying. Lan, who understood every word, didn’t
         smile. Was Multicultural Week supposed to make him feel special? It just made him feel different.
      

      
      ‘During Multicultural Week we celebrate our ethnic diversity,’ Mr Drummond said. He pronounced the last two words loudly and slowly. Lan waited for him to write them on the blackboard.
         He did, in large round letters which he underlined.
      

      
      Behind him, Lan could hear Ms Trad translating for those whose grasp of English didn’t yet extend to words like ethnic diversity.
      

      
      ‘The celebrations are held in the last week of term, which may seem a long time away,’ Mr Drummond continued. ‘In the meantime,
         however, I’d like you to start thinking about how you can all contribute to making the week a success. Apart from your delicious
         national foods, that is.’
      

      
      Last year Lan’s mother had made 150 spring rolls and sold every one. Izram’s mother had made vadais, little rissoles of lentils and peas, which had sold pretty well considering they were healthy. Hiroki’s father had made
         sushi, which had hardly sold at all. Ethnic diversity was all very well, Lan concluded, but most people only wanted to eat
         what they were used to. Not him, of course. He put up his hand.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Lan?’

      
      ‘Will there be Australian food this time, sir?’

      
      
      ‘Australian food?’ Mr Drummond looked puzzled.

      
      ‘Like pies and sausage rolls and lamingtons and stuff like that, sir?’

      
      Mr Drummond gave a snort that made the vigorous grey hairs sprouting from his nostrils quiver. ‘There wouldn’t be much point,
         would there? You can get food like that every day of the week in the canteen.’
      

      
      Well, you might be able to, Lan thought. His mother would as soon give him money to buy a meat pie for lunch as hand over $100 and
         tell him to blow it all on video games. He longed to hold a pie in his hand, like the skips did, and consume it in four huge
         bites without the meat and sauce dribbling down your chin.
      

      
      ‘And then there’s our Multicultural Concert,’ the principal went on with renewed enthusiasm. ‘Who took part last year?’ A
         sprinkling of hands. ‘Good! You know the kind of thing then.’
      

      
      Lan did, and his heart sank. He’d have to wear an ao dai instead of his usual jeans and school jumper. He’d have to prance around on stage doing something traditionally Vietnamese.
         He was hopeless at it and he felt silly. There’d be Thai dancing and Cambodian singing. People would try to play ‘Waltzing
         Matilda’ on Chinese mouth organs and wave ribbons and do lion dances and sing Cambodian songs. All the usual stuff. The best
         thing in last year’s concert was when the flames kept going out in the Indonesian Candle Dance, and Mrs Alfatih had dashed
         on stage waving a cigarette lighter and accidentally set fire to Aryo’s hair.
      

      
      
      He laughed aloud at the memory.

      
      Mr Drummond’s eyes swivelled towards him. ‘Yes, Lan? You find the idea of a concert amusing?’

      
      ‘No, sir. I mean, yes, sir.’

      
      What was the right answer? Wasn’t a concert meant to be amusing? And then, because the principal’s eyebrows had snapped together
         in an ominous way, Lan said quickly, ‘I just thought it would be good to do something different this year.’
      

      
      Too late he remembered that the Multicultural Concert had been Mr Drummond’s idea. Mr Drummond enjoyed popping into rehearsals
         and giving motivational pep talks to the performers. He especially enjoyed getting up on stage at the end of the concert and
         making his We Are One But We Are Many speech. No wonder Mr Drummond was looking at him like that.
      

      
      ‘I’m always open to suggestions, Lan,’ Mr Drummond said, looking anything but open. ‘What did you have in mind?’

      
      Lan had nothing in mind. But if he didn’t come up with something, he’d find himself dancing on stage in an ao dai again. ‘What I have in mind,’ he said, trying to strike a mysterious note, ‘is … um … well, it’s a pretty big idea, sir.
         Something that would be fun and different, and it would be multicultural as well as Australian, but really cool, and the whole
         school could come. And parents.’ Good one, Lan, he told himself. You haven’t a clue what you’re describing and now you’ve told the principal his multicultural concert sucks.
      

      
      ‘It sounds most intriguing,’ said Mr Drummond with a tight smile. ‘Tell us more about it.’
      

      
      Everyone in the classroom was looking at him now, even those who were still struggling with the concept of ethnic diversity.

      
      ‘Er, I still have a few details to work out,’ Lan said. He gave a few reassuring little nods as if tucked away inside his
         brain, lacking only a few finishing touches, was an almost completed blueprint for the greatest multicultural event the school
         had ever staged.
      

      
      ‘Well, when you’re a little more advanced in your planning, come and see me. I look forward to hearing all about your Big
         Idea.’ He made the last two words sound as if they were written with capital letters. ‘Thank you, Ms Trad.’ With a regal wave
         of the hand, and a sharp look at Lan, the principal left the room.
      

      
      ‘What was all that about?’ Izram asked him, as they pushed their way out of the classroom.

      
      Behind him, Ms Trad called his name and fluttered her hand at him, but the last thing Lan wanted was to get into a long discussion
         about Multicultural Week. Ignoring her, he headed out into the playground, Izram running to catch up.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know you were so interested in celebrating Multicultural Week,’ Izram panted, as they settled themselves on a corner
         of the oval. Lunchbreak was nearly over so there was little point in trying to join in any of the games. Not that Izram had any breath left. He fanned
         himself with the hat everybody was supposed to wear outside.
      

      
      ‘I’m not. At least, not the way Drummo wants to celebrate it, with food days and a concert and all us ethnics in national
         costumes.’
      

      
      ‘That’s the way it’s always celebrated. What else can we do?’

      
      ‘All that SBS stuff,’ Lan said. ‘It’s boring. Nobody even watches it on TV.’

      
      Izram shrugged. ‘Boring for us, maybe. We’ve done it all before. But some people have only just arrived in Australia. It makes
         them feel part of things, I guess.’
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t make me feel part of things. It makes me feel a-part. Separate. Like I’m not a real Australian. There’s the real Aussies, the Anglos, the skips, and then there’s us. We look different, we eat different, we speak different, we sing and
         dance different.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what we’re supposed to be celebrating,’ Izram pointed out. ‘Our differences.’

      
      ‘I don’t want to celebrate difference,’ Lan said stubbornly. He tugged savagely at a patch of clover. ‘Every day of the year
         we know we’re different. We can’t get away from it. I’d rather celebrate sameness.’
      

      
      Izram looked puzzled. ‘How do you do that? What’s it even mean?’

      
      Lan wasn’t sure how you’d celebrate it, but he knew what he meant. ‘Take a look around,’ he said. ‘What do you see?’
      

      
      Izram, who had been sprawled on his stomach on the grass, propped himself up on one elbow, and looked. On the perimeters of
         the oval, the corrugated-iron roofs of the classrooms were shining in the heat, and he put up a hand to shield his eyes.
      

      
      ‘Some guys kicking a ball. Some throwing a frisbee. Girls walking around and talking. People sitting, hanging around. Loonies
         doing some crazy dance. A couple of teachers. Grass, sky, bike racks. I don’t know, what am I supposed to be seeing?’
      

      
      ‘Just that,’ said Lan, triumphantly. ‘Exactly what you said you saw. Get it?’

      
      ‘No. Get what?’

      
      ‘Listen, you didn’t say the Cambodians are over there doing tai chi, and the Italians are kicking a soccer ball, and the Chinese
         are flying kites, did you?’
      

      
      ‘Are they?’ Izram, astonished, screwed up his eyes and peered into the distance.

      
      ‘Course they’re not, you geek. That’s my point. Everyone’s mixing in and doing the same sort of stuff. Look, Andy just kicked
         that soccer ball. Reckon they play soccer in Malaysia?’
      

      
      ‘Dunno,’ Izram said.

      
      Lan didn’t either. ‘Well, Akka’s there, too. I bet Arabs don’t play soccer. They couldn’t in those long robes they wear. They’d
         trip over, wouldn’t they?’
      

      
      ‘Or get bogged in the sand.’

      
      
      ‘Right.’

      
      The siren blasted for return to class.

      
      ‘So what’s your point?’ Izram said. ‘Okay, at school everyone mixes and does the same things, mostly. But it’s different at
         home, isn’t it? We have different customs, you just said so.’
      

      
      ‘And that’s why they’ll never call us Australians. I’ll always be a Nip. You’ll always be a Paki. If we want them to see us
         as Aussies we’ve got to live like them and not be so different.’
      

      
      They got to their feet as the soccer players came running past.

      
      Andy Chen banged him on the back and laughed. ‘Hey, it’s the Multiculti Kid!’

      
      Lan socked him on the upper arm. ‘Cut it out.’

      
      ‘No, listen, that was pretty cool, standing up to Drummo like that. It’s about time we did something different. What’s your
         Big Idea?’
      

      
      ‘A celebration of sameness,’ Izram said, before Lan could reply.

      
      Andy nodded. ‘Cool.’ They walked together towards the classrooms. ‘So what’s that mean?’

      
      ‘It means doing something that shows we’re not different but the same.’

      
      ‘That’s not being multicultural. That’s being monocultural. We’d have to call it Monocultural Week,’ Andy said. ‘Drummo wouldn’t go for that. Everyone wandering around being
         the same. It wouldn’t be any different from every other week of the year, so how would anyone know we were even celebrating something?’
      

      
      Lan kicked a stone and sent it scuttling across the bitumen. Andy had a point. Well, he could afford to be generous. ‘Okay,
         the food can be multi, but there ought to be something mono. Something to show that we’re Australian too.’
      

      
      ‘Like what?’ Izram asked.

      
      ‘Something they do that we don’t.’

      
      ‘Um … something they do and we don’t.’ Andy squinted and looked skyward, as if seeking heavenly inspiration. ‘Sheep shearing!’ he suddenly exclaimed.
         He dug Izram in the ribs. ‘Nobody in my family’s ever sheared a sheep. How about yours, Iz?’
      

      
      Izram shook his head. ‘Not in Australia.’ He thought some more. ‘Probably not in Pakistan either.’

      
      ‘We could truck ’em in from the country and fill the gym with bales of hay.’

      
      ‘How about a corroboree?’ Izram suggested. ‘Maybe Drummo would let us light a fire on the oval.’

      
      ‘Yeah! After we sheared the sheep we could cut ’em up and chuck the chops on a barbie. You can’t get more Oz than that.’

      
      ‘And throw boomerangs!’

      
      The two of them cackled together.

      
      Lan thumped both of them. ‘Think you’re pretty funny, don’t you?’ But he was grinning.

      
      ‘Hey, don’t listen to us,’ Andy said, when he’d calmed down. ‘You’re the one with the Big Idea for Multicultural Week. What is it?’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t got one,’ Lan admitted.

      
      ‘But you told Drummo —’

      
      ‘Yeah.’

      
      ‘Half the school’s already talking about it,’ Andy said. ‘Everyone on the oval was talking about your Big Idea and trying
         to guess what it was.’
      

      
      Lan knew that had to be a typical Andy exaggeration. Okay, so perhaps five people had happened to mention his Big Idea while
         they kicked a ball around. By going-home time, ten people might have heard. They’d talk about it on the school bus and by
         tomorrow morning maybe most of his class would have heard. By recess time it would have spread down the corridor and out to
         the playground. They’d finally hear about it in the staffroom — the teachers were always the last to hear about anything.
         Ms Trad would call him in and Mr Drummond would …
      

      
      He took a deep breath to calm himself. The world was full of Big Ideas. He’d come up with one.

      
      ‘It’d better be good,’ Andy said.

      
      ‘I’ll think of something,’ Lan said.

      
      But what?
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