ENGLISH

Creative Piece

| gazed out the window, watching the monochrome buildings dotted across the horizon. The
landscape vanished as we entered a tunnel, my reflection, a ghostly outline. Thick skin drooped
beneath my reddened eyes, long, grey strands whisked out beneath my beanie. We moved across
a bridge and | was relieved when my face disappeared amongst the silver clouds.

“Next stop, Redfern,” the recording announced.

The train gradually screeched to a stop as rubbish flew up in a whirlwind on the platform. Dozens of
people gathered hastily around the doors, bodies rubbing, elbows nudging, as they entered the
crowded carriage. Men and women grabbed the shiny, silver poles, splashed with drying
perspiration of recently departed passengers. | sat inconspicuously in the corner of the aisle against
the wall, waiting.

Waiting and waiting. My companion, the one woman who kept me company through the most
difficult days was also waiting. Fiona. Her warmth was not physical, her kindness, not forced. She
would sit beside me in the bitter cold beneath the Harbour Bridge sharing a tattered blanket and two
cans of corn. She would whip an arm around me and give me that toothless smile. | wished | had
that now.

A scrunched up lotto ticket made its way to my dilapidated shoelaces. | stared at the gloomy and
unpolished floor, at the shiny, black splodges of old bubblegum compressed and flattened by the
fine lines of shoe prints. Unwanted things on trains were either discarded or stepped on.
Sometimes, both.

“Doors closing,” the monotonous recording was barely audible amongst the chatter.

| could feel their stares, hear their slithered whispers hanging in the air. | looked up; disgust etched
in their faces, reflecting the uninvited presence of my being. Bodies moved further away,
magnetised in the opposite direction, pulled as if, by some sort of force. | tucked my neck further
into my trench coat and fiddled uneasily with my tattered gloves, now exposing my cold, purple
fingers.

The train jolted forward, the clanking sound of a Coca-Cola can filled the carriage as it rolled down
the aisle and smacked into the back wall. | avoided their gazes by focusing on it, how it weaved
between polished plain-toes and sleek heels, how it would roll then suddenly stop in front of seated
passengers as if in need of recognition. They could at least pick it up. | would have made good use
of it.

“Next stop, Burwood.”

The soft clackety-clack made me drowsy. My eyes grew heavy and | dozed off but the sound of
laughter startled me. Four girls held onto the poles. They wore identical uniforms and back packs.
They noticed me. Out of all the people on board, they noticed me. Their eyes skimmed distastefully
over my form as they threw their heads back with arrogant laughter. | wondered what it would be
like to judge them, the way they judged me. Perhaps | could scrutinise their glossy appearance,
their blush-stained cheeks and their perfect skin. But no, that would never happen. | was persona-
non-grata, as they say.

They quickly forgot | existed and discussed their plans for the weekend, their greatest dilemmas
revolving around their carefully planned attire.
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“Next stop, Strathfield.”

When the train pulled into Strathfield, they disembarked and a woman boarded. She sat across from
me, reeking heavily of perfume. She seemed slightly over sixty and her hair was dyed a deep brown
in attempt to conceal the natural grey strands visible against her forehead.

She glanced up and | immediately knew what she was doing; she was giving me ‘the look’. Her lips
pursed as her eyes steadied on my shoes. She was one of the quiet ones. Sometimes they were
the worst, their thoughts only portrayed through body language; the ever so slight turn of a shoulder,
the soundless sniff of distaste. But | preferred them over the school girls. Our eyes met and she
immediately looked away, embarrassed and perhaps a little intimidated as she rummaged through
her handbag, pulling out a scarlet lipstick and smearing it on her skinny, wrinkled lips. She lifted her
arm out of her bag and a rectangular, yellow note caught my eye as it wafted to the floor beside her
feet.

“Madam,” | announced and pointed to the fifty-dollar-note.

She was startled and then followed my gaze. She bent down, picked up the note and turned away
without a word of gratitude.

“Next stop, Granville.”
Suddenly, as the train slowed, the Coca-Cola can rolled backward, finding its way to my feet.

The woman was gone and the carriage was soon filled with two dozen men and women. They sat,
placing their briefcases on their laps, some studiously avoiding my gaze, others taking intermittent
looks at me. | could avoid their glances by looking out the window, at the blurs of green and grey.
Sometimes | stared at the glass itself, at the fog of fingerprints, fine cracks and stains of countless
breaths. But it was the shrill of stage whispered diatribes | found most difficult to avoid.

“Beggars bring it on themselves. It's their fault they're like that,” muttered a middle aged man,
fiddling with his briefcase, “Lazy high school drop-outs without a job.”

“Shh, she could be mentally challenged,” a red-lipped woman added, looking away.

As the can wobbled side to side against the uneven movements of the carriage, | began to realise
something. | hadn’t done anything wrong. How could they do that, stand there and insult without
thinking about the person beneath the trench coat? Sometimes | wondered if it were better to speak
up and force them to listen to my side. But | knew they would not understand me. They’d ignore my
opinion, just as they ignored that can...

“Next stop, Parramatta.”

Here | was, surrounded by a thousand hurtful words. And there was Fiona, in between the doors. |
couldn’t understand her optimism. Smiling, always smiling. Warmth overwhelmed me as she slipped
inside the carriage, the warmth | felt when | was wanted, when my existence was acknowledged for
all the right reasons. She sat next to me, placed an arm around my shoulder and gave me that
toothless smile...while everybody moved away.

Perceptions:

Personal (yes, personal account and self reflection)
Cultural (NO)

Historical (yes, history of old woman)

Social (yes, lack of social relationships)
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Connections:

People (yes with Fiona, lack of with society)
Places (yes, remembered places)
Groups/Communities (No, lack of with society)
Larger World

Notions:

Identity

Relationships

Acceptance

Understanding (surrounding people don’t understand her)

Other:

Enrich or challenge a group

Attitude of belonging modified over time
Choices not to belong

Barriers that prevent belonging
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