
BLACKTOWN CITY COUNCIL

2022  
Mayoral 
Creative 
Writing  
Prize What 

now?
2022 M

ayoral C
reative W

riting Prize: W
hat now

?



What now?



2022
Successful
Entrants

Sai Karthik 

Abdullah Khan

Ana Dobric

Keya Shah

Shamaila Faisal

Agam Tiwana

Aikem Biling

Majerin Pieris

Gaurav Issrani

Simar Mann

Ella Stainwright

Amber Bell

Lanuola Patiole

Sarah Cupitt

Adam Byatt

Esha Tiwana

8-11yrs

8-11yrs 

8-11yrs

8-11yrs 

12-14yrs

12-14yrs

12-14yrs

12-14yrs

15-17yrs

15-17yrs

15-17yrs

15-17yrs

Adult

Adult

Adult

Adult

Poetry

Poetry

Short Story

Short Story

Poetry

Poetry

Short Story

Short Story

Poetry

Poetry

Short Story

Short Story

Poetry

Poetry

Short Story

Short Story

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

Winner

Highly commended

PRIZES

The total prize pool is $1,600. Winners aged 17 or younger will receive 
$100 and the teacher or teacher librarian, who is supporting them, will 
receive a corresponding $100 as an incentive to encourage the budding 
authors of our local area. Adult winners will receive $200.

2022 marked the emergence from the 
shadows of several challenging years. 
In this year’s Mayoral Creative Writing 
Prize, we asked entrants to reflect on the 
challenges and changes in their lives and 
to ponder the next step.

We called on writers to put pen to paper, 
or tap away at their keyboards, to explore 
the central question - ‘What now?’ - in the 
form of poems and short stories.

This year marked the 9th year of the 
Prize, which aims to encourage a love of 
writing among children, teenagers and 
adults in Blacktown City.

As Mayor, I am extraordinary passionate 
about initiatives which promote a passion 
for reading and writing among people of 
all ages.

With more than 250 entries received in 
this year’s competition, one thing is clear: 
the people of Blacktown City love to write.

Not only is writing an essential life skill, it 
also provides a creative outlet through its 
many shapes and forms.

The best part about writing is: it is never 
too late start writing and it is a lifelong 
skill which we can continue to develop 
over time.

Council is proud to continue its 
partnership with WestWords once again 
for the 2022 Mayoral Creative Writing 
Prize.

WestWords is a wonderful organisation 
which works to magnify the impact of 
creating, sharing and reading the stories 
of Western Sydney. I thank WestWords for 
their ongoing support of the Prize through 
both judging and promotion.

I also congratulate all writers for taking 
part and sharing their stories with us.

Keep writing.

Cr. Tony Bleasdale OAM

Mayor of Blacktown City



From 
the Judges
As we move beyond Covid lockdowns 
and the uncertainties of the past two 
years, this year’s competition topic, ‘What 
Now?’ reflects a different perspective as 
we look to the future and a, hopefully, 
post-Covid world.

Whereas many entries still revolved 
around the pandemic and its effects, the 
vast majority took a broader approach 
to the topic. Many entries were deeply 
personal, others took a more global 
approach when addressing the topic, 
common themes including: Looking to 
the future, environmental issues, climate 
change, endangered species, personal 
challenges, hope, connections with 
others and dealing with the intricacies of 
relationships.

The depth of understanding in 
perspective demonstrated by writers 
in all categories, and the increasing 

number of entries from younger writers, 
some addressing quite complicated and 
sophisticated issues was exciting. Around 
70% of entries were from writers in the 
8-14 age categories. It was encouraging 
to see young people engaging with 
a range of topics and issues as they 
reflected not only on the past two years 
and the challenges presented but also to 
what the future holds.

Congratulations to all entrants, young and 
old, poets and writers, who undertook 
the challenge to explore their creativity 
and step outside their comfort zones. 
Sharing your creativity and writing can be 
daunting. Thank you to all entrants who 
took the time and effort to explore, create 
and produce the poems and short stories 
in this year’s competition.

Ben Peek
Dr. Benjamin Peek is the author of six novels, including The Godless and Twenty-Six 
Lies/One truth, and the author of one collection of short fiction, Dead Americans 
and Other Stories. His work has been published internationally and translated 
into multiple languages. He has published over fifty pieces of short fiction and this 
work has appeared in magazines such as Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, Nightmare 
Magazine, Overland, and various year’s best collections. He is the writer of the 
comic Nowhere Near Savannah (illustrated by Anna Brown), and the creator of the 
psychogeography ‘zine, The Urban Sprawl Project. He lives in Sydney, Australia.

Sheryl Cootes 
Sheryl Cootes has over thirty years’ education experience in primary schools 
in the Blue Mountains and western Sydney. She is a recipient of the Minister’s 
Award for Excellence in Teaching and the Australian College of Education Award 
for Outstanding Achievement. Sheryl is President of the Blue Mountains sub-
branch of the Children’s Book Council of Australia (NSW branch) and is a judge 
in the Eve Pownall category for CBCA Book of the Year Awards. Sheryl currently 
works for WestWords as School Programs Manager, implementing programs to 
facilitate literature development for young people in Western Sydney and the Blue 
Mountains.

Paul Traynor 
Paul is a writer and musician based in western Sydney, a member of the 2022 
WestWords Academy and recipient of a 2022 Sydney Review of Books/WestWords 
Digital Residency, with short stories published in collections through Hawkeye 
Books, WestWords Living Stories, and ZineWest. Paul is also occasionally known, 
mainly musically, as klangmoss.



WestWords is Western Sydney’s Literature 
Development Organisation.

We provide pathways of opportunity for 
the development of Western Sydney 
voices through innovative literature and 
related arts programs. We believe literacy, 
self-expression and creativity changes 
lives and communities. WestWords is 
committed to providing an environment 
where the stories of the communities 
of Western Sydney and the places they 
come from are celebrated. The guiding 
philosophy of WestWords is a belief that 
the unique perspectives and stories of 
the Western Sydney area deserve to be 

developed in literature and shared with a 
wider audience. 

We believe that engagement with 
reading and writing allows young 
people in particular to develop their 
imagination, gives voice to their stories 
and experiences, hones skills in written 
expression and illustration, and sets 
them on a trajectory for life. With a focus 
on literature, we deliver residencies, 
fellowships, workshops, performances, 
presentations and publications. Our 
partners include teachers, schools, 
universities, community and arts 
organisations. 

Max Webber Library
Corner of  Flushcombe  Road and Alpha 
Street
Blacktown NSW 2148

Our Library @ The Mount Druitt Hub
Ayres Grove
Mount Druitt NSW 2770

Dennis Johnson Library
Corner Stanhope Parkway and Sentry Drive
Stanhope Gardens NSW 2768

Lalor Park Library
Corner Freeman Street and Northcott Road
Lalor Park NSW 2147
 
Riverstone Library & Digital Hub
First floor, Riverstone Village
Corner Market Street and Riverstone Parade
Riverstone NSW 2765

libraries.blacktown.nsw.gov.au

Blacktown City Libraries

WestWords
ABN 60 603 106 136
PO Box 3708 Parramatta NSW 2124
T  1800WestWords  E  admin@westwords.com.au  
W  www.westwords.com.au

WestWords is supported by the NSW 
Government through Create NSW
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Achooooo! Was the sound we heard 
The teacher puts on a face, as if it was unheard 
We giggle with our friends secretly at the back 
While the teacher reaches for tissues at the top of the rack

The invisible dwarves dive from one student to another 
Without partiality, they spread from students of different colour 
These dwarves gradually uncover their hidden weapons 
With fierce aggression they weaken the body in seconds

Some call them ‘corona’, others call them ‘COVID’ 
But one, they make your life very hard to live with! 
They carry the venom of a snake and the intellect of a pangolin 
Their powers are far more powerful than just stranglin’

Although they help children skip school 
The public certify them as cruel 
Intimidating the dwarves to hunt for more 
Resulting in a death’s galore

Families swim in their sweat to put food on the table 
But what the dwarves do is just betrayal 
People in hunger, People in pain 
Even this moment, the dwarves remain

The dwarves had children all across the world 
One named Omicron of which moved like a bird 
The dwarves came in waves to destroy the people of earth 
Now they inject fear into the next generation, from birth

What now? Achooooooo! Bless me … What now?

I’ve voyaged into the deep side of the pool. 
I’ve experienced the unthinkable. 
I’ve been through love and hate and despair. 
I’ve been through torture more irksome than imaginable.

As the petals I pluck run out 
It leaves me rattling about.

When the flowers that bloom are dying out 
You hear not a sound.

What on earth to do now? 
It can’t be. There has to be something new. 
I need a while, but I’m out of time.

What on earth to do now?

I dig inside myself, desperate to find something unaccomplished. 
But alas, there is nothing for me to do. I am vain. 
I search and fumble messier than a wild chimpanzee. 
I am not a loser!

I push myself, no matter the cost. 
There must be something left, where the failures hide.

And there it is at last. The petal I was in search of. 
And as I languidly lean down, lunging toward it, I realise.

I’m drowning in my malevolent judgement, my most spiteful remarks. 
I have to make things right.

All the betrayal, all of the bad deeds I had done. 
It cost me my soul, who I am. I go down as a nobody. 
What to do now?

There’s nothing left to do 
HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Poetry 8-11 yrs

Achoooooooo! 
Sai Karthik Abdullah Khan 
Colyton Public School Colyton Public School

WINNER  /  Poetry 8-11 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
Effective imagery and language use. Rhyming pangolin and stranglin’ is the work of a 
genius. Judges’ Comments:

Quite an original piece. The repeated theme of the petals scattered along the poem were a 
great string to weave the rest of the poem around. It feels genuine, with a number of strong and 
impactful lines.
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WINNER  /  Age 8-11 Short Story

‘Tell me again about the times when you were my age, Kate.’ I clear my voice loudly and 
pause, the way I always do when I’m telling Sarah a story. And then I’m telling her again, 
how it was like for little me, just a few years ago, just before the poor soul of my sister was 
born into this raging world.

I finish dramatically, unwilling to tell her the end, the end that was really beginning. We 
sit in silence for a while, just the two of us, on the steps of our dusty, deserted home, 
watching the blood-red sky as the sun moves slowly downwards, downwards out of sight.

And in moments she’s sobbing in my arm, in a gaspy, hiccupping way, that makes me stop 
and listen, knowing very well why she’s upset. I still sit, unmoving, knowing that joining in 
on her sadness would do nothing, nothing to stop this beautiful earth from reaching it’s 
last moment in life.

As her tears ease to a slower flow, she opens her small, 
wet mouth, her weak voice coming out small and croaky.                                                                                                                                          
‘What now, Kaitlin?’ I just look at her. ‘What now?’ She asks, louder, stronger, 
but her voice still wavering, and we both know why. We have had pandemics, 
fires, floods, arguments. Changes. So many changes. Why? Why!? I can 
barely hold in my anger, my frustration. My burning red eyes let out one last 
tear, as I answer with the lie we have been using on children for generations.                                                                                                                                     
‘I don’t know, love. I don’t know.’

It’s not fair. When mum died, all I inherited was the responsibility. The worries, the caring, 
the duty of telling the children ‘It’s all going to be alright’, It was all mine. Dad thought 
I was ready for it. That’s what he said when he left with the government, the same 
government that betrayed us all, like he betrayed Sarah and I.

What now?
Ana Dobric 
Bert Oldfield Public School

Judges’ Comments:
An original take on the theme, well demonstrated by the inter-generational view that the story 
jumps around within. The sense of duty taken on despite a stated lack of understanding of the 
subjects. The story catches you in the threads it weaves. 

This is an effectively reflective piece with a well-developed concept. Variation in sentence style 
and length is harnessed well. 

Sarah has just woken up. So have I. Bright, unnatural light streams in through the 
curtainless windows, and as we peep out of them, huge, metal birds block our sights, as 
we block our own ears from the sirens and megaphones blaring into them.

As we step into the helicopter, I recall the question Sarah asked me the other day. What 
now? We have been asking ourselves since the beginning of time. We have asked, 
have been asked, and will continue to ask. For we are human beings. We cannot go 
without this thought. We’ll always have the problem of what to say next, what to cook 
next for breakfast, lunch, dinner. There’s only one thing I could think of to answer Sarah’s 
question, Sarah’s question that the whole world is asking. And that is, we keep going. We 
keep moving forward, as we have been doing for generations. For we do not know what 
the future holds, but to find out, we’ll keep going.
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HIGHLY COMMENDED   /  Age 8-11 Short Story

I was glaring petrifyingly as I watched each of my friends go down. THUD! THUD! I could 
feel my roots sticking out of my face as my past started fading out. We were all living in 
pure tranquillity till these intruders conquered our land. They possessed a super weapon 
called ‘The Axe’ and with one swing of the super weapon, my friends were all down.

Motionless.

So What now?

The story doesn’t end here on a grave note. Infact, this is when it takes a turn.

‘STOPPP!’ ‘You can take ME down, please just don’t take THEM down!’ I exclaimed. To the 
man wielding ‘The Axe’.

Suddenly, the roots sticking out of my face turned into veins … ARMS?! ... LEGS?! My 
branches turned into arms, my trunk evolving into legs while my leaves into a shade of 
dark green hair. And I was actually wearing a green shirt with brown shorts. My newly 
minted hazel brown eyes flashed head to toe as the metamorphosis positively impacted 
the trees around me.

‘Why are you smiling?’ I asked curiously.

‘Urban legends say that trees with itching desires to save multiple lives can earn a human 
transformation,’ one of the surviving trees narrated. ‘As a human, it gives you more power 
to stop this catastrophe!’ another tree emphasised.

I gazed at the men with ‘The Axe’. I noticed one of them sitting on a brown bench, 
quenching his thirst in a hurry. His beard drained water droplets, leaving his neon 
orange jacket damp. I could also see some sweat bellowing on his forehead. Sweat of 
reluctance. To go and do what he was supposed to. I tried studying him further, turning 

What now?
Keya Shah 
Colyton Public School

Judges’ Comments:
Good use of the tree’s perspective with a touch of reincarnation. Nice originality and environmental 
concern. The language, structure and imagery are excellent.

a deaf ear to the thirteen words he never spoke: ‘Why are we cutting these trees, what 
have they ever done to us?’

The tree behind me whispered: ‘In your new avatar, you peruse people’s minds.’

What? I can? Ohh!

With this knowledge, I gently approached the man who hardly looked at me. He 
continued quenching his thirst.

THUD! THUD!

I pleaded, ‘Please stop them! You know cutting trees is so wrong.’ But he was under 
orders! He indicated to a man stacking the blocks. ‘Under his?’ I asked.

He responded, ‘He wouldn’t listen to anyone’. THUD! THUD!

And yet, suddenly something changed in him. He took a deep breath and shouted to his 
boss, ‘What’s the point of all this labour when there’s a good barren land down there with 
no trees?’

Voila! The idea seemed to resonate with his boss who gave a thumbs up. I watched 
the men as they packed their tools and headed off to the grassy area below. The man 
thanked me for inspiring him to come up with an alternate idea, an idea that worked.

And that my friends is a memorable day; a day of turning into a human to save my fellow 
brethren.

What now? What about my turning back into a tree, you may ask.

Well that is another story for another day!
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WINNER  /  Age 12-14 Poem

And it seems as if I am only my ink on parchment,  
only the tear stains on my book. 
I am only the glitter of my kiss,  
the spell of a midsummer brook 

I am the stroke-of-midnight madness, 
A poem’s one true rhyme 
I am the name sworn to the grave 
The only sweet in an acidic crime 

I am only the carmine of rubies  
That etch onto the page 
Bleeding monachopsis  
Bleeding potential 
Free from my golden cage

And as the pen prevails its voice 
Like a knife in the night 
I ponder that I am everything felt in the world, 
Perhaps not everything right

- What now? How?

Elegy
Shamaila Faisal 
Penrith Selective High School

Judges’ Comments:
The aching search for identification of self in the physical and the immaterial is very 
engaging. I was on the search alongside the writer. I could imagine the writer starting with 
the visuals on their desk and shifting to the otherworldly until finally returning back to the 
immediate space in front of them. Very original. 
Beautiful imagery, rhythm and sophisticated language. The final stanzas are particularly fine.

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Age 12-14 Poem

I sit at the dressing table, 
mum pours out the contents of a hairspray can, 
it’s to keep your hair neat she says, 
but really I know it’s because of my hair: thick and unruly, 
not like the women on tv. 
the hairspray stings like hell, 
beauty pains, 
my aunt would say.

my nose is too big, 
not like the models on the magazines, 
slim, thin noses, 
covered in expensive makeup, 
not a pimple on their face, 
not a hair in their eyebrow out of place.

the girls at school, 
with their long acrylic nails, 
not like mine, 
cut to the skin of my fingertip.

the new weight loss diets, 
on social media: 
eat a piece of toast only for a whole day, 
you will see the difference after a week!

I’ve learnt to overcome it and say to my body: 
you weren’t the problem, 
it was only society.

Enveloped in Societal 
Expectations 
Agam Tiwana 
Blacktown Girls High School

Judges’ Comments:
A strong use of voice addressing a powerful topic. The narrator conjures a resigned but 
begrudging understanding of their lot; the understanding of the injustice that, even though they 
know they aren’t the problem, that they must be subject to it.
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WINNER  /  Age 12-14 Short Story

The room was dark. No windows. I’d seen an interrogation room before in movies, but I’d 
never guess I’d end up in one. If I was eight and still into the whole police-cop thing, I’d 
be more excited- but right now all I can think about is how Officer Receding Hairline is in 
dire need of a mint.

There are three things you should know before you read this.

My name is Stella Laurier.

I did not murder Naomi Walters.

Pineapple absolutely belongs on pizza.

One more — I’ve got a hunch that Officer RH doesn’t like me all that much.

‘Listen here, Laurier-’ he starts, pointing a bony finger at me. Wow, he’s completely red-
faced. Is that because of me? Honestly, he could pass off as a radish. Maybe he should 
get some fertiliser with that mint. A little contradictory if you ask me, but who am I to 
judge? His radish, not mine.

‘Stella,’ Officer Sunshine cuts in, walking across the room with her thumbs in her front 
pockets, her smile impossibly bright even in this dingy room. ‘We can help you honey, but 
you’re gonna need to cooperate.’

She wasn’t going to help me. They think I did it. I narrow my eyes at her.

‘That girl fell off the roof. She was partying. A little tipsy; lost her balance. It happens.’

‘That girl’ as in your best friend?’ Sunshine queries, raising her eyebrows.

I shake my head, ‘Not my friend. This isn’t high school. I don’t have ‘besties’, just people I 
spend time with.’

‘I have a best friend. I’m an adult.’

Huzzah for her.

Silence 
Aikem Biling 
Glenwood High School

Truth is, even if I had a best friend, it wouldn’t be Naomi. She was pretty, smart, and 
popular, but she was not a nice person. Regardless of what any future memorial or 
obituary says.

‘Great, I’m a loner. Can I go now?’

Officer RH scoffs. Sunshine pats my hand, giving me a nod.

I step outside the precinct and the cold  immediately seizes me. I start the short walk 
to my car but instantly freeze in my tracks, straining my ears to hear the soft sound of 
footsteps I know were following me, now ceasing to make themselves heard.

I spin around, holding my keys up like a dagger; ‘I know you’re there.’

A couple seconds of silence follow before Samson Harvey steps out of the shadows like 
he’s Kaz ‘Dirtyhands’ Brekker.

‘Gave myself away that easily?’

I watch with a hidden sense of horror as Naomi’s killer gives me a repulsively charming 
grin.

‘I didn’t tell them.’

His grin morphs into a pout.

‘But you could.’

It’s 2 am on Saturday, there’s not a house in sight and every shop within a 3-block radius 
is closed and shuttered for the night. The only other people around are Sunshine and RH. 
Chances are they’re sipping coffee in a soundproof interrogation room. No one would 
hear me scream. No one would hear me cry for help. No one can help me.

Judges’ Comments:
This different way of approaching the topic was engaging, in addition the quick-fire dialogue. 
It addressed the theme well without looking like it was even trying to address the theme.

A nice little creepy crime piece. Good little sting with great humour. 
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HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Age 12-14 Short Story

The evening sun was shining as Vithiya excitedly crammed her last belongings into the 
shabby, overstuffed suitcase lying in front of her. She couldn’t delay reuniting with her 
grandparents in the countryside after the pandemic was finally over. After zipping up the 
suitcase and grabbing her Tesla keycard, She said goodbye to her Amma and Appa and 
headed out the door, heaving the packed suitcase with her. 

While rolling the suitcase across the street over to her car, Vithiya felt the soft afternoon 
breeze on her dimpled cheeks as the fruity aroma of her Amma’s jasmine flowers 
gradually dissipated as she walked further away from home. She let out a sigh knowing 
that she wouldn’t be back for another month. She’ll miss this. 

Looking back at Amma waving at her from across the street, she smiled as she swiftly 
scanned her keycard against the card reader on the driver’s side door pillar. The Tesla 
let out a chime as she opened the trunk lid and gently placed her suitcase in. Vithiya 
then sat on the cushiony leather seat, shutting the door with force. She buckled up and 
stepped on the brake pedal to start the car. Then, Vithiya heard the revving of the engine, 
and she was off. 

Driving away from her neighbourhood, Vithiya admired the slanting beams of the setting 
sun giving a warm pinkish tinge to the sky. Soon, as the sun fell into a slumber, the night 
sky was aglow with radiant streetlights. 

As she drove onto the highway, Vithiya turned on the auto-pilot mode setting and 
observed as the Tesla steered its way through the roads. She gazed out her window 
and was in awe at the picturesque starry night sky. The moon, shining lustrously, was 
surrounded by an ethereal glow with billions of stars glowing behind it. 

Closing her eyes for just a moment, Vithiya pictured hugging her grandparents tightly for 
the first time in forever. She felt a feeling of warmth just by imagining it. 

Lost
Majerin Pieris 
Catherine McAuley Westmead

Suddenly, an ear-splitting alarm sounded inside the car. She snapped back into reality. 
The Tesla suddenly took a sharp turn and began taking unfamiliar paths down rugged 
roads. The speed increased as Vithiya grabbed onto the wheel, trying with all her might 
to spin it, she pressed the auto-pilot button repeatedly trying to turn it off, even attempting 
to unlock the side doors. None of it worked. The car was going in all directions, and 
she didn’t know where she was headed. She felt her heart pounding rapidly. “Has my 
car been hacked?” “What’s going to happen to me?” These were the questions racing 
through her head.

The Tesla swerved into an abandoned wooden thicket and abruptly stopped as the doors 
unlocked. She hesitantly got out, feeling terrified, seeing the overhanging limbs across 
the uneven forest path and the towering, pine trees pointed upwards at the foggy sky. 
Out of nowhere, she hears a blood-curdling scream. A shiver enveloped her body as she 
thought to herself, “What next?”

Judges’ Comments:
Well-structured with effective use of language.
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WINNER  /  Age 15-17 Poem

She said, ‘It is us who develop, it is us who 
disown;  
For you to be free, we give up our own.’ 
Listen all the wise grandmothers and the 
beloved sisters; 
And the Widows and mothers of two 
misters, 
You are our real breadwinners and the 
amazing story spinners we relish. 
You are our real breadwinners and the only 
goddesses we embellish. 
You are the epitome of versatility. 
Such is your loyalty, such is your sorority.

At first, she is an infant with a millennium of 
cry, 
Her family, her brother are tainted in 
disguise. 
She had grown up like a boy without a toy 
She lived a barenn life with fairly limited joy. 
Why would she be slayed? 
Her parents called her their maid, made in 
Australian (buy Australian maid) 
“She is never something, we may have 
sowed,  
She is never something that we may have 
growed.”

This rural fairytale would continue for ages, 
As it shall cause an array of rages. 

Her young self had just hit puberty, 
And what was to come was wholesome 
inexplicability. 
Her teen-self was acting much more 
mature, 
Like she had tied a fuckin wedding knot. 
She felt like a teen full of dejection, 
All her life, she only experienced rejection. 
Wasn’t long until, she realized that she’s 
captivated by society’s allegations, 
Like all her room felt full of vexatious, 
artistic oppugnation.

So she came out of her cocoon, 
Gripped and prepared, 
For all the scars, she had beared, 
And all the agitation and pain she faced 
Was all her strengths which she embraced.

So she utilized these strengths and jotted 
it down, 
So the world could fight all of society’s 
clown. 
As Rightly she said before, ‘It is us who 
develop, it is us who disown; 
For you to be free, we give up our own.’ 
As she infected this world with a luminated 
smile, 
Such was her loyalty, Such was her style.

SHE
Gaurav Issrani Simar Mann
Wyndham College Glenwood High School

Judges’ Comments:
This is a well-worked piece about growing up and understanding yourself. The concept all 
well-developed, as well as the language.

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Age 15-17 Poem

I used to approach with a bright smile 
Compassion, comfort, affection. 
Every pirouette I would smile 
That dizziness was my craze for you 
Your love gave me warmth even when you were on the other side  
I could trust you both day and night

If only I could, I wanted to ask 
Why did you do that to me? 
Was my existence that worthless when you found Eris? 
Tell me, how in any way am I worse than him? 
These questions orbit me every day, every year 

You must feel great? 
All I do is receive you and your stare.  
For 16 years, for 193 months, for 5892 days  
I’m still here but my heart remains at -248ºC

Now I just watch you from afar  
You and your inner circle both day and night 
Will Eris too see what I see, his own reflection? 
That caught me by surprise 
Will it also cost him a lifetime?

Pluto’s (134340) reclassification in August 2006 due to the discovery of Eris.

134340 

Judges’ Comments:
The personification was so strong that I felt the personality of the poem’s subject and felt sympathy 
for it. A unique approach.
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Quality or Length of life? The Ancestors had been stupid when they left that decision up 
to Fate. Her face had split to reveal sharp knives of ivory glinting in a semblance of a 
smile, as eyes of ice stared down at the pitiful humans beneath Her. To show them their 
foolishness, she offered the choice to all of humanity.

Wealth would no longer split humanity: instead, society was torn apart by the agony 
that Fate introduced, the endless decision between Quality and Length. All the coins 
and paper that had once seemed so essential were replaced by the most overlooked 
currency of all: Time.

Shaking her head in a desperate attempt to rid her mind of The Story, Sanika looked up 
at the cashier, who coughed impatiently. She blinked at him, too focused to notice the 
impatience glinting in his eyes.

‘That’ll be 3 minutes.’ She sighed, but nodded, raising her finger to the needle on the 
edge of the counter. The resulting flinch knocked her back as she felt Time leave her, 
drawn into the cruel hands of Fate.

As soon as the bread had been shoved into her bag, she sprinted home, unwilling 
to waste even a second. It wasn’t fair that her life ticked away naturally, even as she 
sacrificed it just so her brother would eat. Before she could cover more than a block, The 
Story gripped her in its iron grasp.

Fate laughed at The Ancestors refusal to choose. Humans were animals at their core. 
They would never choose Quality over Length. So, She watched as the destitute ate 
vermin, unwilling to spend Time on even a slice of bread, while the rich hoarded their 
Time, replacing diamonds with crystal.

Fighting against the sleeping feeling that gripped her, Sanika tore the Story from her 
mind, cursing it for taking — she glanced at her watch — almost a minute from her life! 
Why did it appear to her? What had she done to deserve the attention of Fate? Refusing 

Quality or Length 
Ella Stainwright
St John XXIII Catholic College
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A great and unique take on the theme and the approach of switching between the viewpoints, one 
of which being a personification of Fate, was really engaging. 

This work demonstrates nicely worked shifts in perspective and characterisation.
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to allow contemplation to steal yet another minute, she flew the rest of the way home, 
smiling brightly at her brother as she burst through the door. She hoped her smile was 
kinder than Fate’s had been.

Fate’s smile grew colder, as She watched Her projects grow. They were becoming more 
intelligent, She reflected. The rich offered life to towering bodyguards as protection 
against the murders who stole Time, all too aware that those who remained were more 
than desperate enough to resort to brutality - those who could not trade security for life 
were long gone.

As she woke up from The Story, Fate’s ancient voice entered her mind. I have shown you 
the truth, girl. That honour has a price — I want your Time. All of it. 

As Time was torn from Sanika’s body, she might have screamed. But her focus wasn’t on 
the pain that savaged her, though it roared for her attention, but the future of her brother. 
What would happen to him now?
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The deadly, monotone, blaring beep rings throughout the operating room as all hands 
stall their movements. I pause with them and focus on my pounding heartbeat, something 
now gone forever from the patient before me. My sweaty, gloved, hands continue to 
grasp tightly around the scalpel and tongs and begin to shake with shock. No … I couldn’t 
have, lost a patient. I’ve never lost a patient, not in my five years surgical experience. 

‘Dr May, we need you to call it.’ Announces a nurse as she stares intensely at the 
bloodied surgical instruments I still hold. 

Call it, announce a time of death, proclaim that the patient, my patient, was unable to be 
protected in my care. How could I call that? 

‘Time of death … 7:26pm,’ I forced out in a barely noticeable gasp. 

The Nurses began to suture up the patient, corpse, and remove biohazardous material 
including the tainted tools I still clutched to with unknown strength. I reluctantly 
unclasped my sore knuckles from around the stainless steel and let my arms fall to my 
sides in defeat. I stared in a daze as the operating room team whirred around the room, 
completely unaffected that someone’s life light has just gone out. The only thing I could 
focus on was the intensifying beating in my chest and the inability to breathe in the 
surgical mask around my mask, I had to get out of there. 

I hurried out of the OR, and undid my mask at the same time, trying to force oxygen 
back into my system.  My mind was running wild. I had lost a patient; someone was dead 
because I was incompetent and unable to do my job. I took the Hippocratic oath, to 
alleviate all pain and suffering and yet, a patient’s life was cut short because I couldn’t 
help them. I paused feeling the bile rise up my oesophagus and begin to burn my throat, 
I raced over to the closest rubbish bin and hunched myself over it as I uncontrollably 
unloaded my stomachs contents. 

How could I continue on after knowing that I was the cause of someone’s death? What 
do I do now? I’ll have to resign and go into a simpler field. Everyone warned me that no 

The First Patient
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doctor is perfect and has a 100% success rate, but after five years I’d grown confident 
that I would be the first. The sound of the monitors beep continued to ring in my head. 
A person was gone, a person with a job, a life, dreams, a family … the family. How was I 
going to tell the family? Facing them after loosing their loved one is unthinkable. What do 
I do, how can I move on?  I have another surgery scheduled for today but I can’t possibly 
go on knowing now how absolutely fragile a human’s life can be. No, I always knew that. I 
lifted myself and took one deep, long breath before I began to walk to the patient’s family. 



2019
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As the autumn night did darken, my lone studio apartment 
From my home office, I emailed bosses. That, I thought, shall do for now. 
Scrolling through the vast bombardment, from each companies’ departments 
Saving files into compartments, I order uber, San Choy Bow. 
Writing memos on some parchment, then I slumped into a slough 
 From my window came a sough.

Opening my window lattice, news reports the latest matters 
Slow logistics, new statistics, and growing cases in my district 
Covid status, live with Glady’s, more restrictions now thrown at us 
Supermarket shelves in tatters. Longer lockdown, they avow. 
Right outside, a Magpie chatters, on my paperbark tree bough 
 Its ghostly mask looks like a scowl.

Wings outstretched so apathetic, like an airborne pathogenic 
It floated in, feathers dispersed, and on the bust of Oizys perched. 
Ghastly glowing eyes like relics, casts a hellish aesthetic, 
I felt under anesthetic. At my doorway, someone prowls. 
Kicking wide the door, frenetic … Uber orders on the ground, 
 I can’t smell a thing somehow.

There’s no flavor I can savor, where’s that demon bird? I hate her! 
Temperature is rising, rising. My chest in pain capsizing 
Am I breathing poison vapor? Magpie sits on a skyscraper 
Made of all my toilet paper. I chase out the deadly fowl, 
 That leaves behind its mess ...

     What now?

Magpie Season 
Lanuola Patiole Sarah Cupitt

Judges’ Comments:
The bobbing and weaving feeling of the phrasing felt like it mirrored the flight of the magpie. 
The rhythm effectively communicated what the writer was feeling, and as a reader, I could 
feel it too. 
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A friend of mine recently got cancer
Told me how at 42, I would never know

What it feels like to have nothing left
Because you’d done everything in life
To the point of being grateful to leave

For her, I wondered if she’d made a list
A crazy bucket list or a fuck it list or a
100 fun things to do before I die list

But she was content with consistency
With being a woman, a wife, a mother

Roles of identity in which she found love
And yet here I am, not wanting to live

Heart broken so often I have lost count
Of all the bucket lists and side projects
I’ve made to create a sense of meaning

A sense of purpose in a new world
That embraces uncertainty after covid
And I love radical thinking, but I also
Love control, or at least its illusion

And I can’t fathom how at 18, I thought
I was writing like I had 6 months to live

But made lists that would take more
Than one lifetime to complete

Resting in Purpose 

Judges’ Comments:
Beautiful imagery. Well-structured with good pace and rhythm. Language is carefully selected for 
maximum impact on the reader. Poignant.
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He walks from the carpark into Westpoint next to where Myers used to be; a Jonah 
beneath scaffolding like rib bones and plywood walls announce, “Coming Soon” to 
hide the hollowness behind. He rubs a hand through his rough beard looking for the 
barbershop his son recommends around from Best&Less.

‘Looks like you’ve stuck a stray dog to your face,’ his son said. ‘You need a haircut.’

‘You worry about your HSC. I’ll worry about my shaggy face and noggin.’

With a few months to go until the HSC, his son asked for a recalibration of their 
relationship, away from the transactional dialogue created by the divorce five years 
earlier, and refined over alternate term weekends and school holiday weeks.

‘Could I move in with you next year? The ACU campus offers nursing and your place is 
closer than mum’s.’

‘I’ll talk to her.’ He hadn’t yet. 

At the barber’s entrance he hesitates before the opulent gold trim on black walls, the 
mirrors and warm lights, the black leather thrones in contrast to the red leather chairs of 
his youth, the long wall of mirrors and cold fluoro lights, jars of black combs in solution, 
the smell of aftershave, hair cream and sentimentality. Here he feels vulnerable. 

A well-groomed gentleman invites him in. ‘Welcome. Be with you shortly.’

He remembers a joke: What do you call a dodgy barber? Nick!

Clippers hum on the neck of the young man nearest to him, blending the hair into a fade. 
The barber’s cloth, a superhero’s cape in reverse, obscures the man beneath. Is the 
young man’s haircut, like his son’s, a performance? Or an intimate knowing of self?  Or 
something the barber saw that no one else did, and helped reveal?

After the divorce his son refused to be chaperoned to the barber’s, so he sent money. 
When he was older, he went alone with cash in his pocket. He watched his son’s 

Cutting Through
Adam Byatt

transformation through a catalogue of haircuts from the boyish buzz cut, the preppy slick 
down, an attempt at a mohawk, the long fringe, a mullet. Each weekend added a new 
photograph to the flipbook of his memory watching the maturing façade of a young man 
covering the internal world he did not share.

Both were taught a silence against the hum of clippers, the snip of scissors and talkback 
radio, speaking only what was required, where newspapers and magazines replaced 
conversation. When his son sat in the chair, he caught his own reflection in the mirror. 
He walked behind but never beside. The silence of the boy became the silence of the 
teenager. Their silence held shared wounds he did not know how to talk about. 

His son, almost a man, has learned something he has not: to ask, and face potential 
rejection. To broach the coolness in their relationship.

He is ushered to a chair, the cloth secured around his neck, and there’s warmth in the 
question, ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’m ready for a change.’

WINNER  /  Adult Short Story
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The character work is quiet and successful. Well-structured with effective imagery and language. 
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11:05pm 6th September 2022

In the crack of the slanted venetian blinds a light illuminates the bed head. I stir in my 
sleep, the veil of the blanket powerless as the light stings my eyes. The light is stagnant, 
dizzyingly shimmery, and I am now fully awake peeking through the blinds at the lone star.

******

23rd December 2009

The night sky is a dark sea, stormy with hints of a balmy Summer breeze. In the streets 
of Blacktown, a family travels in their old Mitsubishi, mother, father and five year old 
daughter in tow.

As they stand outside, watching the twinkling festive lights, the warm evening smelling of 
toasty gingerbread and fresh fruit on pavlova, the child stares wistfully at the sky.

‘Mumma,’ she nags at her mother’s hand.

‘What is that?’ Squinting her eyes, dimples forming at the top of her chubby cheeks, she 
points to an effervescent light in the oceanic sky.

The mother looks toward the father who holds the child’s hand.

‘That,’ Father says, ‘is your Nana, Nani and Great-Grandpa.’

******

Still Trapped
Esha Tiwana

11:10pm 6th September 2022

As I stare at the glimmering star, I feel as though it is a stern light, guiding me through 
an endless ocean. The ocean is smooth, its waves like a lullaby playing from a rabab. 
With each strike of a chord I move deeper into the sea, and before me a stretch of land: 
green - I almost say the word before I see it. The land, its mitti! [soil]1 wakes me from my 
rift of sleep and ocean and my nostrils infiltrate with the scent of sandalwood and an 
assortment of perfuming flora.

I can see my great-grandfather, his long grey beard and turban, as he sits on a woven 
divan in the lush fields of Punjab; dainty yellow flowers blooming in our land — mustard. 
The leaves of which my grandmother would pluck to create the hearty Winter’s 
concoction — Saag with Makki di Roti [mustard leaf curry with corn flour flatbread]2.
Through partition, colonialism, floods, wars and genocide I watched him sitting on the 
divan, reading poetry in Punjabi, Farsi and Hindi - only standing to help with the harvest 
during the annual Lohri. His forehead creased anew and beard grew greyer still by the 
turn of the page, by every Lohri.

As the boat ports to a different sea, the shoreline emerging is now a dusty yellow, 
contouring into violent gulfs as a whiff of petrol intoxicates me, my vision now blurred. 
I watch my Nana trek across Iran, Iraq, Kuwait and Qatar — with my great-grandfather’s 
son.

The waves crash roughly onto the boat as the stern light blinks, the untuned rabab makes 
brittle noises and I find myself falling into the deep, dark blue. I struggle for breath, trying 
to tread the water, kicking ferociously, and I feel a weight clasped tightly around my ankle 
— the light gone. I feel a veil caress my face and my eyes begin to close as the blinds bar 
me in the blue.

1 In this instance, the reference is not literally to soil, rather the concept of ‘mitti’ which diasporic South Asians 
refer to in a romanticised way when looking back at their land. This is a cultural reference, as land is central to 
the Punjabi identity; considering the agrarian history of its people.

2 Since this piece is set in the time of the Winter Solstice in Punjab, otherwise known as Lohri, Saag is a dish 
which is cooked in arguably every Punjabi’s home during this time due to its warming qualities

WINNER  /  Adult Short Story
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This is an excellent work that conveys a lot of emotions relating to family and culture and place. 
Language is lyrical and effective. 
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