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‘Mum, are the cracks in the ground from the earthquake?’ 

‘What earthquake darling?’ 

‘With the dinosaurs.’ 

‘I… Sweetheart, that was a long, long, long, long time ago.’ 

‘Well then why are there still cracks from it?’ 



‘The cracks are because the ground is too dry, so it splits open, to look for water.’ 

* 

The Millennium Drought had an iron grip on south-east Australia from 2001 to 
2009. Possibly the worst drought the country has faced since colonisation. Many 
children had never seen rain, for as long as they’d been alive. Industry was 
collapsing, agriculture was on its last legs. The Murray-Darling basin was all but 
dried up. Even in Australia, we were starting to feel the repercussions of the way 
we’ve been treating our planet. 

* 

Ash falls from the burnished orange sky. The sun is a pale white dent. Smog clouds 
the horizon. We lie on the lawn, trying to read ashy scraps of newspaper that were 
sent from the heavens. It is December of 2019.  

* 

The term ‘greenhouse effect’ was first recorded in the early 1800s. Changes in the 
climate were suspected to be caused by human interference by the late 19th 
century. It took until the 1960s for it to be regarded as a serious issue, and by the 
‘70s and ‘80s, fossil fuel giants were already trying to find ways to downplay its 
significance. Exxon was at the forefront of climate change research, and 
yet misrepresented their findings as ‘inconclusive’. BP invented the term ‘carbon 
footprint’ to redirect responsibility onto the consumer. Even today, 
misinformation is rife. Corporations, such as ExxonMobil and many others, are 
still pouring money into climate denial research, and politicians are still taking 
money from these corporations to spread climate scepticism. Global warming has 
been proven, beyond a reasonable doubt, yet very little has been done. And it’s 
starting to get too late. 

Neither I nor my family have been personally affected by climate change. I live a 
privileged life in a first world country. Yet for me and many of my friends and 
classmates, it is one of our primary worries. Children around the world are 
watching the inaction of their governments, feeling terrified and powerless. This 
essay is entirely unremarkable, because it’s not just my story. It’s the story of a 
generation, powerless against a doom we see so clearly. 

https://www.greenpeace.org/usa/ending-the-climate-crisis/exxon-and-the-oil-industry-knew-about-climate-change/exxons-climate-denial-history-a-timeline/
https://mashable.com/feature/carbon-footprint-pr-campaign-sham
https://mashable.com/feature/carbon-footprint-pr-campaign-sham
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/green/news/2021/03/30/497685/climate-deniers-117th-congress/


Us Gen Z kids, we live a weird type of privilege. We have the world at our 
fingertips, but carry it on our back. (Or, as Bo Burnham puts it, ‘the whole world 
at your fingertips, the ocean at your door’.) In this age of constant information 
overload, we’re bombarded with news of the horrors of the world. We’re safe 
here, in our bubble. But we just have to sit here and watch. 

* 

There’s been a flood. The power’s gone out and the supermarkets are out of stock; 
a single mother struggles to feed her three small children. A couple who had just 
finished rebuilding their house after the devastating bushfires a year earlier have 
had their new home ravaged by water damage. The community is banding 
together to rebuild the town, knowing they would probably be flooded again 
tomorrow, and if not the day after. I watch interview after interview of scared, 
cold, foolishly hopeful people, who are doing all they can to stay determined in the 
face of the disaster. They are just outside of Melbourne, on the swollen banks of 
the Yarra. It’s June of 2021. 

* 

Australia emits more CO2 per capita than the United States. We aren’t on track to 
meet our (already inadequate) emission reduction goals. We have an indefensible 
reliance on coal power. Climate denial is still rife in the houses of Parliament. And 
we’re starting to see the repercussions. Droughts, bushfires, floods, other 
extreme weather events that are breaking all the records. If we continue to be 
passive in the face of this threat, our people will face the consequences. But 
should the everyday citizen have to claim responsibility? 80 per cent of 
Australians are worried about climate change. Why isn’t that reflected in our 
leadership? 

So what can we do? There’s the obvious stuff; avoiding single use plastics, using 
solar panels, having cold showers—individual change. It won’t solve the crisis, but 
if people do it on a large enough scale it can push industry in the right direction—
supply and demand, after all. I’m not the biggest fan of this argument, I don’t 
think consumers should be the ones held responsible for corporations’ 
unsustainable business practices. The problem is corporate greed. But then again, 
it’s our system that creates evil corporations and the evil billionaires that go along 
with them. Capitalism rewards greed. If we fix capitalism, will the climate crisis go 
away? Can we legislate ourselves out of an emergency? We can play circular 
games of assigning blame and delegating responsibility all day. But it’s obvious 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T-cng4_2BFs
https://theconversation.com/new-polling-shows-79-of-aussies-care-about-climate-change-so-why-doesnt-the-government-listen-148726
https://theconversation.com/new-polling-shows-79-of-aussies-care-about-climate-change-so-why-doesnt-the-government-listen-148726


that change has to occur on all levels of society for us to be able to solve the 
crisis. We have to make our leadership understand that radical change is 
necessary and urgent. Besides the obvious environmental impact, this crisis is 
putting untold psychological pressure on the generations that are going to inherit 
it. 

* 

‘We’re all gonna die anyway’ 

‘Well what I read is that there’s two possible solutions. We can either put a… we 
can like darken the atmosphere, so it doesn’t heat up as much. Or we can put a 
giant mirror in space, to reflect the sunlight back out into space.’ 

‘Mum.’ 

‘What?!’ 

‘That’s ridiculous.’ 

‘Well, no, it’s the only thing we can do.’ 

‘What about like, planting trees and like solar panels and shit?’ 

‘It’s too late for that now. Even if we did, it would be too late. But it doesn’t seem 
like we are, so we have to put a mirror in space. I read about it, it’s a good idea.’ 

‘We’re all gonna die.’ 

* 

I think about it too hard and I just crumple in on myself. There’s this constant 
pressure in the middle of my chest. It’s despair. Utter despair. If I really evaluate 
the state of politics, of science, of the climate, all at once, I reach this terrible 
clarity: There is nothing we can do. Absolutely nothing. People aren’t just going to 



come good, in the face of disaster. We’re gonna collapse. Everything is going to 
fall apart. It’s the end of the world. It’s the end of the fucking world. 

But despair is utterly, hopelessly pointless too. Our despair is how the bad guys 
win. So don’t give up, like I have—maybe you’ll save the world. 
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After a long negotiation with the termites (seventeen of them to be exact) you 
finally come to the agreement that they can only chew on your tongue and vocal 
cords. You make sure, quite firmly, that they can have nothing else. But you’re in 
class now—it’s a one-on-one reading test with the substitute teacher—and you’re 
just now realising that this was a flawed plan. 

Mr Riley is too close to you, ballooned face, and intense eyes under thick brows. 
You also note how close these walls are, and how much space he takes up, and 
how much space you take up. You’re counting the words instead of reading them, 
one, two, three, four—there are thirty-four words on this page, plus a picture 
with three chickens on it and one farmer. You move your index finger under the 



words as you count them, but Mr Riley mistakes it for reading so he reminds you 
to read out loud. His voice is the softest you’ve ever heard it. Too late, sir you 
think, willing the words into the space between you and him. The termites are 
already halfway through my tongue, sir. At least you aren’t muttering the 
numbers under your breath anymore. 

You’ve always been a slow one, and you know this better than you know how 
many buttons are on your school uniform. It’s either four or five or six, but you 
forget every time so you have to count them all again to make sure. Anyway, 
everyone knows this, and their faces swell up like Mr Riley’s when they see you. 
Their eyes too. Big dark moons against a sky full of eye white. You wonder why 
everyone and their bodies are so ugly. 

You’re feeling a little sick now. When you run out of things to count, you count 
the seconds because you know you can rely on those to march along like the 
dying little soldiers they are. Mr Riley has told you to take your time, and here you 
are, taking it, stealing it, you thief. 

That’s what you are. You are a thief of many things, and about half of those things 
you keep in your pocket. The rest, the things you can’t hold, you keep in a 
constantly growing mental inventory. You reach for your pocket, making sure 
your fingers touch everything once, then twice, then three times just for good 
measure. Your old baby tooth is in there. Three almost perfectly round pebbles. A 
blue piece of plastic. And two rainbow beads from Delilah’s bracelet that snapped 
last week. She threw a very loud tantrum about it—you still remember how her 
big sparkly tears welled up in the corners of her eyes and ran down her cheeks. 
You wish you could hold tears. You wish you could put them in your pocket. 

The termites are done with your tongue and they start to march down into your 
throat. Some of them, the braver, stupider ones, nibble at your gums a little too. 
You’ve got to be stricter with them next time. You’ve got to stop making 
exceptions. 

Mr Riley runs out of patience at last, and he leans back in his chair and sighs 
deeply. That’s all right, he tells you, we’ll just work on this another time. But 
you’ve got to try, Hasaan. You’ve got to try. 

Suddenly you feel like screaming, like digging your fingers into Mr Riley’s eyes, but 
you can’t; you want to blame the termites for it, but you can’t do that either. You 



know it’s not their fault. It’s your fault. Why would you think about doing 
something so terrible? You realise you could make for a very violent thief. You 
could go to jail. All thieves start small. Then they work their way up. You imagine 
sitting inside your cell and dragging your nail along the wall to mark your three-
hundred-and-sixty-fifth day in prison. A year of prison. You could be in there for 
longer. Your whole life, even. 

Mr Riley leaves the room, and the walls revert back to their normal size. You sigh. 
You’re allowed to breathe again. You make sure you have everything inside your 
pocket. You have to keep making sure for the rest of the day until you get home, 
because the reading test has ruined your day. So have the termites. 

* 

Mr Riley makes you stay back after school and asks if you’ve ever talked to a 
professional. Like a doctor or a therapist. Teachers have asked you this before. 
They’ve talked to Amma about this; she decided that professional would be God. 
God’s a professional at everything. 

(If God’s a professional, then why do you have to make a deal with the termites 
every day? Why do you have termites in the first place?) 

At home, you throw your bag onto the floor of your bedroom and take everything 
out of your pocket and put it inside your red shoebox. Then you go wash your 
hands and eat dinner with Amma. You get up to counting thirty-four grains of 
dahl in your curry when she tells you to stop playing with your food again. She’ll 
take you to church for this. You feel her eyes on you. Take you to church so God 
can punish you and your termites. You’ll stay still on your knees, counting the 
minutes again, pulling prayers from your mouth like teeth. Your mouth will 
become a shell. You could go to hell for this. 

Her face stays small though. Small and sharp, full of bone. She can see right 
through you. She could be reading your mind right now, rifling through your 
thoughts like she does with the filing cabinets in the study, deciding which ones 
are bad and which ones should be punished. After dinner you have to go to your 
room and study for at least one hour and thirty minutes, that is the rule. It’s 
maths. Algebra. It’s horrible. You’re bad at maths because all the pages in your 
notebook are gridded and countable. Every now and then you puzzle over the 
question for a few minutes, and then write down whatever number makes sense 



to you. None of them are right. As you trudge through the homework, you can’t 
help but reach for the red shoebox. You pick out each item, focus on lining them 
up in neat rows. Then a circle. A heart. You know you’re wasting time, but there’s 
nothing you can do about that now. 

By the end of the one hour and thirty minutes, you’re exhausted. Not that there’s 
anything to warrant exhaustion. You look at the questions on your notebook. You 
barely reached twenty. It’s not nearly enough. You’re going to get into trouble. 
You hear Amma padding outside your door. It’s a sound that gets stuck inside 
your ears every time you hear it. Sometimes it echoes even after she’s gone and 
you can hear the faint thump, thump, thump, just outside the shell of your ear. 

You stuff everything back into your shoebox as quickly as you can, but ‘quickly’ is 
still slow when you’re trying to make sure everything stays in one piece. You 
snatch up your pencil, flip the next page, force yourself to write question twenty-
one in the corner. You glare at the textbook question. Termites begin to drop one 
by one into the pit of your stomach. 

The door creaks open. She stands at the threshold, arms folded, feet square, eyes 
blazing like an angel. She knows. She already knows. She looks to you, then the 
open textbook, then you again, then the pencil in you hand. 

Good, she says. That’s enough. Now time for sleep. 

You lay in bed, counting the star stickers on the ceiling. Nine of those. Not nearly 
enough. There has to be at least twelve. Then you start working on the seconds 
again. Wait for the termites to fall asleep so your body can start knitting itself 
back together. You’ll have to make a different agreement with them tomorrow 
morning. 
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Welcome to my normal life. I live in a foster house with my full biological siblings 
and one foster sister. As the eldest of my biological siblings, I have seen a lot; 
bullying, harassment, abuse, manipulation and many court cases. Living in a foster 
home isn’t easy with fights and squabbles every day on top of school and friends. 

I live in a, well, semi-stressful household and have to deal with issues like Family 
and Community Services, and having government employees come to our house 
to inspect it. I have been to court many times for different reasons: to stay with 
my siblings, to remove someone as my foster caregiver, and to be able to stay at 
one house instead of moving continuously. It may not be normal to others, but 
that’s my life. That’s my normal.  



Behind all this is a lot of trauma and a bad past. I experienced alcohol and drug 
abuse from when I was a foetus. I was sexually abused when I was 5. Normal? I 
thought it was, but it doesn’t seen normal now. Everything seems normal until 
you see what other people’s normal looks like, and have an understanding of 
what has made us different. As the saying goes, don’t judge a book by its cover.  

I am a student leader at my school, but not one of those fancy captains or house 
leaders with the fancy badges and meetings. I have the role of helping promote 
Indigenous voices, but that’s not the main point of this story. I may not have the 
worst life, but I wouldn’t call it the best. I have to stand up for my siblings as well 
as myself from bullies. I try my best at school and do my school work… to a 
degree! I am a stubborn young boy who wants to be a lawyer. 

What’s the ‘normal’ reason for a child to want to be a lawyer? Is it because it 
sounds fun or interesting, or high-paying? Or is normal a child wanting to be a 
lawyer to get justice for those who cannot get it properly, because he 
understands unfairness and injustice? 

Normal is defined as ‘conforming to a standard that is usual, typical or expected’. 
But how can something be ‘typical’ or ‘expected’ when the world is a mysterious 
and unpredictable place, and everything is unexpected? If that’s true, how do we 
define normal? For most of us, normal is what we want to happen or what we 
believe should happen. Life isn’t ‘normal’ or ‘expected’, especially when these 
‘standards’ aren’t met. Like living in a house that is safe. Well yes, I do live in a 
house that’s safe. Now I do, before I did not. Now I know that normal is having 
your mum say ‘I love you’ every day, and having her kiss you on the forehead. 
Now I know that normal is having food on the table every day, and coming home 
to a nice warm bed with fresh, clean sheets. 

But I also have another normal. That’s my birth mum admitting that she still does 
drugs, despite knowing what they can do to you. Having your friends not 
understand your situation sometimes, or teachers even. Having your family 
bullied for being ‘adopted’ when you’re not, but just actually in foster care. My 
other normal, I always say. 

Here’s what I want you to know. I want you to know the facts before you insult 
someone. Know the difference between foster care and adoption. Like, just 
because I’m Aboriginal, doesn’t mean I always get ‘special treatment’. Like being 
called Four Eyes when your lenses are bifocal. Guess what! I’m actually Six Eyes! 



I like to say that when someone insults you and they’ve got it wrong, insult them 
back with what they’ve missed. There is always more to the story; all you have to 
do is ask. 

* 

A couple of times at school, when I’ve had the chance to write about foster care 
and kids who have it tough like me, I’ve taken it, even if it meant doing the more 
research and extra work. It can also be emotionally challenging, but I do it 
because I want people to understand what the true definition of normal is for me, 
for my siblings and my fellow friends in foster care. 

One thing I hate about my ‘normal’ school friends is their ideas around the sort of 
things they think a foster kid with a ‘bad’ life should have or do. I recently got an 
Apple Watch – and whenever I pull it out to check the time I get insulted for 
‘flexing’ or showing off. Yeah, sure it’s expensive – and I’m ‘spoiled’ because I live 
in a foster house? Yeah, right. I’m not trying to brag or show off, I’m simply using 
my things. There are plenty of other kids who have nice stuff who don’t get 
bullied like this. Wanna know why this happens? Because it’s not ‘normal’ for a 
kid with a bad past or who doesn’t live with his real parents and is supported by 
the government to have things ‘normal’ kids would have. But it’s not right that we 
see the world this way. What, just because I’m not ‘normal’ I can’t have ‘normal’ 
things? 

Some may say this is a rant or an attempt to get sympathy, but I say it’s a 
message. And the truth about messages is this: you can never expect what you’re 
going to get out of them. Like in a text when those three dots come up, who 
knows what they’re gonna write. Was it about the bad thing you did today – did 
someone see you? Is it about your grades, your family, your upcoming court case, 
or that your homework was due a week ago and you’re about to get in trouble? I 
guess we’ll never know until they press send. 

Like when you get your court dates in the mail, or a letter for your family to tell 
you that another kid has been born and they need to be put in foster care. Is it 
your sibling? Maybe a cousin? They’ve got to be related to you; after all, the letter 
was sent to you…or was it? Was it just addressed wrong and you’ve opened some 
else’s mail? It’s got to happen to everyone, it’s normal…right? No? So what do we 
do when something isn’t normal? In my experience we treat it disrespectfully and 
like it doesn’t belong.  



You probably noticed that I said ‘it’ just now. Maybe you thought I was talking 
about some object that was different…yeah, I was. A human treated like an object 
and not seen like a person. And why? Oh, because they’re in foster care. Because 
they aren’t ‘normal’. This is the poor life some foster kids have to go through and 
it’s not good – and guess what else it isn’t? It isn’t normal. So what should we do? 
We should admire them, take in their experiences and feel empathy for them – 
because they’re human and deserve respect. 

One last thing: not a nice thing, but a true thing. 

This is a true story. My name is Bryce Groves. I may not be your type of ‘normal’, 
but I am my own type of normal. And I will tell this to anyone who says otherwise: 
Don’t judge a book by its cover, and don’t expect everything to always be normal 
– because nothing ever truly is. 
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When you’re young, what matters to you? 

Scratch that – What matters is that you have good friends, and a good family, and 
a good home. 

And you do. You live so close to school that you walk every morning. Hand in 
hand with your mum, something you could never do back home. Here, what 
matters isn’t on the streets but the pavements beside them. You don’t have any 
of those back at home either. Only a really big circle shape that you would stroll 
aimlessly, littered with karabaw poop. Nay! Tay! Come on, lift me up. Let’s swing! 



Before you left, Nay held your cheeks in her palm and gently dug her thumb into 
the creases of your frown. You watched her imitate your jutted lip. It would have 
made you angry if you hadn’t noticed that her eyes were cloudy. Oh. I know 
you’re sad that you left your Pooh toy at home, but no more, okay? New country, 
new life. 

The only thing you jump over now are the cracks that litter your path. You only 
just realised the other day why you never see your dad before you go to school. 
Say what you want, tomato sauce on bread isn’t even bad. Your dad didn’t agree 
though. As you rubbed your eyes, bleary because you don’t usually wake up 
before the sun, he made sure to remind you to eat some cereal before he nipped 
at your ear and slipped out the door in slacks and a long-sleeve. He used to work 
with money. So did your mum. 

You think it’s kind of weird that the air here is too clean to feel like home. 

At school you have June, who’s really cool, even though he might be cooler if he 
didn’t shrivel at the sight of his twin brother Jackson. 

‘My dad understands English,’ You’ve seen his dad pick him up for two years now 
so you know, and June knows you know, but you nod along anyway. Saying it out 
loud seems to breathe some confidence in him, and you get the time to 
remember that you have the advantage here. Unlike June’s dad, you’ve been 
briefed. On his right, Jackson falls into his shoulder a bit harshly and he 
reconsiders. ‘But you speak quick, so be slower, yeah?’ 

You get that a lot. English used to be so hard. Now there’s no time to waste. ‘I 
swear.’ 

‘Swear.’ 

‘Yeah, I pinky promise.’ There are so many people to impress. There are people 
lighter than you here, darker, but somehow everyone knows where you’re from, 
and it’s not here. Silence says too much, so you move your mouth to distract 
them from whatever might be giving away your secrets. 

‘I am Mi Zhou.’ Oh. ‘You are…a friend of Jackson and June, yes?’ He kind of speaks 
like you think. The words are fine, but the order of things need to be considered. 



Parents aren’t scary. But this guy raised twins who already knew their times 
tables to the fourteens, who are in the swim team, chess club and swimming club. 

‘Yes, sir. June is my friend.’ You think best friend, and when you look at June it 
looks like he does too. You both giggle and you remember that ad that was 
playing yesterday. Two for one. They were right. Two is better than one. Because 
Two is smiling and his eyes are scrunching up. You almost want to press your 
thumbs into them and yell. It’s good. 

It doesn’t work for you, any of that, so don’t smile too big or you’re in trouble. 

* 

It rains. You sort of remember your mum say ‘heavy’ and ‘relieving the drought’ 
this morning, but you’ve also been here for three years and you learnt pretty 
quickly that Melbourne doesn’t have a monsoon season. Either way, when Misha 
yells It’s flooding! You feel like you’re probably the most surprised person there – 
but maybe not, if you’re also the only one not climbing onto the computer tables 
to press their face up to the window. 

The air doesn’t change here when it rains. It doesn’t really have anything to wash 
away. Would Misha yell as loudly for Batangas or Cavite? Or even Manila? Your 
mum and dad said that Manila smells bad because there’s so much trash, so it 
must be true. 

Mr Tomlis has left the classroom, so you don’t see why everyone doesn’t just go 
outside to check it out. June only focuses on his math worksheet. It must rain in 
Shenzhen too. 

Jackson leaves the room, but he doesn’t seem to care about the rain, either. You 
don’t remember how you ended up following him, but you just hope you don’t 
get sick. It’s barely March. 

‘Why are we here.’ As if you don’t know. 

Beneath your feet used to be annoying grass that would scratch at any bare skin. 
Now it’s all plastic. Hard, but soft to the skin, vibrant now. 



It’s all fake. Repulsive. 

You stare Jackson in the eye. This – this is what this field is made for. 

While Jackson plays for a soccer team, you’ve always been one for running. 
Common ground. 

The rain keeps falling, but you’re children and you’re both so petty. Jackson keeps 
talking, head tilted with something almost careless, as he fires insult after insult in 
the pouring rain. It’s not that they hurt really. Had anyone else said it, you would 
have just gotten a bit angry for show. It’s nothing you don’t already know. 

The problem is, there isn’t anything you can criticise Jackson for. 

Terrible in everything he does, but golden enough to stroll on. 

On your way back the water drags the movement of your feet. Most of the water 
will drain by tomorrow, but you’re small enough that it reaches halfway up your 
calf. It’s a lot for your size. 

* 

June doesn’t stick – or you don’t – but Jackson does, like gum smeared onto the 
sidewalk. The next day someone else catches your eye. You move on. 

You’ve known Misha for just as long as the twins, but you only just notice that 
she’s pale. 

‘What about June?’ 

You’ve always known what it meant when you and Jackson got into petty fights, 
but this time his bark struck a chord of fear that you know June understands. 
Sometimes second is just another way of saying not enough. 

June will forgive you for this. 



‘Jackson? You’re gonna leave him alone with Jackson?’ 

Her eyes aren’t critical and her words aren’t sharp, but it feels like it – like her 
brows are furrowed and her frown is older. Suddenly your vision twists and twists 
and twists– 

Or it doesn’t. 

You were seven once, and it didn’t matter that you had good friends, and a good 
family, and a good home. You threw away a lot to feel like you fit in. 

Now you carry a weight that Nanay can’t poke from your face. You aren’t seven 
anymore and it isn’t Misha with one last question to ask you. It’s something 
different, and you don’t know if that makes it better or worse. 

Spineless or driven? It asks. You can’t answer, you don’t know. You don’t 
remember. 

You keep saying ‘Something.’ So it tries again. 

Someone different. Better? Or worse? 
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