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The only way is...

Is it...
* my way
* your way
* their way
* our way
* another way?

Maybe the only way 
is...
* up
* down
* older
* younger
* left
* right
* east
* west
* bigger
* smaller
* private
* shared

Or perhaps there is no 
“only way”.

The only 
way is...
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PRIZES

The total prize pool is $1,600. Winners aged 17 or younger will 
receive $100 and their school, if located in Blacktown city, will receive 
a corresponding $100 as an incentive to encourage the budding 
authors of our local area. Adult winners will receive $200.

The Mayoral Creative Writing Prize is 
a chance to showcase and foster the 
talents of Blacktown City’s aspiring writers. 
Blacktown City Council introduced the 
competition following the National Year of 
Reading in 2012 to celebrate the stories of 
Western Sydney.
 
In its 10-year history, the Prize has 
encouraged children, teenagers and adults 
from Blacktown City to embrace their inner 
writer. Since its inception, the competition 
has grown significantly, attracting hundreds 
of entries each year.
 
As Mayor of Blacktown City, I am passionate 
about the power of words and supporting 
programs that promote this important skill. 
Council is committed to strengthening 
literacy and bringing together our diverse 
communities through story.
 
Blacktown City Council is an avid supporter 
of programs that seek to not only build 
literacy, but nurture a love of reading and 
writing for people of all ages and languages.
 

As we have pushed on through the past 
two years of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many of us have faced unprecedented 
challenges and demands. But from these 
struggles have emerged stories of hope 
and resilience - two powerful themes that 
can be witnessed in this year’s entries.
 
I acknowledge and thank the wonderful 
support and contribution of WestWords to 
the Prize in both promotion and judging. 
WestWords is dedicated to championing 
the writing of people across western 
Sydney and sees literacy and literature as 
keys to unlock doors.
 
Blacktown City Libraries is proud to partner 
with WestWords once again for the 2021 
Mayoral Creative Writing Prize.
 
I wish to congratulate all our writers for 
sharing your stories with us.

Cr. Tony Bleasdale OAM
Mayor of Blacktown City
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From 
the Judges

Last year’s competition was, we 
thought, completely unique. At 
the time, everyone was at home. 
Everyone, everywhere. Which was 
why the chosen prompt was “The 
Whole World at Home…” Many of 
the entries we received in 2020 
were reflective of that theme in a 
fairly obvious and predictable way. 
But this year, perhaps as much in 
hope as anything else, we opted 
for something a little more open-
ended: “The Only Way Is…” But 
then Lockdown 2.0 happened, 
and COVID became a major focus 
of our lives once again.

Whilst many entries this year 
explored the difficulties we faced 
during our second period of 
isolation (“The only way is hope” 
was a common thread) many 
stories and poems tackled other 
subjects, such as environmental 

change, the importance of 
community, the nature of modern 
Australia, and the various 
challenges we continue to face 
regarding darker human impulses. 

We were especially pleased to 
see so many entries from young 
writers. The young people of today 
are the community leaders of the 
future, and it is so encouraging to 
see their willingness to engage in 
one of our most powerful and vital 
human characteristics – the telling 
of stories. 

Thank you to every one of the 
writers and poets, no matter 
how old or young, who had the 
courage to put pen to paper or 
fingertips to keyboard, and share 
something of themselves and their 
lives with the rest of us.

Daniel Gobena
Daniel manages at the Mount Druitt Ethnic Communities Agency (MECA), where he 
helps to resettle new Australians from refugee backgrounds in Western Sydney. He 
also works with local communities to tell their stories through podcasts. Daniel has 
worked as an engineer in Australia and New Zealand

James Roy
James is the award-winning author of 35 books for young people. He holds a Masters 
in Creative Writing from the University of Sydney, is currently the Chair of the children’s/
young adult category panel in the Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, and works as a 
program manager with WestWords. He lives in the Blue Mountains.

Lili Wilkinson 
Lili is the author of sixteen books for young people. She established insideadog.com.
au and the Inky Awards at the Centre for Youth Literature, State Library of Victoria. Lili 
has a PhD in Creative Writing from the University of Melbourne, and now spends most 
of her time reading and writing books for teenagers.  Her latest books are The Erasure 
Initiative and How To Make A Pet Monster: Hodgepodge.
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The only way was to build.
For I saw

How the expanse of forest was now stumps of memories,
How the plastic bottles wandered aimlessly in the oceans,

How the fish disappeared like a chilly fog preceding the morning shine,
How the earth changed weekly from thunder to drought.

Have you built enough now?
Have your wants been satiated?

No, of course not!
MORE! MORE! MORE!

Kill the animals.
Dig the land.

Pollute the sea.
So the world is crumbling, slipping

like ash through my fingers;
Too much to carry yet too little to grasp.

Now the only way is to preserve.
Do not crave for the material pleasures of life

On the cost of our nature.
Do not greed for money

When the wealth of life is a priceless gift.
Stop, conserve and make sustainable strategies

for the children of tomorrow to experience the treasures of today;
lost by us.

One foot in,
One foot out,
I found myself staring,
Eyes locked on an ocean, An ocean of raging people. 
After all the months that felt like centuries, We were unlocked,
From our cages,
Freedom ran through the air, 
But would it ever be the same? 
Remembrance, joy, nostalgia, Was all in the past, Accusations, stress, worry,
Is the present, 
With a single drop, A drop of hope. 
Little did anyone know about that drop,
I stepped out,
Will there be peace or will calamity strike? Only the brutal eyes of future itself knows, 
I could only think of one way, Out.
Alas, I say the end,
But the beginning of a future, The only way is, OUT. 

The Only 
Way Is... 
Aleesha Ayub 
Riverbank Public School

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Poetry 8-11 yrs

The Earth’s 
Plea
Tanya Kumar 
Hambledon Public School

WINNER  /  Poetry 8-11 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
‘This is a well crafted and cleverly structured list poem, with a real sense of urgency. Its excellent use of 
language elevates it beyond just another cranky environmental poem – this is a furious plea for action.’

Judges’ Comments:
‘This is a very sophisticated poem, exploring the 
ubiquitous topic of COVID lockdown with an economy of 
language that pushes past the obvious and sentimental 
to cleverly express what most of us have experienced 
over the last eighteen months..’
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Cynthia has always dreamed of seeing the 
sun. 

‘What does the sun look like?’ she 
whispers now, eyes closed, face pale, lips 
blue. 

I smile sadly. 

“Like a ball of fire. Blinding, too bright to 
look at, with a radiance that lights up the 
whole earth. 

She smiles, a giggle bubbling up in her 
throat before coughing painfully. 

“Will I ever see the sun?” she rasps. 

‘I’m sure you will,’ I lie, unwilling to tell her 
the truth. 

We can’t go there. We never will. 

The government made that decision many 
years ago. 

Climate change had risen, so the 
governments of the world sent everyone 
underground while they rectified the 

problem. At first they’d proclaimed it 
was temporary - but as the years rolled 
by it became clear that the move was 
permanent. 

A wheeze escapes Cynthia’s throat. 

‘But whe- when?’ 

‘Soon, I whisper. ‘Very soon.’ 

Her breathing slows. 

Terravirus was discovered not long after 
we moved underground, a disease due to 
low levels of sunlight. Those with weaker 
immune systems fell prey to the fatal 
disease. 

My mother died of Terravirus three years 
ago when Cynthia was a toddler.

I remember her last words as she 
whispered in her thin raspy voice, ‘Look 
after your sister.’ 

Look after your sister. For years I fulfilled 
her request, doing all I could to take the 
place my mother had left. 

Until 2 months ago, when Cynthia got 
Terravirus. 

I want more than anything for her to live. 

But the only way is sunlight. 

The only cure. 

Sunlight... 

In a moment, I know what to do. 

I lift Cynthia and leave the bunker. We 
head towards the off-limits hallway in the 
main area. It’s quiet. 

‘The sun. We’re going to see the sun.’ 

Cradling her gently, I approach the 
forbidden exit chutes. 

Government officials only. 

I’ve never done anything illegal before, but 
I don’t hesitate. 

Cynthia matters more. 

I step into the elevator. 

Just a little longer... 

The door slides open revealing a moonlit 
world just before dawn. 

Oh no. The sun hasn’t risen. 

I set Cynthia down in the grass and put my 
ear to her chest, listening to her declining 
heartbeat.

‘No! Cynthia.’ I sob, a veil of liquid 
obscuring my vision and salty tears rolling 
down my cheeks. 

Slowly, the glow of dawn glimmers, with 
the first beams of sunlight breaching the 
horizon. 

She is still. 

‘No...’ 

Cynthia. I want her to be healthy again - for 
her cheeks to be rosy with joy, for her face 
to be full and bright - to hear her giggle 
ring through the air once more. 

Cynthia is my sun. She’s warm and sweet, 
and she lights up my world with her 
endless cheer. 

I want my sun back. 

“No,” I whisper. 

Steadily, the early rays of sunshine on 
Cynthia’s face, illuminating her features. 

I break down, choking back tears and 
wiping uselessly at my wet eyes. 

Please... 

Cynthia’s eyes crack open for the first time 
in months and sunlight streams in. 

‘The sun...’

WINNER  /  Short Story 8-11 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
‘This is a sophisticated work of allegory from, 
especially coming from a young writer.  The 
economical use of language, the confident 
use of dialogue, the gentle introspection by 
the narrator, the subtle but focused approach 
to the theme – all of this makes The Sun a 
wonderful piece of short fiction with something 
important to say.’

The Sun
Abby Sheary 
Sheary Homeschool
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PLOP.

A meaningless tear splattered silently 
on the mucky besmirched gravel that 
kept my scrawny webbed feet glued 
to. My chipped talons were worn out in 
feverish haste to free myself from the hefty 
burden that made my poor plan seem 
nearly impossible to execute successfully, 
at least. The chains bore a startling 
resemblance to the inky black hue of my 
imprisoned wings that were of no use 
now. I felt fatigued. The capture seemed 
like death to me, and this torture seemed 
worse. My eyes scanned the tin sky with 
forked lightning howling mercilessly as the 
gloomy town became its victim. The only 
way was to accept what life bought me. 

PLOP. Another tear. 

My eyes felt heavy and were drooping low 
until the first white rays of sunshine blinded 

my black beetle eyes. I was silent as the 
day evolved, until the first stars that dotted 
the blanketed sky of endless black lit up 
the town. Tears were soaking my ruffled 
feathers as cherished visions of Mum 
nuzzling me as we stared at the velvet sky 
crept into my mind. I didn’t want to think 
about it. Not now. But I couldn’t stop them. 
I suddenly felt blithely dazed. Somewhere, 
deep inside of me, an instinctive voice 
told me that life was not over yet. The sun 
would still rise the next day. I would still be 
standing, no matter what was holding me 
back. 

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

I gasped. My breathing was rapid. I 
unconsciously staggered around, feeling 
for the shackles. The ground. My wings. 
Nothing was different. Yet I felt worse than 
nauseous. Steeling myself, reality hit back 

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Short Story 8-11 yrs

at me. I was still held captive and that ear-
piercing sound was incoming feet. 

THUUUUUMP.

Whoever it was, they were close. The 
thumping had stopped. All I could hear 
was raspy breathing. As the evolving 
darkness cleared, I saw a flicker of a dying 
flame. A humble man appeared as pale as 
a tree frog, wearing patched clothes that 
were loose-fitting with a jagged toenail 
busted outwards of a tattered boot. There 
was no smile. Not a glint of greed in his 
sunken eyes. I did not know what to 
expect. He crouched downwards and let 
an ear-splitting crack sound. He looked 
around in feverish urgency and took a 
battered key out of a hidden pocket. He 
leaned forward. I let him. 

CLICK.

I took off impulsively as the chains 
collapsed into a heap. I let out a screech 
of joy as I settled down and smelt the 
earthy scent of the ground on my free feet. 
I froze. The bang of a rifle had silenced 
the trees’ rustles and the wind’s whispers. 
As the last screams of a man died out, my 
stomach sank like a stone, drowning out 
the only remnants of joy. I chirped silently 
in memory of the man who had gone to 
such lengths to free me, because I knew 
that sometimes, the only way was to 
sacrifice yourself for others. 

 

Judges’ Comments:
‘This story shows an impressive command 
of language, and uses it eloquently. The 
fact that the engagement with the theme is 
subtle rather than obvious only adds to its 
effectiveness as a story.’

Sacrifice
Aishriya Lai 
Quakers Hill Public School
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Abandoned, lonely city 
No cars honking horns 
No people walking by 
No humans in sight.

Plastic covers the ground 
Litter is everywhere. 
Streets once clean

Who remembers those days?

Buildings, once strong and tall 
Now dilapidated relics

Run down and overgrown
A reminder of the past we tried to forget.

The past always comes back to haunt us 
We won’t ever forget.
If we want to continue

The only way is to move forward.
A boot sets foot on the ground 

Confident, unwavering 
The sound of heavy breathing 

A man in a suit.

Walking slowly, step after step 
Away from the pod
Man has returned.

Judges’ Comments:
‘One of the strengths of this poem is that the imagery allows 
for multiple interpretations. It could be looking forward 
at a post-apocalyptic world, or depicting a more recent 
emergence from an enforced lockdown; the man’s suit being 
corporate dress, a hazmat suit, or a flight suit of some kind. 
This is an excellent example of simple language used to 
powerful effect. ’

WINNER  /  Poetry 12-14 yrs

The Return
Luke Goodall 
Sheary Homeschool
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The only way is carpeted
with leaves of red and yellow. 

Swirling to the forest floor from trees
topped with clouds of precious gold.

Crackling underneath my bare feet, 
branches catching a rogue hair ribbon. 

My braids slowly unplaiting into
a mass of fluffy tresses.

My dress whipping in the wind. 
An earthy smell in the crisp air. 

Whistling in tune, with
the birdsong echoing in the breeze.

The path slowly turns from dirt to stone, 
set into the earth by weary hands 

Round the corner, almost covered by trees, 
wisps of smoke drift forever up.

The only way is carpeted 
with leaves of red and yellow

A path worn many times by feet 
headed towards home.

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Poetry 12-14 yrs HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Poetry 12-14 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
‘Stylistically, this poem has a classical, 19th Century feel, without allowing the more formal language 
choices to overpower the exploration of the idea. This is very nicely done. ’

Judges’ Comments:
‘The spareness of the natural world during autumn is reflected in the writing of this poem. 
Deceptively simple and not overwritten, it is almost haiku in style. This is structurally 
strong, with the poem taking the reader on a journey, with the endpoint strongly 
resembling the beginning, yet offering more insight into the time and place of the poem.’

To each of our forlorn selves,
You appear uniquely,

To the great ship - a lighthouse,
To the soldier - a yearn for peace,

But, nothing imperative is ever uncovered in pathetic desperation,
So this is why I say;

Drink the pleasures of the sunlight,
Ever so loyal, peering through the creases of your curtain

Let it in, I say!
Attain peace of mind with the passing of the seasons,

So constant, yet overlooked by the naked eye.
Resign yourself to the influences of each forgotten blossom,

And gaze at the pinprick lanterns above,
Pondering your life as such,

Like stars emblazoned forevermore in the course of history,
Or a winding, luscious path,
That you only dare tread.

For hope shall always be found if we bid to seek,
In the weatherworn trunk of a tree,

Or a morning dewdrop dripping down a leaf,
Present in nature’s constancy,

An endowment so precious, so paramount,
In abounds of our restless spirit.

Samantha Xavier 
St Andrew’s College

Autumn 
Path
Nethya Liyanage 
Baulkham Hills High School 

An endowment 
so precious, so 
paramount… HOPE



16 17

There are three ways to school. But there is 
only one way for me. 

I do the same thing every morning, before I 
walk to school. Wake up. Wish I didn’t have 
to. Eat breakfast. Wish I didn’t have to. Give 
Mum her pills. Wish I didn’t have to. Call 
goodbye to the office door. Wish I didn’t 
have to. Then I walk to school. 

Walking to school isn’t so bad. At least I’m 
out of that house, haunted with lost dreams 
and memories. At least I don’t have to watch 
Mum stare at the walls, or stare at the door 
that only opens when my dad decides he 
absolutely must eat. But most of all, at least 
I don’t have to look at the door which will 
never open again. 

At school, I sit with Mary and Sarah, listening 
to them gossip about the new boy, and 
remember when I sat with Lizzie and Lily 

before their names caused me too much 
pain. I also eat, forcing the Vegemite 
sandwich into my mouth that is already 
overflowing with a tongue like sandpaper. 
And I stop myself thinking about why my best 
friends’ names cause me pain. 

After school, I walk home, dimly aware of 
the dog in my path. It reminds me of the 
lesson we had in agriculture today. Or was 
it yesterday? I don’t know. To be honest, I 
don’t really care. I’ll be skipping agriculture 
tomorrow. I forged my dad’s signature a 
couple days ago, thinking that we would be 
looking at fires today. But we studied... um. 
We studied something else. 

When I get home, I follow the same routine 
as I did yesterday, and the day before. Grab 
a snack. Wish I didn’t have to. Give Mum her 
pills. Wish I didn’t have to. Call hello to the 

office door. Wish I didn’t have to. Then I do 
my homework. 

Doing my homework isn’t so bad. At least 
I’m not thinking about the lost dreams and 
memories that surround me. At least I have 
an excuse to look at something other than 
Mum and the door she watches. But most of 
all, at least my desk is far away from the room 
that will never open again. 

Unfortunately, my homework doesn’t 
take long. I’ve always been good at, well, 
everything. So I get up and cook dinner. As 
usual. Anything to distract me. I make a small 
stir fry, because I’m not very hungry, and I’m 
the only one who will finish whatever is on 
the plate. Once it’s cooked, and the scent 
wafts through the house, I place a plate in 
front of the office door and one on my mum’s 
lap. She doesn’t say anything. As usual. 

And then she does. Which is extremely 
unusual. ‘Oliver.’ The whisper echoes around 
the house. ‘Yes.’ My voice is even softer than 
hers. ‘Livvy. My baby brother.’

‘He burns.’

‘Yes.’ The tears are threatening to overflow. 
‘My fault.’ 

WINNER  /  Short Story 12-14 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
‘This piece is structurally excellent, with the 
repetition of certain lines and phrases cleverly 
invoking the impact of having to balance 
school/family life. This is powerful, sophisticated 
storytelling, offering an insight into modern life 
and the mind of the protagonist. ’

Wish I Didn’t 
Have To 
Ella Stainwright 
St Mark’ Catholic College
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I almost died yesterday. It was all an 
absolute blur, but it all started when the 
Taliban took over Afghanistan. Amma and 
Appa decided to travel far away to a land 
called Australia. I was reluctant to go at first 
but seeing their terrified eyes, I knew I had 
to go. I knew that they were trying to keep 
me safe. It was the only way. 

Amma sold all our cherished belongings 
and we gathered the remainder we had 
left, in worn-out plastic bags and left bare-
footed on the dusty sun-burnt road. With 
the money that Amma had made by selling 
our belongings, we had just enough money 
to hire a boat. 

We had reached the dock and I saw a 
tattered sailboat and saw other desperate 
families waiting to board the rickety vessel. I 
got on and heard the creak of the boat. 

We were off. Off to freedom. To Australia. 

The sea was like a hungry dog waiting to 
swallow us. The waves thrashed against 
the fragile boat and we were tossed right 
and left. The rain was pouring on our backs 
as we tried to keep warm. I felt Amma’s 
hand squeezing me tight. She was praying. 
The words echoed through my head. 
Night fell. The luminous night sky looked 
as if someone had sprinkled a handful of 
iridescent opal dust against a black canvas. 

Suddenly, everyone started shouting and 
running to the edges of the boat screaming 
‘don’t shoot’ with heavy voices. I saw it. In 
the distance. 

Assassins. 

The boat filled with assassins shot its bullet. 
Everyone was panicking and Amma was 
hugging me tightly. She wouldn’t let me go. 

I heard the second gunshot. My heart 
dropped. It hit our boat. 

Water started gushing into our ship. 
Seawater was up to our knees. The boat 
started sinking. I started going under. I 
didn’t know how to swim. Gasping for air, 
I felt the salty water sting my blood-shot 
eyes. I saw people drowning. I wanted to 
help, but how could I? 

I saw another ship. I prayed it wasn’t pirates. 
Instead, it was a ship with a red and white 
flag. The red cross. 

I wanted them to notice me, but my arms 
were tired and I couldn’t keep myself afloat 
any longer. Water was entering my lungs, 
and everything went black. 

I woke up in a white gown. The room smelt 
of lavender. Wires were strapped across my 
chest. The room was full of unrecognizable 
sounds. 

Amma, Appa. They weren’t here. I 
screamed. A flustered nurse walked in 
and she ran out saying: ‘She’s conscious!’ 

She ran back in with my parents. They 
both were in pain. Amma’s pushtun had 
blood all over it and Appa’s arm had been 
amputated. They ran over to me and 
showered me with kisses. 

I don’t think we’re in Australia, but I do know 
that I’m safe in Amma and Appa’s hands, 
and I’m grateful that we protected each 
other. Because it was the only way. 

HIGHLY RECOMMENDED /  Short Story 12-14 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
‘Unfortunately, this is a story which continues 
to need telling. One of the strengths of this 
piece is that the ending, whilst satisfying at 
some level, offers a subtle piece of social 
commentary into the complex world of asylum 
seekers, and asks us to remember what is most 
important..’

TO FREEDOM 
Majerin Pieris 
Catherine McAuley Westmead 
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I want nothing more than to make you proud.
To create a vibrant garden from the seeds you planted. A perfectly sculpted statue.
I am your puppet to control,
However you wish. 

Although, this creation
Had strings attached.
My petals were to bloom ideal shapes and colours. My porcelain clay was to shine,
Shine like the stars.
I allowed you to write the script to my play. 

This was the only way to gain your approval. 

However, petals are fragile, They tear easily.
Stitches come undone. Colours fade. 

Still you bend and break me Well beyond where stars travel. 

Despite the pressure,
I conformed with your ambitions.
There was nothing more to do than to shine. Your expectations became my mould,
For ‘perfection’. 

Controlled by strings,
I will forever be your marionette doll. 

My people are those who the sign ‘this tea is best enjoyed without milk’ 
is placed for We wear bright ornate clothes, stuck in the fossils of a 
different land-
One foot in one country, another in this present land of wonders. 

My home, despite all the cultural traditions, clothes and food is past, 
present and continuing. It’s my childhood.
The conglomeration of different colours and experiences,
A mini village tucked away from the urban buzz of the city, likened to 
the culture of a close-knit chawl 

A refurbished tennis court in the middle, picnic bench laden with 
dumplings, samosas, lamingtons and gozleme.
Adaptive like migrating birds, carefree and innocent, us children we 
would run to any kind person’s house for shelter in the pelting rain or 
in the days of shine - enjoy the balmy breeze that carried sand from 
distant lands. 

What is the way - what is my home, our home.
In class, we would have poetry lessons.
I fondly remember the moment I stood in front, reciting ‘I love a sunburnt 
country’ and that’s when I knew
Who I was, I looked around
At my fellow classmates - a dozen diverse stories and faces smiling in 
unison ‘I love her far horizons’ 

These are my people, not one culture nor one story, instead
The wondrous mix of the hybrid city of Blacktown itself - my childhood, 
the story of all my generation. 

That is the way... to
Embrace our individuality creating a diverse, collective society. ‘I love a 
sunburnt country...her beauty...’ her land for us all!  

WINNER  /  Poetry 15-17 yrs HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Poetry 15-17 yrs

Judges’ Comments:
‘Wonderfully resonant imagery and an undercurrent of darkness – this poem about love, 
loss, and unhealthy control is efficient, powerful, and unsentimental in its approach to a 
sometimes difficult subject. ’

Judges’ Comments:
‘This poem offers 
a strong evocation 
of place, with 
a realistically 
grounded description 
of Blacktown in 
all its culturally 
diverse glory. This 
is multiculturalism 
celebrated 
rather than being 
apologised for.’

Esha Tiwana 
Macarthur Girls High School

Strings 
Attached
Louise Barton 
Plumpton High School

Content with 
Identity
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Ottie thumped up the stairs, her caramel 
curls bouncing around her shoulders. She 
was ecstatic, her little hands wound tightly 
around a large red balloon. Ottie shook 
with her untamed giddiness, chest bursting 
as she reached the rumpus room. 

She bypassed all toys in her sprint 
towards the balcony doors, a few dolls 
laying motionless beside half built Lego. 
Stopping at the door, Ottie slapped a hand 
to her chest and huffed like the wolf in the 
stories her dad would read to her at night. 
With pink flushed cheeks, Ottie pulled at 
the handle, huffing again from the exertion 
it took for five year old hands to pull the 
heavy glass. 

She reached again for her balloon, 
secured by a string on her wrist and 
stepped out into the morning sun. Ottie 
spotted the old balcony chair, and pushed 

it to the balcony edge. Ottie’s father told 
her meekly that she was a good climber, 
and she rather thought she was. 

Standing on the balcony railing in her 
red embroidered dress, black stockings 
and little yellow rain boots, Ottie looked 
towards the pretty shapes the white 
clouds were making in the daylight, and so 
wished to join them. 

She thought briefly of her toys, her 
mother’s chair and the red balloon her 
father blew up much too big - before 
stepping off the balcony with her eyes 
shut tight, and her little heart pounding 
with fright. But when she opened her eyes, 
she had not fallen flat in the lush grass 
below. 

Instead, her legs dangled in the whisper of 
wind that shook through the leaves of the 
autumn trees - and her balloon took her 

towards the blue sky. Ottie turned back, 
watching as her house slowly became a 
little dot on a paper map, and giggled to 
herself at the thought of it being a home fit 
for ants. 

Ottie climbed higher and higher, clutching 
tightly to her red balloon as it carried her 
towards the fluffy shape of the clouds. 
Much to her surprise, the cloud was thick 
as she ran her hands through the one 
shaped like a courageous lion. Some of it 
caught in her hand, and Ottie squealed in 
delight at that, bringing it to her mouth to 
taste. 

Cloud, she found, was very sweet, and 
Ottie decided that this is where cotton 
candy most definitely came from. A strong  
wind surrounded her, and carried her 
down, down, down. Ottie was closer to the 
ground, being taken back towards where 

her house sat. She passed over farmland, 
and waved at the funny scarecrow as 
he tipped his funny straw hat at her. She 
skipped her feet along James’s pond, 
racing the ducks across and cackling as 
she won.  

Ottie finally spotted her house - no longer 
ant-like - and felt a sudden swell of 
disappointment, her journey cut short. She 
landed softly in her father’s flower bed, 
hopping up in a childlike spirit.
She needed to tell somebody of her 
adventure, and rushed towards the 
backyard door. 

Judges’ Comments:
‘Not every story has to carry a deep message 
or be setting out to change the world. Written 
with restraint and a whimsical, almost childlike 
quality, this story is delightfully weird, and a joy 
to read.’

WINNER  /  Short Story - 15-17 yrs

Mackenzie Vary 
The Ponds High School

THE ONLY 
WAY IS... UP 



24 25

Three of us. We were the only ones left, 
the only ones to make it to the island. 
The others…well…who knows where they 
went. I could still see the smoke billowing 
high above the clouds in the distance, 
the fire seemed to be easing though. The 
fiery red glow seemed to have shifted 
towards a deeper orange. It seemed 
quite shocking to me that we were the 
only survivors, who managed to get to 
safety. Hours had passed yet no one else 
had managed to make it to the derelict 
island. Maybe it was best this way, as the 
rest of us would probably get more food, 
something that there wasn’t much of on 
this island. Speaking of food, the scent 
of coconut and meat wafted over in my 
direction. 
‘How’s the food coming along?’ I asked. 
‘It’s not much, just a couple things we 
foraged earlier,’ he replied. 
The bonfire was in full swing, well that was 

one less thing for us to worry about, there 
were plenty of trees and driftwood around 
to burn so there wasn’t much chance of 
hypothermia. After we’d had our fill of the 
coconuts and the questionable roasted 
animal, we began to prepare a place 
to sleep with the large fern leaves. As I 
looked up laying down, I saw the stars 
clearly for the first time. A map of glittering 
diamonds spread out over an inky blanket. 
If it wasn’t for such a dire situation, this 
island would have been perfect for a 
vacation. As I was drifting off, the amount 
of shooting stars seemed to increase 
as every minute passed. I squinted and 
looked up to see what appeared to be the 
sky flickering, then just as it happened the 
glittering stars reappeared. 
**************************** 
The buzzing of the countless insects and 
the imminent threat of the island was 
enough of an alarm clock for everyone. 

After a rushed breakfast of more coconut 
and the mystery meat, we begin to explore 
the island for proper shelter and a way off. 
‘Guys hold up, I see something down 
here,’ exclaimed Hunter. 
Everyone squatted down to take a better 
look at the metal sheet with something 
engraved on it. ‘T…BA…The only way is…’ 
‘What does that even mean?’ 
Everyone shrugged in response. What 
could the inscription mean? Are there 
other people on this island? Questions 
that were probably racing through 
everyone’s mind at that moment. 
***************************** 
‘Ahh they found the sheet quite quickly.’ 
‘Yeah, much quicker than the other 
subjects.’ 
‘Makes me wonder if we should increase 
the variables.’ 
‘Let’s give it a shot.’

Judges’ Comments:
‘This is a tense story, building taut narrative 
traction. The dismissive conversation at the 
end only serves to emphasise the menace, 
and casts a hue of horror across the story 
upon reflection.’

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Short Story 15-17 yrs

Ajinkya Datir 
Penrith Selective High School 

The Simulation 
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I’m the daughter of Oceania 
Native to a sovereign land 
Skin the colour of uncolonized earth 
Once protected by my ancestors’ hands 

I’m the daughter of Oceania, 
Raised on Ngunnawal nation 
Faultless fluency in White man’s lingo 
Mother tongue poisoned by assimilation 

I’m the daughter of Oceania, 
Stuck between two shores 
One stolen, the other cries for help 
As it clutches onto vulnerable seawalls 

O daughters of Oceania 
Your beauty is unscathed 
Like the melodies of Moana’s hymns 
That echo upon her waves 

Despite the perils of your soul 
You bathe in morning glory 
The only way to rise with the sun 
Is to reclaim and tell your story.

WINNER  /  Poetry 18+ Years HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Poetry 18+ Years

Judges’ Comments:
‘Effective simplicity is the highlight of this 
poem. With gentle rhyme that is utterly 
unforced, and a mix of celebration, pride 
and sadness, this voice is compelling and 
plaintive, and ultimately full of hope. ’

Judges’ Comments:
‘Who hasn’t wondered what a sleeping dog might be dreaming about? This poem is at once 
playful and moving, and leaves us in no doubt that dogs are people too. ’

Daughter of 
Oceania

Kelpie 
Dreaming 

Sela Atiola Samantha Knutsen 

The only way is through the trees, the dirt, the bones and dust. The salt-soaked water. 
She lays in a bath of sunlight, her coffee-coloured eyes gazing up towards eternity. 
Her twitching inky nose sweetened by the whispers of spring. 
She thinks about eternity, 
she holds all the secrets of life and death, 
She holds the Milky Way in her eyes and we will never know. 
No swirling grey darkness no gnarling sticky sickness chewing through the pit of her 
stomach. 
She will not find herself frozen and trapped in the suffocating heat of anticipating what is 
to come. 
No, 
she is a Spark of electricity, 
a Flash of sunlight. 
Her mind is spontaneous, always moving, never stuck. 
Agitated by a fly tickling her ear and the far-off flapping of a magpie. 
Wishing for a short while that she could feel the sand between her claws and chase the 
tumbling waves, 
salt stinging her eyes. 
There is only one way to heal a wounded soul and this is it. 
To stitch together the pieces of a heart torn to shreds. 
To find simplicity once more amongst the unattainable, ever-persisting screams of an 
unquenchable thirst where nothing is ever... 
Enough. 
The only way is through the ashes and charred branches, midday sleeps on cool grass. 
The soft ringing of wind chimes – it’s time to wake up!



28 29

Corner block. Quarter acre. Council 
strip. The grass is green and cool. Feels 
damp, but it’s not. Just cool. Because 
above, a canopy – Chinese Elm. Huge, 
sprawling. There’s a hum in the air. The 
tree produces sticky sap each summer. 
Bees love it. Bees love clover, too. And 
the yellow weeds I call flowers. They hum, 
but they don’t disturb me sitting in the 
long, cool grass, making daisy chains. My 
mother is present in all of this. 
‘Mum, where did you get the tree from 
again?’
‘Aunty Lil’s.’
‘Who was she again?’
‘My dad’s sister. Dug it up, in my twenties. 
Wanted to have something of Lil for this 
place, before hers was sold. She’d planted 
it. Was a still a sapling, but, gosh! It was 
hard work, that digging.’ 
My mother looks up the sprawling canopy 
that is her inheritance – ‘Anyway,’ – her 
history, her future, the aunt she loved – 

‘Never guessed it would grow so big,” – 
her eyes searching the branches – “Wish 
I could trim it. Dad kept this place so tidy 
when I was a kid. Your father won’t even 
mow the bloody...’ 
She trails off. Drifts through long-grass 
shame. There’s nowhere else for her to 
go. 
I look up the street. Heat. Blistering white 
sun. Neatly mown lawns. Next door, 
Maeve’s. Her grass is short and spikey. 
Burns your feet. Not cool and soft like 
ours. No yellow and white weed-flowers. 
No trees. Not pretty. But neat – tidy. Like 
her. 
She moves towards me now, like a little 
bird, hand shielding her face from the 
burning sun. ‘Anat, you-hoo!’
‘Yes Maeve?’
‘Never got used to that name - look at that 
fair skin of yours.’ 
‘It’s Dad’s mum’s name.’
‘And I’m sure it fit her well. No matter. Look 

Heredity
Lana Morgan 

WINNER  /  Short Story 18+ Years

what I’ve got here.’ 
Maeve hands me a neat package 
wrapped in newspaper. ‘It’s just some 
biscuits. I wrapped them up to keep them 
fresh. You sit and eat them.’ 
I love Maeve, the little treats she sends me 
over the fence. She knew my mum when 
she was a girl. 
Distant sound of Arabic. My dad drinks 
coffee and play backgammon with the 
other neighbours. I don’t understand what 
they say, even though the words are my 
blood. I sit in cool soft green damp-not-
damp grass threading weed-not-weed 
flowers. Look up. A girl stands in front of 
me. Not too close. Watches. Drags her 
hands in the not-damp cool grass. Picks a 
not-weed flower and watches me. 
Her name is Marie. We go to school 
together. Marie is shy, and I realise I’ve 
never heard her speak. She gestures 
across the road.
‘That’s my dad.’ Her voice is soft. I point to 

the man next to him.
“That’s mine.” 
No more is needed. Here is cool comfort 
from the heat. Here is long-grass shame 
turned daisy chains. Here is picnic biscuits 
from Maeve. Here is Marie, from school. 
My great-aunt’s elm. My mother’s bees. My 
father’s tongue. My grandmother’s name. 
Corner block. Quarter acre. Council strip. 

Judges’ Comments:
‘In this excellent story we see a subtle 
approach to the theme, using an economy 
of language to strongly evoke a sense of 
place through the themes of belonging, 
home and identity. It is beautifully structured, 
using a lyrical repetition of imagery to build 
towards the story’s climax. Wonderful writing 
that draws one in to consider a place that 
we know so well, but may have forgotten to 
notice.’
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The buzzing is angry, bitter, loud. Sam 
puts down his pencil and moves the 
earphones. ‘He’s a freak! Ugly! Dumb! Your 
son, your fault!’ Sam’s fingers tremble as 
he picks up the pencil again. The door 
slams. Mum hugs him.
He breaks free, flings the sketchpad away 
and throws himself on the floor wailing in 
frustrating, crying desperate tears. Small 
fists pound the ground while Mum waits 
calmly, screaming inside. He quietens, 
staying curled on the floor. 
Mum sits besides him. ‘How do you feel?” 
she asks gently.
‘D-d-down,’ he says, his forefinger tracing 
patterns in tears and snot.
‘Where can you go when you’re down?’
He looks at her uncomprehending. She 
waits, as she has done since he was born. 
He shakes his head. ‘N-n-nowhere.’
Mum raises her forefinger. ‘Up,” she says. 
‘When you can’t go down anymore, the 
only way is up.’

Suddenly Mum’s different, stronger. 
The long, long drive ends with a hug 
from Aunty Alice, smelling of brandy and 
kindness.
Mum and Sam sit in the park in 
companionable silence. He sketches 
trees, birds, people. She looks for jobs on 
her laptop.
Sam hates school. ’S-s-s-stupid s-s-s-Sam,’ 
they say. Sam knows he tries hard. But he 
can’t talk. Or read. Words are blurs.
Sam is carried to sick bay, bruised and 
bloody. ’The bullies!’ says the teacher 
angrily, then kindly to anxious Mum. 
‘Maybe Sam will like special school.’
Sam does. He understands that he’s 
autistic. His teachers are kind. He talks 
when he likes. He has an iPad. And 
friends. First time ever. 
Years pass. Sam is working, drawing 
murals everyone loves, getting paid. He’s 
doing one for his school.
Sam sees Lisa, the singing teacher. Red 

gold hair and sky blue eyes! Sam reminds 
himself it’s rude to stare. She walks with 
a white and red stick. Sam dreams about 
her. 
Perhaps she senses he’s staring. One day 
Lisa asks, ‘What’s your name?’
‘S-s-s-Sam.’ He hates his stutter. She does’t 
laugh, smile or recoil. She listens to his shy 
mumblings.
‘What are you like?’ Lisa asks one day 
and her fingers gently skim over his face. 
‘Interesting,’ she says. ‘I’m blind and you 
can’t talk!’ Sam’s heart sings.
‘You’re beautiful,’ he blurts without 
stammering. She laughs wistfully. ‘Well, I’ll 
never know...’ 
Sam works hard on Lisa’s birthday present.
Mum looks at it, her eyes moist. Aunty 
Alice says, ‘Its a work of art! Pity she’ll 
never see it.’ Mum grabs Sam’s wrist 
before his clenched fist lands on the 
portrait. She won’t let go. When he stops 

sobbing Mum prises open his clenched fist 
and lays his palm flat on a book. His HSC 
Yearbook. Sam feels tiny bumps under his 
palm. Braille! 
Lisa unwraps Sam’s gift to gasps of awe 
around her, then silence.
Her fingers caress its surface, tracing 
every stroke, every contour defined 
through tiny raised bumps. ‘I am beautiful,’ 
she says wonderingly, reaching for Sam’s 
hand. 

Judges’ Comments:
‘Experiential and relational, this work is 
a terrific example of how to tell a story 
economically, even when it leaps forward over 
years. The simple title gives a charming nod to 
the theme without hammering the point.’

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Short Story 18+ Years

Up 
Sheryl Dixit 
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The city glimmered in the distance. 
Squinting his eyes, Arkie could just make 
out the edge of the dome that protected 
the residents. Kilometres of scorched 
earth stood between the dome and 
Arkie’s refuge among the rocks. Could he 
make it in time? 
He checked his watch. Three hours to 
sunrise. It was a gamble, but he had to try. 
There was no other way. Arkie stumbled 
across the crumbling ground, keeping 
his eyes on the city. It didn’t seem to be 
getting any closer. Thirst raked at his 
throat, and his legs cramped. His body 
started to list to the left; he had to fight to 
stay upright. He could not be caught out 
in the open when the sun’s first rays crept 
over the horizon. 
Sheer determination carried him to the 
dome’s imposing portal. He fell against the 
glass, heart pounding, and heard the whirr 
of cameras as they focused on him. A 

computerised voice emanated from within 
the structure. ‘What is your business here?’ 
Licking his dry lips, Arkie croaked, 
‘Sanctuary! Please …’ 
‘Present your eyes for scanning.’ 
Arkie grimaced. He placed his hands over 
his face, and then stepped back and lifted 
up his eyes. He could feel the contact 
lenses slide over his corneas as a red light 
swept across them. Would they fool the 
cameras? 
‘Scan complete.’ 
Arkie sighed with relief, and waited for the 
portal to open. Instead, a silver needle 
darted out, jabbed him in the arm and then 
disappeared into the smooth surface of 
the dome. 
‘Hey!’ yelled Arkie, rubbing his skin. ‘What 
was that?’ 
‘Genetic examination underway,’ the voice 
responded. Arkie started to shake. He 

hadn’t expected his DNA to be tested. 
This wasn’t going to end well. 
‘Entrance denied. Only those with twenty-
three chromosomes or fewer may access 
New Sydney.’ 
Arkie banged on the portal. ‘Don’t leave 
me out here! I’ll die when the sun rises!’ 
With a malevolence that sent a chill down 
Arkie’s spine, the voice replied, ‘Then 
you will suffer the consequences of your 
actions, human.’ 
‘This was not my doing!’ Arkie shrieked. 
‘I cannot be held responsible for the 
environmental devastation caused by 
humanity! I am just one person …’ 
‘One person who contains the genetic 
code for greed and profligacy. We cannot 
allow that to contaminate the cyborg 
survivors.’ 
Arkie looked down at his watch frantically. 
‘Daybreak is in a few minutes! Please let 
me in!’ The silence from the dome was 

deafening. 
Glints on the glass made Arkie spin 
around. Fingers of light snaked across the 
ground towards him. He stared at them 
in horror, but there was nowhere to hide. 
At their bite, his skin began to blister. A 
single scream escaped from his burning 
lungs and faded away across the barren 
landscape.

Judges’ Comments:
‘This story shows a strong command of 
narrative and language, and has something 
important to say without falling into 
didacticism or clumsiness.’

New Sydney 
Dannielle Viera 

HIGHLY COMMENDED  /  Short Story 18+ Years
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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 2327 North Parramatta NSW 1750
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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The only 
way is...
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