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Dim light filtered through the shop’s narrow windows, catching 
the fine dust that hung in the air. Amir stood behind the counter, 
waiting.

The delivery truck was late. It wasn’t unusual – but this morning 
it felt different. He checked the clock high on the wall, then looked 
back towards the street. Nothing.

In Afghanistan, danger had worn uniforms. Here, it was harder 
to see – and it rarely announced itself.

Beside him, his wife Razia wiped down already spotless surfaces. 
Her hands – once soft from kneading dough – were now rough from 
chemicals and constant washing.

At the window, Demi pressed her fingers against the cold surface, 
watching the street for the white delivery truck to appear and swing 
into the loading bay. The shop was strangely quiet this morning.

She shoved a stack of empty trays into the cabinet. The sharp 
clatter cut through the silence – too loud, too sudden.

She paused. Something about the quiet felt wrong. She glanced 
towards her father. Amir stood by the window, shoulders slightly 
slumped, staring out at the empty loading bay. The lines on his face 
seemed deeper today. Beneath his sleeve, his thumb moved slowly 
over his prayer beads, the quiet rhythm steadying him.

No sign of the truck. ‘Allah reham kon,’ he murmured. 
‘It’ll come,’ seventeen-year-old Bakir said without looking up. 

His voice was calm – certain in a way that didn’t quite match the 
empty loading bay.
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It had been four years since the family took over the butcher 
shop in Melbourne’s western suburbs. Whenever a carcass arrived, 
Amir and Bakir would work side by side – one guiding, the other 
learning – moving with the precision of surgeons but the vigour of 
axemen. Bakir worked with quiet intensity. He didn’t rush. He never 
did.

Every cut was deliberate – clean, exact – because once it was 
done, there was no putting it back. He wiped the blade before setting 
it down, even though it was already clean. Within minutes, the 
carcass was reduced to neat rows of cuts, ready for Demi and Mia to 
price and arrange.

Demi, fifteen, and Mia, thirteen, worked beside the display 
counter, moving in easy rhythm. After portioning the meat, they 
tagged and arranged each cut. Mia had an eye for colour, grouping 
the richest pieces together – deep reds and marbled steaks that 
promised flavour.

‘Maybe truck stuck in lots a traffic, Amir,’ Razia suggested, her 
accent thicker when she worried.

Amir shook his head. ‘No. Truck late is no good. Traffic no take 
three hours. Something wrong.’

Anticipating her father’s concern, Demi offered, ‘I can call 
Graham and check, if you want.’

Demi kept her head down. She handled suppliers, calibrating her 
accent depending on who she spoke with – lighter with the younger 
crowd, more precise with older Australians. The shop records were 
kept in her neat handwriting, tracking their new life.

A sudden crash shattered the stillness.
Demi looked up, body tensing, pulse spiking. The sound – not 

quite breaking glass, but sharper, more deliberate. She didn’t 
recognise what she was hearing, but her body remembered danger 
before her mind could process it.

At the front of the shop, three hooded figures hurled red paint 
at the windows. Thick streaks dripped like blood. The sharp tang 
of paint mingled with the raw odour of meat. Empty cans hit the 
pavement with hollow thuds.
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Passersby recoiled. An elderly woman clutched her shopping bag 
tighter; a young man on a bicycle swerved away. Demi stood frozen.

‘Chi etefaq oftadeh?’ Razia gasped, dropping her cloth, hands 
trembling as she looked from the paint to the door. Her voice rose 
above the shock. ‘No, no, no! We came Australia so we would be 
safe.’ Her voice carried the echo of Kabul – the night they left with 
only what they could carry.

‘Khodaya man!’ Allah be merciful – not our shop too! Amir’s 
voice cracked as the attackers fled. His body went rigid with a fury 
he couldn’t express.

Bakir burst outside, scanning faces. ‘Which way did they go?’ 
His hands clenched into fists.

Demi felt Mia grip her arm, fingers digging into skin. ‘Is it blood?’ 
Mia whispered, haunted by memories of their village.

Demi steadied her sister. A bitter thought rose unbidden: Mia 
gets to be scared; I don’t get to be. She swallowed before it showed. 
‘No, just paint,’ Demi said, covering Mia’s cold hand with her own. 
‘They’re trying to scare us. We have been through worse, remember.’

Amir’s jaw tightened, but when he noticed Mia’s trembling 
hands, his shoulders softened. For a heartbeat, he looked less like the 
butcher, less like an exile – more like a father who wanted to shield 
his children from every shadow. Then he turned away, striking the 
lighter and lighting another cigarette.

As the red paint dripped down the window, Demi was already 
moving, pulling detergent and a half-used bottle of metho from 
beneath the sink. ‘Hot water,’ she called, shoving a bucket at Mia. 
‘Go, quick.’

Demi went outside and scrubbed the glass in tight, methodical 
circles.

Bakir took the bucket from Mia’s hands. ‘You’ll burn your fingers,’ 
he muttered, stepping into her place.

Outside, Demi worked on, the motion instinctive now – just 
as it had been when she cleaned blood from their front step after 
her uncle was shot. Different country, different moment, same 
movement: circular, firm, relentless.
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She rejoined her family in the cutting room. Her fingers found 
the pouch in her pocket – Afghan soil wrapped by her mother the 
night they fled, the cloth worn thin from years of touch.

The shop bell jangled. Graham Woods, the abattoir manager, 
stepped inside, grimacing as he walked in. ‘What happened?’ he 
asked, glancing at the paint. ‘My truck tyres were slashed. All six, 
ruined … looks like it must be connected.’

‘When meat come?’ Amir asked, his voice tight.
‘Don’t know,’ Graham said. ‘Police are involved. I doubt I am 

going to get any to you today.’
Amir took another long drag, holding the smoke in. ‘Always 

same, always same, new country, same trouble. What we order?’
Demi flipped through the green book. ‘Two beef, eight sheep, 

three goats.’
‘Too late now. Cancel order. We sell freezer meat.’
The family turned to him, stunned. Demi had never known 

a Saturday without a delivery. Three thousand dollars. A week’s 
earnings, hours of toil – gone. 

‘So no get meat today?’ Razia asked.
‘No. Always something wrong when we no want.’ Amir exhaled 

smoke. ‘We sell meat in freezer and go home. What can I do?’
‘I’ll ring customers with orders,’ Demi said quickly. ‘Let them 

know.’
She forced a smile and reached for the ledger. Inside, a small 

voice gnawed: Why do I always have to deal with all the drama?
‘We lucky till now,’ Amir said. ‘I tell you before. When trouble 

come, we try and fix. No run.’
‘Inshallah ke kheir ast,’ Razia replied, her tone firm now – faith 

sharpened into defiance.
While the others argued about customers, Bakir’s gaze stayed on 

the street. His teeth clenched, his eyes scanning. Nothing, for him, 
ever happened without reason.

The bell jingled again. Heavy boots crossed the tiled floor. A 
uniformed officer stepped inside, taking in the shop at a glance.
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‘Constable Lyons,’ he said. ‘I’m here about the incident.’
‘Wait.’ Amir straightened, then motioned to Demi, the pride in 

his voice undercut by the familiar sting of needing her to speak for 
him.

Demi stepped forward, the words already forming – another 
reminder that she was the family’s voice before she was anything 
else.

‘It happened just before we opened. Three of them. They threw 
paint and ran.’

‘We’ve had a few of these lately,’ the officer said. ‘Vegan groups 
targeting butchers. Three shops last month.’

His pen scratched across the page. ‘You should think about 
installing cameras.’

Amir didn’t answer. His gaze lingered on the faint red stains still 
clinging to the glass. For a moment, Demi followed his eyes. 

Not for the first time since arriving in Australia, Demi wondered 
if anything had truly changed.
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The red had faded – but not enough. Demi kept glancing at the 
glass as she moved behind the counter, as if the colour might return 
if she looked away too long.

No one spoke.
She nodded to Mia, and together they began arranging what 

little remained from yesterday’s delivery. Mia worked quickly, her 
small hands steady, grouping the cuts with an artist’s precision – the 
one task that seemed to quiet the constant edge of her anxiety.

The bell above the door jingled. Mrs Patel stepped inside. 
‘Good morning,’ Demi said, her smile steady but strained.
‘The usual, thanks,’ Mrs Patel replied, already peering into the 

display. ‘Two kilos of goat meat, cubed for curry.’
Demi hesitated. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Patel. The delivery didn’t come 

today.’
Mrs Patel’s eyes flicked to the corner of the glass, catching the 

faint red streaks. Her expression shifted.
‘Same as Rahman’s shop last week … now yours?’
Demi nodded. ‘We only have what’s left from yesterday.’ She 

gestured to the display. ‘Lamb chops, mince … a few scotch fillets.’
Mrs Patel exhaled sharply. ‘I have fifteen coming for dinner.’ She 

shook her head. ‘I’ll have to go to Northland.’
The bell chimed again as she left.
Demi kept her eyes on the door a moment longer, as if expecting 

it to open again.
Amir watched through the window as Mrs Patel walked away, 



7

his jaw tightening. He muttered something under his breath in Dari, 
then turned back to his family. ‘Too much trouble today,’ he said. 
‘We go home.’

He paused at the front door. He searched the growing crowd, as 
though watching alone might be enough to keep danger outside. A 
prayer escaped him in Dari, barely audible. 

Razia looked startled. ‘But Saturday always our best day, Amir!’
The bell jingled again. This time Mrs Patel returned with her 

teenage son, Raj, in tow, her earlier understanding hardened into 
something sharper. ‘I’ve been coming here every Saturday,’ she said, 
her voice rising. ‘My whole family is visiting, and I’ve been planning 
this dinner for weeks!’

Demi tried to placate. ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Patel. Our delivery truck 
had its tyres slashed– ’

‘Well,’ Mrs Patel cut in. ‘I need that goat meat. My sister and her 
family are coming from Brisbane, and now what will I serve?’

Raj shifted uncomfortably, while his mother continued in a 
frustrated tone. ‘I was relying on that order. And last week, your 
meat was very tough!’

Mia flinched, her hand hovering over a packet of mince as though 
the words themselves might bruise.

Bakir, who had been silently arranging knives in the back, moved 
beside Demi. ‘Mrs Patel,’ he said, his voice low but firm. ‘Our shop 
was attacked this morning.’ He gestured towards the window, where 
faint red streaks remained. ‘They slashed the delivery truck tyres.’

‘Yes, but you should have called your customers.’
‘Demi tried but she had to clean the paint,’ Bakir continued. 

‘Paint meant to look like blood. Right across the front of our shop.’
A flush crept up Mrs Patel’s neck. Beside her, Raj looked away, 

embarrassed.
‘You are one of our most loyal customers,’ Bakir said. ‘We have 

never let you down. Today is … a difficult day.’
Something in his steady gaze – not angry, not pleading, but 

dignified – seemed to reach Mrs Patel.
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‘Okay, look,’ she said finally. ‘I’m sorry about what happened.’
Bakir nodded once, his hand brushing Demi’s shoulder briefly 

before returning to his station.

*

Later, as she wiped down the counters, Demi caught Bakir watching 
her. ‘You didn’t have to step in,’ she said. ‘I could have managed it.’

‘I know,’ he replied simply. Then, after a pause, ‘You shouldn’t 
have to do everything.’

Before she could respond, he turned away, the moment of 
connection already fading.

Alone again, Demi took a deep breath, the morning’s chaos 
easing just enough to let a different kind of longing creep in – a need 
for something beyond the shop, beyond the constant responsibility.

Her fingers hesitated over her phone, guilt stirring inside her as 
she glanced at her family still cleaning up, still working. 

Amir had argued against Demi having a phone for months. In the 
end, he called it a Western indulgence, but she could not do without 
it. She might need it one day, her mother had said. He relented, but 
with strict rules.

Yet the urge to spend time outside the shop was too strong. With 
a quick tap, Demi typed: Hey Gracie, getting off work early today. 
What are you up to?

She stared at the message, her thumb hovering over the send 
button. Gracie’s world had room for trivial problems, where Friday 
nights meant movies, not inventory and translation duties.

As she pressed send, something tightened in her throat. Her 
friends’ problems felt distant – who was dating whom, which teacher 
had given too much homework. They didn’t know what it meant to 
carry a family like this.

She glanced towards them.
Her father’s shoulders seemed more hunched than before. There 

was new grey in her mother’s hair – threads that hadn’t been there 
months ago.
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Bakir’s knuckles were raw again.
And Mia – who used to dance – now flinched at sudden sounds.
Demi looked back at the window. The red, still, had not faded 

enough. It wasn’t just vandalism. It was a reminder.
No matter how well they spoke, how hard they worked, some 

would always see them as something else.
The anger came again, quieter this time. Not sharp. Not wild. 

Something steadier.
The bell above the door jingled. Another customer stepped 

inside.
Demi slipped her phone away and moved towards the counter. 

Family came first. That had never been a question. But as she reached 
for the display, she noticed her hand was trembling.

She couldn’t stop it.


