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The Cut Between Us

For years the barber
shop was seen as the
pinnacle of men’s

| | freedom of expression

|| and a safe space for

Shravan | men to talk about how
Sivakumar

they feel. Historically
used by black men as a community
space, the growth of the barbershop

community alongside the
popularisation of black culture and
rap music has extended this safe space
to men of all ethnic and cultural
backgrounds.

While in Australia barbershops
exist and continue to carry on as a
vessel of safety and open conversation,
the culture and stigma-less safe
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spaces has expanded beyond the
confines of the barber pole laden
buildings.

The need for safe spaces is often
even more pronounced. The cultural
distance, the balancing act between
two identities, and the ever-present
pressure of being “othered” in a
country where you are meant to belong
but don’t seem like you are from can
weigh heavily. As a young Indian-
Australian, I can say the sense of not
belonging or struggling to fit into the
mainstream is something many of us
know all too well. We want to break
the stigmas placed on us through “light
hearted jokes” while still staying true
to who we are. There’s an expectation
to succeed, to represent your
community with your actions but also
don’t be too cultural as you are meant
to be a mirror of your surroundings
and the truth is you aren’t in “your
country”,suppress your own
vulnerabilities so that the cultural
stereotypes are broken. For us, the
barbershop was one of the few
places where we could just be
ourselves, not judged, no mask, just
us. For just an hour we get to remove
the titles and stigmas placed on us
by society unknowingly.

In a society that often doesn’t
understand your struggles, it’s rare
to find someone who doesn’t expect
you to just assimilate or act like you

aren’t battling the internal struggles
you face. The idea of the invisible
sickness being just that, invisible, and
they would like you to keep it that
way, because it is easier to ignore than
to try and understand. The onus falls
on your hands to assimilate into each
society wearing a mask for each
fractured part of your personality,
never letting two of them overlap,
never really being able to allow your
full self to come out as a whole
complex multi-faceted and multi
cultured person, And that’s why
places like barbershops are even more
important in ever connected yet ever
isolating world. no longer just a place
to get a clean cut, it’s a place where
men, regardless of background, age
or orientation, are all equal, they all
fit as one. Now every barber shop isn’t
like this, it takes a special kind of
operator to forge these spaces, chipped
away like a sculpture creating a
masterpiece from what was once just
seen as a stone.

The struggle of splitting who you
are as a person between your
cultural heritage and your outward
persona is something that no
immigrant or 2nd generation will ever
understand. Even the first generation
immigrants, facing struggles of their
own, wouldn’t have the lived
experiences to relate or understand
what it is that we face. We are the
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first, and most likely the last as the
world moves to a more globalist
position. The isolation that comes
with being a first-generation
immigrant is more than just physical
distance from your culture and
homeland—it’s emotional too. The
sense of not fully fitting into either
the place where you are now or the
places you come from creates an
internal tug-of-war, but you don’t
know who’s winning, is there even a
winner? We've been raised to be strong
through the struggles of our parents,
but we can never be as strong because
we won’t face what they faced. The
mindset that almost invalidates our
internal fight. We are raised to be
resilient, but the weight of this
“strength” can also feel crushing.

In the hum of clippers and the
gentle sound of background chatter,
being asked a question that holds the
weight of the world “how have you
been” while simultaneously not being
able to answer because if you move,
he’ll crease your crisp line up. But in
this you can find someone who'’s
willing to listen. No judgment. No
pretence. Just a man who gets it, even
if he doesn’t fully understand what
it’s like to be you. For that one hour
in the chair you are the only thing
that matters, context be damned. If
you feel bad you feel bad, doesn’t
matter if your parents have felt worse

and overcome it, there are no fractured
sides of personality, Only the one.
You. and how you feel is being heard.
There is no advice or connection back
to someone else’s experiences,it’s like
speaking into a void but knowing that
what you are saying is being
validated.

It’s not always easy, and some days
are harder than others, but the truth
is that we’re moving in the right
direction. The more we talk, the more
we share, the more we heal. These
conversations begin with our hair
being cut, for some it might beat the
local bodega. but now the whole world
is waking up to the fact that men don’t
need to suffer in silence. We have a
right to feel, to express, and to lean
on one another for support.

And so, while the road ahead may
still be long, there is hope. A new
chapter is being written, one where
strength is found together not in
silence, but in connection,
vulnerability, and being loud about
how we feel. The future looks bright,
and it starts with one action,
taking—whether that happens under
the buzzing hum of a barber’s clippers,
the coffee run, or where else
community appears and a level of
safety is created.
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Wellbeing

Through

Challenging Times

Turning 50 is about
celebrating, looking
back to see one’s life
journey and looking
forward to what the
future holds right?

Paru Ramesh

Sometimes however,
the universe has a way of putting
everything into perspective when one’s
hope and optimism are tested.

Losing my brother and mum, 2
years in a row prior to turning fifty,
left me as the only surviving member
of my family.
Depression was
something I was
confident would not
touch me, and yet
the tragic
circumstances of
my beloved ones
passing and coping
with reality made
me go into a place
where I lost my
ability to have a |
conversation, think
and function.

The recovery was
very slow as I was
trying my best to

come out of depression with support
from my husband, my children, friends
and the kindergarten community
where I work as an early childhood
teacher for the past 22 years.

It was during this period that I
turned 50 and completed the Bowel
Cancer free test that was sent home
by the government. I was diagnosed
with Stage 3 bowel cancer after further
investigation. I was clear from the
beginning that I would not hide this
upcoming challenge with anyone. I
wanted to create
awareness to
ensure that
everyone I knew
paid attention to
their health and
wellbeing.

This piece of
writing is one
story out of many
that helped me to
learn, reflect and
appreciate this life
that has been
given to me.

I remember
" that on a Monday
morning, I opened
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the kindergarten door and could see
all the families and children eagerly
waiting to come in. After greeting the
children and asking them to get ready
for morning group learning time, I
asked the families to wait for a few
minutes.

I remember after a few seconds
of silence and tears, I broke the news
to the families. I could see some mums
starting to cry. I assured them that
they were not going to get rid of me
that easily. I requested permission
from the families to share this news
with my four and five-year-old pattus
(I call my kinder children pattus
meaning darling in Tamil), in a way
that would be easy for them to
comprehend.

I knew that I needed them as much
as they needed me in this journey. I
was not going to exclude myself, as
a kindergarten teacher, rather include
my kindergarten community through
shared understanding in this situation.

During group time, I asked my
pattus a question, “Who gets sick?”

“Me!” “My dad was sick!” “My
grandpa is in heaven!” “My dog was
sick and went to the doctor!”

I asked them what they would do
if they were sick.

“Go to the doctor!” “Get a needle!”
“Drink medicine!” “Sleep!” “Don’t
come to kinder!” “Get a cuddle from
mummy!”

So many responses. SO many
stories. So many emotions from my
pattus.

“I have something to tell you. I am
sick now. Sometimes we get a cold
or a cough, right. I am sick with
something called cancer. It’s like a
yucky germ that is growing inside me.
I must go to the hospital for the
doctor to take this out of my body. I
will not be in kinder for a long time.
Do you have any questions?” I asked.

“Are you going to stay there
forever?” “Do you need medicine?”
“Are you going to die?” “Is the doctor
going to do an operation?”.

I explained to them that I did not
know what the doctor was going to
do, but I was certainly not going to
die as I had to come back to have more
fun with my pattus.

There was however one honest
pattu who was disappointed that I
was not going to die, as he had already
worked out that he would be the next
“boss” at kinder, if I did not return.

My family, friends, my kinder
pattus, my educator team and I
needed each other to get through this
phase. I was determined to continue
in my role, focussing less on the
challenging times and investing as
much time as possible in maintaining
connections with my pattus, families
and my team as I embarked on this
surgery, chemotherapy and recovery
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journey.

During treatment, there were some
strategies that helped with my
wellbeing -

Maintaining contact — I remember
making a video call from the hospital
two days after my surgery. Children
made little gifts/cards to take to the
hospital which I showed them.

I answered questions about my
stay at the hospital and spoke about
the wonderful jobs that health
professionals in the hospital do to
help us get better.

Honest, age-appropriate
responses — I did my best to give
answers regarding my illness. I
acknowledged the children’s feelings
and talked about their emotions. An
example was from a pattu who let
all her peers know that her mum
suffered from cancer too, just like
Paru.

Connecting With Children -
Video calls was a wonderful way to
stay in touch with my pattus. On days
that I was not sick, I would connect
with pattus to read a book, sing a song
or share something interesting. This
was our time. Pattus would share their
stories and inform me about
everything that was important to them.
One pattu cut her wonderful long hair
as she said to her mum that I will
need it for a wig when she came back
to kinder.

Ask and receive support - Every
video session ended with children
sending hugs and love. Something
that I needed and asked from the
children to keep me going on rough
days. Some kinder families
supported by dropping food outside
my home, which I am truly grateful
for.

Connecting With Families — I kept
in touch with families and informed
them about my progress. Families
responded positively and
empathetically. A few times, it was
good to see them when they came to
kindergarten for special occasions
and be part of the video call.

Connecting With Community- I
informed children about the need for
a facelift in the Chemotherapy Unit
in the hospital. Children contributed
art works and artefacts that I gave to
the wonderful nurses who displayed
them kindly to help bring some solace
to patients.

Adversity Brings Opportunity- I
put together an exhibition celebrating
the wonderful life of some senior
community members who visit my
kindergarten every week. This group
of grandmas had amazing stories to
share about their life for children,
families and community to see, enjoy
and learn from. This helped me
immensely during chemotherapy
cycles to focus on the possibilities for
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NOW rather than the uncertainty of
the FUTURE.

Learning Something New — To keep
my fingers moving during
chemotherapy, I started learning
Parai — a traditional drum from
Tamil Nadu, India. I shared this news
with my kinder pattus and showed
them some beats during one of our
video calls. Pattus used clapsticks to
follow the beats at kinder.

Six months later, I returned to
kinder. It felt like I was always there.
Nothing had changed, except when
I asked pattus to sit on the mat, they

would face the side where the laptop
used to be when I made the video
calls, even though I was there on the
couch in front of them!

“If we try to secure the wellbeing
of others, we will at the same time
create the conditions for our own.”
— Dalai Lama.

Family, friends and my
community continue to teach me to
learn and unlearn the meaning of
wellbeing for which I am truly
grateful, as a cancer survivor.
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:f '. | _“'-V'MEDWALCENTRE@'— BULK BILLING
" 67 Stud Road, Dandenong

YOUR LOCAL

PARTNER IN
DANDENONG

SERVICE OFFERED

WHY CHOOSE US?

l!'g Flu Vaccines Available

% GP Service - BULK BILLING - No Joining Fees :
3 Dermatology Assesment ' CareFer All Age Group
@ Occupational Health Care | Urgent Care Service

W7 Family Friendly Service | NewPatients Welcome

BOOK NOW

TR IR SCAN T0
"‘*1‘4::*”};;_ BOOK
= NOW

Q, (03) 8726 3855

gcmcd.com.au  [Ers .
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"ARANGETRAM" FUNCTIONS
WE CAN MATCH ANY GENUINE QUOTE! |

CALL US

(03) 97911111 - 0403 058 808
12 CLOW STREET, DANDENONG
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