Bulk cooked, flavourless, anodyne. A health facility dinner.

April 2026

By 4.30 p. m. aragged line has formed the length of the dining room. This is a large hall with
furniture set up cafeteria style, one side open to a corridor up and down which nurses and
auxiliary staff pass.

There is little conversation with those before and after you in the line no matter how much you
have spoken with each other during the day. The line generates silence. It stops at a counterin
front of a locked roll-a-door through which nothing can be seen. From earlier meals here | know
that behind this a third of the counter is a glass and steal servery with four bain-maries holding
tonight’s dinner. The rest of the counter has bowls of salads, sachets of vinegar, olive oil, butter,
honey, jam and tomato sauce, tubs of yoghurt, ice cream, and decanted fruit. On occasion
there is soup to be served from the counter it being impractical to serve it from a bain-marie.

There is a clock on the wall above the servery. Everyone in the line glances at it at some stage,
turning away disappointed as the hands seem not to have moved since the last time they looked
at the clock. How quickly | have got used to dinners at 5.00 o’clock.

We look towards the door in the wall across the corridor from which the nurse on duty for
overseeing the meal time will emerge. Nurses go in and out of the door, but none comes to the
line. At 5.00 clock precisely a nurse comes over to the counter. The nurse takes out a set of keys,
inserts one in the lock and lifts the roll-a-door with the help of the kitchen staff. Sometimes the
nurses are late, and the line gets restless, shuffling feet, and turning to each other with muttered
complaint. The line inches forward.

The four or five diners at the head of the line can see what the meal is going to consist of. They
pass word down the line. Tonight it is chicken in some sort of nondescript gravy, defrosted
boiled peas, resurrected powdered potato mush, and Rice — a - Riso. There are coleslaw and a
thrown together green salad also on the bench top beside the bain-maries. Fresh fruit is scarce.
The smell exuded from the kitchen/servery is that of boiled cabbage no matter what the dishes
are. Each plate of food is scrutinised by the line as it passes onto tables.

The dishes reflect their preparation at a central kitchen for the services in the health catchment:
bulk cooked, flavourless, anodyne. It wouldn’t pass a nutrition test. There is a kitchen in the
room behind the counter here from which the meals are served. There is a stove with four
hotplates, an oven and metal shelves. They have not been used since centralising of services in
the name of efficiency and economy commenced. There is however a functioning fridge. If a
relative or friend brings food, it is kept in the fridge until the relevant mealtime. These are often
foods of a non-Australian cuisine: Chinese, Indian, Middle European etc. These foods can
temper the experience of being in the facxility.

Now | am at the head of the dinner line. | ask what each dish is, though by now of course | know.
The kitchen staffer holding a large metal serving spoon tells me the dishes pointing at each with
the spoon. | opt to take some of all of them. She dollops them onto the plate, overgenerous with
the potato. It’s a meagre serving of chicken - two small pieces awash with whatever the brown
sauce is meant to be. | ask for more, doing my best imitation of Oliver Twist. She tells me to wait
until everyone is served. | go to my table. At the head of the line now is a woman with poor
English and little knowledge of the foods in the bain-maries. While others can ask for what they
want she points. She indicates she wants two servings of the Rice-a-Riso. She, like me, is told to



wait while three people in the much-diminished line are served. Itirks me that there are just
three people behind me, all of us facing a bain-marie with a large amount of chicken remaining
yet | go unfed, albeit a second serve. Ditto Rice-a-Riso.

| go to my table. At which table you sit is one of those things you can control when there is little
else. | have taken my usual place at a table of four — me and three others who make something
of a mealtime clique. When one of us is briefly away we other three put out all the signs that that
seat is not available. When one of us leaves the facility for good the remaining three of us
tolerate a newcomer.

A nurse comes around with a jug of orange cordial that | know will be sickly sweet it having never
changed from when | was a youngster. | pass. She asks if | would like some tea or coffee instead.
Again, | pass. There is water in one of those plastic barrelled water dispensers next to the
counter which will suffice.

| go to the counter and get a tub of ice-cream.

There is an unstated rule that when you finish your meal you don’t linger — not even over a cup of
tea. You immediately leave the table take your plate(s) and cutlery and put them in the buckets
for washing. A nurse watches this to make sure no-one smuggles out a knife or other potentially
dangerous cutlery.

Food scraps go into another bucket hopefully to be trucked off with food refuse from other
services in the health area, of which there must be bulk enough to warrant taking it to a waste
recycling centre.

Finally, at around half past eight at night a welcome trolley comes around serving coffee, tea, or
Milo and a biscuit.



