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Staunch
GINGER BRIGGS





‘In some ways I feel like wasted potential, I feel that 
because I was full of potential as a child and if I’d had 
a different childhood I could have done anything and 
been anyone I wanted but instead I was lumbered with 
a childhood where I had no rights and the government 
‘carers’ did whatever they felt like doing to me, so instead 
of being anything I wanted I’ve had to deal and cope with 
the horror of my childhood.’

Sub 246, Forgotten Australians
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In 1984, when he was twelve years old, Andy was sent 
to Wakma Reception Centre in Ballarat because Wakma 
Reception Centre was the type of place kids like Andy 
got sent. It was the place you went if your dad left your 
mum high and dry, or put her in hospital for a spell, or 
they just couldn’t afford you. Or if they hated you. You 
ended up there if the department deemed you ‘at risk’, 
or if you’d already risked everything and lost. Nobody 
stayed there long; it was like a vestibule, a doctor’s 
waiting room. A place you fetched up in until something 
else came along. 

There were twelve beds at Wakma, plus some fold 
outs in case of leftovers. The kids ranged from babies 
to teenagers. Sometimes whole sets of siblings came 
together – four kids with the same profile, grasping one 
another’s wrists like a chain of elephants. 

Sometimes a mother would arrive with just one child, 
the youngest or the eldest, the one who was the most trouble. 
‘Don’t sook,’ she’d say, and then to the staff, ‘Smack her if 

Prologue
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she plays up.’ Occasionally the bell would ring, and there’d 
be some lone boy – always a boy – at the door, wiping his 
cheeks with a wretched handwritten note, holding some 
clothes in a bin liner, a Torana screeching off down the 
highway. The people who worked at Wakma would gather 
together his things and tell him everything would be all 
right. 

In the best cases at Wakma, one of the parents would 
get some money together, or get out on remand, or get 
lonely, or heal, and they’d come and collect their child. Or 
grandparents would give in and wearily take over. If these 
plans failed, as they often did, the department looked for a 
foster family. 

But for all that, Wakma felt homey. A Federation 
mansion on a former boulevard, the building was now a 
crumbly pile of bricks on the highway that ran through the 
centre of Ballarat. Under the peeling lino and wallpaper 
were stagnant puddles of former glory – parquetry floors, 
dark oak skirting boards. 

At Wakma, the children acted in childlike ways. In the 
mornings they had to be dragged out of bed with terrible 
stomach pains that, by right, should mean they got to 
skip school. In the afternoons they avoided the fruit bowl 
and claimed not to have homework. After tea they were 
allowed to watch television in the dogbox, where the big 
ones taught the little ones to smoke. Alliances were formed 
and fractured. Mostly, there was a lot of laughter. 

It was only at night, after they’d been cajoled into bed, 
that the children’s dragons emerged. They stalked and 
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skulked in the hallways, blind to each other, some with 
their hackles up, others in corners, licking their wounds.

Andrew was one of the kids who came alone, in a 
Department of Human Services van too big for its cargo. 
It was evening, after tea, already dark outside. A storm was 
coming. 

Two childcare workers were rostered on that night. Mez 
was in the kitchen, elbow deep in bread and margarine. Six 
children circled her.

‘I don’t eat tomatoes, Mez,’ said a pixie-eared boy 
named Dale. ‘I can’t eat them.’

‘He’s allergic,’ his sister said. ‘They make him vomit.’
‘Once I nearly died,’ Dale confirmed, to which two 

other children claimed, ‘You did not,’ and an argument 
erupted about allergies and their trajectory.

‘Where’s Pedro?’ asked one child. Pedro was the 
other childcare worker. 

‘He’s gone to get a new boy,’ said another child.
‘How old is he?’ asked Dale. This was important; it 

would determine which group could claim him. 
‘He’s twelve,’ said Mez. ‘And his name’s Andrew. 

That’s all I know.’
Then Pedro appeared, and behind him stood the new 

boy. ‘Here he is,’ said Pedro. He raised his black eyebrows 
at Mez. It was a look that said that this boy was not in a 
good way. 

Andrew was skinny and silent. He hid behind Pedro, 
half in and half out of the kitchen. All Mez saw was a 
snowy thatch of silky hair and freckles across the bridge 
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of his nose. She felt the dragon behind him, twisting in 
fear. She left the sandwiches and stepped towards him. 
‘Andrew?’ She felt both faint and alert. She breathed 
through the desire to throw her arms around him.

‘He prefers Andy,’ said Pedro. 
She blinked. ‘Andy.’ 
He had no socks on, and his big toe stuck out from 

his sandshoe. He looked almost comically pathetic, like 
the urchin from the Charlie Chaplin movies.

Mez turned to the children behind her, who were 
staring. She began to introduce them. The more they 
stared, the more Andy shrunk into the doorframe. Dale 
heaved a theatrical sigh. ‘I guess I’ll show Andy around,’ 
he said. 

Mez stood frozen, fixated on the scandalously thin 
wrists protruding from the boy’s outgrown windcheater. 
‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘Let’s give him something to eat 
first.’

But he could not eat. If he started to operate, if he let his 
small body warm up, then sets of perilous waves would 
crash down and drown him. The waves bought all sorts 
of refuse – deceitful men, bastard fathers, frightening 
little boys. Mum. 

A few years ago, his sister – or, more accurately, a girl 
he once called his sister – taught him to shut himself off 
like a television. That’s what he’d done on the way to this 
house. So there was no way he could eat.
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‘Let me show you around. I’ll show you where you’ll 
sleep.’ 

It was now late, with all the useless wrangling over 
food. He needs to sleep, Mez had realised. And then he’ll 
be better in the morning.

‘This is the dogbox. It’s where the TV is. Go to bed, 
Dale!’ Andy glanced into the room, avoiding Dale’s eye. 
‘So you go up here, see? There’s a lot of hallways here.’ 
Mez worried it would confuse him. The old mansion had 
been partitioned haphazardly and now corridors spun off 
from every room, and rooms from every corridor. ‘You 
think you’ll get lost but tomorrow you can explore and 
you’ll learn where everything is. And, now! This is your 
bedroom.’ 

Mez turned around. Andy had disappeared. 
She raced back down to the dogbox, where Dale 

defiantly remained, and then down a left turn they hadn’t 
taken earlier. There she found Andy, trying the handle 
on the back security door. It was locked from the inside. 

When she put her hands on his shoulders, he yelped. 
She’d never come across a kid this damaged. All the kids 
found the first night hard, but they could still interact. 

‘It’s okay,’ she murmured.
 She decided to do nothing except stand there while 

he stared through the door’s small window, his hand on 
the handle. Through the window, they could feel the 
storm crashing in. It sounded like a machine gun.

‘Hail,’ said Mez. 
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Mez snapped on the light in his room and felt its 
ugliness. The bulb was bare, the walls yellow, the 
bedspreads chenille, the wardrobe Formica, the carpets 
a psychedelic rainbow. She walked to the window and 
adjusted the blind with clothes pegs, then opened it 
again and wedged some cardboard into the rattling gap 
between the window and the sill. It was an amateur 
fix, but the old mansion was built for storms; the wind 
howled, frustrated, around it. 

Mez gently placed his duffel bag on the bed. When 
Andy did nothing, she opened it and pulled out a pair of 
jeans and a thin, pilling T-shirt. She placed them in the 
wardrobe. He’s wearing the best thing he owns, she thought 
to herself – a black windcheater with padded yellow 
shoulders and red bands, two sizes too small. Again she 
tried chatter – Do you like bikes? The boys are going for a 
ride on the weekend, if you want to come. Can you ride a 
skateboard? At the bottom of the bag she found other bits 
and pieces: papers and photos, and what looked like some 
baby cards. Who has their own baby cards?

‘You can put your things in here.’ She opened the 
drawer of the bedside table. He had not yet spoken. The 
day after tomorrow he was supposed to start a new school.

She sat beside him on the bed. ‘I know this is hard. 
You must be feeling very confused right now.’ Every 
word seemed to make him flinch. ‘But it will get better. 
Tomorrow will be better.’

Mez was exhausted. All she had managed to do was 
move him from one side of the building to the other. 
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Then he looked straight up into her face and she saw, for 
a fleeting moment, a flicker of something else, softer.

Mez had worked at Wakma for about a year, since she 
walked in off the street one day and asked for a job. Most 
of the staff at Wakma were unqualified. It was a ghetto: 
underpaid crisis workers, they slept over and made meals 
and cleaned and parented. Like regular people, some 
were good at it, others weren’t. 

Mez was good at it. She was twenty-two, hazel-eyed 
and olive-skinned, and she shone and bubbled like cold 
lemonade in the sun. She was short and slight. Her name 
was Mary, really, but everyone called her Mez, or ‘Mez 
with the hair’, because of her headful of black ringlets. 

Mez turned her bright eyes to the world looking for 
things to love. Her corner of the bedroom she shared 
as a child featured posters of wild animals captioned 
with inspirational quotes. Her family were old Victorian 
farming stock; squatocracy gone broke generations back. 
They came from March, a hamlet in the Pyrenees Shire. 
It was high, verdant, rolling country, and when the gold 
rush boomed in the late 1850s there were ten thousand 
people in the district. 

Mez’s family, the Barringtons, had no luck with the 
gold, so they farmed around the fossickers. Then the gold 
dried up, and the fossickers turned into seasonal blokes 
who worked the farms in summer and fenced in winter. 
By the mid-1980s the town was mostly empty, just five 



16    Staunch

hundred people or so. Most of the churches got convert-
ed to bed and breakfasts – and March had been full of 
churches, one for each denomination. 

The Barringtons made bad deals, or got played by the 
big corporations that began to buy up land. Mez’s dad 
Laurie was the first Barrington not to farm. He went to 
university in Melbourne, started medicine, but couldn’t 
afford to stay there, so took a job in a plant nursery. He 
met and married Charity, a nurse, and took her back to 
March. Laurie was a big, handsome bloke with a mop of 
curly hair – Mez’s hair – blue twinkly eyes and a scratchy, 
masculine voice. Charity was as tiny as a leprechaun. 
They had seven children. Mez was the eldest girl, the 
second mother-in-command, and a born looker-afterer. 

 
It was hard to sleep in the house. For a start, she was 
alone – during the day two staff supervised the kids, but 
after dinner one went home. The responsibility made 
Mez fitful. Occasionally, the cops rang during the night 
to deliver a homeless child. Then there were the little 
kids, the babies, who needed changing or sometimes 
even feeding in the night. Some kids had nightmares, 
too, and to those who stood at the foot of her bed, she 
opened the doona like a door into the musty warmth.

Mez lay back against the pillow. The rain was 
driving now, relentless. She could feel clots of blood 
moving around inside her, or at least she thought she 
could. Mez’s periods were diabolically painful, like 
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knives nicking her womb. Finally she dropped off, but 
around midnight she woke like a movie star – gasping in 
alarm, her eyes swivelling from left to right. She got up 
and headed down the corridor, shaking her bent arms to 
ward off the cold. 

She found Andy squished against the window, 
smeared with tears and saliva. The pegs and blind were 
on the floor, the sheets tossed about, as if there’d been a 
fight. Andy cried, hard and silent, one palm flat against 
the window. On the other side of the window, the storm 
replied. Mez whispered to him, but he didn’t register. 
When she put a soft hand on his shoulderblades, he 
started in absolute terror and swung around wild-eyed, 
screeching. She felt his heart beat. 

‘Oh, Andrew,’ she said softly. 
She tried to cradle him, but he grew rigid. 
‘Is there anything I can…do?’ She cringed at the 

inadequate words. He stopped crying, still turned from 
her, facing the wall. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said. 

She returned with the longest book she’d been able to 
find in the dogbox: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. 

It was easy to slide in beside him, he took up so little of the 
bed. She opened the book, and began: ‘Once there were 
four children whose names were Peter, Susan, Edmund 
and Lucy. This story is about something that happened 
to them when they were sent away from London during 
the war because of the air raids.’ What could he possibly 
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know or care about London or the war or air raids? It 
didn’t matter. Her only goal was not to leave him until 
he fell asleep. 

She closed the book at page forty-eight. The rain had 
stopped. Her voice felt hoarse from whispering. 

Pedro found Mez in the kitchen, peeling potatoes for 
mash. 

‘They’ve expelled him,’ he said.
‘What?’ Andy had only been with them for a week, 

and only at school for a couple of days.
‘I can’t make sense of it. The principal rang. He 

said Andy wouldn’t go back into school, and then he 
did something with a hose. I think some teachers got 
drenched. It doesn’t seem like him.’

 ‘Where is he?’ asked Mez.
‘They’re waiting for us to pick him up. Can you go? 

He won’t talk to me anyway.’ 
‘Of course,’ said Mez. She ached with worry. ‘But I 

don’t know that he’ll talk to me either.’
‘I’m going to call the department. We need to find 

another primary school to take him.’ 
Mez had been coming in to work every day, even 

when she wasn’t rostered on. Her plan was not to make 
an obvious effort, just be around, but it didn’t suit her. 
She was a chatter, and so she chatted, until Andy felt 

~
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compelled, occasionally, to reply. At night, she read to 
him. She sensed The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe 
was wearing thin, but remembered a book another boy 
Andy’s age had loved. She searched bookstores until she 
found it – Al Nussbaum’s Motorcycle Racer. 

‘Is it for me?’
‘Yes,’ said Mez. ‘We can read it together.’
‘For me to keep?’
When Mez wasn’t there, he stayed in his room. 

He didn’t talk to the other kids, who decided he was 
weird. He barely ate. The other kids lived for treats and 
junk food – they drove Mez crazy with twoallbeefpatties 
specialsaucelettucecheesepicklesonionsonasesameseedbun, as if the 
chanting would materialise the prize itself. They traded 
in Clinkers and bananas and milk bottles and Redskins. 
They measured lollies with rulers. But Andy had no  
appetite. 

Like a dog that’s been hit by a car, he had an injury 
he couldn’t name, and his room seemed as good a place 
as any to curl up and die. 

Mez found Andy outside the principal’s office. 
The receptionist fussed with some forms. ‘You can’t 

see the head now,’ she said. ‘He’s still with Miss Earton. 
She was very upset.’ She shot Andy a look of disgust. 

In the car, Andy balled his hands into fists. 
‘I can read.’
‘Is that what they said – that you couldn’t read?’
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‘They didn’t say nothing to me. No one said nothing 
to me the whole time I was there. Except one kid said 
I was weird.’ He kicked his legs in the air, jerky, angry. 
‘Where will I go now?’

‘I’m not sure.’ She put her hand on his ankle. ‘Pedro’s 
trying to find a new school.’

‘But where will I get taken now? Where will I live 
now?’ 

‘Live?’ Then she squeezed the ankle. ‘Andy, there’s 
no plans for you to go. You’re staying here.’

‘I’ve heard that before,’ he said. He sounded older 
than twelve. But she couldn’t help rejoicing in the modest 
triumph of their first real conversation.

There was no other primary school. ‘They hate taking 
our kids, anyway,’ Pedro had said. ‘Andy’s got a track 
record now, so it’s easy for them to say no.’

Homeschooling happened in his bedroom, with 
Pedro. But for Andy, homeschooling was just as bad 
as real schooling. There were several problems. For a 
start, you had to spend just as long there as at school, 
except there was only one teacher and one student, so 
you were supposed to always pay attention. Andy’s head 
often ached. Pedro asked him questions; he wanted him 
to speak. And if Andy shut down, or acted out, Pedro 
grounded him. 

Not going to school also made the other kids hate 
him. They already couldn’t work him out – and he heard 
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their disgruntled conversations every morning, when he 
sat with them at breakfast.

‘Why doesn’t Andy have to go to school?’
‘Because he’s stupid.’ 
‘Because he’s a favourite.’ 
‘Because he’s retarded.’
If Mez or another carer was there, they’d close the 

conversation down. But Mez couldn’t be everywhere. 
Even if she was there, they’d pretend they were curious. 

‘Is Andy all right, Mez?’ 
‘Why doesn’t he talk to us?’ 
‘What’s a ward, Mez? I’m not a ward, am I, Mez? 

Why doesn’t Andy have parents?’ 
‘He does,’ said Mez. ‘Now get ready for school.’
Then there was Pedro. Being alone with Pedro was 

terrifying – he was basically a giant. He wasn’t mean, 
but Andy’s policy was that men and boys shouldn’t mix. 
Nothing good came of it.

The main problem was with learning things. Spelling 
didn’t stick in his head; sums didn’t make sense. Questions 
made him panic, and panic made him stupid. He didn’t 
want to think. He was scared Pedro would find out how 
little he understood, and then they would have to go 
back, back to Grade Four, then Grade Three, then Prep, 
then crying and mewling. Because there were little-kid 
things he didn’t understand – division, tables, vowels and 
consonants, states and territories. 

States and territories. One morning Pedro said, ‘Okay, 
let’s just have a little break. We’ll do geography next. 
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Could you get the atlas out?’ Seeing Andy’s face, Pedro 
hesitated. ‘Don’t you want a break?’ A break meant Andy 
would have to be alone with Pedro without a reason, and 
Pedro would try to draw him out of his shell. So he shook 
his head and Pedro said, ‘Well, I might, anyway,’ and 
went out. Andy knew he wanted a cigarette. 

Andy took the atlas down from his school book 
shelf. From the desk Pedro had set up for himself, he 
grabbed a thick black marker. The first page of the atlas 
showed the whole world, and Andy began to black out 
Australia. He worked methodically, and kept inside the 
line that divided the land from the sea, colouring so that 
nothing of Australia showed through. He felt the warm 
wash of release. He knew that Pedro would find him, 
that he would soon walk in and discover Andy in the act 
of murder, would see him wielding the bloody murder 
weapon over the dying land mass. But he couldn’t stop, 
he just scratched and wiped. 

He put down the pen. Something stinky and knotted 
was rising up inside him. He knew what it was – he was 
about to be shot in the stomach. He got shot frequently. 
He would look down at his hands, clutching the wound, 
his thoughts clouded in dreams and cobwebs – I’ve been 
shot? Have I been shot? – before thin streams of blood 
trickled through his fingers. A hole through his T-shirt, 
through his innards. Then the nausea. Andy couldn’t 
stop the bullet, or the hole, or the nausea. All he could 
do was clutch his stomach to staunch the flow of blood. 

I’ve gone crackers, he thought. 
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Outside, by the back entrance, a group of bikes had 
been placed against the wall. Some of them belonged 
to the kids here – surprisingly, there were kids who 
got bikes for Christmas, as presents – and others were 
inherited from ex-residents, or donated by whoever 
donated things. Andy opened the window. 

It was Tuesday, around midday. All the other kids 
were at school. And when Andy got shot, his hand 
grasping at his middle, his only option was to ride away. 

It was hours before two coppers picked him up, and 
already dark.

‘Hey buddy. Where’re you going?’
‘I’m riding home to my mum’s.’
‘Are you? Where’s your mum’s place, then? We’ll 

give you a lift.’
He stared far past them. 
‘Listen, is your name Andy? You look like a boy we’re 

looking for, called Andy.’
He shook his head.
‘Do you live at Wakma Reception Centre? You 

know Mez? She’s worried about you.’ 
‘No, I live with my mum. My name’s Nigel. I’m fine. 

I’m going home to my mum.’ But even as he said it he let 
them pick up his bike and put it in the boot. The jig was 
up. I’m fine. I’m going home to my mum. Stupid, stupid, 
stupid. He didn’t even know where his mum lived. 
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At Wakma, Mez held him tighter than he’d ever been 
held before.

‘Why are you crying?’ he said.
‘Because I was worried,’ she said. And he let himself 

lean into her and, for a moment, gave up fighting and 
accepted the unexpected gift of her love.

This is what Andy didn’t know. He was a departmental 
problem. The Department of Human Services in 
Victoria assigned a social worker to every ward of the 
state who either tried to oil them back into the faulty 
family machine or, if that machine was complete toast, 
organised placements in foster homes. Except in Andy’s 
case. He’d once had a social worker: she was incompetent, 
then she resigned, then there must have been a sudden 
run on social workers because no other seemed available 
to take her place. 

Andy also didn’t know that there was a handwritten 
letter in his file from his mother and stepfather asking 
not to be updated about his wellbeing. They had ignored 
the department’s few and feeble attempts to reunite 
the family; they had ignored a sensible letter from Mez 
asking if he might join them for Christmas. Mez would 
sigh and grimace whenever she had cause to read Andy’s 
file. Andy had several parents – birth, adoptive, step. 
Yet he had none to want him. How frustrating that the 
department couldn’t pull its finger out and get the kid a 
decent placement. 
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Christmas loomed. Mez had made repeated firm, 
concerned phone calls about Andy to the department 
– they did nothing, assigned no social worker, had no 
useful suggestions. Whenever she saw him he looked at 
her expectantly, nervously, because of all the other kids 
leaving. But there was no news to give him. 

When school broke up for the year, so did homeschooling. 
December came and was desert hot. Rellies were starting 
to come fetch the kids. Christmas time at Wakma was 
all forgiveness and fresh starts; mums were turning over 
new leaves, dads were awkwardly introducing new 
girlfriends. 

One by one, the Wakma kids were spruced up and 
shipped off, until it was clear that only Andy would be 
around on Christmas Day. The last little advent box, 
unopened.

Andy told Mez he wanted to buy presents for his 
family. The request, Mez could see, had clearly been 
brewing. 

‘I need to get the best one for Dahlia. Can you help?’
‘That’s a great idea,’ she said. ‘Is Dahlia your sister?’
He laughed. ‘Nah. She’s my mum.’
‘Then why don’t you call her Mum?’
‘Because her name is Dahlia.’
Andy’s plan, Mez thought, was pretty transparent – 

gifts borne, frozen hearts thaw, hurried invitations arrive, 
tears and apologies scatter. We kept your old bedroom the 
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same because we always knew you’d come back one day. But 
was it impossible? She wanted to know why they had 
rejected him. He was gorgeous, as Mez told everyone 
she either knew or was related to: ‘You have to come 
and meet Andy, he’s gorgeous.’ Each day they became 
closer. Why on earth would anyone give him up?  
His own mother! Besides, it was Christmas – if he 
sent them presents, they’d have to send something back,  
surely? A card, at least they would have to send back a 
card. And then letters would start. Of course, thought 
Mez, of course you must buy presents for your family at 
Christmas. 

‘It’s a great idea,’ she repeated. 
Mez said he could earn money by washing the big 

white van, staff cars too, out in the back alley. So Andy 
started slapping suds on Pedro’s Monaro. Every day, he 
stood out with the cars and the hose and the bucket of 
soapy water and a transistor. It’s no tragedy. Ah, ah, ah, ah. 
You can work it if you want to. It’s no tragedy. Ah ah ah ah. 
You can stretch it out to fit you. If it rained, Mez tried to 
drive through mud, to make her car dirtier.

One day it was thirty-seven degrees, and Mez brought 
out iced-lemon cordial for him. When she turned to 
walk back into the house, he aimed a jet of water at the 
back of her head. 

‘Oh my God! You’re in for it!’ 
They had a water fight that came to involve the whole 

house, that took her an hour to mop up afterward, that 
made them laugh. 
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That night, at bedtime, Andy said, ‘If I do go home, 
I’ll come back and visit you every weekend.’ Mez 
repeated it to herself later, propped up in the staff single 
bed. She would visit him. She would become a family 
friend, and take Andy out for ice cream, then return him 
to his bashful, loving mum. It seemed possible.

When the day came to go shopping, he buzzed with 
a quiet exhilaration. At Kmart, a huge plastic Christmas 
tree towered over the presents beneath.

‘Who are they for?’ he asked.
‘They’re for poor people,’ said Mez. 
‘I am poor people,’ said Andy, and made as if to start 

taking them all. 
‘Get off, you!’ 
He agonised over the selection. Mez made a  

thousand suggestions, all of which he agreed with and 
confused him. She tried to remember that it was not  
like shopping with the Barrington sisters – he was  
dazzled, and needed the options narrowed. As promised, 
Dahlia’s present seemed particularly crucial. Mez  
thought perhaps gold-feathered earrings. But Andy  
could not remember if her ears were pierced. 

‘Not earrings.’
They settled on Tabu perfume – spicy and exotic, Mez 

supposed, not knowing too much about perfume. Mez 
had begun to imagine Andy’s mum as delicate – maybe 
a bit consumptive – a slave to her domineering partner, 
but private and sensitive like her son. The Tabu ads had 
bronzed, bird-boned girls. She imagined Dahlia like that. 
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For Victor, Andy tossed up between a beer mug 
and a rubbish bin that looked like an oversized VB can, 
and settled on the beer mug; for Rachel, his stepsister, 
a stocking filled with lollies; and for all of them, a 
Christmas card with Santa on a snowmobile. 

‘It’s done,’ said Mez. And she took him to the kids’ 
clothes department and bought, out of her own money, 
a red windcheater with ‘Eastcoast’ written in white, and 
cream cords with zips around the pockets and at the 
ankles. 

At the post office they bought a parcel. Andy copied 
out the address Mez gave him – his parents’ new house. 
He wondered if they had a room for him. Andy’s money 
did not quite stretch to the postage, so Mez shouted him 
the rest. Every cent he made from Pedro and his Monaro 
was gone. In the post box, he buried his treasure – the 
most he had ever owned. 

They’d sure be shocked when the package arrived. 
His stepsister would bring it in from the postie to the 
kitchen table. Victor would be suspicious – he’d circle it 
like a tiger and say, ‘Well, I think we gotta wonder where 
he got the money for this shit.’ 

‘Don’t be stupid, Victor,’ his mother would say. ‘Andy’s 
great at making money – he’s an asset to this family.’ No, 
Andy thought, Dahlia would never say ‘Don’t be stupid’ to 
Victor. His mother would say, ‘I don’t think so’, timidly 
but decisively, like it was the last word on the subject. 
Victor wouldn’t like it – he wouldn’t like it one bit – but 
he’d scratch the side of his nose, and let it go for once.
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Then they’d open the presents. Rachel would squeal, 
and probably regret a couple of things she’d said in 
the past. Oh yes, and Victor too. He’d smile ruefully, 
remembering some less than excellent behaviour on his 
part – forcing Andy to eat his vegies until he dry retched 
at dinner, or throwing him under the house. ‘Andy’s 
grown up a bit,’ he’d say, meaning he’d matured. And 
Dahlia – misty-eyed, crumple-chinned, standing apart, 
holding and weighing the chic, rectangular bottle of 
oriental perfume, would gasp out a little sob and say, 
‘Yes, yes,’ and that would be the moment they’d decide it 
was time for Andy to come home.

In the beginning he ran to the post every day. After 
a fortnight he stopped. He told Mez he thought his  
mum might just turn up, that she was like that. She 
didn’t. He started to flinch when they heard the postie’s 
motorbike.

A package finally arrived a few days before Christmas. 
Mez was, as usual, in the kitchen when Andy zoomed 
down the hallway, shouting, ‘Mez!’ A whole package, a 
proper present. Mez exhaled with relief. At this point, it 
didn’t matter how meagre the contents were. That there 
were contents was enough.

‘Shall we put it under the tree?’
He looked so downcast at this that she relented. ‘Hey, 

you can open the package now. But if there’s something 
wrapped in there it’s going under the tree.’
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He nodded, suddenly mute, hugely alive. And put it 
on the kitchen bench.

Then, immediately, she shuddered. Something was 
wrong. What? Slowly, she handed Andy the kitchen 
scissors. The packaging was reused – well, everyone did 
that, but it was the package they’d bought at Australia 
Post, with his address stuck on paper and sticky-taped 
over their own. They hadn’t even bothered changing the 
return address, scrawled in Andy’s uncertain hand, so it 
seemed as if it was to and from the same place – Wakma. 

‘Hang on, Andy.’ She tried to grab it. ‘Let me open…’
But he had already torn the paper, and was 

whimpering with glee as he prised it off. Mez’s hand 
flew to her open mouth. Then the jabbering. ‘Oh, Andy, 
don’t worry, don’t worry, oh dear, oh God, I’m sorry.’ 
She threw herself in front of him – but too late! The gun 
had fired. Andy heard nothing. He stepped backwards 
and stared at the carcass in front of him. 

All his presents. Still wrapped. Even the card was 
intact, unread – or if read, rejected. There was a note. 
They both read it. 

Dear Andrew,

You should not have sent these presents, so we are 

returning them. You know that God would not like 

the way you behaved and you know why you had to 

leave. You must not try to contact us again. 

From Mum
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Mez asked Andy if he’d like to come to her house for 
Christmas lunch. ‘With my mum and dad and brothers 
and sisters.’

‘All right.’ Mez hadn’t expected a smile, and hadn’t 
got one. The favour made him awkward. ‘How many 
brothers and sisters do you have?’

‘Loads. Five brothers and two sisters.’
‘Five brothers and two sisters.’ His eyes shot 

heavenwards. ‘Jeez.’ 
Christmas morning, at Wakma, was just him and 

Mez, but nearly everyone who worked there dropped in 
– the story of the returned gifts had spread like wildfire. 
Andy had more presents than he’d ever before received. 
He couldn’t stop smiling.

After the presents were put carefully away, they  
drove up to March. Andy wound down the window and 
let the hot air stream through the car, and Mez’s curly 
hair went haywire. He never wanted to get there, but 
eventually they did. 

He saw the house from way down the road. Mez’s 
family sprouted from every crevice – all the kids and all 
the kids’ boyfriends and girlfriends, and aunts and uncles 
and cousins and grandparents, and pretty much the whole 
of March and anyone else who was at a loose end, really. 
The house had just two bedrooms, and at one time, Mez 
told him, ten people lived there, and baby Anthony slept 
in a bassinet under the kitchen table. Then she pointed to 
baby Anthony, a gangling, blond-haired big kid, setting 
up stumps in the driveway. Inside, the Christmas tree 
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was actually a real tree, cut off at the base of the trunk 
and stuck in a bucket of stones, surrounded by presents. 

The house smelt of pine and roast potatoes and butter. 
Everyone’s laugh was as loud and jackhammery as Mez’s, 
everyone was kissing hellos, and the whole jamboree 
revolved around Mez’s mum Charity, this miniature 
woman who fussed over the oven. Mez’s little sister 
Lissy shook Andy’s hand, very matter-of-fact. Her father 
gently slapped his shoulder and said he was very welcome. 
Mez led him out the back, where grown-up men stood 
around an esky with beers, saying little, grinning a lot, 
and occasionally bellowing with laughter. 

Andy’s blood ran cold with fear. He didn’t understand 
the language of this occasion. He flinched when anyone 
addressed him – ‘Like a dog that’s been belted,’ Mez’s dad 
Laurie said to Charity later – and clung tight to Mez’s 
hand until sweat smeared between them. They stayed for 
two hours, and Andy never said a word. 

Mez stroked his terrified cheek and took him back to 
Wakma. Maybe next Christmas, she thought. It was late 
afternoon, and by the time they reached the suburban 
streets of Ballarat, the town was quiet and empty, until 
they happened upon a group of kids riding new bikes 
and swirling hula hoops. As they passed this parade, 
all the gifts Andy had got that morning dwarfed and 
cheapened, until they seemed like the detritus from a 
Christmas cracker – a present that lasts a meal’s length. 
In the end, people – lovely people, generous people – had 
spent exactly as much time and effort as anyone would 
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on a kid they probably wouldn’t know in a year. Andy 
didn’t have a tribe.

‘What are we going to do now?’ These were the first 
words he’d uttered in hours.

‘Anything you want.’
‘How about fish and chips? Oh, and a video.’
At the counter of the video shop, a girl with sweat 

stains under the arms of her ruffled shirt read Smash Hits 
magazine. Mez thought he’d choose something with 
car chases, but Andy wanted The Neverending Story – 
something they’d watched together before. 

He fell asleep in front of the television, his head on 
Mez’s lap. She stroked his cheek and feared for everything 
that lay in store for him. It was her first Christmas with 
Andy, and she wanted more.
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