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Chapter
One

Penny






The Lord givith
and the Lord taketh away

Blessed be the
name of the Lord






I wipe fresh
tears from my face with an overly wet hanky and stare dead
ahead.

Life so
sucks sometimes. No – not sometimes – all the time. Right this
minute I just can’t see the point in livin’. June was like a real
ma to me and now she’s gone. What am I goin’ to do without her? How
am I goin’ to cope?

Though I know
that’s not true ‘cause I’ve got me kids. But these last three an’ a
bit years have bin tough, real tough. And only bearable because of
June, gettin’ me through all the rough times. God knows there’s bin
plenty of them! And now I’m on me Pat Malone again ‘cause Dud don’t
count for nothin’.

What’s the
minister blatherin’ on about? Somethin’ about a rock?

Jesus is the rock .

Well, bugger
me, I dunno about that but June was my rock. The only friggin’
stable part of my whole damn rocky life! God, I’m goin’ to miss
her.

The old guy
with the back-to-front collar drones on and I find I’m losin’ track
again. I glance at his face, set in a look of false sympathy. I
close my eyes an’ shake my head. What a fake! Crappin’ on with all
that guff as if he was ‘er best friend! But he never even knowed
her at all! June never went to church or nothin’ so how could he?
God, what a phony!

And while I’m
on the subject of fakes an’ phonies, just take a butcher’s at her
family, all sittin’ ‘ere in the funeral parlour. Dead-set, the only
one cryin’ is Bruce. And maybe Rosie, but I can’t see her as she’s
sittin’ on the other side of Les.

I dunno why Les
chose to sit in the third row but Rosie and I sat down on each side
of him to give him support. Poor Les! I know he’s hurtin’ inside.
He was married to June for near on forty years. But he won’t cry. I
can just hear him now: ‘It’s not manly to cry!’ Just like
his sons sittin’ over there in the front row on the other side.
Look at ‘em – Dick, Bill an’ Dud with Rob behind! Not a tear
between ‘em! They’re sittin’ there stony-faced and squirmin’ in
their hired suits – two of ‘em, anyway. I doubt if Dick or Rob has
ever worn a bag of fruit before in their entire lives! Their ties
are all tied wrong and who else would wear friggin’ joggers to a
funeral?

I check out
these fakes some more, these men in the family I’m part of at the
moment. I dunno for sure if they even loved their ma.

Take Dick for
one. He’s sittin’ there lookin’ bored outa his brain. Now he’s
fiddlin’ with his nails. I reckon his name is just about right for
him. Dick – Dipstick – Dickhead. What a waste of space ‘e is! In
the few years I’ve knowed him, he’s never done nothin’ much and I
reckon he’s a real pillock. He thinks he knows everythin’ and never
takes no advice about nothin’ from nobody, goin’ from one disaster
to the next. All he cares about is his precious car and his motor
racin’. No wonder he can’t keep a girlfriend. Who would put up with
all that shit?

I continue
starin’ at him critical-like. Then I remember something else. To be
fair, I have to admit he does hold down a good job and he sticks to
it. He’s had it for years, workin’ at a garage in Warilla as a
grease monkey. June’s telled me lots of times that he’s
well-respected there. Blimey! He must work harder at work than he
does when he comes round home, that’s all I can say. He don’t lift
a finger then. He lives close by us, in the Lake Windemere Caravan
Park. It’s only a kilometre or two away. I have never seed his
place but I can just imagine it, untidy an’ mucky. It’d be a real
shit hole…

My eyes move on
to Dud – Dudley – sittin’ there in his Hawks suit. My precious –
not – partner and the father of my two younger children,
Angel an’ Eagle. I don’t think there’s much of a future there for
us. We should never have got together in the first place. Shit! I’m
such a prat when it comes to pickin’ men! First a two-timer, next a
bloke handy with his fists and now a dud. Ha! How funny’s that! Dud
by name and dud by nature. He don’t give a rat’s arse for me or his
kids. All he cares about is his precious basketball.

But, I have to
admit, he is pretty good at that. He’s bin with the Hawks for
forever, comin’ up through the juniors and now he’s playin’ in
their top grade and has bin for the last year. It’s his only job
and he works real hard at it, what with all his trainin’ an’ that.
He takes care of himself too. No smokes, he don’t drink much and he
watches what he eats. I glance at him again… He does look good,
especially in a suit. And he’s great in bed, a real good pheasant
plucker. Damn fine actually. But he’s hardly ever home so it’s not
much different now for me than bein’ a single mum. And I’ve bin
there before…

I shift my gaze
from Dud to Rob in the second row.

Two
plain-clothes cops are crowdin’ him in on both sides. I can just
make out a glint of steel where Rob’s right wrist is hooked up to
one of the copper’s left wrist. Rob had to ask for special
permission to come today – to attend his mother’s funeral. He’s
presently a guest of the government at Silverwater for his part in
a ram raid. It was only a minor part, as far as I know – he drove
the get-away car or somethin’ like that. Maybe he was the cockatoo,
I can’t erzactly remember. I don’t think he’s a bad bloke really.
June reckoned he just never picked the right sort of friends.
Anyway he’s done over two years now and is due to be released next
year. That new scar on his cheek looks nasty. I remember Dud
tellin’ me a guy knifed him when Rob resisted his amorous
overtures. Yuk! I certainly don’t want to go there. Can’t stand
poofters. And how did the other bloke happen to have a knife in
prison anyhow?... I can’t see Rob’s girlfriend nowhere so I don’t
think she’s come today. Jacinta Fox, her name is and the goss is
that she’s a real goer. Everyone calls her Foxy. I wonder if she’ll
stick with him when he gets out…

My eyes wander
back to the front row. Next to Dud is Bill with his wife
Cassie.

Now there’s a
bloke who’s different. He’s the only one in the family with some
class. And a real education. I reckon he totally broke the Hapless
mould when he took himself off to the university. But he don’t
never come round home no more so I don’t really know him. But what
I know I don’t like much ‘cause he’s a real stuck-up sod. Look at
him sittin’ there all prim an’ proper with his wife, lookin’ real
fancy in his designer clobber! Oh, God! And they really know how to
spend money makin’ themselves beautiful! Cassie’s hair is lighter
than I remember from the last time too – it must o’ come outa a
bottle – and it’s fashionably straight as uncooked spaghetti.

Bill’s big with
some high-flyin’ company in Sydney, workin’ as an architect. Last
year, Cassie sweet-talked him into buyin’ this mansion in Mangerton
and takin’ out a humungous mortgage. I bet she always gets what she
wants with him… But if Bill ever loses his job, I reckon they could
fall into some really deep shit. She don’t work, ‘cept for sellin’
Tupperware. Reckons she don’t have no time to do more. I could tell
her a thing or two about bein’ busy. She’s a real poser she is!

Bruce is
sittin’ on the other side of Cassie. Now he’s my favourite person
in the family. Tears are streamin’ down his face. Poor Bruce. I
know he really loved his ma. Bein’ the youngest son and the only
one still at home – and bein’ his father’s most unfavourite
– he was real close to June. I really like Bruce. He’s so gentle
an’ carin’. Even though he’s a song-n-dancy man, he’s not like
those faggots in Rob’s gaol. Bruce is always real lovely to me an’
the kids and they all love their Uncle Bruce. But I dunno how he’ll
go now, livin’ there alone with Les. His dad and him just don’t get
on, no way.

I lean forward
and steal a glance at Rosie. She’s tryin’ to sing but her face is
all screwed up with cryin’. She’s holdin’ Les’ hand in hers and
tryin’ to hold the words to the prayer in her other hand and wipe
her face all at the same time. Poor Rose. She’s only nineteen and
the baby of the family, still an innocent little ivory pearl. She
told me a few weeks back that her latest thing is zen philosophy,
whatever that is. Probably some screwball religion she’s started up
with her boyfriend, Nathan. But Rosie’s all right. I like her.
She’s livin’ in Albion Park with Nathan now but she was always
comin’ over to see her mum and I know she’s goin’ to miss her just
as much as me.

Les’ hand grips
mine more tightly and it brings me back to what’s goin’ on.
Everyone is standin’ up for another hymn. Amazin’ Grace. I
study the words on the service sheet.

I was blind
but now I can see.

That sure don’t
happen. But the tune is nice.


Chapter
Two

Dick






I’m glad the
funeral’s over. I hated the whole thing. I guess funerals always
suck but it’s goddamn awful when it’s your own mum. Poor mum. She
never had much of a life, what with Dad and all of us. Six kids is
a hellava lot of work.

Dad was never
around much and even when he was I only remember him yelling. And
giving us the strap. But mum was ours. She was always great to us
kids. Mum was always there and she brought us up the best way she
knew how. And, all things considered, we haven’t turned out too bad
either, except for Rob and he’s not really bad.

Rob was always
the one easily led. He somehow constantly managed to pick crook
friends at school and seemed to be forever in strife. Mum was up at
the school every other week for him. Not that she ever backed him
when she was there, or us either if we were in trouble. She’d
always support the teachers and we’d end up copping a double dose
when she brought us home. But she hardly ever told Dad on Rob or
us, so in that way she was our protector. Dad had a terrible temper
– he still has of course – and she didn’t want him laying into us.
She especially didn’t want the child protection people coming down
on the family. So she’d end up dealing with most things
herself.

We loved her
for that. Mind you, it wasn’t all good. Mum could lay into us
nearly as good as Dad. But she never went crazy and you always knew
you were only getting what you deserved. Rob knew that too.

Yeah, Rob’s the
only rotten egg but he’s actually not like that underneath. He’s
always just in with the wrong crowd. When we were kids Rob was the
one who truanted the most and would take off down the beach to
smoke and drink behind the toilets. When he left school, he cleaned
himself up for a while. He found himself a job filling shelves at
Woolies and saved up his dough. When he had enough of that, he
bought himself a souped-up Harley. It was nearly too big for him to
handle but he loved it. But then more trouble started when he
turned eighteen. He joined this bikie gang – the Commandos. I
reckon most of them are probably okay guys and they do stuff
that’s within the law as far as I know – like have meetings and go
on weekend bike rides and stuff. But Rob started hanging with three
blokes in the gang from western Sydney. Rob’d go up and stay for
weekends. We know now that they weren’t so good, in fact they were
dropkicks.

Mum started
noticing that Rob was sometimes cashed up, far more than he was
earning at Woolies. I was there once when she asked him about it
but he just answered that he had another weekend job in Sydney and
went all shitty when she asked him for more details. So she laid
off. But I reckon he’d started stealing by then.

Next thing we
knew Rob was in gaol. The police came one night to tell Mum and Dad
that he’d been arrested and was at a police station in Liverpool.
They drove up to see him but couldn’t afford to pay his bail of two
thousand dollars. Mum was in tears. It turned out he’d been part of
a fairly major robbery and had been arrested when it all went
wrong. It made all the papers and, not long after that, he was
sentenced to two-and-a-half years inside and sent to
Silverwater.

It’s sweet that
he was allowed to come today. Mum would have liked him being there.
She always had a soft spot for him. But he’s not here at the wake,
of course. His special privilege didn’t stretch that far.

Not that it’s
much of a wake. We’re just sitting around the caravan park having a
feed and a few beers. Their park’s called Winfale Park. It’s where
I grew up, at Windang, sandwiched between Lake Illawarra and busy
Shellharbour Road. It’s not a bad place to live, I guess. We never
knew any other home but this caravan. Dad could never afford much
else, what with six kids to bring up and only a labourer’s wage.
Mum never worked as she was flat out simply looking after all of
us. Mum and Dad did have their names down for a housing commission
house but somehow it never happened.

Penny and Rose
have scrounged some extra chairs from somewhere and some of mum’s
friends from cards are here along with some of our neighbours. Rose
is my sister, the youngest and the only girl in the family. Penny
is Dud’s partner – he’s one of my brothers. We have no other
family. Mum was the youngest of seven but she was an afterthought,
born around ten years after her brothers and sisters, so they’re
all dead now and Dad’s only sister lives in Melbourne. We don’t see
her or any of our cousins. So it’s just us here.

But when you
live in a place long enough, you get to know your neighbours pretty
well and some of these people have been living in Winfale Park as
long as we have. Judging by the turnout today, Mum was well thought
of. She was a good old stick. I loved her though I probably didn’t
tell her that often enough.

We’re all going
to miss her of course but, out of all the boys, I know Bruce will
miss her the most. Mum really loved Bruce and he loved her. Dad and
my other brothers aren’t that close to him and that’s because he’s
different. I’m in two minds myself. I’ve always hated poofters with
a vengeance though I haven’t actually known any personally... I
guess there were probably a few at school but I didn’t realise it
at the time. And I guess I’ve always known Bruce was different
somehow but I never dwelt on it too much. Shit! I dunno. Maybe it’s
okay to be different. Who knows? But I know Bruce is all right.

Still, I don’t
like his chances of surviving in the van with Dad, now that Mum’s
gone. Dad can’t stand poofters and will make his life hell, I know
that for sure. The best thing would be for Bruce to move out and
get a place of his own. Maybe it would be just another on-site van
here or even a flat somewhere nearby. If he does, he’ll definitely
need a hand with all that cause he’s never been your
get-up-and-go-do-it sort of guy. Mum used to help him all the time.
She’d baby him a bit and he’s always hated making decisions… Rose
might have to help him now. Or maybe it’ll be me. I wouldn’t
mind.

Here comes
Rose, carrying around a plate of little pies and sauce, feeding the
twenty-odd people who have come back to pay their respects to Mum.
Her long blonde hair’s hanging down to her waist, swinging from
side to side as she walks and it’s keeping time with the jangles of
her bling and the swish of her long skirt swirling around her
ankles. She looks lovely, fresh and clean, young and healthy. I
know she and Nathan smoke pot but I can’t smell it on her
today.

‘You hungry,
Dick?’

‘Thanks, Rosie.
You and Penny are doing a great job.’

‘Well, you can
show your thanks by helping with the dishes afterwards.’

‘Ah… I’m not
sure I’m that thankful.’

She laughs and
shakes her head, her golden locks glinting in the sun. ‘What did
you think of the service?’

‘It was all
right.’

Rose nods.
‘Yeah. I don’t know what Mum would have felt about it. She wasn’t
at all religious. But I thought it was okay too.’ She paused before
adding, ‘It was good to see Rob there.’

‘Yeah, it
was.’

She moves on
and starts talking to one of our neighbours.

I know Rose is
going to miss Mum a lot. I could hear her crying through the
service today and I wanted to go over and put an arm around my
little sister. But I was too afraid to move and make a scene in
front of all those people.

Even though
Rose’s moved over to the other side of the lake, in Albion Park, to
live with Nathan and his family, she was always calling in at home
to see mum. They were close. I guess being the only daughter made
them that way. Rosie’s doing a hairdressing apprenticeship at
Warrawong, so our place is on her way home and it was easy for her
to drop by.

Nathan seems
all right. He’s quiet and appears harmless. Maybe he looks like a
bit of a fairy, all wishy-washy like, but that might be a totally
unfair thing to say. I don’t know him too well. He sure seems good
for Rosie and she’s acting much more confident and grown up now
that she’s with him.

My eyes wander
over to Bill and Cassie, who are sitting apart from the others and
nursing a glass of bubbly each, with paper plates balanced on their
knees. They look expensive smart, Bill in a suit and Cassie in a
plain black dress. I stand up and go over to them. I don’t see too
much of my eldest brother and his wife.

‘G’day, Bill,
Cassie.’

Cassie is
eating a small sandwich that I think one of our neighbours brought
so Bill answers for both of them. ‘Hello, Dick.’

‘How are you
doing, Bill?’

‘Pretty well,
thanks.’

‘How’s the job
going?’

‘Yeah, it’s
fine. Same old, same old.’

‘Yeah.’

Cassie swallows
her morsel and adds her bit to the polite conversation. ‘The
service was nice, Dick.’

‘Yeah. It was
all right.’

‘We’ll have to
be getting back soon, Dick,’ says Bill. ‘I’ve a meeting in Sydney I
need to attend later this afternoon.’

‘Sure, Bill, no
problem. I’ll see you around, eh?’

I leave them
and amble over to Dudley. He’s sprawled in a folding chair with his
back to Dad’s van. Four-year-old Xavia is leaning in on one side
and Angel is on the other. His baby, Eagle, is on a rug at his
feet. Dud doesn’t appear to be coping too well. I sit down in a
vacant chair beside him.

‘You need a
hand, Dud?’

‘Yeah, thanks
mate. Penny’s saddled me with the kids while she’s getting the food
out. Could you grab the girls a drink, do you think?’

‘Sure thing.’ I
stare down at the two little girls and make a crazy face. ‘What
will it be, girls, beer or wine?’

They
giggle.

Right at that
moment, Penny passes by with a plate of savouries and throws me a
glare straight from Antarctica. ‘There’s juice in the inside fridge
for them.’ Then she keeps walking. I’m pretty sure I’ve screwed up.
Again. I always seem to say the wrong thing when Dud’s woman is
around. Dud just grins.

‘Touchy,’ I
said.

‘Yeah, mate,
tell me about it.’

‘You two
okay?’

‘Sure, mate,
sure. She’s just a bit upset today.’

‘Yeah, I guess
that’s understandable.’

I glance at my
brother and he nods, affirming what he’s said. I take another sip
of my beer before putting it carefully under my chair, then stand
up and move into the annex. The juice is in the fridge and I
half-fill two plastic cups. I’ve done this before. Never use glass
and never fill to the top. Returning to my seat, I hand the girls
their drinks.

‘Thank you,
Uncle Dick.’ This is from Xavia.

‘Ta, Dick.’
From Angel. She’s such a cute kid.

‘You going to
the race next weekend, Dick?’

‘What, the
Sydney 500?’

‘Yeah.’

Nah. I think
I’ll give it a miss this year. But I might go down to Phillip
Island next February.’

‘For the
Superbikes?’

‘Yeah,
mate.’

I pick up my
beer and throw another question at Dud.

‘How’s Dad
going?’

‘Oh, he’s all
right, I think. But it’s not a good day. He’s probably onto his
fifth or sixth beer by now.’

‘Dead set?’ I
look over at him and he’s got his head thrown back, sipping at a
long neck. ‘I guess he’s drowning his sorrows.’

‘Yeah,
something like that. Just so long as he doesn’t get aggro and start
in on Bruce.’

‘Yeah.’

Maybe Dud had a
premonition or something because, right at that moment, Dad starts
up. Bruce had tripped on a chair leg and accidentally spilled some
wine down Dad’s shirt front.

‘Bloody hell!
Why don’t you watch where you’re goin’, ya big pansy!’

‘Sorry Dad.
I’ll get a cloth.’

‘Sorry, Dad,
I’ll get a cloth,’ Les mimics in a girly voice.

‘Oh, Dad, leave
him alone,’ I say. ‘He didn’t mean it.’

‘Bloody
poofter. ‘ow am I going to live with ‘im? Jesus Christ! Why can’t
‘e be a real man?’

‘Dad, just
leave it, please. We have guests. And Mum doesn’t like you
blaspheming.’

He looks around
and has the good grace to look sheepish. ‘Yeah, yeah. Sorry
everyone. Just jokin’. Keep on drinkin’ and eatin’. June would ‘ave
wanted that.’


Chapter
Three

Rose






It’s not the
same now that Mum’s gone. God, I miss her. I know Dad’s still there
but I actually don’t feel like visiting home much anymore. Thank
God I’m living with Nath.

I was never
that close to Dad. We never had anything in common and he was hard
to get to know. Hard to like I know I have a responsibility to him
now, being the only girl an’ all that, but it’s going to be hard.
Like I said, he’s hard to like.

So thank God
for Bruce. If he wasn’t there in the park with Dad, it’d most
probably be me who’d have to look after him. And, holy shit, I
don’t think I could do it. Not day after day. He’s so demanding. I
know he’s sick and all that but he never ever lifts a finger to
help, just saying ‘Get me this’ and ‘Do that.’ I don’t know how
Bruce puts up with it.

Take this
afternoon for example. I call in after work and Bruce is outside.
He’s pleased to see me and gives me a hug. Then I go into the
annex, give Dad a kiss on the cheek and say hello. All he gives me
in return is a short ‘Hello, lass,’ before he’s back to watching
the racing on telly. No ‘How was your day?’ or ‘How are you going?’
He’s just not interested in talking to me at all.

Bruce follows
me into the annex and just shrugs his shoulders at Dad’s response
and my raised eyebrows. We move past him and go into the van where
Bruce makes me a cuppa.

I smile up at
my big brother, the closest one to me in age. We’re only two years
apart and I reckon we’re also the most alike in our
characterizations, if that’s the right word. His hair’s also blonde
and he has fair skin, like me.

‘How’s it
going, Bruce?’

‘What, you mean
with Dad?’

‘Uh huh.’

Bruce grimaces.
‘Okay. He’s been pretty quiet since the funeral. I think he’s
missing Mum more than he lets on.’

‘Yeah, that’s
understandable. It’s awful without her, isn’t it?’

‘It sure is. I
miss her so much.’ He pours the boiling water into the mugs. ‘I
still cry myself to sleep most nights.’ He adds milk and sugar and
hands one to me. ‘Dick drops in nearly every night to see Dad. He
sits and watches telly with him for a while and sometimes has a
beer. Dad seems to like that.’

I nod. ‘And it
gives you a bit of a break.’ Dick is all right.

‘Yeah. Anyway,
how’s life with you? Your job going okay?’

‘Yeah. It’s
good. I only have eighteen months to go now.’

‘That’s gone
quick. Will you still stay on at the salon when you’re
finished?’

‘Yeah, I think
so, that is if they’ll have me. The girls at the Affair are all
great and Diane – she’s my boss – is pretty decent really.’

We sip our
tea.

‘Are you going
out much Bruce?’

‘Not really.
No, not at all, actually.’ He pauses before adding,’ There’s a
chance my job at the pet shop will go to five days.’

‘Is that
good?’

‘Yeah, it sure
is. It’ll mean more money. Then maybe I can think about moving out
and finding something of my own.’

‘How will Dad
take that?’

Bruce shrugs
and doesn’t answer. After a while, he starts up again.

‘How’s it going
with Nathan?’

‘Real good.
He’s such a cute guy. He might even be the one.’

‘You’re
kidding, Rosie? You’ve only known him a few months. What is it?
Three? Four?’

‘It’s five
actually but, yeah, I know. But he’s different somehow, Bruce, and
it feels right.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s hard to explain.’

Bruce doesn’t
say anything to that so I decide to tell him about our latest
passion.

‘Nathan and I
are into Tai Chi now. We go to a class together twice a week in
Albion Park.’

‘What’s
that?’

‘Tai Chi? It’s
exercise but in slow motion. It’s kinda weird to watch but it feels
great when you’re doing it. It’s supposed to be good for your
psyche as well as your body.’

‘Yeah? What’s
all that mean?’

I shrug. I
don’t have a clue, so I don’t answer him. It’s just what our
instructor has told us.

A short while
later Penny comes in with her three kids, Eagle on her hip and the
two girls behind. Suddenly the van is crowded. We make room. I love
her kids. The two girls run up to me and give me hugs and kisses
and I fuss over them. Penny sits down at the dinette.

‘Hi, Rosie. I
saw your car. How are you doin’?’

‘Pretty good,
Pen. I just thought I’d pop in and see how Dad’s going.’

‘Would you like
a cuppa, Pen?’ asks Bruce.

‘That would be
great, Bruce, thanks.’

Bruce stands up
and reaches into a cupboard, bringing down some pencils and
colouring books. Xavia and Angel shriek with joy and sink onto the
floor, suddenly purposeful and busy. Bruce pours another cup for
Penny as she grabs Eagle and removes a fistful of pencils from his
hands and lifts him into her lap. Bruce puts her filled cup on the
table, just out of Eagle’s reach, and gives the baby a biscuit to
keep him happy.

‘Bruce, Rose,
can you take a look at Angel for me. I want to know if you think
she’s okay?’

I gaze down at
the two-year-old spredaggled on the floor with her older sister.
Her blonde curls swish up and down as she moves her head and when
she peeks up at us she smiles, her baby teeth pearly white against
her rosy cheeks.

‘Yeah, she
looks fine to me,’ I say.

Bruce nods.

Penny
frowns.

‘Is something
worrying you, Pen?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, sort of.
I dunno. She’s normally pale but somethin’s not right with her. I
know she looks okay but she don’t ever seem to have no energy
anymore.’

‘What does Dud
say?’ Bruce asks.

‘Oh, he says
I’m imaginin’ things. He just puts it down to growin’ pains. Like
maybe she’s shootin’ up too fast or somethin’.’

‘But you’re
worried?’ I ask.

‘Yeah. She just
don’t seem right.’

‘Then take her
to the doctor.’

‘Yeah. I think
I will.’


Chapter
Four

Penny






It’s Christmas.
But it bloody well don’t feel nothin’ like Christmas, leastways not
like the last three felt. June somehow made these real lovely,
especially for the kids. An’ for the first time ever, I felt loved
an’ part of a real family. They are the only three good Christmases
I can ever remember...

The Christmases
back in England were nothin’, nothin’ at all... God! My whole life
there was a friggin’ nightmare. Even my earliest memories. I never
even met my dad and my ma was a lost cause. She’s probably dead by
now. She was a real lemon, she was, right back from when I was a
kid. She should never have had me. I know I was a mistake. We lived
together in a flat in the East End and, even from when I was just a
baby, she left me on me tod most of the time. That went on till I
was eight, when I was taken away from her and placed in foster
care. An’ of course it’s where I picked up this bloody Cockney
accent.

It wasn’t till
much later after that that I figured out she was a brass on the
game and was out to it most of the time with booze an’ drugs. But
you don’t pick up those sort of vibes when you’re only eight. I
guess I was real lucky to have made it alive through those first
years.

After that, I
was moved around from one home to another until I was sixteen.
Nobody really made me feel wanted or loved. There was one couple
where the lady was real nice to me but her old man had wanderin’
hands and they soon moved me outa there. Then I landed a job as a
checkout chick in Morrisons and I decided to go out on my own. I
moved into a flat with three other girls and soon after that I met
Simon. He was my first serious boyfriend and my first love. I
thought I really loved him. I thought he was the greatest thing in
pants and it was pretty good to start with ‘cause he made me feel
special, and wanted, if you know what I mean. Luckily for me he
always used a condom – he was dead-set serious about that
–otherwise I probably would have been pregnant in no time.

And Simon had
ambition, enough for both of us. After he’d moved into my room, we
both started savin’ like mad, scrimpin’ an’ scrapin’ together for
months until we had enough for two plane tickets to Australia.
Simon had the travel bug somethin’ terrible and he infected me with
it. He wanted to see the whole world but was dead-set fixed on
startin’ with Australia, so Australia it was. I didn’t care much
either way. I thought any ticket to anywhere out of London would be
excitin’.

Well, we landed
in Sydney and everythin’ was peachy-pie at first. But, not long
after, he found someone else and give me the flick. Just like that.
It totally shook my socks off, it really did ‘cause I really
believed we was good together, permanent-like. So when it first
happened, I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t take it in. I didn’t go
off my rocker or nothin’; I didn’t even swear at him. I just stood
there with my mouth open and burst into tears. I guess it was
shock. An’ he just stood there with this guilty look on his face.
At least he had the decency to look bad about what he done to
me.

Anyway, he said
he’d pay the rent on our flat for a month to tide me over and moved
out that day. It was only after he’d gone that it really hit me. I
fell into a deep shithole and spent the next lot of days feelin’
real sorry for myself. It hit me that I was all alone in a foreign
country with very little money an’ no idea what I was goin’ to do,
though I knew there was no way I would go back to England if I
could help it. It was a pretty horrible time ‘cause I didn’t have
no friends. I moped around, feelin’ depressed and continually
askin’ why. Why did he do it? Why hadn’t I picked it up sooner?
What were the signs I’d missed? What was wrong with me?

Eventually I
got over it and started lookin’ for a job. Luckily I got one
workin’ in the Maccas in Arncliffe, not far from where the flat
was. But I knew I couldn’t afford the rent on the flat by myself so
had to find somewhere else to live. I moved into a house with three
other people and that’s where I met Paul. He came over to a party
at the house one night.

We fell for
each other in a big way and it got all hot an’ steamy real
quick. It was a totally physical thing but I was secretly hopin’
for more, though a bit more on my guard after what had happened
with Simon. But before I knew it I was preggers with Xavia and we
got hitched in the registry office in Chippendale. At least Paul
did the right thing and stuck by me. Or so I thought at the time.
That was my first big mistake.

But as the
months went past, I found out that Paul’s tastes in me an’ you,
let’s have a screw, were not the same as mine. He started gettin’
kinkier an’ kinkier an’ then the bashin’ started. At first he just
roughed me up a bit, sayin’ it was all part of him getting’ his
kicks. Then I copped one black eye after another, with plenty of
other bruises to go along with ‘em. It got to the point that
whenever I left the flat, I had to wear sunnies, long-sleeves and
jeans. And sometimes it was so bad I couldn’t sit down for days. In
the end, I was dead scared he’d hurt the baby inside me, so one day
I just packed my bag and left.

I took a train
to Central and stepped onto the first country train that was
leavin’. It turned out that I picked the South Coast line. I never
even bought a ticket or nothin’ and was bloody lucky not to get
caught. It was a pretty stupid move, I know, but I was that
desperate. I slumped down in a seat and pretended to be asleep,
hopin’ the guard wouldn’t find me.

Sometime later
the train burst onto the coast an’ I had calmed enough to think
about what I had done and the choices I had made. Somehow lookin’
out at the horizon, the pale blue sky, the moored ships rocking on
the deeper blue of the sea and the houses scattered amongst the
Australian bush all reassured me. I’d done the right thing. It was
goin’ to be all right. I’d survive this. At least I was now legally
in Australia. I was married to an Australian and could stay
here.

I decided to
leave the train at Wollongong. With only a hundred bucks in my
pocket and a bag of clothes to my name, I squared my shoulders an’
stepped into my future. I was six months pregnant.

My time in
London had taught me how to deal with child welfare an’ such, so I
had no grief about frontin’ up to Vinnies. They straightaway got me
sorted into a refuge and took me along to Centrelink. I decided to
go back to my own name of Taylor. Somehow Mrs Paul Mansfield didn’t
sound right anymore.

It took ages
after that to sort out all the paperwork, as I didn’t know the
answers to a lot of the stuff they needed to know. But they started
me on benefits and I stayed in the refuge, even after Xavia was
born in Wollongong Hospital. Centrelink continued trying to track
down Paul to hit him up for child support. But I said good luck
with that! Seriously, I didn’t like their chances. And it never
happened. If I’d wanted to get anythin’ out of him, I’d probably
have needed to take him to court four years ago and that was never
goin’ to happen. Anyway, around that time I met Dud.

Another girl at
the refuge was seein’ a Hawks Player and she took me along to watch
one of their practice sessions. She introduced me to Dud and the
rest, as they say, is history. We started seein’ each other and
soon I was pregnant with Angel. That was over three years ago. I
moved into the caravan park with him, then had Eagle, and have bin
here ever since. He’s all right, I guess. At least, he doesn’t bash
me or nothin’ an’ I don’t think he’s seein’ anyone else. But he’s
not that great either. He’s hardly ever around an’ he doesn’t take
much interest in the kids. Or me for that matter.
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