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​ She Has No Toys

by Lachlan Walter

 


It was just another night here in the
camp – fires were burning in rubbish bins, the flames holding back
some of the darkness and adding more heat to the already hot air;
people sat in the streets and crowded the footpaths, killing time
and waiting for the dry day to drain away; the lucky ones who had
been allocated actual houses huddled inside behind locked doors.
Do-gooders wandered through the throngs, doling out food and water
and patronising advice; gangs roved and threatened; guards
blackmailed and coerced; gunshots and screams occasionally rang
out.

Like I said, it was just another night
here in the camp.

Your old man and I were sitting right
here where we’re sitting now, at the same wonky table, in the same
rickety chairs. You were swaddled despite the heat, wrapped in a
torn sheet and lying in a cardboard box. You were bloody quiet,
just like you are now. It’s funny how some things don’t
change.

We’d been talking shit for a while,
something that we did most nights. We talked about life before the
camp, about who we’d been and what we’d done. We never talked about
your mum, though. She disappeared before I met your old man, and I
didn’t want to pry.

After a while, he’d starting talking
about you, airing his worries about the life you’d have to
live.

I was used to this change of direction;
hell, I worried about you as well. As it always did, this
worry-talk eventually shifted to his work out in the graveyard, and
his hope that someday he’d find enough scrap to get you out of this
shithole.

“You sure you don’t want to
come along?” your old man asked me at some point, something that he
ended up asking every time. “One more trip and, with a bit of luck,
I’ll find enough to bribe a guard and get transferred. It’d be an
easier job with the two of us, and if it all works out I can tell
them that you’re her big brother.”

He gestured at you, a tiny nod of his
head. You smiled blankly and gurgled and then let out a little
laugh.

“Nah, it’s alright,” I
said. “I’ve got better things to…”

A gunshot, somewhere close, drowned me
out. Your old man and I flinched, but you didn’t make a sound.
Another gunshot rang out, and then another. Your old man and I
flinched again; this time, you screwed up your face and started
crying. Your old man got to his feet and scooped you up and gave
you a cuddle. You eventually calmed down, and so he put you back in
your box and tucked you in tight. You reached out, your tiny hands
clutching at the air, and he passed you that crude figurine he’d
carved from a lump of wood.

I reckon that’s what changed my mind –
you deserved a better life than what the camp could offer, but if
you couldn’t have that you at least deserved an actual
toy.

“Alright, I’m
in.”

We sat there for a moment, staring at
each other without saying a word.

“Well, I guess we’d better
haul arse,” your old man finally said. “It’s a fair way to the
depot, and even further to the graveyard.”

“What about her?” I asked,
gesturing at you.

You were chewing on the wooden figurine
and drooling and cooing contentedly, and I smiled wide.

“She’ll be right – I’ve got
an arrangement with the old bird next door, she babysits in
exchange for a bit of salvage.”

“Fair enough.”

*

Your old man kissed you on the forehead
and then hollered at the woman next door, and then we took off,
winding through the junkyard maze of the camp, through the sprawl
of crumbling buildings, patched tents and corrugated-iron shacks.
We didn’t stop to talk to anyone. You know what it’s like – you
don’t know who’s a banger or a snitch or a crazy, and anyone could
be desperate enough to knock you down for the shirt on your back or
the shoes on your feet.

We walked for an hour or so, sometimes
making small talk and sometimes trudging along in silence. He
mostly talked about you, airing more of his worries and then
telling me about your latest ‘first’- that day you’d taken your
first steps, a clumsy shuffle that he swore was the cutest thing
he’d ever seen.

The moon slowly arced through the sky,
a great shining sphere more pure than anything here on God’s grey
earth.

Eventually, the lights of the depot
appeared in the distance.

“Here we go,” your old man
said.

We kept on and the lights of the depot
steadily grew brighter. Before too long, the washed-out blur of
them resolved into a high steel fence and a towering set of gates,
beyond which lay a bare expanse of ground that ended at a row of
squat brick buildings. A concrete guardhouse sat on the camp side
of the gates, and a mob of fellow reffos had already started
gathering. As we drew closer, I saw guards patting them down before
opening the gates and waving them through.

A few of the reffos were turned away. I
had no idea why; I guess the guards just didn’t like the look of
them. Most of those denied entry simply started walking back to the
camp without complaint, but some put up a fuss.

I saw a guard pistol-whip an old man
who refused to step out of line and head back. I saw another guard
push and shove a young blackfella, goading him and egging him on
until he took a swing and was inevitably beaten down. I saw another
guard wrestle a young woman to the ground, and then saw a couple of
other guards give her a bit of a kicking before dragging her into
the guardhouse.

I tensed up.

“Take it easy,” your old
man said, “there’s nothing you can do. If you step in, you’ll just
end up like those poor bastards.”

“But…”

“There are no buts. Trust
me, I know what I’m talking about.”

The guards sickened me, but I got over
it. Our lives make us hard…

We walked on and joined the queue. Your
old man said ‘g’day’ to a couple of the reffos ahead of us; they
shook hands and shot the shit a bit and I figured that he must have
regularly worked with them.

“This is Billy,” he said to
them, waving at me. “We go back a while, he’s a good
bloke.”

They introduced themselves, and then it
was their turn to be frisked.

“They’re a good bunch,”
your old man said. “Follow my lead, and if we get separated follow
theirs.”

“No worries.”

The guards waved your old man’s mates
through the gates, and then it was our turn to be frisked. I tried
to keep my face blank; I didn’t want my anger to shine through,
didn’t want to give the guards an excuse to send me back. Your old
man, though, he cracked jokes and asked after them and acted as if
they were just like the rest of us.

When we were through the gates, he
turned to me and smiled.

“You’ve gotta play the
game,” he said. “You play it well enough, and maybe they’ll do you
some favours. For a price, of course – nothing comes for free
nowadays.”

I just nodded, and we joined the other
reffos that filled that bare patch of earth inside the gates. Your
old man talked to his mates and we snacked on ration bars and
filled our water bottles while more reffos shuffled in. Your old
man’s mates all asked how you were, and your old man told them
about your first steps, smiling wide the whole time.

After a while, our mob become a
sizeable crowd. I looked back at the camp and saw that the queue
had disappeared. The guards manning the gate swung it shut; at the
same time, a different group of guards opened the heavy doors
sealing one of the squat brick buildings facing us.

An engine roar echoed around us. The
stink of diesel fumes filled the air. An old bus inched out of the
building and then sat there idling. A guard hopped out and faced
us.

“All aboard.”

*

When we were settled, one of the guards
took the wheel and revved the accelerator and then steered us away
from the camp. With the windows covered by metal grills, I couldn’t
really see which direction we took or where we were
headed.

“What’s next?” I asked your
old man.

“Well, they’ll give you the
spiel,” he said, pointing at a couple of guards watching us with
barely-disguised contempt. “And we’ll hit the graveyard a couple of
hours after that.”

“What are we supposed to do
while we’re waiting?”

He looked at me as if I’d asked how
long a piece of string was; he looked at me as if I was as dumb as
a box of bricks.

“Sorry,” I said.

“No worries.”

And then he lay his head back and shut
his eyes. Within a minute, he was either asleep or doing a pretty
good job of looking that way. I smiled to myself, and that’s when
one of the guards started giving us the spiel.

“This is for you newbies,
so listen up. When we get to the graveyard, you’ll be split into
teams and ferried to the hulks, one team to a hulk. Your job is to
go from room and room collecting anything useful.”

“Like what?” I asked,
somewhat stupidly.

The guard glowered at me.

“For the sake of you
newbies, I’m talking about stuff like jewelry, make up, electronic
equipment that hasn’t been badly damaged, clothes, blankets, metal
knick-knacks that can be melted down and recycled, cash, canned
food, drugs and cigarettes and alcohol, medicine and first-aid kits
– anything that looks useful or valuable and can be stuffed into a
backpack. Everything else can be left for the heavy-duty
crews.”

“What’s in it for us?”
someone asked.

One of the guards smiled.

“Extra rations. If you’re
lucky, you might get shifted out of the hovel you call a home and
transferred to a real house. And if you’re real lucky, maybe a
couple of days R&R in the city.”

“What if we find toys and
trinkets and shit like that?” your old man asked.

I turned to him; he hadn’t opened his
eyes and still looked like he was asleep.

“I’ve told you before,
mate,” the guard said. “If you find something that isn’t on the
list and isn’t made of metal, then you can help
yourself.”

Your old man didn’t reply; I guess that
he’d asked for my benefit.

“So, any more stupid
questions?”

No one spoke.

“Good. Now get some
shut-eye, people – it’s gonna be a long day.”

At that, your old man started snoring,
the kind of rattling wheeze that couldn’t be faked. I turned away
and looked out the window. Everything beyond the metal grill was
just a dark blur.

We drove on. Time passed. Your old man
occasionally muttered your name, twitching and dreaming. The
muffled and monotonous roar of the engine lulled me into a
half-sleep.

At some point, I realised that the sun
had come up. I straightened in my seat and looked harder. Through
the grill, the world was now a streaky smudge that twinkled and
blinked.

“Bright lights, big city,”
your old man said.

I looked at him. He still hadn’t opened
his eyes. I looked back out the window.

“How did you know?” I
asked.

“Years of experience. Just
out there, folks are going about their business like nothing’s
changed.”

“Huh.”

I didn’t know what else to say. Of
course, some part of me knew that the city existed, that it was
full of people doing everyday things. But being locked up in this
shithole we call home tends to make all that seem like some kind of
dream.

“You ever been…”

“Nope,” he said, cutting me
off. “And as far as I know, their talk of R&R is just that:
talk. Unless you’ve got some skill they need, you shouldn’t even
hope. There isn’t much demand for desperate bastards like
us.”

“Fair enough.”

“No, it’s not fair enough.
It’s just how it is.”

There was anger in his voice, something
that I’d rarely heard. I decided to leave him alone, and leaned
across so I could see out the windscreen.

I saw houses, shops, cars, pedestrians,
footpaths, streets. I saw lampposts, letterboxes, fire hydrants,
bike racks, bus stops, traffic lights. I saw people on their way to
work, people out walking their dogs, people jogging and cycling,
people leisurely wandering around, people driving children to
school, people leaning on picket fences and talking to their
neighbours. I saw garbos collecting rubbish, posties delivering
mail, tradies bent over their tools, gardeners wielding their
shears, couriers dropping off parcels, council workers standing
around doing nothing.

I saw order and cleanliness and all the
symbols of ordinary life. It was like a snapshot of a bygone time,
apart from the roving packs of military
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