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			Chapter One

			1966

			On a hot Monday morning in early February, Jo Kelly, aged eighteen, caught the train from Noble Park to the city. She wore a pink shift that finished four inches above her knees and her legs were bare. Her mum said she looked cheap, but her mum was old-fashioned. 

			The carriage was nearly full and smelt of cigarette smoke. Most of the passengers crouched behind copies of The Sun, but a couple of men were giving Jo the eye. Her dark hair fell below her shoulders, and she sat with her legs crossed, revealing a strip of bare thigh. Lighting a cigarette, she stared through the grimy window as houses, shopping strips and factories flashed past. You’re beautiful, Robert had said, before they screwed for the first time. She’d thought he meant it, but she’d been a fool. He hadn’t called for weeks, even when she was in hospital. Now, the rest of her life stretched ahead, as desolate as the surface of the moon. 

			The train rumbled into Flinders Street and screeched to a stop. Jo stepped onto the platform, joining the crowd moving towards the escalator that took them up to the main part of the station. She walked past the tea and pie stands towards the entrance, where buckets of bright flowers stood opposite the ticket offices, and down the broad flight of steps to the street. Crossing at the lights, she walked along Swanston Street and turned into Collins, going past the old stone churches and Karl of Switzerland’s model academy to Coates Building, a fourteen-storey glass tower next to the solid mass of the Melbourne Club. 

			

			On the sixth floor of Coates Building a row of bored-looking girls lounged in the corridor outside Sylvia’s Secretarial College. Next to the college stood the door to Douglas Lang and Co., Importers. Jo opened it and walked past the switchboard into the girls’ room, a small area smelling of perfume and hair spray, with a rack for coats and a collection of umbrellas in a wastepaper bin.

			As she peered at her reflection in the mirror, the door opened and her friend Ruth hurried in, brown-eyed and anxious, a cane basket hooked over her arm. 

			‘How was your weekend?’ Ruth asked, plonking her basket on the floor. 

			Jo made a face. ‘Another fun time in front of the telly.’

			Ruth stared at her. ‘I hope you’re not staying home because of Robert.’

			‘I’m too tired to go out,’ Jo said. Only four weeks ago, she’d been lying in a hospital bed, a black rubber tube hanging out of her side. 

			Ruth’s nose wrinkled. ‘My weekend was awful too. Mum went to Castlemaine, so I had to work in the milk bar.’

			‘Poor us,’ Jo said. She took one last look at herself and went out into the main office, which was cluttered with desks and filing cabinets. Three glass cubicles stood in front, all occupied by men. 

			Jo’s desk butted up to a wall of grimy windows with views of rooftops and washing lines. Her chair creaked as she sat down. Another boring day loomed ahead. Sometimes, she wondered if she should train to be a nurse, or a teacher, but she hated the sight of blood and the only kid she knew was bratty Simone, who was going to be a flower girl at Maureen’s wedding. Maureen, Jo’s big sister, was marrying Michael in October. Right now, Jo couldn’t think of anything worse than being a bridesmaid at Maureen’s wedding.

			

			Up ahead, Mr Cleary, the chief accountant, emerged from the executives’ suite and walked towards her desk. He was over six feet tall and wore a navy pin-striped suit. 

			‘Jo, would you please come to my office,’ he said. 

			Jo’s stomach fluttered as she stood up. Had she done something wrong? She followed Mr Cleary past the glass cubicles and along the plush carpeted corridor that led to the executive suites. Mr Cleary walked with long strides, so it was difficult to keep up. His office was filled with an oversized desk and looked out over Collins Street. At one side stood a silver framed photo of his wife and three kids – all boys, with shy smiles and short haircuts – and in front three orange glass paperweights an equal distance apart. 

			‘Have a seat,’ Mr Cleary said. 

			Jo sat down and crossed her legs, her pink shift high on her thighs while Mr Cleary folded himself into his chair, his hands on the desk. Dark hairs sprouted from their backs.

			‘Paul is, er, leaving us,’ Mr Cleary said. ‘I think you’re quite bright, so I’m offering you Paul’s job.’

			Jo’s eyes opened wider. Quite bright. At school she’d been in the top five percent.

			‘Well?’ Mr Cleary asked. ‘What do you say?’

			She swallowed. ‘Thank you, Mr Cleary.’

			‘You’ll take it?’

			‘Yes,’ she said.

			Mr Cleary smiled. ‘I think you’ll manage just fine. Paul is leaving on Friday, but he’ll show you what to do. Your new rate of pay begins today. You’ll be reporting directly to me.’

			‘Thank you,’ Jo said again. Out of the blue, she’d been given a promotion to a job previously held by a man. She wished she could boast about it to Robert, who thought he was smarter than her because he was an engineering student. Bastard. 

			

			Paul scowled when she walked into his cubicle. 

			‘You’ve accepted the job,’ he said in a dry voice. ‘I didn’t know you had accounting experience.’

			‘I don’t,’ Jo said.

			Paul’s lip curled. ‘You know Cleary’s being a cheapskate, don’t you? You’ll be working a man’s job for a woman’s pay.’

			‘Mr Cleary said you’d show me what to do,’ Jo said as politely as she could. 

			Paul frowned. ‘We won’t get much done by Friday, but it’ll have to do. Go grab your chair.’

			Jo walked over to her desk, watched by Nola from the typing pool. Nola was the oldest woman in the office, over forty, and unmarried.

			At morning teatime, cups and saucers rattled as the tea lady, wearing a neck-to-knee apron over her dress, wheeled her loaded trolley into the office. Jo stood up. ‘I’ll be back after morning tea.’

			‘Ten minutes,’ Paul said, obviously begrudging her the time.

			Jo took her chair back to her desk and sat down. She’d just lit a cigarette when Nola came over. One of her eyes had a cast; it seemed to peer over Jo’s shoulder as she said, ‘Congratulations on getting Paul’s job. It’s a step up for you.’ Nola’s smile vanished. ‘You won’t get Paul’s cubicle if that’s what you’re thinking. They’re reserved for the men. It’s better if we girls stick together, one big happy family.’

			Jo tilted her head and blew out smoke. What a joke. Every female in the office was ranked in a pecking order based on whether they were married, engaged or going steady. Nola was at the bottom. To compensate, she’d become the office prefect.

			‘I don’t want Paul’s cubicle,’ Jo said. 

			

			Nola gave a satisfied nod. ‘Good. We girls need to know our place.’

			Jo stared after Nola as she marched back to her desk. What a load of rubbish. She could do Paul’s job better than him any day.

			...

			At six o’clock in the afternoon, Jo emerged from the Noble Park railway station. A few eucalyptus trees grew at the edge of the car park and the air smelt of dust. On the opposite side of the road stood a corner milk bar hung with Peters Ice Cream and Four’N Twenty pie signs, Steve the Greek’s fish and chips, a faded haberdashery and the shining window of Charles Payne, Criminal Barrister and Solicitor. Except for Charles Payne’s office, everything had looked the same for years. 

			Crossing the road, Jo walked past the service station and workshop where Michael, her future brother-in-law worked, and Noble Park Tech, a huddle of low buildings at the top of a rise. Seven minutes later she arrived in a new housing estate of triple-fronted brick veneers. Mather Road appeared; the pampas grass at her parents’ front gate rippled in the wind. She clattered up the path towards the concrete porch, edged by her mother’s carefully tended roses. Inside, the heat hit her like a wave along with the smell of grilled lamb chops. Rufus rushed down the hall, his pink tongue hanging out. She bent down and fondled his ears. ‘Hello, hot boy.’ 

			‘I’m home,’ she called. 

			No-one answered. Rufus followed her into the bedroom she shared with Maureen and flopped onto the carpet. Two beds almost filled the space and Maureen’s glory box, an intricately carved cedar chest with a brass clasp was pushed against Jo’s record player. The cedar chest was stuffed with sheets, blankets and towels, and engagement presents filled the cardboard boxes piled on top of the wardrobe and under Maureen’s bed. 

			

			Jo put The Righteous Brothers onto the turntable and started to undress.

			Banging sounded on the other side of the wall. ‘Stop that noise,’ her younger sister Kathleen yelled. ‘I’m doing my homework.’

			Jo stuck out her tongue and took the record off. Wearing her undies, she went over to the mirror and stared at herself in the glass. Her hips stuck out like jug handles and two dark red scars marked her right side, one crescent shaped, the other a thick wedge. She pulled a face. Her body was ruined. She’d just finished pulling on a pair of shorts and a top when her mum’s voice came along the hall. ‘Tea’s ready.’

			Jo took a last look at herself in the mirror and went into the kitchen.

			Her mum, Monica, stood at the counter in a print dress, dishing up the tea, her forehead glistening with sweat. In her wedding photo she was pretty, but now she looked old and bad tempered. ‘Go call your father, will you?’ Monica said.

			Jo went to the back door, yelled ‘Tea’s ready,’ at the open garage door then headed for the kitchen. The front door banged, and Maureen arrived in her black salon clothes, her long hair dyed strawberry blonde and perfectly styled, then Kathleen with her swimmer’s shoulders and clear gaze that could spot hypocrites and fakes with ease. (‘Robert’s too full of himself to care about you,’ she’d told Jo. ‘Get rid of him.’) 

			They sat around the table, their plates piled with lamb chops, mashed potatoes and peas. 

			‘Say grace, please,’ Monica said to the girls’ dad.

			Everyone bowed their heads as Kev muttered a few words and waited until he’d taken his first mouthful before they began to eat.

			Monica poured herself a glass of water. ‘A woman came in for a fitting today, and her breasts were almost down to her waist. I’d never seen anything like it. And here’s me with nothing.’

			

			Jo had seen her mum’s breasts lots of times. They were disgusting, almost flat, studded with dark red nipples the size of a teat on a baby’s bottle. 

			Maureen scooped up some mashed potato. ‘You’d think she’d have an operation.’

			‘It would probably cost too much,’ Monica said. ‘But I did manage to get her a decent fitting bra. She was very pleased. Walked out of the shop with a smile on her face.’

			‘That’s fab,’ Maureen said.

			Kev picked up a chop and gnawed at the bone.

			Monica glared at him but said nothing.

			‘I got a new job and a pay rise today,’ Jo said. Instantly she regretted it. Her board might go up.

			‘How much?’ Maureen asked.

			‘Ten dollars a week.’

			‘What’s the job?’ Monica asked.

			‘Accounts clerk,’ Jo said. ‘Paul did it before me.’

			Kev’s blue eyes twinkled behind his glasses. ‘Congratulations, love.’

			Jo smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Dad.’

			‘Fab,’ Kathleen said.

			Monica frowned. ‘Don’t be too pleased with yourself. Men don’t like clever girls.’

			Jo stabbed a pea with her fork.

			‘I’ve chosen the wedding invitations,’ Maureen said. 

			Monica’s face lit up. ‘The scrolled border or the plain?’

			‘The scrolled,’ Maureen said, ‘with a bow at the top.’

			 ‘Lovely.’

			Jo and Kathleen shared a look. Maureen and Michael’s wedding was the most important thing in their mum’s life. Nothing else seemed to matter.

		

	
		
			

			   

			Chapter Two

			The following Saturday Ian sat with Elaine in Pellegrini’s, at the top of Bourke Street. She was petite and blonde; he was broad-shouldered with a wide brow and jaw. Elaine’s bright green dress clung to her curves. He found it hard to take his eyes off the hollow between her breasts.

			They ate a seafood grill and Italian salad. During the meal, Elaine seemed nervous, taking large gulps from her glass of wine.

			‘Is something the matter?’ Ian asked.

			Elaine glanced at him and looked away. ‘I don’t think we have a future,’ she said quietly.

			His jaw dropped. There’d been no warning this was coming.

			‘We’ve been going out for a year, and we’re not getting anywhere,’ she said. 

			He’d been stupid not to see it. She wanted marriage and kids. He leaned towards her. ‘You’re the only woman in my life,’ he said.

			Her bottom lip trembled. ‘I want someone who’s prepared to commit.’

			Ian reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. ‘Is it that you don’t want to marry again, or you don’t want to marry me?’ 

			‘I don’t want to marry again,’ Ian said.

			Elaine’s eyes filled with tears. Strands of hair had unravelled from her French roll and hung around her ears, making her look younger than twenty-six. ‘Well, that’s it, then. I’m going home. Don’t try to contact me. I won’t change my mind.’

			

			His chest hollowed out. She was leaving him. ‘Stay,’ he said. ‘Please. We need to talk.’

			‘Why?’ Elaine asked. ‘You’ve made your position very clear.’

			‘Look,’ he said, ‘I’m being honest. I care about you. Doesn’t that count for anything?

			Elaine shook her head. ‘No, because you won’t commit.’ 

			Her chair scraped the floor as she stood up and headed for the door. Ian watched her open it and walk outside. For a moment he imagined running after her, going down on his knees on the pavement. Please, don’t leave me. A pulse beat in his throat. If he did that he was trapped. 

			He paid for their meal and caught the number 67 tram home. As the tram rattled along St Kilda Road, images of Elaine swirled through his head. How she threw back her head when she laughed. Naked, in his bed. 

			He’d met her at the sandwich bar near his workplace one lunchtime. She’d been standing in front of him waiting to be served. His eyes had lingered on the back of her slender neck, where her hair was swept up into a French roll, and the zip of her dress, which went all the way down to the gentle curve of her bum. When she opened her purse, she dropped some coins. He’d bent down and picked them up, offering them to her with a smile. She was as pretty at the front as she was from behind. She’d smiled back. 

			They’d gone to bed on their second date. Elaine didn’t seem to mind that Ange got most of his pay, and what was left disappeared into the pockets of his landlord, Italian grocery shops, and the South Melbourne market. Elaine was a secretary, on a good salary for a woman. They’d argued once when she’d offered to pay her share of a restaurant bill. He’d refused, annoyed that she thought he couldn’t afford it. A man paid for his girl. 

			

			Back home in his flat, the air felt too warm, and the venetians were open. Lights gleamed from the surrounding flats and the tortuous shape of a gnarled old tree rose into a sky reflecting the night glow of the city. He switched on the light. The room was furnished with pieces he’d scrouged from nature strips and generous friends – a dark red couch, kidney-shaped coffee table, a TV with rabbit ears. When Ange threw him out, he’d taken just his clothes, the cardboard boxes of the detective and science fiction stories he’d collected since he was a teenager, his record player and records. His record player sat on top of a second-hand sideboard next to a photo of his daughter Anna, and his books lined the shelves of a battered bookcase. 

			He’d tidied the room earlier, expecting Elaine would be here, but instead of being welcoming it looked sad and empty. Only the photo of Anna gave him comfort. Closing the venetians, he went into his bedroom. Stripping to his underpants, he left his jacket, shirt and pants on the floor. His arms and shoulders had plenty of muscle, and a fuzz of dark hair on his chest ran in a line to his navel. Scratching his belly, he wandered into the kitchen and drank a couple of glasses of water. Maybe he’d been wrong to be so honest with Elaine, but after his divorce he’d vowed to have no more lies in his life. He went into the living room and put Peggy Lee onto his turntable. Sitting on the couch, he let the music wash through him.

			...

			 A week later Ian’s EH Holden slid to a stop outside the house in Werribee that he’d shared with Ange. The front door opened and Anna skipped out, rosy cheeked, carrying a small bag. It would hold her pyjamas, change of underwear and socks, blue rabbit and a tattered piece of blanky that she liked to stroke as she fell asleep. Ian felt a wave of love as she came down the path. He opened the passenger door and she climbed inside, leaning towards him for a kiss. Her dark wavy hair brushed his cheek. 

			

			He threw her bag onto the back seat, put on the indicator and pulled out into the street.

			‘How’s school?’ he asked. 

			‘Good,’ Anna said. ‘Did you get me a new colouring book?’

			Ian nodded. ‘And more coloured pencils.’ 

			Anna wriggled back into her seat. ‘Goody. Are we seeing Elaine?’ 

			‘No, sweetie.’ 

			Anna made a face. ‘I like Elaine.’ She added, ‘Mummy’s got a new boyfriend. He bought me a doll, but I wanted a rabbit. Can I have a rabbit, please Daddy?’

			You couldn’t keep a rabbit in a flat all day. The place would stink. 

			‘When I have a backyard,’ Ian said. 

			Anna pouted. ‘But I want one now.’

			‘You’ll have to ask Mummy.’

			‘She said no.’

			Anna’s face wore her obstinate expression. ‘If you won’t buy me a rabbit, I’m gonna ask Grandma.’

			Ian grinned. ‘Good luck.’ 

			...

			Ian’s mum, Mary, lived in Alphington in a narrow street of weatherboard houses next to the railway line. When Ian pulled up outside her house, she was watering her roses with a hose. She was a short woman in a flowered dress with a head of thick grey hair and a placid expression that concealed the fact she’d had a hard time with his father. She looked over and waved as they got out of the car. 

			

			The old wrought iron gate squeaked as Ian pushed it open and he and Anna walked up the path. Some of the roses were flowering in pink, yellow and peach; their faint scent hung in the still air.

			Mary turned off the tap and bent down to give Anna a hug. ‘This is a pleasant surprise. Just as well I made a sponge cake this morning.’

			Anna’s eyes shone. ‘Has it got passionfruit icing?’

			‘You can’t have a sponge cake without passionfruit icing,’ Mary said. ‘And, lucky for you, I’ve got a bottle of lemonade in the fridge.’

			Her eyes met Ian’s over Anna’s head. It was a game she played with Anna every time they visited. She didn’t get to see Anna as often as Ange’s mother, but Ian was glad that she never complained. He felt guilty enough already.

			They went into the house. A small table with a dried flower arrangement stood in the hall, and grey floral carpet stretched from the front door to the back verandah. Nothing had changed since Ian was a kid. 

			They walked down the hall to the kitchen, where pale green cupboards lined a wall and an old-fashioned cream stove stood in a brick alcove. The room smelt of freshly cooked cake.

			Ian and Anna sat down while Mary switched on the electric jug and got out the bottle of lemonade from the fridge. She cut the sponge cake into slices and put them on plates.

			‘I’ve got cold lamb for tonight’s tea,’ she said, ‘and I’ll make a salad. The tomatoes have been fantastic this year.’

			Anna ate her slice of cake and gulped her lemonade. ‘Grandma, can I have a rabbit at your place?’

			 ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea, love. Lucky would probably kill it,’ Mary said.

			Lucky, the old stray cat with a tattered ear who’d wandered in one day and stayed.

			Anna’s face dropped. 

			

			‘Why don’t you go and see if you can find him?’ Mary said.

			When Anna had gone, Mary poured Ian another cup of tea and gave him more cake. 

			‘Where’s Elaine?’ she asked.

			‘We split up,’ Ian said. 

			‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Mary said.

			‘She wanted to get married.’

			Mary put her cup down in its saucer. ‘Elaine’s not temperamental like Ange. If you got married, she’d make you happy.’

			Ian stared at her in surprise. A Catholic, she had been mortified when he and Ange divorced.

			Mary gave an embarrassed little cough. ‘I know I went on about the divorce as if it was the end of the world, but you shouldn’t have to pay for what you did by never having another chance at happiness. It would be nice for Anna to have a little brother or sister.’

			Ian swallowed the last of his tea. ‘I don’t want to marry or have more kids.’

			Mary gave him a steady look. ‘Don’t bite off your nose to spite your face, love. Just because you made a mistake with Ange doesn’t mean you’d make one with someone else.’

			Ian said nothing. His mum was kind, and only wanted the best for him, but it was her version of best, not his. 

		

	
		
			

			   

			Chapter Three

			Ian hooked a nervous finger into the collar of his pale blue shirt as the number 67 tram rattled along St Kilda Road towards the city. He was starting his new job at Douglas Lang & Co at the top end of Collins Street, and first impressions counted. His dark hair was neatly cut and his grey suit fresh from the dry cleaners. 

			His last job had been in a dusty South Melbourne office next to a plumbing supply showroom. He’d shared the space with Lil, who spent half the day on the phone to her mates and the other half complaining about her husband, who spent most of his money at the Moonee Valley racetrack. One Saturday, when Ian felt particularly gloomy about spending another week in the office with Lil, he bought The Age, and found an advertisement for a senior accounts clerk at Douglas Lang and Co. He’d been interviewed by Mal Cleary and been offered the job a few days later. The money was quite good, and he needed every penny he could get. Ange was bleeding him dry.

			He got off the tram at Collins Street and began walking uphill under the spreading branches of the plane trees. Expensive men’s clothes were displayed in one of the windows of George’s, but Ian looked straight ahead. When he reached Coates Building, he noticed a cafe on the ground floor and a sandwich bar next door. Across the road stood the Oriental Hotel. He’d be able to grab a quick beer after work, but only a couple. He had no intention of ending up like his father. The tip of Ian’s nose itched. He gave it a quick rub with the back of his hand as he entered the building.

			

			...

			Jo walked up Collins Street with her head down. When she was little, Maureen said that if she stepped on a crack in the pavement, it would open wide as a crocodile’s mouth and swallow her up. Even though Jo knew it was ridiculous, she still felt uneasy if she stepped on one.

			At work she checked herself in the mirror and rolled on more mascara. When she went into the main office, she spotted Mr Cleary and a young man she didn’t know talking to Mr O’Shaughnessy in his cubicle. Jo sat at her desk and began opening invoices. A few minutes later she heard footsteps coming towards her. She looked up as Mr Cleary said, ‘Jo, this is Ian, our new senior accounts clerk.’

			Jo’s eyes widened. Ian’s blue shirt matched his eyes, which held a glint of amusement. Her heart turned over.

			‘Hello Jo,’ he said. 

			His voice wrapped around her.

			Her face warmed. ‘Hello.’

			Ian and Mr Cleary walked away. She stared after them. Ian moved confidently, as if he knew how good-looking he was. His dark hair lay on his neck, browned by the sun. Reluctantly she turned back to her invoices. In less than a minute, her life had changed. The boring office had become the most exciting place on earth, the old-fashioned desks and battered chairs brave survivors of the past. Typewriters clattered, phones rang and Judith’s loud voice boomed from the switchboard in a satisfying combination of sounds. Even Nola, busily typing, looked attractive, the bow on her blouse nicely tied at her throat. But best and most startling of all, was the fact that Robert no longer mattered. 

			

			...

			After work, Ian caught the tram back to Elwood. His first day had gone well. Mal Cleary and Pat O’Shaughnessy seemed to be decent people, and he had his own cubicle. It was better that way. The office was full of women, and some were good-lookers, but the stand-out was Jo with her short skirt and long legs, sexy bottom lip and eyes that told him exactly what she was thinking. Jo liked him, but he’d steer clear. She was too young.

			...

			On Saturday, Jo sat at the kitchen table smoking. The rest of the day stretched ahead, as empty as the Nullarbor. She wondered what Ian was doing, and with whom. The thought plunged her into gloom. Over the past week, she’d watched him laughing and joking with Susie, who despite being newly married was a bit flirtatious, and making the odd remark to Judith, but he’d said nothing to her or Ruth. Maybe he thought they were kids, not worth talking to. 

			Kathleen strolled into the kitchen wearing a pair of shorts and a sleeveless top. ‘I’m going to the pool. Why don’t you come?’

			‘Alright.’ Jo stubbed out her cigarette and went into her bedroom, undressed and put on her pink gingham bikini. In the mirror her scars were as dark as ever. She scowled. The doctor said they’d fade to a nice, silvery pink, but so far they’d done nothing. 

			‘Hurry up,’ Kathleen said from the doorway.

			

			Jo pulled on her shorts and top and shoved a towel, packet of cigarettes and her purse into a canvas beach bag.

			They left the house and walked through the housing estate. Sprinklers flicked water onto parched lawns and leaves on the trees hung limp in the heat. 

			A beat-up Valiant drove past. Its driver tooted and waved. Jo ignored him. Ever since she was twelve boys had tooted, waved or wolf-whistled whenever she walked down the street. At first, she’d been embarrassed. Now she was used to it.

			Kathleen watched the car as it roared up the street. ‘Idiot. How’s the job going?’

			‘Good,’ Jo said. She’d been a fast learner, wanting to impress Mr Cleary, but he wasn’t one to give compliments. 

			‘Why don’t you go to night school?’ Kathleen said. ‘You could become an accountant.’

			Jo shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Because you want to get married and have babies like Miss Goody Two-Shoes. You were so obsessed with Robert, I thought it was gonna be him. The problem is you’re aimless. You should set some goals.’

			Jo glanced at Kathleen. She was pretty, but she’d never had a boyfriend. If she had, she’d find out there was more to life than school and study.

			‘I just want to take life as it comes,’ Jo said. 

			Kathleen made a snorting noise. ‘You mean hang around waiting for the next boy to ask you out.’

			Jo glared at her. ‘Not everyone wants to be like you. Working all day and half the night so you can get a scholarship to uni.’

			‘I’d rather die than not get into uni,’ Kathleen said. ‘The thing is, you’ve been given a promotion, and you should make the most of it. You do have brains, you know.’

			

			Jo tossed a length of hair over her shoulder. ‘Don’t be so patronising.’ 

			‘It’s a compliment.’

			‘Fine.’

			They walked past the tech school and the service station, where Jo spotted Michael and waved. 

			‘Poor Michael,’ Kathleen said. ‘The wedding’s going to be huge, and he’d rather have a barbeque in the backyard.’

			Jo made a face. ‘Poor us, having to be bridesmaids.’

			‘I would have said no,’ Kathleen said. ‘But I didn’t want to leave you in the lurch.’ 

			Jo grinned at her. ‘Thanks, sis.’

			They passed the row of shops and reached the railway crossing. Noble Park swimming pool lay on the other side of the line, a rectangle of turquoise in dried-out grass. When they arrived, they spread their towels and Kathleen undressed. She was bigger boned than Jo, with the same pale skin, lightly freckled on her nose and shoulders. She walked over to the pool and dived in with a neat splash. When she surfaced, she called, ‘Come on, it’s lovely.’

			‘In a minute,’ Jo said. She kept her top on and took off her shorts before she walked towards the pool and slid into the cool water, relishing its touch on her hot skin. Her thoughts returned to Ian. She ached to be in his arms. Her pulse raced. She was sure that he knew.

			...

			‘I want to go to the beach,’ Anna said. ‘Please, Dad.’

			Her face wore a pleading look that Ian found irresistible. ‘Alright, go put your bathers on.’

			Anna rushed into her bedroom.

			

			He went into his own bedroom and put on his bathers. He’d barely pulled them on before she appeared in the doorway wearing a pink and white sundress. 

			‘Are you ready?’ she asked impatiently.

			He grinned. ‘Where’s your towel?’

			Dismayed, she put a hand to her mouth. ‘I forgot.’

			‘In the bathroom,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to be Miss Perfect all the time.’

			‘Yes, I do.’

			‘Yours is the pink one,’ he said, and laughed when she looked disgusted. 

			He packed a bag containing sun lotion, Anna’s bucket and spade, and his own towel. 

			They walked to Elwood Beach under a cloudless sky. Heat bounced off the pavement. The beach was packed with people, their bodies glistening with suntan lotion. Children’s shouts filled the air and swimmers bobbed in the sea. Ian found a spot near the water and spread their towels on the sand while Anna took off her sundress and sandals and ran towards the water. He saw her stop, and look down, staring at her foot. He hurried over to her.

			‘I’m bleeding,’ Anna said.

			Ian knelt and stared at the wound. She’d been cut by something sharp, but the cut looked shallow.

			‘It needs a bandaid,’ Anna said. 

			Ian shook his head. ‘It’s better left open. Let the seawater wash it clean.’ He held out his hand. ‘Come on, we’ll go into the water together.’

			Anna gave him a doubtful stare. ‘Mum says you have to put bandaids on cuts, or you might get an infection.’

			‘We’ll put a bandaid on it when we get home,’ he said. ‘Come on.’

			A few minutes later, Anna wanted to get out of the water. Ian lay on his towel, watching her build a sandcastle with a moat. The sandcastle was on wet sand, but the tide hadn’t reached it. She had to take her bucket to the water to fill the moat.

			

			A couple of girls walked past, both wearing bikinis. They were teenagers, and one of them looked remarkably like Jo. The girl had the same slim build and pale skin, the same dark hair that finished just above her shoulder blades. If she knew he was watching she gave no sign. He wondered what Jo was doing, and who she was with, and felt a fleeting sense of regret that he was no longer a teenager. 

			Ian looked at Anna again. She was decorating her sandcastle with shells, all of them the same size, placing them in a neat row along the base. Just then a little boy ran up and kicked it a couple of times.

			The sandcastle collapsed into a heap of damp sand. Anna’s mouth opened in a wail. ‘Stop it!’

			The little boy ran away. Anna jumped up and ran after him. 

			‘Anna. Stop.’

			Anna turned, her face furious.

			‘Come back,’ Ian said.

			Anna stomped towards him, then stopped, her eyes on the sand.

			‘Why were you running after him?’ Ian asked.

			Anna pouted. ‘I wanted to tell him off.’

			‘You were going to hit him.’

			Anna shrugged. ‘He deserved it.’

			Ian sighed. ‘I know it’s hard when other kids do the wrong thing, but that little boy was much younger than you.’

			Anna’s bottom lip stuck out. ‘You’re saying that ’cause he’s a boy.’

			‘No, I’m not. If he’d been a girl, I’d have said the same thing.’ Ian ran a finger lightly down her neck and began to tickle her. She doubled up, laughing. He caught her hand. ‘Let’s go and get an ice cream.’
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