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Chapter One 


Kip 


SOME DAYS ONE hint of light peeking through the curtains and bam! You spring out of bed like the devil’s after you, like you’ve been lying there all night just waiting for the day to begin so your legs can move. They’re itchy and nervy, busting to get going, like you’re sitting in the pictures waiting for the film to start. What’s going to happen today? you think. That’s how it mostly is. So I should of known by the way I didn’t want to get up that things were bound to go wrong. The blankets were pressing on top of me, like they were saying Kip! Don’t move if you know what’s good for you! 


I look over at Ma in the other bed: she’s dead asleep facing the wall, a mound under her blanket and a pile of coats and jumpers and even Dad’s old clothes pulled out of drawers. Francis is squished next to me, his mouth open all pink and white, teeth like headstones planted in marshmallow. He sounds like a cow that swallowed a whistle. His pillow’s dripping drool. It’s bad luck for me and Ma, sharing a room with Francis. Connie’s lucky. She has the camp bed in the laundry on account of young ladies needing more privacy than boys or mothers. Get a load of that snoring! One day some poor girl’ll have to marry him and she’ll never have another decent night’s sleep as long as she lives. The bags under her eyes’ll be big enough to pack for a weekend at Dromana. Just look at him. The great white hope. It’s all right for Francis because he doesn’t need to get up for a good two hours and I’m supposed to be real quiet in case I disturb his royal geniusness but he could do with some disturbing if you ask me. 


It’s not going to get any easier and it’s like diving in the Yarra it’s that cold so I pretend I’m Mawson and get dressed quick as, and then tiptoe past Mrs Keith’s room because she sleeps to nearly ten then I’m out the back door where my boots are waiting. The air slaps me in the face, wakes me up good and proper. Soon it’ll be pinky-light, twinkly-light and the stars will turn in for a bit of a nap themselves but now in the cold dark you can feel the great city waking. If I looked down the side, past the gate to Rowena Parade, I’d see men in their dirty boots and worn coats wrapped tight, heading round the corner, down Lennox Street and across Swan to the IXL factory, or a bit further along to Bryant and May. I can almost hear the tramp of them, boots on bluestones, caps pulled over ears. Those blokes are the workers. There’s a whole different lot in white shirts and ties and waistcoats and hats with newspapers under their arms who also walk down Lennox to Swan to catch a tram to the city. Our house here in Rowena Parade is the spot where blokes get divided into proper workers and office men. 


Me, I’m one of the proper workers. You can smell every factory in Richmond from our little backyard when the wind’s right. Between the end of the footy finals and Easter the hot sweet of the jam hits you first, then the tomato sauce, next burning malt and hops. Now in the middle of winter there’s nothing but the tannery and the Yarra, and it’s like the dunny cart had a permanent spot in the lane so I’m not standing around to breathe it in. 


In our yard, grass finds its way through the bricks laid flat and the cracks in the path. The grass is white-tipped and it crackles under my feet. I’m King Kong, squashing native huts. Crunch crunch. Sorry natives. Then I’m out the gate and into the lane and around the corner and I undo the latch at the Hustings’. 


Inside I swing open the top half of the stable door and there he is, Charlie the fire-breathing dragon. He nods, then shakes his head like he’s got water in his ears. This is Horse for glad to see me. I rub my palms together and breathe on them because as Ma says Kip it’s not funny to put cold hands on someone’s warm body by which she means especially not on Francis’s backside under his nightshirt first thing in the morning. We have different ideas of funny, Ma and me. Anyhow, Francis started it. 


When my hands are warm I pat the crooked star between Charlie’s eyes and then I scratch behind his ears and he pushes his head into my hand and stamps his feathered feet. Keep going, he’s saying. More pats, more scratches. Charlie is the smartest horse in the entire universe so he starts snuffling down my sleeve. He always picks the right pocket. Charlie is never wrong. Today: one shrivelled apple from the lane, minus one small bite. Union dues, I tell him. A little deducted for the good of the working man, namely me. I hold the apple flat on my hand and it tickles, then up it goes into his gob and two bites later it’s gone. 


‘Well old boy,’ I say. ‘We can’t stand around here all day when there’s work to be done.’ 


He nods and whinnies to show he’s heard me. Before Mr Husting comes out I get the bucket and top up the trough from the pump on the other side of the yard, measure out the oats and close the hay bin tight because one little mouse gets in once and they never let you hear the end of it. While Charlie’s eating I sweep out the stable and take the manure to the pile. Charlie’s got good bowels as my nan would say. My nan talks a lot about respect especially my lack of same but there’s only two types of people she’s keen on. The King and Queen Elizabeth and the princesses whose pictures she cuts out of the Women’s Weekly and sticks up on the kitchen wall, and people with good bowels. I imagine they use the King’s bowel habits to time the changing of the guard. 


I brush Charlie down till he’s shiny. Long straight strokes. He likes this. Mr Husting always says first impressions count, my lad! I’d sooner go out in my nightshirt than have the customers see Charlie not looking his Sunday best. I step into the yard and right on time Mr Husting’s coming out the back door in his suit and knitted vest and his gloves with no fingers. He looks tired. His cheeks are longer. He says good morning and asks after Charlie. 


‘He’s beaut, Boss.’ 


‘Good lad, Kip.’ He reaches out his hand and messes my hair, which is something I allow very few people the latitude to do on account of I’m fourteen now, not a kid anymore, but being boss gives Mr Husting certain privileges. 


‘That horse looks fighting fit. Better than Catalogue.’ And then Mr Husting holds his other hand out flat and instead of an apple there’s a shilling. ‘For you, Kip.’ 


Whacko! A whole entire shilling is enough to get in to the Glaciarium, if I shrink down a bit. Skating on ice. Just imagine it. Maybe today will turn out all right after all. The trick will be to put my shilling where Francis won’t find it. I need a hiding place like Connie’s, a loose brick under the house. She doesn’t know I’m on to her but there’s not much escapes me round here. I reach out my hand, I put the coin in my pocket and just then there’s a noise and it’s the upstairs window lifting and Mrs Husting is leaning halfway out still in her nightgown with a shawl around her. 


‘Good morning, my dear,’ calls out Mr Husting. 


‘Good morning, Mrs Husting,’ I say. ‘What a pleasure to see you. How are you on this bright sunny day?’ 


She gives me her usual look, which is to say the look she practises on me in case she opens her window one day and there’s a pile of dead fish in her backyard. 


‘Sylvester. Did you give that boy a penny?’ 


‘No, my love, I did not.’ 


‘That shawl is very becoming on you, Mrs Husting,’ I call up to her. 


‘Because we pay a fair wage straight to his mother, you know that.’ 


‘I do know that, my pet.’ 


‘A lovely shade of blue. It matches your eyes.’ 


‘I’d like to know who else in this city would suffer to have the likes of him hanging around morning and night and pay for the privilege. Hundreds of boys wanting work in a two-mile radius, good boys, not layabouts. Boys that don’t squander their opportunities.’ 


‘I’m visiting the Shearers today. They’re moving. They won’t be needing their girl’s bed now she’s married. A set of chairs. A near to new Malvern Star and an old copper. I’m going past the shops.’ 


‘Sherbet bombs and some jersey caramels. And don’t be late tonight. I’ve got a nice piece of corned beef and Elsie’s doing a cauliflower cheese. I dare say it’s been some time since Jack’s had a cauliflower cheese like Elsie’s.’ 


‘He was dead to the world when I walked past his room, just like he was still a boy,’ says Mr Husting. 


‘He’s tired from the travelling, that’s all,’ she says. 


This past week I’ve scrubbed each brick in the yard and repainted the window sills and weeded the garden while Mrs Husting and Elsie cleaned every nook inside, on account of Jack coming home yesterday. This seems to me the greatest waste of time since the brothers made us clean the inkwells. If I was away from Ma and Connie for eighteen months I wouldn’t notice if the garden was weeds from one end to the other. It’s not only the Hustings, though: it seems like everywhere you look, people are moving, getting things ready, putting affairs in order. 


Mrs Husting almost closes the window, and then she notices me again, Charlie’s brush in one hand going numb from the cold, the other deep in my pocket squeezing the shilling. ‘And can you get that one to scrub the dirt off that load of shovels without ruining them?’ 


‘Dirt?’ I say. ‘That’d be the brownish stuff, would it?’ 


She gives me a look that could melt steel. It’s a miracle G-men from America haven’t parachuted in the street and carried her off because Mrs Husting could be a government secret weapon. If she turns her head an inch too far, that look would miss me and ignite the stables. Charlie snorts. Even he can feel it. 


‘I’ll get him on to it when we get home from the afternoon run,’ Mr Husting says. 


‘Just keep an eye on him,’ she says. ‘I know his sort.’ 


When she closes the window Mr Husting smiles at me again and taps the side of his nose with his finger. ‘That shilling. Our little secret. Gentlemen’s honour.’ He holds out his hand, just like Dad used to do. 


I hold out my hand and shake on it. I even say, ‘Gentlemen’s honour,’ as well, just the way he said it. There’s no excuse for that kind of dumb. 
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Being known as chief layabout and squanderer of opportunities in all of Richmond is a big responsibility. Maybe it’s those missing seven minutes. Maybe if Francis was the one who came seven minutes later everything would be different. I’d still be at school, for a start. But the fact is I followed him out so here I am, stable boy in charge of horse excrement transportation and shovel scrubbing at the Hustings’. I like it, mostly. Believe you me there’s heaps of things about school I don’t miss. Believe you me. 
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The busier you are the faster the morning goes and in half a mo it’s time for breakfast. That’s the best bit of working next door: walk ten yards down the lane, around the corner to our back gate and like the Phantom, here I am at home. I didn’t know how cold I was until I walked in. Connie’s already at the stove and Francis is in his school shirt and tie having his cup of tea and there’s the smell of bacon frying. 


‘Are your hands clean?’ says Connie. 


There’s no point even answering on account of my reputation so I hold them out in front of me, nails up. 


‘Make sure, Connie,’ says Francis, about to stick a piece of buttered toast in his gob. ‘We don’t want horse manure all over the kitchen. Maybe we should make him eat outside. As befits his station.’ 


Now I wish I’d given my hands more than just a quick one-two under the tap before I left the Hustings’. I can see a bit of something under my thumb nail that may or may not have derived from Charlie. Connie’s not blind. 


She picks up my hands and turns them over and then she looks at Francis. ‘Perfect,’ she says, and she kisses the top of my head. Then she gets another two rashers out of the icebox. 


‘Better check his hands too, Connie,’ I say. ‘On account of his head looks identical to his backside which causes all manner of confusion when he’s on the dunny.’ 


This may not be the smartest thing to say considering our heads are near impossible to tell apart but anyway as soon as the words are out I hear a noise behind me and I know it’s Ma. And sure enough there she is, in her black dress and white apron for going to work. 


‘What did you just say to Francis?’ she says. 


‘It’s all right, Ma,’ says Francis. ‘I’m used to it. I strive to be the bigger man.’ 


Ma narrows her eyes at me. ‘We’re halfway up the hill young man and you talk like we’re still in the gutter. You’ll keep until I get home. Don’t think you’re too big for the wooden spoon.’ She sees Connie about to pop the rashers in. ‘That bacon is for Francis and Mrs Keith.’ 


‘Kip’s been working since four,’ says Connie. 


‘Francis needs meat in the morning, for his brain. Kip’s lucky to be getting bread and dripping with his standard of behaviour.’ 


Connie puts the rashers back and gets the dripping from the icebox. 


‘Mrs Keith will have washing,’ Ma says. ‘And don’t forget the tablecloths. And the iron is dirty. Clean it before you start. And iron both sides so the embroidery stands out.’ 


‘I always do, don’t I?’ says Connie. 


‘And get Kip to cut some more wood. It’s freezing in here,’ says Francis. ‘If he can fit it in around his other responsibilities of course.’ 


‘Righto,’ I say. 


‘I’d hate to overburden you,’ he says. ‘Only do as much as you can manage.’ 


I finish my bread and dripping and take the plate over. 


‘Don’t want you working yourself into a state of nervous collapse,’ Francis says. 


‘Shouldn’t you be going?’ says Connie. 


‘I’ve got ten minutes yet,’ says Francis. ‘Kid gloves, Connie, kid gloves. Don’t let Kip’s menial constitution fool you. He’s a delicate flower at heart.’ 


‘You’re a good boy, thinking of your brother,’ says Ma. ‘Shame that knife only cuts one way. Shame not all boys appreciate a good education. Gladys told me she saw St Kevin’s boys with their ties off in Bridge Road on Friday.’ 


‘Disgraceful,’ says Francis. ‘I’ll tell Brother Cusack.’ 


‘I bet you will,’ I say. 


‘Don’t you take that tone, Christopher Luke Westaway,’ Ma says. ‘Francis is shouldering his responsibility, keeping his scholarship. Then he’ll get another to the university to study the law as discussed. As it is we’ve had to take in Mrs Keith and I spend all day on hands and knees cleaning for other people when we ought to have a girl ourselves. Your sister giving up her art school. Your father, spinning like a top.’ 


‘Don’t worry, Ma,’ says Francis. ‘Aren’t I the smart one?’ 


‘That’s my good boy,’ says Ma. 


‘Anyway it’s selection for the first eleven tomorrow. This year I’m a cert,’ Francis says. 


‘Bradman must be shivering in his boots,’ says Connie. She’s prodding Francis’s bacon with a wooden spoon. I can hear it sizzling and it smells like heaven. ‘Cricket seems awful frivolous for someone destined for university.’ 


‘That’s a common misconception. One thing I’ve learned is this: all the best people play cricket. Being in the first eleven is an advantage for a fellow starting out in the world.’ Francis picks up his knife and fork and throws his tie over his shoulder, ready to leap on the bacon as soon as it hits the plate. 


‘If the world stays as it is,’ says Ma. ‘That Mr Hitler. Heaven knows what he’s capable of. Last time it was boys not much older than you that were going. Forging their mother’s name and so forth. I’d sooner hide you in the ceiling space. I want you safe in school, not running around waiting for the call-up.’ 


‘Don’t be silly, Ma,’ says Francis. ‘The damn commos, they’re the ones we ought keep an eye on. Them godless Ruskis. Jerry learned his lesson the last time. It’ll come to nothing, everyone says.’ 


‘That’s how they speak at the university, is it?’ says Ma. ‘Language, Francis. How many times?’ 


Connie wipes her hands on her apron. ‘Who’s everyone?’ 


‘Everyone everyone,’ says Francis. ‘Brother Marlow, Brother Rahill.’ 


Connie throws her head back and gives a little laugh. ‘Oh I see, everyone. All the experts fresh from County Cork. Real men of the world.’ 


‘Shows what you know. It’s in the Argus. Mr Chamberlain, he’ll have those continental types toeing the line quick smart. Even Mr Menzies says so.’ 


I don’t know about Mr Chamberlain because gone are the days when I waited for Dad to come home so I could read his Argus and I’ve got nothing to say about Ruskis or damned commos or anything else. That’s not my life, that’s Francis’s. All I know is every working boy in Richmond is waiting and watching. Half afraid war’ll happen, half afraid it won’t. 


‘Ma,’ I say. ‘I’ve been meaning to tell you. Mr Husting’s going to have me in the shop any day now, I can tell. He’ll get me a tie and an apron and teach me all about antiques.’ Which isn’t really a fib because I know he’s going to. Didn’t he just give me a shilling? 


‘It’s not antiques,’ says Francis. ‘It’s a junk shop, even Ma says.’ 


‘It’s not,’ I say. ‘It’s house furnishers, china dealers and carting contractors. It says so on the front door.’ 


‘Oh she’d love that, wouldn’t she?’ says Ma. ‘Her ladyship Ada Husting. Wouldn’t she love to have you inside to order around all day? Lord it over us now we’ve had a few turns of bad luck. What have I done? I’ve offended in the eyes of the Lord. There’s no other explanation for how I’ve had to suffer.’ 


Attention jockeys, stewards and trainers: we’re off and racing. Once the Suffering of my mother begins there’s no stopping it. We all know to be quiet and not catch her eye. Even breathing can get you into strife. I sit still and keep my head down and chew. Connie puts the plate of bacon in front of Francis and turns her back and puts the kettle on the hob to start the dishes. Out of the corner of my eye I see Francis pick up a fat rasher, chomp it and roll his eyes, while Ma wipes her face on her apron and goes on and on. 
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One of the jobs decreed as not too testing for we of the menial constitution is the fetching of the shopping. In the afternoon I go to the butcher’s in Bridge Road for Connie. She gives me a list and without even looking I know it’ll say a neck of mutton and more bacon for Francis and Mrs Keith. Perhaps some sausages. Ma won’t stand for Connie giving me money so it all goes on the tick. 


I like the butcher’s. Butchering would be a good job. What does a butcher need with school? He needs to know good meat when he sees it, he needs to be strong and he needs to add up sums in pencil on the edge of the paper. Even I could manage that. You get a long blue-striped apron and a scabbard. It would be hard, some days: lifting the carcasses, sharpening the knives, scrubbing the tiles and the mincer and cleaning the windows, sweeping up the bloodied sawdust and laying down fresh. I like the colours here: the blue and white of the tiles, the red of the blood. Maybe I could start as a delivery boy. Maybe I could get a bicycle and carry meat and ham and loose eggs wrapped in paper inside string bags. 


‘Away with the pixies again?’ The butcher raises an eyebrow. 


‘Righto.’ I take the meat in its white paper and open the door and the bell tinkles like it’s laughing at me. 


It’s late already. It’s safest to be home before the tech school bell so I walk down Bridge Road and thread through the skint blokes standing on the footpath in front of the pub for the smell of the beer, and their smokes remind me of Dad and some give me a nod and a how’s the family Kip and everyone’s talking about the war that’s coming that’s a plot against the working man and I say hello and nod right back like working men do and I’m about to turn into Church Street to head home and I hear her before I see her, voice like the butcher’s bell but sweeter. Of all the people to meet while carrying a bundle of stuffed pig innards. Why is she roaming around at this time of the afternoon? I throw myself into the door well of the draper’s then crane my head around the corner and I catch a glimpse of shiny black shoes and thick black stockings and I know it’s her. She’s talking to someone at the top of the lane and how am I supposed to get home now? If I walk back the other way around the block I’ll be late but if I walk on she’ll see me and then what will I do? 


So I wait and wait and after a while I can’t hear her laughter anymore. I sneak my head out and she’s not there and thank God for that so I walk into the lane and then all at once someone speaks and I jump out of my skin and drop the meat on the cobbles. 


‘Hello,’ she says. 


‘Cripes.’ I place my hand flat on my chest. ‘A man wouldn’t want a dicky ticker.’ I pick up the meat and there’s a bit of dirt on the paper but no one’s going to notice. Extra tenderising, free service.


‘You’re Francis’s brother, aren’t you? I’m Annabel Crouch.’ 


I tell her I’m pleased to meet her and I manage not to laugh. I’m Annabel Crouch, she says, as if I haven’t noticed her in church every Sunday since her and her father moved here. As if every boy for miles around that finds himself saying rosaries for unclean thoughts doesn’t know who Annabel Crouch is. 


‘I know Francis from dance class.’ 


Dancing is something I never tried. Connie learned for a while, when she was still at school. Dad would put the wireless up loud and they’d go into the backyard because inside was too small for two people to turn and she’d teach him. Over to the vegie patch, down to the dunny, across to the tree and twirl. A pair of galahs, Ma said. The thought of Francis twirling is not at all attractive. 


I tuck the meat under one arm. ‘I imagine Francis would be quite a sight on the dancefloor.’ 


‘He says it’s an essential social skill for the modern young man. You look just like him. Only different. You’re not at St Kevin’s anymore, are you?’ 


‘Me and school. I’d had enough, well and truly.’ 


‘Shame. Heard you got the prize for English Composition. And Art, wasn’t it?’ 


‘Those days are well behind me. Being bossed around by brothers and prefects. I’m my own boss now. In a manner of speaking.’ 


‘Francis is a very good dancer. He’s good at all sporty things. And so thoughtful. He’d have been in the first eleven last year, except they wanted him to help with the coaching. To give the other kids a go. But you must know that already.’ 


I think of Francis at dance classes. New shoes, piano in the corner, arm around Annabel Crouch. Tea and biscuits. ‘Indeed. Nothing you can say about Francis is news to me.’ 


‘And the way he knows all the serials from the radio,’ she says. ‘If you ask real nice, he does The Shadow so’s you can hardly tell his version from the real thing. Must be good to have a brother.’ 


‘Yep.’ I move the parcel to the other arm. ‘I can barely sleep for happiness.’ 


This talking to pretty girls business: who’d of thought it’d be so easy? Here I am, sausages and all, chatting away to Annabel Crouch like she’s Connie. I stretch out one arm and lean against the wall, all casual, like I’m in a film. Things are looking sweet. 


And then. Disaster. Annabel Crouch smiles. All at once something happens to my arm and my eyes and stomach and my Adam’s apple. Her smile’s got a direct line to her eyes and her heart. All at once I can’t swallow so good. How did I swallow before, without thinking about it? My arm, the one leaning on the fence, is frozen with embarrassment. It doesn’t know what it’s doing stuck out at such an angle. I don’t look like a film star, leaning here. I look like a one-armed man trying to keep a wall from collapsing without anyone noticing. Why am I trying to hold up a wall? Her lips, her teeth. Annabel Crouch probably gives away a hundred smiles a day, no charge, but this particular one is all for me. I can see behind her ear where the hair is pulled tight into her ponytail, the long white line where her skin joins her scalp, tiny soft yellow curls escaping. It’s like a picture: the white of her skin, the yellow, the red brick of the building behind her. The way the sun bounces around the road, off the walls. I blink for a 


second, quick. To fix it in place. 


‘Are you walking back to Rowena Parade?’ she says. 


I nod. The arm on the wall, it doesn’t feel like moving. 


‘Now?’ 


My stomach gives a flip. If I say yes, does that mean she’ll want to walk with me? How will I manage not swallowing for the next five blocks? I’ll drown in my own spit. And what if my legs forget how to be, like my arm has? I shake my head. 


‘Oh,’ she says. ‘Never mind.’ 


Then she waves, and she’s gone before I can say anything clever that Annabel Crouch would remember in five minutes’ time. I lean over, hands on my knees, and it takes me another five minutes to stop breathing in a pant. 


She won’t forget that in a hurry. Scintillated, she was. What is her father thinking, letting her walk around the streets anyway? If I had a daughter like that, a girl with Annabel’s hair and Annabel’s smile, the last thing I’d do is let her walk in lanes and talk to the likes of me. And I’d never let her dance with Francis, not on your nelly. 


So before long my throat’s remembered how to swallow of its own accord and now I’m thinking what are you doing out of school early, Annabel and I love dancing, what is your favourite dance Annabel and I believe you’re an only child, aren’t you Annabel and Can I walk you home and Your hair is like fairy floss. Bugger. 


I own the lanes, mostly. I know the web of them, every lane in Richmond. I know which houses have a ‘to let’ sign on the front so they should be empty but there’s a light at the back which means a two-up school’s moved in. I know the corner on the other side of Coppin Street where you can peel back the corrugated iron and get at the Hagens’ apricots. And down towards the river, the damp dog-leg where weeds grow as high as your hip and where the beetles meet in summer and you need to dodge the rusty tins and rabbits’ guts and I know which cat rules the stretch behind the fisho where he throws the heads but would you believe it as I come into the lane across the other side of Lennox Street I’m thinking about Annabel Crouch and smack. 


I walk straight into the four stooges, lounging on the corner like it’s somebody’s front room. 


‘Well, if it isn’t Westaway Junior,’ Mac says. 


‘Yeah,’ says Cray. 


So. The day has finally declared itself. It’s peeled off one fancy leather glove, slapped me across the face with it and thrown it on the ground. Now I’m the one who’s got to pick the ruddy thing up. On-bloody-guard, d’Artagnan. 


‘Hello, my little fish-eating friend,’ says Jim Pike. ‘Are you doing errands for your ma like a good cat lick? Tell you what. Just to show we’re all friends here, all for the mighty Tiges, I’ll give you a ha’penny to shine my shoes.’ 


‘Hello Pike. I can see your shoes are a bit on the shabby side but no thanks all the same. I don’t know where your ha’penny’s been.’ 


We’re in the widest part of the lane, with bits of corrugated iron on either side and bluestones sloping to a channel in the middle, filled with muddy water and other stuff that doesn’t bear thinking about. Leaning against the fence is a boy I don’t know. He’s smoking, shirt pulled out of his pants and socks down, no jumper. The kind that won’t let on when he’s freezing. He throws his ciggie in a puddle and it hisses and smokes. He says, ‘Who’s this one when he’s at home?’ 


‘This, Manson my old pal, is one Kip the drip Westaway, the baby brother of Saint Francis,’ Pike says. ‘He’s the most famous shit shoveller in all of Richmond. Straight from a cushy scholarship at St Mick’s, suit and tie and pious expression, to his current position at the rear end of a horse. It’s a wonder you haven’t heard of him back in Sydney.’ 


‘He cried when he left school. Like a weeping statue of the virgin,’ says Mac. 


I know crystal where they heard that from. ‘As much as I’d love to stand around taking tea with you ladies, I have my own ha’pennies to earn.’ I try to walk past them but Cray grabs me by one arm and Mac takes the other. The parcel of meat falls to the ground. Again. By the time I get home it’s going to be mince. 


‘Actually,’ says Pike. ‘There’s a job going where my dad is. On the line. You should pop your head in, Kipper.’ 


Mac shakes his head. ‘A problem with that plan, Mr Pike.’ 


‘Ah so,’ says Pike. ‘The notice says cattle ticks need not apply.’ 


Cray starts laughing. 


‘This is one of them boys?’ says Manson. ‘Master Mick MacMichael of Ballymicksville, eh?’ 


‘Keep up, Sydney,’ I say. 


‘Shall I tell you the story of Kip the drip?’ says Pike. ‘It’s a long and sad tale that reminds me of a storybook. Who was that writer? The old timer, Kipper? He was, I believe, a— 


what you would call a proddy dog. English. Name escapes me.’ 


‘That’d be Dickens,’ I say. ‘Nobhead.’ 


‘Ah yes. Just like Grape Hexpectorations, our story starts with the family in somewhat reduced circumstances on account of the sudden demise of Kipper’s old man. Who dropped off the tram in Swan Street somewhat the worse for a whisky or three and hit his head. Blam, splashed his brains all over the read. A sad end.’ Pike shows his teeth. ‘Goodnight Josephine.’ 


I can feel Mac’s and Cray’s sticky fingers pressing the flesh of my arms. My heart’s racing like it’s going to pop through my chest. I don’t wriggle. I stand dead still. 


‘Those shortsighted men in full and gainful employment who neglect to make provisions for their families in the case of accidental death or dismemberment deserve what they get,’ says Mac, whose father is in insurance. 


‘Yeah,’ says Cray. 


‘I see the elocution lessons are paying off, Cray,’ I say. ‘Any day now you’ll come out with a full sentence.’ 


‘Funny,’ says Cray. 


‘A bit of respect, Kipper.’ Mac kicks the back of my calf with a thick toecap. It’ll come up in a beaut bruise tomorrow, but right now it hurts like there won’t be one. I turn my head to the side and deliver a huge yawn into my shoulder. 


‘Sorry, sorry,’ I say. ‘Don’t mind me. As well as a face only a mother could love, you’ve got a real knack for storytelling.’ 


‘With your permission, Fishface,’ says Pike, but all at once I am no longer here in the lane with these gorillas but back in the kitchen those first days when I knew we would never see Dad again. I had been reading that morning before he left, sunk so deep in a book I barely looked up to see him go. His hat would’ve been pulled down over his ears like always, satchel in his hands, nails black from the ink, and when he rested his hand on the top of my head, I barely gave him the smallest glance before he went to work and then that night Ma crying, in shock the doctor said, and Connie red-eyed and running up and down the hall with tea and hot washers and tablets from the chemist’s. I remember the edge of Dad’s hat had some tiny black hairs stuck to the brim. The barber hadn’t brushed him down properly. I thought we should buy him a new hat for the funeral because he wouldn’t have liked to rest through eternity with those little hairs stuck there but I didn’t dare ask Ma, her face was so white before his Mass, and now he’s under the ground and it’s much much too late. 


Pike is smirking now and the new boy, Manson, spits a big gob right next to my boot with remarkable precision for such a hefty hoik, clear and frothy white. He smiles. By that I mean the corners of his mouth go up. Cray’s fingers are hot on my arms and I have just one chance and I’m going to take it. No sense worrying about future repercussions if I’m not alive to enjoy them. I lean a little forward. On the bottom of Cray’s chin, a few stray hairs are peeking through. 


‘Cray,’ I say. ‘You’re holding me awful tight and awful close. Are you not getting enough cuddles off Mac these days?’ 


He lets go and pulls his arms back and jumps away and Mac does too. I kick the meat as hard as I can and it goes flying down the lane. The paper unravels and I scoop it up and I lose a sausage or two but I’ve gained a good twenty yards. ‘Get him!’ I hear. 


But I’m Jesse Owens, I’m Jack Titus, I’m Decima Norman, excepting I’m not a girl. I fly out of the lane, pounding the cobbles like the Nazi hordes are hot behind me, across the road and they’re breathing hard, and I’m around the Hustings’ into our lane and I’ve taken the corner too sharp and down I go, bang crash, arse over T. My knee and elbow scrape on the bluestones and it stings like buggery but there’s no time for that now, up again, in the back gate and bolt it behind me. 


Five minutes later I’m still sitting on the step, head between my knees, gulping like a landed fish when Connie comes out of the back door. I see what she sees: dirty meat spilling out of the paper on the ground, me with a knee and an elbow dripping blood on the path, one side of my shorts and half my shirt wet with mud and filth. 


She sits beside me and slides an arm around my shoulders and she’s warm and she’s Connie and I’d like to sit there forever being held like when I was little but I know I’d blub so instead I say it’s nothing. 


‘Nothing, eh. How did this nothing happen?’ 


‘I fell.’ I look at the stitching on the side of my boot. 


‘I bet you did.’ She doesn’t ask anything more and I’m glad it’s her that’s found me, not Ma or Francis. She sticks out her hand and hauls me to my feet. ‘Let’s get you cleaned up.’ 


‘Sorry about the meat.’ 


She screws her nose up but says, ‘It’ll scrub up all right and what they don’t know won’t hurt them. I can’t, however, say the same for you.’ 


She helps me limp to the laundry then fetches a wet washer and some soap and that evil red stuff and I bite the inside of my lip while she pats and prods with tweezers and takes bits of gravel out of my knee and elbow and she’s gentle and she talks about nothing, a dress she saw in a window and that Italian family in Tanner Street, and I know she’s trying to take my mind off it like I’m a kid. I’m not a kid and soon I’ve had all I can take. 
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