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Brisbane, 1945


In the lock hospital, a woman is on the lookout for metal. Lizzie, lying on her side, watches her lean over in bed to tell poor Marge. The woman’s voice reminds Lizzie of something, but she can’t get a hold on what – a mosquito maybe, hovering right in her ear. The voice sounds familiar enough for Lizzie to stare hard at the woman’s face, but her eyesight is shot, everything smeared at the edges. Sulphathiazole slides through her insides like a lump of concrete and messes around with thoughts in the back of her head. Bloody Yank gave her the clap. By now he’s probably sent half a dozen women like her to the lock hospital, to be held off the streets until they’re clean. Lizzie nurses her gritted eyes, her lids half-closed.


The woman’s telling Marge that she wants one of the metal coathangers at the end of the ward. Their arms have been crocheted with frills that fan out like coral, probably by a charitable sort from the Temperance Union, but there’s sharp metal underneath, and the threads will unpick easily enough. Marge says nothing. She complained to Lizzie earlier that she’s queasy from drugs they gave her for the syphilis.


Lizzie has Marge down as a good-time gal, an amateur who’s doing the old girls like her out of business, sleeping around with the troops for free. Marge hasn’t accepted the hospital: the foul smells, the rashes, the liquids that come out of you. The shock and humiliation of it because you’re the one who carries the disease and gets locked up – not him, who wanted you so badly he was willing to pay. Girls like Marge make Lizzie think this place is going to the dogs. Old days, Lizzie would meet some of the top girls in here, knew what they were doing. Learnt a few tricks herself on plying the trade. She’d needed all the help she could get, that time of her life, on her own for the first time.


Marge is silent, and the woman after the coathanger lies back down and runs her fingers over hands so lumped with insect bites that even Lizzie’s bad eyes can see they’re swollen twice their normal size. What does this woman want a coathanger for? Lizzie will have to keep an eye on her or she’ll end up stabbed in a rusty trundle bed. Though, if that’s the woman’s plan, Lizzie doesn’t reckon she’d be so liberal in talking about the hanger. More likely, Lizzie will wake up to see the woman with a pool of blood between her legs.


Lizzie shifts on her hollow mattress frame, feeling the dip of broken springs. Her mind returns to Joe. He’s getting out of gaol soon. That thought loops around her head, the old longing for him returned. She’s been so used to feeling this way for him, seems she can’t get out of the habit; there’s channels in her body that this flow of feeling has carved into her.


She’d found out about Joe’s release by accident, from the magistrate at her trial, Mr Wilson. She was hauled into court after her boss at the laundry grassed on her. Her Yank soldier friend had offered her a deal with ten tins of bully beef and some US Army blankets, if she could sneak them out of the wash. When the boss caught her stuffing the grey blankets behind one of the tubs, he sent the coppers round to her rooms at the boarding house. All cops in town know her, a working girl, so they ordered an inspection. And that was it, doctor said she had the clap.


At first, in the police court, surrounded by dark wood, she couldn’t make sense of what Mr Wilson was saying about Joe. In a wig that hung down his cheeks, he looked at her medical report and decided to be generous: only six weeks in the lock hospital to recover. He said when Joe got out a few days after she had, they could start a new life together. ‘We’ll try it for an experiment,’ Wilson said, and Lizzie wanted to stick her fingers in his eyeballs. She isn’t a bloody lab rat.


Can’t help herself, though. For the first time in years, she’s imagining her and Joe together again. Wilson said he felt sorry for Lizzie, her directionlessness. Like she’s a boat that needs steering. God forbid Joe be at the helm. But the thought’s in her head now, and maybe they’d both be better this time round. It’s been twenty years since he was out.













Brisbane, 1922


Lizzie leans against the white fence line, hat in hand. The grandstand’s roof curves away behind her, a bank of bodies flowing from it. Horses circle the yard, round the weighing scales, jockeys coiled in their saddles. Sentinel trots out, sweating. Lizzie knows her dad has been at him. When she was a little girl she could watch him jab the needle into their flanks. Now she can’t stand it. Sometime while she was growing up, she started feeling the pain of the needle in her own leg. Sentinel stumbles. She turns away.


The crowd behind her thickens. A woman breaks the cluster of her friends, caught up in a story she’s telling, and Lizzie twists to avoid her. The woman flings her arms around. The glass she’s holding slops, booze hitting Lizzie’s blouse. A flare of anger, but she makes a joke of it and swipes at the stain. Sighs loudly. The woman doesn’t notice. Lizzie catches the eye of a man in the crowd who’s grinning, and she figures he’s seen what happened. She notes, with a lurch of desire, the black curve of his fringe, the direct look. She wants to keep his attention on her, so she exaggerates her gestures. The woman cottons on, gives her a look, a bit scared, and steps into the fold of the group clumped around her. Lizzie doesn’t mind because now she’s noticed how wide the man’s shoulders are.


He makes his way over, and she flicks her eyes down, feels another spike. When she looks up, he’s right next to her. ‘Room for me?’ He points to the fence.


Lizzie nods, turns back to the track and tucks her elbows in so he can fit. He puts his hand on the railing and squeezes beside her. Someone pushes in next to them, and the cloth of the man’s shirt brushes her arm. She smiles.


‘Joe O’Dea.’ He holds out his hand. She has to look up into his face, he’s that tall.


‘Lizzie Boyle.’ His fingers are warm.


‘You a betting girl?’ he asks. The whistle of an Irish brogue.


She shows him her ticket where the bookmaker has scrawled the horse’s name, Coronation, and the odds. Can’t bring herself to look at Joe again. With her dad’s finger in the works, it’s a pretty sure thing that Coronation will place; her dad calls the winnings her pocket money. But she doesn’t want to gip this bloke. ‘You?’


‘Took a flutter earlier. Beautiful horse, placed second. Still looking for the coot bookmaker who owes me. I’ll take another then.’ Joe pulls a pair of binoculars from his pocket and grips the scopes between his fingers. ‘Like to know a horse before I bet on her, go round the stables, have a look. You see the right one, you get this feeling.’ He holds the binoculars out to Lizzie. ‘Want to watch your horse?’


She takes them from him quickly, before he changes his mind. Her dad is always offering things to her and then snatching them away. She holds the glasses to her eyes. The racetrack sharpens. She steps back a bit – she’s never seen it like this. When she pulls the glasses away from her face, the world blurs. Halos shroud faces and forms that are too far off. She grins up at Joe. ‘These expensive?’


‘Sure. I’m trusting you not to break ’em.’


‘’Course not.’ She turns a little to the side and gives him another smile to show how trustworthy she is.


She looks back through the glasses, enjoying the way they give weight and definition to the swell of the track, the curved belly of the mare jittering on the sidelines. The jockey blowing kisses at his horse, sucking in his cheeks. She can see as far as the other side, where horses line up at the starting gate. She picks out Sentinel immediately. He flings his head, moving his body sideways against the gates. The handler pulls him back, rights him, and the jockey holds himself lightly on the saddle. The handler leads Sentinel to the gate, nice and easy. You’d think the horse was going to slip in, but at the last minute he refuses the gate. The jockey lunges, brings his whip down. The horse stumbles.


Lizzie pulls the glasses away. It’s not supposed to be this obvious.


Joe shakes his head. ‘Ah, no point in losing your temper with a horse. Won’t get him in now.’


A prickle at Lizzie’s neck and armpits. Her head is full of curses at her dad. She holds the glasses up again. The handler flicks the reins, says something sharp to the jockey, who leans over Sentinel’s neck. It’ll be sweaty. The jockey turns his head away from the racetrack; he’s lost already. Lizzie’s aware of Joe’s body next to her, his hand on the railing. Sentinel gives up and jolts into the starting gates, flinging his head around as though he doesn’t know how he got there. The gun goes off, and the gates open. She can’t hear the horses yet – the empty dam between her and them scoops up the noise. Joe leans over to get a better look, remembers her, leans back and apologises for blocking her view. She thanks him.


The horses swell around the corner. Their hooves drum the turf, the jockeys belting their flanks. Coronation and a dappled mare jostle for the front. Lizzie’s fingers tingle where they almost touch Joe’s. A tremor of hooves right in front of them. Muscles bunched and released. Joe’s face, his eyes on the track, shifts to her for a second and back again. Noise ripples through the crowd on Lizzie’s right, and the horses clustered behind the leaders shiver. Sentinel’s head disappears from the fray. He plunges forward, feet tangled under him. The jockey is flung over his head, and the horse turns on his back, legs in the air, tucked up as he tries to right himself.


‘Bloody hell.’ Joe is still.


A woman next to Lizzie keeps repeating, ‘A sorry sight, a sorry sight.’ A doctor jogs out to the jockey, who’s sitting on the sidelines, head in his hands. The trainer leans over the horse, still now. The doctor helps the jockey to his feet, and they both look at Sentinel. The doctor puts his hand on the jockey’s arm, and Lizzie, through the binoculars, sees him shake his head. 


Joe says, ‘Reckon he’ll be put down.’


Lizzie turns her back to the track, pushes through the crowd. She can’t stand to be next to Joe. Under a group of men in white hats, the sun glowing through the brims, she’s like a creature in a pond beneath lily pads, breathless, the surface far away. Behind the grandstand she sits on a wooden bench and watches the tote whorl, counting up the bets. A man shouts out the tally while another turns the wheel, clicks it into place. A child stands underneath the tote and spins with her arms out, gazes up at the turning of the machine, spins again. She must imagine herself a cog.


When they first put the board up, Lizzie’s dad worried because he didn’t know how it worked. He drank too much, told her he could see his whole future and he didn’t want to be there for most of it. He’s taken to hanging around the edge of the racetrack, where crowds gather at the crack in the fence so they can watch without having to pay. Lizzie can get in the paddock cheaper than the men, so she coughed up.


Now she needs a drink. She makes her way to the ladies’ lounge, picks out a high-backed armchair and traces its floral pattern under her fingers while she orders a shandy. She shifts restlessly waiting for the drink. The death of the horse dampens her. Even now, if she wants another drink, she’ll have to go and collect the winnings from Coronation. She doesn’t want to touch them. Sentinel wasn’t supposed to die. The horse moves again in Lizzie’s mind, turning right on its back, a child’s jack flipped over as if it didn’t weigh nine hundred pounds.


The shandy, when it arrives, calms her. She leans into the armchair and lets its curves cradle her neck.


‘Fancy another?’


Lizzie looks up. Joe. A flickering in her chest. She smiles – no effort on her part and he’s appeared again. ‘Please,’ she says. ‘Shandy.’


He brings her the sweaty drink, the foam on the surface cupped with bubbles.


‘Cheers.’ She raises her glass, and her hand shakes. She puts the drink down and wonders if Joe noticed, if he’s aware of his effect on her. He looks at her over the rim of his glass. Level with him, she registers his blue eyes, the line of dark hair across his eyebrow. ‘Did well getting through that crowd,’ she says, gesturing with her drink to the bodies washed up around the bar out front.


He grins, mimics pushing men aside with his elbows. ‘All in the flick.’


‘Handy.’ Lizzie’s steady enough to pick up her shandy again. Sips it, waits for the little kick, gets nothing, takes another sip, feels it this time. She notices Joe has a fleck of silver at his temple and wonders about his age. She can’t think of anything to say.


He catches her watching him and smiles. ‘You from around here?’ he asks.


‘Spring Hill.’ She waves her hand loosely southwards, lost in the lounge with the too-high windows.


‘Know anyone with a spare room?’


Lizzie shakes her head. ‘You just arrived?’


‘From down south.’ He gestures in that direction. They’re orientating themselves in relation to each other, tracing their movements like lines on a map, figuring how they came to meet here, at this point on the grid.


‘What were you doing down there?’


Joe shrugs. ‘Worked in a munitions factory, boss was a coot, left that. Travelled around. Spent a couple months living in a tent in the rainforest, cutting out red cedar through Mann River and Dorrigo. Reckon you’d like it there. Bloody beautiful area.’


Lizzie is strangely alright with him suggesting that he knows what she likes. She often finds herself aimless – triangulated between the known places of house, city and racetrack – and wonders what it would be like to have someone else directing her, able to take her out of the familiar treads. She holds his gaze, watches the movement of his pale eyes, until he turns his head away.


‘I’ll take you there sometime,’ he says.


She looks to the wooden floorboards, the fringe of a Persian rug brushing the toe of his boot. Flecks of grass on the leather. He’s taking a risk saying this to her, someone he hardly knows. She puts her hand out to reassure him, but holds back, doesn’t quite touch his elbow. ‘I’d like that.’ An effort to say it. She’s no good at asking for things, accepting compliments. This conversation is moving too fast. She pulls it back. ‘And before?’


‘The war,’ says Joe.


‘Where’d you fight?’


‘Lone Pine. For a bit.’


Lizzie doesn’t push for more. Most men she’s met have got their story down to an easy brag, one or two polished moments that can be brought out at dinner or with drinks. But Joe’s tone is tight, as if he doesn’t want to be forced to pick the words out. Maybe he can’t. She looks him over for wounds and can’t see anything visible. Freckles strung out along his hairline.


‘It’s coming up to two,’ Joe says. ‘Want to watch?’


‘Better find me dad.’ Sentinel surfaces in her mind, the angle of his hooves. She pushes it away.


‘Your dad’ll be alright,’ Joe says. He downs his drink.


They walk out of the lounge, and he finds them a seat on the grandstand. Lizzie likes his resourcefulness. He wipes at the dusty seat with his big hand.


‘Please don’t worry.’ She’s aware of people watching him.


Joe keeps wiping. ‘Not every day I’ve a beautiful girl sitting next to me.’


This silences her. Pathetic that she can be flattered so easily; she tries not to let it show. She might be led astray. Like her mother.


Lizzie settles next to Joe, becoming aware of the chatter around her. She sees her dad at the bottom of the grandstand, surrounded by men. Their faces are tight.


Joe looks down too. ‘Here, that’s the fella owes me money.’


Lizzie doesn’t have to look to know Joe’s pointing at her dad. ‘Oh struth.’ She shifts in her seat, turns her whole body away from Joe. He’s half-standing, sizing up the crowd around the man. Lizzie thinks of Joe’s weight, his heaviness. Fuck the old man, ruining things for her. She crosses her arms. Let her dad take whatever Joe’s gonna hand out. Can’t say the old man doesn’t deserve it.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ Joe asks.


Lizzie stares at him over her shoulder. He’s sitting down again.


‘Found me dad.’ She nods in his direction.


‘That crook’s your daddy?’ Joe laughs. ‘Peach, you don’t stand a chance in this world.’


‘I do alright.’


‘Righto.’


‘How much?’


‘Five shillings.’


Lizzie’s cheeks burn. How badly can her dad muck up in one day? First the horse, and now he’s ripping off the only decent man she’s met in this city. She pulls the money out of her purse and hands it to Joe. She’ll get it back from her dad later. ‘Call it even?’


Part of her hopes Joe will refuse, but he takes the money and pockets it. He pats his trousers. ‘Thanks,’ he says. ‘Bring me luck. Help me pick one?’


She wants to be pulled into this game. She did the right thing giving him that money – he’ll look after it and still take her along. They push past the trimmed hedges that screen the stables. The horses stand underneath the corrugated iron roof, separated by strips of metal. The trainers sit in front of the horses on metal chairs, smoking. A man walks by leading a brown mare, her coat silver where the light hits the curve of muscles. She wears blinkers with a star on the forehead.


‘Her,’ Lizzie says. ‘Number eighteen.’


Joe nods, and Lizzie keeps her head down while he places the bet on the mare, Lady Crier. She doesn’t think the bookies will recognise her – they know her dad, but. 


The bookies stand in a line under the pavilion, their jackets thrown off somewhere, holding boxes strapped over their shoulders. One wears a bow tie, jodhpurs, and a hat high and pushed up at the back; the other, a sawn-off tie that finishes before his navel.


‘I’ll give you the winnings,’ Joe says. He leads her back to the track. She stands on her toes to see above the crowd, and he puts his hand out to steady her when she teeters. She doesn’t even realise the race has started until the horses are almost on them. Hears her name, ignores it as the horses rush past. 


Lady Crier surges ahead of the others, overtaking another horse that Lizzie recognises, Lumpy Bill.


‘She’s gonna place.’ Joe has his hand on her elbow. She leans into him.


‘Liz –’ Her dad.


She spins around, making sure he’s ruined the end of the race for her. ‘What?’


Joe looks round too. The race is over, and Lizzie’s pretty sure that Lady Crier placed second.


‘Sorry you had to see the other,’ her dad says. ‘I know how you get sentimental about the horses.’


She looks away. She doesn’t want Joe to know about this, hates her dad for bringing it up while he’s standing there. Hates the idea of her being sentimental, which makes her seem small. Her dad touches her shoulder, leaves his hand there, and she stops herself shaking him off. ‘This is Joe,’ she says.


Her dad puts his hand out, notices who Joe is, hesitates slightly.


‘Your daughter’s already paid up,’ Joe says, taking his hand.


Her dad glances at her. ‘Has she? Usually can’t prise a shillin’ out of ’er.’


‘She’s a good girl,’ Joe says.


Lizzie resents these two statements, equally untrue. Her dad’s surely not convinced by Joe’s description either. She’s not an innocent, doesn’t want Joe to think she wouldn’t know how to kiss him if he wanted it. She’s generous too, just not with her dad, who doesn’t deserve a thing. She’d like Joe to know her without her dad’s gaze making her into something else.


‘Pulled the wool over your eyes,’ her dad says to Joe.


‘Thanks, Dad. Appreciated, I’m sure.’


‘Tell you what,’ he says, now speaking to her, ‘I’ll make it up to you. Let you invite your friends to me party tomorrow.’


Lizzie looks straight away to Joe. ‘Want to come?’


He hesitates. She holds herself still, waiting for his answer.


‘Alright,’ he says.


Her dad shrugs, squeezes her shoulder. ‘Cheer up.’


She hates that he thinks it’s solved that easily, that she can be bought off with the promise of a party.


‘You coming home with me?’ he asks.


She nods, tells Joe the address and says goodbye. He says he’s off to collect the winnings from Lady Crier. As soon as she and her dad leave the hum of the racetrack, silence opens up between them – nothing unusual in that. Joe’s in her mind. He said he’d come.


Her dad makes a deal with the laundress down the road and gets Lizzie a dress for the party. He finds himself an outfit as well: a double-breasted suit, too loose at the hips. The clothes smell of their owners.


Lizzie gets dressed too early. She parades up and down in front of the mirror wearing the black crepe dress, her neck poking out of a wide lace collar, frills tumbling from the waist. The dress doesn’t suit her, too tight at the waist and across the thighs. The collar belongs on an elegant lady; around Lizzie’s neck the lace is foreign and crumpled. She lies on the bed with her back to the mirror, in a cloud of another woman’s perfume – oranges with a whiff of body odour at the armpits – and watches the river. She rolls down her stockings, her legs prickling from the afternoon sun, until the silk circles her feet like those belled anklets she’s seen in pictures of Indian dancers.


She always feels as if she’s floating in her room, because their house spreads from the side of the hill. After Lizzie’s mum left them, her dad decided to get out of the wharves in South Brisbane. ‘We need to elevate ourselves, Liz. That place was no good for her, no good for you either. I don’t want you getting yourself so low. It’s why the wealthy build their houses on the high points of a city. To catch the breezes.’


He could never afford the big ones at the top. But he took her, holding her hand, and stood outside the gates of the highest. They stared in at the painted lattice that hemmed the verandahs. A man without a hat came into the garden and stared back at them. Lizzie pulled on her dad’s hand and whinged. She was frightened of being taken away in those days. Now she longs for it.


Her dad chose a house as close as he could get to the hilltop, high enough that men had hauled its timber up with ropes. Lizzie’s room and the verandah balance on poles that plunge to the bottom of the hill. Even when they bought it, the house was teetering. The floorboards shook under their feet. They got it cheap.


Lizzie wakes up, groggy and crumpled on her bedcovers, when the first of the blokes arrive carrying longnecks and bottles of whisky. When she comes out, she sees a cluster of people around her dad. A man in suspenders with the collar turned down; a big woman with a tennis shade over her eyes and a tweed jacket. No Joe.


Her dad pours her a beer. ‘You look nice,’ he says, and she’s surprised into smiling. Her earlier dissatisfaction dissolves. If she’s nice-looking now, her life will turn out. This is the sort of reasoning she goes through sometimes. Feels it more than thinks it. One moment leads to the next and the next, branching from this point in time, when her dad admired her in front of his friends.


Grace, stretched out on the couch, calls her name. Lizzie grabs her glass and joins her. Grace has taken to rimming her eyes with kohl. ‘Hello, my dear,’ she says. ‘You smell good.’


‘Borrowed finery. Dad got it.’


Grace laughs. ‘Trust your old man to come up with the goods.’


Grace knows Lizzie and her dad too well. Lizzie and Grace go way back, even have matching tattoos – Grace’s idea, one afternoon when they were bored and hanging around the Valley. The tattoo artist’s son was standing out the front of the parlour, advertising his dad’s work. He took his shirt off, flexing his biceps to make a dragon twist and flutter. A fish swam around his bellybutton, undulating at his will. Lizzie couldn’t stop gaping at the movement of his ribs under the skin, the knot of muscles at his stomach. She enjoyed watching men, their bodies. His face she couldn’t look at, the strange hooded eyes.


The girls stood across the street, staring while a group of white blokes egged him on, challenging him to match their strength as they dangled from the verandah rafters. When the boy held himself there for more than a minute, they gave up quickly, dropped to the pavement and wandered off.


Grace led Lizzie over the road. The boy smiled at them, put his fist in the palm of his hand and squeezed. The dragon shivered, a finely detailed creature, its looped scales swelling with his movements. ‘Like?’ he asked.


‘Yeah,’ said Grace. She turned to Lizzie. ‘You want one?’


Lizzie did, but she was frightened. The dragon, head tilted and eye crowned with whiskers, exhaled a blast of smoke at her.


She whispered in Grace’s ear, ‘What do you think of him?’


‘The chow? Nothin’.’ Grace gave her a look, and Lizzie felt embarrassed for asking, for being drawn to him. Something was wrong with her for thinking he was beautiful – he was too small, really.


‘How much,’ Grace asked, ‘for a little one?’


He said he’d take them to his father and ushered them up a narrow, curved flight of stairs. The only light came from a thin window at the top, where the boy held aside a curtain of threaded corks. They stepped into a room hung with finely drawn charcoal sketches: mermaids, anchors, names curled with ribbons. The tattoo artist, an old man with a shaved head and a white doctor’s coat, stood up and said something sharp to his son in their language.


The boy turned to Grace. ‘He won’t tattoo you.’


‘Why not?’ she demanded.


‘You’re ladies. Too young. There’ll be trouble for us from your parents. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought you.’


‘Maybe we should go.’ Lizzie said it half-heartedly. She wanted one badly by then. Wanted to be a woman who was different and intriguing.


Grace ignored her and kept on at the boy, and then at the old man when he spoke to them in English, telling them to get out. She talked him down, arguing it was worth more than her life to show her folks the tattoo. When the old man finally relented and started pointing to the pictures tacked around the room, Lizzie felt overwhelmed, almost sickened. What could live on her body forever? Grace pointed out lilies, roses, passionfruit, and butterflies, wolves, birds. Lizzie turned them away. They were off somehow. ‘Come on, Lizzie.’ Grace pouted and tugged at her wrist. ‘If you get it on your back, you don’t even have to look at it.’


They agreed on a lady holding a spray of flowers, her head in profile. Lizzie’s lady faced left, and Grace’s right. Grace went first, while Lizzie held her hand. Lizzie wished she’d gone first. The tattoo gun sank into Grace’s flesh. The artist had a strange smile. He gripped a cigarette in his teeth, inhaled, paused to take it out. ‘Do you think this bloke enjoys it too much?’ Grace whispered in Lizzie’s ear, and she nodded.


‘It hurts now,’ the man said, ‘but you’ll come back to me. Lot of ones get hooked.’ He talked without pausing, telling them about his work, his customers. Lizzie found his accent hard to understand, felt embarrassed by the long pauses while she figured out what he said. Grace didn’t even bother. She kept her back to him and her head turned away, her face shut down against the pain. Lizzie stared at the folds of skin above his eyes, which made him seem half-asleep to her. She’d never been so close to a man from Asia before to see how they were made.


He said that in Japan, it was against the law for working-class women to wear kimonos. ‘Hell’s a kimono?’ Grace asked, not turning around. She’d understood that well enough. He described a silk coat, long sleeves, elegant patterns of blossoms and leaves. He told them that it was a fashion for poor women to get these patterns tattooed on their bodies so they could wear a kimono forever. ‘Takes days and days. Have to rest in between, but the girl’s beautiful now. Like a princess. No one can take it off her, even if she’s locked up.’


Lizzie liked the thought of this man tattooing the women’s bodies, and she wanted him to draw something like that on her. But by the time it was her turn, her heart was beating fast. Grace’s flesh was red. ‘I think I’m going to faint,’ she said. Then she grabbed Lizzie, who was shaking. ‘Don’t you flamin’ dare back out now.’


The artist rested his hand on Lizzie’s side, and it tickled. She laughed at his hands on her skin and at the thought that this old Japanese man was the first to put his hands on her adult back, so sensitive from all the times she’d imagined being touched.


‘Don’t move,’ he said, the gun digging into her skin.


Grace sat in the corner, pale, her back pulled away from the frame of the chair.


The man clicked his tongue, muttered something in his language. Lizzie squeezed her eyes shut.


When it was done, Lizzie and Grace stood outside the tattoo parlour, light-headed from the pain, Lizzie suddenly aware of the street sounds around her, the omnibus, windows rattling in their frames, a man calling out to someone she couldn’t see. She gathered herself together, trying to make the best of it. ‘Bloody hurts. But gives you a thrill, doesn’t it?’


Grace teetered on the sidewalk. ‘Once I fell over on my back. Helping Mum hang up the washing, and I slipped and fell. Thought I’d broken my back. Worse pain than this. Different. Couldn’t move. Dad had to carry me. I lay in bed for two days and just kept telling myself, “It can’t be broken. It can’t.” And then it got better.’


‘So I can talk myself out of this?’


‘Maybe. If you say it right.’


Later, Lizzie looked at the painted woman closely in the bathroom mirror. The ink was black, skin raised and red all around. When Lizzie stretched the flesh, the woman’s face was wrong somehow, too timid, mouth turned down, when it should have been fierce. The tattoo didn’t make her braver; all it did was throb.


Grace’s mother saw hers within two days and almost kicked her out of home for it. Told her she could join a freak show, hell she cared, then she cried and asked Grace how she could be so cruel to herself. Lizzie’s dad would never cry over her spoilt back, but still, she’s taken to being extra careful, keeping her shirts tucked in and the bathroom door closed. He doesn’t come near her anyway.


Lizzie can’t bear to compare her tattoo to Grace’s, to see what expression her woman has. Lizzie looks for her tattoo all the time, though, as Grace moves around the room, gesturing in her conversation so that her blouse lifts up. Sometimes Lizzie wonders if the ink under their skin has held them together too long.


In the lounge room at the party, Grace waves at her current man. Frank, he calls himself. He comes over and greets them. ‘You young ladies look good together.’


They smile up at him from the chair, tipsy, and Lizzie tries to imagine how Frank sees them. She hopes he thinks she’s beautiful. She’s terrified of not being noticed, even though she doesn’t like his face, the downward curve of his shoulders. He gathers their glasses and returns with them overfull. Lizzie takes a slug of hers, settling back in the chair, crossing her ankles. She lets herself drift. Frank drags a chair closer to them. He directs his attention to Grace. Lizzie watches the room for Joe.


A man and a woman come in and stand awkwardly at the doorway, then the man sees her father and moves towards him. The woman hangs back as the man introduces her, his hand on her elbow. She smiles, peers under the cloche brim of her hat. Later, Lizzie sees her huddled with a group of three women, laughing hysterically. Her hat’s gone.


The drink moves through Lizzie. Her dad is friends with too many fools: men from the tracks and the fan-tan dens, who lurk in darkened cinemas with their hands on their crotches. The women they bring with them are vacant or skittish.


Lizzie stumbles into the kitchen for another drink. Joe’s standing there with his hat in his hands. Her vision rolls. He becomes the centre of the room. ‘Joe!’ It comes out louder than she meant. He looks over and smiles. She has to concentrate as she walks to him. Asks him if he wants a drink. He nods. Bottles of warm beer and spirits sprout like saplings from the benchtop. She holds a few up to the light, but all that’s left are the dregs. Embarrassment furs her back. ‘Sorry,’ she says quickly, grabbing an empty bottle and telling Joe she’ll go ask her dad. Joe pulls his mouth down.


She finds her dad waving his arms about while he talks, waiting for the men around him to laugh at his jokes, which they do after he pauses. She stands behind him, arms crossed. When he turns to her, his eyes are bloodshot. ‘May I help you, my darling?’ Posh and formal, as though he’s a butler.


She holds up the bottle, shakes it. ‘Any more?’


Her dad snatches the bottle out of her hands and strides off to the kitchen. Lizzie wishes she hadn’t asked. He scans the bottles on the bench, finds them all empty, squats down, starts riffling through the cupboards, clattering the bowls.


‘Don’t have to be stroppy about it,’ she says. ‘I was just asking.’


‘People are tight these days.’ He speaks into the cupboard. ‘Don’t bring anything to share. All on me.’


Lizzie can’t look at Joe, who brought nothing.


He says, ‘No worries, mate, I’m alright.’


‘No,’ Lizzie’s dad says. ‘Guests need something to drink.’


‘Dad –’


‘You know how much this costs me? A blessed lot. You drink me out of house and home.’


‘Didn’t drink hardly any. Plenty others –’ Lizzie gestures to the room of people, their full glasses.


Joe says, ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll find something else.’


Her dad stands up and slams the cupboard door.


‘Here, Joe, have mine.’ Lizzie hands him her glass, sees a U of lipstick on the rim. Wishes she could take it back.


‘That’s disgusting, Lizzie,’ her dad says.


She’s silenced. She turns her head away, swipes at her mouth.


Joe stands there with the glass. ‘Don’t worry about it, peach. Nice gesture.’


‘Shouldn’t encourage her.’ Her dad takes the glass out of Joe’s hand and tips it down the sink.


‘Here, I was enjoying that.’ Anger lightnings through her. She turns her back to her dad, strides out of the kitchen and slams her hand against the doorframe. A man leaning in the passageway shuts his eyes at the sound but doesn’t move. She gives him a look.


‘Aren’t you too old for tantrums?’ he says.


‘Fuck you.’ She frightens herself saying it, not sure how he’ll react, this stranger, and hurries away from him. The sides of the house close in on her. Everything is too small, the roof too low, the stain on the timber too dark. As a child she imagined the wood came from the black forests of fairytales.


Her father is still in the kitchen, talking to Joe. ‘She used to be so clever. Got in with a bad crowd.’


What does he expect from her? It’s unfair of him to tell Joe these things. She needs to get outside, shoves the door open. The night air cools her face. The house traps the heat of all those bodies, drinking and sweating. She stands on the top step, wishing for her drink. A hand on her elbow – Joe. She leans into him, relieved her dad hasn’t frightened him off. He says, ‘How can you see anything out here?’


Lizzie wants to explain her dad’s talent of shrinking her to a little girl. Never grew much anyway, he’s told her more than once. It makes her so angry she can barely think.


‘Want to make a fire?’ Joe asks.


‘Alright.’


He ducks back inside and returns with a gas lamp, shaking a box of matches like castanets. He holds on to the railings, and Lizzie holds on to him. She likes the feel of his arm beneath his jacket. Curls her fingers around the crook of his elbow and tries to ignore the throb between her legs. They take the steps one at a time, the lantern blinding them to everything but the tread in front of them.


She sends him under the house, and he comes out rolling a barrel, barely keeping a hold of the thing. He up-ends the barrel, grabs it as it teeters. He asks her for newspapers, and she goes upstairs to find them. When she’s at the top step he hails her, so she waves the papers above her head in mock triumph. Back down with him, she pulls them apart, wadding up the single sheets and flinging them in the barrel. He throws a match in, and the flame curls around the paper.


Lizzie hears Grace and turns towards her. She’s still with Frank, who’s carrying a fresh supply of rum. Maybe that’s his appeal. They pass the bottle around, stare at the flames. Lizzie can’t keep the thread of conversation. She watches Joe bring the bottle to his mouth, then suck in the air at the top as he pulls it away.


They finish off the rum. Lizzie is caught in the upward swell of drink. Joe and Frank talk boxing, sizing each other up. Frank stands and grabs Joe’s elbow. ‘Show me what you can do.’


They move beyond the fire.


Grace says, ‘Hope Frank wins.’ She might be joking, but Lizzie doesn’t like the edge in her voice. Frank pushes Joe to the ground, and they both turn in the dry grass. ‘Give ’im one, Frank,’ Grace calls out.


‘Shut up,’ Lizzie says. Her body fizzes.


Joe scrambles up from underneath.


‘It’s just a bit of fun.’ Grace puts her hand out, misses connecting with Lizzie.


Frank brings his fist up into Joe’s face with a funny popping noise. Joe sinks down, and Lizzie feels sick. Recalls the track, the horse falling and the voice of the woman next to her, ‘a sorry sight’. Why doesn’t Joe move? She urges him up off the ground. Not like the dumb horse, with no fight left in him. She brings a light over to Joe. The white of his face, eyes barely open. She shakes his arm. ‘Get up.’


‘He’ll be right, Liz. Leave him alone.’ Grace makes to pull her away.


‘Sorry, mate,’ Frank says. ‘Didn’t mean it. Wasn’t even that hard.’


Joe rights himself. He grunts and slips out of the light. The dark form of his body bunched up in the gloom. Frank, turned towards Grace, swings back round. Joe’s fist connects with his jaw. Lizzie sees Frank’s open mouth as his head jerks sideways then springs back into place. Joe snorts, a film of spit on his teeth. Frank takes an unsteady step, crossing his legs and tripping himself. He sits down hard, his knees up.


‘Christ, you have to do that?’ Grace asks Joe, dropping next to Frank.


Joe breathes hard. He wipes his lips with the back of his hand.


‘Didn’t see that coming,’ Frank mutters.


Lizzie senses Joe’s body next to her, the heat coming off him and the stillness of his hands by his sides. She’s glad the two of them are the ones standing. Like she’s in partnership with him. She helped him rally after Frank’s hit took him down.


‘I’ll get you a drink,’ Joe says to Frank. ‘You hit me too hard in the first place.’


While he’s gone, Lizzie tells Grace, ‘Don’t spoil this, raising a stink. Joe’s the most decent bloke I’ve met.’


‘Jesus,’ says Grace.


‘You’re so hard on me. I’m not beautiful like you.’


‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself. I’m the one whose man got the dirty left.’


Joe comes back with more booze, and Grace gets Frank sitting up and gives him the bottle. He takes a sip and spits it out. There’s blood in it. He lies back down, clutching the bottle.


Joe walks away from them and plonks on the bottom step, Lizzie following.


‘Don’t feel too good meself,’ he says.


‘You crook?’ With a flutter of fear, she moves closer to him, trying to make out his expression. Lines fan from the corners of his eyes. He puts an arm around her and pulls her against him. Off balance, she leans into him too heavily. His hand on her thigh, then her waist.


‘Sit next to me a minute,’ he says. She fits her head into his shoulder and waits for her heart to stop beating so hard. The sky slides over her. The smell of rum on his breath. When he speaks again, his voice hums in his chest. ‘Don’t leave.’


She’s not used to people wanting her around. She tries to shut down the effect of his words, but something has already clicked over and reached out to him. The length of her thigh is along his, the movement of his heart against her cheek. She closes her eyes.


When she opens them, Grace is standing above her, and the fire is dying. Lizzie sits up. ‘I’m taking Frank home,’ Grace says, and nods to Joe. ‘He didn’t hold back on him. Loosed a tooth.’


‘They were just playing,’ Lizzie says.


Grace leads Frank to the stairs. He misses the first step, falls forward with his hand out, pushes himself upright. His swollen-up face is visible in the light of the house, the blood on his bottom lip. Then Lizzie focuses on the warmth of Joe’s hand in her own – strange he can do that to someone but then hold her so gently.


A man pushes past Frank and Grace as they move inside the house. He comes down the stairs and throws more wood into the barrel. He looks around, grabs hold of the neighbour’s sloping fence, its pickets tilted like loose teeth, then he pushes in the already snapped crossbar and holds it aloft. He javelins the paling into the barrel, where it smoulders, paint bubbling. The smell of lead.


Joe says, ‘Want to go back up?’ He lifts himself gingerly. Lizzie doesn’t know if she should touch him as they climb the stairs. Inside, he squints in the light of the hallway and eyes the fringed lampshade as though it’s a jellyfish up there, dangling from the ceiling.


Lizzie catches sight of limbs tangled on the lounge-room couch, a woman’s stockinged foot with the shoe sliding off. They can’t go in there. She finds them chairs in the darkened hallway, regrets moving now that her body is cooling away from Joe’s.


‘Didn’t mean to lose me block,’ he says. ‘Hope I didn’t cause trouble.’


She thinks of Grace’s anger. ‘It’s alright,’ she says anyway.


‘I get … sometimes when I’m hurting.’ He raises his hands, open-palmed. ‘The war did a number on me.’ He puts a hand to his forehead.


‘Can’t be as screwy as my old man.’


Joe laughs, and she feels clever. ‘I needed that. Stop taking meself so seriously. You get me out of me own head.’ He cages her hand against her knee. She leans close to him, and his breath moves her hair. She holds herself away from him just barely. Wants to let herself go but doesn’t think it would be right just yet. Something her mother would do. She has to be certain about him, that he’ll hang around. She wonders what happened to him on the battlefield, what kind of pain he suffered that made him so ready to lash out. Grasping for something in the dark, some sense of it, she has no reference points. Her father was too old to fight.


She’s drifting towards sleep, the booze deadening her, when Joe starts as if he’s just waking up. ‘Let’s get you into bed,’ he says.


Groggy and heavy-limbed, she leads him into her room. The ceiling shifts, straightens, moves again. Her stomach trembles. She collapses on her bed, lets the blanket cushion her. Voices outside – the tangled couple in the lounge room must have shut the door, because someone’s rattling the handle and knocking, saying, ‘Open up, open up!’


‘Bugger off,’ the man calls, and something heavy hits the wall.


Lizzie presses into the wooden slats of the bedhead. Joe stands over her, close enough that he could touch her. People are calling goodbye to her dad, loud in the street outside her window, the sound dipping in and out as they wind their way down the hill. She cocoons herself, pulling the blanket over her head to block out the men singing downstairs, a high falsetto joining them, cracking, rising again. She tightens the blanket, imagines that it’s this man standing above her. It both excites and scares her to think of Joe’s arms around her in bed. She holds on to the sleeve of his shirt. ‘Stay.’


He pauses, but then he says, ‘Don’t want to get you in trouble with your dad.’


She lets him go. Part of her is hurt. She doesn’t want to look desperate, but he should stand up to her dad. ‘We’re not doing anything wrong.’


‘I will if I stay.’


A surge inside her. She doesn’t know what to tell him. He’s already turning away. She wants to move towards him, but he’s closed the door. The emptiness of the room, and the buzz of her own body.


A few days later, Joe takes her to the Osbourne Hotel, its arched doorways outlined in strips of white, matching bands framing the windows and balustrades of the top-storey verandah. Joe leads her into the entrance facing Ann Street, his hand on her back. As they walk through the main bar, a man with a billiards cue eyes her off. She stares back.


‘Know him?’ Joe asks, and Lizzie shakes her head. She’s worked out she can play safely with men from these distances, shoot quick glances and look down again. This way, it’s easy enough to get rid of them – she can just turn aside for too long or disappear for a while. She enjoys the thrill of these moments, the connection of their eyes, the vibration of her body in response.


‘You shouldn’t stare at strange men. Didn’t your daddy tell you that?’


‘If he did, I forgot.’ Her dad long ago stopped telling her what to do.


Joe increases the pressure of his hand on her waist. He steers her to the ladies’ lounge out back and then to a table against the wall below a window. He gestures for her to sit in the chair locked in by another table. She sits there because she wants to be trapped by him. He seals off her exit with his body, laying his arm flat against the chair. A flight of darkened stairs rises above her head, leading to the hotel’s guestrooms.


The waiter serves fat slabs of roast lamb, pooled with gravy and its own pink juices, a side of watery carrots and cabbage boiled of all colour. Joe forks a chunk, folds it into the middle of his mouth, has to have another go at getting his lips around it. He sieves beer through his teeth and the meat, chews, swallows. He pushes the vegetables so they rim the plate, leans back in his chair with his beer in his hand.


She asks him again about why he came north. He says something vague and looks away. Her knife goes through her meat softly; she’s used to stringy silverside. When she turns to face Joe, he’s close as though he has something else to say, but his lips are shut. She traces their outline with her eyes, slips down to the collar of his shirt, the top button undone. A tangle of dark hair. His hand on her wrist.


Something taps the window next to her head. ‘Lizzie!’


She spins around. Grace is leaning on the windowsill, a group of young men glued right behind her. Lizzie recognises Johnno and Hanrahan, and she turns from them. These boys crumbled the last of what she had with her mum. She hopes they’re watching her and Joe, who’s taking her out properly and buying her dinner. He nods warily at Grace and looks back at Lizzie.


‘Shout us a drink?’ Grace says to the side of his face. ‘You owe me one after what you did to my fella.’


Joe looks at her full on. ‘You, because you’re Lizzie’s mate,’ he says. ‘Not these larrikins.’ Lizzie doesn’t think he’s said her name before. She’s glad he doesn’t want anything to do with the boys.


Grace nods at Joe, grins at Lizzie and eyes the window as though she’s going to climb it, but Joe gestures her around with his forefinger. She disappears and then reappears at the entrance, heads over to their table.


‘What’s your poison?’ Joe asks her.


She eyes the downed pints in front of Lizzie and Joe. ‘Same as yours.’


Joe returns with his hands circling three beers. Grace sticks her tongue in the foam, and Lizzie does it too. She catches Joe staring, dips her tongue in the beer, wets it and runs it over her lips. Joe watches her, his head pressed against the wall and his face very still.


‘I interrupting something?’ Grace asks. She looks at Lizzie over the rim of her glass and raises her eyebrows.


‘This’ll be the last round before closing,’ Joe says. The Osbourne is a respectable hotel that keeps the six p.m. closing time, so he must have been trying to impress Lizzie when he chose it.


‘Frank’s recovered, thanks for asking,’ Grace says to Joe, looking him straight on.


Joe says calmly, ‘Shouldn’t have struck out like that in a friendly match. Needs to learn to control himself.’


Grace shoots a glance at Lizzie, who shrugs, staying right out of it. Frank was only passing through anyway. Lizzie doesn’t know how Grace can stand it, the way men just disappear from her life. Already Lizzie has a flutter of panic at the thought that Joe might up and leave her.


One of the young men outside warbles, a willy-wagtail’s cry, and tilts his head at Grace. ‘I’m off,’ she says. ‘They’ve spotted a nice one for me.’ She does this sometimes for a bit extra – flirts with men in bars and, while they’re distracted, the boys pinch their coin. She downs the beer, stands up, wobbles and burps. Lizzie laughs. ‘Thanks for the drink, Dad,’ Grace says and sits on Joe’s knee to kiss him on the cheek. ‘I’ll leave you to her.’ Grace trips outside.


Joe eyes off the empty glass. ‘She can put it away,’ he says.


‘I know. Grace and me’ve had some good nights together. One bar down there,’ Lizzie points off along the street, ‘plays jazz on a Saturday, and by morning the floors are swimming in booze.’


‘You go there with Grace?’ he asks, and Lizzie nods. ‘And those boys?’


‘Not them. Grace’s friends. Don’t like ’em much.’ Lizzie isn’t ready to tell him about what they asked her to do – what Grace does – with the men they find for her, out the back of hotels. She doesn’t know the language for what’s happened to her since her dad stopped caring where she went. She only plays around in the light, where the exits are visible. She’s learnt to keep her expression still, to give the impression she’s seen it all before and to keep her distance. On those nights with Grace, she longs to be touched, but backs away before anything much happens. Now she wants it.


As if he knows, Joe puts his arm around her shoulders, breathes into her neck. ‘Come to the jazz club with me.’


‘Alright.’


While she’s standing on the edge of the pavement next to Joe, waiting for an omnibus to pass, the lights burn into Lizzie’s memory as though she’s lifting up and outside her own body. The feeling drops away, but she’ll remember that moment, even if she forgets the rest of the night. Not that she wants to forget any of it.


The jazz club is dark. Joe complains about how much the drinks cost. She feels bad for suggesting the place and doesn’t know what to say. Wishes he wouldn’t spoil it. They sit in the dark while a man on stage licks the reed of his sax and slides through the notes, which fall down over them, the piano underneath stamping out a heartbeat. Across the bottom of the stage runs a painted banner showing frogs crouched on toadstools – they’re playing the double bass, drums, an instrument Lizzie doesn’t recognise. All badly painted, the frogs too fat, too human, their faces lumpy, eyes bulged and webbed feet raised as though waving. On the band’s music stands hang fringed banners, stitched with their names in elaborate cursive: Willy, Ted, Bunny, Roy, Lynn. Behind them, a cloth peony vine weaves through wooden lattice to look like a Chinese garden; banners hang from either side, printed with Chinese lettering.


Joe’s hand is in hers. The music slips away. Just him. The skin at his wrist, his forearm, feels different to the skin of younger men she’s known. It sags, lacks elasticity. He acts as if he’s holding something in, which she could touch if he’d let her. He moves his fingers over the pleats of her skirt, and she shivers, grins at him, but his face is turned to the stage. Maybe she’s broken the rules. She looks back at the man folding over the sax and pretends nothing’s going on.


Joe’s fingers slide up and down her leg. It tickles. She wants to pull away. She hopes his movement changes, and that she doesn’t laugh. When he leaves her to get a drink, she can still feel his hand. She’s really got it bad – one of her mum’s phrases. No choice but to let this disease run its course. But that implies it’s something to be got over, and she’s its victim. She doesn’t feel like that, so maybe her mum was wrong. Maybe that’s just what went on between her parents.


Joe returns. They sit awkwardly, Lizzie trying to think of a way she can go back to touching him. She leans closer so she can hear what he says. In the dark, his breath hits her ear with the music, sax notes falling from his mouth, some alien language, and she panics because shouldn’t she understand?


He cups the back of her head and kisses her. She shuts her eyes. The movement of his lips on hers. Stout on his breath. When he puts his tongue in her mouth, she shivers and reaches hesitantly out with her own, feels it connect with his, two live muscles sliding together. Something drops away from her. She sinks into him, putting her hands on his arms and rubbing against his skin. When she opens her eyes, she meets his gaze unexpectedly – he’s watching her kiss him. What does he make of her expressions, her clumsiness?


Voices mutter. A man from the bar comes up to them. ‘Excuse me,’ he says. ‘Customers are complaining.’


They ignore him.


‘You’ll have to leave.’


Joe eyeballs the man. Lizzie’s already getting up, glancing at the ground, the sticky carpet, her once-beautiful shoes – how could she think they suited her? She comes out into the foyer where a man is selling tickets and the jazz is dim. She can see the light of the street outside, climbs up the stairs, Joe’s hand on her wrist. ‘You alright?’ he asks.


‘Yeah. Embarrassed.’


He holds her elbow. ‘Don’t be.’ He seems unmoved, pleased almost. It’s different for men. Lizzie’s not used to doing things in the open – she thought because he was doing it, it must be alright.


‘I know a place we can go,’ he says.


They hold hands in the street because she doesn’t know how to say no. She wants to touch Joe anyway, but she spends most of the time looking at the faces of other people to see if she can tell what they’re thinking. When she and Joe cross the road, she allows her hand to slip out of his, walks slightly ahead.


He pulls her into a side road and pushes her against the blank backend of the pub. He bends down, and their teeth hit. His tongue, his hands. She’s uncoiling. Her neck hurts from craning her face to him. He slides her up the wall, curls his hand around her hip. His cock against her inner thigh. She grins when she finds his wallet tucked into his coat pocket. Kisses him harder and lifts it, a trick Grace taught her.


‘Want to feel your skin,’ he says, rolling up his shirt, untucking hers from the waistband of her skirt and pressing himself into her, kissing her, their bare bellies sliding together. He says, ‘Think you’re clever, peach?’ and takes his wallet from her stocking.


She laughs in the darkness.


‘Come back with me,’ he says.


This panics her. She should say no, walk away, but she makes eye contact and feels the pull. The best she can do is stand away from him with her back against the wall. ‘Have to get home to Dad.’


‘Your old man don’t care.’ Joe keeps his eyes on her.


She speaks without meaning a word of it. ‘Does when I’m not there to cook him breakfast.’


Joe leans forward so his hips brush hers. She sucks the breath through her teeth. He’s close enough that she can feel him looking down at her. ‘I’m not gonna hurt you.’


She laughs again. Doesn’t believe him, and there’s danger, pain in putting herself at risk. She looks down. Joe’s boot tucked in between her feet. ‘You mightn’t mean to,’ she says to the ground.


‘Here,’ he says, and she looks back at him, into his face, shadowed in the streetlight except for the crest of his cheekbones, the narrow, pale lips. ‘Promise you, I’ll look after you. You’re not like any girl I’ve met. Don’t want to let you go.’


She knows that this is how she feels already, that there’s not much point fighting against it. Knew soon as she saw him at the races. She’s surprised he feels the same so quick. Wants to believe it badly. He leans into her, his breath against her mouth and his tongue between her lips, sliding behind her teeth. The breath goes out of her.


They climb up to St Pauls Terrace, where an omnibus turns the corner with them. A car slows down so its passenger can call out to them, his words jumbled and lost as the car moves on. The man’s white face – black spots for eyes – leaves a luminous trail through the dark. They stop on the bridge, and a car slides underneath, its motor echoing at their feet. Joe kisses her with her back to the railing, and it dips a little. The space of air between her and the road, the breeze on her back. Joe’s body all along hers. She tucks herself into him, frightened of falling. He kisses her harder and puts his hands around her back, exactly what she wanted him to do. ‘I can feel your heart beating,’ he says.


She can’t seem to stop laughing, all nerves.


They leave the roadway. He takes her down a path flattened out of the grass. The silence rings in her ears, the traffic noises gone. They hit a gravel path, and a dog barks from the verandah of a cottage squatting on wooden haunches. Joe leads them to a gate, pausing while he fumbles with the latch, breathing hard. Out the back, a frangipani tree is outlined in the glow of a streetlight. Grass tangles at her knees, already wet with dew. She wades through it. The stalks spring back in her wake, brushing her calves.


He gets the door unlocked, and it creaks open. She follows him down a hallway where a dark cavity in the wall indicates another room. The flare of a match illuminates his face. He holds it to the wick of a gas lamp. The faint smell of paraffin. A tangled cotton sheet wedged into his cast-iron bed end. The linen pillow, the thought of him flinging the sheet off his body that morning, makes her knees tremble. She leans on the bed.


He puts the light down, runs his hand along her arm. Kisses the corner of her mouth. A current moves through her. She shifts her face so she can kiss him straight on, presses herself into him, runs her hands over him, bites his lip.


He shoves her off. ‘Take it easy, peach.’


She doesn’t know how to respond, feels awkward, too hot. Sweat at her armpits. When she steps away from him, her body is still humming, but the movement runs itself in loops. Paralyses her.


He pulls a longneck out of his bedside table. Picks up the lamp. ‘Back in a minute.’ He leaves her in darkness, sweat cooling at her back. She doesn’t know what she’s doing here. She puts her hand out, meets cast iron, holds on.


Joe’s light doubles back at her from a frameless mirror leant up against a wall, and herself in the silvered surface, her eyes black, dilated in the darkness, her bun unrolled and low at the neck, her skirt twisted. Joe puts the lamp down and pours beer into the glasses he’s brought with him. He hands one to her. It fizzes in her hand before she takes a slug. She gulps the drink, holds her glass out for more. Joe fills her up. She swallows another half-glass.


Joe loops one hand around her waist and pulls her to him. He swivels her body so that the light falls on her. He pulls down the shoulder of her silk blouse. The heat of his body is against her, chest to shoulders, groin to arse. She tips her head back, takes in more beer. Joe pulls her arm out of the sleeve, the top draping across her like a toga. He rolls her brassiere off. She hates the look of her nipple unaroused, its fringe of lumps, flattened, inverted. She slides her hand over her nipple, checks between her fingers that the centre is raised, before she reveals it to Joe. He dips his finger in the last of her beer, traces the outline of the areola, presses the tip. Brings his head down and drinks the beer he’s put there. His tongue is on her breast, and the feeling repeats between her legs as though there’s a direct line between the two points.


He pushes her onto the bed, his cold fingers on her warm knees. He slides his hands up, taking her skirt with him. Her thighs, the tops of her stockings, all exposed to him. His body bears down over her. The breath moves out of her. She wants to be crushed. He puts his hand on her thigh and exhales. She hears the edge of his voice. Her cunt throbs. She shifts her hips into his and feels the fabric of his trousers, the heat coming off his chest.


He kneels, his knees either side of her hips and his legs against her upper thighs. He pulls off his shirt. She puts her hands on his chest, the globe of his ribcage. She claws him. All animal. His hand on her cunt, her own heat and wetness. He slips his finger between the curled hair and touches the walls of her cunt. She’s pinned by his one finger, the alien sensation of it sliding inside her.


He grunts and stands up abruptly to unbuckle his belt and pull off his trousers. The sound of the buckle makes her shiver. A dark wedge of pubic hair and his cock rising out from it, the upward movement of a pale shaft. Its head exposed and pink. She’s only seen a few other cocks hard like this, and only when men and boys have brought them out to excite themselves. Each time she was revolted and confused by the shudder that ran through her at the sight. Now she longs to reach for it, roll it between her fingers, feel its heat. She puts her hand out. Joe grabs it and wraps her fingers around his cock. She weighs it in her palm and hears the shallowness in his breath. ‘Like it?’ he asks.


‘Yeah.’ What else to say? The thing fascinates her.


He breathes through his nose. She wants his hands all over her, but she doesn’t know how to direct her desire – it sits on her and makes her heavy with guilt. The fear that he might find her ugly. She responds best when he encourages her, makes noises. She listens to his breath and tries to take the pulse of his cock, blood running through the veins under her fingers.


He puts himself back down over her. His mouth all over her lips. His tongue in her mouth forces her head back. ‘Jesus, I want you.’ She’s surprised by his focus as he parts her legs and fits his cock inside her. He fumbles, butting the head into the crease between her cunt and thigh, then closer, against the folds of her cunt, then he slides inside her. His movement between her legs. He fits his head into her shoulder and makes breathy animal noises against her ear. His hips press into her.


She’s still wearing her shoes when he fucks her this first time.


He levers himself up and says, ‘Need to be careful.’ He pulls out and takes his cock in his hand. She doesn’t know what he’s doing and wonders if she’s upset him, then she flinches at the liquid that pours onto her stomach, its heat and pale viscosity. Her cunt tingles richly where he’s just been. At that moment he could do anything to her, but he doesn’t, just rolls off her and onto his back. She lies still until he puts a hand on her thigh. The other hand lies curled against his chest. He coughs. She rolls towards him, but he stops her. ‘Careful, don’t want that stuff on me.’


‘Should’ve thought of that before,’ she says, and she doesn’t cuddle up to him like she meant to, but lies with her belly drying in the night air.


In the morning, he notices her tattoo and admires her for taking the pain. She walks home across the city with the sun at her back. A jacaranda offers its purple flowers to her head and feet. The traffic rolls past her like the ocean, and she’s buoyed up. Joe’s hands on her, his words, which she holds to herself like gifts. At last, she thinks. At last.


Lizzie expects Joe to come over in a day or so, but a week later he still hasn’t shown. Maybe she read him wrong. He got what he wanted and fucked off. Life with her dad stretches out in front of her, making her cross-eyed with anxiety.


Grace comes to see her, and they go shopping. Lizzie looks out for Joe in the city, dawdling at the top of Brunswick Street. Grace pulls her away to look at shoes. In the shop, Grace tries to pocket some boot polish, not because she wants it much but because it’s there. The shop woman catches her with her hand halfway to her pocket and asks them both to leave. Lizzie has no patience for Grace’s tricks, but she says nothing and lets the silence build up. They lean on a wall under the awning at Waltons and watch the tram shuttle by. Grace hands her the cigarette they’re sharing, its tip rimmed with lipstick. Lizzie takes a drag and squints against the smoke. Her tolerance for pain is down – the smoke stings her eyes, and her legs ache from standing.


A man in a suit passes them, and Grace stands with her foot out and watches him. He looks them both up and down as he walks. Grace puts the cigarette in her mouth and crosses her arms. Lizzie knows she plays out these gestures in her mind as though she’s being filmed. ‘He’s gonna look back. Is he looking back?’ she asks.


Lizzie takes a peek around Grace’s shoulder. ‘Yep. Don’t look, but. He’s turning around.’ She watches him. ‘And another, under the brim of his hat.’ With a thrill, Lizzie mimics the upturned brim, the bend of his neck.
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