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This memoir is dedicated to my brave and beautiful family.

For everything.


Facilis descensus Averno… sed revocare…hoc opus, hic labor est.

To descend into hell is easy.

But to return—what work, what a labour it is!

VIRGIL
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IN MY SKIN



PROLOGUE


WHAT DO I REMEMBER of being a prostitute?

I remember tenderness, boredom, the ice-creams we would eat at 3 a.m. in front of the television; the smell of cocks, shy men with silky skin, laughter; dark streets gleaming; boys in baseball caps slouching in the introduction lounge, heavy bellies pressing on me; conversations, sneaking cigarettes while fixing my make-up.

I remember the other girls being like sisters, and knowing that to tell them my real name was dangerous. I remember opening my heart to strange men and stroking their faces, smiling. I remember being pounded so hard my face was white with pain. I remember being a prostitute, and being proud of it, liking it.

But what I did is not normal. No? I was naked, I touched people’s bodies, they touched mine, we were alone in a room. Like a masseur, like a dentist, like a beauty therapist. Yes, but I opened my body, they touched me there. Like a doctor. Yes, but inside.

Yes.

I sometimes wondered, with my legs spread over the face of some eager man, if I felt regret for the invasion of my most secret places. A man whom I’ve never met before is staring at my vagina. But what does this mean? It is just skin. Am I ashamed to have the crook of my knee examined? My ear? The inside of my mouth? Eyes leave no scar, I am not reduced by someone’s gaze. My body is beautiful, and desired; I feel beautiful and desirable. Someone is looking at me. At the outside, at the membrane of flesh that veils me. I am still mine.

I do not like to judge others. I know now that everyone has their secrets. I write mine down. I carry them lightly inside me. They are almost invisible.

I walked dark and dirty footpaths in the middle of the night. I got into strangers’ cars and got out swearing or smiling. I drove with men to grotty alleys and put stained tissues in my bag afterwards. I took their money and wiped my mouth and went to a small flat and pumped chemical relief into my vein, and returned to the rainy street. I slept on a dirty mattress in an empty room and shivered and woke every grey twilight wishing I could sleep forever. I lived on chocolate bars and bought a single cup of coffee for an afternoon, sheltering in warm cafés for comfort. I watched people in supermarkets and couldn’t remember what it felt like to take ordinary things from the shelves. I stood in the dark on the footpath and gazed in on bright living rooms. I held down so much sorrow I couldn’t feel anything anymore. The sadness and anger corroded all my feelings. The only thing I knew I wanted was heroin, and rest.

I made money I’d never imagined and I wore velvet dresses and shone in lamplight. I walked tall in crowds, knowing myself to be desired. I received luxurious gifts. I was a princess in my realm and men couldn’t get enough of me. They waited hours for my company and I couldn’t even remember their names. I had a house with a spa and hardwood floors; I lost track of fifty dollar notes, and found them adrift in pockets, inside books. I was everyone’s favourite. I told people I was a prostitute, and smiled as I said it, and dared them to turn their gaze.

The smile that I give when I talk about it now is, I can feel, nostalgic, provocative. A brightness comes into my eyes. And, I’m told, a hard look too.


I WAS A SENSITIVE LITTLE girl, but perhaps not more than most. Sometimes the world was too big; other times, far too small. It took a long time to nudge out the right space in it.

My family was simple and close: two parents and a younger sister. We grew up in a nice suburb of Melbourne, in a large and comfortable old house, though the front lawn was a disgrace and the weatherboards flaked a little. We had two old lemon trees in the backyard. My sister and I used to ‘paint’ the boards with the hose, darkening the colour for just a moment. My parents were too busy with their books and work, and with raising us, to bother much about the dandelions in the lawn. Inside the big house we had all the warmth we needed. The place was cluttered, full of cracked treasures, odd objects in boxes, the smell of casserole.

My father was a scientist, bearded and genial, who gathered my sister and me into his arms and told us magical stories. Busy with a career in the community and education, my mother often seemed to me sterner, but at parties I sheltered behind her slim hip to watch the other children. Quick to hug and kiss me, she made sure I knew that I was always cherished.

It was the seventies. My mother taught me that men are not to be feared, that women are strong, that a person could become anything she wished, as long as she did it with passion and a good heart. My father showed me this also. I knew only kind men.

My parents bought me books: on cavemen, on gods, on unicorns, on deserts and beasts and adventures. Stories of forest paths and brave princesses. I grew up in a house insulated with books. They covered every wall; and as I was timid, they were my gentlest friends. From their pages I took dreams of a magical island, safely moated and quiet under a humming sun.

With some friends, my mother established a small alternative primary school. The fathers had beards, the women short hair and clean faces. There the dozen or so students were encouraged to develop their own interests without too many boundaries. Free to read all day if I chose, or to play with my friends, I grew up loving alternately the haven of solitude and the solace of a group. My soft little voice was often lost in the furore of the yard. When my friends played ‘horses’, I was a lone mare tossing my mane on the other side of the playground until they fetched me back. Sometimes it was easier to sit in a warm place and read.

When I was about nine, there was a day on which we were all to make cubby houses. Someone had donated cardboard boxes used for delivering fridges: sturdy, roomy boxes. There were parents of the children there, but my mother was in a meeting with the owners of the church building the school leased. I was feeling miserable. The clatter of the room was too loud.

‘Pair up, and you can decorate your cubby house,’ we were encouraged. Everyone else coupled up and started getting thick paintbrushes and polystyrene off-cuts from the craft table, cutting doorways and windows, painting flowerboxes under the ‘sills’ and fluorescent trees against the ‘walls’. The room was filled with the sound of happy children talking and planning. I looked at them, and didn’t want to join. There seemed something foolish about the bother.

I found a box for myself. With a Stanley knife, I cut a low entrance. I jostled open the flap I’d made, and got in.

Inside, it was ochre-shadowed and warm. The cardboard muffled the noise of the other children; I curled up, chin to knees, crossed arms holding myself. My breath came back warm at my face. I grew drowsy with the silence and the peace.

I thought of gods in their grottoes, as I’d read in my mythology books. Safe caves, secret glades. Centaurs and nymphs, curled up in the roots of ancient trees. My face was damp with breath. It was so quiet in there. I thought I would never get out of this box where I could be me, alone, hardly anyone at all.

‘Where’s Kate? She—Kate? Are you in there?’ Concerned voices outside, hollow thumps on the fragile wall. ‘Are you coming out? Do you want some crayons? You haven’t decorated!’

I sat there in my cocoon, besieged, becoming more and more resentful and furious. Don’t make me come out. The voices went away; returned.

‘Well, if you’re just going to sulk—’

I clambered out, embarrassed and murderous, already realising that sometimes escape is not popular, that it needs to be more furtive.

*

My mother and I had arguments, shrieking at each other down the hall, slamming doors. What did she, what did everyone, want from me? My dark brows under the blonde fringe drew down in rage. In dumb fury I poured libations of bitter dregs from my father’s wine bottle, murmuring something confused to ancient gods I almost believed in. On those days Athena, my goddess, loved not only wisdom but war.

Then it was time to leave the little alternative school. At a state high school I faltered. I withdrew behind my long hair, lowered my face. I could never quite understand what my new friends saw in me, gauche, try-hard, blushing with my gummy smile. But they took me in, and taught me to be welcomed, and though I looked in horror on their early experiments with drinking and smoking, I remained, hovering, on the rowdy fringe of teenage conspiracy. I was the one to bring glasses of water to tired, drunken friends, to call the taxi home. Being out was exciting but I loved going home.

There were my piano, my books, the sweet frail light that slipped down the hall in the afternoons, the familiar scorn of my little sister. My bedroom, where I could curl up and dream, and sometimes cry, and vanish. Inside me, that was where I found peace.

My schoolfriends were mostly girls, with sharp haircuts and a blade of sophistication in their talk. Sometimes I was forgotten, but other times we stayed over at someone’s house, having baths together, giggling and talking secrets. I didn’t say much, but I beamed shyly at them all, so glad to be included.

I was sixteen and no one had kissed me. Then seventeen, and finishing school. Matilda, Camille, Joey, they were all having sex by then. Short-sighted, I hated to wear glasses; perhaps a boy had smiled at me, but I didn’t know. I touched myself sometimes, but it seemed silly. I didn’t like the idea of men’s bodies. I had a crush on a girl at school. The whole idea of sex was frightening. But I was miserable to be left out of the chance at it. It began to embarrass me; I waited.

To me, my body was revolting: I pawed at the flesh on my hips, at my unnecessary breasts, with frustration, and hid it all beneath too-large clothes, wallowing around, wishing I were invisible. I dreaded having someone see me naked, see me up close. I couldn’t bear my body. And so I cherished my mind.

School was over, and as I waited to begin university I took a weekend job in a local bookshop. My new boss said kindly, ‘You’re shy, aren’t you? It’ll do you good. You’ll have to talk to people.’ I was almost too shy to admit it was true. But I learned to love my job, and to chat with customers, telling them what to read, laughing with them, finding confidence.

I’d expected university to be a haven, but amid the poised elite at Melbourne University I tottered to classes, where I kept my mouth shut and resented everyone for their confidence. Studying archaeology, classics and literature was a natural choice, it was my dream. I sat in the classics library in a dusty shaft of sunlight, fingering texts in ancient Greek, deciphering them. I was going to be an archaeologist who read Virginia Woolf in a tent. I had classes in fashionable cultural studies theory about sexuality and feminist irony. Now I wore a camouflage of black clothes and conceit. I avoided the gaze of other students. I wanted to be like them; I didn’t like them. I loved the learning, but even that wasn’t what I expected. Archaeology was dry and dusty. I wasn’t quite as smart as I’d thought I was.

The friends from school were still around; they all moved into inner-city sharehouses together, while I stayed at home in the suburbs. My foothold on a social life was slipping in this muddle of loneliness and doubt.

I would hear my little sister and her boyfriend, giggling and smoking pot in her bedroom. I passed the closed door, and went to my room. I sat, forlorn in my black clothes, listening to The Cure, reading Titus Groan by candlelight, hating the cliché I was. Nineteen years old and feeling middle-aged.

Will was the first boy I kissed and the first boy who made love to me. I met him skulking at a party. As bashful as I was, as enthralled by fancy and fantasy, he gave me a precious year. Confessions. Poetry. Saturated kisses in dim afternoon rooms. I uncovered my body to him and somehow, now, it became beautiful. He gave me white roses because I loved them. I thought I’d found perfection, my twin, my mate. His pale body was beautiful, not frightening; it melted under my mouth, under the skimming of my palms. Through our long dyed-black fringes we smiled mischievously at each other. I told him everything. I was in love.

He was the first boy to break my heart. The girl he left me for had green hair, a nose ring and a crazed sort of charm. She was wild and bold. She was everything I was not; there was nothing I could do to fight for him. There was just me now, foolish and devastated. It was as if the world had broken.

On a day of parched, rough northerlies I sat at my window, scraped raw with hurt. I smoked my first cigarette and scratched my skin idly with a blunt knife. How nice I’d been, how stupid. Rage and humiliation blew their hot winds inwards. Slice, slice, just softly. I’d been so open. I learned the satisfaction of metal against skin and sealed myself up.

Soon after, aged twenty-one, I went to Europe for six months’ backpacking. Roaming the strange streets, I learned self-sufficiency. I tested my courage, my ability to survive; there were hard and lonely times when I wept on twilit roadsides, far from home. It toughened me. I sat at a window in a hostel in dusty boots and old clothes. Past the faded green shutters lay the grandiose city of Rome. The notebook in my hand was full of observations, quotations, pale pencil sketches of art I’d seen. I read Casanova’s memoirs, and Byron, and Tacitus. Here no one knew me, no one observed. Alone, I was dreaming and at peace; like a maiden in a tower.

I sat in a piazza, drinking strong espresso, raising my face to the sunshine with a little smile of accomplishment at being there, at being an adult in the world. When I got back to Melbourne to go on with my studies, I had a new stride. It was the early nineties. Before I left, Nirvana had broken into the music scene, and now everything was a roar of energy.

‘Can I have some?’ I asked my friend, who was smoking a joint at a party. The marijuana dizzied me, lent me solace. The doze of it wasn’t as frightening as I’d feared. It was warm.

‘I’ll have some,’ I said to a friend pouring vodka at another party. And bought myself a bottle the next day. I feared losing control in front of others; I drank it alone.

‘Sure, I’ll move in with you,’ I said to Matilda, my friend from school, who had a spare room in St Kilda. And finally it all began. At twenty-one I splashed into a new life, full of friends and music and bravado.

St Kilda was famous for its art deco flats and glossy cafés and bars, its well-loved old pubs; the foreshore, the craft market, the seaside kiosks; the ferals and the beautiful people; the strange characters and the bland crowds of tourists. At that time it was still cheap enough for students to live there, in tattered but elegant old flats in leafy streets, around the corner from the main street and the beach and the parks and each other. On weekends people came in from all over town, to drink, swim and loiter at shop windows in Acland Street; at night the place had certain streets where girls wore very little, even in winter, and there were cars going around and around. St Kilda was full of artists, bohemians, rich people, music, sex and drugs.

Suddenly I was in the middle of things. There were late nights staggering home from the pub, days of bumping into my friends in the street and going off for long afternoons of coffee and pool. Parties where I knew everyone. I was kissed up against walls, missed classes because I was in bed with a lanky, dreadlocked boy. We all had our noses pierced.

My happy group of friends breezed around the suburb. I smoked pot again. Something in me wanted to know, to conquer. I liked the dreaminess, the way it elucidated my thoughts. Then cigarettes as well. It seemed like progress, to be able to loosen my stern grip on myself. I liked to keep a cask of wine beside my bed. Before a rock gig, we all snorted speed, and I felt excitement flutter up through my belly. I learned to play bass guitar and found myself on a pub stage with a couple of friends, hammering out heavy sounds of glory. I thought, I never imagined I’d be this brave.

There was a body on my bed, a series of bodies, fervent young men clambering towards orgasm, my face making the right expressions, my mind blank. It wasn’t bad sex but I valued the kisses, the lying together quietly afterwards. I wasn’t in it for the pleasure. I didn’t think my dull flesh could find it like this. Will and I had had pleasure, but he was gone. Now it was all about the glow of victory, about the scent on my skin afterwards, about manifesting something like desirability.

In sex, the edge of the world brimmed at the edge of me. I took the world into my own body, right inside my flesh. It gasped appreciation, and then I put it out again and my body remained immaculate. I learned this.

I wasn’t sure why I had these affairs, except that I wanted to please and be seen to please. They were lovely boys, with their mouths tasting iron with nervousness but, still shamed by my body’s appetites, I could not tell them what might make it sing. Those boys wouldn’t stay, they weren’t for keeps. In the morning when they left I waved goodbye bravely at the front door.

Afterwards I would read, relishing words, their magic transport to luminous worlds. I smoked a bong and flicked page after page, still dreaming.

For my honours year I wrote a thesis on Anaïs Nin, who recorded wild sprees of sex and love in her writings. The pathology of her behaviour excited me. Besotted by the similarities I saw in our natures—yearning, passionate, repressed, fragile—I dressed like her, in heavy thirties dresses and heeled shoes, red lipstick and a glossy bun. For a year I read Anaïs and wished for her elegance, her daring, her sexual fulfilment. I was in love with a charismatic young man called Max who admired Nin’s lover Henry Miller. In his dim, sun-dappled room down the road from mine we talked and talked. Philosophy, art, writing. Occasionally he would take me to bed. And when a year later I wept inconsolably on his bedroom floor for our failure to be happy together, I told myself that Anaïs, too, had felt this pain and made of it something beautiful.

My life was surging and bright, like a wave in the sun. I stayed close to my family, whose house full of books and happy chaos and good humour had buoyed me all my life. I had an arts degree with honours—the final grade wasn’t what I’d hoped, but what could I expect when I’d spent most of my last year playing pool with Max and indulging in romantic melodramas? Now my bookshop employers offered me more part-time work. I wasn’t going to get any further with my studies, but I was sure I would find a place in the world of literature somehow, and so selling novels was as good a way to start as any. The idea of a dour office job and professional career repelled me. I was twenty-three years of age, and my life was just beginning.

I moved out of Matilda’s and into a large Victorian house closer to Acland Street. It had tall, pale ceilings, unused iron fireplaces and a rich garden full of flowers and marijuana plants. I lived there with Cathy and Dan, a slightly older couple who both played in rock bands and decorated the kitchen with bright painted ceramics. My room was dim and cool, its ceiling rose chipped. There was a kindly lemon tree outside my sashed window. I made the room as thirties as I could, with drapes and lamps; I hung my Anaïs dresses along one wall. The house always smelled of incense and pot.

I was still close to Max and his friends, though he and I were no longer lovers. In his house around the corner I said hello to a thin, intense young man with pensive eyes and a nervous habit of drawing in a sketchbook. We had met before, at parties and exhibition openings. I peered at what he was working on: a self-portrait, exaggerating his slouch, his skinniness, his glare of apprehension. And a picture of me, cute and thin also. Underneath, as I watched, James wrote, not looking at me, I like you.

Taking the pen from his hand, I angled the page towards me. I think I like you too.

*

Max passed behind James, and winked.

Love, love ran through me like sunshine.

In the summer evenings of St Kilda with James, down there by the sea, with our clever clothes and happy heads, holding hands, everything felt so young and fresh and possible.

Life was all lightness the summer I was twenty-three. The lightness of James’s fingers across my breast in sleep, the lightness of my spirits as we roamed Acland Street in search of midnight chocolate and vodka. We sat on his front verandah in the twilight, dressed alike in short-sleeved gingham shirts, drinking sarsaparilla. James played on an old acoustic guitar. We lit each other’s cigarettes.

James was my bliss. Though he was four years younger than I was he had the deep, thoughtful gaze of an old soul. He lived just around the corner with Jodie, the sister of one of Max’s house-mates; Jodie had a boyfriend, Sam; there were other hangers-on. And so I had found myself in a new circle of younger people.

There was underground art I’d never seen, and different music; something joyous and satisfying about their world, new things to talk about. They were so bright and cool, these people, with their wicked humour. I felt older and wiser, but not too much.

I stood on a stage under red lights, playing with my band, striking a pose for the benefit of James kneeling on the floor below, and laughed at him through the hot smoky air. On sunny days in parks I read him my favourite poetry by Yeats and Judith Wright and Stevie Smith, and he wrote me funny, melancholy ditties in return. We made love every day and beneath his hands and his slender body I found pleasure at last, was flushed through with it. I was late to work as James would sleepily reach out from the covers when I bent to kiss him goodbye and he’d pull me in; helplessly I’d sink back into his embrace. It didn’t seem to matter. Love was the most important thing in the world.

And when, two months into our relationship, I found I was pregnant, even that seemed like some kind of adventure.

‘I don’t think we can—should—’ I said.

‘No. But—oh, Kate.’

It made me ill; that was the burden. We tried to imagine that there was a living thing inside me, but it was impossible. All I knew was that I felt dreadfully sick, and wanted it to stop. We didn’t want a child: we each lived in a shared house with only a bedroom to ourself; James was twenty years old. It was all too early and rushed and accidental. When I went to the clinic for the termination, it was with relief. I refused the general anaesthetic, because I wanted to witness the moment, feel the pain. It hurt, but I felt maybe I deserved that.

Afterwards, things continued as they were. If James felt grief, he kept it from me. If I felt grief, I didn’t know.


IT WAS THE NIGHT OF OUR three-month anniversary: a cool evening in April. All day James and I had been teasing each other, promising erotic delights, expensive liquor and luxurious pleasure to celebrate. I was brimming with anticipation, I clutched his hand tightly. And so it was a shock when, walking away from the pub after a drink with Sam and Jodie, James said he couldn’t come back to my room after all.

‘The others and me, we’re doing something at my place.’

I stopped in the footpath. ‘What? What are you doing?’

I was rotten with disappointment but I kept smiling. To show I understood.

‘You don’t want to do it. We’re—’ his face took on a kind of pride ‘—we’re doing heroin.’

Heroin was all around us in St Kilda. We’d been to see a movie about junkies, there were fashion shoots of sullen anorexics in smeared make-up, and the suburb we lived in had a high population of tottering, lean-thighed people with harsh mouths and dirty jeans. But it was a scene I’d never known; it was something I passed in the street. I’d never seen the drug itself, except in films.

The idea of heroin, its swooning rush, strapped arms in hotel rooms, and the romantic tradition of laudanum, had always appealed to my adolescent dreams of exquisite oblivion but to me it was as foreign as motherhood, or speaking Chinese. A black hole, edged with a halo of glamour, radiating transgression. One of my school friends had dabbled in it a few years earlier; when I’d asked him about it, he’d said he didn’t want ever to talk about it. I hadn’t dreamed it would come any closer to me than that.

Now here it was, ruining the evening ahead, entering the house I spent time in, taking my boyfriend to a strange place I didn’t know. I turned, left him, ran to Max’s house numb with fright for tea and consolation. Then I spent the night alone.

The next day James came around, and hugged me. He looked at my face, and hugged me again. ‘It was just something I wanted to try,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

When we made love, I saw the tiny red mark on the inside of his arm. A little puncture, where something brutal and metal had pierced my beloved boy. I said nothing, but in the dim green light of the afternoon I surreptitiously kissed the tender flesh there.

The next time I went to his place there was a new shiver in the air. James, Sam, Jodie and another friend had the gleeful air of children with a secret. I sat there, all too aware of being the one not invited to share.

I looked at them as people who had crossed a river, who were going somewhere joyously while I stood alone on the other bank. They’d done something I couldn’t conceive of: they’d put a needle in their arms. They’d taken a hard drug. Marijuana and trips, they were one thing; this was like entering a world full of legends and awe. Sid Vicious, Billie Holiday, Kurt Cobain. Of course I felt the pull of that glamour, but I also remembered how all those people had died. What kind of courage was getting my friends past their fear?

That night, and again a week later, there came a point in the evening when looks were exchanged, and someone said, ‘You might like to go home now, Kate.’ As if I were a child to be protected. I could only set my face in a smile, and go away.

I knew this sensation: being judged too innocent, too immature, to remain part of the group, just when I’d found one. Playing horses by myself as a child. Being left behind when my high school friends went out. I was so appalled to find this feeling yet again. And I felt contempt too; I had dallied in the ragged life of the pot-smoking student, but I was still at heart a sensible prude, and I thought they were completely out of their minds to be doing heroin. They didn’t seem to be taking it seriously. I looked at Jodie’s beautiful young face, and I thought of James, sinking backwards on a bed in the ecstasy of a smack rush, with an almost erotic charge of horror.

I didn’t know whether I despised or envied my friends. Fear, temptation, and panic all wrenched at me. All I wanted was to be happy again.

There was no single moment when someone looked at me and said, ‘Just have one go.’ No one made me try heroin. My friends told me to keep away. There was no enticement; just an inductive pressure, a sense that if I didn’t, I would lose.

And so I thought perhaps I should try it. Just once, to know. To join them behind the closed door of someone’s bedroom, to be able to say, You really are insane, now I know what you’re doing. To leap over that river. To test myself.

James said no. ‘I don’t want you doing it,’ he said. But then, later, making love to me, he had a little smile on his face and when I kissed him and asked what he was smiling at he said, into the side of my throat, ‘I’m thinking bad things. Bad things about heroin,’ and I, with the same smile, wanting to stay close to him, knowing what it meant, said, ‘Me too.’

And the next night, after James had been done, and then Sam, and Jodie’s sister Abbey, while the rest of us waited edgy and incandescent in the lounge, Jodie took me into her bedroom. James held my arm under the hard light of a lamp and Jodie kneeled in front of me, saying, ‘I’ll try not to hurt you too much, baby.’ I smiled to hide my nervousness. Jodie’s beautiful face was like a Flemish Madonna’s in the blank light; I just stared at the immaculate skin in the crook of my arm, and thought, In a minute I’ll have taken heroin. It was inconceivable, but here I was, and it seemed like what I wanted.

The metal approached my flesh; there was a sharp sting, the ridge of the needle under the skin, the sucking pressure of blood drawn out, and fluid pressed steadily in. James released my arm and I licked the tiny spot of blood. It tasted metallic with chemicals. He kissed me, in consolation or congratulation. My head felt dazzled, from my racing heart. But I didn’t think I could feel much else. Sleepy, perhaps. A little spangled with sensation. Proud.

Then I decided that I needed another try before I could say I’d done heroin; I hadn’t had the legendary rush of chemical bliss. It had taken a couple of tries with pot, too, before I’d really felt the effects. There seemed a varnish in me that had to be scratched before a chemical could enter. I didn’t work up the nerve straight away. James and I went on with our kisses, drawing, smoking joints, hanging out. The next attempt was a week later; and this time I was aware of a happy thrill in my veins: a dizzy feeling; then dreaminess as I lay back on Jodie’s bed. I was aware of a contented glow, warm in my marrow. I couldn’t judge how much of that was the drug, and how much was the satisfaction at my own courage.

Heroin is like wading into the sea. The first fizz of water at your ankles is delicious, shocking. You’re aware of every cold pulse of water against your skin. You wade further; your temperature accommodates; you walk more slowly. The water is still shallow, though the bottom slopes. You’re delighted as you relax into the sway, the buckle of the waves. You grin with pleasure, and you think, Why didn’t I come in sooner? How gorgeous, how thrilling! Then abruptly the sand drops beneath your next step, and you plunge into deeper water, and you can’t feel the bottom anymore.

It took about two weeks before I began to realise we were in thrall. That every time the group of us got together the question was, Shall we? That we waited with shivering nerves and giddy smiles for Jake the dealer to arrive, in his shiny boots, with his well-tended hair and enigmatic drawl, with his little origami packets of treasure. That we were having a better time now than ever before; that if we didn’t ring Jake for his wares we sat around listlessly drinking beer, the conversation more laden with effort.

Giggling at each other’s pinned pupils. ‘Butterflied,’ we called it. ‘You’re so butterflied.’

We gloried in the secrecy, the ritual and the closed bedroom door. A deal was fifty dollars, split between four of us; the money wasn’t an issue. The next day we didn’t feel bad, but perhaps dozed a little longer in bed; it didn’t matter since none of us had more than a part-time job, a few uni classes, the washing-up to do. The little red points on our skin healed within a day.

Heroin was a lure, a security, a delight. It calmed me, glossed me; the infusion of heat, the tickle of satisfaction. With junk in our veins, we were the most beautiful people in the world.

I liked how our eyes would all glitter as we waited for the dealer to arrive; how they’d soften after the fix. The sex was fantastic.

James and I always had lovely sex; but there’d been moments when we sat in pubs, in my room, just gazing at each other with nothing to say. Now, with the glee and balm of the drug in our systems, we couldn’t stop talking, touching. When we made love it was for hours, in a cocoon of warmth, in drowsy low lamplight, his skin a miracle under my hands, his mouth rapturous on mine.

Max said, ‘I don’t like it. You don’t know what you’re doing with those kids. I’ve seen people who use smack, you’re not like that. Do you even know what the fuck you’re doing?’

‘It’s fine,’ I said, my smile reaching him, my eyes already drifting away.

He didn’t know how it was. There was something full of awe surrounding that drug, in our respect for it, the way our excited giggles would flatten into seriousness for the administration, and then rise again in the happiness afterwards.

My housemates, Cathy and Dan, knew something was up. We were watching a program about the heroin trade in Afghanistan. ‘I’ve been doing some of that,’ I said finally, off-hand. ‘Heroin. It’s kind of interesting.’

The television blared on; they stared at me. The room stiffened. It wasn’t the reaction I was hoping for.

They stopped talking to me; when I walked into the lounge room Cathy would leave, looking upset. They put a second television in their bedroom and I rarely saw them. Petulant and baffled, I decided to move out. My life could be so much better, fresher; something new was what I wanted. Now I was finished with university it was time to re-set. I would be clean and healthy, I would take myself in hand, firm myself up. I had a beautiful boy, wonderful friends. James and I decided to move in together.

We could find a deco flat, in the suburb of Elwood just nearby. I pictured myself reading in the afternoons, perhaps studying a little ancient Greek, and writing with a thick-nibbed pen. My hair smooth, my mind clear as water. There would be plane trees shading my window and pools of sunshine on the floor.

There were plenty of beautiful apartments, but all too expensive for a bookshop girl and a student. We ended up with a flat in a seventies building. Its exterior was the drab brown of a Communist foyer and inside were small, box-like rooms without decoration. The ceiling was like regurgitated porridge. ‘We’ll decorate,’ we said. But my black-and-white nudes, my gauzy wall-hangings and my candlesticks looked a little odd against the bleak beige walls.

At our housewarming party there was no food or drink, since we had no money to buy any, and old friends mixed awkwardly with new. At the end of the evening, the non-drug users departed, leaving the rest of us to borrow money to score from the last to leave. I’d sworn to myself I’d never use if I didn’t have the cash on me; but it was only twenty-five bucks. We liked two tastes each by now. James, Jodie, Sam, Abbey and I sat on the floor in a haze of contentment, and didn’t care that the others had gone.

My parents came to see the new place. They’d visited me from time to time in St Kilda, though it was easier for me to go home to see them. In the past I’d usually stayed the night, but I hadn’t done that for a while. Every now and then I’d catch up with them to see a film or have a meal. Now my parents looked around the new place.

‘The ceiling’s pretty low,’ said my mother. ‘It’s a good thing you haven’t much furniture, in this little room.’

‘But look at the big plane tree outside the window!’ I said, and directed her attention outside. Out of the corner of my eye I’d seen a forgotten swab wrapper lying on the carpet under the couch. I kicked it out of sight.

‘It’s nice, darling,’ said my mother as we walked down the concrete stairwell and into the concrete carpark. ‘I just hope you can afford it, you two.’

I started a new journal. On the front cover I stuck a picture of Anaïs, elegant and composed, at the brink of her career, and framed it with black velvet. In the back, I kept a list of the dates we used heroin, until there was no point because it was every day. I filled the pages with looping letters, chronicling a life that seemed to be moving beyond what I had ever expected.

It had been a couple of months since we started using. Already when we didn’t score we felt the difference. A slight flush of sweat, loose bowels, thin fatigue. My skin dried out from the chemical. But the compensations seemed enough. The prickling excitement of fixing up, the gluttony; how sleek and luminous we were when the drug was inside us.

It was a good life for a while. I worked several days at the bookstore; I’d come home, up the leafy street still sunny with the last of autumn’s warmth, with icy-poles for us to eat on the balcony. Jake lived in a flat across the road from us, so most nights one of us would go and visit him and come back to find the other waiting with teaspoons, syringes and a cup of water ready. We’d fix up, smoke a few cigarettes, talk, cook, watch television. It was a calm routine.

Jake was an exotic character who exactly fitted my expectations of a smack dealer. He wore black with rockstar swagger and told outlandish stories from his life—his champion athlete days, kangaroo-shooting with his brothers, perilous car accidents he’d miraculously escaped. He was about the same age as me. His girlfriend Vicki was a morose blonde who said little and slumped on the couch. She was a street prostitute; Jake said she was tired from all the energy she used up working at night. They worked and dealt to cover their habit; they weren’t flush with cash. There was a kind of cinema glamour to them, in their flat full of kitsch and cigarette smoke and discarded thigh-high stiletto boots. Vicki’s eyes were smudged with make-up; they had a GI Joe doll on the mantelpiece, armed with an uncapped syringe. At first we begged needles off them, from a full box in a drawer; then they told us where to get clean fits from the needle exchange. Their apartment always smelled of the harsh alcohol scent of swabs. It felt good to sit in there, talking; when other customers arrived, we said hello, smiling. It was the bonhomie of complicity.

When I met Jake on my own, to score, he sat close, and talked low. I liked making him smile, caught by the implausible glamour of the man. Blushing when he complimented me, allowing myself to be flattered. His manner was a cross between lounge-lizard and big brother. With Jake I felt as if I were in a new world, but he made me feel safe too. Under the braggadocio, he was just a young man with a habit getting by on small-time dealing. Making the best of it. He tried to warn us what heroin would bring; but of course he had to sell his gear too. I never held that against him. I just liked his attention.

We saw less and less of Jodie and Sam; they’d moved in together, with Jodie’s sister Abbey and her boyfriend, who was also using now and, though we were all bound by friendship and the drugs, I found myself infuriated by their blitheness and self-absorption, because they mirrored my own. James and I drew more and more together as the winter came down. I was busy cruising, not doing any art, not reading enough, idling and telling myself it was okay, this was my year off after uni.

‘I love you,’ we said to each other every time we slid the needle into the other’s arm.

The drug fuelled us into one cigarette after another. After a taste we would be jittery with excitement and a feeling of power, talking rapidly, fluently. I hadn’t expected it to be a stimulant. But most of the time it held us steady, serene. There was little physical thrill except for the first minutes, when I’d feel a glow that was as much psychosomatic as chemical. It wasn’t quite the ecstatic swoon of the movies. We liked to lie back with a cigarette after the fix, but after a minute we’d sit up again. It was the doing of it, the equipment, the ceremony, the promise, that made my mouth water with excitement.

We still smoked pot from time to time but I liked it less now, on top of the smack; the two sedatives made me listless, and occasionally I would realise, dazedly, that I had breathed out but not in.

Again and again my journal described our resolutions, bright as epiphanies, that the drugs were no good, that we should quit; the raggedness of my nerves; the resolve to fix everything; and our failure. I wrote compulsively of being in love, and briefly of the drugs.

The light in the kitchen was high and fluorescent; one night I wandered in to get some water and, caught by my reflection in the window, I stopped and could not stop looking at my pale, lost face.

The band I played bass guitar in, a hard-edged indie trio, was staggering by now. The friendship continued, but we all had problems which seemed very rock and roll; Mike suffered a panic disorder, Cass was driven and quick to tears; and here I was, in a black leather jacket, doing heroin in the toilets. Our music got darker, heavier, and the arguments more hysterical. In between we played the occasional gig and I still had the electric thrill of satisfaction—me, the shy girl, up there in the red lights, bashing out the sonorous chords of angst. But everything was unwieldy, and I knew that my band-mates were impatient with my tiredness, my crappy equipment I couldn’t afford to replace and the way I turned up to every practice session late. I found it hard to come up with melodies now.

It wasn’t long before we decided to take a break, and then the break turned into the end. ‘Too hard,’ said Cass. ‘I’m sorry.’ Later, I saw in the paper that the two of them were still performing occasionally. I said it was probably for the best. Sometimes James took my bass out of its case and played sad, jaunty songs on it. I just watched.

James was out seeing his parents, and I was alone in the flat. We’d scored; had some, and left the rest until later, for a bed-time treat. There was nothing to watch on television; I had no concentration to write or read. I fingered open the little origami packet of powder.

The packet, cut out of a magazine, revealed a shard of lipsticked mouth on glossy paper and a crease full of white powder. I held the little fold of paper carefully in my hands and tipped it into a spoon. I’d cleaned the spoon with alcohol first, with a swab from a small square packet with red lettering. The syringe punctured a plastic ampoule of distilled water; I drew up a centimetre or two of water, and then eased it onto the powder. With a pop the inner tube of the syringe came out of its casing and with the blunt end of it I stirred the powder until it dissolved.

In Australia heroin is not like in American or British movies, where a yellowish solution must be heated or mixed with lemon juice to break open the chemicals; our heroin comes from Afghanistan and Asia, and is pure white. What lay in the cradle of the spoon after a minute looked just like water.

I slotted the fit back together, dropped a tiny corner of the swab into the fluid, and used it as a filter as I eased every tiny drop of liquid into the barrel of the syringe. I peered at the fit to make sure there was no air. It didn’t really matter—it was made with a lock to block any air bubbles entering the blood. But this was a fastidious matter. One took care with this drug.

Fixing up was one thing; I’d never injected myself. James’s light fingers had always slipped the needle in for me. I set about learning how to do it.

In the back of a drawer I found an old tie. Tethering it tightly enough around my upper arm, one-handed, was difficult. It kept slipping loose. I gripped one end between my teeth and pulled it tight. I pumped my fist until I felt the veins swell; with my free hand I swabbed my skin. The needle-point closed in on me; inconceivably, it kept coming. Only a fraction of space between it being outside me, and inside. It didn’t hurt much at all. At first I couldn’t be sure I had the vein, then the needle popped into one with silent satisfaction. A tiny flush of crimson swirled into the barrel of the fit. And then I pulled my blood out of me, so fresh and bright in the chamber, until I had a proper conduit, the needle steady inside me, and I pushed the plunger in. My heart hammering.

Then I had to ease the metal out of me, carefully. I forgot to untie my arm first; blood spilled out of me under the pressure, down towards my wrist. I unwrapped my arm and stared at the wetness, the brilliant colour. I licked the blood off, captivated by what I’d just done. The proof of it, my blood, which I saw so often now, was almost glorious.

My other friends were busy with jobs. The house where Max lived had disbanded; that centre of my life was gone too. Never good at picking up the phone, I hadn’t given my new number to other people and these days St Kilda wasn’t as full of chance meetings and idle coffees. When I bumped into people something was awkward, and we’d wave goodbye on the footpath. No offers to duck into a café for a chat. See you. Yeah, see you soon.
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