

[image: Images]




A note from the publisher


Dear Reader,


At Pantera Press we’re passionate about what we call 
good books doing good thingsTM.


A big part is our joy in discovering and nurturing talented home-grown writers such as Robin Baker.


We are also focused on promoting literacy, quality writing, the joys of reading and fostering debate.


CAN YOU READ THIS?


Sure you can, but 60% in our community can’t. Shocking, isn’t it? That’s why Pantera Press is helping to close the literacy gap, by nurturing the next generation of readers as well as our writers. We’re thrilled to support Let’s Read. A wonderful program already helping over 100,000 pre-schoolers across Australia to develop the building blocks for literacy and learning, as well as a love for books.


We’re excited that Let’s Read operates right across Australia, in metropolitan, regional and also remote communities, including Indigenous communities in Far North Queensland, Cape York, and Torres Strait. Let’s Read was developed by the Centre for Community Child Health and is being implemented in partnership with The Smith Family.


Simply by enjoying our books, you will be contributing to our unique approach and helping these kids. So thank you.


If you want to do more, please visit www.PanteraPress.com/Donate where you can personally donate to help The Smith Family expand Let’s Read, and find out more about the great programs Pantera Press supports.


Please enjoy Chasing the Sun.


For news about our other books, sample chapters, author interviews and much more, please visit our website: www.PanteraPress.com


Happy reading,


Alison Green
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‘Therefore, just as sin came into the world
through one man, and death through sin, and so
death spread to all men, because all sinned.’


–Romans 5:12


‘He will wipe away every tear from their eyes,
and death shall be no more, neither shall there
be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore,
for the former things have passed away.’


–Revelation 21:4


‘And as I walk through the valley of the shadow
of death I shall fear no evil, for I am the baddest
motherfucker in the valley.’


–Anon





ONE


Most people are disappointed when they see I’m not Chinese.


This young couple, I’m walking through their house looking at all their furniture. It’s all ultra-new, made by designers so trendy that most people aren’t allowed into their showrooms. These sofas will never be seen in a catalogue or ordered over the internet. The dresser will never sit in a department store gathering dust. The entertainment unit will never be mass-produced by a factory in Taiwan. These are true one-of-a-kind collectors’ pieces. The furniture in this one room probably cost more than the house itself.


‘Mister Civic?’ the young wife asks. ‘Would you like some coffee?’


‘No thanks, baby,’ I tell her. ‘I’m busy harnessing your chi.’


She nods, impressed, and backs away. She sits next to her husband on their ergonomic couch that looks about as comfortable as a bed of nails.


‘Have you salted the ground?’ I ask.


‘Excuse me?’ the wife says.


‘You need to salt the ground around your premises,’ I tell her. ‘It stops negative energies from spilling into your house.’


Really, all it does is kill the ground so nothing grows there, but I don’t tell these people that.


She nods and I can see her mind recording this information, eager to do everything I tell her, desperate to keep up with the latest trends.


I tell them ‘chi’ means ‘dragon’s breath’, which is like a stream of energy; a positive life force that flows through all things.


The house is big and open and there is no wall between the kitchen and the living room. I casually walk over to the oven and open the door. Peering inside, I run my finger along the seal.


‘The stove is working fine?’ I ask.


‘Yes, perfectly well,’ she says, looking worried. She stands up and wrings her hands. ‘Is everything alright?’


This oven looks like it cost about as much as a space station.


‘Relax,’ I tell her. ‘If the stove is broken it means you may be in for some financial difficulties, but from the looks of this place, that doesn’t appear to concern you.’


I tell her how a stove that doesn’t get used indicates missed opportunities or untapped potential. I tell her to make sure to use all the burners regularly to keep the positive energy flowing.


I can hear her sigh of relief as she sits down beside her husband. He holds her hand and she squeezes it thankfully as he gives her a reassuring smile.


The technical name for my job is a geomancer. It sounds impressive and looks good on the business card.


I tell them how chi is a concept shared by many different cultures, though the names change from place to place. The Hindus call it prana; the Japanese, ki.


‘You should take this mirror down,’ I tell them. ‘Having a mirror over a stove reflects the positive energy out of the room.’


Technically, it doubles the number of visible burners so it doubles the positive energy, but these are just minor details.


‘Having this plant between the oven and the sink detracts from the natural powers of water and fire. They need to work together, so you should definitely move the plant. In fact, get rid of it all together.’


Fire and water really do work very well together, with no negative side effects.


Really.


These people have no idea what I’m talking about. They nod and accept all my advice as gospel. What I don’t tell them is that I practise a little thing called Shar Chi, or Killing Breath. It’s essentially the opposite of all the good things.


I come into these houses and rearrange people’s furniture in the hopes it’ll rearrange their lives. They invite me in to fix their problems by fixing their TV reception.


‘Can I keep those dried flowers where they are?’ the wife asks.


‘Sure,’ I tell her. ‘Dead flowers have a lot of life energy in them.’


These people want a service and I provide it. The fact is, this is a lucrative market and, like with any other fad, demand is steadily growing. It’ll peter out eventually, as soon as the next big craze comes along, so it’s best to cash in while I can.


‘Have you been in this line of work long, Mister Civic?’ the husband asks.


Long enough to know they should move the mirror so it faces the open door. ‘This is to double the impression of space to make more room for the positive energy, and it also reflects the negative energy back outside.’


Technically, it’s the other way around, but what do these people know?


The trick is to mess with things just a little. You don’t want any catastrophes. A house fire is terrible for your reputation. Start small. Things tend to snowball on their own.


‘Is it usual to do these sorts of consultations at night?’ he asks.


‘It is for me, dude,’ I tell him.


I’ve found that the weirder something is, the less likely people are to question it. If it seems beyond their reach, they’re more willing to let someone else do the work for them. These people could look up Feng Shui in any book and they’d know in a second I’m a fraud. They’d read a passage and realise I’ve done everything backwards. They’d read a chapter and be able to do a better job in ten minutes than I do in my by-the-hour service. But who has the time to learn something for themselves when they can pay someone else to do it for them? Why make your own decisions when someone else can make them for you?


‘You should always cook with your back exposed; it lets the energy work behind you without being disturbed. Oh, and clutter these bench tops a little more. The energies like having things to play with.’


Shar chi comes in poison arrows, which are any straight lines that point directly into your house. Things like roads or telephone poles. Neighbouring structures are also very dangerous, which is why most Asian buildings have upward-curving corners on their roofs; to direct the negative energies up into the air and not into their neighbour’s living room.


This is why, when I first arrived at the house, I instructed the young husband to move the outdoor table to an angle, so a corner points straight at the door.


These people want to believe in something. They speak to me about things they don’t understand and I offer guidance and support. I reassure them they’re not alone and that things will be okay. I tell them there are greater forces at work than what they can understand. I tell them how, sometimes, things really aren’t what they appear.


I look out their kitchen window. ‘Nice pond,’ I tell them, though I can hardly see it through my sunglasses. ‘That’ll definitely attract good energy.’


The wife smiles.


Some people will believe anything.


The clock ticks over into my third hour. I smile and say, ‘Shall we move onto the bedroom?’





TWO


‘Time seems to stop.’


Grace says this while we’re waiting for the others. She checks her phone again, and wonders aloud where the hell the others are and if we should order without them.


We’re sitting in the alfresco area outside the restaurant watching the cars speed by. The night is still warm after the heat of the day and the moon sits low above the city. Grace studies the menu for, like, the thousandth time since we’ve been here. The waiter comes over and asks if he can take our orders. Grace looks at me and I nod, shrug, whatever. She orders two steaks, rare, plus another round of drinks. The waiter leaves.


‘Are you working tomorrow?’


I nod, finishing off my beer.


‘Poor thing,’ she says. ‘I’m working a double. A retirement home and a boarding kennel. Apparently there are some weird noises late at night. They go wild and pee all over themselves.’ She says, ‘At the kennel, I mean.’


I laugh. The waiter comes back with our drinks, placing a glass of red wine on the table in front of Grace and another beer in front of me. He takes the empty glasses and leaves.


Grace continues, ‘Some of the dogs go savage and attack the attendants, or each other. They didn’t call me until the day before yesterday, when they found two of the dogs inside their cages had been gutted.’


‘Gutted in their cages?’


‘Gutted.’ She laughs. ‘It was probably Johnnie. You know what he’s like.’


‘We’re all praying it’s a phase,’ I say.


‘So I’m just going to wave some smelly stuff around, say a few rhymes. The usual. Nothing special.’


‘Everything about you is special.’


‘You’re such a charmer.’


I suggest, ‘How about you and I go out and find us each a beauty to take home for the evening? We’ll have a few drinks, dance a little bit, and who knows? We may get lucky.’


She’s smiling at me from behind her sunglasses and the reflections of passing headlights streak across the dark lenses like comets.


‘You are my favourite. You know why?’ Grace says.


‘Tell me,’ I say, leaning in, smiling.


‘Because you always know how to have a good time. You make me feel young.’


‘You are young,’ I tell her, knowing this is the response she was hoping for. ‘I mean, you’re what, thirty-four?’


‘Three,’ she says, hurt. She sighs. ‘You’re so much younger than me. What are you doing hanging out with someone so ancient –’


‘You’re not ancient,’ I tell her. ‘Dante is ancient, not you. Lou is ancient. You’re as fresh as the morning dew. You’ve got plenty of good years left in you. Big things happened for Jesus when he was thirty-three.’


Our food arrives and Grace checks her phone. ‘Still nothing,’ she says.


‘Why’d the retirement home call?’ I ask.


‘Lots of people have been dying.’


‘How is this unusual? What do they expect?’


She shakes her head slowly. ‘It’s a good thing you’re pretty.’ She cuts into her steak, red juice slopping onto the tablecloth. She stops and says, ‘This is not what I ordered.’


‘It looks like it to me,’ I reply.


‘No, no,’ she says, shaking her head. ‘Look at this.’


She uses her fork to move the salad around on her plate, allowing me to lean over the table and see what she is pointing at. She sits back, disgusted.


I examine her plate and am forced to agree. The steak is way too overcooked; it’s medium rare at best, the flesh a light pink colour. ‘You should complain,’ I tell her. ‘Send it back.’


‘So some pissed off trainee chef can jerk off into my mushroom sauce? No way.’ She leans forward over her meal, sniffs the food and wrinkles her nose, saying, ‘If he hasn’t already.’ She looks at my plate, the blood spilling from my steak and asks, ‘How’s yours?’


I cut off a chunk and hold it up for her to see. I raise my eyebrows suggestively and hold the fork out to her and she leans over and takes the bite. She chews slowly and I can tell her eyes are closed behind the dark lenses. She says, ‘Mm,’ then asks, ‘Is it hot out here?’ as she reaches for her wine.


I look out at the cars chasing their headlights. We finish our meals while we wait for the others. Grace periodically checks her phone but there’s nothing. I finish my beer, then another. We decide we’re leaving in fifteen minutes if they’re not here. At some point I say, ‘Where’s the crime in living life to the fullest?’ and Grace says, ‘There are so many problems with that statement I’m not even going to bother.’ Fifteen minutes pass and there’s still no sign of them so we give them another five, just in case, then we leave.
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We finally enter the club after standing in line for almost thirty-five minutes. There’s still been no word from the others so we decide to split up and make the most of what’s left of the evening.


Grace says, ‘Happy hunting,’ then disappears into the crowd.


The club is totally dark apart from the flashing lights accompanying the thumping music. It’s incredibly stuffy and I’m sweating inside my shirt. The air is thick with smoke, making the room seem even hotter.


I immediately order a beer then prowl through the club. Pushing my way through the dance floor I see a girl, tall and blonde and leggy, dancing with a group of friends. I choose this girl for no real reason. It is simply her time.


The girl looks at me and I smile and raise my eyebrows. She looks away and keeps dancing, playing hard to get.


I see Grace standing at a bar talking to a guy who looks about twenty-one. Her white teeth glow purple in the light and her sunglasses flash with the pulse of the strobes.


I pull at the collar of my shirt, trying to loosen it, unbelieving of how hot it is in here. I look over at the girl again but now she’s dancing with her back to me. Whatever. I walk back to the bar where the small, slightly overweight bartender asks, ‘What can I get you?’


‘Another one of these,’ I tell her, putting the empty bottle down. She nods and goes to get it while I lean back against the bar and scan the room. The girls all look the same. Each one is interchangeable with the next but I guess that goes for pretty much everyone everywhere. There are quite a few here I wouldn’t mind and I consider going after a number of them, but my thoughts return to the blonde.


The bartender brings back my beer and I hand over the cash. She takes it without looking at me and moves on to the next person.


I look around the club for the girl but I can’t see her. From behind my sunglasses everyone is just an outline, a dark shape moving with the music.


Grace sees me standing alone and walks over.


‘Hey,’ she says. ‘Any luck?’


‘I’m still sussing the place out,’ I tell her.


‘My one plays football,’ she tells me.


‘The conversation must be thrilling.’


‘I’m not looking for someone to have coffee with. He’s gone to the bathroom,’ she says and laughs for some reason I’m not sure of. ‘Listen, I don’t know how much longer I can stand this place so I’m gonna split. Hopefully as soon as Einstein comes back. So thank you for a wonderful evening.’


‘As always, it was a pleasure.’ I kiss the back of her hand.


‘Here he comes. I’ll call you tomorrow.’


She swirls past me and over to the young guy. She whispers something into his ear and he smiles. They leave.


I walk onto the dance floor and look around for the blonde and spot someone who may be her. I cross the floor quickly, stalking between the dancers without taking my eyes off her. She turns around when she senses me standing behind her but keeps dancing. She’s maybe seventeen. Under age means fake ID, which means there’s no record she was ever here.


‘Hi, baby,’ I say.


‘Hi,’ she says, still dancing.


‘You look really great in that outfit.’


‘What?’


‘I asked what your name is.’


She yells something but I can’t quite make it out. I nod and smile; it doesn’t matter anyway.


‘So,’ I say, ‘do you want to come home with me? It’d be a lot more fun than this place.’


‘What?’ she says.


I know she can’t see my eyes behind my sunglasses so I take this opportunity to look at her tits up close. ‘I asked if you wanted to come back to my place.’


‘I heard that,’ she yells. ‘What the hell makes you think you can talk to me that way? What do you think I am?’


‘I think you’re a babe,’ I tell her honestly. ‘Come on. What do you say?’


‘Why the hell would I go home with you?’


‘Because I have half a kilo of cocaine in my bedroom.’
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Sometime later we’re back at my place and she’s kneeling on my bed and I’m standing looking at her. She’s stripped down to her underwear and I have my shirt off but my sunglasses are still on. She’s just done two lines and is talking a mile a minute about how cool my place is, totally minimalist.


‘What do you do for a living?’ she asks.


‘I’m a liar,’ I tell her.


‘Cool, cool,’ she babbles. ‘My ex-boyfriend is one of those.’


I step towards the bed and she reaches for my belt buckle and pulls me closer. I push her back and climb onto the bed, onto her. She claws at my back, the drugs sending her wild, and I’m biting lightly at her neck.


‘Take off your sunglasses,’ she says.


Her breathing speeds up as I bite at her lower lip, then back to her neck.


‘Take off your sunglasses,’ she says.


‘Shut up,’ I breathe.


As always, some part of me wonders if the girl on my bed knows she’s about to die. Her life has only moments remaining and I wonder if any part of her has been alerted or if she still thinks this night will go on like any other. When she woke up this morning, was there the slightest notion in her mind that today would be her last day?


She pulls me down and throws her legs around my waist. I can feel her pulse pounding against my tongue and I bite her neck harder, then she realises that maybe things are not going the way they should be and she tries to push me away. She tells me to stop but I hardly hear her. Her neck is hot in my mouth and her smell is driving me crazy. She hits my back, hard, and yells, ‘Get off me.’


I start to laugh as she begins to hit the sides of my head, then she has one hand in my open mouth, the ball of her hand pressing up under my teeth, pushing my face away. I slap the arm away and pin it down. Her other hand claws at my cheeks and she grabs hold of my sunglasses and pulls them off.


The moonlight streaming through the windows is just enough to illuminate the room and she looks up into my face, seeing it properly for the first time, and she screams.


She scratches at my face again and I grab her wrist and twist her arm away until her elbow snaps and splinters. She keeps screaming as I tear away the soft flesh of her throat and hot blood erupts into my mouth and sprays onto the bed around us. She convulses and violently chokes and I hold her down while I feed, until slowly her thrashing becomes weaker then stops.


This is another night in the city. They each look the same as the last. They bleed from one to the next and you stop counting because after a while it ceases to matter. Time seems to stop.





THREE


Dante lives in a refurbished, ultra-modern three-storey house in an affluent suburb. It sits surrounded by lawn and is far enough from the road and the neighbours so any noises that may escape late at night do not draw attention. I pull into his long driveway and park outside before entering the house without knocking.


Dante is sitting on his couch wearing his sunglasses and a pair of jeans. He looks up at me when I walk in and smiles, lost in a haze of marijuana.


‘Hey,’ he says. ‘What’s happening?’


‘Not much,’ I say.


He hands me a joint and I smoke what’s left of it.


‘Have you seen Gracie?’ he asks. ‘I was meant to call her.’


‘I saw her the other night,’ I tell him. ‘She didn’t mention anything.’


‘Cool,’ he says, and flicks over the channel on the television. It’s an old cowboy movie and when he sees it, Dante gives a pained expression.


‘Did you know John Wayne wasn’t his real name?’ I say.


‘That’s some heavy shit,’ he says, not taking his eyes from the screen.


Music starts playing and I’m thinking it’s a strange song for that genre of film, and after a moment Dante looks at me and says, ‘Aren’t you going to answer that?’


I realise it’s my new phone. I laugh, embarrassed, and take it out of my pocket, but the phone stops ringing.


‘It’s new,’ I say to him when he gives me a look. ‘They send me a new ringtone every time a new song reaches number one on the charts. It’s a good way to keep up-to-date.’


‘You kids and your toys,’ he says as I hand it to him. He whistles and says, ‘Very nice.’


I smile, proud, and thank him.


‘How many megapixels?’ he asks.


‘Too many to count.’


‘Streaming video?’


I’m nodding. ‘You bet.’


‘Wireless roaming?’


‘Definitely.’


‘GPS?’


‘Dude, this isn’t the stone age.’


‘Can you call me?’ he asks, handing it back.


I pause. ‘I haven’t tried that yet.’


‘We should go to Eternity tomorrow,’ he says, and starts to roll another joint.


‘I didn’t know it was open yet.’


‘It’s opening tonight. But everyone will be there tomorrow. Everyone.’


‘Cool,’ I say. ‘I’ll call Grace and Johnnie.’ I look down at my phone and say, ‘Actually, maybe you’d better call them.’


‘There was an argument for a while there over whether or not this club is actually real,’ he says. ‘It’s so high profile that their marketing scheme was to deny its existence.’


‘The world is a myth,’ I tell him with a straight face.


He picks up the remote and flicks through channels. ‘Clubs are a very fickle industry,’ he tells me, and I nod, knowing he has no idea what he’s talking about. ‘We’ve seen a few come and go in our time, even some pretty good ones.’


‘That’s true.’


‘Why? Because people don’t want quality, they want distractions. A new club is something to get excited about. Soon they get bored of it and want something new. People have a dangerous combination of short attention spans and poor memory.’


Dante talks like he knows things. He’s way older than the rest of us, easily in his ‘mid-forties’. It was Dante who started our little ‘family’ of five. He and Lou were around long before the rest of us came on the scene, which gives Dante his air of authority and self-importance.


He flicks through more channels until he settles back on the cowboy movie. ‘God, I’m bored,’ he says. ‘This one time, I went out and came back with two blondes and a brunette and they drank too much champagne and they all passed out on my couch. Now that was boring.’ He takes a puff of the joint and passes it to me. ‘That was the night I made the decision to start saying eye-ther and nye-ther instead of ee-ther and nee-ther.’ He looks at me and asks, ‘Which do you say?’


‘Either,’ I tell him and take a toke.


This is a night in my life. They’re all pretty much the same. There’s only so much you can do before you’ve done it all before.


‘Have you used that new shampoo I told you about?’ I ask.


‘Of course,’ he says. ‘With fantastic results, I might add.’


‘Awesome.’ I pause, then add, ‘A thing of awe.’


There’s some silence. I’m frantically trying to think of something to say in order to break it, but before I do, the doorbell rings. Dante yells, ‘Come in,’ and the door swings open. Johnnie enters wearing a t-shirt that reads Anorexia is Phat.


‘Jesus, it’s hot in here,’ he says and we slap high-five.


‘Hey,’ Dante says as Johnnie sits in an armchair. Johnnie looks at the television, sees the cowboy movie and yells, ‘Yeehar,’ as loud as he can. Johnnie is ‘twenty-five’ and the youngest next to me.


‘What’s been happening?’ I ask.


‘Nothing, man. Nothing at all.’


‘Excellent, dude.’


Dante says, ‘We’re going to Eternity tomorrow.’


Johnnie nods. ‘Cool.’


I ask, ‘Why is it that, when something is good, we say it’s awesome. Yet when something is bad, we say it’s awful. Is it better to only have some awe than to be full of awe? Is too much awe a bad thing? You’d think if something was awful –full of awe –it’d be better than awesome, which only has some awe.’


After a moment Dante says, ‘That’s an amazingly good question.’


‘I brought this girl home the other night,’ Johnnie says. ‘Everything was going fine until I took my pants off. Then she started freaking out.’


‘Do you blame her?’


‘Get this: she told me she’s medorthophobic.’


‘Tough break, dude.’


‘Tell me about it.’ He motions for the joint. ‘Whatever.’


‘Hey Johnnie,’ I say. ‘You haven’t gutted any dogs lately, have you? Ones in a boarding kennel, to be precise.’


He looks over at me, then at Dante, then back at me. ‘What?’ he asks. ‘Where did you hear that?’


‘It’s the word on the street. I’m just repeating what I heard.’


‘Who told you that? Was it Lou? It was, wasn’t it? That fucker.’


‘Why would I voluntarily talk to Lou? I don’t dig those vibes.’


‘What?’ Dante interrupts. ‘What does that mean?’


‘What does what mean?’ I ask, taking the joint from Johnnie. I inhale deeply and tilt my head back, using my tongue to shape the smoke into rings.


‘You don’t dig those vibes. What sort of stupid line is that?’


‘I don’t dig your vibes, dude. You know what it means.’


‘I do, but I want to hear you say it.’


‘You know what it means.’


‘Say it.’


I sigh. ‘Why must you be so boring?’


Johnnie says, ‘What time are we going to Eternity tomorrow?’


I look over at him and he’s holding his new phone in one hand, covering the mouthpiece with the other. I look at Dante, who takes a hit off the joint then looks at the television. I look at the television, then back at Johnnie. ‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘Whenever.’


‘It’s Grace,’ Johnnie explains. ‘She wants to know.’


‘I didn’t hear it ring,’ I say.


‘It’s on vibrate,’ Johnnie says, and smiles.


‘Give me the phone,’ I tell him and he hands it over. I stand up and walk into the kitchen, away from the noise of the television. The room is bare, polished chrome, modern, ultra-minimalist. Hanging along one wall is a row of gleaming, stainless steel meat hooks.


‘Hey,’ I say into the phone. ‘It’s me.’


‘How are you, you stud muffin?’ Grace says. ‘How did it go the other night?’


‘Not bad,’ I say. ‘How was our little footballer?’


‘I’ve had better,’ she says. ‘What are you naughty boys up to this evening?’


‘Just hanging out,’ I tell her. ‘Guy stuff.’


‘So you watch sports and talk about your dicks. Great. How was work last night?’ she asks.


‘Fine,’ I tell her. ‘Five hours.’


‘Mister Civic, the disgruntled Feng Shui consultant.’


‘The term is geomancer.’


‘Whatever. What time are we going tomorrow?’


‘Midnight?’


‘Fantastic –my favourite time. Tell one of the boys to pick me up.’


‘No sweat. See you then.’


‘Later.’ She hangs up.


I walk back into the other room, where Johnnie is rolling another joint. I tell them to pick Grace up at eleven-thirty and we’ll meet at the club at midnight. I hand Johnnie his phone and fall back into the couch, my head resting so I’m looking straight up at the ceiling, which is turning yellow with smoke stains.


‘Are you gonna call Lou?’ Dante asks Johnnie.


‘Do we have to?’ I ask. ‘Won’t that, like, automatically lower the fun factor by at least seventy per cent?’


‘Don’t leave him out,’ Dante says. ‘Play nice. Show some respect for your elders.’


‘Dante, the guy’s a dick, regardless of how old he is. Just because he was around before me doesn’t make him more respectable,’ I say.


‘You wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for him and me,’ Dante says.


‘Yeah, yeah. Look, call whoever you like. I’m blowing this place and heading on.’ I stand up and face the pair, waving smoke out of my face. ‘As always, your hospitality is much appreciated. I will see you gentlemen tomorrow evening.’


‘See you tomorrow,’ one of them yells.


‘Ciao, baby,’ I yell back, already closing the door behind me.





FOUR


I’m sitting in a booth at the rear of Eternity after waiting for over forty minutes to get inside. I laid out thirty dollars for entrance and received two drink tickets, both of which had already expired. I’m nursing a beer, taking cold drinks against the sweltering heat of the club, watching the crowd pulse in the shutter of the strobe lights. Grace sits to my right, one hand resting on my leg, the other holding a champagne, Cristal. Dante sits on my left looking out over the dance floor drinking straight Jack Daniel’s. We’re all wearing sunglasses. I’ve just done half a gram of cocaine in the bathroom and I’m wired, my head’s buzzing, and if I concentrate I can almost feel the blood rushing through my brain.


‘How’s business?’ Dante asks.


‘It’s hell,’ Grace replies. ‘Pure hell. But it keeps the money coming in.’


Grace works as an exorcist. Multi-denominational. ‘Luckily I specialise in property,’ she continues. ‘It’d be much more difficult if I regularly had to exorcise people. You know, the whole by-the-power-of-you-know-who thing. That takes a lot out of you.’


Dante says, ‘On the other hand, I’ve heard about human exorcisms that have taken days. You get one of those that runs over a weekend, or over a public holiday?’ He whistles. ‘That’s some serious overtime.’


My throat feels parched so I swig from the beer. The club is totally packed and the music is deafeningly loud, though due to the drugs I have no problem hearing what people are saying. The music is essentially the same as in every other club and the DJ stands at his platform looking sulkily over the crowd.


‘I had to do a brothel,’ Grace is saying. ‘Or, a former brothel. Now it’s just a house. The guy complained that his sheets kept getting pulled off his bed during the night. He’d feel hands crawling up his legs.’ She laughs and drinks her champagne. ‘I was like, are you sure you want this to stop?’


Dante laughs and says, ‘Your life could be a TV series.’ He sighs . ‘I had a client today who wouldn’t stop chasing mice. It was a compulsion.’ He shakes his head and takes a drink. ‘I have no idea.’


‘What was his name?’ Grace asks.


‘Oscar. I don’t know why, he didn’t look like an Oscar to me. He ran around the room our entire session,’ Dante says sadly. ‘I couldn’t even get him to sit on the couch.’


‘How old is he?’ Grace asks, sipping from her glass.


I stare straight ahead and listen to their voices appearing in each ear.


‘Only a few months,’ Dante says. ‘They found him going through their rubbish one night and thought they’d keep him.’ Dante drinks again and sighs. ‘Honestly, there’s absolutely no job satisfaction.’


I say, ‘You’re a pet psychiatrist. Satisfaction for you is when they don’t piss all over the rug.’


‘And you’re an interior decorator.’


‘Geomancer.’


‘Whatever. Don’t give me any shit.’


‘Where the fuck is Johnnie?’ I ask them both.


Feng Shui consultants. Exorcists. Pet psychiatrists. The best way to blend in is to stand out. No one notices what’s right in front of them.


I’m so busy looking for Johnnie that I don’t see him approaching the booth. I look around and notice him standing there, patting Dante on the shoulder with one hand, holding a beer in the other.


‘Dude,’ I yell, and Johnnie gives me a high-five.


He leans over and yells into my ear, ‘What’s black and blue and hates sex?’


I’m laughing already. ‘What?’


‘The Asian kid I’ve got tied up in the back of my car,’ he says, and we’re both laughing wildly. ‘How are you?’


‘I am fantastic.’ I look over his shoulder and see Lou standing there, checking out the room. ‘Ah fuck,’ I mutter. ‘You invited him? Now I’m, like, not so fantastic.’


‘What was I supposed to do?’ Johnnie shrugs. ‘He called me. You know.’


‘Whatever. Jesus,’ I say, sitting back, wanting some ice to crunch.


‘He’s cool, man. Don’t worry,’ Johnnie says, and I know that this comment combined with his over-the-top gum chewing means he’s high. He takes a big swallow from his beer and says, ‘Mellow out.’


Lou approaches the table. ‘Dante, Grace,’ he says, looking at each of them. He looks at me and says, ‘Honda.’


I wave without saying anything, staring at him from behind my sunglasses. Lou is ‘forty-two’ and a conceited prick. The only reason he hangs around with us is Dante. They go way back.
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