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        A note from the publisher




        Dear Reader,




        If you enjoy riveting stories with engaging characters and strong writing, as I do, you’ll love Killing Richard Dawson. A dark yet redeeming, funny thriller

        about love and death. It’s Robin Baker’s debut novel. It had me hooked from the very first chapter, and I couldn’t put it down. It’s a real Story for Story

        LoversTM.




        If you haven’t picked up a Pantera Press book before, you should know that simply by enjoying our books, you’ll also be contributing to our unique

        approach: good books doing good thingsTM.




        We’re passionate about discovering the next generation of well-loved Australian authors, and nurturing their writing careers. We’ve also given our business a

        strong ‘profits for philanthropy’ foundation, focussed on literacy, quality writing, the joys of reading and fostering debate.




        Let me mention one program we’re thrilled to support: Let’s Read. It’s already helping 100,000 pre-schoolers across Australia with the building

        blocks of learning how to read and write. We’re excited that Let’s Read now also operates in remote 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 buying this book will help us support these kids. Thank you.




        Want to do more? If you visit www.PanteraPress.com/Donate you can personally donate to help The Smith Family

        expand Let’s Read, find out more about this great program, and also more on the other programs Pantera Press supports.




        Please enjoy Killing Richard Dawson. And 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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  For Lilian Little




  





  “One faces the future with one’s past.”


  Pearl S. Buck




  “Friendship often ends in love; but love in friendship – never.”


  Charles Caleb Colton




  “I am scared that nothing is real.”


  Jostein Gaarder




  





  ONE





  Let me tell you something.




  Don’t get excited, it’s nothing earth shattering. It just came to me and I thought I’d like to share it before I go.




  I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately and I’ve come to this conclusion: the guy who said, ‘It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all’,

  well, he really didn’t have the slightest idea what the fuck he was talking about.




  I know that sounds jaded and cynical, but it’s true. How can it be better to have experienced the most wondrous joy you can imagine then have it torn away from you? How is it better to

  constantly feel hollow and empty, regularly finding yourself alone and sobbing, curled in a ball on the floor? Wouldn’t it just be better to never experience love in the first place? That

  way, when you find yourself alone, you never knew what you missed out on so it doesn’t seem quite as bad.




  Because, believe me, you’ll find yourself alone.




  Is it really worth it? All the shit we go through, all the heartache and the suffering?




  I’m sitting here wondering what happened. I’m trying to piece the whole thing together. I’m trying to figure where it all went wrong. Everything is just sailing along, then the

  slightest ripple and the whole thing capsizes. The smallest action and the world changes.




  George is lying on the floor in front of me, doubled over with his hands clamped over his stomach. He is very pale and his lips are a strange bluish-purple colour that really doesn’t suit

  him. I can see he is moving so he’s not all the way dead yet. I should be happy that my best friend is still alive but really I can’t feel anything. I am completely numb, in every way a

  person can be. I simply can’t feel a thing. I just sit on this expensive grey blood-soaked couch and watch my best friend die.




  George twitches again and his hands on his belly slip and blood squirts out and mixes with the already considerable pool spreading around him. He tries to close the hole in his belly with his

  fingers, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger, but it doesn’t stop the blood pumping out.




  He tries to roll onto his back and he almost makes it, but then utters a sharp barking cry and he falls back onto his side. I listen to him cry and can barely feel the tears rolling down my own

  face.




  Funny how these little things bring up a whole storm of emotions. You can be dead to the world yet still cry over a cat lying on the side of the road. Funny how the mind works.




  But I am glad George isn’t dead. We’ve been through a lot together.




  He tries again to roll onto his back and this time he is more successful. With one big push he makes it and crashes onto his back, panting. More blood erupts from his belly and he clasps his

  hands, red and wet and shiny and dripping, tighter over the hole between his sternum and his bellybutton. The blood is still pumping out of him with every beat of his heart. His shirt is soaked

  through and clings to his chest, which moves up and down as he breathes heavily through his mouth, up and down, and I can barely hear him over my own harsh gasps.




  He swallows and a trickle of blood runs down his cheek. My own mouth is dry and when I run my tongue across my palate it’s like licking sandpaper.




  ‘What the fuck happened?’ he asks me.




  I’ve been wondering the same thing.




  George groans again. His eyes are closed tight, his jaw is clenched and I can see the sweat running down his forehead. Judging by the pool of blood I’d say he didn’t have much longer

  to live, which is not always a bad thing – being shot in the stomach isn’t the nicest way to go.




  Richard Dawson is dead. I know that now. I guess I’ve known it for a while but I’ve only just come to accept it. I had been hoping it wasn’t so but now I see it’s the

  truth and there’s nothing I can do about it.




  I guess it could have been worse. At least I wasn’t there when it happened.




  Actually, I haven’t been there in quite a while.




  All the memories of the people we’ve loved, the places we’ve been, the things that once meant something. We move along through this life and they fade away like stars in the

  dawn.




  George’s breath is coming in short little pants. He swallows again and I hear his throat click. I watch blood running down his cheek. This must mean that something inside him has ruptured

  and the blood is working its way up his throat and out his mouth.




  ‘They’re not coming back, are they?’ he asks me.




  I shake my head. ‘I don’t think so. Would you?’




  George tries to laugh but coughs instead. The coughing tears through his chest and is replaced by sobs.




  ‘Your guts aren’t going to, like, fall out or anything, are they?’ I ask.




  George snorts and says, ‘Dude.’




  I tell him I’m sorry. For everything. I know that’s not the best thing to say to someone who’s just been shot in the stomach but it’s all I can think of.




  He speaks in a rush, holding his breath against the pain. ‘Have you called an ambulance?’ he asks.




  I shake my head, no.




  ‘Are you going to?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Because I think it’s better this way.’




  George licks his lips and leaves a red smear around the edge of his mouth. His face is a mix of colours: white skin, purple lips, red blood. His breathing slows and he seems to relax.




  ‘Are you sure that’s what you want?’ he asks me.




  ‘I think so, yes.’




  He says, ‘I can’t remember much of what happened – it’s all, like, a blur.’




  I nod. ‘Maybe you’ve lost too much blood and can’t think properly.’ I don’t know how scientific this explanation is; I don’t know the first thing about blood

  and brains and thinking.




  He laughs again, just a single breath this time. It clearly hurts him to do this and his face bunches up and he inhales through clenched teeth. ‘That might be it,’ he says, but I

  don’t know if he’s joking or serious. After a moment, he asks, ‘Can you help me?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Help me remember. Fill in the blanks.’




  ‘I’ll try.’




  ‘Tell me everything that happened.’




  ‘Okay.’




  I know this is going to hurt, going over the whole thing again. But hopefully it will convince George that dying really is the best solution.




  I’m going to start at the start. Begin at the beginning.




  I look down at George, his life running out of him through the hole in his stomach, and I try to think back to how it all started.




  I think back to how it all went wrong.




  It starts slowly but things speed up, so bear with me.




  Ready.




  Starting at the start.




  Set.




  Beginning at the beginning.




  Go.
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  TWO





  My mother gave birth to me, back when I was a baby. I have grown a bit since then, which I guess is lucky for her. It was a good thing she spat me out when I was still small

  and not the size I am today.




  It’s not that I’m fat or anything; in fact I think I’m in quite good shape. But I’m a lot taller now than I was nineteen years ago.




  I’ll skip over a lot of this. Baby stories are one of those things you only pretend you’re interested in. You sit through them if you have to and laugh at the appropriate cute

  moments, but really, you’re wishing it were over. So I’ll cut it short.




  After I was born, I started to grow up.




  I was an only child and what they say about only children is not true. I was never spoiled or given too much attention. When I went to playgroup I always waited my turn in line, just like

  everyone else. I never pushed or shoved, apart from once, when I got into a fight with Tommy McMurray. He started it, though. It was my turn on the swings and he pushed in front of me.




  My mother used to ask me, why didn’t I play with the other children? Why did I always play games alone? I told her I liked it better that way, and that the other children were annoying.

  Although really, it was the other children who wouldn’t play games with me. They would leave me out and pick on me and tease me and do all those other things kids do. I used to wonder why no

  one liked me, whether it was because I was too tall or too short or too fat or too thin or too stupid or what. Or maybe they were just scared of me, after what happened with Tommy McMurray. Maybe,

  every time they looked at me, they thought back to what happened to Tommy’s face.




  So instead of joining in with the other children, I would play alone. I would build cities out of blocks then pretend I was driving a little toy car around in them, watching all the people busy

  with their lives. They would be playing sport, walking their dogs, holding hands and having fun. Then, an earthquake would strike and the cities would be reduced to rubble.




  I would sit by myself at the back of the classroom and draw pictures and think up stories about dogs and trees and other happy things. The people in the stories would go out and have picnics

  with their families and friends and they would laugh and sing, and I would sit and think about these perfect people and I would cry.




  I was sitting in the back of the room one afternoon while all the other kids had gone outside to play. I had written a story about a bird and how it could fly anywhere, do

  anything, be totally free.




  I hadn’t actually written this story, of course. At this time, I couldn’t read or write. So, instead, I had drawn a picture and had the story to go along with it all worked out in my

  head.




  I had gotten to the part where the bird had met another bird so the first bird wasn’t lonely anymore and I had started to cry without realising it. A boy came up to me and said, hello.




  I looked at him through my tears and said, hello.




  ‘Why are you crying?’ he said.




  I shook my head. I didn’t know.




  He looked at my picture and said, ‘They’re nice birds.’




  I said, ‘Thank you.’




  He asked me if I was crying about the birds.




  I didn’t know. ‘I guess so.’




  ‘Why? Because they have wings and you don’t?’




  I didn’t say anything, I just wiped my eyes with the back of my hand.




  ‘Or is it because the bird has a friend, and you don’t?’




  I looked up at him. ‘How did you know that?’




  He smiled at me. ‘Why else would you be sitting in the back of the classroom, alone and crying?’




  I looked down again at the page, trying not to meet his eyes. He was awful smart.




  He held his hand out. ‘Hi, I’m George.’




  I looked up again, expecting him to pull his hand away and laugh the moment I reached for it. But he looked at me levelly as I slowly extended my hand. He kept looking at me and didn’t

  pull away.




  We shook.




  I told him it was nice to meet him. I went to introduce myself but he said, ‘I know who you are.’




  I smiled at him. He already knew my name.




  He smiled back. ‘Yeah, I did. And you don’t need to cry anymore. I’ll be your friend.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘Really. Come on, let’s go outside,’ he said, and I followed him.




  This was how George and I became best friends.




  *   *   *




  After that we did everything together. We built cities from blocks or sand and I would drive my toy car down the streets and look at the people and their friends and I would

  look at George and I wouldn’t cry anymore. I would keep driving and waving at the people walking their dogs and I would be happy because I wasn’t doing it alone. At the end of the day,

  when it was time to go home, there would be no earthquake to level the cities and everyone would get to live happily ever after.




  George could always think of something to do. He would always have the best ideas for games when I couldn’t think of anything.




  After playgroup we would go into the trees at the edge of the park near my house and hunt for tigers. We carried guns made of twigs, or sometimes we hunted with only our bare hands. We would

  creep through the heart of the jungle and hunt the tigers, being careful to avoid booby traps set by tribes of head-hunting cannibals. When George thought we were getting close to our prey, we

  would crouch down and stay perfectly still, waiting for the tiger to show itself. Eventually it would give away its position and we would stand up and shoot it with our guns.




  Sometimes there were no tigers and it didn’t matter because we were too busy fighting a war. We would run through the forest, our faces streaked with mud, ducking as explosions and gunfire

  tore through the silence around us. We would take cover behind fallen logs and shoot hordes of soldiers as they tried to storm our position. Eventually the waves of enemy troops would cease and we

  would have won the war and saved the world.




  On other days, when there were no animals to be hunted and no armies to kill, we would embark on more peaceful pursuits. We would build boats out of leaves and sticks and sail them down the

  stream. We would lie on our backs and gaze up at the clouds, finding shapes and images in the sky. I was never bored when George was around. I never cried because I was lonely. This was one of the

  happiest times of my life.




  One day, we were lying on our backs on the warm grass, staring up at the blue, blue sky, watching the birds dancing on the wind, and George asked me if I still wanted to be up there with

  them.




  At first I didn’t know what he was talking about. Then I remembered the picture I had drawn when we first met.




  ‘Do you still want to fly?’ he asked.




  ‘I don’t know. It was just a picture.’




  ‘It must have meant something,’ he told me, ‘or you wouldn’t have drawn it.’




  ‘How do you know all this?’




  He shrugged. ‘I’m good at figuring stuff out.’




  I agreed. He was usually right about stuff, too.




  ‘So, it must mean something.’




  I asked him if he was going to teach me to fly.




  He smiled at me. ‘Like the birds? No.’ He watched the birds playing and said, ‘One day I’ll teach you to fly but not yet.’




  I waited for him to say something else but he was silent. I didn’t know if he was joking or serious or what, and I didn’t want to ask. I liked it when George talked this way. He made

  it seem like the world was a wondrous place, full of excitement and mystery. I thought, as long as George was by my side, nothing could go wrong.




  





  THREE





  Psychologists, psychiatrists, defence lawyers, they all say the past is important.




  The past follows us around. Our memories, those little scars we carry with us, they’re some of the parts that make up the whole. The wounds left behind from when we were happy.




  I’ve lived in the same place pretty much all my life, with just a few small changes. I lived with my parents and we got along pretty well; as well as can be expected, anyway. They

  didn’t yell at me very much but they yelled at each other plenty. They were always fighting and the only time it was peaceful was when one of them was out.




  When I was home alone with one of my parents we would have talks. They would tell me all about the world, and life, and what everything means and how I should act and what I should do and

  everything else they thought I needed to know. My mother would tell me one thing and my dad would tell me something else. I would never know whom to believe because their ideas were all so

  different, so eventually I stopped listening to them and started taking more notice of George. He seemed to have it all worked out.




  My parents would complain to me about each other. My dad would tell me how my mother was lazy and all she did was sit around the house while he went out and worked and earned money to put food

  on the table, clothes on our backs and a roof over our heads. My mother would then tell me how hard she worked all day keeping the house clean and then how Dad was out all day doing god knows what

  and he never appreciated her. They continued to fight and bitch and moan up until the day my dad died.




  My mother was never the same after that. At first she just complained to me about how he went out and left her right in the middle of everything and how she hoped he burned in hell but I thought

  she secretly missed him. Sometimes I would hear her crying late at night when I was in bed. If I got up to see what was wrong she would tell me she had something caught in her eye and not to worry

  about it and go back to sleep. So I did.




  She started leaving me with babysitters, then with no one. She would go out, leaving me at home with the television, then come home noisy and drunk with some man who was always gone before I

  woke up. On these mornings I would sometimes hear my mother crying but I never knew why.




  I only ever met one of these men. I was ten years old, nearly eleven, and my dad had been dead almost three years. My mother had been seeing this guy for about two weeks and she decided it was

  time to introduce me. She told me she had met him at a club one night and that he was very nice and I should be on my best behaviour. After school she dressed me up in a nice little suit and combed

  my hair and told me I had to act like a perfect little gentleman.




  So this guy came around for dinner and, sure enough, I was nice and polite and said hello and please and thank you and excuse me and all those other things you have to say when you’re

  being polite. When he arrived, we all stood at the front door while my mother introduced me.




  He smiled down at me and said, ‘Hi, it’s nice to meet you.’




  I tried to smile back up at him.




  George had said this man might end up being my new dad. I told George I didn’t want a new dad, I had liked the old one. George said the old dad was dead.




  He held his hand out and I slowly placed my hand in his. His fingers closed around my hand and he shook it delicately, as if he might break it.




  He said, ‘My name’s Donald.’




  The first thing I thought of was Donald Duck and I tried not to laugh. He must have seen this because he said, ‘Yeah, I know, it’s a pretty funny name.’




  My mother laughed nervously. ‘Oh no, he wasn’t laughing at you. Were you?’




  I shook my head.




  ‘It’s okay, really,’ Donald said. He looked down at me, smiling. ‘Sometimes, I even laugh at myself.’




  I smiled politely.




  She laughed again. ‘He’s very quiet,’ she explained. ‘Please, come in.’




  We all walked through to the main sitting room.




  ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ my mother instructed. ‘I’ll go get us a drink.’ She walked through to the kitchen, leaving me alone with Donald.




  There was a moment of silence.




  Then another one.




  And another.




  Finally, Donald asked, ‘So, do you like sports?’




  I shrugged.




  He smiled and nodded. ‘You know, when I was your age, I used to play all sorts of sports. If it involved a ball, I used to play it.’




  It was my turn to smile.




  There was more silence.




  Eventually my mother walked in carrying two drinks. She handed one to Donald, who smiled and nodded thanks. She sat down next to him. I noticed there was no drink for me.




  Donald said to Mum, ‘We were just discussing sports,’ then to me, ‘Weren’t we?’




  I shook my head, no.




  Donald laughed quietly and took a drink. He turned to my mother. ‘So, what’s for dinner?’




  We ate dinner and Donald told my mother all about his day and his job and his money and what was wrong with the world and his life. She had a couple more drinks and nodded as

  he spoke although her eyes glazed over and she stared at something over Donald’s shoulder. Occasionally she covered a yawn with the back of her hand. One time, Donald asked her if she was

  okay, if she was tired. She told him it had just been a busy day, smiled, and had another drink.




  I excused myself after I finished eating and went into my room to watch television. Before long I fell asleep but was woken by the sounds of muffled yelling. The little red numbers on my bedside

  clock said it was twenty past eleven. I couldn’t make out what the voices were saying but they sounded angry.




  Donald said, ‘Bitch.’




  Then my mother said something else.




  Donald said, ‘Dead’ or ‘Bed’, I couldn’t tell.




  Then my mother yelled at him to get out, to get the hell out, then there were a few more yells, the sound of the front door slamming, and then silence.




  I went back to sleep.




  That was the only time I ever met one of my mother’s boyfriends. After that incident she didn’t have many more. I don’t know if she ever saw Donald again. She didn’t go

  out as much as she used to and she seemed quieter and more reserved. She stopped talking to people. George kept telling me that something was wrong but I never listened to him, I just thought she

  was sick or something.




  We began to eat less and less and when we did eat it was either fast food or something barely recognisable she had cooked up herself. Towards the end she would hardly speak. She would rarely

  even acknowledge my presence. She was there physically but that’s all.




  One day I came home from school and I went into the kitchen to get a glass of milk. I pushed the door open and the first thing I noticed was the smell. It was a strange smell,

  almost spicy, and then I saw my mother was cleaning the oven. She was leaning on the open door with her head deep inside. I said hello but she didn’t answer. I really hadn’t expected a

  response; she didn’t talk to me at all at this point.




  I opened the fridge and took out the milk. There was a strange hissing noise coming from the oven and that smell seemed to be stronger.




  I asked her if she needed any help.




  There was no answer. She was probably angry with me for something.




  I took the milk and went into the other room.




  I thought maybe my mother wasn’t sad anymore and the cloud had finally lifted from over her head. I thought maybe that’s why she was working so hard to clean the oven and, even at

  dinnertime when she still hadn’t come out of the kitchen, I didn’t go in to disturb her in case I said something wrong and depressed her again. When she was still in the kitchen at

  bedtime, I was almost positive that, when I woke up, everything would be back the way it had been before she got sad.




  Instead, when I woke up, she was still in the kitchen. The house was now filled with the smell coming from the oven and it was starting to make me feel sick. It also made me feel very sleepy and

  it was harder for me to wake up that morning than it usually was. If I didn’t have my bedroom window open, I might not have woken up at all.




  Then I figured it out.




  The smell had put her to sleep.




  She needed me to wake her up.




  I walked through to the kitchen and, as I suspected, she was still sleeping with her head in the oven. I knelt down beside her and put my hand on her shoulder.




  I asked, ‘Mum?’




  There was no response.




  I shook her and spoke to her again, louder this time.




  Still nothing.




  This time I shook her almost as hard as I could. She slid out of the oven and rolled onto the floor, her head banging the cupboard door on the way down. She still didn’t move, not even

  when I yelled into her ear or poured water on her face.




  Eventually I came to the conclusion she might be dead.




  I had never seen a dead person before, I wasn’t home when my dad died, but at first I felt nothing at all. I decided I’d better call an ambulance.




  I remember I didn’t cry.




  I picked up the telephone and dialled the number.




  ‘Hello?’ a voice asked me. ‘What is the nature of your emergency?’




  I told him I thought my mother was dead.




  He asked me for my address and, after a moment, he told me an ambulance was on its way.




  I told him there was no need to rush. I didn’t think she’d be going anywhere.




  He asked me if I knew what happened.




  I told him how she had slept to death. How she had been cleaning inside the oven and the smell had put her to sleep and now she couldn’t wake up.




  He asked me how long she had been sleeping.




  I told him how I had come home from school and she was sleeping and how she had been sleeping all night and how she was still sleeping this morning.




  Soon after that the ambulance arrived and some police came, too. I remember men put my mother on a trolley and wrapped her in white plastic. The police asked me questions and they wanted me to

  talk to a psychologist but I told them I was fine.




  The men wheeled my mother out and that was the last time I ever saw her.




  





  FOUR





  I’m sitting here in the front room of my grandmother’s house talking to the social worker. Part of the deal of me living with Gran is that every two weeks I have to

  meet with the social worker and talk about life and whatever’s on my mind.




  Actually, the social worker was coming here anyway to check on my gran, but the government decided to use her for me as well, to save them sending two people.




  The sun is streaming through the front windows and gives the room a warm and inviting look. On the walls there are photos of me when I was a baby. There are pictures of my mother when she was a

  baby. There are also pictures of someone else when they were a baby, but I don’t know who.




  The social worker is sitting on the couch opposite from me with her leather satchel open on the floor beside her. She has a clipboard on her lap and is writing something down.




  She looks up at me and smiles, as if she’s being paid enough to actually care.




  ‘So, everything is going okay? There haven’t been any dramas or anything?’




  I shake my head. ‘Nope. Everything’s great.’




  ‘Nothing you need to tell me?’




  ‘Nope.’




  She writes something else down.




  We’ve been having these heart-to-heart talks for eight years now. That’s how long it’s been since Mum killed herself and that’s how long I’ve been living with Gran.

  Since Gran is old, she needs someone to look after her. Since I was young and homeless, the government thought it would be in our best interests if we lived together. That way, I get a house and

  she gets someone to look after her. We both get welfare and it all works out quite nicely. We even get our own social worker.




  She comes around for an hour every two weeks and talks about whatever. The first half is dedicated to Gran: how she’s feeling, her medication, all that other stuff to do with old people.

  The second half is mine. This is where I get to sit down and talk about anything I like.




  At first, when I was younger and we hardly knew each other, I never talked. It’s hard to pour your heart out to a complete stranger, especially one who is being paid to offer you advice

  and sympathy. So, our time together went by and I would sit and she would ask me questions and I would answer them half-heartedly. Then the hour would be up and she would leave.




  But as I got older I gradually started to open up. We’re friends now, or at least as much as you can be with someone in that position. And these days we don’t just talk about me. She

  tells me what’s going on in her life and it’s just like watching a fortnightly soap opera. I tell her what I’m feeling, she tells me what’s going on in her life and in the

  lives of her other assignments. She calls the people she looks after ‘assignments’, and I can see her telling one of these people all about me.




  So much for confidentiality.




  Part of the reason she was assigned to me is because she’s young. When we first met she was still in training and they had given my gran to her because she was old and would be good

  practice. Then I had come into the picture and she had taken me on too. They thought I was depressed and possibly suicidal, having lost my father when I was eight and seeing my mother commit

  suicide when I was eleven. Having someone not a lot older than me seemed like a good idea as she could be a friend as well as a social worker, someone I could relate to.




  ‘Did you do anything on the weekend?’ she asks.




  ‘Not really. It was a pretty quiet one.’




  ‘Me too. I had a date but it didn’t go so well.’




  ‘That sucks.’




  ‘Yeah. But you know what they say. Guys are like parking spots: all the good ones are taken and the rest are disabled.’




  I clear my throat, not so subtly.




  She laughs. ‘Oh, except you, of course.’




  ‘Thanks.’




  The social worker and I share a very open relationship. After she’d first started coming I used to try to make her life hell. I’d confide in her all my deep dark secrets that

  didn’t exist. I’d tell her about horrible thoughts I’d never had and terrible things I’d never done. I tried to scare her away but she just kept coming back and in a way

  I’m glad. She passed my tests and now she’s here to stay.




  She says, ‘I can’t find Mister Right. How can I find someone who doesn’t exist? I’ve tried all the usual stuff. Nightclubs. Singles’ bars. The internet. How else do

  people meet?’ She sighs. ‘How about you?’




  ‘I can’t find Mister Right, either.’




  She laughs. ‘You know what I mean.’




  I nod. ‘I go clubbing and places like that, but honestly, finding Miss Right isn’t that important,’ I lie. ‘For now, I’m quite happy being by myself.’




  She nods. ‘Maybe you and I should just hook up and save ourselves the trouble?’




  I don’t know if she’s joking so I smile and nod and say, ‘Yeah, it’d be a lot easier that way.’ This way the ball is back in her court.




  She does what I expect her to do: she avoids my remark. ‘But seriously,’ she asks, ‘don’t you ever get lonely?’




  I pause and pretend to consider this. ‘Not really,’ I lie again. ‘I’ll meet someone one day and until then I’m prepared to wait.’




  She smiles. ‘Easy as that, huh?’




  ‘Easy as that. After all, one day I’m going to become a famous celebrity and the girls will be crawling all over me.’




  She laughs and nods. ‘Yeah, whatever.’




  ‘Hey,’ I tell her, ‘you’re not supposed to say that. You can’t depress me or who knows what I’ll do.’




  She tells me she’s sorry, but in a light-hearted way. After a moment her smile fades and she asks me, ‘You wouldn’t, would you?’




  ‘Wouldn’t what?’




  ‘Do anything drastic,’ she says. ‘Like, kill yourself or anything.’




  This is another one of those questions you can’t honestly answer, especially to your social worker. If I say no, they might stop sending her. Or if I say no, then do actually kill myself,

  how will that make her feel? Or if I just come right out and say yes, I’m going to kill myself, she’s bound to get all worried and our relationship will go all the way back to square

  one.




  No, I’d prefer to just spring it on everyone one day.




  Surprise!




  So I tell her, ‘I wouldn’t dare. If I did, you’d kill me.’




  She smiles at this but doesn’t meet my gaze and her smile quickly fades. ‘You would tell me though, wouldn’t you? If you were considering doing anything like that?’ She

  doesn’t have much of a sense of humour about some things.




  ‘Sure,’ I tell her, ‘why not? We’re all friends here, and it’s your job to keep me alive and happy and a productive member of society.’




  You don’t need to die to destroy yourself.




  ‘Good,’ she says, ‘because a lot of people would miss you if you left.’




  ‘Really? Like who?’




  ‘Your gran would miss you,’ she tells me.




  ‘My gran doesn’t even know I’m here. She wouldn’t know if I went out and never came back.’




  ‘I know she’s a little…’




  ‘Senile?’




  ‘Well, yes, senile, but she’s not that bad.’




  ‘Yes, she is. Trust me.’




  ‘Okay, well, maybe that was a bad example. But how about me? Don’t forget me.’




  ‘Here you go again with your professional friendship and funded concern.’




  ‘No, really,’ she tells me, ‘I would miss you. I’d like to think that over the last eight years we’ve developed more than just a professional relationship.

  I’d like to think of us as friends.’




  ‘Yeah, okay, but that’s only two.’




  ‘What about a girl?’ she asks me. ‘You sure there’s no one special in that department?’




  ‘Oh, look at the time,’ I tell her. ‘Shouldn’t you be moving on?’




  She gives me a look and says, ‘Come on. You never tell me any of the juicy stuff.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I tell her, ‘maybe next time.’




  





  FIVE





  I’m leaning against the bar looking out over the crowded dance floor. The room is thick with cigarette smoke. Strobe lights and coloured beams dart around in random

  patterns, making it hard to see anything clearly; it’s like watching something through a shutter that’s opening and closing very quickly. The music is so loud I wonder how the

  bartenders know what people are ordering. You don’t hear the music so much as feel it; the constant boom of the bass deep inside your ribcage. The songs all sound the same and blend

  into each other, which I’m sure is a great compliment to the ‘musicians’. The bar itself is covered with a long mat, wet with beer, and when I move my feet my shoes stick to the

  floor.




  George is standing beside me, yelling into my ear, but I can’t hear him over the music.




  The room is so crowded I can’t move my arm without bumping someone. People are standing around looking at each other because it’s pointless trying to talk. A few of them are still

  trying and you can hear a mumble over the top of the thumping music. They soon give up and resume their silence.




  The guys all stand at the bar while the girls dance in small groups. There are a couple of guys trying to dance, unsuccessfully. They’re all wearing the same sort of clothes and the girls

  look like they have all been made on the same production line: blonde hair, blue eyes, slim figures – real-life Barbies. Of course there are exceptions, such as the brunettes and people like

  me.




  The truth is, I can’t fit into these stereotypes. I’d love to be one of those guys who looks good and always gets the girl, but I can’t, no matter how hard I try.




  And, believe me, I try.




  I spend hours in front of the mirror trying to make myself look perfect. I wear nice clothes, have a good haircut, I don’t smell. But I can’t ever pick up a girl.




  That’s why I come to clubs like this one. It’s not for the music or the atmosphere or the drugs or the alcohol. It’s for the girls. It’s for the blondes and the brunettes

  and the redheads and even those chicks with dyed fluorescent green or pink hair. It’s for the tall ones and the short ones and the slim ones and the ones with long hair and the ones with

  short hair. It’s for the ones with big tits and the ones with medium tits and for the pretty ones and the ones with nice smiles and ones that even glance at me.




  You wouldn’t say I was picky.




  We are attracted to people who we think would produce good offspring. Guys like girls with big breasts and childbearing hips. Girls like guys with broad shoulders and strong jawbones. It’s

  all about the physical characteristics we want to pass on to our young. So, really, personality doesn’t have all that much to do with it. That’s why the music in clubs is so loud.




  I hang around these clubs trying to pick up one of the girls. So far, I haven’t had any luck.




  And I don’t just mean tonight.




  I mean, ever.




  I come to these places all the time, looking my best, being my most charming, and not once have I managed to pick up a girl.




  George is yelling at me but I still can’t hear him.




  And I don’t just try this club, either. Other places I’ve tried include shopping centres, supermarkets, dentists, fast-food restaurants, malls, doctors’ surgeries, cinemas,

  parks, hospital waiting rooms, zoos, fairs, food courts, veterinarians, abortion clinics, concert venues, music stores, cemeteries, movie rental stores, funeral parlours, liquor stores, pharmacies,

  bus stops; anywhere where there’s people. Anyplace is a good place to try.




  And, believe me, I try.




  I look around the crowded room and I can’t really make anyone out. The flashing lights and smoke combine to obscure my vision, and all the bodies moving quickly make it almost impossible

  for me to see anything.




  ‘Fuck this,’ I say to George, ‘I’m going for a walk.’




  George yells something back at me.




  ‘What?’ I yell.




  He yells again.




  I tell him I can’t hear him.




  He can’t hear me either.




  I hold up my hand and point my index and middle finger at the ground and move them back and forth, to signify that I am going for a walk. I then point at myself, to confirm who I’m talking

  about, then I do the finger motion again.




  He nods and gives me the thumbs up.




  I turn and begin to fight my way through the crowd. Everyone keeps dancing, off in their own little worlds, as if I’m not there, trying to push past them. People are crashing into me,

  pushing me back and forth, some are almost tripping over me, but they still don’t look around, they just keep dancing.




  It’s almost like I’m invisible.




  The urge to reproduce comes from the hypothalamus, that tiny little pea inside your head that causes so much trouble. You see someone you like and it signals the pituitary gland, which then

  informs the sex organs by releasing the luteinising hormone. These produce oestrogen, progesterone and testosterone. Then, before you know it, you feel light-headed, your heart pounds. You’re

  in love.




  I keep walking through the crowd, pushing people away, using my elbows to fight my way through. I can see the door up ahead that leads to a corridor, which leads to the bathrooms. I don’t

  need to go but there’s always a queue, which is a good place to meet people.
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