

  

    



    

      

    

  




   




   




  A sensuous, passionate story of first love, first baby, The Best Thing captures brilliantly the turmoil in Melanie’s life and the intensity of her pleasures and pains. Margo Lanagan uses words as though they were new minted—as though she were inside the skin of a teenager. But there is more to the novel than that. In a natural, unforced way it shows Mel’s growing understanding of love, individuality and responsibility.




  This is a thought-provoking, life-affirming book—and a great read.
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  HALF-DREAM ROOM





  The feeling is like being half awake and half


  dreaming … And your awake half knows what


  you’re dreaming about. A heavy blow takes you to


  the door of this room. It opens and you see neon,


  orange and green lights blinking. You see bats


  blowing trumpets, alligators play trombones, and


  snakes are screaming. Weird masks and actors’


  clothes hang on the wall.




  Muhammad Ali




   




   




   




  I find a condom in my locker, with a jelly baby poked right down to the tip. The baby’s had to be flattened to fit through the locker slots. I glimpse its squashed round face as I gather it up in a tissue, find myself tracing its life history, back into the box with its fellow babies, up into the machine that counts jelly babies into boxes, up along the conveyor belt through the drier, to the nozzles that squirt the exact amounts of jelly goop into the baby moulds. Gloved, hair-netted, white-coated workers in attendance: mould scrubbers, defect spotters, nozzle cleaners. These thoughts get me through the crush, out of the building, through the gate.




  Brenner comes up to me—no, he comes after me. Wants to know why we ‘broke up’. Why we can’t be friends.




  ‘Oh, you tell me,’ I say, not even stopping.




  ‘Why?’ he says, all innocent. ‘We didn’t have a fight or anything, did we?’




  ‘No, we didn’t. You just disappeared off the face of the earth at the first stupid rumour, that’s all.’ I stride on, trying to get ahead of him.




  ‘What rumour?’




  I snort.




  ‘Honest, I didn’t hear anything!’




  ‘Bullshit you didn’t.’




  He jogs up the path behind me. ‘Okay, so I did hear rumours. But there was nothing to ’em. I didn’t believe ’em or anything.’




  ‘You’re talking too much. Go away and leave me alone.’




  He walks along beside me to the crossing, expecting me to wait there. I go straight across the street, forcing cars to stop for me.




  ‘Hey, wait on!’




  ‘What’s the matter, Bren?’ I say over my shoulder. ‘Suddenly you’re all matey again. I don’t want you coming home with me, so you’d better tell me quick what’s on your mind.’




  ‘I dunno. I just saw Lisa today, and, gee, she’s being such a ratbag about you. Like, she was your best friend, wasn’t she?’




  ‘What, you feel sorry for me, do you? Well, wow, so I suppose I should feel flattered. What is it, three months now? A quarter of a year? I appreciate your concern, Bren, I really do.’ My throat is starting to close over, and I have to walk on.




  ‘Mel, don’t be like this.’ He’s following me again.




  Like this! I turn on him, way past anger. ‘Hey, Brenner, I think it’s really, really big of you to come round to my side of things after dropping me like a hot potato, for no reason, without even discussing it, three months ago.’




  ‘Come on, Mel, I didn’t know who to believe!’




  ‘How about me?’ Our faces are only centimetres apart before he backs up a bit. I go on yelling. ‘What was wrong with coming to me, for my side of the story? I was the girlfriend, I was the one you were supposed to be able to talk to about anything.’




  Brenner’s eyes are all over the place looking for a way out. He’s pathetic. ‘Well, I felt uncomfortable, you know? The things people were saying about you—’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘Well, Lisa said you were—’ He looks at me and his eyes have got a horrible expression in them. He’s really curious, greedy to know. ‘That you were pregnant, and everything.’




  ‘What do you mean, and everything? What else?’




  ‘She said you hadn’t told her who, but that she figured it couldn’t have been me, from what you said.’




  ‘“She said, she figured.” You two’ve been having a good old chat, haven’t you?’




  He’s not pretending to want to be friends any more. He’s just busting to know. ‘Well?’ he says. He’s practically twitching, practically on his tippy-toes.




  I almost start to enjoy myself. ‘Well what?’




  ‘How much of it’s true?’




  I look him up and down, very slowly. It’s not as if he even cares. Not about me, not about what happened. He’s just digging for gossip, hunting for stuff to shout at me tomorrow, when I walk past him and his mates at the school gate.




  I shake my head. ‘It’s too late for you to expect an answer to that.’




  ‘What?’ He puts his hands on his hips. Oh, he’s just so tired of dealing with idiots like me.




  ‘Three months ago you might have got a straight answer. But after all that carrying on during the exams last year, and pretending I didn’t exist over Christmas—no way. And all this shit you’ve been giving me since school got back—God, what Lisa’s doing is nothing!’ It’s not true, but it sounds good. ‘You can get stuffed. I don’t need you around. I don’t need shits like you.’




  He grabs my shoulder. I slap his hand away and back off.




  ‘It’s true, isn’t it?’ His face turns ugly. I start to put distance between us. He shouts across it, ‘You were up the duff to some bloke, like they all reckon!’




  They all. They all. Who? How many? I concentrate on keeping my head up, my steps steady.




  ‘You did have an abortion! You’re just a slut! You were sleeping with this guy all the time, weren’t you!’ I can’t see why he’s not following me, hitting me. I try to walk faster without seeming to. ‘It’s no wonder no-one talks to you. No-one likes a slut!’ He loves saying that word. He loves being angry, being so right, and swearing at me. Words of Power, that’s what Mum calls swear words. I call out over my shoulder, ‘Sticks and stones, Brenner.’ My voice is too high, but he’s not listening. A dog behind a tin fence starts yapping like a maniac.




  A stone whacks my schoolbag, another hits my leg. The Words of Power beat on my back. I feel as if there’s a whole posse of schoolmates and parents behind me; Brenner’s their mouthpiece, no more than that, just the noisiest, angriest one in the pack. ‘Fucking bitch! You’d sleep with anyone! Do you do it with animals too? With dogs?’




  So I think of Pug. Sometimes he wears a crazy-about-me expression that for a second makes me feel like a good person, a nice person. Then Brenner is just a mistake anyone might make, Lisa a nobody. Sometimes Pug says, in a really doleful voice, ‘You’re so smart, you know? You’re too smart for me, I reckon.’




  Brenner isn’t following any more. I refuse to look round, but he sounds distant, incoherent. Stones whizz in the air, but I’m getting out of range.




  He’s scared to ask for the truth, to ask properly, one person to another. They all are. You give them the truth and they don’t know what to do with it except use it against you.




  Cars stop for me at the Salisbury Road crossing, and I almost cry with gratitude. It feels as if the drivers are being incredibly kind to me, as if they know my leg and head are stinging from the stones and my knees are wobbling, and they’re stopping to help me escape, and maybe block the way if Brenner comes after me again.




  I make it home without having a major heart attack. Mum’s in the garden on a flex day, gouging weeds out of our tiny front lawn.




  ‘Hi,’ I say.




  ‘Oh, hullo,’ she says, smiling up at me. ‘Just taking out my executive stress on a few dandelions.’ This is a joke—she’s got one of those public-service jobs where her title is longer than her working day. ‘You look hot.’




  ‘Yes.’ All my injuries are out of her sight. Blood weaves through the hair on the back of my head. ‘I’ll change and get us a drink, hey?’




  Up in the bathroom’s coolness, I shower and rinse my hair, press my finger to the cut to stop the bleeding, put on clean clothes. I can almost forget it’s Tuesday, almost not care about tomorrow. Bugger Brenner, I can think. And bugger Lisa and Donna and all the gossips at that bloody school. I am not going to let them make my hands shake. I’m not going to let them make me sick with dread when I open my eyes to face another school day. They can forget it.




  I can think these things, up here. Now.




  I thought Brenner, for sure, was the sort of guy I was supposed to aim for. Good looking in a really wholesome, blond way. Sporty, cool. Muscle-headed. Insensitive. Shit-for-brains. If I put him next to Pug I can hardly believe they’re the same species. The difference is so huge, just between the ways I feel about them. With Pug, I feel for him, whereas with Brenner I thought about him. I observed myself with him. I was always the watcher. I never really cared much. I was too busy being pleased I had someone. Any guy would have done, but having someone so good looking, someone everyone approved of, was a bonus. If he’d died (falling during a rock-climb, maybe, or being run over during a bike race) I could have got off on playing the tragedy queen for a while, but I don’t think my life would have fallen apart.




  Don’t I sound cold? It was different when I was with him. It was a big ego-boost, and I was in love because every other girl I knew was in love with someone. So I floated around, too, I smiled at everyone, I kept a diary full of movie ticket stubs, of pressed flowers, of bits of poems Brenner would have curled up and died to read, some I wrote myself and some I pinched from books. (I burned it over Christmas, ceremonially, in the backyard, when Mum and Dad were out.) I drew our initials twined together in secret squiggly parts of drawings I did in Art at school, and pointed them out to Lisa. I remember she squealed in rapture and immediately started working on a monogram for her and James, which was out of date by the time those pieces got marked; she was with Terry by then. Oh God, I did all sorts of stuff because it was the thing to do. I thought I meant some of it, but most of it was a big act, a waste of time.




  And then life gets serious, and you look back and realise what a kid you were, playing at being grown up.




  pug /p[image: image]g/n.5 slang. M19 [Abbrev.] = PUGILIST




  But for pug n.2, other meanings:




  A term of endearment: dear one.




  A courtesan, a prostitute; a mistress.




  A monkey, an ape. Also (rare), a child.




  A small demon or imp; a sprite.




  (pug-dog) A dwarf breed of dog resembling a bulldog, with a broad flat nose and a deeply wrinkled face.




  A short or stumpy person or thing; esp. a dwarf.




  (pug-engine) A small locomotive used chiefly for shunting purposes.




  For pug υ.1 t.:




  Dirty by excessive handling.[!]




  For pug υ.2t.:




  Thrust, poke or pack into a space … Prepare (clay for brickmaking or pottery, by kneading and working into a soft and plastic condition).




  Thursday night at the supermarket. Cruel place: fluorescent lights (too many), metal shelving, shiny trolleys snarling and queuing, frazzled families, and over all the racket ‘Franklins’ Radio’ smarming on, alerting you to bargains in the meat department, the dairy, wherever, calling you ‘shoppers’ as if you had no other function in life. Too much stock, too many colours and shiny packets; it wears out your eyes.




  I report back to Mum with the butter and yoghurt. ‘How come Dad doesn’t come with us any more? We used to get this done in half the time.’




  ‘Would you come, if you could avoid it?’ Mum watches somebody’s three-year-old tear open a packet of Smarties and send half of them skittering across the floor.




  ‘We used to have fun, I thought.’ She gives me an ironic look. ‘I mean, I don’t mean we don’t have fun now.’




  ‘Of course not.’ Mum sighs and runs her thumb down her list.




  ‘I do-on’t! Just—it used to be a quick shop and then a big long treat, like going out to dinner. Now it’s spending forever in here and then grabbing an ice-cream on the way out. Bor-ring.’




  ‘We can eat here if you like, downstairs. We’ll get the frozen stuff on the way out—no, forget I said that. I couldn’t stand another dose of supermarket queues. We can do something, though. Oh, look! There’s your mate Lisa.’




  ‘Quick! What d’you want me to get? I don’t want her to see me!’




  ‘Why ever not?’




  ‘We’re having a fight! What do you want, quick!’




  ‘Orange juice. And apple. Morningtown!’ She calls out after me. ‘Not that reconstituted stuff!’




  The shopping turns into a nightmare of dodging around shelves and trying to keep track of where Lisa is. But at the checkout, as if fate drove us together, her dad calls out, ‘Well, if it ain’t the Dows! Having a night out on the town, are we, ladies?’ He manoeuvres his trolley in behind ours.




  Mum jokes back, and I smile weakly. My eyes drag themselves to Lisa. Even in this spotlight-every-zit lighting she looks flawless. She’s all Sixtied up, in a white mini-dress with a chain belt, white sandals with daisies on them, clanking bangles. Her lips shimmer pale in her golden face and her eyes are made up to look huge and luminous. When she sees me, though, she forgets the waif look she’s trying for. She goggles at me, her pink-iced lips pressed together; then she lets her gaze wander away over the checkouts, a superior smile on her face.




  Pug’s room is always a pigsty. Dead socks, dead magazines, the bed always unmade. There’s a smell. I guess part of it must be dead-sock smell. Another part is the frangipani tree at the window, its flower-stars’ sweetness complicating the light. Also dust, and the sheets, of course. Sheets, even fresh from the laundrette, can only take so much wear and tear, so much steaming and soaking and drying and being lain on. They start to live, to have their own breath. I couldn’t name for you what his scent is like; it’s not like any of its parts. I step in here and breathe it, and it’s relief, it’s excitement. It’s Pug’s own territory. Nobody comes here but us.




  We are ages in that queue—so long I think I’m going to faint with the tension and the processed air. Finally we get out, Mum waving Mr Wilkinson a cheery goodbye. ‘Boy, you really are having a fight, aren’t you?’ she murmurs as I hurry her down the ramp. ‘What’s it all about?’




  ‘Her being a shitbag.’ I feel sick. I feel as if I’ll never be free of Lisa, never get out from under her mushroom-cloud of influence.




  ‘Ah.’ Mum nods wisely. ‘So is our junk-food tea still on, or do you want to get as far away from Lisa as possible?’




  ‘Let’s go home,’ I say. ‘Maybe Dad’ll take us out for tea anyway.’




  ‘He’ll be too tired.’ She imitates the way Dad slumps when he says that. ‘He’s always too tired these days to do anything with his family. Old age is creeping up on him, poor bloke.’




  ‘He’s working pretty hard, though.’




  ‘Yeah. For some reason.’




  I grin at her. ‘Like, maybe he wants to earn squillions?’




  ‘Well, I’m still waiting for all this extra effort to show up on the bank statements; that’s all I can say.’




  In the rooftop carpark a pearly-pink sunset (about the same shade as Lisa’s lipstick) lights up the rows of car roofs. Shunting cars fart into the sea-touched breeze. I breathe the whole cocktail gratefully; there is life after Franklins.




  Ricky Lewis, old friend of Mum’s and Dad’s, is there when we get home.




  ‘’Day, Rick,’ says Mum. ‘Why aren’t you out Thursday-night shopping?’ We struggle through the loungeroom with our grocery bags.




  ‘I’m having it delivered these days. It’s fabulous. I told you about this guy. I tick off what I want and he puts it on my doorstep next day.’




  ‘Oh, but you’re missing a marvellous cultural experience, isn’t she, Mel?’ Mum dumps her bags on the kitchen table. Dad’s in there getting glasses out of the cupboard. He looks as if he’s been caught in a blizzard: hair every which way, tie loose, collar unbuttoned. ‘You should come with us next week, like old times,’ Mum says to him.




  ‘Yeah, I should,’ he says, more enthusiastically than you’d expect. Mum and I make surprised faces at each other. ‘You do want a beer, don’t you, Ricky?’ he calls out. ‘You didn’t actually answer me before these people came barging in.’




  She comes to the kitchen door, leans there. ‘Don’t mind if I do.’ She’s wearing quite short shorts and a T-shirt that’s tight enough to show off her breasts. The nipples stand out under the cloth—it’s pretty hard not to notice them. How embarrassing. Why can’t she fold her arms, instead of tucking her hands in the back of her waistband like that?




  ‘And for the workers?’ Dad’s at the fridge, getting out a beer-bottle. He sees me looking at him and smiles a funny smile, bright and self-conscious, with the eyebrows going.




  ‘No thanks,’ I say. ‘Nothing for me.’




  We never pull the bedclothes over ourselves. I often wonder what’d happen if Mum and Dad burst in on us. What I’d do—I wouldn’t scream or sit up or anything dumb—I’d lie there just as I was, my head on his shoulder, my arm around his chest. He’d tense up, but I’d say, ‘It’s okay,’ and we’d both just go on staring at the ceiling, breathing slowly, while Dad shouted and Mum went white in the doorway.




  His hands are big, strong, really male. (I put my hand against Pug’s and it’s a slip of a hand, meant for different operations from his. And I’m a slip of a girl, up against him.) His arm is heavy on my chest and stomach, and the fingers rest as a cage around my breast.




  Sometimes we lie like that for hours. And then one of us wakes up and starts exploring, and then the other, and then before you know it … well, words are hopeless to describe it when it’s good, and it’s always good. I keep on expecting annoyance, that besieged feeling I got with Brenner, but it hasn’t happened yet.




  

    Scene: Kitchen, last October. MUM is putting away shopping. ME enters.




    ME: Mum, I’ve missed two periods.




    (MUM freezes. Long silence.)




    MUM (turning to face ME): Does this mean what I think it means?




    ME: I think so.




    (Long silence.)




    MUM: Brenner?




    (ME nods.)




    MUM (chirpy, bitter): Well, at least you know that. (Long silence.) Have you decided what you’ll do?




    ME (gigantically grateful that she’s not screarning/ crying/fainting): No.




    MUM (tentatively): Keep? (After a pause, with a catch in her voice) Get rid of?




    ME (ironically): Like, kill?




    MUM (shrugging): It’s an option. These days, in this country. An option and an age-old practice, there’s no getting away from it. I mustn’t talk. (Shakes herself) I mustn’t be seen to …




    ME (bitterly): … to care one way or the other.




    MUM: Oh, sweetheart, care! (Crosses room, puts arms around ME. ME starts crying. Softly): Oh, God. My baby girl. For crying out loud! Darling, darling … (Sits ME down, pulls chair to face me.) I know you must be in a mess, hovering, but I can’t make a decision for you. I mustn’t pressure you one way or another. Which way are you leaning, Mel? Towards Keep or Get Rid Of?




    ME (through sobs): Get—Get Rid Of. It’s too big. And scary.




    MUM: All right, then. Let me think. Let me think.


  




  Pug tells me I’m beautiful. ‘Beaudifuw’ is how he says it. ‘Your face—I dunno, you look like … like a princess or sumpthink.’ A princess or sumpthink. I love him. I love it how he looks at me as if I am a princess (or sumpthink), way up out of reach, and he’s a foot soldier or a stablehand or some lowly crumb on the footpath, just adoring me. Does Dad ever look at Mum like that, completely adoring, completely lost in her? Did he ever? Maybe once he did. Things must have been better once, before they got bogged down in the suburbs, trekking back and forth to offices, wiping crumbs off kitchen benches, mending broken bloody light fittings, for God’s sake! The idea of them spending time together for the sheer pleasure of being together … sorry, guys, me no compute. Maybe they don’t compute either, any more. Funny how little a person can know about her parents, even after sixteen years and seven months in the same house.




  Pug looks tall to me, me being short. He looks solid, me being skinny. He looks dark-skinned because I am pale.




  He’s stronger than Brenner would ever’ve dreamed of trying to be, from all the training. The sit-ups make his belly hard, hard as bone, the muscles banded like extra ribs. I’ve nearly passed out being hugged by this guy; the blood stops in my head, blackness fogs my eyes, twinkles away when he lets go. And then he’s looking down on me, through squiggling stars. The cleanest eyes, green-grey, with white whites. In a movie once, a boy took a pickaxe to the eyes of a stableful of horses. Looking in Pug’s eyes, I feel like saying, Watch out for that boy, watch out for that pickaxe. They’re so fitted and framed, so shiny in the gloom, it’s as if he’s presenting them for injury. His mouth is the same in its softness, its definite line asking to be blurred or broken. The skin on him! I can feel it on my lips now, under my fingers. It just seems to flow with energy. And he’s always so warm; it’s almost like a breeze of warm atoms coming off him—I can feel it on my face when he’s close.




  It’s a relief sometimes to get out and see old or ugly faces in King Street, faces on which the blows have already fallen, that wrinkle and sag and look tired. There isn’t that tension in my chest, then, of waiting, of having to keep watch.




  Of course, it works the other way, coming from that plain old ugly injured world to this: smooth-carved skin, animal-warm, asking to be touched. It’s easier for my eyes and hands, harder for my heart.




  The gym is perhaps three times the size of Pug’s bedroom. Sometimes there are twenty people in there: six or seven working out, the two trainers, and others resting, along the walls or the bench by the ring. There’s a window, very small, very high up, almost apologising for having to let in some light. Nobody says much, only Jimmy the trainer, moving around the ring with punching pads on his hands, chanting sequences of blows to the boy he’s working.




  You feel as if your brain’s being pummelled, the punishment those pads, the bag, the punchball, the air are taking. It’s crowded just with real people, and then there are all the imaginary opponents, dodging, throwing curly ones, copping body blows. Sometimes it gets so busy I forget it’s Pug I’m here with. And then he’s there beside me on the bench, breathing hard, elbows on knees, T-shirt wet-rippled like beach sand up his back. His guard is up—a carefully immobile face, looking past me if he talks to me, not smiling. I might get a flicker of him now and then, but mostly I have to wait until later, when we go back to his place.




  Everyone wears the same slack, preoccupied expression. Everyone bar Jimmy and his assistant is running sweat. It has no smell, as if these bodies are rinsed of all toxins and stream pure water. Morning and evening the floorboards are soaked with it, like a ritual; it’s steamed and flung into the air; one boy always spits in the ring, and rubs it into the general sog with the toe of his training shoe; once I was watching Pug spar with Justin Silva and a drop hit me right in the eye. Bodies are like big wet fruit; they thwack and smack and squelch when they collide, and the juice flies out of them.




  I tell him about my bad day yesterday. ‘This guy I used to go out with was hassling me,’ is how I put it.




  ‘He wants you back, does he?’ says my Pug, very serious.




  ‘He hates my guts. He chucked stones at me.’ I show him the mark on my leg, the scab in my hair. I start to feel bad about this, like a sook, trying to get sympathy.




  Well, I get it. He goes very quiet, won’t look at me. Then he does look, and his heart’s going so hard that his head is shaking, and his hands shake too, and I feel like a complete arsehole for having said anything.




  ‘I could kill that bloke,’ he says. ‘And if you told me to, I reckon I’d do it.’ The way he says ‘you’, grabbing my arms, peering in through one of my eyes, then the other—my guts feel like concrete with the guilt. I did ask for all that shit from Brenner, after all.




  I close my eyes and kiss him. He kisses me back very fiercely, and [image: image]. It’s excellent. The anger and the … well, I guess the guilt helps. I really get lost there for a little while, really forget about my life and the mess it’s turning into.




  After, he wants to talk more about Brenner, but I won’t. I joke him out of it. I don’t want to go into all that stuff with Pug. This is completely different, what I’ve got with him, completely separate. I wanted it to stay like that—what a dickhead for even mentioning it!




  But I had the bad taste of it in my mouth, and he’s the only one. Now my mouth is full of the taste of his, and my nose full of the salty-olive smell of him, and my … yes, I am full of the feeling of him, which isn’t just, like, a plug and a socket fitting together, but ripples all round my body, and my … whatever it is, whatever else there is.




  The question of meeting the family. ‘Oh, man, does this mean we’re engaged?’ I joke.




  ‘I just wanna show you off,’ says Pug, grinning. ‘And I think you and my mum’d get on okay.’




  ‘Oh God, but what about the other three?’




  ‘Yeah, they’d be cool.’




  ‘Going on previous experience …?’




  ‘There isn’t any previous experience.’ My words sound very much mine coming out of his mouth. ‘That’s why they’d be cool.’




  ‘Amazed, eh? Do they think you’re gay or something?’




  He emerges from the shadow at the bedhead. His eyes hold the window-light in their greenness, in their curved lenses. ‘You’re trying to wriggle out of this, aren’t you?’




  I cave in, nodding. He looks at me harder until I turn away.




  ‘Are you really scared?’




  ‘Yeah. I am.’ I shrug off the urge to cry.




  ‘Why, but?’ He’s right up close and unavoidable. ‘They’re just people.’




  ‘They’re your people. And anyway … I’m not all that good with people.’




  ‘Me-el!’ He flops back on the bed, then straight away sits up at me again. ‘What are you, some kind of bloody extra-terrestrial or something?’




  ‘Gee, that’s a big word,’ I snap, so quick and sour we gape at each other. Then Pug cracks up, and I have to too.




  When we emerge from it, he grips my shoulders. ‘You are so stupid (’sjupid’ is how he says it). How could anyone not like you?’




  ‘Oh, look, it beats me.’ I smile straight into his face.




  He’s lying behind me. He speaks into my neck. ‘Jimmy said again I could go professional.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Yeah. Anytime I want, he reckons.’




  ‘And do you want?’




  He laughs unhappily. ‘Can’t think of anything else to do with myself. You know, I could say I’ve got a job, then.’




  ‘You’d lose the dole?’




  ‘I’d make okay money. I mean, I do all right on the dole, but it’d be good not to be on it, for a change. They’d stop hassling me about bloody training schemes and resume writing and shit. Office procedures, they want me to get skilled in next. Christ.’




  ‘So you’ll probably do it.’




  ‘Probably, yeah.’ He lies thinking. ‘Yeah, you’re right—I have decided, really.’




  ‘Oh, well.’ As if I’m saying goodbye. As if he’s walking away down some tunnel I’m not allowed to enter. ‘Try not to get knocked out too often, hey? I’ve heard it’s really bad for your brain.’




  He clears the hair from my neck, kisses me there. ‘Does fuck-all for the ego, too. So I’ve heard. I’ve been lucky so far, anyway.’
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