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for Stanley,


for the penguins and the sea lions and the dolphins,


for my friends and family.
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Did you think I would leave you crying


When there’s room on my horse for two


Climb up here Jack and don’t be crying


I can go just as fast with two


When we grow up we’ll both be soldiers


And our horses will not be toys


And I wonder if we’ll remember


When we were two little boys


– as sung by Rolf Harris








I WASN’T DRUNK



NIGE


I wasn’t drunk. I hadn’t had anything to drink for over an hour. I was a bit stoned, I spose. But it was fuckin two o’clock in the morning, you know? Who’s awake at two o’clock and not out of it? No one, that’s who, so if anything I was less out of it than most people who were awake at the time. Still, Gav’s cone blew me away a bit more than expected, but I was sure I was okay to drive.


And it wasn’t a joyride either. I was just tryin to make it to the petrol station. From there – you know – the world’s my oyster, but the gauge was a good centimetre below E for Empty, which I took to be a bit of a bad sign.


Now, the petrol station is down South Dunedin way, and I figured the fastest way there is straight down Rattray, and just do one last bit backwards up the one-way. Given it was a Thursday I figured there wouldn’t be that many people about, so it felt like a pretty safe bet at the time.


The plan was to kill the engine and ride with my foot on the clutch all the way down Rattray, and then clutch-start the old girl once I hit the flat.


It wasn’t a joyride. It was just a case of me bein practical. Makin what little I had left last the distance.


It was no joyride.


Anyway, I guess where I kind of went wrong was in underestimating the steepness of Rattray and how much speed you can build up on the slope in a short distance. Ridin the clutch got me up to a good 90k, with no juice bein drained from the tank. Now that’s pretty quick, unless you’re on a motorway, where 90 is pretty slow. So I was coasting all the way down and I really thought my luck was with me – the lights at the bottom of Rattray were green, which meant I didn’t have to run a red, so all was well.


Well, I can tell you one thing. All would not be well in a few seconds, cos as I slipped around to the start of the one-way I saw this cat. I thought it was a black cat at the time but it turns out it was a ginge, but it looked black in the night, and maybe my brain thinkin it was a black cat is what kicked off my run of bad luck. Anyway, I swerved to miss the cat . . . and the next thing I knew it I was headed in the wrong direction, so I swung the steering wheel a hard right and pulled out the clutch to get her started but I had my foot on the accelerator pedal and . . . I kinda sped up even more and did a full sideways swerve one-eighty at the same time and . . .


I don’t know how to describe it really.


Have you ever driven over something big, you know, like a full rubbish bag? Or a giant judder bar or . . .


I can’t really think of something that it was like, but here I am sittin in the car, and I’m scared to get out and look. I’ve got this feeling some bad shit has just gone down my fan.


So I get out of the car and look at what I just run over . . .


It isn’t a rubbish bag or a giant judder bar . . .


It’s a backpacker.


‘Ooooooooooohhhhhhhhhh,’ I’m sayin to myself.


‘Oooooooohhhhhhhhhhh . . .’ I’m sayin. The backpacker’s still got his backpack on and everything. His face is on the ground and his backpack is in the air, but there’s no movement or anything. And I look around to see if anyone saw it, and the only witness is the ginger moggy.


‘Oooooohhhhhhh,’ I go, and the cat comes up to me and tries to rub its arse against my leg, and I yell, ‘Fuck off’ at it, cos I’m in a state of shock, eh.


‘Okay, Nige,’ I think to myself. ‘Okaaay . . .’ I’m not actually sayin the words out loud, I’m thinkin them, like ESP. I’m tryin to stay calm is what I’m doin, and I’m also picturing lots of bad things that might happen, you know, like that movie where the guy goes to prison and becomes an accountant? So I’m tryin to stay calm, and also I’m thinkin about the backpacker, and how he must be feeling too.


And that makes me think, what if it’s not a he?


What if it’s a girl?


And so I turn the body over and I’m bloody relieved when I see whiskers on his face. Don’t ask me why, but if I had to run over someone I’d rather it would be a guy than a woman, just like I’d rather kill an old person than a baby. So I’m relieved when it’s like a twenty-year-old man. It’s kinda ideal in some ways. But then I look at his eyes and I feel bad all over again.


Like, I start to feel real sick, like – I want to have a big retch right there, so I stick my fingers down my throat and nothing comes out, so I figure I should just, you know, stick to the job at hand, and maybe not think about myself, but more about the backpacker.


‘Mate,’ I say to him, ‘what’s your name?’


‘Yuckin,’ he says, or something like that.


‘Eh?’


‘Yuckin.’


‘Yuckin?’


‘No. Yaaagen.’


‘Yoooogen?’ I say, slowing down the vowels, but I’m not good on foreign pronounciation.


‘Yaaagen with J. Jaaagen. Ah . . .’


He reaches for his pocket but his arm’s pretty fucked. He pulls out a wallet and then he drops it and I pull out his driver’s licence and his name is Jeurgen, with a J, like he said, but you say the J like a Y, so instead of saying Jeurgen you say Yeurgen. He’s from Norway, like those vikings who wear the funny hats with the horns.


‘You’re gunna be okay, Jeurgen,’ I say to him.


Then he dies, the very next second.


How do I know?


A noise comes out of his throat and his pants and a big pool of muck comes out of his rear end, not just . . . like . . . number twos, but also some blood and . . . I mean, like . . . and it’s flooding, you know, like . . . a big flood – like they had in New Orleans after that earthquake.


‘Oh fuck . . . fuck,’ is all I can say.


It’s funny how when something really bad happens, the only word you can think of is fuck. It must be that all the adrenalin blocks all the other words from gettin to your brain.


I slap the backpacker in the face, but he is definitely dead. There is no way he is not dead.


Well, actually, maybe he’s not dead. Maybe I’m jumping the gun a bit.


No. He’s definitely dead.


I can kind of tell he’s dead not just by looking at him, but from this feeling I get. All I can say is I just know. It’s a bit of a . . . ohhh . . . you know where your body knows something and your mind has to catch up? I just know, in the same way I know the sky is blue and the sun is yellow. I just know Jeurgen is dead, and the fact that his guts are all over the road around him doubly shows to me what I already know in my heart of hearts, which is that Jeurgen is dead.


I don’t know what to do cos I’m in a fully blown state of shock.


So I run across to the other side of the road, to get a wider view and that. And from a wider view I see that no one is around. Not one person, anywhere. It’s one of the advantages of it all happening at two o’clock in the morning instead of six o’clock in the morning (which is just four hours later).


So I run back to the backpacker, and I take off his backpack. Don’t ask me why. I’m on a lot of adrenalin. And then all I can think is ‘Fuck, fuck’ and then ‘What will I do now?’


Now obviously the police station is an option, especially since it’s so handy location-wise – just around the corner, in fact. And I really do give it some thought . . . like . . . I run it all through my brain and I realise that to the police I might appear a bit guilty. And I get a flashback to when I once went to a court case for reckless driving when I took out a lamp-post back when I was a fifteen. And I was fully shitting myself then, so I . . .


I . . . I just don’t think I can deal with all of this now . . . I mean it goes without saying that this is worse. This is much worse. This is so worse it’s badder than bad, you know. This is pretty fucked. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a glass-full person or a glass-empty person – the situation at hand is pretty bad and the only one that’s goin to go down is yours truly, in other words me.


I could strangle that fuckin cat. You know how they say don’t cross the path of a black cat? Yeah, well add ginger to the mix, that’s what I say.


Anyway, I make a snap decision to explore other options than the police, and that’s when it hits me . . .


Or I should say flashes at me.


You see, the only sign of life is twenty metres down the road, a big amber flashing light at the bottom of Dowling Street. A big glowing amber flashing . . . flashing at me . . . with a whole lot of orange cones all around it . . . flashing away . . . calling out to me . . .


Like a sign.


Well, it is a sign, actually – a road works sign, but I can see now that it is another type of sign too. The sign is calling me, sayin, ‘Niiiige, Niiiige,’ you know, and I look down at Jeurgen and I say to him, ‘Sorry, mate, I gotta do this.’


And I drag him by the feet to the road works.


Bodies are heavy, you know? I’m struggling with the weight and his head is bobbing up and down on the tarseal, and I feel sorry for him so I change sides and try to drag him by the head, which means I have to do a full one-eighty to get back into the right direction. I get the best grip on his arms, but it’s a lot harder, and I realise it would be easier after all draggin him by the feet, so I go back to his feet and I pull with all my might and we (it feels like Jeurgen is with me in spirit, so that’s why I use the word we) make it to the hole, where I get one last chance to have a good think about how things stand . . .


You know how they say time slows down when you have an accident and that? Well, I can tell you from experience that time doesn’t slow down. It’s your thoughts that speed up. Like, if you normally think about one thing every ten minutes, well now I’m on about ten things every minute, and I’m not exaggerating!


I think about Mum and Dad up in Oamaru and I know I could never tell them cos they’d hit the fuckin roof, and I think about their neighbours, Mr and Mrs Staples. I don’t know why I think of them – just mind association, I guess. I think about Monica, and then I think of Gav and what his reaction might be, and I have to say with Gav it’s hard to tell cos he’s so easygoing.


And then I think of Deano. Ohhhhh shit. Deano, who’s been with me through thick and thin before I turned into that guy Judas from the Bible, except I didn’t kiss Deano – I just took off, and even though he bashed in my car with the toasted sandwich maker it doesn’t make up for how I hurt his feelings . . .


And then I think about the last time I was covered in blood – blood that’s not my own, that is.


And that sends my mind hurtling back to when me and Deano were kids, out at my folks’ crib down at the Catlins . . .








ME AND DEANO AND THE POSSUM



NIGE


Deano was ten and I was nine. We were already best mates by then, even though we’d only had less than a year of knowing each other.


Deano was like another member of the family. He stayed with us heaps. He told me he liked my folks’ cooking more than his folks’, and he started comin around every second day for tea. I never stayed at his place cos his Dad once threw him at a wall – he made a hole in the wall and everything – so Deano reckoned me and his Dad might not get on.


It all happened at my parents’ crib, down Kaka Point way, in the Catlins. The Catlins is like the drive you do from Dunedin to Invercargill if you go down the coast. It’s a beautiful part of the country. Our family used to go down to the crib every weekend, and Deano always came with us.


The whole possum thing was Deano’s idea all along. It was pretty late. I was sleeping in the top bunk and Deano woke me up, shining my dad’s Big Jim in my eyes. Deano loved that torch. When it shone in your eyes it was like lookin at the sun – except even brighter.


Deano said, ‘You ever killed an animal, Nige?’ and I said, ‘I’ve killed loads of slaters,’ and Deano was like, ‘Slaters aren’t animals. Get dressed.’


Next thing we’re huntin around for weapons and that. Dad’s shed was locked up and there was loadsa stuff we coulda used there, but we couldn’t get into the shed, so I grabbed my old cricket bat. And Deano took Mum’s Staysharp knife from the kitchen.


We snuck out into the woods behind the crib. It was real dark and freaky. We were, like, in our PJs but with jackets and shoes and socks on. My heart was beating real fast and loud – like, I could hear it in my ears. I had to yell to Deano to slow down cos he had the torch and I couldn’t see where I was goin.


After walkin through the woods for, like, ten minutes we heard this rustling, and Deano stopped dead still, and I copied him . . .


He shone the Big Jim up a tree and we saw, like, these eyes staring back at us.


Big fuckin glowing eyes . . .


‘Holy shit!’ I said and I started giggling, and I also started pissing in my pants.


‘Hit it with something!’ Deano said.


The possum’s eyes got stuck staring at the Big Jim light, so I hunted around the ground and found pine cones and a few acorns, too. I threw lots and lots of cones up in the air and they went everywhere. A lot of them hit Deano but it musta put out the torch for a second, and in that time I half saw the possum make a run further up the tree.


I shone the Big Jim up at the branches while Deano started shakin the tree, real hard, as hard as he could. He almost looked like he was humping that tree, shaking it back and forth with all of his manhood. He was never that big but he was pretty strong for his size, but even he couldn’t get the possum down.


So we went lookin for another one. I was like, ‘Deano, let’s go home,’ but he was like, ‘I’m not goin home empty-handed.’


Next thing I remember we were moving through some bush. I was shining the torch at my feet and we were both walkin real quiet to listen for a rustle.


And suddenly I heard Deano yell, ‘Fuck!’ and I nearly shat my pants, and Deano yelled, ‘Nige, come fuckin here!’ and I went over and Deano grabbed the torch off me and shone it down at a possum caught in a gin-trap.


Deano was real excited cos it was still alive. It was staring up at us, tryin to move but it was stuck. The jaws of the gin-trap were right in its hind leg, high up, and it was stuck bigtime and screamin blue murder.


Deano put the torch underneath his chin and did this real evil face at me, like you’d see in a horror movie. Then he got me to hold the torch while he picked up my cricket bat and pounded the crap out of the possum. Like, he really went for it, and I kinda don’t blame him cos after the first hit the possum went fuckin psycho – I’ve never heard anything so loud except maybe a fire engine if you had your ear real close to the siren or something. It was that loud.


Deano was yellin, ‘Keep the torch pointed at it, Nige!’ and when I pointed the torch back it was mostly dead, but its mouth was open and its teeth were sharp as.


Fuck, I was shaking. I couldn’t look at it but I knew it was still alive cos it was still screaming but then Deano whacked it in the face and then there was no more screaming.


‘Far out,’ I said. I wanted to say fuck, but I didn’t say fuck as much when I was a kid as what I do now.


Deano took the Staysharp knife out from the thing that makes it sharp and he handed it to me and said, ‘Stab it,’ so I took a big breath and I looked down at the possum, and it was still moving a tiny bit. I wanted to retch but I knew it was one of the things I had to do to be a man. So I stabbed the possum once in the guts. Then Deano took the knife off me and said, ‘I want a go,’ and he stabbed it twenty times. I know cos he counted every single one of them out loud. I thought Deano would stop at 10, you know, but he stabbed it again and said ‘11’, and then I joined in the counting and both of us were counting, ‘18 . . . 19 . . . 20,’ and I shone my torch down at my feet and blood was everywhere.


‘I think that’ll do,’ Deano said, and we both had a good look at its guts and stuff. ‘Hold still,’ Deano said, and he dipped his fingers in the blood and wiped them on my cheeks. I knew that I had to do the same for him. He didn’t even have to ask.


‘Shine the torch at me.’ Deano said, and I did. ‘What do I look like?’


‘Pretty scary.’


‘Really?’


‘Yeah. Shine it at me,. I wanna know what I look like.’


He shone the Big Jim at me and I got blinded by the light while Deano said, ‘You look cool, like a wild animal,’ and I went quiet cos I didn’t know what to say.


Then Deano put his hand over his mouth and made a high-pitched Red Indian sound, you know the one: Ooo/ooo/ooo/ooo/ooo/ooo/ooo, with your hand goin up and down over your mouth. He did it in a real high voice, and then he cut the possum’s head off.


‘Deano, I wanna go home.’


‘We could put the head on a stick and carry it home.’


‘I’m going home,’ I said, and I headed off, but Deano grabbed a stick and put the possum’s head on it and ran after me and caught up.


‘Wanna hold it?’ he said.


‘No,’ I said. He kept holding it, walkin behind me, and I ignored him and just shone the torch in front of me all the way back to the crib.








MAN FOR A CRISIS



DEANO


It’s about three in the morning when there’s this loud knock on the bedroom window. I know it’s Nige straight away. I get up and open the curtains and sure enough, a big crop of curly hair and there he is, just as I predicted, all jumpy, like he’s had a good think about his actions and he’s come back to grovel his way back into my good books.


I give him the finger. I mouth ‘Fuck off’ to him, but I suspect he doesn’t hear it so I say it out loud a second time: ‘Fuck off, Nige.’


He’s practically beggin on the other side of the window. ‘Deano, pleeeease.’


I put on a pair of tartan boxers and a T-shirt that says ‘Fuck off Tweety’ and a picture of Sylvester with a mouthful of fleshy yellow bird. I go to the front door and open it, but I stand right in the middle of the door-frame, wide stance, so he can’t come in cos I’m blockin him.


‘Haven’t you got a life?’ I say to him.


‘Deano, I’m in trouble –’


‘Did ya finally get her pregnant? It might not be yours, you know. Monica’s a slutbag. Could be anyone’s. Could even be mine.’


And he says, ‘It’s not that. I . . . ohh fuck, I need your help. I’ve fuckin –’


I shut the door on him and go to the kitchen. Nige comes to the kitchen window and knocks from the outside. He goes, ‘Deeeano, pleeease!’ I decide to really piss him off by making myself a cup of tea. He keeps pounding the window, lookin real desperate, like one of those refugees tryin to get a ride on a boat. Serves him right.


I hold a tea-bag up to the window in front of him.


‘Would you like one?’


‘I’M IN TROUBLE, DEANO!’


I really draw out making my cup of tea for as long as possible. I let the tea seep into the water in my cup. Makin a good cup of tea takes time. Most people dunk their tea-bag in and as soon as they see the water go brown they think ‘That’s it’ and they pull it out, but you’re actually sposed to wait a bit so the flavour can really get into the boiling water.


I ignore Nige, even though I can feel him watchin my every move from the other side of the window. I squeeze everything out of the tea-bag slowly and he’s like, ‘COME ON!’ and I take a sip and I say, ‘Actually, it’s a bit peaty,’ and I pour it out and start again.


‘So what’s the prob?’ I ask, real casual.


‘I don’t know where to start –’


‘How bout you start with sorry?’ I go, and he blurts out like a baby: ‘I’VE KILLED SOMEONE! I’VE KILLED SOMEONE!’ and I have to open the door and tell him to ‘Shhhh’ cos of the neighbours upstairs. I point to my brain and I say to him, ‘Use that, ya knob-end!’


I look at him and he does have a bit of a wild look about him. You know, the kind of look you see an antelope get just before it’s attacked by a cheetah.


‘I need your help,’ he goes.


‘That’s a pity,’ I say, pulling the tea-bag out of my cup, ‘cos I washed my hands of you after the events of last Tuesday.’


‘Fine!’ he says, and storms off to his car.


I go back to my cup of tea, and as much as I really am enjoyin the cup of tea, I just can’t stop thinkin about Nige.


There’s another knock so I open it and Nige speaks so fast it’s like he can’t get the words out quick enough. ‘Please don’t tell anyone what I just told you. I shouldn’t’ve told you. I’m sorry, man, I fucked up, I fucked up.’


And my heartstrings just kinda go like that. I mean, he’s a pathetic sight, but for fuck’s sake, it’s Nige, you know? He’s like a little brother to me . . . even more than that – he’s . . . he’s like a girlfriend, except that I’m not attracted to him or anything. I say to him, ‘It’s gunna be all right, Nige. Take me to the scene of the crime.’


On the drive there I manage to chain-smoke my way through three whole cigarettes. I guess I’m tryin to build up some strength for what’s gunna come next. I have cigarettes for breakfast and it helps kick my brain into action, and I’m gunna need my brain more than ever at a time like this.


Next thing we’re in the middle of town. Nige parks the Mazda up Moray Place, next to First Church, and he says to me, ‘I’ll never forget this, Deano.’ We walk down to Dowling Street and there’s a road works hole in the ground and Nige says, ‘Look in there.’


And I look in there and I see . . .


‘Holy shit, Nige!’


‘I know. I’m a fuckwit. I’m a fuckwit –’


‘Nige, you’re not a fuckwit but I need you to calm the fuck down and take some deep breaths.’


And he’s like, ‘Yeah, course.’


‘I’m gunna go down the hole. I need you to keep an eye out.’


I go down there and I light a flame for a better view of the body and Nige yells, ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’


‘What?’


‘What if it’s gas?’


And I’m like, ‘Fuckin A, what was I thinking?’


Nige hiffs me the flashing orange light and I shine it down below. I stare at the backpacker’s face and one of his eyes is staring at me.


‘Jesus,’ I say, and then I close his eyes, which feels like such a weird thing to do. Then I kinda flick his forehead just to see if he suddenly comes alive, but he’s pretty dead, you know?


I’m in a bit of shock, cos I’ve never seen a dead person before. I’ve seen lots of dead animals, but not, like, a person. Looking at a dead person makes you feel real . . . alive, you know? It’s a weird feeling but Nige is in such a state I have to stay calm for both of us. My shoe has a hole in it and I can feel some liquid in my feet so I shine the torch down there, and I see . . .


‘Blood!’


‘Eh?’


‘Oh shit –’


‘Yeah, I know –’


‘No, I . . .’


I’m standing in it, like, the bottom of my jeans has a blood line, so I take them off so they won’t incriminate me.


Nige says, ‘What are you doing?’


‘Stop talking to me. You’ll draw attention.’


‘Have you got a plan?’


‘No. Not yet. I’m thinking.’


What I’m thinkin is ‘Holy fuck!’ but I know I won’t be doin anyone any favours by losing my rag at a time like this.


Nige says, ‘I need to have a piss. Do you mind if I go?’ and I fuckin let him have it.


‘Do not draw attention to yourself!’


‘Shhhh! People are coming! Shhh!’


I crouch down in the hole. I hear some people go past. Nige says, ‘Evening, ladies,’ and then a chick’s voice goes, ‘Hello, handsome,’ and Nige yells after them, ‘Have a good night!’


Then it’s all quiet again, and I look up and Nige is staring back at me.


I say to him, ‘What are you talking to strangers for?’


‘I was acting normal. If I don’t act normal people will get suspicious.’


Never mind that he’s talkin to a fuckin hole in the ground.


I get an idea. I start digging, to cover over the body. I’m thinkin the longer it takes people to find the body, the harder it’ll be to figure out the time of death and all that. And the better chance Nige and I will have of gettin away with this. I say that to him and he says, ‘It’s me that’ll go to prison, not you.’


‘I wouldn’t let that happen to you, Nige. You have a bright future. We can’t let a little mishap get in the way.’


‘Yeah, but I did it.’


‘Mate, when you do something I’ve done it too. If you win a million bucks so do I. If you kill someone then me too. For better or worse, Nige. For better or worse . . .’


Nige looks at me as if he’s just spotted a pimple on my nose. Something in his look sends shudders down my spine.


And then he yells, ‘Fuck, the cops!’ and, and he’s goin ‘Run!’ and he runs away, leaving me stuck in here. It’s hard to get a footing but I fumble about and get out fuckin quick. I don’t even look to see where the cops might be, I just run an Olympic sprint up Burlington Street, through the church, and out to where the car is parked.


Nige is already in the car. I hop in and we take off. Nige drives down the one-way system and I suddenly yell ‘FUCK!’


‘What is it?’


‘My pants! My fuckin pants!’


We both look down at my bare legs and my undies and he says, ‘Did you have any ID in them?’


I search my jacket pockets. ‘Only my keys, my driver’s licence and my video membership card.’


Suddenly up ahead on the one-way we see a police car. Nige pulls over and turns the lights off. I say, ‘What are you doin? Just act normal. Take off again!’ He pulls out again but he’s forgotten to turn the lights back on. I flick ‘em back on just before we pass the police car.


They’re breath-testing people but they don’t stop us cos they’re busy with someone else. I look out the back window. I say, ‘Don’t ask me how, but I think we got away with it.’ I look down at my bare legs and I think to myself, ‘My pants. My fuckin pants,’ and I must’ve been thinking out loud cos Nige says, ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s a pair of pants, not a murder weapon. There’s no way you’ll be incriminated,’ but somehow that doesn’t ease my mind.


I say to him, ‘You do realise this could be our last night drinking together?’ and Nige says, ‘Yeah. Do you think we should have a final piss-up? Is there anywhere open?’


‘There’s the 24-hour on Regent.’


As we head down Great King Street I stare down at my bare legs. Nige must see me lookin at my legs, and he says, ‘I know. We’ll nip to my new flat. I’ve got some acid-wash jeans I can loan you. And I’ve got a bottle of Seagrams and some pot.’


‘Now’s not a good time to smoke pot, Nige –’


‘Okay, well, we’ll just get the Seagrams and then we can head to the 24-hour and stock up on some more bevvies and get hammered and it’ll be like an alibi, even.’


‘I dunno if that’s a good plan or a dumb plan but I sure wouldn’t mind getting pissed.’


So we head to his new pad.








HOW I ACCIDENTALLY BUMPED INTO THE ANSWERPHONE WITH MY ELBOW



NIGE


I park up outside Gav’s pad and turn the ignition off and there’s nothing but silence. You know that saying ‘Silence is louder than words?’ Well, this really proves it, cos for the first time in my life I can hear how noisy silence is.


It starts freakin me out, and it must be freakin Deano out, cos he’s talkin a bit weird.


‘Nige, I’m really touched that when the shit hit the fan, you thought of me. You chose me.’


And I’m like, ‘Oh, totally, I mean . . . who else is there?’ and then I kind of think to myself that I should be careful about what I say, so I just shut my mouth.


Deano goes, ‘There’s your mum and dad . . .’


‘Oh yeah, but . . . you know me better than Mum and Dad . . .’


‘There’s Monica –’


‘Oh yeah, but Monza isn’t . . . I mean, she’s studying for her exams and she doesn’t understand me anyway.’


‘. . . and there’s Gav.’


I knew it was coming. He wants me to say something bad about Gav, but there isn’t anything bad about Gav. Gav is a security guard who comes in and out of the bank I work at. I’ve only known him for three months but you’d think we’d known each other for over a century. He’s a big Maori from Northland, and I haven’t really been good mates with a Maori before. It’s weird that he came down to live in Dunners, but that’s the kind of guy he is. He makes interesting choices. Like, he’s been to Spain and South America and everything. Gav’s just an all-round good guy, and deep down I wonder if Deano knows it and won’t admit it.


Still, I know I have to keep Deano happy, so I say, ‘Yeah, you know, when the whole thing happened I thought of you straight away, like, I just got this mental picture of you. I thought . . . I wish Deano was here.’


‘And now I am here.’


‘Yeah, you are. Thanks, man.’


I’m the only one Deano ever shows emotion to. He doesn’t mind havin a blub in front of me, but I’m not allowed to tell anyone about it. And things have got the better of him now – he’s all emotional and he has to wipe his eyes on his sleeve.


You see, it’s been a bit of a saga.


Me and Deano went flatting when he was seventeen and I was sixteen. We shared the same bedroom in the same flat for almost ten years. We had two double beds side by side and not much floor in between.


We were pretty tight, you know? We’ve been best mates for fifteen years. I mean, we’ve done everything together. We went on holidays to the Catlins, we scored the same women, we even went on our first and only overseas trip together: to Surfers Paradise. We were like a pair of likely lads, like those guys from The Dukes of Hazzard.


We even both got our jobs within, like, a week of each other. I work at the bank and Deano works as a part-time bus driver. He used to be full time but he’s had a couple of incidents at work, like leaving a porno under the back seat of the bus when there were schoolchildren on board. All the kids started calling him a wanker, like all yellin it together, and then Deano started drinkin on the job, too. He got so fucked up one time he had a big argument on the bus with the tough kid of the high school. Deano told him to ‘step outside’ and have a fight outside the bus, with all the other kids watching. The kid wouldn’t fight him but Deano got in real trouble at work. Then there was the time he slashed the tyres of his own bus. I’m amazed he hasn’t been fired but Deano reckons it’s pretty hard to fire people these days.


Anyway, me and Deano were on the verge of our fifteenth anniversary when I shifted out, and I’ve been crashing at Gav’s pad while I get my head together. I’ve even got my own room, which is a bonus. I knew me shifting out would be hard on Deano, but I also knew there was a whole world out there waiting for me, like that place Shepherds Bush in London.


I mean, I thought we would still hang out, ya know, cos Gav’s is only about fifteen minutes’ walk away, but Deano didn’t see it that way. With him it’s all or nothing. He’s that sort of guy.


When I left, Deano didn’t take it too good. He went real psycho with the toasted sandwich maker he’d got me for my twenty-fifth birthday. It was a good toasted sandwich maker. Deano knew I loved a good toasted sandwich and when he gave me it he also gave me three wrapped tins: spaghetti, creamed corn and baked beans. I felt guilty accepting it, cos by then I knew I was shifting in with Gav, but I hadn’t had the guts to tell him.


I tried to shift out when he was at work. I’d shifted all my stuff into the car and was taking the last load when Deano came home in his bus driver’s uniform. He started making a toasted sandwich for each of us, without even asking me if I was hungry. He hadn’t twigged that I was ready to go and he hadn’t had a look around – he’d just gone straight for the toasted sandwich maker like a man on a mission. He came through to see if I wanted baked beans or creamed corn and that’s when he saw me packing up my last box.


He went completely apeshit. I had to run straight out to the car cos Deano ripped the toasted sandwich maker from the wall and was goin to hit me with it. He was screamin so loud the whole of the road heard it. I started the car just in time, but not before he’d bashed the back indicators in. He was so mad he was holding the toasted sandwich maker by the hot bit, and he branded himself on the hand.


So here I am sitting in the Mazda with him just one week later, and Deano’s crying has got the better of him. He wipes himself with an oily rag and he gets a bit of a black mark on his nose.


‘I’ve missed you,’ he goes.


‘I’ve only been gone a week.’


‘I couldn’t get out of bed. You know what that’s like, when you can’t get out of bed?’


‘Remember that time I couldn’t get out of bed?’ I say, trying to lighten things. ‘We thought I had meningitis but it turns out it was food poisoning from that dodgy chicken we found at the back of the fridge. I never thought I’d get out of bed then.’


‘Yeah but this was different. This was like . . . what’s the point, you know?’


‘Yeah,’ I go, but I don’t really know what to say.


I open the door to head in to Gav’s but Deano doesn’t want to come in. He says he’s happy in the car.


I say to him, ‘I have a feeling those acid-wash jeans have got a bit of sick on them, but I could loan you some other jeans. What sort of jeans do you want?’ He asks for my faded Levi’s with the holes in the knees that I cut myself, and I say to him, ‘No problemo.’


As I approach the door I get mental flashes of Jeurgen the backpacker. I can see his eyes staring at me, kind of lifelike, and the thought of it puts me on the verge of a freakout, so I change the subject in my mind by thinking about the last time I had sex with Monica, and that brings a smile to my face. I love lots of different positions, and we’ve invented a few new ones, me and Monza, and given them names like the Vacuum Cleaner and the Rhino. Her one was the Vacuum Cleaner and mine was the Rhino, and whenever I think of doing the Rhino with anyone, let alone Monica, it makes me, you know, go a bit hard. Usually I’d find that frustrating, having a hard-on and not being able to do anything with it, but this time it actually relaxes me.


I grab the spare key from under the outside ashtray and head inside. I hear a noise from behind me and it’s Deano in his underwear. He looks real funny, not that now is the time for laughs and believe me, no one is laughing, which goes to show how full on we’re feeling. Deano says, ‘It’s important you don’t wake Gav.’


‘Right on. You might as well come in now.’


‘I don’t want to.’


‘Gav doesn’t bite.’


‘It’s not Gav, it’s just . . . you can’t ask me to get over what you did instantly.’


So I say to him, ‘The past is the past; let’s think about the now,’ before I think that the now is pretty fucked too.
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