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Dedication

To my close friend and brother Andrew (Brando). Gone too soon, never forgotten and cherished forever.
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Chapter One: The Brothers We Chose
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Jake first met Andrew when they were in third form. He had just turned thirteen, that strange age when a boy feels too old to be a child but too young to know anything real about the world. It was the early 2000s in the rural sprawl of Hawke’s Bay, where the summers were long, the air smelled faintly of cut grass and sunburnt tarseal, and after-school life was as simple as it came.

Hastings wasn’t a big city. It was the kind of place where everyone seemed to know everyone else, or at least knew someone who did. The high school sat just off the main road, its fields broad and green, the classrooms sunlit and noisy, filled with kids who thought the world ended at the bus depot.

Andrew stood out even then. He was a character from the moment Jake saw him, a big laugh, the kind of kid who could find something funny in anything. He giggled at his own jokes, often before finishing them, and had a knack for pulling the kind of pranks that never got mean. He was immature, cheeky, but harmless in a way that made teachers sigh instead of shout.

Jake, by contrast, was quieter. Shy, careful with words. He watched more than he spoke, took time before deciding what to think of people. But he liked Andrew straight away. There was something magnetic about him not confidence exactly, but ease. Andrew didn’t seem to care what anyone thought, and that was rare for boys their age.

At lunchtime they’d sit in the shade with a big mixed group, half the class, really. Someone always had a soccer ball, someone else a bag of chips. They’d argue about who was the fastest, the funniest, the best at kicking goals. Often the kids would have a food fight with Andrew eagerly throwing orange peels at his classmates. The shy boy Jake was, he tried to stay out of it and not get by food scraps but never got so lucky. Jake still tried to find his place in the school, among the boys, but more importantly in the world. But internally he was strong and always backed himself. Andrew on the hand was liked by all and easily fitted in to the crowd. It was a good school, full of decent kids who made their own trouble but never too much.

Life back then felt wide open. Days were ruled by the bell and by who could make the others laugh the hardest. None of them were thinking about the future. They were just boys being boys, living in the kind of simplicity that you only recognise years later, when you realise how little you needed to feel content.

Jake didn’t know Andrew all that well at first. They were part of the same crowd, laughed at the same things, but they weren’t brothers yet, not in the way they’d one day become. Still, he noticed things. He noticed that Andrew never crossed a line, even when others did. He’d joke around but always with warmth. There was something in the way he carried himself that suggested he’d been raised right. Jake remembered once seeing Andrew’s Auntie waiting in a car outside the school gates, windows down, radio playing old country music. Andrew ran over, waved at a few mates, then jumped in, cheerful as ever. It was a small moment, but Jake remembered it because it told him something: Andrew had a good home, a solid family behind him.

The year went by quickly, and then, without warning, Andrew disappeared.

Jake remembered asking around one morning and being told, “Oh, he’s gone to Aussie. Family moved for work or something.”

That was it, no goodbyes, no contact. Just gone. Jake thought about him now and then but assumed he’d never see him again. Kids move away all the time; that’s how it goes.

Then, almost a year later, towards the end of fourth form, Jake was out on the field for physical education. It was a clear afternoon, the kind of sky that made everything look sharper. The teacher had them running laps. Jake was halfway through when he noticed a figure a few metres ahead stockier, broader through the shoulders, but something about the way he moved looked familiar.

Jake squinted.

It was Andrew.

He couldn’t quite believe it. He hadn’t seen him since the year before — the same kid who used to laugh so hard he’d snort, now looking older, stronger, with a calmness that hadn’t been there before.

Jake called out. “Oi, Andrew!”

The boy turned his head mid-run. 

Jake jogged up beside him, half-laughing, half-out of breath. “Where’d you disappear to?”

Andrew shrugged, still running. “Australia, I’m back now.” That was it and Jake didn’t need to ask anything further.

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

Then he laughed, that same big laugh that Jake remembered from third form, and in that sound, the months apart disappeared. It was as if time had folded in on itself and they were right back where they’d left off.

Jake didn’t know it then, but that simple moment, two boys running side by side, was the start of something that would last a lifetime.

It would be years before Andrew became Brando, before the shed and the songs and all the laughter that followed. But that day on the field was the first note in a song neither of them knew they’d spend their lives singing.

Over the next few years in high school, Jake and Andrew drifted in and out of each other’s days. They weren’t inseparable, not yet, just comfortable. The kind of mates who could sit in a group together at lunch without needing to talk too much and share a joke during class, and move on.

There was no big moment that made them closer, just time. The ordinary kind that wears the edges off people until what’s left is familiarity. By the last two years of high school, most of the loud ones and troublemakers had dropped out of high school. The year group was smaller, quieter, more settled. Everyone seemed a little older, a little more grounded.

Jake noticed that Andrew was still as funny and immature as always, still that same kid who could make anyone laugh.

They weren’t best friends, not yet. But they were becoming something that would matter.

It was like the early chords of a song, simple, unassuming, the kind of melody that you don’t notice at first, until it finds its way back years later, stronger, unforgettable.

After high school finished, Jake and Andrew both ended up at the same university. It wasn’t planned; it just happened that way. They were accepted into the same hostel, the kind of place filled with mismatched furniture, unwashed dishes, and the sound of guitars and laughter spilling down the hallway on a Friday night.

At first, they just bumped into each other here and there — in the dining hall, at lectures, at the common room pool table. But over time, their easy familiarity from school grew into something stronger. They started spending weekends together, hanging out with the other students, laughing, talking about the future, trying to figure out who they were meant to become.

For Jake, university felt like a natural extension of life — a chance to learn, to start shaping something. For Andrew, it was the first real taste of freedom. It was the first time he’d been away from home, away from the safety and structure of his family.

He took to it like a bird out of the cage.

It was at uni that Jake saw Andrew drink for the first time. It started as a bit of fun — a few beers at a flat party, music playing too loud, the usual chaos of young people testing their limits. But Jake noticed how hard it hit Andrew. His face went red, his speech slurred quickly, his laughter too loud, too fast.

Jake didn’t think much of it then. They were just kids trying to have a good time. But later, he remembered something Andrew had mentioned once, almost offhand — that he had type 2 diabetes and had to take injections. It had sounded routine at the time, but looking back, Jake realised he’d never connected the dots between that and how badly alcohol seemed to affect him.

After that first time, drinking became a regular thing for Andrew. Every weekend he’d get drunk — not mean drunk, just wild. He’d laugh harder than anyone, tell stories, dance in the middle of the room with no music playing. Everyone loved him for it. He was the heartbeat of the party, the one who made everyone feel alive.

Jake laughed along too, of course. How could he not? Andrew’s energy was infectious. But sometimes, in the quieter moments after everyone else had gone to bed, Jake would think about how hard it hit him, how pale he looked the next morning, how the laughter always gave way to silence once the night was over.

It wasn’t worry, not yet. Just a small, unspoken thought — a flicker of something he couldn’t name — that would stay with him for years.

By their second year at university, Jake and Andrew had become almost inseparable. The easy friendship that had started back in high school had deepened into something stronger — a kind of brotherhood that didn’t need constant words or promises. They studied together when they could, shared takeaways late at night, and often ended up sitting outside the hostel on warm evenings, talking about nothing important while the city hummed in the distance.
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