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Shawn

Girls in garters and girdles will get you into trouble.

The fading sunlight suddenly registered with me as I was dabbing some painted shadow on my hero’s chest, trying to make his pecs look more like manly muscle and less like breasts. It wasn’t working. Unfortunately for me, the photograph I was copying showed the guy with chest muscles that indeed looked like breasts. I was trying to make them look better and not succeeding.

The darkening room made me think I should be packing up for the day, which had me looking at my watch and screeching in dismay.

“Mum!” I yelled loudly as I chucked my brush in a jar of dirty water and ditched the paint shirt I wore. Time had gotten away from me. It was with a sinking heart I realised I had been in my own world for an hour, letting my responsibilities slide. “Mum!”

I yelled again and my heart sank further as I received no answer. What had the old bat got up to now?

It was a hard job, but one I never thought of walking away from. When your parent has Alzheimer’s, you do the best you can. You complain, you moan, you groan. Sometimes you get angry. Sometimes you have fun. But you cannot take your eyes off them for too long, and I’d just left my mother for an hour. It was worse than having a toddler. No—scratch that. It was worse than having triplet toddlers. All with ADHD.

The last time I’d gotten caught up in my painting, she tried to make biscuits and nearly burned the house down. The time before that she weeded the veggie garden and pruned the apple tree for me. I never knew if I was going to get something good or bad out of her.

“Mum?”

I raced through the house looking for her, or at least looking for some sort of mess to show me what she’d been up to. The kitchen clock caught my attention—the big hand nearly pointing straight up, the little hand hovering over the four. For some reason, looking at a digital timepiece that told me the time was 3:57 didn’t make as much impression as the hands of that clock pointing to the twelve and four.

“Sugar cream puffs! Hippy-Hotpants will be by soon. Mum! Where are you, Mum?”

I noticed the light breeze flowing through the house. I whirled and ran for the front door. It was open. “Freak out. She found the key.”

One of my greatest fears was having the house catch on fire and not being able to get out in time because it was necessary to lock all the doors and windows to ensure my mother didn’t escape. If the front door was open, she’d found the key. I would have to find another hiding spot, since she’d obviously worked out the fake can of shaving foam in my bathroom.

“Mum!”

I raced outside. It was the end of summer, so four o’clock meant that it was still hot, and the temperature was probably still rising. The paving was baking and the sun still piercing. I knew that because, for the last six weeks, as often as I could swing it, I’d found something to do out the front of our house at precisely four o’clock. Cleaning the windows only took me two days. So I swept the veranda. Once that was clean, I tried sweeping the driveway. I weeded the front patch of garden, trimmed the bushes, fixed the sprinklers, and cleaned the spiderwebs from the letterbox. A week before, I ran out of excuses to be out in my front garden, so I resorted to transplanting strawberry bushes from the back of the house. It was the wrong season for transplanting, and they would probably all die, but strawberries were something I had plenty of. I could afford to lose a couple.

All to perv on a guy I didn’t know.

He was gorgeous. Taller than me (which wasn’t all that hard to be) with lean muscles and tanned skin, a leggy frame with wide shoulders, and a trim waist. If I stared long enough, I’d get a whole three minutes of eye-candy time as he walked his two dogs past my place and down the hill. I made sure I wore sunglasses so he (hopefully) couldn’t tell I was watching him the entire time.

I wished I knew his name.

But until then—cough cough, if I was ever brave enough to talk to him—I called him Hippy-Hotpants. He had that kind of tree-hugging, hemp-using, green-tea-drinking look about him. His clothes were made of loose, flowing material in bright colours—probably 100 percent cotton—and his feet were always in leather sandals that didn’t come from Kmart. And—my favourite—he had his light brown hair with golden highlights pulled back in a skinny plait that snaked down his back, nearly to his buttocks.

I had dreams about that hair. What would it look like loose? What would it look like wrapped around my fist? What would it look like wrapped around my...?

“Mum!”

I called again, hoping to hear her answer as I fumbled with the screen door and raced outside. Our house is built on the side of a hill, overlooking nothing more than other houses, but pretty, nonetheless. Our driveway is steep, and we have a series of large, wide steps leading from the front door down to the letterbox. To the left of the path there’s a rockery that holds the soil up. To the right, the larger portion of the garden is lawn and some big, leafy trees. I’d put a fence across the front boundary line to create another garden bed, and it enclosed the front yard somewhat and gave me less lawn to mow. The sprinklers were on, illegally watering that lawn in the daylight hours, and I frowned at them as I stumbled down the stone path.

“Mum?”

Then disaster struck. Not apocalypse proportions, but just your everyday oh-man-that-just-ruined-everything disaster. My foot slid on something and flew out from under me. I was racing too hard to find my balance, and ended up falling on my butt, coming down on the edge of a step with a yelp of pain. I slithered down a few more steps before coming to a halt on my back, staring up in shock at the blue sky.

“Oh, holy fuu... udge bars.”

It was a small thing, but I made it a habit not to use the “F-word” ever since I’d accidently taught it to my niece when she was only two. The “Sh-word” was also out, so I now used words like fudge and sugar and darn for expletives. It wasn’t easy. My days usually need a lot of expletives.

I turned my head slightly, thanked God that my neck still worked, and caught sight of something white in my peripheral vision. My head was resting on something and I yanked it from beneath me and tried to focus.

Ugh. Bras, briefs, panties, and lingerie. I’d skidded on the latest Target underwear catalogue. Perfect.

“Are you okay?”

A masculine voice had me jumping in fright, and I quickly tried to roll over and sit up. Tried being the operative word. My body wouldn’t allow me. I yelped in pain. Back, butt, head—you name it, it was hurting. Amputation probably hurt less. I just hoped I wouldn’t vomit with the pain.

“Oh, man. You’ve hurt yourself. It was a pretty specky fall, but you aren’t meant to hurt yourself at the end.”

I looked up into the beautiful blue eyes of the man who was leaning over me. I let my head fall back on the concrete with a thunk as I groaned again.

“Please, God,” I whispered to myself. “Please do not let it be that I humiliated myself in front of Hippy-Hotpants.” A masculine chuckle sounded above me and I knew that God was on holiday. Not only had I just made an arse of myself in front of the man I was crushing on, but he’d also heard me call him by a stupid nickname. I allowed my eyelids to fall closed and winced. “My mother always told me that girls in garters and girdles would get me into trouble one day.”

That chuckle came again from above me. “Garters and girdles?” he asked, obviously confused, which I hated to admit happened to a lot of people who tried to hold a conversation with me. I held up the catalogue to show him. His smile was stunning as he realised what I was muttering about. Unfortunately I had the feeling that he was laughing at me, not with me. “I think your mother is getting into enough trouble of her own,” said the man of my dreams.

“Mum?” My eyes flew open, but my back refused to cooperate with the command to sit up. I thrashed around like a turtle on his shell. A stunning look, I’m sure. You should try it one day. “You can see my mum? I lost her. Where is she? Is she all right?”

The sunlight was shining through Hippy-Hotpants’s hair, creating a halo around his head where he was standing next to me. His skin was a golden tan and he had a gorgeous, wide smile. I watched as he looked over his left shoulder. “Yeah, I can see your mum. I think the whole street can see your mum. I think the whole street can see more of your mum than they really wanted to see.”

I clenched my jaw and grimaced. “Oh, fuu-udge.” My mother’s continuing decline was sometimes horrifying, sometimes embarrassing. Her latest trick was removing her clothes when we had guests. I really didn’t want to know but had to ask. “What’s she doing?”

Hippy-Hotpants was still watching my mother. “Hmm. Dancing. Under the sprinkler. Naked.” He ignored my groan and smiled down at me. “It looks like great fun. Tell me, do you do it too?”

“What?” I was shocked. What sort of a person did he think I was? “Of course not. My mother has Alzheimer’s and doesn’t always remember what’s polite.”

“Oh. That’s a pity.” He was still smiling at me, which distracted me greatly until my scrambled brain caught up.

What? Hang on. Did he mean it was a pity that my mother had Alzheimer’s? Or a pity that I didn’t run naked through the sprinklers?

Before I could ask, one of his dogs came over to investigate the reason I was lying down in the middle of the day. He sniffed my crotch, which made me jump and rush to push him away, protecting my family jewels. While my hands were otherwise occupied, the sneaky bugger took the chance to give me a big, wet, slobbery kiss. On my mouth.

“Ugh. Don’t do that to a person,” I complained as Hippy-Hotpants laughed and pulled the dog away.

“Sorry. He thinks you’re injured and that kisses will make you better.”

I wiped at my face. “I am injured but they’re not the type of kisses I like.” Wait, that didn’t quite come out right.

“Me neither, man. C’mon. I’ll help you up. You should rescue your mum before she gets too wrinkly from all that water.” He stuck out his hand, and I immediately grabbed it, gritting my teeth against the pain as he hauled me to my feet. It only hurt a little. Like having your arm cut off. With a bread knife. I gasped and clung to him for a moment to find my balance. He was standing on the step below me, which meant he was now only a little taller than me. I didn’t get any tall genes from my parents.

With regret, I dropped his hand and looked over to find that my mother was indeed dancing through the sprinkler. Bare-arsed naked. I sighed in exasperation and thanked the heavens that the trees and bushes protected her from most of the neighbourhood and their gossiping eyes. It must’ve been divine intervention that made me put that fence up and plant all those bushes. “Crap. Oh, well.” I shrugged philosophically and tried to smile bravely through my humiliation. “I guess I should get her some soap and then I won’t need to force her into the shower tonight.”

Hippy-Hotpants scratched at his cheek, still watching my mother and her commune with nature. “Soap dries your skin. You shouldn’t use it.”

“Excellent. Sounds good to me. No soap it is.” I went to walk back up the steps, but stopped and turned towards him. “Thanks for your help. Can you do me a favour? Just watch her for thirty seconds while I fetch a towel? With my luck, she’ll be halfway down the road if I leave.”

I received another blinding smile for his agreement, so I creaked up the path with only a small moan. I grabbed a towel and raced back, hoping to start up a conversation with the man once my mother was politely covered. Unfortunately for me, by the time I got back, Hippy-Hotpants had retreated to the street with his two dogs. He saw me, smiled, and waved.

“I’ll see you later.”

Then he turned and walked out of my life.
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Shawn

An explanation of Shawn’s Law, the Bennies, and Penthrox.

There are very few universal truths that apply to every person on the planet. You may think that gravity is the same for everyone, but you simply have to watch the aerial ski jumping at the Winter Olympics to realise that perhaps gravity doesn’t work the same for every person.

It’s pretty much a law that if you meet a gorgeous guy, he’ll either be gay or taken. Or in my case, he’ll be straight and therefore not the slightest bit interested in me. Any gorgeous guy who shows any interest in me is either drunk or a serial killer. It’s true. I did date one. He was arrested in front of me on our second coffee date.

However, there is a law that doesn’t apply to everyone. Many call it Murphy’s Law. In my family, we call it Shawn’s Law. I’m a regular customer at our local emergency room. I know most of the guys from the auto club breakdown service by name. I’ve also hidden countless spare front door keys in the garden of our house because I’m forever locking myself on the wrong side of the door. I’m not too certain of how many keys are in the garden, because each time I look for one, it’s gone. But each time I dig a hole to plant another seedling, I find one.

For me, Shawn’s Law started early in life. My father allowed me to get a dog on my tenth birthday. Together we went to the local animal shelter, and I looked over all my selections. I finally chose a little black Chihuahua mix that wouldn’t eat too much and didn’t need much exercise. Dad was making me look after the pet all by myself—including buying its food with my rather generous pocket money. I liked my Mars bars too much to want to spend my precious money on too much dog food, so I chose a small dog. The little thing was called Benny since, as a surrendered pet, he came with a name already.

Benny was great. We got along fabulously, and he slept in his own doggie bed in my room for eight months. Then one day I came home from school and found the back gate open and Benny missing. We searched for weeks for the little thing, and I cried myself to sleep for the whole period. Dad offered to buy me another dog, but I wanted Benny.

Finally, after more than two years had passed, Dad and I visited the shelter again. I was determined not to get another dog like Benny, and the little white-haired Maltese cross caught my eye immediately. We loved each other on sight. So Dad filled out the paperwork and handed over the money.

“What’s his name?” I asked the lady.

“Bennie,” she told me.

I froze and started to hand the little fella back, but Dad had already paid. I wasn’t sure if I wanted another Bennie, and Dad told me I could change the name if I wanted, but how cruel was that? So Bennie and I became roommates, and he seemed really happy with me.

Two days later I came home from school and got the shock of my life. Benny was sitting on our front doormat. Benny. Not Bennie. Yes. You guessed it. Two days after I replaced him, and after being missing for two years, my dog turned up. Now I had two.

Thankfully they got along fabulously, although Benny never told us where he’d been for two years. He just trotted inside and went straight for his water bowl, then curled up on his bed and went to sleep. Unfortunately for me, that meant I now had to shell out for two lots of dog food, so Mars bars were off the menu for a while.

Maybe that was a good thing, because I had been starting to get a little chubby in my teen years. The daily exercise of walking two dogs helped me slim down a little, which meant that I mostly flew under the radar at high school. I was too boring to bother teasing. I kept to myself, and I think most of my classmates would be hard-pressed to remember I existed.

The whole gay thing wasn’t revealed until after high school. It wasn’t like there were boyfriends hanging around or panting to date me. I actually didn’t have my first kiss until I was nineteen and in university. Coming out to my family was rather anticlimactic. It went something like:

“Mum? Dad? I won’t be home for dinner tonight. I have a date.”

“That’s nice, Shawn. What’s her name?”

“Umm.... Well, you see... his name is Eric.”

“Oh, that’s nice.” Thinking about it now, I should’ve known there was something wrong with my mother right then.

Dad butted in with, “So you’re dating another bloke?”

“Umm, yeah,” I muttered, clasping my hands together with nerves.

“So are you two gay or something?” My dad’s tone of voice was bewildered, as if the thought had never crossed his mind before.

“Yeah, Dad. I’m... umm... gay. Is that okay?”

He immediately waved his hand in a dismissing motion. “Oh. That’s fine, as long as I don’t have to go and watch you dance naked in any bloomin’ pride parade.”

I gave him a withering stare. “It’s actually illegal to participate without clothes. The parade is in public, after all. I won’t be dancing anywhere naked.”

“Who’s dancing naked?” My sister, Lisa, came into the room. She’s a year younger than I am and received all the looks in the family. And the social skills.

“Your brother and his boyfriend are dancing naked in the pride parade this year,” Dad told her.

“Cool. Can I do it too?” There was no shock from Lisa, just immediate acceptance. In fact, she was almost dismissive of what was one of the bravest feats in my life to that date.

“No. Not unless you’re gay,” Dad replied. “So are you gay?”

“Of course not. Haven’t you seen my latest man?” Lisa laughed with joy.

“Then you can’t go in the pride parade. Only Shawn can, because he’s the gay one.”

Lisa’s nose wrinkled with disappointment. “Oh, poo. How come Shawn gets all the luck?”

All that stressing over what my family would think about my coming out, and I hardly rated. I guess that was a good thing, though. Some of my gay friends had terrible times.

Dating and I didn’t get along all that well either. Apart from the serial killer I dated twice, there was the guy who forgot to tell me over the course of our twelve-month relationship that he was actually married, the guy who forgot we were dating and tried to hook up with my best friend, the guy who visited the men’s room during our third dinner date, only to return and ask me if I minded wrapping the meal up without dessert because he’d met someone in the toilets he liked better than me and had invited him to his place, and of course the ones who just never called back.

Since I became the full-time carer for my mother, the dates had dried up completely.

My father died in a work accident when I was twenty-six. By then Mum was starting to show early onset of her disease. Within six months, I had moved back home to care for her. Lisa had a toddler and was pregnant with twins, so she wasn’t able to look after Mum. I managed to keep working full time for another year, but it soon became obvious that Mum needed more. I willingly gave up my job as a high school economics teacher. I don’t think the Education Department mourned my loss.

So, at the grand old age of twenty-nine, I was still pathetically single, unemployed, and technically living at home with my mother. My hobbies included growing my own vegetables, painting semi-nude men, and reminding my mother six hundred times a day that my name was Shawn. Yeah, I can tell you’re impressed with how full my life was. Hence my need to perv on Hippy-Hotpants each day at four o’clock.

Unfortunately the day following my spectacular skid on the catalogue featuring a bunch of half-naked girls, I was unable to fulfil this activity. I was at the local radiology place having my tailbone X-rayed for fractures. Thankfully there were none visible, and the doctor told me I just had severe bruising. If I needed to sit, I should sit on a cushion. So the next time I managed to clap eyes on Hippy-Hotpants, Shawn’s Law had come into play and I was being loaded into the back of an ambulance at my house.

“Oh, my God. What happened? Are you all right?”

At first I thought I was hallucinating because I could hear his voice so clearly. Then I realised it wasn’t the medication. The man I fantasised about nightly was standing next to me.

“Hey.” I smiled as I waved my Penthrox inhaler in his direction. “Hippy-Hotpants. What are you doing here? Is it four o’clock already? I’m so glad I didn’t miss you.”

Penthrox is a great drug. I love it. It makes me chatty and brings out my social side. The flip side is that it makes me chatty, and I usually say things I would never admit, even under torture. I’m a regular with the Penthrox. Unfortunately.

Hippy-Hotpants blinked twice at my greeting, but recovered enough to smile. “Whoa, man. What do they have you on?”

I giggled like a six-year-old girl. “Penthrox. Love this stuff. You want some?” The inhaler hung on a string around my neck where I could inhale it as much as I wanted. I offered it in his direction.

“I’m fine,” he chuckled, pushing the green device back towards me.

“Oh, yes you are. So, so very fine.” I nearly died with embarrassment the following day when I recalled saying that. But he took it in his stride and smiled warmly at me. I was staring at that beautiful smile and doing some loopy smiling of my own when Greg tightened the bandage around my leg and caused me to yelp. I knew the two paramedics, Greg and Tania, from the two other times they’d come to my place.

“Sorry, Shawn,” Greg told me. “Just take another sip of that stuff and you won’t feel a thing.”

I was pulling a deep breath through the inhaler when Hippy-Hotpants asked, “What happened? Are you all right?”

Did I mention Penthrox made me chatty? “No,” I told him as solemnly as I could in my medicated state. “I’m not all right. For some odd reason, I came out half left. It’s a condition I’ve suffered from since birth, being half left and half right. It’s rather terrible, and I’m sure there’ll be a documentary made about me one day. But until they can find a cure, I just have to put up with it the best I can.”

He stared at me for a moment with one cocked eyebrow, and then he looked over at Greg, who was securing the straps around my body. He probably realised around that time that he was never going to get a straight answer from me, or even a coherent one. Greg answered. “Snakebite. Got him good by the looks of it. We’ll take him in, and they’ll give him some antivenom. He’ll be right as rain, ready for the next time.”

Hippy-Hotpants went a little pale. “Snakebite?”

“Yeah,” I answered happily. “Out the back. Dugite. Not a huge one, so I managed to get it in a bucket after about twenty minutes, to show the guys. It only took me four goes. You have to get the snake so they can identify the species and give you the right antivenom.” I watched as Hippy-Hotpants turned even more pale under his tan.

He fixed me with a stare of disbelief. “Let me get this straight. You got bitten by a snake, so then you chased it around your backyard for twenty minutes so they would know what type of snake it was?”

“Yes.” I smiled loopily at him. “Then I called the ranger, and he gave me the number of the man in the area who removes snakes from houses. Y’ can’t kill ’em, ya know? Pro-teck-ted species.” My words were beginning to get a bit slurred. “So, then I waited for ’im to turn up and m’ leg was turnin’ a bit red. He called the amb’lance for me.”

I could tell that my natural charm was working because Hippy-Hotpants was staring at me speechless. Tania arrived, and together they put me in the back of the van. Tania asked, “Shawn? Can we ring someone to come and sit with your mother? You’re going to be a while at the hospital.”

I waved in my new friend’s direction. “Ask Hoppy-Hippants. He’ll be nice.” There was a whispered conversation going on somewhere when I said to Greg, “Greg? M’ leg’s all tingly.”

“Yeah, buddy. That’s the venom. Have another whiff of Penthrox and we’ll have you fixed up in no time.”
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Harley

Curves and Lisa.

Of course I’d noticed Shawn before our first words were exchanged.

He doesn’t believe me, but it was at least two months previous to that first meeting. I remember it because I hadn’t long returned from overseas and I was trying out the local shops near my new rental house. I like my organic stuff and my authentic foreign food, so I was giving the local supermarket a go when I saw him for the first time.

Although Shawn denies it categorically, I remember it clearly. It’s imprinted in my memory for all time: I was looking over the selection of dog food that was in Aisle 8, when a voice came floating over from Aisle 9.

“I need some of these.”

I could immediately tell the voice belonged to an older woman. She had that husky vibration women get in later life. Her statement was met with exasperation from a male voice.

“Mum, you don’t need any of those. Put them back.”

“Excuse me? How would you know?”

“I know because you’re sixty-three years old and you had your uterus removed nearly twenty years ago. You don’t need tampons, so put them back.”

At this stage I felt my eyes widen dramatically and I nearly bit my tongue in amusement. I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but their voices were clear and the supermarket quiet. This was so not the conversation I was used to hearing in the markets in Bali. I just had to move to the end of the aisle and take a peek around the corner to see this mother and son duo. The two of them argued on, unaware of my attention.

“How dare you suggest such a thing, young man? My uterus is my business and you shouldn’t go around talking about it.”

“I will talk about it if you insist that you need tampons. Please believe me that you don’t need them. Now how about you go over there and choose a shampoo that you like?” I couldn’t believe how reasonable the man was. His voice held more amusement than anything, despite the outrageous claim his mother was making.

“Hmph. Just you wait until it’s that time of the month. You’ll be sorry then.”

“Sure, Mum. When it happens, you tell me, and we’ll deal with it, okay?”

I stuck my head around the edge of the stack of toilet paper and saw him. It wasn’t exactly love at first sight, but I definitely felt a zing of attraction. Shawn is wonderful, although he can’t see it. No matter how many times I try to explain it to him, he screws up his face in this adorable frown of scepticism and doesn’t understand. Shawn is just that—adorable. He calls himself tubby, but he isn’t. Not really. I like to use the term curvy, but he reacts badly to that phrase. He tells me that women are curvy, not men.

And Shawn is definitely a man. He has short black hair and a strong jaw that needs to be shaved twice a day to keep the shadow off. He wears endearing black-framed glasses that look cute and geeky at the same time. He hates his glasses and is always threatening to buy something hip and cool, but he never gets around to it. Too many other things happen in his life. But there’s no getting around the fact that he’s short and has curves—his legs are curvy, his butt sticks out and his chest is rounded. He would never be called svelte or willowy, and that’s more than okay with me. I don’t need a stick figure in my bed. I prefer someone I can hug. He’s not overweight or unfit or any other label you try to stick on him. He’s just built like a curvy, short man, and I love him exactly like that.

That day when he tumbled down the steps at the front of his house was not the second time I’d noticed him either. How could it be when I’d been deliberately taking the long way to the park for months, just hoping to get a glimpse of him out the front of his place? At first I wasn’t sure if he’d seen me, but Shawn isn’t exactly subtle. He scoffs at me and reckons I read body language or have some sort of ESP, but the way Shawn checked me out was the exact opposite of understated. I noticed him washing windows and sweeping the driveway. I thought he was just getting ready for a big party at his place or something. I also thought that the way he stared at me the first couple of times was because he was memorising my face to dob me into the police for the latest burglary in the area. Shawn’s like that, you know. He does the right thing and keeps an eye out for his neighbours.

I was going to stop and say something to him—you know, introduce myself or ask him on a date or something—when he did the best thing ever.

When I first told Shawn the story, he turned bright red and fell off his chair. He ended up rolling his ankle with that stunt and was on crutches for two weeks. How he managed to sprain an ankle falling off a chair still bewilders me. Sometimes, with Shawn, you just need to roll with the punches. If you stress out over every calamity and injury, you’d be in the mental hospital within a month.

The reason I didn’t introduce myself had to do with his butt. Yes, you heard me right. Shawn’s beautiful, curvy, plump butt. Oh, man. I can wax lyrical about that part of his anatomy. On that particular afternoon, I’d come home from work and changed my clothes, checked to make sure I looked good, then grabbed the dogs. I lived up the very top of the hill, at the highest point of a road that did a loop. The dog park is just down the hill to the east, about a ten-minute walk. But instead I turned west and took the other route down the hill, so I could cut through the back pathways and walk past Shawn’s house. It added another five minutes to my walk, but I willingly made the detour every day. I eagerly popped out the end of the cul-de-sac, and there was Shawn, on his hands and knees, waving that rounded portion of his body in my direction.

Instant boner.

Now, for those who don’t know me, I’m a believer in what one of my mates refers to as “free balling.” I just think of myself as a modest nudist. I love the freedom of not having elasticated clothing around my various body parts. In foreign countries, where it’s not too strange, I adopt flowing tunics and robes as my daily coverings. My at-home attire contains a lot of loose fabrics that whisper over my body and don’t cinch or pinch me in any way. That particular day I was wearing a wide-neck blouse that allowed the breeze to penetrate and a light pair of loose, cotton trousers that stayed on my hips with a drawstring. Nothing else. In other words, nowhere to hide.

Shawn was kneeling on the grass of his verge, digging a hole with his hand to fix a connection in his sprinkler system. I stopped so suddenly that I nearly choked my poor puppies, who were eagerly trotting along this known path on their way to their daily fun time. I hoped that no other neighbours were gawking. Not only had I sprung a boner, I had also started to drool at the sight of that meaty piece of arse.

Meaty.

I remember thinking that word. I remember standing there and thinking to myself, Harley—that is an arse you can hang on to. That’s one deliciously meaty arse. Unfortunately thinking of meat brought to mind other parts of men’s anatomy that are commonly described as meat, which didn’t help my predicament at all. My erection was tenting my pants for everyone to see, and I was about to be found out. I knew that Shawn would turn around and spot me at any second.

My saviour was my Blue Heeler cross, Picky. Don’t ask how she got the name Picky. Just know that I spend half my salary at the butcher because she’s a lady who refuses any food that doesn’t cost at least fifteen dollars per kilo. I willingly purchased porterhouse steak for her the following day because she somehow knew I was in trouble and did the only thing she could think of to help. She squatted and deposited her shit on a nearby piece of lawn. I sighed in relief and grabbed my yellow disposable doggie-do bag to pick it up. Show me a man who can keep an erection while picking up dog shit, and I’ll point out that he needs serious counselling.

By the time I had it in the bag and tied off, Shawn had changed positions and my dick was no longer rock hard.

After that day, I put off speaking to Shawn for fear of going hard while trying to ask him on a date with the memory of his butt in the air. It turned out to be a good thing, because I usually found him in the garden doing something on his hands and knees—weeding, planting, digging—all with that wonderful butt sticking out. I was nearly at the stage of being enough under control to introduce myself, when he launched himself into outer space using a Target catalogue. He was lying there hurting, and all I could think of was us having our own little dance together—under the sprinkler without our clothes.

It was extremely difficult to keep a straight face (and other things) when he turned and walked back up the steps to the house, rubbing that part of his body that I was already having trouble with not thinking about. I scuttled away like a scared little boy. Even the stupid nickname of Hippy-Hotpants didn’t put me off. It was adorable that he’d thought of me enough to give me a name.

I vowed to be a man the next time I saw him—which unhappily was as they were taking him to hospital. I swear my heart stopped beating. I hate hospitals. I completely loathe them. Hospitals have nurses in squeaky shoes walking around in white like they’re angels, only to stab you with sharp, pointy needles when you least expect it. I listened with horror to the story Shawn told me about chasing the snake around the backyard.

A freakin’ dugite, of all things. They’re one of the world’s most venomous snakes and common in Perth—although getting bitten is rare, since they’re not known to be aggressive. I went home afterwards and googled it, only to find that yes, people do die from dugite bites. I thought he was dying right then in the ambulance when he started vomiting and shaking. The paramedic gave her partner a significant look and they hustled to get Shawn set so they could take off. She turned to me and asked, “Are you a friend?”
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