

[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]



FLEET


First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Fleet


Copyright © Laura Southgate 2019


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those
clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without
the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated
in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published
and without a similar condition including this condition
being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-0-349-72629-8


Fleet

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

	London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company

	www.hachette.co.uk


	www.littlebrown.co.uk




for David



At seventeen, here’s what I know: a boyfriend falls desperately in love. It’s an affliction. He tells you he loves you, how much it’s hurting him. Then he kisses you passionately. It would be best if it finished there, but after that, he’s going to want to have sex with you. It probably hurts, you probably both cry. And then you’re together.

There’s another thing a boyfriend’s supposed to do: ask you out. Which makes me wonder if Dieter Cohen was almost a boyfriend. But that was different. He asked me, ‘Do you like coffee?’ and I said yes, even though I’d only ever had Greggs or Jarrah, which I learned isn’t real coffee. He took me to Society, the café he used to work at, and ordered me a latte from a tall glass. Which was delicious! But liking coffee together isn’t going out.

I met Dieter at the library. He used to take the bus with me sometimes after work. That didn’t mean anything though. He just happened to be going in the same direction at the same time. I was off home and he was going to his mate’s place across the valley to play Dungeons and Dragons.

Until the incident with Claudia, he gave me guitar lessons too, but it was strictly business, even though every time he repositioned my fingers on the strings I had a minor stroke.

A few weeks into our shelving together, he started calling me ‘Liebchen’, which means ‘darling’ or ‘dear’ in German, which he was studying at university. I can never decide which English translation he might have had in mind, or what connotation. There are so many. For instance, did he mean ‘darling’ like in the Beatles’ song ‘Oh Darling’? Because if he did, I had severely underreacted. Or did he mean ‘darling’ like when my dad, Gary, had enough of my nonsense and said, ‘daaarl-ing . . .’ like a final warning? Well, he didn’t mean it like that because that wasn’t the tone of his voice. But if it meant something, he wouldn’t have said it at all. He’d have kept my darlingness to himself until he found a way to announce it.

When he invited me to his flat warming I thought maybe that was asking me out, the way he kept talking about it in smoko breaks round the back of the library, tilting his bird face to exhale his Marlboro, tapping the ash into the tray with a gentle pat of his forefinger, blinking rapidly. He told me about the records he had lined up to play, the Guinness he’d bought, the varsity friends he wanted me to meet. But that definitely wasn’t asking me out, because on that night there was Claudia, literally inserting herself into the barely existent gap between us on the couch and sliding her hand up his thigh.

He showed me his rings the last time we walked together from the bus stop, stretching his fingers out under the sodium street lamps. ‘Each ring represents a woman,’ he said. ‘A woman who broke my heart.’ Three rings. I wonder if Claudia will be the fourth.

Claudia is my ring. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t have a broken heart. I’d still be catching the bus with Dieter, getting guitar lessons from Dieter, watching Dieter smoke. Claudia is the reason I know about staying awake till the birds start, about staying inside all summer because I don’t want to offend the people I can’t smile at, the people in the neighbourhood who do or don’t recognise me, the boys whose voices have dropped since we last spoke, since they made me and Amber and Kathy dance naked to the Ghostbusters theme tune. Claudia is the reason I’m not even sure I could form my face into a shape that wouldn’t look stricken or sarcastic or sick.

Alison, my mum, isn’t too worried. I start seventh form in just a week’s time. We have an isn’t-this-ridiculous type of 
conversation, an I-literally-haven’t-left-the-house-in-weeks type of hysterical laughter type of conversation. It’s a transitional thing. She says that when I get to university I’ll feel better. I just have to get through one more year. I’ve been stuck in this oppressive girls’ world too long. All I need is intellectual stimulation and some interesting people, she says. ‘And a boyfriend,’ I add. ‘Oh there’s no rush for that,’ she says. We agree he’s out there. And that’s another reason not to leave the house, because what if I see him and I give him the deranged rictus face and it’s over before it even begins?

What is a boyfriend? What does a boyfriend do? A year down the track, or two, or three, if anyone asks, it’s true, I might not know the answers anymore. But I would call them stupid questions.



Part 1: Going Out
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At the beginning of my last school term, I decided to give yoga a try. My place was in the back row next to a girl from school, Mandi. Everyone else in the yoga class was old and took it seriously.


‘Concentrate on your breath,’ said our bald instructor. His penis was visible through his tights.


I was getting into triangle pose, dipping, pointing, feeling pointless.


‘Swivel your heads towards the ceiling.’


A guy at the front was concentrating on his breath in an audible way, like he was gathering up phlegm.


‘Great work, Donny.’


Yeah, wow. You can breathe in and out loudly.


I glanced at Mandi to see what she thought, but she was staring out the window.


The rest of us were barefoot, but this guy was wearing shoes. Not the latest Reeboks or anything, just these sad old chunky sneakers that had maybe once been white. He was also wearing a hat – a grey-brown beanie, which he never removed.


At least, in between the beanie and the shoes, his clothes were as instructed: loose-fitting, comfortable. As we dipped into triangle pose, his T-shirt flopped down past his shoulder. It was muscular and a tiny bit hairy.


One day he showed up outside school, between me and the school buses chugging out their sad diesel throbs. I had to wear full uniform that day for prizegiving dress rehearsals, and I was steering my art folio case in and out amongst the teachers and the throngs of shrieking third-formers overwhelmed by outsized backpacks. I was anxious to get to yoga so I could change before anyone saw me. But all of a sudden there he was. He grabbed my tie and gave it a little yank.


‘Erica,’ he said, walking alongside me. ‘I’ve never seen you in this getup.’


‘I don’t normally wear it. We don’t have to in seventh form.’


He pursed his lips strangely, looking me up and down. ‘What a shame.’


And so we walked to yoga together.


In yoga class, Mandi and I got the giggles when our instructor said ‘pubic bone’. We were supposed to do this weird rocking backbend, but our ankles kicked away when we giggled. We shook on the mats, helpless with laughter.


Donny did it perfectly, breathing his snorty animal breath, because it wasn’t funny, of course. He made me see that, the next year. Pressed my pubic bone while I was standing in tadasana in my bedroom, adjusting my alignment. That was maybe the first time he touched me there, and the way he did it made me realise it was no big deal. Kind of like when Amber took me to TM with her parents and the guy ‘initiated’ me while everyone else was chanting with their eyes shut. When it’s spiritual, it’s pure, like a doctor examining you.


The yoga class was only ten weeks. After that I didn’t see Donny properly for a long time. Not that I was on the lookout for him or anything. But he did pop up a couple of times. Once, when I went to a Bovine gig with Tanya, Beth and Amber at the Bongo Bar, I spotted his beanie from across the room. He was talking to a tall girl with blond hair. Outside the postural rigour of yoga he looked faintly lopsided, as if his right side was subject to erosion. Even his face was drawn crooked. When he smiled at the girl his lips parted on the right to reveal his back teeth, tense and eager, like a dog’s.


‘Shield me,’ I said to Tanya, who was sitting next to me on the outside of the booth.


‘What is it?’ she asked excitedly. ‘Is it Dieter? Where is he?’


‘It’s not Dieter, come on.’ I shrank down by her shoulder. ‘If it was Dieter you would know.’


‘How would we know?’


‘If it was Dieter I’d be screaming,’ I said in her ear. She smirked.


Beth leaned across the table at us. ‘What’s the haps?’


I rummaged in my duffel bag and took out my notebook and wrote, still squished side-on to Tanya: YOGA GUY. I showed it to Tanya. She widened her eyes and began to scan the room.


‘Show me!’ said Beth. Tanya passed it to her. Beth frowned. ‘Is he a babe?’


Tanya gave her a pitying look. ‘Beth, nobody here’s a babe.’


‘Except me,’ said Amber, rolling a Port Royal.


Beth grabbed my pen and wrote her own note. It said, Tie fetish?!


Tanya saw it over my shoulder. ‘Oh – Tie Guy!’


‘That’s the one.’


Everyone was nodding in unison.


Amber lit the Port Royal. Even though she was directly opposite me, when she exhaled I couldn’t smell it. The place was so smoky already.


I took a long sip of my vodka, lemon and lime. I’d been trying to ration it till the band started their set, because I was worried someone would notice we hadn’t paid a cover charge. The scary doorman had no doubt taken his place at the front behind the girl who was stamping people’s wrists. He had a shaved head with a flat top to it. Having a drink in my hand made me fear him less, but I couldn’t afford another one.


Tanya grabbed my notebook and wrote me a message: He’s coming?!


I looked up and, to my horror, Donny was walking towards me with the tall girl at his side.


‘Well hello there, Erica,’ he said when he got to our table. His smile was wide, like Krusty the Clown’s. ‘At last we meet! You finished school yet or what?’


I shrugged in what I hoped would be a blasé way. I could sense the looks the others were giving one another. They could wait.


‘Erica, I’d like you to meet Calliope here, a visitor from merry England.’


Calliope reached in to clasp my hand. Her hand was boneless and damp. She barely smiled.


‘Nice to meet you,’ I said.


‘Are you here on holiday?’ asked Tanya.


‘We met at a backpackers’ in Kaitaia,’ said Donny. ‘We’ve been at large ever since.’


‘South Island next,’ said Calliope shyly. ‘I’d like to see the mountains.’


Tanya and I nodded.


‘So are you girls going to university next year?’ asked Donny.


‘Yeah, I hope so,’ I said.


‘What’ll you study? What’s your best subject?’


‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘Maybe German.’ German wasn’t my best subject, but Dieter Cohen was doing it.


A tap on the microphone. A couple of strums, bursts of feedback. Bovine was starting. Calliope turned towards them. She said something to Donny and began slinking her way towards the front, his hand in hers.


Afterwards we went to McDonald’s. Everyone was discussing the merits of the various members of Bovine.


Beth unpacked her Happy Meal. ‘Which one do you like, Erica?’


‘I like them all, musically. I don’t have a crush on any of them if that’s what you mean.’


‘Ooh, touchy,’ said Amber.


‘What about your admirer?’ Beth asked. ‘You got the hots for him?’


Tanya took a long slurp on the chocolate thickshake we were sharing. ‘How can she possibly like a guy like that? He’s so decrepit.’


‘Excuse me,’ I said, taking the drink off her. ‘I do not like that guy.’


‘Uh – hello? You went bright red when he came over.’


‘You’re doing it again now!’ said Beth.


‘That’s because it’s embarrassing! He’s the one who approached me, okay? I’m not interested.’


‘Oh, that’s right. You only have eyes for Dieter,’ said Tanya.


‘Dieter Tampon Eater,’ said Beth.


‘Dieter is a weirdo goth,’ said Amber.


‘He’s into Victoriana.’


‘Whatever Trevor,’ said Tanya.


‘It’s not like he wears makeup or anything,’ I said.


Tanya smirked. ‘Sure, sure. Bet you wouldn’t mind if he did though.’


‘Maybe I wouldn’t!’


‘But the thing is, Dieter isn’t interested, is he, Erica?’ said Amber.


‘Yeah, but we know who is,’ said Tanya.


‘Tie Guy!’ said Amber.


‘Tie Guy!’ said Beth.


I saw ‘Tie Guy’ one other time before I started university, but he didn’t see me. It was at the library. He was in an argument with Dieter at the issues desk, a pile of books between them. Dieter stood up. He was shorter than Donny, of a much slighter build.


‘Sorry, mate,’ he said. ‘I can’t issue you these books.’


Donny did a kind of karate kick at the desk.


The security guard came along and put his hand on his shoulder. ‘Fuck, man,’ Donny said as he was escorted out, ‘is this a public library or what?’


Dieter sat down. He was laughing, but I could tell he was rattled. He looked small then. If the desk hadn’t been there, he’d be injured right now. Donny would’ve crushed his shoulder in one hand, like a can of Fresh Up.


I never got the full story. Our guitar lessons had stopped with the arrival of Claudia, and Dieter didn’t ask me to join him on his cigarette breaks anymore.


It wasn’t long after that that he left. He had to devote himself to his studies, was the official story, but I feared it had more to do with alcohol. On one of our last shelving shifts together, he asked me for Panadol. When I pressed for details he only said, ‘Debauchery.’ I supposed Claudia was involved, but he didn’t look happy about it.
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In my first year at university, I was too busy admiring Paul to notice Donny when he started showing up at German Club. Paul had a yellow raincoat. He’d light up the lift with it. His smile was like that too. So bright, you kind of had to look at him sideways.


We were in the German Club production together. I was in the band playing guitar and Paul was understudy for Dr Faustus. Donny wasn’t in the play. He was just in the beginners’ class, but he’d started coming along to video nights and cornering people at drinks. We waved at each other across the room once. He was busy enthusing to Fiona Patterson, the leather-jacket-wearing lecturer.


Paul and I started hanging out after rehearsals, taking drinks back to his bedsit. At first we were with other people from the crew, and then it was just us. He never asked me out exactly, or made any declarations. We went to Society for coffee twice, spent a few hours on the phone. It was too easy-going to be significant. Even when we started kissing and taking off each other’s clothes, I wasn’t sure I could call him a boyfriend yet. He hadn’t started acting differently, so nothing had changed.


The first time I slept over at Paul’s, I walked downtown afterwards, I don’t know why – to go to the bank or something – somewhere hushed and hallowed with other people but nobody asking questions. Not that Gary or Alison would’ve quizzed me relentlessly. It wasn’t that unusual for me to be out all night. I was old enough and they were cool.


My body was humming, not so much like a sports car as a computer or a fridge. Was it anxiety, or some little buzz about sharing a man’s bed, whispering weird things in German to each other, skin to skin in the dim light? I smelled of antibacterial soap, which somehow underlined the fact we hadn’t gone all the way – we were just clean friends.


We’d slept late, then eaten Weetbix and cheese on toast in quick succession. Paul was out of milk so our Nescafé was black and heavily sugared, and we dressed our Weetbix with watered-down Easi-Yo. He showed me the white plastic cylinder he grew it in.


I was impressed. ‘I can’t believe you make your own yoghurt. You’re eighteen years old.’


‘It’s actually really easy,’ he’d said with a grin. ‘Easy with an i.’


On my way down Church Street that afternoon, Donny lurched into view, heading towards me on the diagonal. He swung his arm out straight like a school patrol sign.


‘Hey – hello there!’


‘Oh hi,’ I said, trying to give the impression I didn’t remember who he was.


‘Hey, do you wanna go to the movies with me?’


‘Um.’


His eyes were full of manic optimism. ‘There’s this movie Brassed Off that’s on at the Rialto. I have a friend who can get us in for free.’


‘Um, maybe some time?’


‘Come on. Couragio!’


‘I dunno. I’m just doing some stuff in town. I didn’t really plan on going to the movies.’


‘You didn’t plan? Oh dear. You didn’t plan. Well Erica, in that case I guess there’s no hope. No plan! You don’t plan on getting free tickets to the movies.’


That wasn’t exactly true. Some people spent all day listening to the radio so they could get free giveaways. ‘I don’t know. What’s this movie about?’


‘It has Ewan McGregor in it, the guy from Trainspotting, only he’s this clean-cut lad playing tenor trombone. It looks pretty cute. There’s a spunky blond actress in the poster with him. She has that peculiar English crispness. Pretty ravishing, I must say.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘It’s so strange. I was just thinking, I’m bound to run into some lovely soul who’ll accompany me to that movie and wow – I run into you, Erica. An even lovelier soul than I could possibly have asked for! Allow me to feel pleasantly refreshed by this moment of serendipity a little longer before you rob me of all hope, wouldya?’


So we went to the movie. We waited in the lobby till there was nobody around and then the guy gave us a nod from behind the popcorn counter. It was the end of the trailers. Donny tugged me into a row near the back and we sat side by side, his warm elbow nudging mine on the arm rest. His body smelled musky and sharp – tea tree and fresh sweat with hints of incense and mown grass.


Afterwards we wandered, blinking, back to where we started.


‘You going home now, or?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Cool. Well,’ Donny laughed and scratched his head. ‘I’m kind of out of practice with this sort of thing.’


‘What sort of thing is that?’


‘Uh – going out, you know, with a pretty girl like you.’


Pretty girl? What did he mean? He was a lot older than me. I thought of the English girl he was with at the Bongo Bar last year. Calliope. She was pretty. And young. But perhaps that had ended badly and he was only hanging out with older women now. Maybe he was going out with Fiona Patterson? ‘That’s okay. I mean, we only went to the movies. I have a boyfriend anyway,’ I lied.


‘You do?’ He looked crestfallen. I was confused. If he’d meant to ask me out, he’d done it completely wrong. You don’t just wander into someone and take them to the movies by accident and then act as though it’s some big thing.


‘I do. I’m going out with Paul, you know, from German Club?’


‘Paul?’ Donny laughed and shook his head. ‘Listen, let’s not waste our time worrying about such an unworthy opponent.’


He got a notebook out of his pocket and wrote down his phone number. I didn’t have time to think. By the time he’d torn off the page and handed it to me, I’d agreed to give him a German lesson at my house.
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‘Don’t deny it,’ Donny kept saying. ‘Du liebt mir.’


‘Du liebst mich, you mean,’ I said.


That was about the extent of our German lesson: love takes the accusative. After that, German gave way to English. Donny closed his notebook and brought his chair close to mine, bypassing the corner of the kitchen table we’d been leaning across. He clutched at my hands.


‘Erica, don’t think you can hide it. Anyone can see you’re in love. I have eyes.’


He did have eyes, and he fixed them on me with a kind of wild intensity that would have been frightening if it weren’t so comical. I wrenched my hands from his grip to cover my mouth. I had a smile on the verge of a laughing fit and I wasn’t sure I could stop that once it started.


The rest of the lesson, Donny was pleading for a kiss, remonstrating with me for snorting as I prised his hands off my cheeks, smudged my lips away, pressed a hand hard onto his jaw. It went on and on, and even though I could barely suppress my giggles, it felt like a pretty cruel joke that here at last was my passionate would-be boyfriend in the form of a deranged older man declaring in broken German that I was in love with him.


Alison had popped her head round the living-room door when Donny arrived, given him a polite wave. It was after dinner, so she and Gary were probably drinking tea and complaining softly to each other in front of the television. I was in the kitchen helping a fellow student with his beginner German. That was the plan, anyway.


Distraction could be an option. I had learned that from babysitting. I see you pulling all the pots and pans out of the cupboards. I raise you: making paper hats from newspaper.


‘Would you like a hot drink?’ I asked. ‘We have tea, Ovaltine, Jarrah?’


He slumped into a dejected stoop. He said nothing, lifting only his head, impressing upon me with his eyes the futility of my attempt.


‘I think I’ll have an Ovaltine,’ I said. ‘I like Jarrah, but it’s probably a bit late for that. Coffee gives me palpitations.’


I took two mugs from the cupboard and put them on the bench. I thought by the time I’d boiled the jug maybe he’d be ready to choose, but when I went to the other cupboard to get the Ovaltine, he was staring at the ceiling with an alarming intensity. Gott im Himmel.


He wasn’t exactly good looking. One of his legs was shorter than the other – that was why he had to wear the special sneakers. He’d smashed his right leg up in a motorbike accident when he was seventeen. The doctors had squished the contents of his leg below the knee into a knobbly, calf-shaped tube and hoped for the best. He’d lost about an inch on that side.


Not that looks mattered to me. But his strange appearance made his self-assurance harder to discount. I almost felt sorry for him, knowing how pitiful it is to fall in love with someone who doesn’t love you back, but he didn’t make it easy for me with all the groping attempts at kissing and his bizarre insistence that I was in love with him.


He slapped his hand on the table. ‘Verstehst du nichts? Ich war – ich bin . . .’


‘Auf Englisch?’


‘Don’t you get it? I haven’t waded through so many years of solitude, these lonely, wretched years in the wilderness, only to emerge oblivious to this rare connection that is happening between us. This electricity, Erica. I feel it coming off you, joining my body to yours. Why are you denying it?’


‘Denying what?’


‘Erica, do you mean to pretend that you don’t know the effect you’re having? Come on. You’re no cock tease, if you’ll permit me to use that vulgar term. No, no. Cover your ears,’ he said, leaning forward and clasping his hands gently around my head. ‘I believe you are innocent. Entschuldigen mir bitte. A case for Doktor Freud, perhaps.’


I was eighteen. Was I repressed? I had to admit the possibility that Donny knew better than I did.


I gave Donny his second German lesson at his flat. It turned out his friend Foster was in Bovine, and they were playing at the Bongo Bar later that night. Bovine was cool and it was beyond exciting to see them now I had a friend of a friend in the band.


Donny’s room smelled of incense and beer. He had a line of obscure beers in the middle of the room to choose from and a bottle of Grant’s. ‘Take your pick,’ he said, and I chose a beer with a weird cherry flavour and took a seat on the milk crate near the stereo. He had an impressive pile of tapes stacked up against the wall behind it.


‘That’s my record collection, man,’ he said sadly. ‘I had to sell everything a couple of years back. But I put it all on tape first. Easier to move around now anyway. Those boxes weighed a fuckload.’


He didn’t try to kiss me this time, just eyed me unblinkingly and asked me about what music I knew. He only played stuff I’d never heard of, of which there was a surprising amount.


‘You know John Cale?’


I shook my head.


‘From the Velvet Underground?’


‘Oh yeah? No.’


He smiled and waggled a tape at me knowingly. ‘Wait till you hear this. Vintage Violence, man.’ He put the tape in and fast-forwarded it a few times.


‘Check this out,’ he said when he found the right pause.


He sat on his futon and watched me as I listened. It was ‘Big White Cloud’ and as the piano joined the violins it was as if Donny had spiked my drink. John Cale began to sing and my brain was swelling – the room was full of uplifting portent.


I was anxious to take this significant feeling to the gig where I’d meet cool people and begin to be part of something. Maybe someone would even invite me to join their band.


‘Can we get going?’ I asked when the song had finished.


He smiled indulgently at me, ejecting the tape and tightening it with a pencil. ‘These things don’t usually start till after midnight,’ he said.


We arrived in time for Bovine’s last song, ‘Stranded’, the same Saints cover they did as an encore the first time I saw them. They were playing calmly, like they were doing the dishes, not strumming and hitting and straining at the microphone. The guitarist was in a black T-shirt tucked into black jeans and he was playing power chords like it was no big deal. I jumped and nodded appreciatively, wishing I could get my fingers to go in the right place every time like that. He looked almost bored, but his sweaty brown hair gave him away. That was Donny’s friend Foster.


While the band was packing up everybody began to move around. The scary doorman had given up for the night and was skulling a beer by himself. I tried to walk past him undetected on the way to the bar but Donny steered me towards him.


‘Erica, this is Sick,’ he said, and the doorman extended a hand to shake. He was wearing fingerless gloves, and the ends of his fingers were tattooed with wonky hieroglyphs.


‘Gidday, Erica,’ he said. ‘How old are you, chick? I gotta ask.’


‘Twenty-three,’ I said, hoping the extremity of the lie would help me get away with it.


He nodded almost deferentially before returning to his beer.


Foster came over to the bar with the bass player, Ben, who looked askance at Donny and started talking to the barman before he could introduce us properly. Foster said a weary hi and gave me a sceptical glance up and down. ‘Pleasure,’ he said, and turned back to Donny as if he was waiting for more information.


‘Foster, man, you’re more hermetically sealed than usual this evening,’ said Donny.


Foster just raised his eyebrows and turned away to order his beer.


I stood up close to him so he could hear me and said, ‘I’m sorry we missed most of it. I loved “Stranded”.’ I asked how the rest of their performance had gone.


He said it went okay. ‘This is the best part of the night so far.’ He was smiling, but it was a difficult smile to read.


‘Do they pay you?’


‘I’m getting paid in beer,’ he said. ‘Would you like one?’


I said I would.


‘What kind do you like?’ he asked.


‘Anything dark.’


‘Hey, what about me?’ asked Donny when Foster ordered me a Guinness.


‘Get your own beer,’ said Foster. ‘You barely even made it to the gig.’


‘Neither did she,’ said Donny.


Foster watched as I dipped my lips in the foam.


‘I can’t say no to free Guinness,’ I said, and thanked him.


It was two years ago that I went to Dieter’s party. He’d promised we could go out on the deck with our Guinness later, just him and me. That might have happened if Claudia hadn’t scuttled in and stolen him.


Foster asked what subjects I was studying. Philosophy had been one of his majors, too. Now he had a master’s in anthropology, whatever that was. He was trying to get it together to do a PhD somewhere overseas next year.


‘Basically I want to leave the country,’ he said, ‘and postpone real life as long as possible.’ He excused himself.


Donny was deep in conversation with a woman with golden skin and long dark wavy hair. They were standing very close together and she was touching his chest. His arm gestures were more circumscribed than usual, as if her touch had sedated him.


When Foster came back he had a soft box with a red circle in the middle of it.


I said, ‘What’s that?’


‘It’s my Lucky Strikes,’ he said. ‘Do you want one?’


‘I don’t think so,’ I said. I could feel my face going red. ‘Are they what I think they are?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said, grinning. ‘What do you think they are?’


‘Where did you get them?’


‘There’s a dispenser in the toilets.’


‘Right-o,’ I said. So they were definitely condoms then. I felt a pang. He was just another guy scanning the bar for chicks.


He opened the packet and slid out a cigarette. He pointed it at me.


‘Oh, I thought –’ A fresh wave of embarrassment. ‘No thanks. I’ve never seen those cigarettes before.’


Foster cocked his ear towards my mouth.


‘Are these Lucky Strikes particular to this bar?’ I enunciated. ‘Is it like a special thing they have?’


He smiled incredulously and said no, they came from the United States. ‘But they’re available worldwide,’ he said.


‘Why have I never seen them before then?’


‘Search me,’ he said.


Donny brought over the beautiful woman he’d been talking to.


‘Foster – Erica – this is Angelique.’


‘Enchanté,’ she said, beaming and holding her hand out to me. I clasped it in both my hands and gave it a squeeze. I wondered if she expected me to kiss it.


‘Hi,’ said Foster, taking a swig of his pint.


‘Great set,’ said Angelique to Foster.


‘Angelique here’s a big Saints fan,’ said Donny.


‘Yeah,’ said Angelique, nodding appreciatively at Foster. ‘Mean cover.’


Foster said thanks.


‘Did you know Donny went on tour with them once?’ she asked.


Foster raised his eyebrows at Donny, who was grinning shyly at the floor. ‘Is that so? Haven’t heard that one, no.’


‘I didn’t know you were musical,’ I said to Donny, but he didn’t say anything, maybe because it was a stupid thing to say. Punks rejected the whole notion of musicality.


Angelique drained her glass and set it on the bar beside Foster. ‘I have to go to work,’ she said. She gave me a hug, then gave Donny a peck on the cheek. For Foster, she rippled her fingers into a wave.


After 1 a.m., they turned the music down so we could hear how loudly we’d been talking to one another. The crowd thinned out. Angelique had left, but Foster kept drinking with us.


A pale, red-headed woman came in wearing a fluffy brown jacket. She darted a beguiling smirk at Foster on her way to the bar, but he didn’t smile back. She started talking to Sick.


‘Foster here is broken-hearted,’ said Donny. ‘Aren’t you, Foz?’


Foster didn’t roll his eyes so much as glance up at the spirits shelf.


‘What happened?’ I asked Donny.


He nodded over at the woman who’d just arrived. She was laughing and gesticulating at Sick. It looked like they were getting into some sort of friendly argument.


‘That woman over there carrying out her ostentatious and frankly incomprehensible flirtation with Sick is a cruel person by the name of Phoebe.’


Foster half-laughed. ‘She’s okay,’ he said. ‘I mean, she’s hard work sometimes, but we’re friends.’


‘That’s how she keeps destroying you,’ said Donny. ‘You’re enslaved.’


Foster gave him a look like that was enough. ‘A bit warped, don’t you think?’


Donny leaned close to me. ‘The other day I had to walk Foster home like a dog. He was on all fours, crying all the way. Phoebe, man.’


‘It wasn’t Phoebe,’ said Foster. ‘It was Bridget.’


‘It was Bridget, but you were crying about Phoebe.’


We stayed at the Bongo Bar till closing. I was hoping Foster would get so drunk that we’d have to walk him home like a dog, but it didn’t come to that. The three of us lived near one another, so we walked home together, stopping round the back of the bakery on the way to pick up hot bread. I didn’t know you could do that, but the man with the hairnet who came to the door didn’t look surprised to see us, he just asked for exact change, and no problem – a loaf straight out of the oven in a crispy paper bag. We took turns cradling it and tugging away at the steamy stuff as we headed up the hill.


Outside Donny’s, we stood around in an awkward triangle on the footpath. Donny’s face looked sallow in the sulphur glow.


‘Come in,’ said Donny to me, but it was Foster who replied.


‘Okay,’ he said, glancing my way.


‘I need to sleep,’ I said.


‘You can sleep here,’ said Donny.


‘No I can’t,’ I said. I couldn’t. His room only had one bed.


Foster was shuffling from foot to foot, face to the moon, still holding the remains of the bread. ‘Don’t let me –’ he said to me. ‘You do what you like. I’ll walk with you if you want.’


‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Let’s go in for a bit. Finish the bread.’


In Donny’s room, I sat on a yoga bolster and Foster sat on the upturned milk crate. Donny sat on the bed in full lotus, looking like a swami. Without comment or apparent cause, he pulled his notebook out of his cargo pants pocket and jotted something down. When he’d finished, he threw it on the bed and said to Foster, ‘You know she’s never heard of John Cale?’


‘I have,’ I said. ‘I mean – I have now.’


The two of them took turns at saying names and feigning consternation when I shook my head.


‘Warren Zevon?’ said Foster, and then Donny dug out a tape and played ‘Werewolves of London’.


I laughed at the lyrics and they laughed at my laughing. It was like they were in on some secret, something beyond being older and knowing old music.


I examined the tape for clues. It had a homemade cover, a photo of Warren Zevon glued over some frenzied wiggly lines. Warren Zevon looked a tiny bit like Donny.


We passed a bottle of Grant’s around. After a while, Donny’s flatmate knocked on the door. She was wearing nothing but a Pearl Jam T-shirt, squinting through her long limp hair into the light. She asked us to turn it down.


‘No taste in music,’ said Donny when she was gone.


‘She might just want to sleep,’ said Foster.


‘Nah, man, she can’t complain. Those two are getting through a tube of KY a night. You should hear the racket.’


Foster said he should probably be getting going.


‘Me too,’ I said.


‘You don’t have to leave yet,’ said Donny.


Foster cleared his throat loudly as he made his way to the door so I could pretend I didn’t hear.


It was only ten minutes up the hill to my place, really, if you power walked, but we were tired and unsteady from all the booze, so we meandered.


The first part of the walk was steep. I listened to Foster’s breathing in the dark, out and in, so sure of itself. I wondered what he thought of mine.


‘Have you guys known each other long?’ he asked when we got to a lesser incline.


‘Not long,’ I said. ‘I mean we kind of met last year, at yoga. Now I’m his German tutor. Not like his proper tutor, but –’


‘Is that so?’ he said. ‘Could you teach me too?’


‘Sure,’ I said, but I didn’t know if he was serious.


At about the second-to-last bend before we got to my house, a lone morepork was calling, probably the same one who used to sing to me when I was pining for Dieter Cohen. He’d have to stop soon. The sky was beginning to lighten.
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