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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight
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      And what’s a real man, anyway?

      

      After that week, I knew I would never forget those words. The sun was bright and hot when he said it, his shoulders brown and dusty with the salt of the sea as he shrugged so casually. And he smiled as he spoke a truth so clear, so simple, I wondered how I’d ever gotten things wrong before.

      That day, a stranger changed my life.

      No, he didn’t change it.

      He made me start living it. For the first time ever.
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      In Australia, blokes are blokes. Which is probably why I freaked out, shut down, and got the fuck out of town. I felt like shit about doing it, and who I was doing it to. But we all do stupid things. I guess it’s what you do with the regret that matters.

      The cicadas were already screeching, announcing what was gonna be a bloody hot day. I was sweating through my singlet as I threw my backpack onto the passenger seat and tied my board to the tray of the old Holden ute.

      I whistled for the dog.

      “Bluey! Quick!”

      I turned to see my seven-year-old Kelpie already sitting in the driver’s seat.

      “Move the fuck over. Gawn, get.”

      I opened the driver’s door, slid in behind the wheel and pushed the backpack to the floor to give Bluey the passenger seat. The driver’s door gave a rusty groan as I hauled it shut before I gunned the engine and pulled out of Johnno’s driveway with a spin of the wheels.

      It was early Saturday morning.

      Our boss had given us a week off, a job we were working on had been delayed due to a hold-up with the engineer’s report, so there was no laying bricks for a few days. So what did a couple of lads like Johnno and I do? We got pissed, of course.

      That was last night.

      This morning my skull was pounding, my throat was dry as all hell. I pulled into a servo on Edgecliff Road heading up the hill from Bondi, grabbed a two litre bottle of Coke and a meat pie that looked like it’d been there a week. I didn’t give a shit. I shoved down the pie and skulled the Coke while I was driving, mopping up the tomato sauce that spilled down my singlet and licking it off my fingers, heading north over the bridge, up the Pacific Highway, thinking about Johnno and last night and this morning and… and the very first time I’d driven into Sydney on the same road I was on now, only going the other direction.

      But I wasn’t heading back home now.

      I didn’t even consider the town of Patterson’s Track home any more, I hadn’t for a long time.

      These days, Johnno’s place was more home to me than anywhere else I knew.

      And yet here I was.

      Running away.

      Driving north.

      Driving nowhere.

      Sticking to the old coast road, staying close to the sea, to the surf I loved so much.

      “Lachlan Wade, what the fuck are you doin’, mate?” I muttered to myself.

      The answer was, I didn’t have a clue. All I knew was I had to get out of Sydney. I reached across to Bluey and gave him a good scratch behind the ear. Because here we were again.

      Just a couple of lost boys.

      Going fuck knows where.
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      I had opened my bleary eyes that morning to the sight of Johnno’s messy bedroom—beach towels, boardies, footy gear, singlets, empty bottles of Toohey’s Dry tipped on their side—not to mention Johnno himself, stumbling about naked. I was naked too, lying on his bed with a tangle of sheets twisted around my raging hard-on but not covering much else.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      This was new.

      This was weird.

      This was not good.

      I sat up and suddenly felt the pounding of my head. At the same time, Johnno spun on one heel, a stray footy sock on the floorboards making the glide even smoother.

      “Hey,” he said, and I could tell by his voice he was as unsure of all this as I was. My eyes fell straight to his cock before I could stop myself. I’d seen Johnno naked before, plenty of times, but not like this. Not from his bed. And not with a hard-on. On the several occasions I’d seen him strutting around his old South Bondi terrace or showering at the surf club and changing in the footy locker rooms I’d noticed that it was an impressive cock, thick and meaty and cut, but that was when it was flaccid or only semi-hard. Now at full-mast, that cock of his was seriously something to brag about.

      But what the fuck was I doing staring at it? Jesus, we were supposed to be straight.

      Awkwardly he tried to cover his erection, but cocks like that are impossible to hide.

      Quickly I fumbled with the twisted sheets, trying to cover more of myself than just my own obvious-as-all-hell stiffy. I pulled too hard on the knotted sheets and instead of covering myself, I tugged the bunched-up sheets clear off my lap.

      My cock sprang up and slapped my stomach.

      An embarrassed “Fuck!” slipped from my lips in a whisper.

      Johnno caught a glimpse and turned, finally catching sight of his red Speedos on the floorboards and snatching them up, crushing his hard-on between his large hairy balls and washboard abs as he bent down.

      I grabbed the sheets, held them over my crotch and staggered out of the bed, in desperate search of my own clothes.

      Johnno got his dick-stickers up over his firm arse, the elastic waist snapping in place on his tanline. In front he jammed his erection as best he could into the crotch of his Speedos, like someone trying to stuff a suitcase with more junk that it could hold.

      I found my boardies.

      I had to drop the sheets.

      I put one leg, then the other, into the shorts, but I moved too fast, my head still spinning. I stumbled forward, about to fall flat on my face, when Johnno turned once more and caught me.

      It was not graceful.

      My shoulder thumped into his large chest and forced a grunt out of him.

      I had already lifted one hand out in front of me to try to stop my fall, but ended up shoving an open palm against Johnno’s stomach which slipped quickly down his abs. I jerked it back before it reached his crotch.

      He grabbed my shoulder in one steady hand.

      He caught me by the bicep with the other.

      Within seconds, he had me back on my feet and I managed to yank my boardies up the rest of the way. I pulled myself out of Johnno’s grasp as soon as I had my balance, my erection sticking out like a thick, throbbing divining rod under the surf-and-frangipani pattern on my shorts while his own hard-on did the same inside his tightly-packed Speedos. But I backed away too fast and reversed into the old stereo against the wall, my arse hitting the play button on the CD player. The Boys Light Up by Aussie Crawl blared to life.

      I spun, crouched, hit the stop button before standing again, avoiding all eye contact with Johnno as I asked with mild panic, “Did we…?”

      “Dunno,” he answered.

      “I think I drank too much,” I blurted quickly.

      “Me too.”

      “We gotta get to work.”

      “It’s Saturday, Lachie. We’ve got the week off, remember?”

      “Shit, I forgot.”

      “Wanna come for a surf?”

      I paused. And the moment I did, I saw something flicker across Johnno’s summer-blue eyes. I suddenly realised I’d just broken something. Our morning ritual? Our friendship? Or was it his heart?

      “I’m gonna give it a miss. I’m way too wasted.”

      He nodded. “That’s cool, mate.” He grabbed a towel and his own boardies and rashie, and I could see him get ready to make a hasty exit. “Maybe we’ll catch up this arvo. Lunch or something?”

      “Yeah. Sure thing, mate,” I nodded.

      Johnno gave me a thumbs up and a hopeful smile spread timidly across his handsome face. Timid was a word I never thought I’d use to describe anything Johnno did. At thirty-two, he was ten years older than me, built like a brick shithouse and as tough as nails. I was quickly filling out like him, broad shoulders, big chest, pumped arms, thanks to the brickie job we did together. That’s what we did by day, lay bricks to build some rich bastard’s mansion overlooking the beach or the harbour. But there was one thing that made up for all those hours busting our balls working hard for the man… and that was surfing. Before heading off to mix cement and push around wheelbarrows full of bricks, Johnno and I would hit South Bondi together and watch the sun rise as we sat on our boards and let the ocean gently rock us. We did this every morning.

      Except this morning.

      “I’ll call ya,” I said as he headed out of his room and down the stairs to get his surfboard. I heard the happy thump-thump-thump of Bluey’s tail on the floorboards downstairs, followed by
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