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CHAPTER ONE

 


GOOD DAYS AND BAD DAYS

 


 


Some people strike it lucky and
other people don’t. Me, I’m one of those that don’t have it as good
as it could be, or for that matter as good as I’d like it to
be.

Until about twelve months or so
back I’d had a not so bad job driving a Caterpillar tractor, a
bulldozer if you like, for a joker down in the Waikato, and this
bullie had seen better days. It was fightin’ a losin’ battle and
was well and truly past its use by date! The tracks were shot, just
about worn flat, with so little grip that every time the going got
a bit on the tough or slippery side, they’d spin. Talk about
frustrating. It wouldn’t even pull the skin off a rice pudding.
Well, to cut a long story short, I collared the boss and did a moan
about it, and going by the look on his face, I thought that I’d
wasted my breath.

Anyway, a week or so later when
I called in at the office jacking up for a load of diesel to be
delivered out to the job, the boss bailed me up an’ told me a
mechanic was coming out first thing in the morning an’ I was to
lend a hand to drop off the worn set of tracks and fit a
reconditioned set. Well, wonders will never cease. The boss was not
known for his generosity, but fair enough I thought, it’d make my
job one hell of a lot easier and quicker. Besides it’d be a welcome
change to have some-one on the job to yak to other than myself.
They reckon it’s the first sign of madness when ya start answering
yourself back!

Next day I was out on the job
about ten after seven, untying the bullie’s dilapidated, oil
stained cover that leaked like a sieve, letting in a damned sight
more water than it kept out. It looked as though someone had taken
to it with a four-ten shotgun. Full of holes, it was stuffed and no
doubt about that! But the boss blew his top if he found out that ya
hadn’t put it back on at the end of each day’s grind. Was always
carrying on about how it kept the leather covered seat and armrests
from gettin’ soaked and goin’ rotten. There’s no pleasin’ some
blokes ya know.

It was just as well that I took
the trouble to put the bullie’s seat in the back of my old jalopy
each night, otherwise it’d be like sittin’ on a flamin’ underground
spring all day.

Well, like I said, I took that
piece of church-goin’ canvas off the old girl, grabbed the dry seat
out of the back of my old heap, lugged it over and onto the
bullie’s tracks, clambered up liftin’ the seat and dropped it in
place. Then deciding a quick smoke wouldn’t go amiss, I perched
myself on the armrest and reached into my pocket for the matches.
But wouldn’t ya know it. Not a single live one. “Damn!”

In disgust I chucked the
useless box away, and the tobacco tin that was perched nicely on my
knee slid off, hit the tracks, bounced and neatly emptied itself
with the papers right into the middle of a muddy puddle. For a
short time I just stared, and then out it came. “Bugger!”

Then the air turned blue,
really blue! Even the birds in the scrub must’ve put their wings
over their ears and it was just as well that I was a fair distance
from the nearest farmhouse. An’ no doubt about it, I’ll lay you
odds that that joker up there with his little black book had put
another cross beside my handle! It’s all right for Him, He doesn’t
smoke anyway, but I betcha He had a puff or two when He was down
here!

After cooling off a bit, I
clambered down from the bullie and stomped across to my old bomb to
start ratting around through the accumulated rubbish under the
dashboard for some live matches.

Ah, now here’s a box, but no,
it’s full of dead ones. Aha, another box! But only the one solitary
live match. I struck the match, but it was no go. I struck again
and the ruddy head flew off, so once again the air turned blue.

“Go on, you up there, put
another flippin’ cross beside me name!”

I find a full box of live ones,
and this time the match strikes first pop. I’m elated, and on
lighting up take a deep drag. Boy, that’s just great. What a
relief! Sanity returns to me at last and even the birds seem to
appreciate it, they’ve started singing again. In my search, I
spotted a spare packet of baccy. Good. But what about the papers?
Another frantic search is underway, but still no joy. Wouldn’t ya
know it, not a single flamin’ paper. Man oh man what a day of days
it had started off to be.

Then I remembered about the
mechanic. I hope ta hell that he smokes. Yeah, I think he does. I’m
sure I spotted him havin’ a drag in the workshop the other day.
Well, I damn well hope he does, cos if he doesn’t he could be in
for a pretty miserable time.

Hell! I looked at the time.
Seven-thirty, so I’d better shake a leg and give the old girl a
kick in the guts.

Slamming the car door, I strode
back and climbed up onto the tracks, turned the diesel on and made
sure she was out of gear, primed the petrol in the starter motor
carby, and checked the water level in the radiator. Yep, enough
water to float the Q E II. Righto old mate, wind the pull-cord
around the flywheel, open the throttle, give it full choke, and
okay, she’s all set now, so pull like hell!

“Whoopee! You bloody little
beaut!” Away first pop, an’ you’re running like a dream, well, I
wonder what’s gotten into you this morning?”

Now gently start to engage the
starter motor with the main engine.

“Blast it all, why did you have
to stall again just when things were goin’ along so smoothly?”

Oh well, I might’ve known it
was too good to last. Just the sort of luck I seem to have
inherited today.

Well Rolly old chap, let’s give
it another go, but first you’d better disengage the starter motor
or you won’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of getting anything
up and running.

Wind the pull cord around
again. Boy, what I wouldn’t give for an electric starter. Just
imagine if I got two bob for every time I’ve yanked on this damned
thing over the years! Hmmm, that cord’s lookin’ a bit on the frayed
side. But she’ll be right mate so don’t let it worry ya! All set?
Now pull and give the old sod heaps! Blast! Nothin’. Not even a
solitary cough. I just knew it, you bloody thing you, and if it’s
true what they say about that joker up there knowing everything
that ya say and think, boy is he in for an earful. Why in creation
can’t these machines be fitted with electric starters? It’d sure
make my life a hell of a lot simpler. Now that the cord is wound on
again, she’s all set for another go. Right, Rolly old son, put a
bit of a sting into it this time.

I really did put some elbow
into it. Then I reeled back, holding my nose. “Hell’s bells, that
sure hurts! You bloody starter cord, you would have to break,
copping me one fair across the snorer!”

Jeez, it’s really makin’ my
eyes water. One thing for sure, you up there, you’ll run out of
paper and crosses before I run out of swear words. Man oh man,
that’s sure bloody painful but at least the starter motor is still
ticking over, so I guess that’s some consolation.

“Don’t you let up on me now,
will you? Okey dokey, old cob, you’d better get the revs up!”
That’s it, engage her to the main engine, gently, gently now,
gently, righty’o old cob, it’s a winner so go for it. Yep you
little humdinger, keep rollin’, keep rollin’ - now flick over the
compression lever, slam the throttle wide open. Yahoo, you bloody
little beaut. The sweet roar of success. I ease the throttle back a
bit, that’s it, she’s runnin’ sweet as a nut, and it’s just as well
because I’ve got nothin’ that I could use for a replacement starter
cord anyway. Now, what about a well-earned smoke, Rolly old pal? I
reach into my pocket, but blast and damn, no papers. Ah well, looks
like I might just have ta hang on for a bit longer until that
damned mechanic arrives on the scene, and he sure won’t be the most
popular of blokes if he doesn’t smoke!

Hell’s teeth, time flies when
you’re havin’ fun, it’s after eight already, about time he turned
up.

A couple of minutes later I
spot a truck burling along the road; goin’ by the speed and the
dust it’s puttin’ up the driver must have his foot planted flat to
the floor boards. Yeah, that’s one of our heaps all right, and
there’s the boss’s hotted up little Mini right behind. I wonder
what the hell he wants? By crikey, that driver is really givin’ the
truck heaps, surely he must know the boss is right up his exhaust
pipe, and if he does, he must be a flamin’ idiot. The boss’ll have
his guts for garters, and that’s for sure!

Hell’s bells! He hardly slowed
down at all when he turned in off the road. Whew, how he made it
through that gateway without wrappin’ the truck around that big
strainer post I’ll never know. And boy if he doesn’t take it a bit
easier comin’ over this rough ground, he’ll do a set of springs in!
Jeez! Now that was a beaut bump, I bet he’s got a lump on the top
of his scone the size of a duck’s egg, must’ve just about put his
head through the top of the cab! Ah, I can see you’re gunna take it
a bit slower now that you’ve learnt your lesson.

Well, I guess I’d better get
down and say gidday to this manic mechanic, that’s if and when he
gets here. But on second thoughts it might be a damned sight safer
for me to stay put up here out of harm’s way, you never know!

As he pulled up to a stop
beside me I could hear the sound of tortured and groaning metal.
Switching off, he stuck his head out of the window.

“Well, it looks like I got to
the right place this time. Rolly’s your name, isn’t it?” Getting
out of the cab he extended his hand up to me. “Jim’s mine.”

We shook. “Howdy Jim, you’re at
the right place all right.” Then with a bemused look, I asked, “How
does it feel to try and put a truck into orbit?”

He grinned at me as he ruefully
rubbed the top of his head. “I didn’t see that big hump until I was
right on top of it and then it was too damn late to do anything but
hang on for grim death!”

Grinning back I retorted,
“Well, Jim, the boss did, and goin’ by the way you turned off the
road, you’ll be pushin’ up daisies when he catches up with you.
Can’t you feel your ears burning? Anyway, no pain, no brain, I
guess.”

He stared at me for a few
seconds until the penny dropped and then with raised eyebrows
asked, “Whadya mean the boss saw me? You’re the only bloke workin’
out here, aren’t you?”

I pointed behind him. “See that
Mini comin’ slowly across towards us? Don’t you recognise it? It’s
the boss’s, and he was right up your exhaust pipe until ya careered
in through the gateway.”

Turning, he looked back towards
the gate. “Bloody hell, I saw that clockwork toy behind me in the
dust and I thought I’d give it a run for its money, never dawned on
me he’d be out here in that. Especially when most time’s he’s
drivin’ that bloody great Yank tank. I guess this’ll mean I’ll be
presented with the DCM, eh?”

It was my turn to look puzzled.
“I don’t get it, what in the heck is the DCM, anyway?”

“Same as getting fired. Don’t
Come Monday!”

I chuckled. “Well, that’s a bit
different. Must remember to tell the boys in the boozer about it,
especially if it turns out to be true.”

Jim looked at me and giving a
wry smile, replied. “Well, I guess I’d better face the music
then.”

The boss stopped his Mini about
40 yards behind the bullie, unfolded his bulk from behind the wheel
and squeezed out. How he even managed to get into it was a mystery
in itself. Then leaving the guy who had come with him standing
beside the Mini, he stormed across towards us, and boy, talk about
spitting sparks. He was ropable all right.

“Just who in the hell do you
think you are, a bloody astronaut? My vehicles are not made to go
into orbit, and I want to see you in my office tonight. You haven’t
heard the last of this!”

Jim said nothing. Just stood
there, looking embarrassed.

Then glaring at both of us the
boss snapped, “Well, what d’ya think I pay you jokers for, to stand
there like a couple of wooden dummies? Get stuck in and change
those bloody tracks. Ya should’ve started half an hour ago. And
you,” he said, pointing to Jim, “are bloody lucky not to have got
your marching orders. Next time you get behind the wheel of one of
my vehicles, take it easy or you’ll wind up on the end of a bunch
of fives!”

He raised his clenched fist
under Jim’s nose, turned on his heel and muttered something about
money not growing on trees as he stomped back to the guy waiting
next to the Mini. They walked away towards the brow of the hill, so
it looked as though they were going to give the job I was doing the
once over. When they were out of sight Jim fished a packet of
tobacco out of his back pocket.

“I wonder what will happen
tonight?” he said, looking at me and questioningly raising his
eyebrows.

I breathed a sigh of relief on
seeing the roll ya owns.

“Thank God you smoke rolls Jim,
could I flog a few papers off you? I’ll pick some up on my way home
and pay you back tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure thing, Rolly. I’ve got a
spare book of them in my lunch bag, that’ll keep you goin’. Anyway,
you don’t look like the nervous type to me, you’re not goin’ ta
smoke your head off are you?”

He grinned, reached into the
cab of the truck to grab his lunch bag, which had ended upside down
on the floor after its rough ride, hunted out the papers and handed
them to me. I was glad to see that they were the same brand that I
used.

“Thanks Jim, you’re a bloody
lifesaver!”

As I was rollin’ myself a smoke
I could see Jim was turning a few thoughts over. “You know
something Rolly, I hope that our boss is all piss and wind because
I don’t really want to be out of a job right now.”

After I’d lit up I began
explaining to Jim just how things had been working against me, the
loss of the makin’s, the frayed starter cord and the smack across
the dummy.

He smiled. “Yeah, I know how ya
feel, worse luck. I started the day off on the same foot. First
off, I slept in and then there was no hot water left. Some bloody
idiot had left the hot water tap trickling, so I had to do the lot
in icy cold water and I’m afraid that sort of thing doesn’t make me
the happiest of fellas at the best of times. Jeez, the agony while
shaving. If I could’ve gotten my hands on the ignoramus who hadn’t
turned off the tap properly, I’d have half killed him!”

I grinned at the big chunk of
bloody tissue paper stuck to his top lip.

“Yeah, I can see the paper, you
must’ve taken a fair chunk out all right.”

“Actually it’s just a little
nick,” Jim replied ruefully, “but the damned thing wouldn’t stop
bleeding. That reminds me, the next time I’m handy to a chemists
I’ll have to get one of those thingymebob sticks to stop the
bleeding. Anyway, getting back to the story. No sooner did I sit
down at the table to what is called breakfast, a couple of spoons
of lumpy porridge that sticks like glue to ya ribs, and a slice of
last week’s toast, when the old battleaxe herself comes stridin’ up
to me saying, ‘You’ll have to find somewhere else to stay. One of
my old boarders is coming back!’ No beg ya pardons, no nothin’!
Before I could swallow the porridge and reply, she left me to it.
Fancy someone being stupid enough to return to a dump of a joint
like that. The truth of it is that she’s probably let the room for
an extra couple of shillings more a week, probably the most
tight-fisted old bat I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet. If only
she’d been a man I’d’ve told her just where she could have stuck
her dump of a boarding house.

Anyway enough of the moaning,
the reason that I wasn’t here earlier is that I turned up the wrong
track and it was all one way, nowhere to turn around, so I had to
back up a half mile or so. Jeez, I thought my head was going to
drop off and my neck has still got a crick in it and the rest
you’ve seen for yourself. I guess in all honesty, I can count
myself lucky that I didn’t get the DCM on the spot. Have to watch
my step in future.”

I shrugged my shoulders, “Well,
Jim, perhaps the boss was in a better mood than he looked. But it’s
a bit on the tough side about your lodgings. So if you like I’ll
have a chat to my landlady - she might have a vacancy coming up.
And talkin’ about vacancies, we’d better do a bit and get our A
into G before the boss comes back or we’ll both wind up lookin’ for
new jobs!”

Jim grabbed a few tools out of
his toolbox.

“Righto, Rolly, you back the
bullie up an’ I’ll give you the thumbs up when the master pin is on
the front idler and ready for knocking out!”

He walked to the front of the
bullie and turned, watching me clambering up onto the tracks. Then,
wouldn’t you know it, my foot slipped on the edge of the track,
causing me to bark my shin! Boy, did it bring tears to my eyes and
even though Jim couldn’t hear me above the throbbing engine, he
could tell by the way I was vigorously rubbing my shin and how my
mouth was opening and shutting, just exactly what I was feeling
like.

While trying hard not to smile,
Jim made out he was in my shoes acting, using both hands to stop
the halo from strangling me. As the pain eased I saw the humour of
it all, gave him a lopsided grin followed by a vigorous two finger
sign and then dropped into the seat. Selecting reverse gear I eased
the clutch out and opened the throttle, she began trundling slowly
backwards. We kept going back and back. I was waiting, watching for
Jim’s signal to stop, but there was still no sign of the master
pin, it must’ve been covered with mud and difficult to locate. Then
the engine began to labour, so waiting and watching for Jim’s
signal, I opened the throttle wider, giving it few more revs, until
unexpectedly the right hand track began to rise up higher and
higher.

“What the hell? What’s making
the track lift up like that?”

I turned my head, looking over
my shoulder, just as the track began to flatten what it had climbed
onto. Too late, bloody hell, it can’t be true. I’m seeing things.
Oh no, not… it can’t be, not the boss’s Mini! Instinctively, I
threw the bullie out of gear, but there was no way that I could get
my mind around what had happened! Putting my hand over my eyes, I
frantically motioned to Jim, who was staring at me wondering what
was going on, to get around the other side of the bullie to look.
When he came around and saw what was left of the flattened Mini
under the track, he clapped both hands over his eyes and turned
away. Then removing his hands slowly, he turned around to take a
second look. Now that he was sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him, a
look of disbelief and incredulity spread over his face. He slowly
shook his head from side to side.

We both looked at what had been
the boss’s pride and joy, now a crushed mass of metal with its
wheels splayed out. Bloody hell, there was no way it could be
repaired, it was a total write off.

I cut the engine, and in the
deafening silence that followed, only the groans and squeals of
tortured metal filled the air. I also thought I heard the bellowing
of a bull, but it wasn’t. What I was hearing was the sound of an
enraged boss.

“You’re fired! You’re both
fired! I’ll kill both of you bastards when I get my hands on
you!”

And there, about two hundred
yards away, was the boss sprinting towards us waving around a big
chunk of broken fence post in his mitt.

Jim was the first to come to
his senses. “Let’s get the hell out’a here!” he yelled. “Goin’ by
his threats and that bit of post he’s wavin’ about we’ll wind up
doing a twelve month stretch flat on our backs in the
hospital!”

They reckon that fear lends you
wings. Well, I can tell you it’s true! I sailed off the bullie, but
my foot rolled on a clump of dirt as I landed. Ye gods, my ankle
hurt like hell, but this was not the time or place to think about
that. I hobbled over to my old bomb praying that she’d start first
go, and yelled to Jim, who was trying his best to start the truck,
its starter whirring over and over again.

“Throw your tools and stuff
into the back and come with me, forget about the truck! It’s always
been a bastard to start when it’s hot!”

Divin’ back out of the truck,
he grabbed his tools and lunch bag off the tray. I’ve never seen a
joker move so fast in all my days. His gear was in the back and him
in the front next to me in seconds flat! All the time I’d been
pushing the starter.

“C’mon, start you sod, start!”
Then realising that in my haste I hadn’t turned the ignition on I
flicked the isolating switch and thankfully the motor burst into
life and boy was I relieved! “You bloody beaut!”

I slammed it into gear, but it
wouldn’t go. By this time, our irate now ex-boss was only a short
distance away and still goin’ great guns for a fella who had a
paunch as big as his.

“What’s stoppin’ her from goin’
into gear?” I growled out, then watched as Jim’s hand wrenched my
lunch bag out of the way. Slamming it into first, I dropped the
clutch like a hot potato. We took off just in the barest nick of
time as the chunk of post the boss had been waving about sailed
through the air and landed right where we’d been only seconds
before.

“Whew, that was too close a
shave!” Jim yelled above the sound of the racing motor. “It’s a
bloody good job that it didn’t clobber us or the car, a chunk of
stuff that big could do a fair bit of damage!”

“What’s he doin’ now?” I called
while spinning the wheel from side to side trying to avoid the
humps and hollows that were making the car leap about like a one
legged kangaroo. Jim was lookin’ back.

“He’s standing there shaking
his fist at us, and goin’ by the way that mouth of his is opening
and shutting, I’d say that he’s telling someone all about it and
casting grave doubts about our ancestry. One thing though, he’s not
goin’ near the truck, so it looks like he’s given up the idea of
chasin’ us. I think we can ease up a bit! Yeah, he’s just walked
over to the bullie shakin’ his head and that other bloke has joined
him too.”

Easing off the throttle a bit I
still kept my eyes peeled for any more harsh bumps.

Jim spoke again. “I don’t know
about you Rolly, but my ears are really burning, feels like they’re
on fire!”

I took a big breath. “Well, one
thing for sure, we’ve given him plenty to carry on about! Jeez, I
couldn’t believe my eyes when I looked down and saw the Mini under
the tracks! I’ve seen and done some pretty unusual things in my day
but this one really takes the cake, and it’s all my bloody fault.
So it’ll be no bloody good me thinking of lookin’ for a job in this
neck of the woods. The word will spread like wild fire!”

By this time I was a little
more relaxed, but the ankle I had rolled was giving me gyp, hurting
a fair bit.

“Jim, when we get back onto the
road again do you think you could drive for a while? I must’ve done
a bit of damage to my ankle when I leapt off the bullie, it’s
givin’ me a fair bit of pain!”

“Sure,” he replied, “I could
handle one of these even if I drove it blindfolded!”

I took a quick glance at him.
“Blindfolded? To hell with that, I want to get out of here in one
piece!”

“Rolly! That’s one thing I
don’t intend trying out, so you can just put your mind at rest.
Anyway what in the hell happened to your ankle?”

“When I jumped off the bullie,
it rolled on a damned clump of dirt. It sure hurt and is still
giving me the works, but I’ll tell you something, I certainly
wasn’t going to hang around waiting for anything or anyone, believe
you me!”

Jim laughed ironically. “Well,
it’s no bloody wonder, the way you sailed through the air. Reckon
you must’ve set a new world record in the broad jump and from a
sitting start at that. It’s a pity we can’t go back and measure
it,” he taunted wryly.

“It may be a record, but not on
your bloody life. My name might be Willy, but it’s certainly not
silly! Anyway, what’s he up to now? Because if he gets into that
truck, you’ll see a new land speed record set, as well as the broad
jump all in the same day!”

“She’s jake, Rolly, he just
turned and waved his fist at us again, but he’s not goin’ anywhere
near the truck!”

For the next short time we had
nothing much to say, we were both deep in our own thoughts mulling
over what had just occurred. It certainly left a lot of unanswered
questions!

Then Jim broke the silence.
“You don’t think he’ll get the law onto us do you?”

“Nope,” I replied, a little
unsure of myself. “I certainly hope not and anyway if he does, all
we’ll have to do is stick to the truth, that it was an accident.
But I really wonder just who would believe us. Another thing is
that he should’ve had more sense and parked the damned Mini
somewhere else!”

Then a thought hit me and I let
go a brief nervous laugh.

“What’s so funny?” quizzed
Jim.

“Ya know, I was just turning
over bits and pieces about today’s misadventure. Can you imagine
describin’ it to the beak? ‘Your Honour, I looked under the track
of the bullie and there was the boss’s Mini, his pride and joy, as
flat as a pancake!’”

Even though it wasn’t really
funny, we both laughed and it certainly helped ease some of the
tension.

As I turned the car onto the
road, I caught a glimpse of our ex-boss still waving his arms
around as he talked to his off-sider. I could just imagine what he
was saying and I’m sure it wasn’t very complimentary.

A bit further along the road,
well out of sight of the bullie and our now ex-boss, I pulled over
to the side of the road and swapped places with Jim. After we’d got
goin’ again, I asked, “Have you driven one of these jalopies
before?”

“Sure, I owned one of these
bone-shakers myself. Great until I rolled it and wrote the damned
thing off!” he replied with a short, nervous laugh.

“Now you tell me, after I let
you get behind the wheel. Are you sure you won’t do it again?
You’re not driving under false pretences are you?” I wisecracked.
“By the way, don’t push this old girl too fast, the steering’s a
bit on the dicey side, and it pulls to the left when you brake too
hard. The king pins are a bit shot, but will do another turn or
two. And as for the brakes, they’ll stop you in a flash, if you
meet up with something like a power pole!”

“Well, Rolly, one thing for
sure, I reckon you’re in safe hands now as we’ve already written
off one vehicle today!” he said with a humorous lilt to his
voice.

For a couple of seconds I
didn’t catch on but then the penny dropped. “Now I can see what
you’re getting at. They reckon lightning never strikes the same
place twice? Well let’s keep our fingers crossed, but you’d still
better take it easy or you might just tempt fate. Anyway, do you
want a smoke? I’m rollin’ one for myself.”

“A gasper? You bet I would,” he
enthused.

When the cigs were lit Jim
again broke the silence. “The only thing I could really do with now
is a nice cool beer. An’ talking of the amber ale, reminds me of
how I wrote my old bomb off. As a matter of fact, the same model
and make as this,” he said with a ghost of a smile.

“Ya see, I went to a shindig
with this sheila, a good looker too, and very well put together at
that. About an hour or so after we’d arrived at the do she up and
vanished into the night, leaving me on my pat malone. Someone said
that she’d shot through with an old flame of hers, leaving me in
the lurch feeling like a proper mug. So I proceeded to drown my
sorrows, getting stuck into the booze as a consolation. But it
didn’t help, just made things a hell of a lot worse in the long
run! I downed quite a few and don’t recall a great deal about
it.

Later on I was told how I’d
tried to knock the block off some joker, as a result the fella
whose party it was tossed me out on my neck. I can vaguely remember
getting behind the wheel, where, according to a driver behind me, I
was out of it and very lucky that no one was coming from the other
direction. I then came to an s-bend. Went round the first part on
two wheels, the second part no wheels. I was so pissed and relaxed
that I didn’t know what was happening and this was probably the
only reason I didn’t suffer any bad injuries, just a few scratches
and bumps. When I came to and things started to register a bit, I
realised my car was wrapped right around a tree on the side of the
road. A total write off! To this day I count my lucky stars that I
didn’t get badly injured or find myself shaking hands with the old
reaper.

“Anyway, worse luck, the cops
turned up and after blood tests and what have you, I was booked and
my licence was cancelled for six months. That is a lesson well
learnt and it’s never going to happen to me again. It was really
rubbed in when the damned insurance wouldn’t cough up so all I’ve
got left is a couple of payments to the finance company and the
slate will be wiped clean!

So my next move is to start
stashing a few quid away in the hopes of buying myself a four-wheel
drive job.”

I gave some thought to Jim’s
tale. It certainly wasn’t the brightest thing to do, this drinking
and driving, but accidents can still happen even if you’re stone
cold sober like today.

We drove onwards not saying
much initially until the thought hit me and I blurted out, “Jim,
you’ll have to get another job, and so will I. You can only save
dough if you’re earning some dosh and one thing for sure is it
won’t be worth havin’ a shot for a job around here. Our old boss is
a pretty big noise in these parts, so I reckon that I’ll try my
luck elsewhere and head off down south a bit. They tell me there’s
some good hoot to be made if you put in the hours in a construction
company. Got any thoughts on what you’re gonna get up to?”

“Blowed if I know, Rolly. As
you say, the word’ll get round everywhere, and a man’ll feel a bit
of a nong when his mates find out just what really happened. Yeah,
it’ll have to be new stamping grounds for me too, just like you, I
guess.” He paused in thought. “Another thing is, I’ve been trying
to make up my mind whether or not I should risk calling back in at
the workshop for my good mocka, or leave it. Do ya reckon I’d be
pushing my luck too much by going back?” Jim posed, as he turned
onto the main road back towards town in the direction of the
workshop.

I tossed it over for a while
before answering. “Look Jim, our luck can’t always be this bad,
surely? Might just as well give it a shot, the boss will have to
fly to get there before us and besides we’re nearly there.”

For a while we again lapsed
into thoughtful silence, and when I again gently moved my foot, I
realised that the ankle was no longer hurting as much as it had
been earlier.

“Hey, Jim, things are on the up
and up, so I reckon our luck must be on the turn. My ankle’s not
hurtin’ anywhere as much as it was before, don’t think there’s as
much damage as I first thought. Reckon I’ll be able to handle the
old girl meself after we’ve dropped in at the workshop.”

Jim chuckled and gave my leg a
bit of a pull. “Jeez, talk about a real Hollywood job, that ankle
of yours! Surely I’m not that much of a poor driver, am I?” He
followed this up with more cheeky laughter.

I joined in with this
light-hearted banter.

“You’ll probably pass with a
push,” I jokingly tossed back at him. “Anyway, tell me, where did
you get your license from in the first place? My guess is that it
didn’t cost all that much, was it a Woolworths el cheapo job?”

We turned into the depot where
Jim pulled up beside the workshop. On getting out of the car we
were greeted by the boss’s sidekick, and not knowing what sort of a
reception we were going to receive, we were on the cautious
side.

But Wally, the boss’s second in
charge, was standing there grinning from ear to ear, so things were
looking slightly better all round for us.

“Well, Rolly, you’ve sure got
the right handle haven’t you? They tell me that the boss’s hot
little machine looks as flat as a sardine tin with a bullie perched
on top. Hell’s teeth, what happened, just how did it come about?
How’d you jokers do it? Until today I reckon I’d heard of
everything being done in this game, but this one sure takes the
cake.”

I thought quickly for a second
or two, and decided that it was no bloody use being fearful and
replied with an ‘oh so what’ attitude. “I was backing up, with Jim
watchin’ for the master pin to come up on the front idler. Waiting,
looking for Jim’s signal to stop when he’d located it, I’d
completely forgotten about the Mini until it was too bloody late,
the result was one very flat Mini! Easy as, I still can’t get over
what happened, it seemed so damned simple, just ask Jim.”

“Nothin’ to it, easy as falling
off a log!” was Jim’s quick retort. “Just give us a Mini and a
bullie and we’ll give another demo!”

“Thanks all the same!” laughed
Wally, “but don’t you buggers think there’s already been enough
strife around this neck of the woods for one day. You should’ve
seen the colour on the office girl’s face when she was speaking to
the boss on the blower, and to make matters worse, she demanded an
apology for his bad language. Boy oh boy, he must’ve really blown
his top because she slammed the phone down in his ear!”

Then with a half serious, half
humorous expression on his face, he said, “Well you guys can
probably guess I’m the bearer of bad news. First of all thanks for
telling me how it all came about, but the bad news is you’re both
down the road. The office girl’s already made your pays up, and I’m
now off to survey the damage and to commiserate with the boss. And
another thing, I don’t think it would be a wise move for either of
you to be seen by the boss again. See ya!”

With that, he waved his hand
and climbed in behind the wheel of the boss’s big Yankee heap and
drove off.

When Jim had collected his good
gear from the locker room we went into the office. Immediately the
girl behind the counter blushed and disappeared through the door
into the boss’s office, she was probably as embarrassed as we were,
never said a word, just left our pay and time sheets ready for
signing on the counter.

With my pay in my hand, I
remembered some of my own personal gear was still in the locker
room so went and collected it. Back at the car I got in behind the
wheel. There was no way that I wasn’t going to drive.

Taking Jim back to his
lodgings, I dropped him off, arranging to meet him later in the day
at the pub. It was not really for a session on the booze, or to
drown our sorrows about gettin’ the boot, but to chew the fat about
our future and what it might hold for us. And not forgetting more
discussion, letting the fact really sink in that we’d squashed a
Mini as flat as a pancake! One thing that I think we’d gotten a
real handle on, was make sure to look behind before backing up,
especially on the controls of a bloody big bulldozer!

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


A NEW BEGINNING

 


 


It was in the early afternoon
when Jim and I got back together over a beer. Then later, very much
later, after quite a few beers and a great deal of discussion, it
was decided that Jim would accompany me southward on the following
day. With our minds made up to seek new pastures, there was nothing
much else worth doing, so we gave the old grog a fair sort of a
hiding. It was just as well I’d left the old bomb back at my
lodgings, as it was with a great deal of difficulty that I blindly
made my way homewards. Definitely was in no fit state to drive!

This was much to my landlady’s
dismay, but she was to have the last word.

Next morning, coming slowly
back to the land of the living, I moaned aloud. “Ohhhh God, my
aching head!” It felt as though someone had been hammering it with
a lump of four-by-two, and the bright sunlight streaming in through
the window didn’t help one little bit. Hell it was bright! It
seemed to take hours just to get my eyes fully open, and when I did
everything was a hazy red. But worst of all was the taste in my
mouth. Talk about the bottom of a foul parrot cage. Yuk! Realising
that something had to be done about this horrible state of affairs,
I gingerly lowered my feet over the side of the bed until they
contacted the floor. So far so good I thought, but then the fun
really began. When I lifted my head from the pillow, my God, the
agony, as everything in my head became an immense explosive mass of
pain. I didn’t know it then, but this was going to be nothing
compared to what lay in wait. The phenomenal agony increased, and
by the time I’d managed to stagger to my feet I would’ve, without
the slightest hesitation, throttled the bugger who had given the
order for an army of centipedes in hobnail boots to do a route
march around on the inside of my skull. That is if I’d had the
strength. Somehow, and with as little movement as possible, I
gathered up the toilet gear and began to make my way gingerly
towards the bathroom.

Halfway down the hall all hell
broke loose. I was greeted, or should I say my nerves were
shattered, as the raucous voice of my landlady assailed me at full
volume.

“I’ve been waiting to have
words with you! Pack your things and get out today, I just won’t
tolerate my boarders coming in drunk, creating a disturbance in the
middle of the night!”

I thought my head was going to
leave my body, and my stomach was performing double back-flips. I
was unable to reply or make any excuses as ghastly feelings of
nausea impelled me urgently into the toilet, and just like the
landlady, unceremoniously evicted an unwanted tenant. Even when my
stomach was empty I retched and retched violently. Beads of cold
sweat appeared on my forehead, leaving me with barely enough
strength to remain standing, while vowing and declaring many times
over that I would never, ever drink again! Eventually a little of
my strength returned, enabling me to drop my clothes and step into
the shower, at least this helped to clear some of the centipedes
and their many boots from my head. Unfortunately, they returned
violently when I made the mistake of bending down to pick up the
soap that had escaped my weakened grasp. My head was spinning like
a runaway merry-go-round and again my emptied stomach heaved
violently, over and over again.

“Ohhh God, please let me die!
Have mercy, don’t let me linger in agony! C’mon God, be a sport, to
hell with all the booze. I swear I’ll become a member of Alcoholics
Anonymous, just lead me to the pledge and I’ll sign up!”

Practically on my hands and
knees with the nausea, I discovered a couple of aspirin in the
toilet gear and downed them dry. Aughh, what a vile taste! The
damned things just about came back up faster than they’d gone down.
But very slowly the horrible throes of sickness diminished
slightly, allowing me to become a little more aware of my
surroundings. Then I caught a glimpse of a person in the mirror. I
was confronted by a total stranger with a sallow, greenish around
the gills complexion, and blurry eyes looking just like a couple of
poached eggs daubed with dots and lines of tomato sauce. What an
unwelcome, disturbing sight! Jeez it was horrible, like an alien
from another planet. But no, it vaguely resembled someone I knew.
Jeez that’s you mate, and what a bloody mess. I had to look away.
Then after lots of deep breaths, I managed to run some hot water
into the hand basin, lathered up my dial, and with shaking hands,
was able to begin removing four days growth. The end effect was a
small improvement in both the head and guts, with the painkillers
kicking in too. All in all, a small step in the right direction.
Then gingerly I made my way back to my room, taking great care not
to encounter the landlady again, or make any quick movements with
my head. The bed took on a very welcome form as I collapsed in a
heap, ohh, what a relief to rest one’s head again!

After some time, I was
surprised to feel the beginnings of a spark of optimism, at last
the nausea had diminished somewhat. Rising slowly from the bed and
taking my time, I began packing up my kit and then eventually when
this chore was over and done with, I slowly carted out my gear to
the old bomb and loaded it up. I retuned to the room for a final
shufti before I made tracks, and good thing I did, because there on
top of the wardrobe were a couple of old army blankets and my
sleeping bag. It would’ve been pretty cold without these,
especially as I was heading south. I’d probably have ended up with
frozen ones just like the proverbial brass monkey.

On stepping out of the boarding
house front door, my thoughts went quickly back over the last
couple of years. No regrets, I’d made my bed and I’d slept in it.
All in all, I’d had good an’ bad times, but it was now time to up
stakes and head for greener pastures. It felt good to be back on
the road again.

Off I went down the road and
there to my amazement was Jim, sitting on the kerb with his feet in
the gutter, cradling his head on his arms and knees. He didn’t look
a very well boy at all, quite a picture of misery and suffering,
but seeing someone who looked even sicker than I was made me feel a
lot brighter. As I neared him, I pulled up and called out as loud
as it was safe for my own state of health. “How’d a feed of greasy
bacon and eggs go, Jim?”

Jim’s body appeared to cringe,
but after a deep shudder he replied in a most subdued voice. “Can’t
you let a man die in peace? I’ve been through enough torture for
one day as it is! All I want to do is die!”

Then much to my surprise, he
lifted his head and laughed. “I’m all right, just putting on a bit
of a Hollywood, but I certainly wasn’t acting late last night. This
was one very sick guy! An’ talkin’ of grog, you can certainly knock
it back, where do you put it all? There’s nothing to you, you’re
built like a piece of number eight wire.”

Putting on a braver face than I
actually felt, I replied, “Haven’t you heard of the wooden man with
hollow legs? Well, that’s me to a tee, but all the same believe me
you, I was wanting to die until a couple of hours ago and there’s a
pretty rugged feeling in the pit of my guts even now! Anyway, you
didn’t seem to want to stop drinking last night, so talk about the
pot calling the kettle black, there’s not much difference between
you and the way a Taranaki gate is put together!”

After the pleasantries were
over, Jim climbed into my old bomb and we headed off to pick up his
gear. Then with Jim’s stuff loaded we headed out of town, tidying
up a few things on the way. I pulled into a gas station for petrol
and smokes, where the garage owner was putting the local paper onto
the counter. He scanned the front-page headlines for a few moments
and then exclaimed in amazement to us.

“Good God! Hey, you guys, take
a gander at this would ya! Jeez, what a beaut, how in the hell did
this happen I wonder?”

Jim and I looked, and there on
the front page emblazoned across the paper was a photo of the
bullie squatting on top of the Mini, with the headline stating,
‘You big bully you!’ The write up started with ‘At dawn this
morning there was a very one-sided duel.’

Jim and I quickly bought a
couple of papers and retired rapidly back to the car.

There it was in black and
white, and for a few moments we both stared. Nothing much further
was to be said between us, we’d yakked about it enough the previous
night. Thankfully for us, neither of our names were mentioned in
the article. But we both agreed emphatically that it’s not the sort
of thing that one would shout from the hilltops about. Anyway with
this in mind I turned on the ignition.

“Okay, Jim, let’s make tracks.”
With that, we were on our way, only too happy to put a bit of
distance between us and the scene of our infamy. We left our
reputations in tatters behind us!

 


 


THREE

 


GO SOUTH YOUNG MAN, GO SOUTH

 


 


On the outskirts of town we hit
a fair sized pothole. The car’s exhaust system, which was on its
last legs, fell to bits making
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