Jack Kerouac sat down beside the Wanganui River and Wept

Michael Morrissey
The Oxford Book of New Zealand Short Stories

Late on Christmas Day Jack Kerouac was hitching through Putaruru with a Maori
driving a 1967 Falcon Ute. The town was so quiet — even the Takeaways were closed
— that Jack said, ‘Are they making a film here?’

‘Not in Putaruru,’” said the Maori laughing. ‘They made an ad here once.’

‘They did!’

‘Yeah,” nodded the Maori, ‘about the end of the world,” his body shaking so violently
Jack Kerouac could hear the forty-five cents in his pocket begin to jingle.

‘The world isn’t going to end,’” said Jack Kerouac, ‘even though it feels like it.’
‘Hang-over?’ asked the Maori.

Jack Kerouac stared forlornly at the empty street. ‘Any girls in Putaruru?’

‘Lots of them,” said the Maori, ‘but not this time of year.’

‘I'm looking for a grave,’ Jack Kerouac said.

‘On Christmas Day? — you got it wrong, Pakeha —that’s the day he got born — he got
buried at Easter.’

‘His name’s James K. Baxter. | heard he died around these parts.’

‘Not in Putaruru,’ said the Maori. ‘Never heard of him.’

‘He wrote a lot of poetry before he died.

‘But not much after he died, eh?’ the Maori laughed again.

‘I don’t think death should stop us doing anything,’ said Jack Kerouac.

‘There’s no red lights on Christmas.” The Maori roared through an amber one. ‘What
are you doing for a feed?’

‘Bottle of Coke, takeaway —that’s all | need.’ Jack Kerouac looked down at the holes
in his blue canvas crépe shoes.

‘You look thin, Pakeha,” the Maori grunted, ‘haven’t you got anyone to look after
you?’

‘Course | have,’” said Jack Kerouac, ‘but mémére isn’t here.’

‘Who’s mémére? A racehorse?” The Maori shook with laughter.

‘My mother,’” Jack Kerouac’s voice froze over.

‘0.K.,” said the Maori, ‘but you listen to me, Pakeha. | got chicken, eggs, plenty of kai
—and lots of beer — how about a feed?’

‘I've got to find Baxter first,” said Jack Kerouac.

‘He won’t feed you though, will he?’

‘He'll feed me,” Jack Kerouac flicked his hair, ‘he’ll feed me.’

The Maori dropped Jack in Taupo.
Jack went into a takeaway and ordered a Giant burger without the pineapple.
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