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			1. At the Villa Vanilla

			When I was about five, I used to lie in bed and think about my past. Back to when it was just my mom and me. When we lived with my grandpa, when we had a deal. In the Days Before Raymond, in the Time Before Gordon. Before I was denuded, desiccated, discombobulated … before I discovered dynamite.

			Every afternoon Georgie would swing me up onto the gatepost. The front gate was dark and wooden, and it faced Sligo Road. On the gatepost was a slab of stone, flat, good for looking down from, for seeing right down to the end of the road. A boy could sit there and wait for his mom to climb off that tram and come home from Consolidated Federal, where the ledgers were. Each afternoon she came home on the tram. It was red and cream, that tram, with a bell. She climbed off at Park Lake.

			My grandpa told me he came to Parkside because it spoke to him of Ireland. The names of the streets were songs, and I sang them. Derry was the next street down; Wexford was the next street up. Then came Bally-murphy, then Mourne … Sligo Road ran down to Erin Avenue, and across Erin was Park Lake, where the tram stopped.

			Up the road from Park Lake was the zoo, and in the zoo was a cage of lions, big and yellow and tired and dusty. They walked up and down all day in their cage. On my birthday, my mom and me, we went to the zoo and rode in a little box on the elephant’s back, with a pink umbrella over our heads, all the way from the monkeys to the seals. We passed the lions and she didn’t even blink but at night she cried in her sleep.

			My grandpa painted his house cream. He called it the Villa Vanilla. The shutters were yellow, the red tin roof had a curving lip. There was a palm tree in the middle of our lawn. I was at home in the garden but the garden was not my home.

			My mom came walking up Sligo Road in the cool of the afternoon, wearing a big white hat and a frock with yellow daisies. I wore my Robin Hood hat with the feather and I waited for her to come home.

			You could rely on it.

			When she saw me she’d begin to run, wobbling on her high heels, holding onto her hat. When her skirt lifted I’d see her ankles, and her stockings gave her legs a buttery sheen, smooth to the eye but, when you touched them, rough as cement. Her best nylons – they cost the earth. She’d lift me off the gatepost (you could bet on it), she’d say: ‘Hello, darling.’ She’d kiss me, then she’d say: ‘By golly. What a day. I’ve had ledgers in chunks. I don’t care if I never see another blooming ledger – as long as I live.’

			You could depend on it. Yes, siree.

			I had a green hood with a tall green feather in it. I didn’t have a tunic, but I had a hollow in my leg, right at the top. I didn’t know how I got it, but she did. She’d push her fingernail right into the hollow – push, push, push – ‘My golly, can you feel that? There! Know what it is? That’s pure bone. That’s where they put the needle in, when you were a baby. Again and again. We thought we’d lost you. How could you, Martin? To your very own mother. Some day I won’t be here. Then what?’

			‘Then what?’

			‘Then you’ll be sorry, won’t you?’

			‘I will.’

			‘It’ll be too late. You’ve only got one mother. Know what I mean?’

			I knew what she meant. I was sorry even before it was too late. Hansel and Gretel got lost. Anyone without a fine sense of woodcraft got lost in Sherwood Forest. Except Robin Hood. He knew every leaf of the greenwood. James Morisson lost his mother at the end of the town, though he was only three. I knew how it felt. I knew every leaf in Sligo Road and if she ever got lost, I’d find her.

			My room was next to her room. When I heard her cry the first time, I woke up and went through to her bed and climbed in and shook her.

			Her voice spoke in the dark. ‘What’s the matter?’

			‘You were crying and crying.’

			‘Was I, darling? Fancy. Oh, Martin, just hark at them. Goll-ee. Isn’t it a good thing you’re right next door? It’s when they ruin my sleep that I cry. That’s the night-lions. Know what I mean? I’m not scared in the daytime. I’m as tough as an old boot. But at night … Who wants to be gobbled up by some mangy old night-lion you can’t see? Before you’ve time to say excuse me. Or, kiss my foot. I’ve had night-lions in chunks. Know what I mean?’

			I knew what she meant. She didn’t like lions or ledgers or the past or the war or the dead or drunks. She had a soft spot for the little pig who built his house of bricks and cooked up the Big Bad Wolf in a cauldron.

			‘I’m glad he did. Imagine how you’d feel if that wolf turned up at your door, his tummy rumbling with his sharp digestive juices, just dying to gobble you up …’ She shivered. She did a good shiver. ‘It feels like someone just walked over my grave. Know what I mean?’

			I knew what she meant. If you had the wolf at your door, huffing and puffing, you’d better not build your house from straw. If you didn’t want to be dissolved in his sharp digestive juices you built with bricks. I was the bricks she built her house with.

			She didn’t like war.

			‘You won’t catch me dwelling on what’s dead and gone. Not me. Oh-o-o, no blooming fear. I don’t want to see another war – not till my dying day. No thank you. I’ve had war in chunks.’

			She didn’t like Boers, she’d had Boers in chunks. For being ruddy hypocrites, the whole bally bang-shoot of them. They gave her the heebies, just thinking of them gave her the pip, and a cadenza.

			She didn’t like running balances. ‘Running balances can be tricky. I know someone – he can do double-entry. Fancy that.’

			She didn’t like lightning. ‘Never stand out when there is lightning in the sky, never ever use a telephone, or get in a swimming pool – or stand under a tree. A tree is the worst place to be near in a bad electric storm. Lightning loves a tree. A lightning strike can burn all the grass for miles around.’

			What she did like were clothes and pearls and policemen and our deal, because we had a deal and we promised it was for ever. When the night-lions woke her, and I came to her, she pulled me into her bed and hugged me. The lions were tearing up the night.

			She held my hand. ‘Just listen to them. Aren’t you glad we’re in here and they’re out there?’

			I listened. They roared like a big yellow sea in the dark.

			‘I’ll look after you.’

			‘Will you, darling? Keep an eye out? For ever and ever? Promise me …’

			‘I will.’

			‘How do you know what to promise till I tell you? Promise me – if ever you get lost – promise me you’ll stay exactly where you are. Know why? Because I’ll always remember where I left you. But if you move, I might never find you again. Know what I mean?’

			‘I promise.’

			‘Then let’s practise. Say after me “My name is Martin Donally. I live at 99 Sligo Road, Parkside …” ’

			I said it.

			‘Repeat and remember …’

			If I got lost I’d always stay exactly where she left me, and she’d find me. That was our deal. Repeat and remember. Tried and true. For ever and ever, world without end. Amen.

		

	
		
			2. What a Boy Needs

			I sat on the gatepost. I could see right to the bottom of the hill. I knew where to find her. She was always where I looked for her. I liked that. Coming up the hill, smiling. Behind me, somewhere, I could hear Georgie snipping roses, the sun was right over my head and the world was good. All I had to do was hold it there and things would be fine.

			Good things came in the afternoons: sometimes rain, or the ice-cream man; my mom, always. You could count on it. She was kind, she had pretty legs, she wore big hats, her eyes were dark, she was frightened of lions. In the past, she’d been Monica MacBride, then she was Monica Donally – but now everyone called her the much-married Mrs Donally.

			One day she said: ‘I’m thinking of reverting. I’m sick of being Monica Donally. I’m going back to being plain Monica MacBride.’

			‘Can I revert too?’

			She put her small finger in the corner of her mouth, turned her hand over and chewed her nail. And looked at me for a long time. She always did that when she was thinking hard.

			‘Golly – I don’t know. Anyway, I’m reverting. And anyone who doesn’t like it can kiss my foot.’

			At night I lay awake for as long as I could, listening for the lions. I heard my gran’s keys jingle as she walked past the bedroom door. She locked the door. I got up and unlocked it. My gran was very thin. She had a scar from a red Afrikander ox that had stabbed her with his long sharp white horn. Right in her middle. She had been driving from Curzon to Jo’burg and the Packard got stuck in a whole lot of cows and this ox stuck his horn though the window and stabbed her – just like that. It was a great scar, like a wide road. It ran all the way from her belly button to her breast and she let me touch it. She played the piano and she sang ‘The Moon Has Raised His Lamp Above’ with my grandpa, and their voices mixed like milk and honey. ‘The moon has raised his lamp above, To light the way to see my love …’

			She wore a big bunch of keys on her belt and jingled.

			‘When we ran the Grange Hotel everything had to be locked – sugar and salt and liquor and eggs, pantry and larder and fridge and bar. Or they walked in the night. Grew legs and skedaddled. Lock it or lose it. To this day if I see a door I turn a key.’

			Sometimes my mom woke me up in the morning and she’d be laughing.

			‘My mother passed in the night. She’s locked us in. What ever would happen if we wanted to move?’

			‘I don’t want to move.’

			‘You shall stay here for as long as you wish,’ my grandpa said.

			‘Promise?’

			We were sitting in the big green armchair in the living room, under the stain. I pressed back, feeling the tick of his fob watch. His cuffs went shooting out of his mustard-yellow suit like two white tunnels, smooth and starched. And in their buttonholes were soft milky pearls and on his finger a heavy gold ring with a peregrine cut into its black face and he was telling me what a boy needs:

			‘Fifteen years old. I came to Africa and lay alone in the veldt at night, listening for the enemy to cough or scratch a match. African spirits, Martin, to be sure, are small and hairy – that’s the sooty sprites of Africa – veldt goblins and tokoloshes. Very kind to foreign fellows is your average African tokoloshe, ever ready and willing to warn a poor soldiering boy that someone’s trying to kill him. That’s when a boy learns what he needs. It’s a bit of a fright to be freshly arrived in a strange land, and suddenly you’re thinking: “Lord. Someone here­abouts is wishing me dead.” It’s discombobulating.’

			‘What does a boy need, Grandpa?’

			‘A boy needs every bit of help he can get. He needs height. Elevation. He needs to be up where he can see what’s coming. He needs light or the darkness gets to him. He needs fight. Above all, a boy needs bangs. High-explosive. Cordite, gelignite or – best of all – dynamite. Oh, we could have seen off the English – if we’d had more bangs. Shall we sing something, dear fellow?’

			He wound his Supa Crystal Gramophone, blew dust off the shining discs, black wax in brown paper sleeves. He had Nat King Cole, Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby. Paul Robeson was my grandpa’s favourite singer of all time. Not counting Al Jolson and John McCormack. He dropped a record onto the silver stub. The songs went spinning into my head.

			‘Let’s do Al Jolson, shall we? Giving the great line all the lean for which Jolson is justly famous … Ready? One, two, three. Mamm-ee, Mamm-ee, my dear old Mamm-eeee …’

			My grandpa hated sportsmen. What a curve he got to his lips. He bent the word, he flicked it, it stung like a whip. ‘Sports-men! Grubby-rugby-ites, Clickety-cricketyites. Socks and jocks men. Bags of golf-wallahs. The white-hatted, green brimmed, brown-shoed bowling brigade. Oh, Martin, my dear, the barbarian is at the gates. And how do we know? Easy. Never mind his sword, look at his shorts. Lord save us. Let’s cleanse the mind and have a story. Which shall it be tonight, Martin?’

			‘ “The Swiftly Flowing Stream”.’

			‘Again?’

			‘I’ll be you, and you can be the man who nearly drowned.’

			‘Very well, my dear, I’ll be starting.’

			He went and lay down on the green carpet, which was the swiftly flowing stream. I started walking round the room, because I was on my way home from Mass one Sunday morning many, many years ago in Waterford and I passed the stream. My grandpa lay on the green carpet and waved his arms and coughed because he was nearly drowning in the swiftly flowing stream. He kept shouting: ‘Help, help! For Christ’s sake, help!’

			I came along, my hands in my pockets. I was being him, walking along the riverside, whistling ‘Poor Old Joe’. ‘I’m comin’, I’m comin’, though my heart is full of woe …’

			The drowning man was going down for the third time. He gurgled. He was a fine drowner. I jumped into the stream. My gran sneaked in sometimes when I was in the water and we were swimming for our lives and she’d say: ‘For Pete’s sakes, Dan, what sort of example are you setting the boy rolling about on the floor like that? And you in your suit too.’

			‘I am being saved, Mabel.’

			Then my grandpa played his da, who was a terrible man for the drink. He was waiting when I got home; he saw water streaming from my one and only Sunday best black suit. My grandpa was good at playing his da, very fierce, reaching for his desk ruler, which was his da’s small black cudgel. Beating the daylights out of me for ruining my Sunday suit while I lay on the carpet, kicking and screaming – but softly, because if we made too much noise it upset my gran.

			Then, after I’d been beaten, I ran away from home.

			I loved this bit. I opened the door and stepped into the passage, looked back, waved, and my grandpa wrapped his hankie around his head. Now he was being his poor old mam, waving goodbye to me from behind his chair, which was the window of the MacBride hovel, back in old Éire. Her silver hair was shining. She waved and wiped a tear from her eye. I stepped aboard the Union Castle liner that carried me to Cape Town to fight for Kroojer and the Boers, and left her behind for ever.

			When we got to the boat bit, my grandpa always started singing ‘Mother Machree’.

			‘Sure I love the dear silver that shines in your hair, and the brow that’s all furrowed and wrinkled with care …’

			I waved, she waved back and my grandpa’s voice got just the right sob:

			‘I kiss the dear fingers so toil-worn for me-e-e-e, Oh, God bless you and keep you, Mother Machree.’

			I often cried at this bit. It was such a good, sad song.

			But it was fine now. After years and years away, my grandpa was going home to Waterford, to the hovel in the hills. His ticket was booked on the Pendennis Castle – a city afloat. He read me the ads – there was a string orchestra and the first-class smoking room was lined in white linen, making it one of the coolest places in the tropics …

			‘Such luxury, it’s a wonder anyone ever gets off.’

			But I knew he’d get off. He’d step ashore in old Éire, he’d drive to Waterford.

			‘I shall run up the path of the MacBride hovel.’

			‘Yes, Grandpa.’

			‘My old mam will be at the window.’

			‘Holding out her hands, all toil-worn …’

			‘Holding ’em out to her own dear lost son. My goodness, what a hugging and kissing and a song and dance there will be. Forty years it’s been. We’re all ready – but for one small fly in the ointment.’

			‘We need to keep an eye on Uncle Kei.’

			‘Clever boy. We need to keep an eye. Uncle Kei is the fly. It is his predilections.’

			He smiled his very slow smile, he lifted his cane, he spelt it out on the blue sky. ‘Pre-di-lic-tions … urgings, predispositions, secret and shameful yearnings against which the man is powerless. Hence the need, continually, to keep an eye.’

			‘I’ll keep an eye. You go home to your old mam.’

			‘Bless you, dear fellow. But Kei’s predilections are not easy to spot.’

			Words he spoke, he sang, he drew. My grandpa gave away words every day. They tasted fine and I swallowed them:

			Pe-ri-pa-te-tic – so full of clicks you might have been talking Xhosa.

			With a pencil he drew a big ‘T’ and next to it a big ‘P’. ‘Know what that stands for? “Tee-pees”? Tall persons. Grown ones. Watch out for them. You’re small; it’s a tall world. Being young and short by destiny, a boy better watch his back. Yes, sir. This is Injun country.’

			I sat in his lap counting three buttons hard against my back – God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Ghost. I listened to the tick of his fob watch and the rise and fall of his breath.

			‘What’s to be done about said urgings? That is the question.’

			‘Don’t know, Grandpa.’

			‘Great minds think alike. Darned if I know either. I am quite discombobulated by Uncle Kei.’

			At the back of the Villa Vanilla was a long white wall. It stood up high and kept us from whoever lived behind us. I never saw anyone behind us. A mulberry tree stood in front of the corner. You pushed through the long branches of the mulberry tree and there you were, in the corner, between the high white back wall and the garage wall. It was a secret place. No one went there, only me. You had to be small to squeeze under the mulberry branches. A big log lay against the wall, white and smooth. I was at home in the garden but it wasn’t my home. My mom said so.

			My place was somewhere right, where you could sit and lean against the wall and be very, very quiet, where you could tie down the sky, right there, between the red roof of the Villa Vanilla and the sharp tip of the palm tree, with, sometimes, the clouds in the sky, hanging there like washing. I sat there to make sure everything was right. I knew where I was, nothing changed, nothing moved – at least not for now.

			I started on the words – ‘Peripatetic … discombobulate … predilections …’ Then I had a burst of ‘Mother Machree’ ‘I kiss the dear fingers so toil-worn for m-e-e-e-e …’ I had to get the words right. If I got them exactly right then maybe we’d just go on being where we were.

		

	
		
			3. Gumpf

			Auntie Fee was my favourite aunt – she told me so I wouldn’t forget. She said there was nothing she wouldn’t tell me – only I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone. When Auntie Fee wanted me to do something she looked like she was going to cry.

			‘I love you to bits.’ Her big green eyes went blink, blink. ‘And if you don’t love me right back –’ blink, blink went her green eyes – ‘I might cry. You wouldn’t like that, would you?’

			‘I wouldn’t.’

			‘Give me a kiss, then. I wouldn’t either.’

			The hair on her cheekbones was shiny and soft, her dark hair on her head was springy. She had cat’s eyes, quick eyes that jumped on you sideways while she was telling you something. To see what it did to you. Was it helping? Was it hurting? You never knew which she was hoping for. She was so kind. It was scary.

			She was married to my uncle Jack. He was an ex-fighter-pilot ace. He had a dimple in the middle of his chin, blue eyes and wavy black hair with a white line down the middle of his head. Uncle Jack’s real name was Horatio but no one called him that. And he was married to Auntie Fee. Her real name was Fionnuala but only my grandpa called her that.

			Auntie Fee didn’t read me Christopher Robin, or Jonathan Jo with a mouth like an O, or Peter Rabbit, or The Little Engine Who Could.

			‘Gumpf, pure gumpf.’

			She read me Robin Hood. I liked Robin Hood because he could blend and merge and vanish in the depths of Sherwood Forest. In his suit of Lincoln green, invisible among the mighty oaks, he felt the breath of his pursuers hot on his neck. Robin always outran his pursuers.

			Auntie Fee said: ‘They’ll get him one day. You wait.’

			She shook her head when it said in my book that Robin Hood and his Merrie Men laid out a mighty feast on the greensward and supped till midnight.

			‘Sward? I’ll give him sward. Sward my eye.’

			She liked the Sheriff of Nottingham. She said he didn’t have a black heart and Robin of Locksley hadn’t any business loosing an arrow through it.

			‘Absolutely not. Damn cheek. You do not go around shooting sheriffs.’

			When Robin lay in Locksley Hall, and turned his face to the casement, and loosed a shaft through the window because he knew that he was going to die, Auntie Fee smiled.

			‘It’s all very well running round in green briefs, very high and mighty. But just wait. Till the iron enters the soul. Hoo, boy!’

			She was sorry for the giant in Jack and the Beanstalk. Jack was too big for his boots. If anyone should’ve been shot through his black heart it was that Jack. She liked it that the Giant had a voice that chilled your blood. She liked it when the Giant said he’d grind Jack’s bones to make his bread.

			‘So would I. Silly boy. I’d grind his bones to make my bread any day of the week. I’d have made a very good ogre.’

			She liked The Three Billy-Goats Gruff. When she got to the smallest Billy-Goat Gruff nearly getting eaten by the troll, she said: ‘Serves the blighter right. I think those silly goats had it coming. Trit-trotting across his bridge. Drive me mad, it would. Trit-trot, trit-trot … Give me the troll any day of the week. You can talk to a troll. What’s to be said to a lot of goats?’

			When she was telling stories she looked at you like the Giant looked at Jack. It was true – Auntie Fee would have made a good ogre, if she hadn’t been my aunt. A good troll. She had a voice so soft and sweet and melting that it chilled the blood.

			‘There’s nothing I won’t tell you. Nothing I can’t remember. I’m as wise as Solomon; I’m as old as the hills. I’m an old fossil, I am. Do you know what’s a fossil, Martin? Something so old it has turned to stone. Something that remembers every wrinkle.’

			She didn’t like stories about Ireland, and saving people from drowning.

			She said: ‘Irishry? Hmm … my Eye-rish-ry, more like.’ And she lit a Goldflake cigarette.

			‘There comes a time when the iron enters the soul, hot and hard it comes. And not just in fairy stories.’

			My grandpa liked stories about people who got on. Auntie Fee liked stories about people who had gone to pot. She’d point up at the stain on the ceiling and I’d push back into the deep green chair.

			‘Follow my finger,’ Auntie Fee said.

			I followed her finger and there it was – the stain on the ceiling. Dark and sad. It still looked wet. The cracks between the floorboards went racing into the distance, shooting like arrows for the stars, running like roads across the face of Ireland.

			‘What’s that?’

			‘Cousin Caítlín’s map.’

			‘Dead right. Cousin Caítlín on the ceiling, Cousin Caítlín twice removed, who came from overseas, and who went to pot. See – there’s Waterford, where your grandpa came from. Screw up your eyes, Martin, and you can almost see the MacBride hovel … That’s Dublin, and there’s County Cork, and the Mountains of Mourne. You could drive around the country, from that map.’

			‘Why didn’t she cry England – where she came from?’

			Auntie Fee said: ‘England’s bigger. So she stuck to Wales. You don’t want to cry big places. It’s bad enough crying Ireland. It’s a titchy place. Imagine if you did Russia?’

			Auntie Fee stroked the back of my neck. Her voice got nicer, softer, sweeter. It was very scary.

			‘I don’t want you ending up like that. Imagine crying a country – a biggie? Like Egypt – or even Mesopotamia. Can you imagine how much crying that’d take?’

			‘How much?’

			‘Oh, weeks.’

			‘Let’s have Cousin Caítlín.’

			Auntie Fee sighed, shook her head and lit another Goldflake.

			‘Cousin Caítlín was a funny, lovely country girl, with coal-black eyes and a love of horses. She came from the Welsh Borders. A good rider. Surprisingly fair for a half Welshwoman. The Welsh tend to be small and dark and Celtic. Not tall and blonde, with deep grey, slate-grey, almost charcoal eyes. She was blonde and black, fair and dark, your cousin Caítlín. She wasn’t stuck-up either.’

			Auntie Fee always sounded surprised; she expected people ‘twice-removed’, and from ‘overseas’ to be stuck-up.

			‘Thinking they know everything about everything. And as result they are – what, Martin?’

			‘Clots, Auntie Fee.’

			‘Are they ever. And often Pommies to boot.’

			‘Cousin Caítlín was a cut above.’

			‘Very much a cut above. Cousin Caítlín sailed across the sea in a Union Castle boat, from Southampton to Cape Town, and then she went by train from Cape Town to Johannesburg. Then she went down to Curzon and stayed at the Grange – Grandpa’s hotel. Cousin Caítlín said of it, “My, my, this is a jolly little place.” ’ Auntie Fee snorted smoke. ‘Imagine. A jolly little place …’

			When Auntie Fee’s smoke was sucked into her mouth it was blue, when it blew out of her nose it was grey.

			‘Caítlín came, she stayed, she conquered, just like old Julius Caesar. And just like poor old Julius she got stabbed in the back. Cousin Caítlín had a fling … and it was fatal, fatal!’

			Her voice shivered the air over my head. I loved that cry. It made me hear the horses they rode, my uncle Matt and Cousin Caítlín, when they had their fling. I heard the hooves in the veldt. That was the thing about words, you could do what you liked with them. When my aunt said ‘fling’ I saw a woman in a wide yellow skirt turning, and her skirt getting wider and wider around her, like ripples.

			‘Uncle Matt was as handsome a devil as ever wore uniform. Caítlín didn’t sit around. She set her cap at Matt.’

			The only caps I’d seen were the caps my uncles brought back from the war. Army, air force, navy. My uncles wore them when they sat out in the garden or went down to Park Lake and lay on the grass, and if they didn’t cover their faces with newspaper then they laid their caps over their eyes and said things like ‘Gosh, I’d love a zizz.’

			How did you set a cap?

			Auntie Fee said: ‘Don’t you know? Fancy that. I thought everyone knew. It means to get off with someone. That’s what Caítlín did. She gave him the eye. She was the panky to his hanky. Know what I’m saying?’

			I didn’t know what she was saying. But I knew Cousin Caítlín came from the Welsh Borders and met our Matt, and was hanky to his panky, and it had been ‘fatal, fatal!’

			‘Mattie made about as much sense in love as he did trying to be a priest. Which is a big fat zero. But she had a fling with him. She gave him the eye, make no mistake. And a lot more besides.’

			I saw Cousin Caítlín handing over to Uncle Matt one of her coal-black eyes, dark as the water of Park Lake. But I reckoned she couldn’t have done that because she needed both eyes to do what she did.

			What more besides had Cousin Caítlín given my uncle? Being panky to his hanky?

			Auntie Fee said: ‘Put it this way. He took whatever was on offer. He’s always been greedy that way has our Matthew, believe you me. She gave and he got.’

			One day Matthew and Caítlín were out riding in the veldt, and her horse put its leg into a meerkat hole and she fell off and hurt her back, hurt it so badly that they had to put her to bed, because she was ‘quite, quite unable to move’ …

			‘And there she lay … frozen all over.’ Auntie Fee always leaned back and closed her eyes. ‘She couldn’t move. Imagine. Not a muscle, from her nose to her toes. And Jacob, the chef from the hotel, fed her with a teaspoon. And they couldn’t send her back to Wales because the war was on, and they couldn’t keep her in the hotel because – apart from the pain and suffering of it – Martin, those rooms are for letting … and Daddy runs a business there. And Jacob has to cook for all the guests and can’t be spending his time with a teaspoon feeding soup to a sick woman. Can he now? And so they brought Cousin Caítlín, silent and still, up to Jo’burg, to Sligo Road, and put her to bed in the room above the living room and there she lay, and a nurse was found to feed her with a teaspoon, like a baby …’

			It made me shiver to feel how cold Cousin Caítlín must have felt, frozen all the way down her body, from her nose to her toes.

			‘One day your uncle Matt came home on leave. Now they hadn’t told him about Cousin Caítlín and they hadn’t told him she had been brought to the Villa Vanilla. Believe it or not, your uncle – the same who was once going to be a priest – he sat in this very room, in this very chair, and must have thought himself very private. And he canoodled one Denise Egan. She was your uncle Matt’s little bit of fluff …

			‘Just imagine. In the room above poor Cousin Caítlín lay, quiet and cold, and from the room below, this very room, the sounds of their canoodling –’ Auntie Fee flapped her hands like flying birds – ‘arose into the air, and passed through the floorboards, and flew into the ears of Caítlín. Frozen as her body might be, there was nothing wrong with her ears, Martin. She heard the lot.’

			‘And she cried, didn’t she? Cried and cried …’

			‘Buckets. And her tears slid down her cheeks and onto the floor and slipped through the cracks in the floorboards and fell at the feet of my brother Matthew, and at the feet of his bit of fluff.’

			‘And Uncle Matt?’

			‘And Uncle Matt – what?’

			‘Didn’t he see?’

			‘See? Uncle Matt? Never.’

			‘But there was the stain.’

			‘There was. And the tears dripping from the ceiling and the pool on the floor. But Matt was far too busy doing you-know-what with you-know-who. Love is blind. Your uncle Matt is the blindest man I ever knew. And that Denise Egan – she was an articled clerk, you know. A real thickie. She was with Bowman and Brewster, who had offices in Jeppe Street.’

			‘And afterwards?’

			‘Afterwards, when the war was nearly over and it was safe, Cousin Caítlín was shipped back home to the Welsh borders, where the doctors were better. There is just the stain left now.’

			I looked up at the stain.

			Why had no one come along and said to Cousin Caítlín ‘That’s enough tears for one day’ and dried her eyes?

			‘They never do,’ Auntie Fee said. ‘She can thank her lucky stars she only had Ireland to cry. That’s the thing with crying. Once you start, you never know where it’ll end.’

			She got out the atlas and we looked at all the countries we didn’t ever want to cry.

			‘Imagine doing Australia?’

			I said: ‘I’d be discombobulated.’

			‘What was that?’

			I said it nice and slow, tasting it: ‘Dis-com-bob-u-lated …’ It was like going horse-riding in your mouth.

			Auntie Fee said: ‘I heard you the first time. Who told you that? I think I’m going to cry, Martin.’

			‘It’s just letters, from Grandpa.’

			‘Just letters. What do you mean, just letters?’

			I showed her. I drew TEEPEES. I drew them like my grandpa did. Except I drew them in the sand with a stick, and he drew them with a pencil on a piece of paper.

			‘Gumpf, and more gumpf,’ Auntie Fee said. ‘What else has your grandpa been telling you?’ I told her about height and light and fight and dynamite and she said: ‘Well, if that isn’t the giddy limit.’

			She went straight to my grandpa. ‘Honestly, Daddy, putting such twak into the child’s head. Martin won’t thank you. One fine day.’

			‘Why’s that?’

			‘He’ll be for the high jump.’

			‘For picking up a word, here and there?’

			‘It’s not allowed.’

			‘Why ever not?’

			‘It’s a well-known fact, Daddy. Ask anyone. You’re not supposed to learn anything when you’re small – not till you go to school. That’s when you’re allowed to learn. When the teacher tells you. It’s the rule.’

			‘Well, I don’t care for that rule.’

			‘You may not care, Daddy. But you won’t be the one having his bottom beaten, or his mouth punched, when that mouth pops open and out comes “discombobulated”. You won’t be the one sent to the headmaster’s study for six of the best. It might be fun for you, but think of Martin. I foresee difficulty.’

			My grandpa smiled. ‘Difficulty.’ And he sang: ‘Mrs D, Mrs I, Mrs F-F-I, Mrs C, Mrs U, Mrs L-T-Y … Now you try, Martin …’ He picked me up and kissed me. ‘What’s life too long and short for, boy?’

			‘Shorts and sports.’

			‘Clever man.’

			I knew Auntie Fee was thinking: ‘Gumpf, gumpf and more gumpf.’

			‘It’s all fine and well for you, Daddy. Encouraging him. What about Martin? What happens when he’s out in the world I dread to think.’

			She put me to bed and she whispered in my ear, her lips ticklish: ‘Forget them, or there’ll be tears.’

			‘Tears – like Cousin Caítlín?’

			‘Buckets, oceans. Would you like having to cry China?’

			‘No, Auntie Fee.’

			‘Me neither, I love you too much. Well then, will you promise me something?’

			‘I promise.’

			‘Wait till I tell you what to promise me. Promise me you’re going to forget those words your grandpa keeps putting in your head. Pure gumpf. What happens if they’re rattling around in your noggin when you go to school? No words allowed, till they tell you which.’

			‘Will they know?’

			‘Of course they will. In two ticks.’

			‘How?’

			‘Easy. They’ll take one look at your head. If it’s bigger than it should be, they’ll know. They’ll just give your kop a shake. If it rattles, you’re for the high jump. Better forget them, now.’

			I felt the tears begin to squeeze out of my eyes.

			‘Good heavens, what’s that for?’

			‘I can’t.’

			‘No need to shriek. It’s easy. When you go to sleep put your ear on the pillow and let one fat word slip out. One a night. Till they’re all gone. Try, Martin. Try “discombobulate”. I hate that word.’

			I tried. In bed I pressed my ear to the pillow, I closed my eyes. Once, I felt something warm running out of my ear. But it was only a little water from my bath, warm and wet on the pillow. I lay listening for the night-lions. Sometimes I saw maps on the ceiling and sometimes I heard my grandpa’s voice. It sang in my head like wind in a tin can, like bubbles under water. ‘Now you try, Martin …’

			Sometimes I cried a bit but I had to stop because you never knew where it might end. In the morning maybe I’d find Mexico, or America, on the floor.

		

	
		
			4. Building the Country

			I sat on the gatepost. I was wearing my sailor suit and my hood. Uncle Charlie was a sailor in the war and he gave me his kitbag when he came home from the navy. It was white canvas and smelt of salt and tobacco. I liked it but I didn’t know what to do with it. I was trying out the words my grandpa gave me. Words were good; if you put a lot of words together you got a story. Stories stayed the same. If they didn’t stay the same they didn’t work.

			Georgie was in the flower beds, cutting off the heads of dead roses. I could hear his shears. Jonathan Jo was a gardener too, with a mouth like an O. Alice had lots of gardeners in Wonderland, but they were only playing cards. We had Georgie. He came from Zululand. He had very big muscles in his neck and a good, strong back.

			General Smuts said the country was built on the back of the black man.

			When it got really hot, Georgie would pull off his heavy tunic and his back would run with sweat as he pushed the mower over the thick kikuyu grass that stretched in front of the wide red veranda. The palm tree waved its hairy head in the blue sky. I climbed on Georgie’s back and hung there, with my legs round his waist, and he’d push the mower with one arm and hold me fast on his back with the other. It was a strong back.

			Anyone could see that General Smuts was right.

			Georgie wore the garden. He had his feet in the grass, leaned a hand on the palm tree, lit his skinny cigarettes and sat down on the ground and stretched out, and sometimes, when he did the watering, he seemed to be asleep with his eyes open, moving the hose very, very slowly and staring. He was a big starer.

			My grandpa said: ‘You’re drowning that poor dahlia.’ And he’d start singing: ‘I’m a lonely little petunia in an on-ion patch … an on-ion patch …’

			Georgie would start waving the hose. ‘And I cry-yi-yi all day …’

			The spray would hang in the air for a moment and then splatter on the grass. Like lace, like jewels.

			My grandpa said: ‘That Georgie is pure water in the desert. A well that never runs dry. He overflows. A less desiccated man I never met. Which is to say –’ waggle, waggle went his eyebrows, like they always did when he was telling me a new word – ‘never dry, parched, or thirsty.’

			My grandpa in his silver suit went walking in Sligo Road. People came to their gates to watch him go by. They wore baggy khaki shorts, matching socks and white short-sleeved shirts, open at the neck. My grandpa lifted his walking stick with its silver head to the clouds. He tipped his dark brown fedora to all he passed.

			‘They reckon you’re a wild man,’ my gran said.

			‘I like to dress, I will not be denuded.’

			He saw my eyes.

			‘That’s to say – stripped, my dear – being without a stitch, stark naked, unclothed, reduced to the bare skin. To the very buff. In a word, DE-NU-DED.’

			My gran said: ‘Dressing is one thing – they might manage the dressing. But the doffing and perambulating …’

			‘D’you hear that, Martin? There’s a good one. Per-am-bu-lating. Which is to be walking up and down. Like being peripatetic. Only more stately. Wandering to and fro with a flourish, and tipping the hat. Smiling and doffing …’

			My gran said: ‘It’s not the doffing per se, Dan, it’s who you doff to. Washerwomen and gardeners and every black biddy who walks by. What happens come the election? Tell me that. If the New Lot win they’ll sweep the servants off the streets. Who will you doff to then?’

			‘The New Lot haven’t a hope. Have they, Martin boy? You tell your gran. Not a snowball’s hope in hell. Djann Smuts is going to win, rest assured. And Dan MacBride will go on tipping his hat to the women he passes, black and white. General Smuts tells us “This land was built on the back of the black man.” I say so too. I salute them. To do anything else wouldn’t be kind.’



OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
Chrlstopher

ig‘ Hope

Forbid






OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/logo.jpg





