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To Grandad




PROLOGUE


June, 1999


Claus Julius was my lifeline. He didn’t sound like the great emancipator down the phone, and he looked far from it in person, tall and grave on the doorstep; but he was all I had. I could feel the paycheque slipping away as each day passed until I took his call. I had been hired to write a biography of Ki Monroe – poet, visionary, satirist, enigma. Enigma, by God: there were chasmal holes in his story! Dead ends and misted decades the like of which I had not previously encountered. He was a man of whom the myth heavily outweighed the facts. I had always assumed that’s why his estate had hired a journalist to write the book rather than an academic, a poetry professor from deep in the dusty halls. There was legwork to be done. They weren’t to know the legwork would count for little as well.


I was at the edge of reason. Monroe did this, Monroe did that; there was a minor scandal or two, forgotten poetry, times past. He was a Bloomsbury outcast; was in Spain during the war; retired to a fishing village in Portugal when barely into middle age to farm and cast his net; died in nineteen fifty. The advance was handsome, the story was not.


Claus Julius caught me in my office on a typically moribund day. I was tired, snappy, preparing to face the reality of my predicament more as every day went by. Our first conversation went something like this:


“You’re an American?”


“Canadian,” I said. “What can I do for you, Mr Julius?”


“I understand,” he said. “I am Austrian. People assume I am a German always.”


“I was just on my way out,” I said.


“Mr Buren used to say that sooner or later you realise everybody is from somewhere else.”


“Is that right?” I said.


“He used to say everybody is looking for adoption. What brings you to London?”


“It was you who called me, Mr Julius; and I don’t have much time.”


I could hear him sucking his teeth.


“You are writing a biography of Ki Monroe, are you not?”


“I am,” I said. “And how can I be of help?”


“Are you finding it a difficult task? Frustrating?”


“It’s all part of the process, Mr Julius.”


This was my fifth biography: two movies stars, an aeronautical pioneer, a race car driver and now a poet.


“As I thought. Then you may be interested to see something that I have. My former employer, Mr Harold Buren, wrote a memoir. He knew Mr Monroe well.”


“That name is not familiar to me,” I said.


I looked across my study at the wall I had papered with little sticky notes; names, dates, events, in tasselled patterns of disjointed yellow shadow – a sight that had come to look more and more like a final curtain.


“It is not a name familiar to many. My former employer was a very private man.”


“This Mr Buren is no longer with us, I take it? No longer able to speak with me personally?”


“Sadly Mr Buren passed away some years ago.”


“And I don’t know anything about this memoir, Mr Julius. I have read everything ever written on Monroe, twice over.”


“Oh, dear; you misunderstand. It has not been published. I have the only manuscript under lock and key.”


I opened the browser on my laptop.


“So how did your employer and Monroe know each other?” I said.


“They first met, so I understand, in the mid-nineteen thirties.”


I typed Harold Buren’s name into the search engine.


“So he was part of the Soho crowd?”


“He knew them,” said Julius.


What came up on the browser was a surprising and suspicious lack of information. But there was a photograph. Harold Buren. A serious face, handsome, clean, long; his eyes were conspicuously blank, unsympathetic, but bold; it seemed to be a close-up from a group photo. Buren was a South African, like Monroe. His father died young and his mother brought the family to London. It seemed as if the cause of his wealth was, essentially, war; some speculative investment or other by his father in American armament firms and they hit the jackpot in nineteen fourteen. Harold Buren inherited these investments, had an astute mind for business and slowly added to his portfolio with gold and more arms. He never married. Never had children. Died in nineteen eighty four and left his money to an educational trust in Spain. There was nothing else.


“It seems your Mr Buren would be an even more difficult subject to write about than my Mr Monroe,” I said.


“Not if you read the manuscript I have,” said Julius.


I thought for a moment. There is a point in these things when going deeper is the only way on offer.


“Why was this memoir never published?” I said.


“Mr Buren did not write it for publication. He wrote it as testament.”


“Testament to whom?”


“Mr Buren was the last person to see Mr Monroe alive.”


That had my attention: Monroe’s death. As enigmatic an exit as you might expect. His body never found.


“What do you mean he was the last person to see Monroe alive?” I said.


There was a pause; Julius sucked his teeth once more.


“It is not for me to say,” said Julius. “You need to read the manuscript.”


It got me to the house. Claypole: an enormous white Georgian building in central London. Julius was a tall man, old but fit, straight, but – and so confident was he around the halls of the house it was not immediately obvious – he was almost completely blind. I knew that his myopia was not absolute as he knew where to put his hand when I held out mine, but he held his head high, tilted back, and his pupils were a wintry grey. He explained his blindness as being only a slight concern at birth, and that it crept over him, through him, as the decades went on. His final blindness, he said, would be at the moment of death. He had been closing down since the day he was born, he said.


He was aging, now perhaps in his mid-seventies. Harold Buren had left him a small fortune (a pinprick into Buren’s actual worth), as well as the house in which we stood, and as he felt it difficult to work for anyone else in the same capacity after Buren had died, he retired on his money and indulged in his hobby of restoring old books. I asked how a man with his particular impairment could carry out such delicate work. He said that he had steady hands and all the time in the world.


His study, on the ground floor, was lined with glowing old spines of forgotten tomes on every subject, from seventeenth century botany, to census documents, novels, journals, science manuals and ornithological sketch books, even Kama Sutras.


Julius had a steadiness to him that suggested he was more than able at his tasks – more able than a seeing man. Every movement was considered, a method that almost amounted to a sixth sense. Within the walls of the house that entombed him was a world of its own rules. There was a professional spirit, I figured, hanging over from his days as a valet, always having to be at hand, a man machine attuned to the atmosphere of the room. He had modified the design for this peacefulness into an artful attention to detail, to restoration – he could never fully appreciate the work he did on these books, and yet he didn’t seem to have anyone else in mind.


He presented me with the Buren manuscript as if it was a sacred text and, at first inspection, inside was an example of delicate penmanship. The script was hand-written, hundreds and hundreds of pages without so much as a single alteration or blemish.


“This is the final draft?” I said.


“It is the only draft,” said Julius. “Mr Buren was painstaking in its composition. It had to be a pure truth, you see.”


“Could I take it?” I said.


“No,” said Julius, softly. “But I will permit you to read it and make hand written notes. Here.”


I’ll admit, as I looked down at it, cast my eyes across several passages, it did not strike me as a breezy read.


“It may take some time,” I said.


“There are plenty of rooms. You are welcome to be my guest.”


A cavernous fatigue prevented me from negotiating the script out of Julius’ possession, and I’m not sure I would have got anywhere even on top form.


I was still looking at Julius with a sideways glance. The whole encounter seemed from another era – he was dressed in a pin-striped three-piece suit with a fob chain, and yet, by his own admission, he spent most of his days alone in his big old house leaning over dilapidated manuscripts, carefully bringing them back from the dead, feeling his way through their scars.


He motioned for me to follow him and led me to a room up several flights of stairs and, placing his hand on the doorknob looked over his shoulder in my direction, his grey eyes like those of a snake, and he said, “This was Mr Buren’s study for much of his later years.”


We entered. Julius moved easily about the room lighting it by switching on the various and many lamps. The room was large, the walls of a deep, regal burgundy; towering columnal curtains hid tall narrow windows – it was like a gallery of a long lost era, an era of empires and ball gowns, but in place of young sharply dressed soldiers and beautiful debutantes were mismatched sofas and armchairs, all piled with loose papers and books and magazines. And in the centre of the room was a desk.


“There is no disputing Mr Buren’s wealth,” said Julius; “though some may have questioned his sanity toward the end. But I was the only one to be with him for those times. I protected him from intrusions. Toward the end, you see, Mr Buren was plagued by ideas of truth and recompense. He wrote his memoir to try and clear his head. He was a good man; but I always thought he carried a great weight. He spoke to me about these things. He felt he failed his brother. He felt he had wronged Mr Monroe. He felt that all his life he misplaced his energies. He was gifted with the most valuable commodity in human existence: time. He outlived everyone who meant anything to him. He was rich beyond reason. And yet he felt he had failed in everything because he had wasted his time.”


It was a well-prepared, if odd, speech which Julius delivered with a round chest and a certain oratorical gravity.


On Buren’s desk was a stack of charcoal drawings – a young woman’s face, over and over again, from slightly different angles, but the same expression.


“Who is this?” I asked.


“I would imagine it is his brother’s wife if you mean the drawings?” said Julius.


I looked through them all. A beautiful woman, she looked relaxed but serious, a labyrinthine glint to her eye, a downturn to the mouth, she was held up in a deeply-dug charcoal background.


Julius’ intentions were grander and more central than he had first let on, I figured. Harold Buren was not just a former employer; Julius lived in his master’s house, and had kept his study as a shrine even fifteen years after the old billionaire had died.


“This all seems a little like another project,” I said.


“You don’t know what that book is going to tell you about Mr Monroe,” said Julius. “I took employment with Mr Buren in nineteen sixty five. I was the only staff member. He spent much of his time in this study. Toward the end I often came in at the sound of him talking, as if to someone, but I knew there was nobody with him. He talked to me often about his brother, and about Mr Monroe.


“One day, he returned home from a business trip – it would turn out to be his last trip, in fact; he stayed very much within these four walls after that – he told me that he was going to write a memoir, and that I must take each page and keep it safe, and safe from him so that he had no way of revising his memories and his thoughts. I always believed that he trusted me entirely, but that it was my blindness that he trusted, rather than my character. He wrote this for the sake of committing it to paper, I believe. It is there to explain and to teach lessons.”


“Lessons? To whom?”


“That I do not know,” said Julius. “He was careful to be vague about such notions.”


“So why do you want me to see it now?”


Julius seemed to soften, his mouth gave up its punctiliousness, and he even allowed his hands to loosen from their dutiful tensions.


“I am old,” he said. “Part of me also would like to know what is in it. Part of me would like to know the truth of the man I dedicated myself to. I suppose we all have these moments of redress late in life.”


We came to an arrangement, Julius and I; and I returned to the house to spend my time examining the manuscript, to spend my time with the careful and strangely fresh hand-written memoirs of Harold Buren.




THE VELDT




***


When I was a child I talked to dragons, and they told me all about the future.


There was a time when they wandered the countryside, graceful and prodigious, but by the time I was around they spent most of the time in the mountains across the veldt, only coming down when they had something to say, or I had something ask.


“You will have to keep an eye on things,” they said.


They circled me. I was dust to them, with a muss of dirty blonde hair and my grey short-trousers.


“Don’t worry about the great battles to come,” said one of them.


“You just worry about the great silences between,” said another.


I didn’t know what they meant. But one does not answer back to dragons; that much my father told me. The creatures of myth are older than us all, he said. Before I was born he hung around my mother’s neck a pendant, known as The Dragon’s Eye, made from the first diamond he ever dug out of the ground. It was to remind us where we were from – from the earth, our wealth and our souls. It was to remind us of the importance of that thing we are all born from: truth.


I am here now at the other end of my life. And I’ll tell you what I know about truth; and what I know about myth also. I will do it because, even though I have never known you, I love you. I want to tell you the things that I know; the things you should know.


I saw my century as something best forgotten. I worked hard to forget. As somebody once wrote, I concentrated on “inviting quicker the inevitable inconspicuousness of yesteryear”. But, it seems, at the point of this welcomed oblivion I had to fight it off in order to remember once again. And the first thing I remembered was the dragons of my distant childhood. And then the pendant. Games and trinkets. Monsters and trinkets. Perhaps as good a title for a memoir as any.


What sparks this? The great occasion. Everybody who is lucky enough to experience one should take the time to document it. My great occasion was long awaited. And now I am here in my home – back from Spain and all those circles squared – I will make my document.


Remembering must involve unlearning what I know to be right. Forgetting, when intended, is the most difficult of tasks. A life of knowing, watching, listening to the birds of every colour sing; and I gave it up for the good of all. But now I need to remember. I need to remember for you. I need to remember for good. You are my redemption and my final punishment. But I bow to the knowledge that I must tell the story for those who come after. You are my centre point, my audience, my apostle-if-you-wish. It is you who are the meaning of it all.


***


The Childe Harold Buren. Formed or fabled at the minstrel’s will!


I was a bright child, I think. I was forced to indulge myself because nobody else would. I played the knight in armour in the furthest stretches of the veldt, like Don Quixote, far at the other reach of life’s bookends of senility. It is not senility in a toddler. Imagination, perhaps. Play. I can tell you all about play, too. When I told my father I had encountered dragons in the scrubland he told me to treat them with respect, to not interrupt them, and he returned to hammering at the fence post. I might have told him I’d spoken to devils, or witches, and he would have said the same thing. A modest, tight, condensed existence – the veldt was my world for those first six years. I see it, all those decades ago, no different to captions of film. I see myself as a character in a frame.


I have spent much of my life blowing dust over my footprints. You will find very little written about me anywhere. There are some people of extreme wealth who float about above it all like undetected gods. I was one of them to an extent. I had my interests in walking amongst the hedgerows, though.


I am not trying to impress you; I am trying to save you time. You will not find me in any annals or encyclopaedias. You will find words that amount to little more than gossip, words that begin unsure and taper off to nothing. I have always dealt in silence as the most powerful currency. You will find many estimations of my wealth – but you already know about that. Its substantiveness is not in dispute.


You will find out I was born in South Africa, on a farm some miles from Durban. You may be able to find a date of birth. Nineteen hundred and eight. (I forget the exact day; I have not celebrated a birthday since I was a boy). You will find I grew up and was educated in London and that I have called England my home ever since I was six years old. I still live in the house I grew up in.


Claypole is a grand Georgian town house built for the richest of merchants in the early part of the nineteenth century. In the 1860s it was home to a famous botanist who named it, and turned the top floor into a museum of dried exotic fauna and taxidermic birds and rodents (his sideways hobby, according to his biography, which I read when very young). The doctor went on many foreign expeditions culminating in several years at sea investigating antipodean climes. His early life was dogged by his naive claims to have discovered the carcass of a phoenix, and the egg of a griffin. He grew to learn to keep his mouth closed tight about such things. He rescued his reputation in inches over time, a testament to hard graft and the supercilious forgetfulness of his peers, and he eventually experienced minor success as an expert in birds’ nests. But Claypole had proved too large for his progeny and they gave it up whilst leaving his mark – the stagnant zoo. I remember the peculiar glass cases in the attic, creatures frozen in natural poses, death trapped in life.


Claypole has high ceilings and expensive tiles and ornate bannisters that curl up and out of the hallway. The rooms are solid and square, and have the capaciousness of Regency apartments. The library on the first floor is full and grand. Claypole pines with the ages of elegance; that is one reason why I could never let it go.


I write now in the dark fire-lit room that used to be my mother’s study. I can picture her in her finest days, looking out the window, or writing at this desk. I hunch over it. I scratch at the paper with my pen, like a short-sighted engraver of tombs. Matilda, my mother, was never so ungraceful. She was tough – the veldt would not allow you to be anything else – but she was forcefully exquisite. She spent quite some energy on her poise; she was practiced and pointed. She had strong edges like a coastline, embattled and aged in the aeons. What was beyond those edges was a little more difficult to discover. She grew tougher when my father died, closed in, compressed like the collapsed mouth of a cave. Claypole, dark now, warren-like, groans with her floating image. And the images of many others.


It is these ghosts who remind me I am Harold Buren first and foremost, and it is neither important nor irrelevant that I exist. I am midway. I am clean and defiled. But now maybe, in the most unlikely chapters of my life, I can do some good by telling you my story. Explain my cold, luxurious deficiencies in the hope that you may learn something of yourself. The story will be done with the writing of the thing and I will give what life I can to those who are gone, those who I wish you could have known. My brother Piers, Matilda, and of course, most importantly, Bess. And I will tell the truth about Ki Monroe. It is time that I put it all down and missed nothing, and no-one, out. It is time that I gave them all their space. I will give the past its due.


And I can see now how this must be done: I must begin at the beginning.


***


I am six years old, round-faced, I have long but reluctant arms and an inelegant lurching walk. I am tall for my age but able to be invisible. I would have been a difficult child for any mother to love, as the saying goes. My hair is always thick with dust and my skin is a deep burnt yellow. I speak very little. I make barely any noise at all these first few years. I regurgitate words during my spelling tests and that is that. I am spectral, inconsequential, lumpen yet ephemeral, a graceless ghost about the whispering deathlessness of the veldt.


I used to play on the porch as the sun ducked down; the courtyard in front of the house would turn a deep orange, as if the sun was swallowing the farm. Father had made me a model biplane out of leftover strands of timber, painted, I remember with the blue and red emblems of the Royal Air Force, and I was making figure eights in the air with it when my eye caught the kick of dust in the far distance, way away in the flat sandy dirt fields.


This kick of dust, like a snag in a carpet, moved through the enormous wide silence of the veldt. I knew what the image meant; it meant someone was riding quickly toward the farm. My father, John Buren, often rode slowly, carefully; he cared for the feet of his horses, and for the price of shoeing them. My arm stopped the swirls. Something about the scene was not right, and I moved to the edge of the veranda. I could see that it was Belky, the foreman of the farm, a big wide-shouldered Indian, riding with his crop high, toward the house. I put the plane on the floor, went inside and stood facing the doorway from the shadow of a corner by the stairs. I waited for the sound of the horse’s hooves as they bit down onto the hard dry courtyard floor and I heard Belky hurriedly dismount and his big boots clamber onto the hollow wood of the porch. Belky stood tall before me, the whites of his eyes, glistening, horrible and burning, his figure steady and filling the doorway, behind him the dust and the wilderness.


“Where is your mother?” he said.


I made no sound.


Belky was young and powerful, a muscular inverted pyramid of a man. He liked to smile at me with his yellowed teeth when he knew no other adults were watching – he liked to maintain his burly presence in their company. But he was a playful giant who spent his long hard days far away from his own children. This time he did not smile down at me. He went off into the house. I didn’t know what was wrong but Belky rarely came into our home, and he never looked frightened. There was not a sound, I remember; even the chattering dusk creatures were on hold.


Within moments Belky had found Matilda and in a pale panic she was out of the door and away on horseback, Belky catching up with her on his horse. I moved back out of the shadow and watched them shrink into the distance from the porch.


The silence shuddered and withered and my baby brother began to wail from his cot in the parlour. I went and stood just inside the room, my feet cold on the wood. Baby Piers cried and screamed, but it soon exhausted him. He sighed, spluttered and began chirping, chatting gurgled nonsense to himself.


It occurred to me then that Piers and I were alone in the house for the first time. Matilda did not like me being around the baby. I took a few steps closer, softly, and peered over the cot and baby Piers saw me immediately.


He had large brown eyes, glassy like our father’s; his brow was old and creased. I slowly put my hand into the cot and my little brother took my finger and pushed it and pulled it like a lever. He felt cool, and the skin of his tiny hand crumpled around me like crepe paper. I examined his form; this featureless, shrunken person, who was yet to grow into his sagging skin. He was just four months old, and seemed to have a happy, secretive existence at Matilda’s chest. I had been watching them communicate with their cooing and chirping ever since he came into the house. They had their own language, and I had none at all. Matilda had no time for me; she addressed me very much as one of the servants, in short declarative sentences. She approached me with sturdy steps, and she gazed at me with a cold curious glare. And our father was a silence as wide as the veldt. As quiet as God. One of Matilda’s sayings.


He sat at the dinner table with a blank expression, a weathered face. He would occasionally run his hand over my head, through my thick unkempt hair, but would withdraw his hand quickly as if remembering the disease of touch, the guilt of contact.


Our father was a cut-out, an avatar for his absent intent. I did not know until many years later that he had fought at the bloody mess of the Spion Kop. I did not know that the world was made up of days that sat upon mounds of human corpses. I did not know that then. I did not know that my father had fought in wars. I did not even know he had been a soldier. He was a gunner, an aficionado of armaments, in fact. But I do not know anything else about him. I don’t know if he loved me, or Piers, or even if he loved Matilda. I do not know if he would have been proud or ashamed by what his country became. Had he lived he would have been an old man by the time Verwoerd was elected, that grizzled scrofulous professor of hatred. Perhaps my father would have been a Nazi just like Verwoerd had been. But perhaps it was not his way to favour one race over another. I remember John Buren being as curt and detached with the blacks who worked our farm as he was with anybody else. No special treatment for anybody. We were all down low at the end of my father’s regards.


I think a person needs to know certain things about their father. You need to know your father’s politics; about what sways him. My lack of politics, my distrust of the devout and the cynics alike, perhaps comes from this void. To not know one’s father is a void, an imperishable silence, and the void pushes up and out of you all your life. I did not know this – I did not know that this shadow of mine was cast by an absence. It is natural to wonder how life might have turned out had my father not died that day. We would have remained a family in the veldt, for sure; I would have grown up in the nooks and crannies of the farmhouse that I already knew so well and maybe something more useful would have come of me.


Belky and Matilda were gone for hours. Matilda walked slowly, her face blank but used-up, and she came into the parlour where I was sitting rocking baby Piers to sleep in his cot. She came close and placed her hand on the rail next to mine, looked down at Piers and smiled sadly. Then she looked down at me and I saw her face straighten.


“You go off to bed now,” she said.


I hopped down from the chair and trotted out of the room into the hallway. Belky was motionless by the scullery door. We looked at each other in silence as Matilda slowly closed the parlour door, shutting herself in there with Piers who had begun to cry again.


“Why don’t you come in the kitchen with me, Master Harold,” said Belky. “Let’s see if Cook has left you milk and biscuits.”


I followed Belky’s gesture. He went to the pantry, poured a glass of milk and put it on the table with some of Cook’s freshly baked buttery biscuits and sat next to me.


“I need to tell you something,” he said. “I have some bad news. I’m afraid your father has died.”


I said nothing. I don’t think I felt anything. I didn’t realise, perhaps, that this meant little would ever be the same again.


“Do you know what that means, Master Harold?”


I looked into Belky’s large lucent eyes.


“It means he won’t be coming home,” he said.


There was a long pause between us before Belky, looking to the ceiling, licking his lips, and then looking back to me, said, “Do you have any questions?”


I shook my head.


“Then I suppose you should get off to bed.”


I nodded, jumped down off the chair and went to my room leaving Belky alone in the kitchen with the silence and the darkness.


The next day that silence around the farm was broken by visitors coming to pay their respects to Matilda the widow. I watched them come and go from my bedroom window, and later, when the heat was at its height, I watched them from the spot by the pigpen, where I could see everything and nothing looked back.


***


Time, after my father’s death, lost its function, lost its form. Matilda did not sleep, and she did not expect her sons to keep regular hours either. She was often in white, great folds of lace; she was never without the Dragon’s Eye pendant that hung around her neck.


This pendant, she would whisper to Piers in the ochre light and red darkness of the farmhouse, this first diamond John Buren lifted from the earth, this was the family soul, the spirit of our blood. It was forged to remind the us that everything we had came from the dirt. It was as much a part of her as the veins beneath her skin; swaying, catching even the dullest of light in a sparkle of phantasmagoria. She said it is what made us African, but she meant it was what made us Boers; that we took from the earth without a spiritual bone in our bodies, and it is what gave us eternity, an umbra of soul and spirit. We ingested from the mother soil. The blacks had a connection to the ground us Boers, at best, were suspicious of. Mainly they were hated for it, mocked for it. Never underestimate the affairs of other races, is what the lesson boiled down to. We will all be won over by the craving for explanations in the end. We will find our own faiths, our own mythologies. The Dragon’s Eye pendant dangled from her neck like a crucifix, like a vial of the Saviour’s blood.


Matilda was awash with strange declarations like this in the period after my father’s passing. Awash with the habits of a lunatic awaiting the moon.


Each morning Belky would ride up to the farm and address the gathered farmhands, handing out their duties for the day, just as father had done when he was alive. I thought this was to be life. I did not even know I would one day grow up to be a man. Nobody had ever explained this to me. I thought nothing, but if I had done it would have been that creatures maintain their form, and that everything else was witchcraft.


I was left to live, or to die if that is what God wanted for me. Matilda walked around me as if I was draught of air. Cook would feed me. Belky would make sure I was out of bed and I was clean – clean of a sort, anyway. Indeed, Belky was coming into the house every day now. Matilda, who never had anything good to say about the coloureds, and certainly not the blacks, had no objection. Most of her time was spent sitting in the parlour with Piers in her arms, rocking back and forth, whispering to him in thick grey Afrikaans.


A month or so after our father had been buried – Matilda had not allowed me to attend the funeral – a man came to the farm. Short, balding, his fob watch chain kept catching the deep orange light of the setting sun and sparking into my line of vision. I was unnoticed, drawing with crayons – my dragons most likely; I must have sketched thousands in my childhood – on the sill of the small corner window of the parlour. I heard the man introduce himself as Viktor Rasmussen senior, and he clipped his heels and bowed his head as he said it. Matilda, in her white lace dress and gloves had shown him into the parlour and offered him a seat with his back to the window.


“You say you have news about my late husband’s accounts,” she said with a stern face, and took the seat opposite him. They both sat in the centre of the room, oddly positioned, formal, presentational.


“There are some complications with a few of his investments,” said Rasmussen.


“I don’t understand,” said Matilda.


“How much did you know about your husband’s business affairs?”


Rasmussen dipped into his briefcase and took out a paper file bound with red ribbon. Matilda watched carefully as he undid the tie and opened the file on his lap.


“Could we get to the point, Mr Rasmussen?” she said.


Rasmussen took a pencil from his breast pocket and dabbed the nib on his tongue.


“Your husband had made considerable investments in Shukor, Davenport and Sinden.”


Matilda began to blink, her hands held tightly to her knees.


“I don’t know who that is,” she said.


“Them,” said Rasmussen. “They are three of the largest engineering firms in the United States.”


“So what does that mean? What did John know about engineering?”


“Well, I don’t know about that,” said Rasmussen, “but he had a keen eye for war, it seems. These three companies have recently secured armament contracts with the British government. Initial forecasts project an increase in profits of around a hundred and fifty per cent. Expect that to increase several fold if, as expected, there is war in Europe. After all, why would the British need these contractors if it wasn’t all but certain?”


Matilda leaned forward.


“You knew nothing about these investments?” Rasmussen said.


“How much?” Matilda said.


“Well, it’s difficult to tell,” said Rasmussen, flicking through the yellow sheaves of the file. “Two million dollars. Expect that to be twenty in times of war. Sixty if the war lasts five years. More if America gets involved. Your husband invested in prototypes, Mrs Buren. Their time has come.”


Matilda stood – she was tall, straight, an Elgin marble with erratically-pinned hair. She walked around the room, and then she put her hand to her mouth. She spun and faced the little bald Rasmussen.


“You said there was a complication,” she said.


“Yes,” said Rasmussen. “Obviously, your husband expected to live to a grand old age, with you at his side in sickness and in health.”


Matilda glided toward him and stood over him in the darkness of the room. Rasmussen said, “The shares in these three companies pass on to your son, Harold. The child.”


And that was when, as if drawn by an unseen force, Matilda’s eyes set on me for the first time, tucked into the shadows on the sill, as if she had known I was there all along. I remember that look even now, her eyes as sharp as if she had shot bullets at me.


It was barely six months later that Matilda announced the family would be moving to London.


***


London brayed with congestion.


I had never seen a true city before. Durban was flat, splayed, and I had only ever equated it with the promise of a city – my mind had always envisioned Troy and Thebes and Mycenae from the books I had read, and Durban was none of these places. London, however, disregarded such ideas, and was like a giant termite mound, crawling, rumbling with other lives, hissing with the wider mind. I had not known the world could be like this. Reading books, and even looking at the cities on the shore as we made our way to Southampton from South Africa, could not have prepared me for being in the midst of it. I must have been open-mouthed for a month.


We were met at the harbour by Mr Algernon Radnor, a distant associate of my father’s, who had offered to find Matilda a house in the city. He was an uneven man, not without charm, who had a textiles business somewhere in the north of England where he lived most of the year with his family. My mother instructed early on that I should call him Uncle Algie, but I continued to call him nothing at all. He curved to look down to me and he smiled with a crooked, smooth-cheeked alacrity that I just did not trust.


Algie Radnor – Uncle Algie – took us to the house. Claypole was momentous then. If I had imagined civilisation to be an ancient palace, Claypole could be the House of Atreus – the curses yet to come.


“I thought you’d like this, Harold; seeing as you’re the Lord of the Manor,” said Algie.


I took no notice; but Matilda did not find the joke funny.


Inside the house was chasmic, with deep hallways, high arching ceilings in bright white, colonnades and heavy sheened tiles. The staircase opposite the door stretched up and out like dragon’s wings. The furniture was covered in white sheets. It was to be my palace, I thought, innocently. It was large enough to be a world for me all of its own. And so it proved.


“You have done a good job, Mr Radnor; this will do us fine,” said Matilda.


Algie Radnor had also organised staff for the house. A cook, a butler and a maid. They arrived the next day and stationed themselves around the house much in the same way furniture was. The butler, Mr Champion, was an aging, half-deaf, snap-toothed man who walked with a dignified stoop. The cook, like Cook at the farmhouse, was large, rolly, but white, jolly but preoccupied. The maid, Clara, was a pale, sad-faced young girl of sixteen who curtsied softly at every opportunity. She spoke to me often, asked me about the games I played. I had never had a friend before.


“Are you shy or has the cat got your tongue?” she would say.


But I was, in truth, ashamed of my accent. I had not heard its like since leaving South Africa. As the weeks went on, and school term approached, I spent hours in front of the mirror trying to shape my mouth like the English did – I spent much time examining the lips of the servants as they spoke. I think Mr Champion thought I was of simple mind, because I was always staring at him as he gave out instructions. Matilda told me that I needed to wear eye glasses. I was not immediately sure what she meant, and when she explained, snapping impatiently at my blankness, I was confused as to why I would need them. My eyesight was perfect, I thought. Matilda was adamant that I would need them for school. And I was given large, cumbersome, black-framed spectacles. My ears ached from their weight, and I stopped mouthing my vowels in the mirror. I avoided mirrors altogether for a time.


Clara began to act as nanny to me and to baby Piers. She would take me for walks in the park; but only when Piers needed fresh air would Matilda accompany us, walking at the side of the perambulator, her big hand draped over the side. She was tall, Matilda; almost top-heavy. Clara once giggled in confidence to me that, “She walks like she was a fete attraction being pushed along on a float”. I thought she looked like a Holy Mother icon, carried through a festival, unsteady and sacred. And people – strangers – would wave to her, come up and take her hand, kiss it as if she were royalty. Walking in the park became a chore, a bore, stopping all the time for Matilda’s tributes. Those armament contracts had made real money for the Buren family – none of this diamond fakery; no more digging wealth from the dirt. War had brought heavy money.


It was decided we would cut back on the walks and play mainly in the cavernous adventureland of Claypole. The rooms were all square and under-furnished, except for Matilda’s parlour on the second floor – later to be the study in which I now write these pages. This room was cluttered with furnishings attached to her memory; items she had brought from the farm, items that tied her to the past.


I watched a lot as a child, and I went largely unnoticed. And don’t think for a moment this was not how I liked it – it had advantages that suited both my character and my position within the house.


I watched visitors – they all looked like smaller versions of Matilda in their lace and large hats. I watched the servants. I often watched Matilda sitting near the window with Piers in her lap – just as on the farm, only this was well-lighted now, and the noises of the London bustle came in through an open window. She reading aloud, Piers – hardly a person yet – dribbling and pulling gently at the corner of the page with his chubby fingers.


“Harold, what are you doing loitering? That is an awful habit. Off with you to your studies.”


Clara would come and gather me up as if she had been looking for me, the little troublemaker, all this time. She would curse under her breath as she led me away by the hand along those high-ceilinged corridors and through the sweet damp air of the never-used rooms.


Claypole has always been a quiet house, full of the silence of loneliness, the song of poetry often subdued by the long heavy hours of nothingness. I think of it now, in my old age, in my halted decline, as a time trap. I wonder if Claypole is the thing that has kept me alive; long enough to outlive everyone I ever loved, but long enough to perhaps give you guidance and emotional riches. I can look over to that window from my desk, mottled by the memory of Matilda’s figure, her wide shoulders and strong jaw, her mousy hair tightly bound; my brother – the whirlwind of my quiet plains – in her arms. How can I reach out to a ghost if we are all ghosts of different times, each of us lurching away from our present? I realise now, hopefully before it is too late, that we should be reaching forward.


But I only know, like the common man that I am beneath this wealth, how to affect the future by drawing on the past. So I will get on with the story. The beginning of the end of Matilda comes about now, as does the seed of the union that set everything in motion.


I was sitting on the floor of my bedroom, drawing crayoned scenes from the Iliad on large sheets of coarse paper, Clara kneeling opposite, her pretty neck curved toward my work, watching, both of us in silence but for breath. Matilda appeared at the doorway. Clara, her face quickly hardening and her eyes draining of light, clambered ungainly to her feet and stood to attention. I turned and looked up at my mother; she was like an alabaster golem, enormous to me in the frame of the door. Matilda looked at Clara, about to castigate her for laziness or some such, and then she looked at me on the floor. She put one hand on her hip, her large fingers crawling around the bulb of her joint.


“Pack some things,” she said. “For you and him. We’re going away for a few weeks.”


And she was gone, back into the shadow of the hallway.


Clara slowly, incrementally relaxed, her shoulders unknotted. She looked down at me and smiled with a forced warmth.


We had been invited to holiday with Algie Radnor.


***


The Radnors enjoyed a comfortable middle-class life.


Every summer they spent a few months at their cottage in the Black Mountains of mid-Wales, and this year, as an act of something disguised as charitable outreach, although we wanted for nothing materially, and Matilda largely detested company of any sort apart from that of baby Piers, we had been invited to visit them.


The weather there was as warm as back in Durban, but it was light, a pleasant breeze carried gentle clicking, a twirping country sound.


As the car pulled up to the cottage – a snug, portly stone building with a thatched roof like an ill-fitting wig – I wound down the stiff window and sucked in the cut-grass air, the warm pollen and distant light whiff of fresh manure.


The Radnors were stood on the doorstep waiting for our arrival, waving: Algie Radnor and his wife Sarah holding her new-born little girl, and the two boys, Michael and Matthew, smart and clean and high-nosed; the dog, Shiner, a collie, sitting obediently at Algie’s feet.


Algie ruffled my untidy mop of hair.


“How’s my boy?” he said, and I scrunched my nose in protest at his attention.


Matilda pressed me on the shoulder.


“Assist Clara by taking one of the bags inside,” she said.


I picked up the smallest bag that the chauffeur, with his hefty brown gauntlets, had unloaded from the car, and struggled with it to the house, past the Radnors, who paid me no attention. Sarah Radnor looked on with her pale pink eyes and boyish sombre plainness.


I walked into the musty dankness of the cottage and thumped the luggage at the foot of the stairs. It reminded me of the old farmhouse a little; the lighting, the softness of the wood, the corners and the dust. The others came in behind, Piers wide-eyed and bird-like in Matilda’s arms.


“I’m so glad you accepted our invitation,” Algie was saying.


Sarah Radnor walked obediently behind her husband and his guest. She was a sullen presence, much younger than Algie, and I remember her as having the air of someone who had given herself up meekly to a functional existence.


“I was quite glad to receive your letter,” said Matilda.


“And how is London?” said Algie.


“It will do,” said Matilda.


I moved into the kitchen, and Clara, who had been taking the rest of the luggage up to the guest rooms, came in and stood in the doorway as if awaiting instruction, trying her utmost to conceal her shortness of breath.


“You brought your maid?” said Algie, as if Clara was an object to be commented upon, like a drab painting in a gallery.


“That boy needs watching,” Matilda said dismissively waving a hand in my general direction.


“Sarah,” Algie called out of the kitchen to his wife. “Bring the baby in.”


He turned to Matilda, who stood over him, and gave her a mischievous grin. He looked at Piers and pinched his cheek gently between his forefinger and thumb. “We should get these two acquainted, don’t you think?”


Sarah came into the kitchen where the soft, wooden floor became cold stone, her face was turned down, the baby in her arms. She walked up to Matilda, a flower to a tree, and held her baby daughter forward.


“Piers,” said Algie; “meet baby Elisabeth.”


“We have taken to calling her Bess,” said Sarah.


Bess was glassy-eyed, tiny bubbles coming from her tiny lips, a little tuft of dark Mohawk hair on her head. Piers, agile, keen, gazed at her – the first person he had seen smaller than himself. He examined her and began to laugh a haughty child’s laugh. Sarah, glowing in the reflected light of her beautiful baby, smiled. Algie began to laugh and his shoulders went up and down. And even Matilda smiled, I saw. That was how Piers and Bess met; in a room of conventional happiness.


But it was a cameo of normalcy in a set-up of wickedness.


It would have been a peculiar scenario had I known any different at that age. You have to watch out for things. If something feels rotten, it most likely is, whether you can put your finger on it or not. And I could feel the rot, it was soft in the air, and gave a taste to the back of the throat.


That first summer at the Radnors’, the inhabitants of the cottage would only meet for the evening meal. The Radnor boys were off playing in the countryside for most of the day. Sarah Radnor would walk the gardens with baby Bess. Matilda and Algie would play cards, or go walking, or take trips into town. Baby Piers and Clara and I would stay in the cottage, in the safety of the stone walls. Clara was chatty, bright, childish in many ways. Piers enjoyed her company, it seemed; she was keen to embrace him whenever his arms went up, and she would play the unending repetitious games of children with as much verve as the children. Whenever the adults returned she was still, like a lamp or a bureau, expressionless, untouchable, like a drip trapped in a moment of time. I liked her very much.


These trips to the Radnor cottage were to become annual. They would last between several weeks and several months. I remember them as long drawn out days, and everything happened slowly and as if seen through a thick plate window. Sarah Radnor would spend much time walking the modest gardens, or along the trail to the ridge that oversaw the village nearby. I watched her sometimes from the window of the bedroom I shared with the two Radnor boys. I had seen Mrs Radnor sitting near the duck pond at the far end of the small orchard patch on more than one occasion. She had a book closed in her hand. It was there to be opened if anyone was seen coming. She was staring out to the slowly gliding ducks, those serious, dreary little birds.


“What are you looking at?” said one of the Radnor boys to me. He had come back to the room to fetch a fire truck from his toy box.


I said nothing, did not even turn to look at him.


It was Michael. He came and peered out of the window next to me, his breath making a smudge on the pane.


“My mother,” he said. “She’s always sitting and staring into space. She’s no different at home. She just likes to be on her own. Are you coming to play?”


Neither of the boys had asked me to play before.


Michael climbed down from the windowsill.


“Please yourself,” he said.


Matthew and Michael were aged a year either side of me, if I remember rightly.


“Wait,” I said. “What is the game?”


Michael turned at the door.


“We’re going to go up to the ridge and start a fire,” he said.


“Start a fire?”


“Not a real one,” Michael whispered. He held up the toy truck. “We don’t have a real fire engine.”


The cottage was empty. Sarah Radnor was in the orchard. Algie and Matilda were out, presumably with the babies.


The walk to the ridge was a long one. Michael and Matthew, the elder, walked ahead of me. I lagged behind, whipping at my heels with a stick. Shiner, his big pink tongue flapping stupidly from the side of his mouth, ran circles around us the whole way. Michael was running the fire truck through the air like a bird. Matthew marched. The grass was long and our knees came up high as we reached the ridge, waving our arms through a cloud of midges as we did so.


Up on the ridge the Radnor boys seemed to forget about plans for faux fire-building and instead set about tormenting their collie. It seemed a regular pastime; both Michael and Matthew knew the drill.


“Come on, Harold,” called Matthew. “Get stuck in.” And he whipped a long thin stick across the dog’s hind legs. The dog spun and snarled, yelped, at which point Michael whipped the poor animal’s legs from a different spot.


“Is kicking at your heels and poking at wasps’ nests all that branch is good for?” Michael said.


I looked down at the stick in my hand, a battered wand from a weeping willow.


“The first one to get a bite out of him wins,” Michael said.


“I don’t know why you have that dog,” I said.


“He’s ours to do with as we please,” said Matthew and slapped his stick across Shiner’s hind quarters. Shiner let out a yelp and tried to sidle off with his tail between his legs, but Michael blocked his path and again swiped down at him. Shiner snarled, showed his back teeth, but then whimpered and tried to escape, a moment of debasement from a miserable animal.


I wanted nothing to do with it. I chucked my whip onto the floor and walked down the far end of the ridge. The Radnor boys laughed and carried on with their game. I watched them from the lakeside, a silhouetted dance of torment on the horizon. They tired; the dog found a gap in their line and ran away. Michael and Matthew found other things to occupy them and Shiner eventually came back and they began playing fetch. I sat in silence, without moving, watching the boys go through their games and we remained this way until the sun began to set behind them, and I saw them gesture over that it was time to head back.


For the next three days the same thing happened. By mid-morning the cottage was deserted but for Sarah Radnor sitting in the orchard looking out to the ducks with the closed book in her lap. I would follow the boys up to the ridge and I would sit by the lake most of the day and watch them torment Shiner, climb trees and run the fire truck through the air as if it were a bird. And then we would head back.


On the fourth evening we returned to a cottage of uncommon ongoing activity.


Algie and Matilda were playing whist; Sarah Radnor was nowhere to be seen. Baby Piers – a small two year old now – was playing with building blocks on the floor at his mother’s feet. It had been a dismal day, warm but wet, and the three of us brought clumps of dank clay mud into the parlour on the bottoms of our shoes. Matilda stood sharply at the sight.


“Look at all the mud, you silly, careless boys,” she said.


Algie stood also and took Matilda by the elbow. Matilda shouted even louder at us. It was not unusual for her to do so.


“Matilda; I’ll sort the boys,” Algie said, and called for Sarah at the top of his voice.


I looked down at my shoes and at the shoes of Michael and Matthew. They were not so filthy.


Sarah Radnor came in – she looked as though she had been crying – and she grabbed Matthew tightly by the wrist. He screeched and Michael grabbed his brother’s other wrist and a tug-of-war ensued. Algie shouted at them to stop.


“Do you want them clean or not?” Sarah Radnor shouted back.


“Sarah,” said Matilda; “there is no need…”


“Michael, stop pulling at your brother’s arm,” shouted Algie, moving forward and in turn grabbing him. There was now a line of screeching, shouting adult-child-child-adult, twisting like a wounded snake. And added to this Shiner was barking, jumping and barking.


And that was when I noticed that little baby Piers was not crying in order to add to the chaos as children are want to do, but there was blood on his hand. I went to him – he was crying, screaming, his face erupting into a gap-toothed gummy flytrap, tears bubbling from his clenched eyes. He looked so beautiful.


As the Radnors and Matilda screamed at each other above us, I held my little baby brother’s tiny bleeding hand and said, “Don’t cry, little Piers. It’s nothing to cry about, little Piers. I won’t let this pain win over us.”


I examined the hand. There was a cut along the thumb, quite deep. I lifted it to my face and kissed it gently, and then I blew on it calmly as I had seen others do to wounds. Piers’ crying juddered but did not stop and he looked directly into my eyes. And I could smell wet dog on my baby brother’s hand, the fur of a wet dog.


I stood and looked at the ridiculous scene, which now had Sarah Radnor on one side shouting at the two boys, Algie and Matilda on the other; those four shouting back at her. I went up to Matilda and tugged at her sleeve.


“What?” she snapped down at me.


“Piers has hurt himself,” I said.


The room went silent and everybody looked at the baby who was crying.


Matilda gasped. “What have you done to your brother?” she shouted and dashed for Piers, lifting him and dotting his face with kisses.


I said nothing.


Matilda glared down at me.


She swiftly handed Piers to Algie and grabbed me strongly by the arm. She fell back into her seat and threw me over her knee, and pulled down my short trousers. I could feel the pleasant feeling of the cool air upon my naked skin. And I knew what came next. I looked at the floor, at the few specks of mud the Radnor boys and I had brought in. I knew everybody was silently watching me, and so, even though I was now too big for Matilda’s blows to really hurt, I forced myself to cry. I did not want to embarrass her.


The next day, with Piers’ little thumb disinfected and bound, all seemed forgotten. Sarah Radnor was quiet – but she was quiet more often than not – and Matilda and Algie went for a walk up to the woods. I had had a sleepless night – every time I closed my eyes I could see baby Piers’ smooth twisted face. I waited patiently for Matthew and Michael to come into the parlour and tell their mother they were going to play up on the ridge.


“Take Harold with you,” she said, staring out of the window toward the woods on the horizon.


The walk was quite steep, and we three boys were quiet, and Shiner sniffed in zig zags through the grass in front. Matthew picked up a stick and began swatting at the tips of the tall grass. As we reached the top of the ridge Michael ran on ahead to a tree he liked to climb. Shiner chased, barked, and when Michael went up the tree the dog bounced on his back legs, putting his forelegs against the trunk. He looked back at Matthew and I who had now also reached the top of the ridge, and he came bounding toward us, barking, jumping. I watched the patterned movements of the dog. I watched the calm, cruel forgetfulness of the Radnor boys. Nobody seemed to care that Piers had been attacked the way he had. Bitten at for trying to pet their stupid, servile mutt.


Why didn’t the dog run away from them, from the whole damned family? They beat him, whipped him, and still he came back.


I could feel my throat go dry. Shiner ran past Matthew, who was concentrating on stripping his branch bare, and on to my direction, bounding, bounding. And as he reached me, I crouched down and lifted a stake that I had been kicking along with me for some hundred yards or so – it looked like one of the very sticks the Radnor boys had been tormenting Shiner with the day before – and, using the pace of the oncoming dog, I held it sturdy from the turf and allowed Shiner to drive his own throat onto it, the stick piercing the middle of the dog’s neck and coming out of the top. Shiner yelped and gurgled and sputtered to a muffled silence all in one swift second. There was no blood, I remember; at least there was none on me. I winced and held the stake firm, crouched on my knees, and Shiner tumbled down the side of the ridge through the long grass and toward the unkempt reeds of the lakeside. I had ended up on my back, my arms outstretched, my legs out long, looking into the clear blue of the summer sky. It all happened very fast. I could hear Matthew’s voice, unsure, concerned, quite a way away, calling to Shiner and to me. It skipped along the dense summer air, that little voice. I looked up at the sky, a deep cloudless blue, and the silence came back.


It may have been minutes, but to me I was in that long grass for an endless moment of happiness. Not elation. But a flat, level happiness.


Matthew’s voice eventually grew louder. He called his brother. He called Shiner. I sat up.


“Where’s Shiner?” said Matthew, with a hollow, concerned look to his face. “I heard him yelp.”


“I’ve been looking at the sky,” I said.


I continued to sit in the grass as Matthew and Michael began searching for their dog, calling his name – the only sound.


It took quite some time to find Shiner. It seemed he had crawled some way to die, to a hiding of shrubs at the far foot of the ridge. The boys cried, cried for days, and never once did either of them accuse me of anything.


We buried the dog at the end of the garden at the cottage.


“He loved it here,” said Algie in his short improvised eulogy.


The boys cried; Matilda rolled her eyes.


Sarah rocked Bess in her arms a few feet back from the rest of the congregation. I stood next to Matilda, quite close. I looked at the dog’s corpse wrapped in swathing in the shallow hole. The dog should not have bit my brother.


***


To take a life is no small consideration.


But if my century can teach anything, it is that taking life as a form of punishment is a facile endeavour, it forms only a puerile recompense to the feeble minded. There is no more punishment in death than there is darkness in light. We have always believed men fear death, just as children fear the dark, but that fear does not translate into some coarse understanding of the afterlife. Did I punish the Radnor dog? Revenge is a wild justice. It is all very well that Solomon could say it is the glory of man to pass it by, but he had an army to protect his kith and kin. I was a child. I did not think in terms of moral balance. What child does? I knew right from wrong, I would not lay down an excuse of that sort. But I also knew the best way to achieve three things: to protect my brother, to hurt those cruel Radnor boys, and to release that tormented animal from this world. We must make our decisions in the best way we know at the time. The child Harold Buren killed the dog.


After this, the summer trips continued year after year, although the mood of them seemed to change, seemed to soften, warm, as if someone had stoked the fire in the cottage and a dampness drew back.


Sarah Radnor returned the following year with some colour to her cheeks. Bess was a bright and handsome baby, inquisitive and happy, with that defiant surety in her ignorance which is one of the few characteristics most people hold on to from infancy, refreshingly absent from her features. She seemed to give Sarah a distraction from her apparent miseries, the nature of which I continued to remain blind.


And my relationship with Matthew and Michael had changed – although nothing was ever mentioned of Shiner. I thought nothing of the dog. When I was a child on the farm, I had played a game where I pretended I was a bush spirit bestowed upon the family for protection. Whenever I saw a dog in the street I thought of this game. I felt solid, like I had not done before, like my veins were filled with liquid concrete. In this world and future ones, the child Harold Buren moved among spirits and creatures that many others could not see.


Great monsters hung in the sky. I had seen a Zeppelin one spring. It moved slowly over the London rooftops like a whale. It was alone in the sky, and low, a dirty brown, as if it was lost, cut off from the herd. I had told the Radnor boys about it that summer and they had reacted like wild apes. The Radnor boys did not know anything about the world beyond their garden. Whereas, to them, I had come from afar, I was already versed in the vastness of the human world, and the curiousness of the creatures of children’s minds; I had sailed the seas, from the furthest tip of Africa to the cold mists of the great magical city of London.
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