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			Epigraph

			I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each;
I do not think that they will sing to me.

			The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock
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			NATIVITY

			NATHAN Swirsky came to Badminton just before Christmas of 1950. New houses rose raw on Victoria Road or William Street at the rate of one a month. The gardens our fathers fought so hard to establish were pretty poor affairs. Returning home from the desert war in Egypt and Libya, they began battling the bare veld. Every weekend they wrestled the hard, red earth into gardens.

			Badminton was a new housing estate built outside Johannesburg for returning soldiers. Its streets were named after English kings and queens, because we were English South Africans. Behind the houses ran the sanitary lanes, where the night-soil men drove their horse and cart after dark and collected the black rubber buckets before we woke.

			My friends Tony and Sally lived opposite me, in Henry Street. Next door to Tony and Sally lived Eric and Sammie. Their uncles were famous cricketers. Their ma, dark and panting, chased them in the garden, from time to time, trying to box their ears. Eric often ran away from home. To one side of us lived the Strydoms. Mr Strydom had not fought in the War because he was Afrikaans. On the other side lived Maggie. But she didn’t really count because we hardly ever saw her. And when she showed off we weren’t really supposed to look because usually she wasn’t wearing any clothes. She ran round and round her house very fast until her father caught her and threw a blanket over her.

			Sometimes the water truck came and sprayed the streets to keep the dust down. Once a week, Mr Govender, the greengrocer, visited Badminton. And Errol, the man who sold topsoil for our gardens. But mostly nothing much happened. Until Swirsky came to live on the estate. Swirsky was made for trouble, my mother said.

			The boxy new houses, with their corrugated-iron roofs, ran down a slope to a small stream and a copse of giant bluegums. Five years after the War ended soldiers, who had gone to fight against Germans, had turned into gardeners in uniform. My father worked in his Army boots. Gus Trupshaw wore a sailor’s blue shirt. Maggie’s father, in the garden next door to ours, wore his khaki puttees because, he said, they kept stones out of his shoes.

			Our fathers looked up from their zinnias, mopped their brows, and said, ‘It’s hotter down South than it was up North, make no mistake.’ ‘Up North’, they also called ‘the Western Desert’. It was confusing. But our fathers never explained. They knew where they had been.

			They cursed the African heat. They cursed the stubborn shale that had to be broken up with picks, forked over, sieved, spread and sweetened with rich brown earth, delivered by Errol the topsoil man.

			They cursed the burglars. My mother said that there were swarms of burglars hiding among the bluegum trees. They ran down the sanitary lanes at night and slipped into the houses like greased lightning. As I lay in bed I saw the sanitary lanes teeming with burglars and night-soil men, coming and going.

			Swirsky arrived wearing a most deadly moustache. The back window of his Opel Kapitän piled with bottles of blood-red mercurochrome and packets of Joywear Stretch Nylons in attractive shades of ‘Bali Rose’ and ‘Jamaica Rum’. And he came from the direction of the dynamite factory. That I am sure of. Within what seemed about two minutes flat he had opened the doors of his pharmacy, built in the window a castle from green cough-drop boxes and hung above it a silver star on a length of fishing line.

			‘Grüss’ Gott,’ said Swirsky to Papas, who ran the Greek Tea Room at the end of the line of shops on Charles Drive which served the estate. The line was short: the Badminton Bottle Store; Swirsky’s new pharmacy; Mr Benjamin, the Rug Doctor; and Papas, who sold everything from newspapers to pins. Everything except tea and cake.

			‘They say that all the time in Switzerland,’ said Swirsky. ‘It means God’s greeting. I’ve just been abroad, as you can probably guess.’

			‘I was born abroad,’ Papas said. ‘Abroad is where I began.’

			Swirsky was English. Or so he said. My mother didn’t believe him. ‘English or Jewish?’ she said. ‘He can’t have it both ways.’

			Within a week Swirsky had lettered ‘A Merry X-Mas to All My Customers’ in shaving cream soap along the length of his window, just above the green turrets of his cough-drop castle and just below the silver star on the fishing line. The heat of December would dry out the shaving cream and he would replace his Christmas message each day. With my friend Sally, from across the road, I liked to watch him. Sally and I would kneel on the pavement and rest our elbows on the ledge of Swirsky’s window. We called it ‘going to see the show’. Sally said it was better than going to the bioscope in Orange Grove. I agreed even though I had never been to the bioscope – just because Sally said it so nicely, and smiled.

			At three in the afternoon Swirsky would lift his white coat, like a skirt, and climb into the window, latter up the shaving mug he carried and write the message again, his tongue between his teeth.

			‘I have to letter it the wrong way round.’ He waved his shaving brush. ‘Leonardo da Vinci did something like this. Avanti!’

			Swirsky was soft and pink. His black hair was combed in a centre parting and his eyes were the colour of the blackest olives. He smelt of liquorice and Will’s Gold Flake Cigarettes.

			This rather amused Gus Trupshaw. ‘Gold Flake is the man’s cigarette that women like,’ he said to my father as they sat in the ex-servicemen’s club in the corner of the kindergarten hall. I sat under a plastic palm tree, sipping lemonade.

			‘I’ve never understood what women like,’ said my father.

			‘You’re missing the point, Gordon,’ said Gus Trupshaw.

			My father breathed out hard. ‘I see what you mean!’

			‘What does he mean?’ I asked.

			‘Little pitchers have big ears,’ Gus Trupshaw said.

			‘If I told you your mother would murder me,’ my father looked at me. ‘Let’s not break up the happy home, shall we?’

			Swirsky’s white chemist coats were the loveliest ever seen. He washed, starched and ironed them himself. They were wafer thin, each thread frozen, so crisp you heard him crackle.

			‘How that man manages without a servant, I cannot imagine,’ said my mother. Of course, I suppose if you travel as much as he does, a servant is just too much bother. Like keeping a cat. What do you do with it when you head for the bright lights?’

			Swirsky’s moustache was black, sharp, shiny. It was honed to a razor’s edge, jet fighter’s wings beneath his nose. Sally liked it so much she copied it in black eyebrow liner she got from her mum’s sample case, and she rolled down the grass bank in her garden shouting ‘Avanti! Avanti!’ until her brother Tony went and blabbed, and Sally’s mum made her take it off.

			‘Have a little respect, my girl. I happen to represent that line in cosmetics myself,’ she said and drove off in her light blue Austin A40.

			‘You are such a total drip!’ Sally told her brother. She turned her wide blue eyes to me. ‘Let’s go and look in Swirsky’s window, Mart. But we won’t take him.’

			Tony followed about ten steps behind us all the way to Swirsky’s chemist shop and every now and then Sally said, ‘I think there must be something following us, Mart. I can smell something.’

			Tony said, ‘Well, it’s a free country. I can walk wherever I want.’

			Eric came by from next door with his little brother Sammie. Sammie knew so much. He was little and dark with big brown glasses on the end of his nose and he could throw a clay ball faster and harder than anyone else when we had fights down by the river bank using long whips of willow to launch them. Sammie could knock you down if he hit you plumb centre. Eric was whistling ‘The Railroad runs through the middle of the house …’ Sammie said, ‘Did you know that when the King and Queen came to South Africa a few years ago, the King made this lady-in-waiting swim out to sea and pretend to be drowning just so that he could watch the lifeguards rescue her?’

			‘Rubbish,’ said Sally, ‘the King would never do that.’

			But Sammie went right on. ‘Swimming close by her was a certain major and he really thought she was drowning so he rescued her first. Then she told him that it was all a joke.’

			‘Don’t tell lies,’ Sally said, very shocked.

			‘I believe you,’ called Tony from way behind us.

			‘Why is Tony walking behind us?’ Eric asked.

			‘Who?’ said Sally and looked around, shaking her head. ‘I don’t see anyone. Close the door behind you, Mart. Just in case.’

			Swirsky was in his shop window on his hands and knees pitching a small tent, midway between a pyramid of aspirins and a tree made entirely of boxes of laxatives called California Syrup of Figs.

			‘I’m trying to build a nativity scene. It’s not really my line of country. But I must tell you that I have visited the original – when I was in Israel. Bethlehem’s a lovely little town. I can recommend it, when you’re next down that way.’

			A crowd of black servants watched from the other side of the glass. Swirsky lathered up his shaving mug and painted his Christmas greeting on the window. ‘Leonardo da Swirsky!’ The servants clapped. Tony watched him through the window, pressing his lips to the glass. They looked like the undersides of two pink snails.

			We built quite a good manger. Though we didn’t have straw, we found a pile of sawdust in a shipment of German thermometers and used that. Sammie and Eric fetched their lead farmyard animals. Sally offered a doll named Antoinette and an old cradle that had belonged to her Dutch great-grandmother.

			‘Just wait till Mom finds out you’ve taken her yellow-wood cradle,’ Tony shouted from the other side of the glass. And Sally said to me, ‘Did you hear something wet, Martin, something with blobby, drippy lips?’

			Sammie cut three kings from cardboard and coloured them in wax crayons.

			‘Why is one of the kings black?’ Swirsky asked. And when we told him he said, ‘Fancy that. So there was a black chappy in on all this?’

			I offered a statue of Our Lady of Perpetual Succour which had stood out in the garage next to the crate of Trotter’s jellies. And for the figure of Joseph we used a large wooden puppet of Sinbad the Sailor got from the props room down at the kindergarten hall.

			‘Isn’t this a lot of fun?’ Swirsky said as he fitted a blue light bulb to the tent pole holding up our manger. ‘There’s more to this nativity business than meets the eye.’

			Swirsky’s nativity made people talk all over Badminton. My mother said, ‘I’m afraid this is rather typical. They’re taking over.’

			‘Who are taking over, Monica?’ my father wanted to know.

			‘Did you know, Gordon,’ my mother demanded, ‘that Martin has gone and given Mr Swirsky the statue of Mary for his window? And there is a great crowd of servants dressed to the nines outside that window day and night. When Margot van Reen and I went to the tea room today we had to step off the pavement and walk round them. If this goes on I foresee ugly scenes by Boxing Day. Mark my words.’

			‘Putting a Christmas crib in your shop window is not against the law. At least not yet. But who knows? Judging by the way this bunch of fascists who run this country are carrying on, it might be illegal soon.’

			‘It’s not a Christmas message. It’s “X-mas”, according to Mr Swirsky, if you please,’ my mother said. ‘And I’d be very grateful if you didn’t use that word. All over the estate children are calling each other fascists. It’s not a word for eight-year-olds. If you’re not careful, the servants will be using it next.’

			Swirsky offered to take us to the Christmas grotto in the Cape To Cairo Department Store. My mother said I could go, providing that I did not speak to strangers. Eric and Sammie couldn’t come because their ma said she wasn’t sending her boys shopping with a stranger. Sammie told her the Christmas Lucky Dips were free, but she said that nothing in life was free. And then she made her boys take back their lead farmyard animals from Swirsky’s window.

			‘I’m really sorry, Mr Swirsky,’ Eric said. ‘But our ma says that we have to.’

			‘Never mind, boykies,’ Swirsky said, ‘the loss of a couple of moo-cows won’t kill my nativity.’

			Sally, Tony and I drove to the grotto in Swirsky’s Opel.

			‘Remember, Martin,’ my mother told me before we left, ‘if you get lost, stay exactly where you are.’

			Down in the Christmas grotto, Santa Claus sat on a red throne bright with silver glitter. Beside him was a reindeer with one big yellow glass eye and horns. It was pulling a sleigh piled with cardboard boxes tied with ribbon. The grotto was very warm and full of kids holding their mothers’ hands. The cardboard boxes in the sleigh were tied up in big ribbons, pink for girls, blue for boys. A sign said: Strictly one dip only per child.

			‘It looks like a moose,’ said Sally. ‘Not a reindeer.’

			‘You’ve never seen a moose,’ her brother said.

			‘If you kids don’t simmer down, you can forget about Christmas,’ a man suddenly said in a rough voice. ‘And remember, only one dip each.’

			Father Christmas wore a big cottonwool beard and his lips were pink. His hood hung over his eyes. ‘OK, boys and girls. Who’s first?’ Several children began crying.

			Tony went first and came back swinging his lucky dip. Swirsky pushed me forward. I looked at Father Christmas’ cottonwool eyebrows. Where his robe ended he showed grey flannels and black shoes. His lips were not only pink, they were wet and I didn’t like to look at them. At least boys could whisper in his ear. Girls had to sit in his lap and he had this way of spreading his legs so they fell into the red gap between them. I told him I wanted a box-cart for Christmas. He told me I would have to be very good. I never imagined for a moment I would ever get a box-cart but what was the point of asking for something you knew you wouldn’t get if you didn’t go all the way? Papas made them – wooden crates mounted on four pram wheels, and steering shafts wrestled into shape from wire coat hangers. I saw the steep rise at the top of Henry Street and heard the wind in my ears.

			Swirsky pushed Sally forward. Tony whispered to her, ‘He smells of beer.’ Sally made as if to go forward and then she put her chin on her chest and began fiddling with the red bow at her waist. Her toes pointed inwards and the more Swirsky pushed her forward the more her toes pointed inwards. Swirsky left her then and walked over and whispered in the ear of Father Christmas who wiped sweat from his brow and shook his head. He lifted his woollen eyebrows to the queue. ‘Next please,’ said Father Christmas.

			‘Sorry squire, I’m not going till I get the box,’ said Swirsky.

			‘I never knew people like you believed in Christmas,’ said the man in red.

			‘I don’t believe in you,’ Swirsky said loudly.

			Father Christmas stood up. He was a big man. ‘Is that so?’ he said. And he reached up and with a loud tearing sound he ripped off his beard. There were a lot of people crying now.

			‘I hope you’re really pleased with yourself,’ Tony whispered to his sister.

			The manageress arrived and made Father Christmas put his beard back. Then she gave Swirsky a lucky dip and she led us quickly out of the grotto.

			On the way home we sang ‘Hold Him Down You Zulu Warrior’ and Swirsky advised us to travel to Rhodesia whenever possible. It was the coming country, he said. He recommended the Leopard Rock Motel. ‘Baths in every room and billiards. You look like a billiard player to me,’ he said to Sally who sat beside him saying nothing and holding her lucky dip to her chest.

			Inside the lucky dips there were six marbles in a canvas bag, a spinning top painted with colours of the rainbow, a cardboard kaleidoscope, three balloons and a rubber dagger, if you were a boy, and a face mirror for girls.

			Back in Badminton we found the crowds had gone from Swirsky’s nativity. Instead there was a great hole in the window and a lot of glass on the pavement. And there was a brick inside the window. The pup tent had collapsed on the crib. The blue light was still on. The three kings were buried but they were OK and the yellow-wood cradle had tipped over. We helped Swirsky clear the window. The only thing missing was Sally’s doll Antoinette, the Christ child.

			Mr Swirsky looked at his broken window. ‘Well, that wasn’t much of a nativity,’ he said. ‘But it was fun, while it lasted.’

			He went over to Papas’ place because he had a brother in Orange Grove who ran a used-car lot and he got from him a big wooden crate and boarded up his window until after Christmas. When he’d finished his window read: N. Rubin and Partners, Potato, Onion and Poultry Suppliers. Racehorse Feed Specialists, Ship’s Chandlers.

			‘My godfathers!’ my mother said. ‘I don’t know which looked worse. The crib or the boards.’

			Gus Trupshaw said that people should keep out of other people’s religions. ‘Tigers don’t mate with bears, do they?’

			‘Excuse me,’ said my mother, ‘there was nothing religious about Swirsky’s window. Of that we can all be quite sure. As if Christmas wasn’t difficult enough. On Christmas Eve all the servants will be drunk. On Boxing Day they’ll be round for their Christmas boxes and before you know it, they’ll be banging on the street poles and shouting “Happy! Happy!” And then the New Year will be on us. Where will it end, I ask? Where will it end?’

			‘I’m sorry about your dolly,’ said Swirsky to Sally. ‘I’ll get you another.’

			‘It’s all right,’ said Sally. ‘I hate dolls, really.’

		

	
		
			DRAGONS

			ON Christmas morning we went to Uncle Monty’s Pleasure Farm for a picnic lunch. And because my father said we couldn’t really leave him behind, we invited Swirsky along.

			My mother warned me not to wish him a happy Christmas. ‘The polite way of greeting a person like Mr Swirsky on Christmas morning is to say – “Have a happy holiday”.’

			We travelled in convoy. My father led the way in his new pale green Vauxhall, with my mother saying, ‘Martin, do try not to breathe on the windows, it obstructs your father’s vision.’ And my father rolling down his window whenever someone overtook us and waving his fist at them and shouting, ‘Bloody cowboys!’ He only ever took the car out on Sundays and holidays though he spent his evenings cleaning it, polishing the seats and patting the bonnet.

			‘She’s not a bad old bus,’ he liked to say.

			Gus Trupshaw followed in his truck and he wore a Hawaiian shirt with an orange sun climbing over a black palm tree. Eric’s Ma and Pa sat up front in the cab, beside Gus Trupshaw, wearing their bowling outfits: brown shoes, cream shirts and sun hats with lettuce-green brims. Their ma was short, dark-faced and she had very broad shoulders and a voice rubbed raw by the cigarettes she smoked. Eric and Sammie rode in the back of the truck. Eric was trying to whistle ‘Good Night Irene’ against the wind. His little brother Sammie was wearing a pair of blue swimming flippers and reading a book about Rome. The brothers were always reading and this upset their Ma who used to snatch their books away and chase them into the garden. Sometimes she liked to chase them around the garden, swatting at them with the books she’d taken away. Servants passing in the street would stop to watch. ‘Oh, no, madam!’ they called out. But she didn’t hear them. No one listened to servants.

			Behind Gus Trupshaw came Sally and Tony in their blue Austin A40. Sally’s Mom was tall and thin and always smelt good. Her husband had died in the war Up North and now she travelled in cosmetics. She was wearing the sunglasses she had bought from Swirsky for her trip to England.

			Her plans for a visit ‘home’ had begun when Swirsky showed her an advertisement for the Union Castle line. ‘It’s the only way to go,’ he said, ‘if you’re visiting the home country. Rest, relax, recuperate. That’s the ticket.’ The advertisement showed a ship’s officer surrounded by four women in shorts. He wore a cap and had braid on his sleeves.

			‘He’s showing the ladies his sextant. You’ll have the time of your life,’ Swirsky told Sally’s mum when she had bought her ticket. He winked. ‘The merry widow.’

			And he whispered to my mother, ‘A shipboard romance, perhaps?’

			My mother said, ‘Mr Swirsky!’

			Swirsky laughed. ‘It’s a big wide world out there, Monica, believe me. And you never know what’ll happen.’

			‘Some of us, who are not yet nine, would prefer not to know,’ said my mother, flicking her eyes in our direction. ‘Let’s get Christmas over before we start talking of foreign romance.’

			Swirsky brought up the rear in his new car. He’d sold the Opel soon after arriving in Badminton. And he’d bought a new Ford. Before we set off he let all of us try the new press-button door opening; and he let our fathers try his new key-turn starter. He tried to get my mother to touch the upholstery but she said she was much more interested in getting to Uncle Monty’s in time, thanks very much.

			He wore a pair of loose khaki shorts, very tiny seal-grey ankle socks and open-toed sandals. His calves were white and meaty. His knees looked soft and blind. His black chest hair stuck through his white shirt.

			‘Guaranteed one hundred per cent pure bloody rayon,’ Swirsky said and wiped sweat from his forehead. His hair was plastered across his head. Only his moustache was cool, looking perfect daggers under his nose.

			My father set a slow pace and cars sped past. ‘Bloody Don Fangio!’ My father shook his fist.

			‘Just ignore them, Gordon,’ said my mother. ‘We want to get there in one piece.’

			Uncle Monty’s Pleasure Farm was a collection of dark tangled woods, a great, muddy swimming pool and stretches of hot yellow grass given over to camping, picnicking and caravaning. The thing to do was to get to the shelter of the trees before the heat struck at about eleven in the morning.

			But because we were taking no chances (‘We’re taking no chances – this is Christmas!’ my mother used to warn), we usually arrived at about nine when most of the rest of the country was still opening its presents. This meant opening ours at about seven in the morning and ordering the maids into the house at six o’clock. The servants always complained at the early hour of starting. People with large families might have as many as four servants, particularly those who had spent time in Nyasaland. For some reason, said my mother, ‘ex-Nyasa people’ were the worst. They might have a cook, a housemaid, a nanny and one, or even two gardeners.

			‘Everywhere you turn there are domestics underfoot,’ my mother liked to reflect. Remembering Nyasa families she had known, with their crowds of servants. ‘It’s like the last days of the Roman Empire.’

			‘Nyasaland is densely populated,’ my father said.

			‘That’s no excuse,’ my mother said firmly.

			We had only Nicodemus, who came with the house. So our Christmas mornings ended sooner than just about anyone else’s. Servants sat across the room and were called to the tree when their turn came for presents. Nicodemus crossed the room on his knees, like a soft thunder, and fetched his present from my father who always said, ‘Happy Christmas, Nicodemus. Now off you go – Humbaghashle!’ And Nicodemus humbaghashled back across the room in another peal of soft thunder.

			When we arrived at Uncle Monty’s we settled under the bluegums squinting up through the big broad branches calculating that here we would have some shade at noon. The men got out the barbecue and the meat. The women took out buttered bread and orange juice. Gus Trupshaw fetched the large zinc tub for the beer which he kept in the back of his truck and he broke up a slab of ice he had collected from Papas at the Greek Tea Room. He worked with a hammer and chisel that he stored beneath the seat of his truck. This was the way the men kept their beer cold. It was a matter of the first importance, my father liked to say.

			‘I asked Papas if he wanted to join us,’ said Trupshaw, ‘but Papas said not.’

			‘The Greeks pay more attention to Easter than Christmas,’ said Swirsky. ‘It’s their religion.’

			‘I suppose you should know,’ said Gus Trupshaw.

			And this was a signal for all of us to say, ‘Have a happy holiday, Mr Swirsky!’

			Swirsky settled back with a beer. ‘This is the life – Happy Christmas, folks!’

			It always got hotter. The fathers started the fire and it got hotter still. In the blue smoke from the wood fire ash flakes rose and fell in the sunlight slanting through the branches of the bluegums and the men’s foreheads slowly turned pink. Eric’s Pa and Ma unrolled the tartan rug and lay on either side of it like bookends to keep it from blowing away. Both round and short, they turned down the brims of their bowling hats against the glare and said they would be taking forty winks.

			‘Before lunch?’ my father asked.

			‘Before and after.’

			Everyone found this very funny.

			My mother preferred a canvas camping stool. She had a horror of the busy red army ants that made lightning rushes at the avocado sandwiches, waving their big pincers. ‘Well,’ she kept saying as she unpacked sandwiches from their greaseproof wrappings, ‘isn’t this a change?’

			The turkey drumsticks bulged inside their protective covering of silver paper. Accompanied by a tight twist of salt in blue paper the boiled eggs waited like bombs in the bottom of the basket. The men turned the meat on the barbecue. It began as sausage and steak and lamb chops but soon the heat and the smoke made it simply meat without a name. The sky was high and blue and the sun taller than anything. The meat had no name but it had a voice, which got so loud that the men cooking it raised their voices so as to be heard against its fatty muttering to itself. Every so often the fat spurted and Gus Trupshaw would suck his wrist and say, ‘Damn, bugger!’ And my mother would pause in her setting out of the picnic things and cough quietly and say, ‘Excuse me!’ She handed round ready mixed orange and water in enamel mugs with ears so big you had to take them in your fist. The men kept moving the zinc tub to every available piece of shade lest the sun melt the ice that cooled their beer.

			By twelve o’clock there were crowds of people and those who arrived too late for the shade of the trees rigged tarpaulins from the sides of their cars and set out folding chairs and even pitched small tents. These were the experts. They came with their servants. Little black girls carried babies on their backs. Big black men made the fires. The smoke spread across the picnic ground and Swirsky called to the people next door who had arrived in an Opel Olympia with purple tinsel wrapped around its windscreen wipers, ‘I say, can you keep your smoke down?’ This amused the newcomers, a vast family of chunky grown-ups and shaven-haired, barefoot children with very brown legs. We could hear them calling to themselves, in a mock version of Swirsky’s voice, ‘I say, could you keep your smoke down, please?’

			‘Bloody swanks,’ Gus Trupshaw said.

			‘Just ignore them,’ said my mother. She unpeeled an egg very slowly and ate it carefully, staring stiffly into the sky. ‘You might have thought that on Christmas Day, at least, people would leave their servants at home. Can’t we have one single day in peace?’

			We ate our turkey and steak off paper plates. The forks had a way of snapping easily but the knives were serrated and so sharp they cut right through the paper and little bits of sand got mixed in the salad.

			‘I can hear your teeth crunching,’ Tony said to Sally.

			‘So what? They’re my teeth, aren’t they?’

			The men drank more beer. The women mostly sherry, except for Sally’s mother who said, ‘Make mine a Gee and Tee.’

			We watched in fascination as Gus Trupshaw said, ‘Coming right up, ma’am,’ and poured her something which wasn’t tea at all.

			Gus Trupshaw said, ‘I’ll bet you’re in training for your sea cruise, Lydia.’

			And Sally’s Mom banged him lightly on the chest with her fist and said, ‘Oh, Gus – get on with you!’

			We all pulled crackers after lunch. I got a red and black tin snapper in mine in the shape of a ladybird and swapped it with Sally for a plastic parachutist wearing a red plastic parachute. Eric and Sammie pulled their crackers together and fell over when the bangs came. Eric found a pair of dice in his. Sammie’s cracker was empty.

			‘What a swiz!’ said Sammie.

			‘The dice of death,’ Eric said.

			His mother sat bolt upright on the tartan rug where she’d been sleeping and said, ‘I’ll give you dice of death all right, young man! What sort of Christmas talk is that?’ And she took after him the way you go after a bee that’s spoiling your picnic – slapping him with her bowling hat.

			Eric hopped from foot to foot crying, ‘No, no, please Ma, no!’

			It might have been nasty. Swirsky saved the day by reading out his riddle: ‘Where can I go on holiday without leaving home?’ Eric’s ma stopped to think about it. Before anyone could answer he said, ‘I’m going to Ru-man-ia!’ Then he took us all swimming.

			He wore a shiny yellow bathing costume, pulling tight over his belly button its silk cord. We were amazed to see how much dark fur covered his chest and shoulders and even appeared in patches on his back. We stood by the side of the great stretch of green and brown water that was Uncle Monty’s Water Sports Arena and watched people having water fights.

			‘Who fancies the waterslide?’ Swirsky asked. Sammie and Eric put up their hands.

			‘Give those men a medal,’ said Swirsky.

			The waterslide began on a platform high above the pool. You took hold of the ring and sailed down a long dark dripping rope into the water.

			Swirsky said, ‘In actual fact, I’m reminded of the Vic Falls. The greatest falls in the world. The savage splendour of untamed Africa. Don’t miss it when you’re next in Rhodesia.’
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