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Tarts and Bullets


Babette kept a monkey called François in her bra. Babette’s breasts were large, and François was a very small squirrel monkey, but a monkey all the same. It didn’t seem possible, but once that monkey got down inside the bra he was invisible. Whenever François got bored with the great outdoors he would scamper from Babette’s shoulder, down her décolleté and disappear into her cushion-plump bosom. François wasn’t the friendliest monkey you could meet, nor was he the cleanest.


      Babette was a short woman with a thick waist and hair dyed so blonde it was translucent. She piled her hair up into an improbable beehive that doubled the size of her head. Maybe she wanted to look taller, but in combination with her large breasts it just made her top-heavy. She also wore very high heels, her little chubby feet bursting their flesh at the margins of the leather. Up-close Babette always smelled very slightly of monkey-piss. Her dress had brown stains on it too, although the good thing about squirrel monkeys is that they crap in tiny quantities.


      The real mystery about Babette was that she was a tart. We knew a lot of full-time girls but Babette only worked when money was short. I always wondered where the monkey went when Babette had a customer to entertain. Or if it watched.


      Apart from keeping the monkey in her bra, we knew that Babette had a temper. Jarek, her Polish boyfriend, was a dealer who made a precarious living by selling pieces of jewellery, loose gemstones and antique porcelain to shops in the city. He went off travelling for weeks at a time and came back with more stones. Sometimes he said he’d been in Zambia, sometimes Zimbabwe or even Angola. Babette was always scared he would get caught, either for smuggling or just for dealing in uncut stones, because at that time all uncut diamonds in South Africa belonged to De Beers. The papers often ran stories about people being arrested for ‘illicit diamond buying’, a crime so common they used the acronym ‘IDB’. And the sentences they reported were harsh: seven to ten years was common.


      Jarek was short and lean with a big fleshy nose and a badly pock-marked face. He barely spoke above a whisper, and carried a gun in a brown leather holster under his jacket. Jarek had a short wiry body and extra white skin, and didn’t strike me as the type to inspire passion. One day he took off his shirt and showed us a network of horrendous scars, keloid lines that criss-crossed his skinny stomach and pale chest. Even as he told us what had happened he didn’t raise his voice or show much emotion, except to smile slightly when he talked about the pain he had felt on the way to hospital. Two years earlier Babette had found out that he had been sleeping with another woman. She didn’t confront him with the news straight away, but waited a few weeks to see if he was serious about her rival. Then, she crept out of bed one night and retrieved Jarek’s gun from the bedside cabinet. He said he was awoken by a loud noise, and the sensation that someone was standing on his chest. Jarek thought it was all part of a dream until he saw Babette at the foot of the bed. She was holding his gun and pointing it at his heart. Without speaking, she fired twice more, but then decided to call an ambulance when she realised he was still breathing. Jarek didn’t press charges, and told us that the incident had brought them closer together. None of us ever asked him what he made of Babette being on the game. Or whether he was turned on by the smell of monkey piss.


 


——


 


 


We arrived in South Africa during a drought. It was January, the middle of the summer when the highveldt around Johannesburg should have been green and lush after the rains. Now, years later, I love it when the great thunderstorms light up the sky all the way to the horizon. The African rain is more satisfying than English drizzle, and more welcome. Towering graphite-tinted clouds threaten to cover the world and grand electrical pulses make the air tremble so much only God could send them. You can smell the water too, long before it hits. It comes in sweeping sheets that scrub the air of all the heat and dust and dirt and stops the earth from suffocating.


      But that year the rain didn’t come. Dad had told us it was the wet season, but like a lot of what he told us about Africa, it wasn’t true. In that hard summer the grass was bright yellow and the earth was red and so coarse it felt like sand. We lived on the edge of the city where the veldt was an endless canvas of open plains striped with gold and ochre. The air was so dry that you got nose-bleeds.










Underground at The Whatnot


Babette, François the monkey and Jarek were regulars at The Whatnot. That was the name above the door, but we just called it the Shop. Jarek was one of a dozen small-time dealers that came through the door, and often stayed until well after official closing time. Sometimes Babette was there too, with the monkey. She didn’t like Jarek talking to other women, so he generally wouldn’t stay long if they were together. If she had made good money that day, Pamela, the shop owner, kept enough gin and tonic in the back room to keep a party going, and quite often, usually on Friday nights, The Whatnot turned into a drinking club. The dealers stayed until the gin was gone, but they also stayed because they were all in love with Pamela. I loved her too: she was my mother.


      To her customers, Mum was a sympathetic ear, someone who listened to their woes and didn’t judge them for their mistakes. She laughed a lot, and they liked the fact that she rebelled against any sort of bureaucracy or official authority. But I hated the way the dealers and customers doted on her. ‘These people aren’t my friends,’ she explained when I got jealous. ‘They’re just people I do business with.’


      ‘Having a shop is like having a baby,’ Mum would remind me, if I complained about how much time she spent at The Whatnot. ‘You can never leave it with someone else for very long. And it doesn’t grow unless you look after it very carefully.’


      Buying and selling, swapping and haggling, that was what Mum had learned to do. She sold furniture and jewellery, porcelain and ornaments. She bought at auction, at house clearances, and from pawn dealers and scrap metal shops, or just from people who wandered in off the street in need of money. And sometimes she bought things from thieves who had hot loot to fence. Mum said you never knew who was coming through the door next: bargain hunters, collectors, guilty husbands appeasing their wives with a surprise gift or desperate old ladies reduced to selling their jewellery to pay the rent. The Whatnot stayed open after most other shops closed, and Mum sold anything that would make a profit. For her special customers, she knew a man who could supply false passports, and people who could get you over the border if you were evading military service under the apartheid regime. Those kinds of deals earned her a healthy commission.


      Over the years, Mum refined her skills as a merchant. When she spoke to Jewish customers I would see her absent-mindedly fondle a gold Star of David pendant she wore around her neck. ‘Didn’t you know your mother was Jewish?’ she mocked when I asked her why she was wearing it. Having been born in a British military hospital near Cairo, I once heard her telling Zakhi the Lebanese that she had Arabian blood. ‘After all,’ she lied, ‘my mother was half-Egyptian.’ A small number of clients, the customers who thought they were her special friends, found out that she could read fortunes from tea leaves, and would beg her for a reading. To them, her Irish heritage (which was far more genuine than her Egyptian) was the all-important qualification.


      Going in to The Whatnot was like entering a secret universe. The shop was one of twenty in an underground arcade in Hillbrow, the high-rise district of Johannesburg close to the city centre. There were no houses in Hillbrow, just apartment blocks, and Joburgers liked to claim that it was the most densely populated suburb in the world. To anyone who had seen pictures of Hong Kong or Bangkok it was clearly untrue, but it was an urban legend that people repeated. To reach the arcade from street level you went down a stairwell next to Babu’s Indian gift shop, following a sign that said ‘Village Flea Market’. It felt like we were hiding from the real world when we went down there.


      The good thing about being underground was that noise from the traffic on Pretoria Street didn’t penetrate into the arcade, but it could get very cold in winter and stuffy in summer. Ventilation came from a system of metal ducts that snaked around the basement roof space bringing in air from street level, complete with traffic fumes. It was usually dark by the time Mum shut up shop and, in the afternoons, while it was still light, she sometimes insisted we went upstairs to the Wimpy Bar next door just for a change of scene, or to warm up with a toasted cheese sandwich. In winter Mum lived in her old sheepskin, the only coat she possessed. Back in 1969 it had been an expensive purchase from Moss Bros. in Regent’s Street, a great hunk of animal skin and fleece she said she needed to see her through the Irish winters. It was a bulky thing that needed its own seat in the cinema. By the time she ran the shop it was past its best, the matted fleece was squished down to a thin ghost of its original thickness, and the leather exterior was stained and scuffed. I never liked that coat, and as it deteriorated the front hem developed a curl so that it flared outwards above the knees like dried-up orange peel. The sheepskin made her look like a down-at-heel bookie, but Mum said she would die without it. It was true that she always felt the cold, and one of the rituals of a visit to a restaurant or the cinema with Mum was that she would complain about the temperature. Inevitably, one of us would have to go and find the manager or a waiter and ask for the air-conditioning to be turned down or the heating to be turned up. Often we had to change seats several times looking for a place that wasn’t in a draft.


      Usually we only bought a cup of tea in the Wimpy, but it was enough to allow us to sit on the stools by the plate glass window and thaw out. She could watch the entrance to the arcade from there, and if she spotted a dealer or a potential customer going downstairs she could hurry back to the shop using a fire-escape near the rear of the Wimpy. The tea came in indestructibly thick white cups with the Wimpy logo in red on the sides, and the glaze on the saucers was always crackled and stained brown. From inside the restaurant you could still hear lonely big city sounds like the whining of the brakes on the double-decker buses as they stopped at the lights on the corner of Banket Street, and the high-pitched buzzing of the messenger boys’ mopeds as they weaved in and out of the slower moving cars. Behind the driver’s seat the bikes had metal pannier boxes that were painted with company names. The drivers mainly worked for law firms that used them to deliver important documents in thick manila envelopes, or for pharmacies that sent them out with people’s medicines in wax-paper bags stapled down to keep the pills inside. On the other side of the Wimpy window we could watch office workers jostling along the pavement, and legions of elderly ladies from the surrounding flats out for their daily stroll. Many of them were escorted by their maids, African women in uniforms who did their shopping and cleaning and acted as their general companions. Often the old dears held onto leads attached to wheezing lap dogs, that took their chance to shit beside the scrawny trees struggling to bloom in the shadow of the apartment blocks that made Hillbrow a miniature New York.


      ‘If only the Whatnot was up here,’ Mum complained. ‘Look at all these customers walking past, they don’t even notice that there are shops downstairs. More passing trade, that’s what we need.’


      We all knew she couldn’t afford to rent a shop up on the street. All of the shopkeepers in the arcade were in the same position. Being constantly short of cash was one their common bonds. Over the years, one or two traders did well enough to move their businesses to street level, but many more went out of business. The Whatnot, precarious as it was, became one of the longest survivors.


      I hated the Wimpy. There were plenty of other cafés in Hillbrow. The smart ones were the Café Wien and the Café Zurich, both of them modelled on more famous European originals. Their crockery wasn’t chipped and they had thick carpets and big comfortable armchairs and waiters in crisp white jackets. They even had white waiters, whereas the Wimpy employed only Africans. Enoch was our favourite; he would refill our teapot with hot water without charging us extra. At Café Zurich there were chess and backgammon sets for the customers to use, and newspapers mounted on those long wooden sticks that allowed them to be hung up on a stand ready for the next reader. But the tea cost four times as much as it did at the Wimpy. Plenty of the shopkeepers in the Market used the Wimpy, and I didn’t care about being seen there by people we knew. It was the stranger’s eyes I wanted to avoid. I didn’t want the office workers in their smart suits, or the businessmen in their big cars, looking in at Mum and me. They didn’t know our names, but they would know we were the kind of people who could only afford to eat at the Wimpy Bar.


      Up on Pretoria Street we had another refuge. It was a movie theatre called the Mini-Cine. The Mini-Cine opened at odd hours, and showed mostly old films, not so much vintage classics as things that weren’t commercially successful. Because the owner was French, it was also one of the few places in Johannesburg where you could see a foreign language film. One day we could watch Marcello Mastroianni in Una Giornata Particolare (1977), and the next day it would be a low-budget comedy like Even Angels Eat Beans (Bud Spencer, 1973). Sometimes we went up to the Mini-Cine after the shop closed and, like the Wimpy, in winter it was a warmer alternative to going home. We were usually the only customers, so that made it easier when we went through the inevitable temperature-tweaking routine. Marcel, the owner, was unpredictably moody but he would do it for Mum. Everyone knew that Marcel had a short fuse. One day a Coca-Cola delivery truck for the Wimpy Bar parked across the entrance to the arcade and blocked access to the escalator leading up to the Mini-Cine. It had happened before, and there had been words between Marcel and several of the deliverymen. This time he stormed down the escalator with his pistol and shot out all the tyres on the truck. Then he shot at the drinks crates until the floor was awash with glass and gloopy dark syrup. The police took him away in handcuffs.


      Above the Mini-Cine was the Litchi Inn, a dimly lit Chinese restaurant with thick red velour curtains blotting out all natural light. From Tuesday to Saturday they sent takeaway meals out on their own messenger bikes to the flats in Hillbrow, but hardly anyone ate sit-down meals inside. On Sundays the Litchi Inn was officially closed. That was when they made their real money, by operating as an illegal gambling den. You needed an appointment to get inside, but if you knocked very persistently on the door a little peephole would slide open and they asked what you wanted. Because they knew Mum, we were allowed in to buy takeaway portions of the meals they were providing for the gamblers.


      The smell of joss sticks hit you as you went down stairs to the arcade, a cloying sickly sweet aroma that emanated from Frank’s, an emporium of batiks and cheap tie-dyed clothing, silver toe-rings and brass incense burners. Frank was a regular at the gin parties in the Whatnot, though he usually preferred to stick to his own supply of whiskey. Before he opened up his shop each morning, Frank called in at Solly Kramer’s Liquor Store further down the street to collect his daily ration, a bottle of White Horse. Frank was always very polite, and a stickler for manners. For appearance’s sake he would decant the whiskey into an empty Coke can and sip it through a straw. By the end of a day’s trading he was propped up against his shop counter like a puppet, barely able to speak. Frank rarely had anyone to help him in the shop which meant that he couldn’t easily leave the counter to go to the toilet, and after a few hours he was generally too drunk to bother. It was my brother who noticed that he always had a plastic carrier-bag full of piss to dispose of when he locked up at night. Up the stairs he would go, clasping the iron banister like a crutch and with the knotted bag bouncing and squishing against his knee.


      Frank, whose surname was Patel, lived just outside the borders of Lenasia, the township reserved for Indians on the outskirts of Johannesburg. Strictly speaking he was in a ‘White area’ and he lived in fear of the authorities finding out. The apartheid system was brutally unfair, but around Johannesburg it was also notoriously inefficient. We had friends who were officially classified as ‘Coloured’ but who lived in so-called ‘White areas’ because they were relatively pale skinned and then simply lied about their ethnic origins. Mum was fond of Frank, and he trusted her so much that she was registered as the official owner of his family home. At that time, Indians weren’t allowed to own property outside designated areas but Frank was optimistic that apartheid would end in his own lifetime. One day, when he was comparatively sober, he asked Mum if she would sign the lease and mortgage papers on a house so that he could buy it. She did, and we often used to joke that when times were hard we could always go and live in Frank’s house. In fact we never even visited his house, nor did he ever come to ours. But, whether it was near Lenasia or not, at times the idea of owning that little house – or any house – seemed to us like paradise.


      Frank’s shop was popular with kids from Wits University, who bought incense to disguise the smell of dope in their college rooms. South Africa always seemed to me to be at least twenty years behind the times, and the girls were still wearing tie-dye long after the worst fashion crimes of Hippiedom had died out in the rest of the world. However, anyone in Johannesburg who considered themselves even slightly bohemian eventually found their way to the Market. In the uptight moral maze of apartheid South Africa it was definitely different. Nowhere else in the country could you find a sex shop.


      Sex shops were illegal, but The Velvet Heart slipped through the net because it was run by a former policeman. There were red satin heart-shaped cushions in the window, pocket-sized canisters of something called ‘Stallion Spray’, packets of novelty condoms and a few pieces of ‘sexy’ scarlet silk underwear. Markus, the owner, had been invalided out of the police force after an incident when he was shot during a bank robbery in the centre of town. His physical injuries were compounded by some psychological problems which may or may not have stemmed from the fact that he had shot all three of the robbers dead. We never knew how much money he actually made from the Velvet Heart, but he survived because he used the shop as a way of collecting information on all kinds of people, and passing it onto his former colleagues in uniform. Buying condoms and vibrators wasn’t exactly illegal, but the porno tapes he kept in the back room definitely were. Of course, plenty of his customers were policemen anyway.


      As well as keeping the races apart, South Africa’s ruling National Party were also the guardians of public morals, and they did their very best to keep the country pure. This, it should be remembered, was the government who had kept South Africa free from the evils of television until 1976. And those who opposed its introduction persisted in calling it ‘the Devil’s Box’. I’ll never forget watching an art history programme one Sunday night which featured Botticelli’s painting, Birth of Venus. There was the familiar figure of the curvaceous goddess emerging from the giant clam shell with her hair cascading down one alabaster shoulder, but where her nipples should have been the producers had inserted two little black strips, blotting out the offending anatomy. The nipples of her friend the wind nymph had received the same treatment. Botticelli or not, nipples could not be shown, especially on a Sunday.


      We knew that Frank pissed into a bag behind his counter, and we knew that Markus sold porn. We knew that the two men in the shop next to the Whatnot were gay (also illegal), and that Dannie, the older of the two partners lived in fear of blackmail. Vintage Vinyl specialised in hard-to-find LPs. Dannie had a weakness for records featuring compilations of show-tunes from old musicals and films. There was always a lot of Judy Garland on offer. Dannie liked talking to me because if he mentioned the name of an old musical the chances were I had seen it, and knew the songs. He got most of his stock while abroad thanks to his job as a flight steward for South African Airways and Stefan, his boyfriend, ran the shop when he was overseas.


      We were fond of Stefan, who looked very like a Hobbit. He had a small pointed skull and vast ears that stuck out wildly from the side of his head. Stefan was extremely thickset, short but strong with almost no visible neck. He suffered from various birth defects which included a pronounced lisp and webbed feet. Stefan was also extremely hairy, and when parties were in full swing he would start taking off his clothes. If Dannie wasn’t watching him closely, and Stefan saw a young man he fancied he pursued them around the corridors of the market, usually with the stated intention of licking them. We used to impersonate Stefan and his fractured English, especially his scant grasp of grammar.


      As a traditional working class Afrikaner, Stefan made no secret of his hatred of the English. Seemingly unaware of the irony, he would confide in Mum: ‘I does do ’ate ve English. Vey vos verree, verree krew-el to us b’eeple in the War.’ He was referring to the Boer War of course. My mother’s name came out as ‘Bam’ when he said it, and his conversation usually consisted of a set of stock phrases that rarely went beyond discussing the weather. ‘Bam,’ he would intone slowly as if each word was unfamiliar territory. ‘It does do be veree, veree g’old do-day. And I doesn’t ’ave a winter g’oat to g’eep me warrum.’


      Stefan and Dannie sometimes invited us back to their home to watch videos after the shops closed. Thanks to Dannie’s frequent trips abroad they always had new additions to their collection. He also had a network of other flight stewards who acquired records for him, and then for a small fee carried them back in their own baggage.


      Although they were lovers, Stefan and Dannie kept separate bedrooms in their little cottage a few blocks away from the Market, just in case they were raided by the police, something that happened on more than one occasion. Stefan and Dannie had terrible fights; once Dannie returned from an overseas trip and found that Stefan had been arrested for cruising in the public toilets at Johannesburg railway station. Mum had to go down and post bail for him because Dannie had to keep their relationship secret. Dannie confided to Mum that his boyfriend was something of a liability, but that the record business was registered in Stefan’s name. It wasn’t an ideal situation for Dannie, but airline regulations forbade employees to run their own companies. Stefan knew that he was registered as the owner of the shop but, conveniently for Dannie, he didn’t understand the intricacies of the company accounts.


      Babette, Frank, Markus, Dannie and the other characters we met at The Whatnot became part of our lives. We called them the Market People. Like us, many of the traders and their customers lived at the margins of legality, and crossed over the boundary when they were forced to. Some of them had been in prison, and some were on their way. Some had killed, and others would be killed. They were different from the kinds of people we had known before Mum had a shop, and part of the secret world I couldn’t talk about when I left Africa. But Market People stuck together, and when times were hard they became my mother’s true friends. But they were always the people I was ashamed to admit I knew.










How to Scare the Enemy


We had lodgers in Africa, and the Russian stayed longer than any of the others. He was a brooding presence in the back bedroom of the house, so quiet that we never knew if he was in or out. Mum respected him because he was a medical doctor, a Jewish Russian who had worked in a prison camp in Siberia. He spoke English very slowly and when he got drunk he sang mournful Russian folk songs. His name was Michael, and she always pronounced it the Russian way. ‘Meek-ay-eel has had a very sad life. He left his girlfriend behind in Russia and they knew they could never see each other again. Every New Year’s Eve they drink a silent toast, because they promised they would never forget each other.’


      I never quite saw the romantic Dr Zhivago side of Michael, but he behaved nicely and sometimes took afternoon tea with us at weekends. ‘You should take advice from Michael,’ Mum would say when she wanted to annoy me. ‘He was going bald before he started doing his yoga exercises every night. You should do them too.’


      Michael’s exercises weren’t very complicated. He simply stood on his head with his feet resting against the bedroom wall for fifteen minutes every night before he went to bed. When Mum wasn’t listening I asked him how they could help stop hair loss.


      ‘Balud supply must areach scelp,’ he explained solemnly. ‘When myen valking upright all-time, balud is falling away from hayed. Hair is hungary for nutri-shone from balud. Must feed yit.’


      Michael said he was looking for a job, but in the two years he lived with us he never even got an interview. Mum didn’t mind, as he paid his rent and provided free medical advice, coming to the rescue several times when she had palpitations and what she called ‘stress attacks’. And if any of us had ever been to our own doctor, Mum always liked Michael to give a second opinion. Michael had moved in while Dad was working in Saudi Arabia on one of his foreign contracts, and he was initially suspicious of the new lodger: a professional man who seemingly needed to stay in our ramshackle house. When they actually met, they got on well and would sit up at night talking about places they both knew in Europe. Dad surprised us all by interjecting Russian phrases into his conversation. This led to the revelation that he’d been sent on an intensive course at LSE when he’d been in the Army, something he needed to do ‘because of the Cold War’. Once he had decided that Michael was some kind of a spy, Dad felt more comfortable.


      Michael rarely talked about Russia, but no matter how cold the winter nights became he was happy to wander from his bedroom into the unheated bathroom in his boxer shorts and a cotton T-shirt. We assumed his experiences in Siberia made highveldt winters seem mild. Whether it was because he was Russian and knew something about suffering, or whether it was because he really was something more than just a doctor, Michael could be relied on when things got tough.


      The house he shared with us was old. Some aspects of the building had a certain charm, like the pressed metal ceilings with ornate ceiling roses at their centre which gave it a Victorian feel. The wiring was certainly ancient, and the switches were all made of shiny brown Bakelite. It had a tin roof and metal Crittal-style frames in the windows, though thanks to the dry Johannesburg air they hadn’t rusted. The front door had stained glass leaded lights and two classical columns supported the outside porch, although in daylight you could see the plaster was badly chipped and cracked. As far as we could tell the house hadn’t been renovated or modernised since the 1940s. But the landlord kept putting the rent up. In desperation, Mum decided she would appeal to the city authorities and managed to get someone from the municipality to come and assess its value. They not only opposed the rental increases, they made the landlord reduce his rent to a minimal amount. Even better, they ruled that she had been overpaying for at least a year and was entitled to deduct the surplus from the monthly total. Unsurprisingly Ivan Goldstein, our landlord, wasn’t pleased and started looking for ways to get us out. Legally, Mum had established herself as a sitting tenant and couldn’t be evicted unless she defaulted on the rent. The reprieve didn’t last long. Mr Goldstein found out that Mum rented a shop, and he knew who the landlord was. She got a letter threatening a big rise in the rent of the shop and a verbal message that it could be avoided if she stopped causing trouble for Goldstein. Without the shop we would starve.


      Dad happened to be visiting when Mum got the bad news about the shop. He regarded it as an escalation of hostilities that deserved radical action. And he knew where the landlord lived. ‘We’ll have to kill him,’ he announced at dinner one night. ‘It’s the only way to stop him.’


      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Mum replied with a withering glance. ‘With your luck you’ll be caught. You’ll end up on death row and I’ll be even worse off.’


      Like us, she knew that when Dad talked about killing people in that way, he wasn’t making an idle threat. Eventually, Dad’s murderous idea was toned down and Mum made him agree that he would simply give Mr Goldstein a fright


      That was how Michael happened to come home one night and find Dad in the kitchen making petrol bombs. Far from being horrified, he offered to help. Despite his army career during which he had served for many years in Northern Ireland, I don’t think Dad had ever actually made a petrol bomb before. Michael was happy to contribute his own expertise. ‘Ah yes,’ he exclaimed, ‘but this is Molotov cocktail, no?’


      They had the basic materials: Coke bottles, petrol, and some sugar to make the incendiary liquid adhere to its target. Initial experiments in the back yard revealed problems with the wicks. They tried newspaper, but found it didn’t survive being thrown very well without extinguishing. Cotton wool burned too quickly. Eventually my brother lost patience with the Anglo-Russian experts and contributed his own advice on how they should construct the wick, using a combination of cotton wool and strips of shredded linen. He also pointed out that they needed to keep the bottle only half-full to give the flames space to breathe, and advocated adding some washing-up liquid as well as the sugar to the potion. At this point, Mum, who had been ignoring the sounds of breaking glass and the smell of petrol coming from the back yard, decreed that her ten-year-old son was not to be included in the enterprise.


      Once Dad and Michael had perfected the petrol bombs there was another problem to be overcome – transport. We had no car, and taking a taxi with a load of petrol bombs didn’t seem like a good idea. But John the Hippie had a car. John was English and had had his own brushes with the law. We never found out exactly what he’d done but he often made vague references to having had to leave England in a hurry. He had no official residency permit for South Africa and lived in fear of being asked for his ID papers. Sometimes he talked about time spent as a minicab driver in London, but because he had smoked so much dope, his memory wasn’t reliable. John even found it difficult to finish a sentence, and often had no recall of recent events. For the job in hand, Dad thought that might be an advantage. The disadvantage was that John the Hippie didn’t approve of violence. But he had a car, a very rickety VW Beetle. All he had to do was drive.


      The plan was to use the petrol bombs to damage Mr Goldstein’s new Mercedes. Late one night they set off to the suburb where Mr Goldstein lived in comparative splendour. After a couple of circuits of the neighbourhood, checking for police patrols or neighbours who might still be awake, John parked the Beetle in the road parallel to the landlord’s house while Dad and Michael carried out the raid.


      VW Beetles are not ideal vehicles for covert operations. John’s car was extremely noisy and had only two doors, so it didn’t allow for a fast getaway if you had to pick up more than one passenger. It had another flaw: it usually needed a long push-start and, for that reason, John never liked to turn off the engine unless he was parked on a good steep hill. But it was the only car they had.


      With John waiting in the next street, Michael and Dad walked around the block to Goldstein’s house. The Mercedes was parked in the front drive, close to the road. They placed a couple of petrol bombs under the car and retired a few yards to light another. Dad threw it, and there was a satisfying whoompf noise as the bomb hit the ground close to the car. A fierce blaze immediately engulfed the Mercedes. Unfortunately, Dad managed to slop petrol onto his hand and arm as he threw the last bomb and he also caught fire. Michael attempted to smother the flames as they raced back around the block to find John. As they clambered into the Beetle a loud explosion announced the end of the Merc, a car that was probably worth more than ten years rent on our house.


      ‘Jesus Christ! Jesus Christ!’ was all John could say as he sat paralysed by fear at the wheel of the Beetle.


      ‘Shut up and drive!’ Dad ordered.


      On the journey home John’s vocabulary expanded a bit. ‘We’ll all go down for this. I know it. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ.’


      Michael sat up until the early hours applying first aid to Dad’s arm and discussing the raid. They convinced John that he should be more afraid of them than the police. And Mum never heard from Mr Goldstein again.










Damp


Dad’s army career meant that I went to seven different primary schools in all, a collection that included Bangor, Gutersloh, Taiping, Kuala Lumpur and Towyn. At school, the teachers often reminded me that I was English. It was because of the way I talked. They didn’t seem interested in hearing that I had never lived in England. It didn’t matter that I had been born in Ireland, or that my closest relatives were all from the island. I didn’t sound Irish and that was what counted, even though, to me, Northern Ireland was always home. School was just a nuisance, something I’d hated from the first day I spent there at the age of five. Those early childhood experiences stay with us, and colour our onward journey. Places and people embed themselves in our personality, forever remaining symbols of good or bad times which can be impossible to eradicate. Try as I might, I find it impossible to think fondly of Wales. I can’t apologise for it, the country remains for me the place where I began school.


      I remember that first day at school very clearly. Because Dad was in the Army, we were stationed in a place called Towyn, in between Rhyl and Abergele in north Wales. I was already five, and I don’t think Mum had ever explained what would happen when the time came for me to go to school. That day, she took me into the classroom and told me she would be back later to collect me. I remember standing there horrified by the sight of so many children. The classroom was huge and there were about eighty children in it, divided into two classes separated by a curtain. Even at five, I think the arrangement struck me as uncivilised. I wouldn’t remove my coat.


      ‘Now, take that off or you’ll be too hot,’ said Mrs Morgan, the teacher. ‘And go and sit with the other pupils.’


      ‘No. I’m not staying,’ I said. ‘My mother is coming back for me.’


      That was the first time I ever felt let down by my mother. The next time was when she stepped backwards after getting something out of the fridge and broke the wings off a metal fighter plane I was skimming across the floor. I was angry at how clumsy she had been, and I was affronted by her physical appearance. Mum was never a morning person, and in her slippers and dressing gown, without her make-up and with her hair untidy she suddenly seemed lumpen and slovenly. When she opened the fridge door there was a waft of cheese and cold meat that mingled with her own bed-warm scent. Suddenly, she was no longer the mother I loved unconditionally. For the first time I was aware that she was older than me, a separate physical being and not just an extension of me. And in her clumsiness, in the brutal way she brought her dry, cracked heel down on my little aeroplane she had demonstrated that she was further down the path of physical decay. It was the first occasion on which I can remember being angry with her, a new emotion that frightened me. I could see that I was partly to blame for the aviation accident, but I simply couldn’t understand why she was powerless to prevent me going to school. She didn’t seem to want me to go there, and yet she went along with it.


      The torture of school didn’t last too long, because shortly afterwards I contracted pneumonia, an illness that turned me into a wheezing, bronchitic child forever unwell in what seemed to be the permanently damp Welsh climate. The doctor said the illness would scar my lungs, and sent me to the hospital for a chest X-ray. After that, I remember they put an electric kettle in my room and let it boil continuously so that I would breathe warm, humid air. They gave me antibiotics so strong they stained my adult teeth with white marks while they were still developing in my gums, and twice a day I was supposed to hang over the end of the bed with my feet sticking up into the air and my head over a potty on the floor. It was embarrassing and used to make me feel sick, but the doctor said I had to stay like that for at least ten minutes. The primitive strategy had some merit; I coughed up large gobbets of dark yellow catarrh and sputum that mesmerised me as they swirled on the plastic surface of the potty like rotten egg yolks.


      The pneumonia kept me at home for more than two months. I didn’t care what happened as long as I could stay at home. It was a situation that my mother aided and abetted, something she continued doing for years afterwards whenever I got ‘chesty’. She didn’t actually encourage me not to go to school, but she understood why I hated it, and seemed to accept that as long as I was reading books I was probably learning more important stuff than I got from the teachers anyway.


      Books were an absolute necessity for Mum. She told me that when she was a teenager her biggest treat was being taken up to Belfast by her father. Each week she saved her one shilling of pocket money so that she would have enough once a month to buy a new book. When they got home, Mum told me that Granny would sneer at her copies of Wuthering Heights and Mansfield Park. ‘Why do you waste your money on those dry old books?’ she would ask irritably. Granny thought girls should only spend money on their appearance, and their only goal in life should be to attract a prosperous and respectable husband. In a reaction against her own upbringing, Mum taught me to read before I went to school. That was probably why I found the lessons uninspiring.


      Not everything in Wales was bad. In winter we visited crumbling castles where the wind ripped across the ramparts and made your eyes fill with tears. One autumn, when I was five, Dad took us out on a river in a small rowing boat. Mum sat in the stern on a plank seat, holding on to my sister who was just three. Dad always did the rowing, wearing his regular off-duty outfit of twill trousers, a hound’s-tooth sports jacket and a narrow regimental tie. On his feet he usually had polished brown Oxford’s or suede brogues, and when it was cold enough he wore a tweed cap. All of his officer friends dressed the same way.


      I knelt in the bows, with my face inches from the water and one arm dangling over the gunwale. The sound of the river streaming against the wooden hull filled my head as bewitchingly as a Pied Piper song. The air was still, and the surface of the water was a black mirror overhung with gnarled branches. I could see darting water boatmen and diving beetles and occasionally a glimpse of submerged logs, sodden and ebony dark. When Dad rested the oars we would drift under the trees that stretched their arms out from the damp bank forming a canopy that obscured the sky. The air was clammy, heavy with the musty, woody scents of rotting bark and leaf litter returning to the earth. And the only thing I could hear was the water. Reaching my fingertips out to touch its silky surface felt like a guilty pleasure. There was danger in its depths, mystery in its jet sheen and peace in its serene flatness. It felt as if there was no one else alive in the whole of the world, and I never wanted us to turn around and head for land. Time and again, I asked to be taken back to the river.


      The other good thing about Wales was Richard, the boy next door. He was an athletic child, who at eight seemed very grown up to me. Stuck in my slow-moving blue metal pedal car, I watched him riding his bike along the path between our houses, and from my bedroom window I would see him climbing the high branches of a tree in his back garden. My hero gave me one of his old books, Kit Carson’s 1960 Cowboy Annual, and it became one of my favourite possessions. On the cover, Kit Carson had long flowing hair and wore a buckskin jacket with tassels. He galloped across the plains on his white horse without using the reins, twisting around in the saddle to fire his rifle at some Red Indians who were giving chase. The annual was filled with Hurons and Choctaws, rustlers and stage coach robbers, and heroes like Buffalo Bill and Davy Crockett. I never tired of reading the stories over and over, and I still owned it when we went to Africa.


      After my prolonged absence from school, two truancy officers from the council came to check up on why I hadn’t attended for so long. I could hear the low rumble of those serious adult voices coming up the stairwell from the sitting room below. After they had interviewed my parents the two men were briefly allowed upstairs to see me, presumably to check that I was still alive and looking suitably feeble. Afterwards, Mum and Dad had an argument and then Dad came and sat on my bed and told me that if I didn’t go back to school the following week he would go to prison. Dad always presented things that way, any family decisions were always dramatic choices, never easy or subtle. ‘Take no notice of your father,’ Mum would reassure me when I was older. ‘He always exaggerates everything.’


      The local doctor told Mum that I would never be free of what he called ‘The Englishman’s Disease’ unless I could be taken away from Britain. It was a phrase she repeated every time I got bronchitis during childhood. Encouraged by Mum and the doctor, Dad was persuaded to ask the Army for a posting to a healthier climate. They offered him a choice between Malaysia and Norway, and there were dinner table discussions about which country would be best. He thought learning to ski would be fun for us all, but for Mum there wasn’t much contest: the chance to return to the tropics, where she had lived as a young girl with her parents, was irresistible. The contrast between Wales and Malaysia could not have been more extreme. Living there affected us all very deeply, and kindled the discontent that led us to Africa a decade later.










Spiders, Scorpions and Sunshine


Dad flew to Malaysia, a journey of twenty-four hours with stops in Egypt and India. I was looking forward to going on an aeroplane for the first time, but Mum refused to fly, insisting that the only civilised way for an officer’s family to travel was by boat. Before we left, we went back to Ireland to see my grandparents and sort out things to do with a house my parents owned there. They couldn’t really afford to buy it, but Mum had persuaded Dad that the house was an investment, and they could let it out when they were abroad. However, at the news that we were going to Malaysia, Granny in Ireland seized this opportunity to suggest that she and Grandpop should rent the house and look after it properly rather than letting some stranger live in it. Mum wasn’t entirely happy about the arrangement, but Granny said they were selling their own house and hadn’t decided where they would go next.


      Getting out to Malaysia was an adventure that began with taking the night ferry from Belfast to Liverpool, and then a train to London to stay a few days with Dad’s parents. To me, they were Granny Griffiths (because that was her maiden name, and it conveyed her Welshness), and even more prosaically, Grandfather-in-London. They lived in a smart mansion block with polished brass banisters in Maida Vale. It was very upmarket – Shirley Bassey lived on the same street. The London grandparents had very organised lives, and their flat was the neatest, cleanest place I had ever seen. Granny in Ireland’s kitchen was chaotically strewn with cooking utensils and baking ingredients, and there was a coal scuttle sitting permanently by the back door with a sprinkling of black dust along the sill. But everything in London was forensically clean. Inside the food cupboards things were lined up in orderly rows, and anything homemade had a handwritten label (neatly dated) on the bottle or jar. And whereas my Irish grandparents’ house was unheated except for the sitting room coal fire, in London they had central heating. The carpets were thick golden-brown pile, and there were portraits of Dad and his sister painted by Augustus John hanging on the wall. We didn’t know the London grandparents well, our main contact with them was through Christmas and birthdays. They never sent presents, but always cards containing ten-shilling postal orders. Then Mum made us write thank you letters, because otherwise she said they would say she was bringing us up badly. ‘They’ve never approved of me, because I’m Irish,’ Mum would confide. ‘And they never gave us a wedding present. That was a deliberate snub, because they wanted your father to marry one of those heartless society women from London.’
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