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  Now:





  




  




  





  My story…




  …Then again not...




  





  




  




  Quaint…Dutch, just a thought as I kinkled my Conquest up onto the bumpy once paved shoulder before this very familiar though somehow foreign little whitewashed building. A put out of my long forgotten childhood, the up heaved times of a daughter of Cape Town.




  





  




  




  For the fish’esh Sadie. The whole damn haul…




  





  




  




  Golabay. Back here and as much as change had come to this coastal town I’d guess not much would have changed. Mr Chang at this corner shop even if I’m sure things could not be the same since the big stores are sure to have come even here. One obvious change is the secure-gates fronting that same weathered down door that had once been a bright scarlet now more of a ruined coral orange. The old man had always proudly stated that he had brought it in from his homeland. Not the prettiest meagre dutch structure but as mother always said, it’s what the Cape spirited girl. This modicum of the unassuming on the corner of Kruaf an Davids.




  I cut the ignition, sipped the morning’s subdued clangs, and somehow found myself frazzled at the thought that I’ve driven two-hours from Wynberg on the spur of one phone call. He really wants to see me, the girl had conveyed on the other end of a bad line. I wiggled out of my black leather crepe-soled wedged slip-ons too aware of the run in my stockings down my braking leg. I then leaned over with my head almost on the steering as I hooked one then the other over heel.




  Got out of the car an neatened my yellow summer frock, unattended fingers to hair, and a breeze that brought my arms down to brace myself against the cold. Overcast. A stormy ocean day right into the mouth of the shore, some days even up on the fish docks. Nothing to worry about mother would say as she did when the thick southwest fog roll in out of the Atlantic.




  Ada always kept me in home on those days, even from school. Yes, hot drinking cocoa and reading in bed days they were. Of the best Ada and I have ever spent together, when the lace haze hanged outside my bedroom window till late morning. Sometimes I swear one could stand in the kitchen backdoor and take in the seas alkaline stir to nose…taste it like a flagging antibiotic drip’s catch end to tong.




  Here I was again standing on the apex of a familiar intersection which now has traffic-light poles at each end of the stop of what once had been very narrow roads. Back then near every road though tarred had the arc plain and lean of a neat strip of bacon on the grill. Farther on the road near fell down to connect with Davids street. Use to walk the way to the primary-high school and I hated lugging my book bag up that incline at the end of a school day. Coloured schooling the shrivelled lattice on a meatless sandwich. Better than old bantu education while more cynical than what the whites of the day had even if some would want to believe otherwise. At the end of Davids street a cul-de-sac to the run off to beach while up the one side of Chang’s shop a farther though slight climb of Krauf way to number fifteen. My childhood home in a neighbourhood of mostly muslims and coloureds.




  Coming into town I saw that the once local soda brewery had made way for a clothing store. Seven years since I had been here last and even then it had been just for a week. Somewhat a time even then in life I’d been revisited by a place that was no more my hometown. I had just a week to put mother to rest and half get her things in order. Perplexed, I had been, at the prospect of letting go of a house I grew up in. I had been a visitor then as now, as quick and ready to do the responsible thing as I hoped to now. Left then sure I’d not made my grief any worse.




  Liquorice drops, Bonnypop sodas, hard-candy gum, and our favourite mosh fishes. Pinkish to green marshmallow treats dusted in the finest sweet caster. Just some of the memories the chinaman’s shop held for one. But other things had been bought from Chang whether by need or not. Even mother knew you could not escape that.




  




  




  My condition had been brought on by just one phone call. How she came at my number is another question. Here an all sense told me to get back in the car and leave. Going up to the three broke worn steps to gate and door I had been certain that my keys were still in the ignition. But I did not go back to retrieve them as I was scared I’d lose all courage and just drive-off.




  He did something, did he not? He did a whole lot…




  The old man saved your life once. If not for him you would never have left, never have attended boarding school, and would not be standing here right now. Just one of the highlights of Fridays when empties got traded in for a few cents. Splurged out on something sweet, salty, or sour. Shoulders stiffening, I shrugged. I just can’t…




  Going ahead may mean more than I’ve ever been prepared to handle. The past is the past and nothing’s going to change. Him wanting to see me now is not going to change much after this long a time.




  




  




  ‘Yes, you must be Miss Mauna. Grandfather always talked about you and your mother.’




  The chinese teen girl behind the secure-gate in her white-red dress who’d a moment ago had send my heart into a moment's tear of palpitations on hearing the clatter of key an grind of lock, seeing the door at hinge ease from the jamb. ‘I’m Lia. It’s wonderful that you’re here. Let me just open the gate. You’ll have to back away.’




  ‘Oh, sorry.’ I complied backing down those steps. ‘It is nice to meet you, the friendly voice on the other end. Uhm, my keys…I’ve just got to get them.’ Turned walking briskly away. Felt as if cold fingers had run down my neck that I could not help but foster a silly grin looking at her as I locked the car. The poor girl must think I’m funny and not in a good way.




  She had the gate wide open and now waited at the bottom of the stairs arms crossed. Not a poress of ugly on that tall girl with her long dark straight hair flowing over her broad slender shoulders. As I approached her one strange thought softened my fingers from my car keys…it’s for the fish’esh…




  




  




  ‘I just about forgot about the cacti,’ I said, marvelling at the different types of them in clay pots on a wall shelf to one side of the store. The long bulky counter before me as worn as the stock ground to roof, least a carpenter’s craze. Box pigeonholed shelving. At times he had to use a ladder to get things from the top. ‘Loved when they budded blooms. Those prickle leaf shaped ones with those tiny white flowers. Lia, your grandfather had to be one of the first in the trade of those hearty plants.’




  The pull an lock of a gate. ‘Grandfather always loved gardening.’ She pushed the door farther open settling it in its footstall. The true use of hands a requisite, he use to always say. That said it’s just the excuse for him to get them dirty.’




  I laughed turning to her, ‘Not green desponded are we?’




  ‘Miss Mauna, if ever there were two distinct an opposite people it would be him and I.’




  ‘I’d say so. Sadie…Sadie, please dear.’




  One barefoot graced before the other as she walked past me turning around to face me again. ‘Miss Sadie, you’d like to see grandfather now?’




  I nodded. Watched her lead the way. Always slight on her toes…always. I smiled.




  




  




  Lia, seventeen an granddaughter to the man who not just saved me but my mother to. The girl leading the way made doubt blister to a sense of guilt that I even entertained the thought of backing out or atleast letting her walk farther ahead. To the far end of the counter a gloomy hallway.




  Followed her down it as spice and scented incense washed up over me. That counter on which I could still hear all those half cents scatter down on, if to believed leaving scratches-indentations on the hard porous wood surface. Creative multi patterned an coloured paper lanterns hanging over the dusty tall amour and the row on row of medical bottles from ginseng to likely good old ginger all locked behind glass. This is Chung’s where even the past is still a staple, a part of the history of this town.




  And then there was once a door to this same hallway, never purposely been open in business hours. The children called it the way to the dragon’s lair. As in don’t go too close to that door or old Chung’s sisters would reach out an grab one. But it had more to do with her speaking just mandarin and her appearing to be very particular about children loitering when they should be buying something-if not a few grownups. So these absurd stories of her kept as for one she would hold one back somehow when that last of the customers for the day made ready to leave with their last minute buys. Solent quarters and sidled smirks. Just like some people really wanted to believe that the chinaman is responsible for every cat and dog going missing.




  I chuckled. Down to the dragons lair then. With all confidence followed her in darkness and by those gobble fall of shaded light.




  More paper lanterns bunched, hanging by string from the ceiling just as we entered the bedroom. Calligraphy banners hung down to one side of the door. The old man deep under the covers of his single. Window at head of it wide open, a plain coffee mug standing in it fostering a few incense sticks as a single one burned wavering smoke. It gave off a smell that I now knew I did not much care for.




  The chinese new year had all the authenticity for a young girl growing up when the old man made it a point to put on a spectacular fireworks display near the beach. Nobody much cared that it weren’t the end of December as many came out their homes to see the spectacle. One year though the police confiscated some of his more extravagant fireworks as someone got the idea that it could be used to construct a fiery device. After that Chung was required to get permits if he wanted to set them off and had to have an officer there to oversee all happenings.




  These flaring burst…sparks of phantasm with that particular years meaning he so eagerly explained to anyone who wanted to know while saying thanks for the coming year by burning incense. ‘Miss Sadie, please-please sit…sit.’




  Brushing her fingers out to my hand she pointed to the solid straight back wooden chair beside the bed. Turned so one can look on the man’s shallow cheeked face, his arms tucked under the covers. He appeared to be asleep. I made my way to it paused by the ungainly underlying stench of someone who’d been in a sickbed for a while even with the perfume. These things can be excused I would want to believe. Sitting down I watched Lia drift to the window where she removed the burning incense going to knee. She began to guide the smoking stick from the top of his head down to his chest an up to his head again in a wavered up and down motion. She did this for sometime before bringing the incense to rest in the fold of prayer hands. Head down she looked near angelic.




  He must be very sick and it looks as if she’s all alone here at the moment taking care of him. A granddaughter rested in the beliefs she grew up in. Watching her tendered me back to a feeling of unease as the chair creaked under me. Snapped my eyes close an open, the flick in-out to more than what is before me.




  Is he? …dead. Rosemary incense…strong though…




  I slowly rose from the rickets of stressed wooden joints, ‘Is he asleep?’




  ‘Miss Sadie, grandfathers not that well. Don’t worry he has intrusted me to see to things. If you don’t mind staying we’d look in on him later.’




  ‘I’m not going anywhere.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Up on her feet she placed the incense back in the mug. ‘Please, he asked that we talk in his garden.’




  




  




  The palisade enclosed backyard square by square garden just outside their very old fashioned kitchen had purpose. Numerous flourishing herbal plants, allot of cabbages, pumpkins, tomatoes, and other shrubs I did not recognise. All sectioned in neat square patches to the centre of the garden, though not planted in rows. Everything found root amongst each other which I suspected made it an organic garden. But I would not be surprised if Chung had been doing it this way since before the word organic had been used.




  A lawn patched to cover what’s not cultivated right around and between. ‘You sit.’ To the far right of the lawn a stone bench. ‘I’ll get us something to drink. Perhaps tea or something stronger? ...’




  ‘Tea will be lovely,’ I replied, sitting down on the hard backless bench.




  ‘Bland, herbal? …Sugar?’




  ‘Herbal with a cut of lemon will do fine. No sugar or milk dear.’




  She moved away, ‘Not be long.’ As she made her way towards the back door to the kitchen she pointed to the overcast sky, glanced back at me for a second. ‘Hope it does not rain. Grandfather he’ll not be happy.’




  A floundering tall slender necked girl she is.




  ‘Even if…still think it is a good day, Miss Sadie...for this...’




  




  




  Not long an she was back with a fully set tray in hand, tea pot an cups, bowl of sugar, and a single tea spoon. Placed it on the bench between us then brushed the short bangs on her brow to one side, longer hairs behind her ear.




  That inviting smile again. I returned the platitude vis-à-vis. ‘Your parents, Lia?’




  ‘Passed away on the mainland. Came to live with grandfather and great aunt then.’




  ‘Must not have been long after I left Galobay.’




  ‘Unfortunately, we don’t have any lemon. There’s mint?’ she said, then bent forward holding the teapot up. ‘I’ll pick it right out of the garden…’




  ‘Thank you. I think I would then take two teaspoons of sugar.’ A steamy honey golden brew in a cut porcelain cup came to my cold fingers like a bitter poison in excepted contentment. She had the teaspoon in her own cup after adding three long heaped ones to it, her brisk stirring nipping at the inside of her cup. ‘How’s your great aunt doing? Must be very worried about her brother…’




  Sitting down she had near all her fingers on her little vessel of sipping concealment, ‘Well? She’s out of town.’




  ‘When she’ll be back?’ A tray between us, I got an inkling that she was the one now who wanted the distance. ‘I mean shouldn’t she be here?’




  ‘Soon,’ she whispered. Not that I knew want she meant but I was not about to push the issue as yet. She’s just staring at the tea in her cup.




  ‘Your grandfather, he left me something…’




  Slow…not calculative she came out with it. ‘Not somethin’ as such but I’ll get it.’ Placed her tea on the tray before hurrying away.




  




  




  I’d have been more concerned with how she just left if not for the chinaman. What could he want from me? Not something he wanted to give me that is clear by what Lia just told her. They weren’t even that close even though he had been there when mother passed on. Then they did not have much to say to each other. An understanding that he was aggrieved for my loss enough for me. I put my teacup down.




  Ada…mother an him were friends afterwards. Got to be about her…that day.




  ‘Isn’t it a bit breezy?’ Startled I looked up seeing her standing there with a little red covered book and a blue envelope tied off with a white ribbon. ‘I could get you something to cover your shoulders with.’




  A little different, she’d put on a hip length yellow wool button-up sweater. In the other hand she had my keys which she presented to me. ‘You left them on the chair in grandfather’s room.’




  I smiled, ‘Thank you.’




  




  




  Been awhile since she sat, shoulders an head slumped forward, grasping that envelope an little book which could be a journal or dairy as if her life depended on it. ‘Grandfather, asked you read this. If you don’t want to I’ll understand…’




  ‘What is it?’ I asked, expecting the blue envelope and book she now handed me to contain the worst of news. Looking at her more I could not but feel that she must be a little disappointed. ‘Why would I not…’




  Loosened the ribbon’s knot from my gaze, envelope sliding off the book onto my lap. Placed the book down at the end of the bench beside me. Got the envelope which I began to open with all the clumsiest of fingers.




  ‘Grandfather’s a man of older values. I know most of it. No need to do this.’




  ‘Dear, let me read your grandfather’s letter first before we make any decision,’ I said, finally tearing it open. Got the half folded leaf of paper from sleeve.




  The handwriting recognisable for one by his hook c’s. Chinaman is still pegging the line as Ada use to say…




  





  




  




  Bill Chang




  





  




  




  Little miss Sadie. Hope you’re doing well. Should it be Miss Mauna or just Sadie?




  I guess I’m not there to welcome you. So here we are




  a letter from the fringe to the daughter of one of the strongest an




  dearest woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing. If it was only




  me I’d have kept the past buried…to the wind my girl, to the wind. But




  here’s my granddaughter whom has never been all that eastern at that.




  





  




  




  Only me an my poor sister were there to take care of her when her




  parents passed on. I’m not saying it had been a mistake to take her




  in. I love the child an that’s why I’m asking you to help me mend




  my relationship with her. Maybe I tried too hard to veer her back to




  our traditions when I saw her getting lost to our culture. Then again I’d




  probably could have taken it if I weren’t losing her at the same time.




  





  




  




  Your mother the most giving-caring person, who’d always welcomed me




  in her home. Over the years since her passing I thought of her often.




  She gave me the courage to stay on in this town and country.




  There were times when taking my sister and her an selling the lot from us seemed




  the only thing to do. I’ll just then think about your mother and what




  she went through, not just on that night but throughout the years which followed it.




  





  




  




  Lia, the best thing that has ever entered my life. When she was younger it




  use to be so easy. But as you know children grow up. Cannot expect her




  to be the same little girl I got off the boat. My sister Phen not the motherly




  type, so much of the responsibility had fallen upon me. With time I consoled




  myself with the fact that Lia’s not a child of the mainland. And as much as I




  wanted to make her value our traditions she’s South African.




  As your mother would say, ‘De bushie is a Cape girl. Leave her be.’




  





  




  




  You and her my Galobay girls. Please, little Miss Sadie do this for me




  before my times up. I don’t know if I’m asking you to tell the truth as you saw it.




  About near everything that happened in December of 76’ is in my journal,




  except I could not get myself to write about that night for some reason.




  Since my journal is in chinese I expect Lia to transcribe for you.




  I should be glad that she has always been prepared to at least learn the language.




  





  




  




  Little Miss Sadie I truly believe this is not just mine, yours, or your mother’s




  story. Hope, love, and a blessed gift-these are truths we cannot say had all




  belonged to us even if we kept them to ourselves, or even tried to. I want Lia to




  to know this before my sunset. Not asking you to do something you’d rather




  not. But, I ask you, had it not been better to set Elvie free? …




  




  




  I began to laugh. ‘Is-wha’…so-’




  Waved the letter before me, ‘No, excuse me. Just something your grandfather wrote. I think I was nine or ten when I came upon an injured bird outside your grandfather’s store. Decided to care for it at home, did though have to get the things my mother send me there for. Carefully picked the little swallow up an settled it in my side pocket, my hand always there on it where it lay settled in my dress. Came in the store, your grandfather waiting for me behind the counter-oh! It was just too funny. Went up to him ready to give him the money an order.




  That’s when our pocketed friend decided it wanted out. Began to wriggle about. Me being squeamish I began jumping around with one foot near off the ground, head twisted and eyes lolled on the struggle taking place in my pocket. I’ve never seen the old man… excuse me, laugh so hard…’




  ‘Had to have been a thing,’ Lia concluded, giggling.




  ‘There’s me all shaken, distrait by a bird. Fell to ground where it began flapping its wings. It kept wriggling an slipping about on the floor. Note an money fell from my hand. That’s when your father sai- you do the Elvis, did his own little twist an shake shuffle, da Elvis… danci-danci-dance. Bird to shake it. Not trying to make fun of your grandfather but later on when I thought about it, it was just too much. Broke out laughing at dinner time right there before Ada. Mother must have thought I’ve gone right off my head. As to say, Bird to shake!...’




  




  




  





  ‘Grandfather a notorious bad jokester.’




  ‘Oh, sometimes we do forget our lives have little spells of light-heartedness where even humour finds purpose.’




  ‘Um …’ A sunny smile as she looked-toyed to the lawn at our feet before sitting upright again.




  ‘Anyhow, Elvie as in Elvis became the bird’s moniker. We kept it in an old shoebox lined out with strings of colourful confetti an cotton. He took care of the poor thing as mother did not want it in her home. Not going to be responsible for a pet hurt or not if I know she’s not going to make the time for it after she’s lost all interest in the thing…Nothing would get her to change her decision. In my childhood my mother, all love to her, never allowed me to have pets. I use to when I was very young collect shells an stones off the beach, imagine they were my little friends.




  Had that bird for almost a month. Your grandfather tended to its wing and I fed it every day after school with worms probably from this garden. Letting go of it harder than I thought. Cried until he told me it be better to let it free. I never weeped so hard as for a stupid bird. It made me very unhappy and I never spoke of it again. That’s until now.’
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