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For my brother Garth and to
the memory of Sweetpea







“Life must be understood backwards, [Although] … it must
be lived forwards” —Soren Kierkegaard.








One



IT WAS DAWN when I headed down from our loft bedroom, down steep, narrow steps that wouldn’t have been out of place in a submarine, except that these didn’t have any banisters. As always, I mostly skipped down those steps. In the old days my husband, Larry, would take the steps one at a time, crab-like.


That’s when he used to sleep with me. This was before he retired. One thing and another, and he started spending more and more nights downstairs on our Southwestern-hued sectional, which had become his bed. There was nowhere else to sleep in our tiny house. He made half-assed excuses about how it had become too hot upstairs, too crowded in bed with our dogs, Sweetpea and Jake, and how the staircase, all of a sudden, was too dangerous to negotiate in the middle of the night when he had to pee. He was the one who built it, along with my youngest son, Layne, and a couple of cases of beer—he was the one responsible for its rail-less state. This was no big deal in the beginning, and by the time it mattered to him, he was sick of working on the house.


I dressed quickly for work in the room below, a kind of dressing room cum office, using the closet light to see in case Larry had fallen back asleep next door on the sectional after letting the dogs out to do their business. The light went on in the kitchen, followed by the thud of the refrigerator door. I grinned. I liked it when he got up with me in the morning. It didn’t often happen. It usually meant fresh squeezed orange juice. And his company. Maybe an improvement in his attitude.


By the time I’d brushed my teeth and slapped on makeup, he was perched on the ratty footstool in the kitchen, the newspaper between his hands. He wore his usual shorts, surf sweatshirt, and flip-flops. Sweetpea and Jake, Staffordshire Bull Terriers—picture a cross between a pot-bellied pig and the cartoon warthog from The Lion King—were doing their rabid dog charge through the dining room and kitchen. An overturned dog food bowl and scattered kibble lay in their wake. Larry grinned at their antics. A glass of orange juice stood on the counter.


“Thanks,” I said.


“You’re welcome,” he said in that warm drawl of his without looking up. I took a swig of orange juice, turned on the kettle, and then reached into the cupboard for my cup and threw in a tea bag.


Sweetpea ambled over and sat on my foot. I bent down, grabbed her ears and kissed her between the eyes. Jake charged over; I kissed the top of his head and straightened.


“Surfing, today?” I glanced at the clock. “Shit, I’m going to be late.”


“You’re always late.”


Ten minutes later, my African straw bag crammed with an assortment of the must-have items I ferried to and from work—the Great African novel I was working on, my vitamin pill box, running shoes, a book, extra batteries for my music at work—I stopped in front of Larry. I knew better, but I hoped for a good-bye peck. He glanced up, his slate-blue eyes clear and open.


“Have a good day,” he said, pleasantly, making no move toward me.


Why did I keep setting myself up like that? I could bend down and kiss him, but his half-hearted response would remind me once again how distant he’d become and then I’d be pissed at myself for trying. Well, at least there was the orange juice. That had to mean something.


“You too,” I said, heading for the door with Sweetpea and Jake close behind.


Larry’s note lay on the kitchen counter when I got home from work: “Gone to Mexico. Adios.”


This couldn’t be happening again. I smoothed the small, hot pink notepaper meant for quickie grocery lists. My fingers shook. His neat little boy handwriting—letters so small and meticulous—so unlike his laid-back attitude—made the words seem ordinary, like he’d checked with me, like I’d agreed. Just like the other three notes he’d left on the kitchen counter over the past eight months, same cryptic message with a few changes in the wording, always Mexico, always on the same multicolored notepad. Those trips had lasted anywhere from a week to ten days. I’d thought that after his last escape two months earlier, that would be it; he’d get back on track, maybe finally let me know what had been bothering him.


It suddenly struck me that our 1988 white VW was missing from its usual spot beside his 1973 green Chevy van in the vacant lot next to the house. He’d been driving the smaller car ever since he started working on the van’s engine two months earlier. I hadn’t even noticed. So would he be sleeping in the VW?


Or had he finally taken that surfer pal’s offer to stay at his Ensenada beach house? The guy had been inviting him for years; surfers down at his favorite spot in San Clemente were always inviting him on surf trips. They just wanted to hang with him. Everybody wanted to hang with him. He never went. He hated staying with other people, hated to be obligated to anyone.


After the shock of his first unexpected departure, I started thinking that maybe that’s exactly what he needed, time alone on a surfboard down Mexico way. Out in the ocean, catching waves, with that occasional brush with a dolphin he treasured so much—this was where he found his spiritual center. Maybe he’d finally grieve the loss of his mother. She died right before he retired, which was when he planned on spending more time with her. I knew that was a big deal for him. He felt guilty. Not that he said anything about it. No signs of grief, even at the funeral—well, except for convulsively squeezing my hand. The shrink told me he was probably depressed and advised lots of loving understanding. As far as our seeking counseling together, Larry told me I had the problem, not him.


I thought back to our confrontation after his last defection, two months earlier. Not that much different from the other times.


“Okay, so are you finally going to tell me what’s going on?”


“What do you mean?”


“Why do you keep doing this?”


“Doing what?”


We went back and forth like this for a bit, with me becoming more and more agitated because of his stonewalling. This, of course, just made him calmer and me crazier until I stormed off. This was how most of our confrontations went. But then he’d come through with a self-effacing sweetness and life would continue.


I glanced at the note. “Adios.” I felt my jaw tighten.


Sweetpea and Jake slammed against the back of my legs, vying for my attention. I glanced down. Almond-shaped eyes with white half-moons stared up at me with devoted Staffie intensity. I dropped to my knees, grabbed them both around the neck and squeezed hard.


They yelped and wriggled free then spun back around and licked my face, all the while bumping and grinding against each other. In a wild Tasmanian devil whirl of scrapping, they disappeared around the corner. I flopped on the floor, let my head fall back against the kitchen cabinets, and glanced around at the house I’d shared for twenty-five years with a man I thought I knew. So much for that.


“Hobbit House” is what my mother-in-law called our one-bedroom beach cottage. It had been cobbled together sometime around 1915. Larry had been the one to see its potential when we first looked at it. I didn’t voice my doubts. All I’d ever known were the soulless, company-owned brick houses with corrugated tin roofs back in Nkana, Zambia, the dinky copper mining town in the middle of the African bush where I was raised, and the soulless tract house in Huntington Beach where I lived with my first husband.


It didn’t take long for me to love our Hobbit house, especially since it was only a mile from the center of Laguna Beach, a quaint artists’ colony. Its river rock fireplace and claw-foot bathtub were also part of its charm. Over the years we replaced the louvered windows with handcrafted leaded glass, added oak floors, and cultivated a bamboo-enclosed paradise filled with begonias, staghorn ferns, bromeliads, succulents, and papyrus, along with a rock-encircled Koi pond.


“Winchester House” is what Larry’s three sisters called the place, referring to the world-famous Winchester Mystery House in San Jose, an extravagant maze of Victorian craftsmanship continuously under construction for thirty-eight years, from 1884 until 1922. Larry had only been at it for twenty-five years, adding the loft and staircase, a dining room and studio. He’d had some help along the way from my youngest son, Layne. Unfortunately, their faulty measuring left inch-high ledges between the rooms, which became the cause of many a stubbed toe. Larry had also refurbished the bathroom, but seventeen years later had yet to re-hang the doors. This made for much teasing and speculation from family and friends as to our modesty, not to mention our sanity. I loved it. This was who I’d always secretly been, who we were together. A good fit.


I rose to my feet and headed for my office cum dressing room. I had to get out of here. Dressed in shorts, T-shirt, and running shoes, I headed for the utility room where I kept the dogs’ collars and leashes. They trotted after me. They knew the drill.


Within minutes the three of us were walking down our rustic dead-end street toward Laguna Canyon Road and the beach, the dogs trailing their leashes. I had to pass Larry’s green van, dubbed the “Love Cage,” parked in the vacant lot next door, a forlorn sight without the battered VW beside it. That van was where we first made love. It was our motel on wheels for a trip up to Northern California ten years earlier to reunite with his two youngest adult daughters, missing for seventeen years after his ex-wife kidnapped them. She’d taken off with the guy they’d hired to do construction on their house.


I started to jog. Jake shot past me, dragging Sweetpea along by her leash for the first fifty yards like he usually did before dropping it to pee against the fire hydrant at the corner of Canyon Acres and Laguna Canyon Road. I bent down to retrieve her leash and let Jake lead the way.


When I looked up again, I was halfway down the side street that ran parallel to Laguna Canyon Road, in front of a mobile home park that had seen the likes of Timothy Leary: twenty hodgepodge trailers nestled in a horseshoe-shaped lot sprinkled with trees. High above the park, multimillion-dollar homes gazed out to sea, as if trying to ignore the odd little enclave below. Lodged sideways in front of the park was that weird little trailer that looked more like a kid’s playhouse.


This had been my first taste of Laguna Beach, back when the famous Sawdust Festival, a hundred yards further down, was a hippie artists’ venue. I’d been in America for nine years by then, still married to my South African husband and with nine- and eleven-year-old sons. I’d ventured from my embattled marriage in Huntington Beach to this very trailer with a girlfriend to visit a man who taught meditation. Oh, how appealing that whole world of hippies, free love, and consciousness-raising had been to me. How open and accepting.


In those days, the trailer’s yard consisted of a small, unadorned wedge of grass edged with brick on the trailer park side and a fence along the street. Now, Golden Angel’s Trumpet blooms dangled over the weathered fence and white daisies filled a pink polka-dotted planter below the front window. In the middle of the yard, a single pumpkin the size of Venus blossomed between two battered Adirondack chairs. Behind them on the fence, a carved wooden sign, the kind seen outside some seaside restaurants, issued an invitation for Sunday Brunch: below, a smaller one spelled out the words “Horn dog.” So Laguna Beach.


I still couldn’t get over the sideways thinking that went on in Laguna. So unlike Nkana, where Rhokana Corporation provided workers with housing, medical care, schooling, and a recreational club. Everything in Nkana was painted either white or green, and whitewashed rocks edged the driveways, lawns, and trees. So predictable. So contained. So boring. Lately, though, I found myself missing those rocks; I could rely on them to define things.


After a quick walk on the beach, I returned home. Jake trotted beside me; Sweetpea lagged along behind. I turned and eyed her anxiously for signs of distress, for evidence that her one kidney was failing. A habit. My baby girl. The dog who was supposed to save my marriage.





Two



I THOUGHT BACK to the day we got Sweetpea. Larry reluctantly agreed to accompany me on the seventy-mile trip to the breeder. This was right after he retired. “Why do we need another shitting machine?” he wanted to know, although he brightened when he learned I had my heart set on a Staffie. I’d grown up with the breed back home, and he had been tickled by the spunk of a relative’s Staffie on our last visit. I was thinking that a dog might open him up a little. Truth was, I was the one who needed a dog, especially a Staffie: over-the-top passionate and sensitive. It had been a long, lonely year since Suki, my fifteen-year old mutt, died.


But it was just me standing at the edge of the wire enclosure looking down at the eight black-and-brindle Staffie pups charging around. Larry had been his usual outwardly warm and friendly self meeting the breeder and his wife, and he now stood off to one side talking to the man. Sweetpea caught my eye immediately. At four pounds to her siblings’ beefy nine, she was the runt of the litter. But she stood out. I don’t know whether it was the patch of golden brindle fur gleaming like a light above her heart-shaped face, or the chipper way she bounced around the pen on her tiny back bowlegs. She just seemed so happy to be alive. I laughed and clapped my hands like a little kid. Larry gave me one of his Whoa! looks and rolled his eyes. Reaching into the pen, I scooped her up. She nuzzled into my neck in a cloud of sweet puppy breath.


“We’ll take her,” I cried.


I called her Sweetpea. I was soon to discover that the name couldn’t have been more apt. As we walked toward the car, I shoved the sleeping puppy into Larry’s arms.


“I’ll drive.”


He didn’t argue. He settled back against the passenger seat, Sweetpea cradled against his chest like a baby bird. Her tiny snores filled the car. From the corner of my eye, I watched him tentatively stroke her.


“You’re a funny little thing, aren’t you?” he whispered.


He held her against his chest all the way home. That was easy, I thought, one marshmallow coming up. The sun was setting as we got out of the car.


“Quite the pisser, aren’t you?” He lowered Sweetpea onto the grass in the vacant lot next to our house. There was a small damp patch on his sweatshirt.


“She really must’ve had to go,” I said.


Turned out, it was more than that. Much more. A little puppy leakage can happen, the breeder told us when I called him. But the damp patches grew as Sweetpea grew.


The vet said it could be anything from a bladder infection to ectopic ureter, where the tubes carrying urine from the kidneys aren’t connected to the bladder and the pee just drips out. He didn’t offer a solution, just a vague reference to the possibility of experimental surgery at The University School of Veterinary Medicine in Davis. Meanwhile, he tried different remedies. He also suggested we return her to the breeder, citing a California puppy lemon law. She’d most likely be put down. That was unthinkable.


Sweetpea had gotten under my skin in a way I couldn’t explain, in a way no other animal ever had. The way she picked up on my feelings: an empath; a best girlfriend. When Larry and I fought, not even real fights, she’d ease up from her donut doggy bed and sit there in front of us like a temple dog, the whites of her eyes showing, anxious and tense.


And Larry. That was a surprise. He told me he didn’t care if she flooded our entire house with pee: she was family. Family. Ironic. This was a man who could take ’em or leave ’em, including his own kids, yet he even stopped surfing in the morning for months because he didn’t want to leave her alone while I was at work. Here’s the funniest part of his attachment to her: Sometimes, when he stretched out beside her on the floor, his head beside hers on her donut bed, she’d shift around to face the other way. She also growled at him one time when he stopped her for a kiss on her way upstairs to sleep with me. Just a low rumble. This was right after he started disappearing. But here’s the thing: right from the beginning, Larry thought this kind of behavior was hilarious and endearing. Miss Personality. He said it made him love her even more. I loved that he felt this way. But even she couldn’t keep him here.


I realized with a start that Sweetpea had disappeared from the vacant lot. As the sun slipped behind the hill across the canyon, I spun around and noticed her head sticking out from behind a tree stump. She was sniffing around like a truffle hound with a find. Stalling. Getting her back in the yard was always a bitch. If she had her way she would live in the vacant lot. All the better to be available on the off chance some random human would come along. Staffies have an inordinate thing about connecting with people; Sweetpea embarrassingly so, more than Jake. She’d wait until that speck down the street turned into a human, then she’d do a slow wiggle toward them, her entire body a welcoming sign, her white-rimmed Staffie eyes illuminated from within like one of those round-eyed children in velvet paintings from Mexico who tear at your heart. “It’s you,” her look said. “At last!”


“How about a Greenie?” I called. Sweetpea’s head shot up at the mention of her and Jake’s favorite treat. She considered me for a moment, as if trying to decide whether this was a real offer or a ploy to get her back into the yard.


“A GREENIE!” I yelled. “Hey?”


I didn’t often use a Greenie as bait, she was too smart for that, but I was in a hurry to get back inside. I felt edgy. A nice hot bath would go down well. And, of course, at the back of my mind was the idea Larry might call. Damn him.


Jake was already at the gate, nose pressed into the wood; he always took me at my word. Sweetpea considered me for a moment longer, gave a couple more sniffs, then trotted toward me, all cocky and happy.


The phone rang as I stepped into the house. I ran to answer it.


“Mom?” a familiar voice crackled through the line. It was Layne, my youngest son, calling from South Africa. He’d emigrated there eight years earlier.


I relaxed. “Hey, little bubs.”


“It’s all sorted. We both got all three weeks off, and of course the kids will be off for the Christmas hols.”


“Huh?”


“Christmas? With your favorite son and his beautiful wife and family?”


“Oh. Oh, yes.” I sank into the desk chair. Oh, no. My trip back to South Africa in seven weeks. On top of everything. Who would take care of the dogs if Larry didn’t come back?


“Are you okay?”


“I—I’m good, I was just out with the dogs.”


“Well, then how about a whoo-ya?”


“Whoo-ya.”


“That was quite underwhelming. Lucky I’m the secure son. Listen, I spoke to Uncle Garth. He sounded good, can’t wait to see all of us.”


Garth. My poor, sweet brother. I slid further down into the chair. “What else did he say?”


“Not much. You know him; he’s fine, Margaret’s fine, everything’s fine,” he finished, his American twang flattening to imitate my brother’s thick South African one.


“He’s not fine. He’s got a heart condition and he lives nine stories up in a flat with a broken elevator. His situation makes me crazy.”


“Well, you’ll be pleased to hear he’s got another place lined up. The Somerset Hotel. Some kind of deal where they rent a couple of rooms to the handicapped at a reduced rate. I checked out the place on the web. Looks pretty nice.”


“Wow!” I sat up. “That’s amazing. I didn’t know we had that kind of thing going on in South Africa these days.”


“Will you stop worrying about him now?”


“Actually, it sounds a little too good to be true, don’t you think? I mean how did he find this place, and how did he manage to arrange everything just like—”


“Calm down, Mom, he’s been on his own for what, twenty-five years now? Listen, we’ll pop down to Durban the day after you get here and we can check it all out. Okay?”


“O-kay. Thanks.”


“So, then we’ll see you on Thursday, the fifteenth of December?”


I hesitated, wondering if I should say something about Larry’s defection.


“Right?” he said.


“Uh, right. Around ten-thirty or so, depending on customs.”


“We’ll be there, jumping up and down and making a scene. Listen, gotta go. Loveyoubye.” He waited for me to say the same. We’d adopted his seven-year-old son daegan’s custom of ending our phone conversations.


“Loveyoubye.” I hung up and stared up at the ceiling.


My brother. What heartache.


Sweetpea barked and I jumped. She and Jake sat to my right like His Master’s Voice models, staring at me.


“Greenies!” I jumped to my feet. “I’m so sorry. Come on, let’s go get ’em.”








Three



I RAN THE bathwater then lay there thinking about my brother, eight years my junior. He was never far from my thoughts. Jiminy Cricket. That’s what I started calling him the day he came home from the hospital, a dead ringer for the Disney character: head too big for his bird-like body, all that thick black hair, and when he wasn’t crying or vomiting, he chirped. His hair turned into a dark brown as he became older, but his body never quite grew into all that hair. He had thick, lustrous eyelashes and dark liquid eyes that killed when he looked at me in bewilderment. His mental impairment made me anxious all the time. I didn’t want him to get his feelings hurt, but mostly I didn’t want him to embarrass me.


He didn’t have many opportunities to play with other kids, what with an enlarged heart, respiratory problems, and a wide range of severe allergies: grass, milk, mangoes, peanuts, rice, oats, and even sunlight at one point, which made him break out in a rash whenever he was out in the sun. That particular allergy stopped after a while, at least. When he was old enough to eat solids, my mother started feeding him on a plank with his head slightly lower than his body, because if she didn’t he’d vomit right away. I can’t remember why she had to do this, and my parents aren’t around to remind me—all I remember is taking off for the bush when feeding time came, because it made Garth cry and my mother anxious.


And then, when he was eight, Garth had an operation because his ribs were growing into his lungs. I never did understand how something like that could happen. He was cut almost in half, leaving a thick scar that traveled from his right nipple across his chest to the middle of his back. In later years, his misshapen ribs would give him a slightly hunched appearance. At the time we had to travel down to what is now Harare, Zimbabwe—in those days it was Salisbury, Southern Rhodesia—to find surgeons who could perform the operation: seven hundred miles across twisting escarpments and washed-out bridges and down narrow bush roads. For two months we visited Garth whenever my father could get time off from his job as a winding engine driver on Nkana copper mine. We’d drive through the night and spend as much time with Garth as we could, usually curled up on hard wooden chairs beside his bed.


No one expected him to live past twenty. But he’d survived. He’d survived his adored big sister “San’s emigration to America. He’d even survived our parents’ death, which left him on his own save for a nearby uncle and aunt who mostly ignored him. Not only had he survived for twenty-five years, he’d done so fully employed at a government-sponsored job my dad found for him before he died. He also took care of Margaret, a handicapped co-worker whose flat he shared. He’d made it all these years without me. But I hadn’t quite made it without him. I carried the guilt of what I’d failed to do for him.


The side door to the garage slammed and I jumped. The bamboo gave a loud sigh. Wind chimes tinkled and clanged wildly: Santa Anas, those hot, crazy-making winds that sometimes blow in from the desert. So that’s why I’d been feeling so edgy. Another powerful blast of what some call devil winds whirled around the house, setting off the huge, handcrafted Soleri brass bell we’d hauled from Arizona on the trip we took twelve years earlier—the first time our marriage took an almost fatal dip. Its deep, mournful groan filled the house.





Four



I THOUGHT OF the mess the powerful Santa Anas would leave behind. How fitting. Along with raking up bamboo leaves, bougainvillea blossoms, and wild figs from the vine on the twenty-foot-high wall we shared with the body shop next door, I’d be in intense conversation with my inner psychologist about Larry’s latest escape. Those devil Santa Ana winds could whip the smallest ember into a town-leveling fire in no time; they’d done it thirteen years earlier, when the fire barely missed our house. But they could also pump up great waves. Larry had timed his escape just right this time: the waves would be perfect in Mexico. If that’s even where he was.


Sweetpea trotted into the room and stretched out on her stomach on the floor next to me, back legs splayed like a frog. Jake followed her, ever-present floppy Frisbee dangling hopefully from his mouth. I started upstairs to get a top and came face to face with a mask of Larry’s face, set in a three-foot-high tea-stained jar wedged into a corner of the staircase. I’d hand-built the piece when we first married, inspired by his artistic talent and encouragement to try ceramics myself.


I sank down onto the staircase and touched the nose. Such perfect features for a mask: narrow oval face, straight Indian nose—he was one-quarter Arapahoe, three-quarters Irish/Scot—salt-and-pepper Sam Elliott moustache. Even at thirty-five when I married him, three weeks after we came together in a wild frenzy of sex and feverish togetherness, he was still as good-looking as his Anaheim High School photos revealed. I’d been amazed that this gorgeous, creative man was still available. With his prematurely greying hair, which he kept long, he would turn into a dead ringer for Gandalf, J. R. R. Tolkien’s leader of “The Fellowship of the Ring.” But he didn’t like people calling him that. It took me a long time to realize he hated to be the center of attention. This was someone who seemed to cultivate the limelight.


Late afternoon light shifting through the window glanced off the mask’s empty eyes. Eyes so different from those first days when they challenged me to share the joke with him, slate-blue eyes that pulled me in, eyes that I would learn never gave away his thoughts.


“What?” I would smile. He’d shake his head, and then I had to drag it out of him. He’d felt “moony” over me. That’s the closest he ever came to silly love talk.


I remember the day I cast his face in plaster of Paris for the mask. He lay on his back on the then-cement front deck, Vaseline smeared all over his face, his beard and moustache matted with the goo. I’d finally persuaded him to go along with my experiment, but he almost lost it when I kept slathering on Vaseline. He couldn’t even stand sunscreen on his face. So there he lay, two straws sticking out of his nose, while I kneeled beside him with a bucket of plaster, slapping it on, hoping this was the way it was done. All I knew was that I had to hurry and finish before the stuff set. Just as I was about to plop down the last handful of plaster, he grunted.


I bent over and yelled, “What’s wrong?”


Sticking his index finger in his ear as if I’d broken his ear drum, he made a rolling motion with his other hand for me to hurry.


“Yeah, yeah, I’m almost done,” I said just as his hand came down on top of mine. Plaster flew everywhere, some of it landing on the end of the straw sticking out of one nostril. He made a snuffling sound and, Frankenstein-like, struggled to get to his feet.


“Wait, wait!” Jumping up, I glanced around desperately for something to clear the straw. A bamboo twig? Too thick. He flopped back down and growled.


I crouched over him. “Snort it out!”


I burst out laughing and couldn’t stop. Doubling over, I staggered around, crying with laughter. He reached blindly for me, his growl now a muffled roar.


“Sorry,” I managed to gasp, and I kneeled beside him. I touched the plaster. It had set. “Listen, I’m going to get this stuff off right now, it won’t be long, okay?” I bit my lip to stop the giggle that bubbled up and started tugging on the edge over his forehead. He roared in pain.


“I told you we needed more Vaseline!” I shouted.


Twenty minutes and a million microscopic tugs later I held a hair-speckled mold of Larry’s face in my hands. He sat up and glared at me.


Now I couldn’t help the grin that stole across my face. His encouragement had led me to the world of the arts, a world I’d yearned for back in Nkana and didn’t know it. The arts back there consisted mostly of tap and ballet classes given either by neophyte ballet teachers or an aging ballerina relegated to the bush. From the age of five I threw myself into both; I did well in ballet, and was being groomed for a spot at Sadler’s Wells School of Ballet in England.


But as I grew older I became more and more resentful of all the time I had to spend practicing while my girlfriends were free to roam Nkana on their bikes, looking for boys. I started bunking class and became a juvenile delinquent. This included sneaking out of my bedroom window and hitchhiking along bush roads in the middle of the night with my girlfriends. Sadler’s Wells fell by the wayside, and my mother started threatening me with reform school.


Despite my forays into teen wasteland, I still felt the need to do something creative. Only I didn’t call it that. All I knew was that there was something inside me that wanted to come out, that had me reaching for a pencil and paper. I couldn’t draw worth a damn, but I kept trying, copying Degas’s ballerinas, magazine models, Bugs Bunny comics, Pablo Picasso’s bull, still life compositions.


When I was fifteen, my dad arranged classes with Mrs. Bingham, the eighty-year-old mother of one of my dad’s co-workers on Nkana mine. She’d been one of Queen Elizabeth II’s official artists, rendering Her Majesty’s intricate proclamations with their tiny gold leaf depictions of fox hunts, deer, and country scenes along the borders. For a year I walked the ten blocks up to Fourth Avenue on Saturday mornings to spend half the day fashioning the alphabet in Old English script and copying pen and ink birds from the English countryside. I loved the precise, ornate structure of the letters, and I loved getting lost in the detail of the fine black lines of the birds’ tiny claws, wings, beaks, and eyes, and of the branches on which they perched. I was thrilled by the scratch of the pen against the page. It transported me. And then I got married. And that was that, except for a couple of chalk sketches of my newborn son.


So when this artistic surfer showed up, I was ready. It was his unassuming confidence that impressed me. The way he took up making pots. Just like that. He’d made the decision after learning that a potter friend was selling his equipment to focus on painting instead. He bought most of the guy’s gear and before long he was making teapots, coffee mugs, plates, and planters, at one point earning a living from his pottery in Santa Barbara.


He was so different from my first husband, John, the cocky blond and blue-eyed boy who’d swept into little Nkana from Boksburg, South Africa, when I was sixteen.




[image: image]


Me at Sixteen





The eighteen-year-old was a catch, or a “talent,” as we used to say. My first love. After three years of hanging around together—including a month-long breakup over John’s temper when he accidentally killed my hamster, which had bitten him; his six-month military service in the Federation Army in what is now Zimbabwe; and second thoughts on my part—we finally married. Oh, the wailing from my mother for hitching up with an Afrikaaner, one of those Dutch Calvinist descendants who, with their fundamentalist belief that Africans were lesser beings, were the architects of South Africa’s apartheid policy. Still, I think she wanted me out of the house as much I wanted to be out of it. My dad was tight-lipped about the whole thing, but he didn’t try to stop me.


Once the novelty of being a wife wore off, I felt trapped. I wanted the single life I never had. I wanted to go to Europe and England with Joan, my girlfriend, like we’d planned when we were fifteen. It didn’t help that she went on her own. And why hadn’t I stuck with becoming a ballerina, or with my drawing? But by then I was pregnant with my first son, Darin, and things went from bad to worse. We were both way too young. I ignored signs of John’s inflexibility and what a friend of mine later called his “short man’s complex.” At some point I remember telling people I was lucky to have married a man who knew and followed the rules.


Our move to the States three years later—something that had been on my back burner ever since I was ten, and the most ambitious of all my plans—delayed the demise of our marriage by ten years. We landed in Mount Holly, North Carolina, a small town outside of Charlotte; I had enrolled John in a heavy equipment operator program in neighboring Chapel Hill. That first snowfall at the end of the course sent us scurrying for warmer weather—to Southern California, where we knew a couple from Nkana who had emigrated a year earlier. John only briefly used what he’d learned in the course; before becoming a machinest and then a partner in a company that built machines used in automation. I finally decided to end our marriage after he returned from a three week hiatus to “find himself”—while he was gone, I’d realized how much happier I’d been without his bad moods and explosive temper.
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