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			Chapter One

			THIS is what happened.

			Before my life started properly, I was doing the usual mewling and sucking, which in my case occurred on a pair of huge, soft black breasts. In the African tradition I continued to suckle for my first two and a half years, after which my Zulu wet nurse became my nanny. She was a person made for laughter, warmth, and softness and she would clasp me to her breasts and stroke my golden curls with a hand so large it seemed to palm my whole head. My hurts were soothed with a song about a brave young warrior hunting a lion and a women’s song about doing the washing down on the big rock beside the river where, at sunset, the baboons would come out of the hills to drink.

			My life proper started at the age of five, when my mother had her nervous breakdown. I was torn from my lovely black nanny with her big white smile and sent to boarding school.

			Then began a time of yellow wedges of pumpkin, burnt black and bitter at the edges; mashed potato with glassy lumps; meat aproned with gristle in gray gravy; diced carrots; warm, wet, flatulent cabbage; beds that wet themselves in the morning; and an entirely new sensation called loneliness.

			I was the youngest child in the school by two years, and I spoke only English, the infected tongue that had spread like a plague into the sacred land and contaminated the pure, sweet waters of Afrikanerdom.

			The Boer War had created great malevolent feelings against the English, who were called rooineks. It was a hate that had entered the Afrikaner bloodstream and pocked the hearts and minds of the next generation. To the boys at school, I was the first live example of the congenital hate they carried for my kind.

			I spoke the language that had pronounced the sentences that had killed their grandfathers and sent their grandmothers to the world’s first concentration camps, where they had died like flies from dysentery, malaria, and blackwater fever. To the bitter Calvinist farmers, the sins of the fathers had been visited upon the sons, unto the third generation. I was infected.

			I had had no previous warning that I was wicked and it came as a fearful surprise. I was blubbing to myself in the little kids’ dormitory when suddenly I was dragged from under my horrid camphor-smelling blanket by two eleven-year-olds and taken to the seniors’ dormitory to stand trial before the council of war.

			My trial, of course, was a travesty of justice. But then, what could I expect? I had been caught deep behind enemy lines and everyone, even a five-year-old, knows this means the death sentence. I stood gibbering, unable to understand the language of the stentorian twelve-year-old judge, or the reason for the hilarity when sentence was passed. But I guessed the worst.

			I wasn’t quite sure what death was. I knew it was something that happened on the farm in the slaughterhouse to pigs and goats and an occasional heifer. The squeal from the pigs was so awful that I knew it wasn’t much of an experience, even for pigs.

			And I knew something else for sure; death wasn’t as good as life. Now death was about to happen to me before I could really get the hang of life. Trying hard to hold back my tears, I was dragged off.

			It must have been a full moon that night because the shower room was bathed in blue light. The stark granite walls of the shower recesses stood sharply angled against the wet cement floor. I had never been in a shower room before, and this place resembled the slaughterhouse on the farm. It even smelled the same, of urine and blue carbolic soap, so I guessed this was where my death would take place.

			My eyes were a bit swollen from crying but I could see where the meat hooks were supposed to hang. Each granite slab had a pipe protruding from the wall behind it, with a knob on the end. They would suspend me from one of these and I would be dead, just like the pigs.

			I was told to remove my pajamas and to kneel inside the shower recess facing the wall. I looked directly down into the hole in the floor where all the blood would drain away.

			I closed my eyes and said a silent, sobbing prayer. My prayer wasn’t to God, but to my nanny. It seemed the more urgent thing to do. When she couldn’t solve a problem for me, she’d say, “We must ask Inkosi-Inkosikazi, the great medicine man, he will know what to do. “Although we never actually called on the services of the great man, it didn’t seem to matter; it was comforting to know he was available when needed.

			But it was too late to get a message through to Nanny, much less have her pass it on. I felt a sudden splash on my neck and assumed it was warm blood trickling over my trembling, naked body and across the cold cement floor and into the drain. Funny, I didn’t feel dead. But there you go. Who knows what dead feels like?

			When the Judge and his council of war had all pissed on me, they left. After a while it got very quiet, just a drip, drip, drip from someplace overhead and a sniff from me that sounded as though it came from somewhere else.

			As I had never seen a shower, I didn’t know how to turn one on and so had no way of washing myself. I had always been bathed by my nanny in a tin tub in front of the kitchen stove. I’d stand up and she’d soap me all over and Dee and Dum, the two kitchen maids who were twins, would giggle behind their hands when she soaped my little acorn. Sometimes it would just stand right up on its own and everyone would have an extra good giggle. That’s how I knew it was special. Just how special, I was soon to find out.

			I tried to dry myself with my pajamas, which were wet in patches from lying on the floor, and then I put them back on. I didn’t bother to do up the buttons because my hands were shaking a lot. I wandered around that big dark place until I found the small kids’ dormitory. There I crept under my blanket and came to the end of my first day in life.

			I am unable to report that the second day of my life was much better than the first. Things started to go wrong from the moment I awoke. Kids surrounded my bed, holding their noses and making loud groaning sounds. Let me tell you something, there was plenty to groan about. I smelt worse than a kaffir toilet, worse than the pigs at home. Worse even than both put together.

			The kids scattered as a very large person with a smudge of dark hair above her lip entered. It was the same lady who had left me in the dormitory the previous evening. “Good morning,

			Mevrou!” the kids chorused, each standing stiffly to attention at the foot of his bed.

			The large person called Mevrou glared at me. “Kom!” she said in a fierce voice. Grabbing me by the ear, she twisted me out of the stinking bed and led me back to the slaughterhouse. With her free hand she removed my unbuttoned pajama jacket and pulled my pants down to my ankles. “Step!” she barked.

			I thought desperately, she’s even bigger than Nanny. If she pisses on me I will surely drown. I stepped out of my pajama pants and, releasing my ear, she pushed me into the shower recess. There was a sudden hissing sound and needles of icy water drilled into me.

			If you’ve never had a shower or even an unexpected icy-cold drenching, it’s not too hard to believe that maybe this is death. I had my eyes tightly shut, but the hail of water was remorseless, a thousand pricks at a time drilling into my skin. How could so much piss possibly come out of one person?

			Death was cold as ice. Hell was supposed to be fire and brimstone, and here I was freezing to death. It was very frightening, but like so much lately, quite the opposite of what I had been led to expect.

			“When you go to boarding school you’ll sleep in a big room with lots of little friends so you won’t be afraid of the dark anymore. “How exciting it had all sounded.

			The fierce hissing noise and the deluge of icy piss stopped suddenly. I opened my eyes to find no Mevrou. Instead, the Judge stood before me, his pajama sleeve rolled up, his arm wet where he’d reached in to turn off the shower. Behind him stood the jury and all the smaller kids from my dormitory.

			As the water cleared from my eyes I tried to smile. The Judge’s wet arm shot out and, grabbing me by the wrist, he jerked me out of the granite recess. The jury formed a ring around me as I stood frightened, my hands cupped over my scrotum. My teeth were chattering out of control, a weird, glassy syncopation inside my head. The Judge reached out again and, taking both my wrists in one large hand, he pulled my hands away and pointed to my tiny acorn. “Why you piss your bed, rooinek?” he asked.

			“Hey, look, there is no hat on his snake!” someone yelled. They all crowded closer, delighted at this monstrous find.

			“Pisskop! Pisskop!” one of the smaller kids shouted, and in a moment all the small kids were chanting it.

			“You hear, you a pisshead, “the Judge translated. “Who cut the hat off your snake, Pisskop?”

			I looked down to where he was pointing, my teeth changing to a quieter timpani. All looked perfectly normal to me, although the tip was a bright blue color and had almost disappeared into its neat round collar of skin. I looked up at the Judge, confused.

			The Judge dropped my arms and, using both his hands, parted his pajama fly. His “snake” monstrously large, hung level with my eyes and seemed to be made of a continuous sheath brought down to a point of ragged skin. A few stray hairs grew at its base. I must say, it wasn’t much of a sight.

			More serious trouble lay ahead of me for sure. I was a rooinek and a pisskop. I spoke the wrong language. And now I was obviously made differently. But I was still alive, and in my book, where there’s life, there’s hope.

			By the end of the first term I had reduced my persecution time to no more than an hour a day. I had the art of survival almost down pat. Except for one thing: I had become a chronic bed wetter.

			It is impossible to be a perfect adapter if you leave a wet patch behind you every morning. My day would begin with a bed-wetting caning from Mevrou, after which I would make the tedious journey alone to the showers to wash my rubber sheet. When the blue carbolic soap was rubbed against the stiff cane bristles of the large wooden scrubbing brush I was made to use, fiercely stinging specks of soap would shoot up into my eyes. But I soon worked out that you didn’t need the soap like Mevrou said, you could give the sheet a good go under the shower and it would be okay.

			My morning routine did serve a useful purpose. I learned that crying is a luxury good adapters have to forgo. I soon had the school record for being thrashed. The Judge said so. It was the first time in my life that I owned something that wasn’t a positive disadvantage to adaptation. I wasn’t just a hated rooinek and a pisskop, I was also a record holder. I can tell you, it felt good.

			The Judge ordered that I be beaten up only a little at a time. A punch here, a flathander there, and if I could stop being a pisskop he’d stop even that, although he added, for a rooinek, this was probably impossible. I must confess, I was inclined to agree. No amount of resolve on my part or saying prayers to Nanny or even to God seemed to have the least effect.

			Maybe it had something to do with my defective acorn? I forced a hole in the side pockets of my shorts through which my forefinger and thumb would fit. I took to secretly pulling my foreskin and holding it over the tip of my acorn as long as I could in the hope that it would lose elasticity and render me normal. Alas, except for a sore acorn, nothing happened. I was doomed to be a pisshead for the rest of my life.

			The end of the first term finally came. I was to return home for the May holidays: home to Nanny, who would listen to my sadness and sleep on her mat at the foot of my bed so the bogeyman couldn’t get me. I also intended to inquire whether my mother had stopped breaking down so I would be allowed to stay home.

			I rode home joyfully in the dicky seat of Dr. Henny Boshoffs shiny new Chevrolet coupe. Dr. Henny was our district doctor and a local hero who played fly half for the Northern Transvaal rugby team. When the Judge saw who had come to pick me up, he shook me by the hand and promised things would be better next term.

			It was Dr. Henny who had first told me about the nervous breakdown, and he now confirmed that my mother was “coming along nicely” but her nervous breakdown was still with her and she wouldn’t be home just yet.

			Sadly, this put the kibosh on my chances of staying home and never leaving again until I was as old as my granpa, and maybe not even then.

			As we choofed along in the car, with me in the dicky seat open to the wind and the sunshine, I was no longer a rooinek and a pisskop but a great chief. We passed through African villages where squawking chickens, pumping their wings desperately, fled out of the way and yapping kaffir dogs, all ribs and snout and brindle markings, gave chase—although only after my speeding throne had safely passed. As a great chief, I was naturally above such common goings-on. Life was good. I can tell you for certain, life was very good.

			Nanny wept great tears that ran down her cheeks and splashed onto her huge warm breasts. She kept rubbing her large dark hand over my shaved head, moaning and groaning as she held me close. I had expected to do all the crying when I got home, but there was no competing with her.

			It was late summer. The days were filled with song as the field women picked cotton, working their way down the long rows, chatting and singing in perfect harmony while they plucked the fluffy white fiber heads from the sun-blackened cotton bolls.

			Nanny sent a message to Inkosi-Inkosikazi to the effect that we urgently needed to see him on the matter of the child’s night water. The message was put on the drums, and in two days we heard that the great medicine man would call in a fortnight or so on his way to visit Modjadji, the great rain queen.

			The whites of Nanny’s eyes would grow big and her cheeks would puff out as she talked about the greatness of Inkosi-Inkosikazi. “He will dry your bed with one throw of the shinbones of the great white ox,” she promised.

			“Will he also grow skin over my acorn?” I demanded to know. She clutched me to her breast, and her answer was lost in the heaving of her belly as she chortled all over me.

			The problem of the night water was much discussed by the field women, who pondered deeply that a matter so slight could bring the great one to visit. “Surely, a grass sleeping mat will dry in the morning sun? This is not a matter of proper concern for the greatest medicine man in Africa.”

			It was all right for them, of course. They didn’t have to go back to the Judge and Mevrou.

			Almost two weeks to the day after we sent him the message, Inkosi-Inkosikazi arrived in his big black Buick. The car was a symbol of his enormous power and wealth, even to the Boers, who despised him as the devil incarnate, yet feared him with the superstition of all ignorant God-fearing men. None were prepared to pit the catechism of the Dutch Reformed Church against this aged black goblin.

			All that day the field women brought gifts of food. By late afternoon a small mountain of kaffir corn and mealies, gem squash, native spinach, and watermelons had grown under the big old avocado tree next to the slaughterhouse. Bundles of dried tobacco leaf were stacked up beside it and, separated by two large grass indaba or meeting mats, lay six scrawny kaffir chickens. These were mostly tough old roosters, four-hour boilers, their legs tied and their wings clipped. They lay on their sides with their thin, featherless necks and bald heads caked with dust. Only an occasional “Skwack!” and the sudden opening of a bright, beady eye showed that they were still alive, if not exactly kicking.

			One especially scrawny old cock with mottled grey feathers looked to me very much like my granpa, except for his eyes. My granpa’s eyes were pale blue and somewhat watery, eyes intended for gazing over soft English landscapes, whereas the old cock’s were sharp as a bead of red light.

			My granpa came down the steps and walked toward the big black Buick. He stopped to kick one of the roosters, for he hated kaffir chickens almost as much as he hated Shangaans. His pride and joy was his one hundred black Orpington hens and six giant roosters. The presence of kaffir chickens in the farmyard, even though trussed and clipped, was like having half a dozen dirty old men present at a ballet class.

			He greatly admired Inkosi-Inkosikazi, who had once cured him of his gallstones. “I took his foul green mootie, and by golly, the stones blasted out of me like a hail of buckshot! Never a trace of a gallstone since. If you ask me, the old monkey is the best damned doctor in the low veld.”

			We waited for Inkosi-Inkosikazi to alight from the Buick. The old medicine man, like Nanny, was a Zulu. It was said that he was the last son of the great Dingaan, the Zulu king who fought both the Boers and the British to a standstill. Two generations after the Boers had finally defeated his impis at the Battle of Blood River, they remained in awe of him.

			Twelve years after that battle, Dingaan, fleeing from the combined forces of his half brother Mpande and the Boers, had sought refuge among the Nyawo people on the summit of the great Lebombo Mountains. On the night he was treacherously assassinated by Nyawo tribesmen he had been presented with a young virgin, and the seed of the second greatest of all the warrior kings was planted in her fourteen-year-old womb.

			“Where I chose blood, this last of my sons will choose wisdom. You will call him Inkosi-Inkosikazi. He will be a man for all Africa,” Dingaan had told the frightened Nyawo maiden.

			This made the small, wizened black man who was being helped from the rear of the Buick one hundred years old.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi was dressed in a mismatched suit, the jacket brown and shiny with age, the trousers blue pinstripe. He wore a white shirt meant to go with a detachable starched collar, and the collarless shirt was secured at the neck with a large gold and ivory collar stud. A mangy-looking leopard-skin cloak fell from his shoulders. As was the custom, he wore no shoes, and the soles of his feet were splayed and cracked at the edges. In his right hand he carried a beautifully beaded fly switch, the symbol of an important chief;

			I had never seen such an old man. His peppercorn hair was whiter than raw cotton, small tufts of snowy beard sprang from his chin, and only three yellowed teeth remained in his mouth. He looked at us and his eyes burned sharp and clear, like the eyes of the old rooster.

			Several of the women started keening and were quickly rebuked by the old man. “Stupid infasi! Death does not ride with me in my big motor. Did you not hear the roar of its great belly?”

			Silence fell as my granpa approached. He briefly welcomed Inkosi-Inkosikazi and granted him permission to stay overnight on the farm. The old man nodded, showing none of the customary obsequiousness expected from a kaffir, and my granpa seemed to demand none. He simply shook the old man’s bony claw and returned to his chair on the stoep.

			Nanny, who had rubbed earth on her forehead like all the other women, finally spoke. “Lord, the women have brought food and we have beer freshly fermented.”

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi ignored her, which I thought was pretty brave of him, and ordered one of the women to untie the cockerels. Two women ran over, and soon the chickens were untied. They continued to lie there, unsure of their freedom, until the old man raised his fly switch and waved it over them. With a sudden squawking and flapping of stunted wings, all but one rose and dashed helter-skelter, their long legs rising high off the ground as they ran toward open territory. The old cock who looked like Granpa rose slowly, stretched his neck, flapped the bits of wing he had left, his head darting left and right, slightly cocked as though he was listening; then, calm as you like, he walked over to the heap of corn and started pecking away.

			“Catch the feathered devils,” Inkosi-Inkosikazi suddenly commanded. “Catch an old man’s dinner tonight.”

			With squeals of delight the women rounded up the chickens again. The ice had been broken as five of the women, each holding a chicken upside down by the legs, waited for the old man’s instructions. Inkosi-Inkosikazi squatted down and with his finger traced a circle about two feet in diameter in the dust. He hopped around like an ancient chimpanzee, completing five similar-sized circles, muttering to himself as he did so.

			The incantations over, he signaled for one of the women to bring over a cockerel. Grabbing the old bird by its long scrawny neck and both legs, he retraced the first circle on the ground, this time using the bird’s beak as a marker. Then he laid the cockerel inside the circle, where it lay unmoving, its eyes closed; a leg protruding from under each wing. He proceeded to do the same thing to the other five chickens until each lay in its own circle in front of the crowd. As each chicken was laid to rest there would be a gasp of amazement from the women. It was pretty low-grade magic, but it served well enough to get things under way.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi moved over, squatted cross-legged in the center of the indaba mats, and beckoned that I should join him. It was the first time he’d acknowledged my presence, and I clung fearfully to Nanny’s skirts. She pushed me gently toward him and in a loud whisper said, “You must go, it is a great honor. Only a chief can sit with a chief on the meeting mat.”

			The old man had the strong, distinctly sweet smell of African sweat, mixed with tobacco and very old man. After all I had been through in the smell department, it wasn’t too bad, and I too sat cross-legged beside him with my eyes glued to the ground in front of me.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi leaned slightly toward me and spoke in Zulu. “Tomorrow I will show you the trick of the chickens. It’s not really magic, you know. These stupid Shangaans think it’s magic, but they don’t deserve to know any better.”

			“Thank you, sir,” I said softly. I was pleased at the notion of sharing a secret. Even if it was only a trick, it was a damned clever one that might confound the Judge and the jury if I could get my hands on a stray chicken at school. My confidence in his ability to change my status as a pisskop was growing by the minute.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi indicated to Nanny that she should begin the matter of the night water. Two women were quickly delegated to start the cooking fire and the rest of the field women settled down around the indaba mats, taking care not to touch even the tiniest part of the edge.

			African stories are long, with every detail cherished, scooped up for telling a thousand times over. It was a great moment for Nanny as she stood alone in the rapidly fading twilight and told her story. She spoke in Shangaan so that all could share wideeyed and groan and nod and sigh in the appropriate places.

			The hugeness of Mevrou with her moustache they found amazing, the injustice of the Judge and jury they took in their stride, for they all knew how the white man passes sentences that have no relationship to what has been done. The pissing upon me by the Judge and jury had them rocking and moaning and holding their hands to their ears. Such an indignity was surely beyond even the white man?

			In the sudden way of Africa it was dark now. A piece of green wood crackled sharply in the fire, sending up a shower of sparks. The leaping flames lit Nanny’s face. There was no doubt that they would remember this teller of a great story of misery and woe. Tears flowed copiously as Nanny told of how death finally arrived in a shower of icy piss that jetted from the loins of the great, moustached angel of perdition.

			I must admit, I was hugely impressed, but when Nanny got to the part where my snake had no hat, which, in my opinion, was the most important bit of the lot, they cupped their hands over their mouths and, between the tears, they started to giggle.

			Nanny concluded by saying that the business of my night water was an evil spell brought upon me by the angel of death with the moustache like a man and waterfall loins so that she could return each morning to feed her great beating sjambok on my frail child’s flesh. Only a great medicine man such as Inkosi-Inkosikazi could defeat this evil spell.

			The light from the fire showed the deeply shocked faces of the women as Nanny finally sat down, heaving with great sobs. They knew that such a tale had never been told before and that it might live forever, warped into a Shangaan legend.

			I can tell you one thing, I was mighty impressed that any person, most of all me, could go through such a harrowing experience.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi rose, scratched his bum, and yawned. With the handle of his fly switch he prodded my weeping nanny. “Get me some kaffir beer, woman,” he demanded.

			Dee and Dum, the twin kitchen maids, served me my dinner, as Nanny was required to attend to the drinking and other needs of the scrawny old wizard. Both little girls were wide-eyed with the excitement of it all and told me I was the bravest person they had ever known.

			By bedtime Nanny was at my side as usual, arriving with a large sweet potato, its tummy open with a spoon sticking out of the middle, tiny wisps of steam curling upwards and condensing on the handle. There is something about a sweet potato that cheers you up when you are low and celebrates with you when you are happy. Sweet potatoes baked in their jackets have a very large comfort factor built into them.

			Nanny’s excitement was still with her. She grabbed me and crushed me to her enormous bosom and laughed and told me how I had thrust greatness upon her with the coming of the old monkey who was, after all, the greatest medicine man in all Africa; how the telling of the tale of the night water showed that a Zulu woman could be a teller of tales superior in every way to even the best told by the most eloquent Shangaan.

			I pointed out that she had entirely missed the matter of my school record for canings. A large tear rolled down her cheek. “In the matter of white man’s punishment, the black people already understand that the body can be broken by a sjambok but never the spirit. We are the earth, that is why we are the color of earth. In the end it is the earth who will win, every African knows this.”

			Whatever all that was supposed to mean, it didn’t answer my question. Nanny finally left me, but first she lit the paraffin lamp and turned it down low, but not so low that I wouldn’t recognize the bogeyman should he try to sneak into my room.

			“Tonight Inkosi-Inkosikazi will visit you in your dreams to find the way of your night water,” she said, tucking me in.

			The morning after the night Inkosi-Inkosikazi went walkabout in my dreams, he summoned me to sit alone with him again on the meeting mat. From an old leather bag he produced the twelve magic shinbones from the great white ox. Then, squatting on his haunches as he prepared to throw the bones, he commenced a deep, rumbling incantation that sounded like distant thunder.

			The strange bone-yellow dice that would solve my bedwetting habit briefly clicked together in his hands and then fell onto the ground in front of him. Inkosi-Inkosikazi flicked at them with his forefinger, and as he did so, tiny rolls of thunder came from his throat. With a final grunt he gathered them up and tossed them back into his ancient leather satchel.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi’s eyes, sharp pins of light in his incredibly wrinkled face, seemed to look right into me. “I visited you in your dreams, and we came to a place of three waterfalls and ten stones across the river. The shinbones of the great white ox say I must take you back so that you can jump the three waterfalls and cross the river, stepping from stone to stone without falling into the rushing torrent. If you can do this, then the unfortunate business of the night water will be over.”

			I nodded, not knowing what to say. After all, five-year-old kids are pretty rotten at riddles. His face became even more simianlike as he chuckled, “When you have learned this lesson I will show you the trick of the chicken sleep.”

			I had seen the faint marks of last night’s circles, but no chickens. I guessed that they had been consigned to the communal tummy. I only hope he doesn’t use one of Granpa’s black Orpingtons, what a kerfuffle that would be, I thought.

			“Now listen to me carefully, boy. Watch and listen. Watch and listen,” he repeated. “When I tell you to close your eyes, you will do so. Do you understand?”

			Anxious to please him, I shut my eyes tightly. “Not now! Only when I tell you. Not tight, but as you do when your eyes are heavy from the long day and it is time to sleep.”

			I opened my eyes to see him crouched directly in front of me, his beautiful fly switch suspended slightly above my normal sightline. The fall of horsehair swayed gently before my eyes.

			“Watch the tail of the horse.” My eyes followed the switch as it moved to and fro. “It is time to close your eyes but not your ears. You must listen well, for the roaring of water is great.”

			A sudden roar of water filled my head and then I saw the three waterfalls. I was standing on an outcrop of rock directly above the highest one. Far below me the river rushed away, tumbling and boiling into a narrow gorge. Just before the water entered the gorge and churned white, I noted the ten stepping stones, like ten anthracite teeth strung across its mouth.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi spoke to me, his voice soft, almost gentle. “It is late. The bush doves, anticipating nightfall, are already silent. It is the time of day when the white waters roar most mightily, as water does when it is cast in shadow.

			“You are standing on a rock above the highest waterfall, a young warrior who has killed his first lion and is worthy now to fight in the legion of Dingaan, the great impi that destroys all before it. Worthy even to fight in the impi of Shaka, the greatest warrior king of all.

			“You are wearing the skirt of lion tail as you face into the setting sun. Now the sun has passed beyond Zululand, even past the land of the Swazi, and now it leaves the Shangaan and the royal kraal of Modjadji, the rain queen, to be cooled in the great, dark water beyond.

			“You can see the moon rising over Africa and you are at peace with the night, unafraid of the great demon Skokijaan, who comes to feed on the dark night, tearing its black flesh until, at last, it is finished and the new light comes to stir the sleeping herd boys and send them out to mind the lowing cattle.”

			As I stood on the great rock waiting to jump into the water, I could see the new moon rising, bright as a new florin above the thundering falls.

			“You must take a deep breath and say the number three to yourself as you leap. Then, when you surface, you must take another breath and say the number two as you are washed across the rim of the second waterfall, then again a deep breath as you rise and are carried over the third. Now you must swim to the first stone, counting backwards from ten to one. Then count each stone as you leap from it to the next to cross the rushing river.” The old medicine man paused long enough for me to work out the sequence he had given me. “You must jump now, little warrior of the king.”

			I took a deep breath and launched myself into the night. The cool air mixed with spray rushed past my face and then I hit the water below, sank briefly, rose to the surface, and expelled the deep breath I had taken. With scarcely enough time to take a second breath, I was swept over the second waterfall and then again I fell down the third roaring cascade to be plunged into a deep pool at the base of the third waterfall. I swam strongly and with great confidence to the first of the great stones glistening black and wet in the moonlight. Jumping from stone to stone I crossed the river, counting down from ten to one, then leaping to the pebbly beach on the far side.

			Clear as an echo, his voice cut through the roar of the falls. “We have crossed the night water to the other side and it is done, you must open your eyes now, little warrior.” Inkosi-Inkosikazi brought me back from the dreamtime and L looked about me, a little surprised to see the familiar farmyard. “When you need me you may come to the night country and I will be waiting. I will always be there. You can find me if you go to the place of the three waterfalls and the ten stones across the river.” Pointing to what appeared to be an empty mealie meal sack, he said, “Bring me that chicken and I will show you the trick of the chicken sleep.”

			I got up, walked over to the sack, and opened it. Inside, the sharp, beady red eye of the chicken that looked like Granpa blinked up at me. I dragged the sack over to where the previous circles Inkosi-Inkosikazi had made in the dust had been and the old man rose and called to me to draw a new circle in the dirt. Then he showed me how to hold the old rooster. This is done by securing the main body of the chicken under your armpit like a set of bagpipes and grabbing high up on the chicken’s neck with your left hand so that its featherless head is held between forefinger and thumb. Getting a good hold of its feet with your free hand, you dip the chicken toward the ground at an angle of forty-five degrees while squatting on the ground with the chicken’s beak not quite touching the rim of the circle. The beak is then traced around the perimeter three times, whereupon the bird is laid inside the circle.

			The old man made me practice it three times. To my amazement and his amusement, the old rooster lay within the circle docile as a sow in warm mud. To bring the chicken back from wherever chickens go in such trying circumstances, all I needed to do was touch it and say in a gruff voice, “Chicken sleep, chicken wake, if chicken not wake then chicken be ate!” Which is, I suppose, a pretty grim warning to a chicken.

			I did not ask Inkosi-Inkosikazi how a Shangaan chicken could understand Zulu, because you simply do not ask such questions of the greatest medicine man in all of Africa.

			I was as yet unaware that this chicken was pretty exceptional, that the ability to understand a couple of African languages was probably not beyond him.

			“The chicken trick is our bond. We are now brothers bound in this common knowledge and also the knowledge of the place of the waterfalls in the dreamtime. Only you and I can do this trick or come to that place.”

			I’m telling you something, it was pretty solemn stuff.

			With a yell across the farmyard the old man called for his driver, who was asleep in the back of the Buick. Together we walked toward the big Buick.

			“You may keep this chicken to practice on,” Inkosi-Inkosikazi said as he climbed into the backseat of the car.

			As if from nowhere, the car was surrounded by field women, who loaded up the trunk with the tributes they’d bought the previous day. Nanny handed the old man a small square of brightly colored cloth into the corner of which were knotted several coins. Inkosi-Inkosikazi declined the offer of what was, for Nanny, two months’ salary.

			“It is a matter between me and the boy. This place is on my way to the Molototsi River, where I go to see Modjadji, the rain queen.” He stuck his head out of the rear door window and gazed up into the sky. “The rains have not come to Zululand and in this matter, her magic is greater than mine.”

			The rains had been good north of the Drakensberg Mountains, and now Nanny grew fearful as she asked for news of her people.

			“The fields are plowed three months and the seed maize is ready in the great seed pots, but the wind carries away the soil as we wait for the rains to come,” the old man sighed.

			Nanny translated the news of the drought to the women. Drought is always news to be shared among the tribes. The women broke into a lament, doing a shuffling dance around the Buick and singing about the great one who brought the rains, gave barren women the sons they craved, and cured the bite of snakes, even of the great snake, the black mamba.

			Inkosi-Inkosikazi stuck his ancient head out of the window again and shook his fly switch impatiently. “Be gone with you, you stupid old crows, sing for Modjadji the rain queen, this old rainmaker has failed to squeeze a drop from the sky.”

			With a roar from its mighty V-8 engine, the big black automobile shot down the road, raising a cloud of dust behind it.

			By the time the holidays were over, Granpa Chook, for that was what I called my chicken gift, and I were practically inseparable. Calling a chicken a “chook” was a private joke my mother and I had shared. We had received a bunch of photos from a distant cousin in Australia, one of which had shown a small boy not much older than me feeding the chickens. On the back of the photo was written “Young Lennie, feeding the chooks on the farm in Wagga Wagga.” We had called the two old drakes who always quacked around the farmyard together Wagga Wagga, and had started referring to Granpa’s black Orpingtons as “the chooks.”

			Granpa Chook was, I decided, a splendid name for the scraggy old rooster, who came running the moment I appeared at the kitchen door. There was no doubt about it, that chicken had fallen for me. I don’t mind admitting, I felt pretty powerfully attracted to him as well.

			We practiced the chicken trick for a couple of days, but he got so smart that the moment I drew a circle in the dust he stepped into it and settled down politely. I think he was only trying to be cooperative, but it meant that I had lost all my power over him. Granpa Chook was the first living creature over which I had held power, and now this not-so-dumb cluck had found a way of getting back on even terms, which was damned annoying if you ask me.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			THE holidays came to an end. My bed-wetting habit had, of course, been cured, but not my apprehension at the prospect of returning to boarding school. As for my hatless snake, I’d asked Inkosi-Inkosikazi about that, and he’d hinted that we were similarly unique, which was why we were so special. It was comforting at the time, but now I wasn’t so sure.

			Nanny and I had a good old weep on the last evening at home. She packed my khaki shorts and shirts and two pairs of pajamas and a bright red jumper my mother had sent from the nervous breakdown place. We laughed and laughed, in between crying of course, because one sleeve was about ten inches shorter than the other. Nervous breakdowns probably do that sort of thing to people’s knitting. By unpicking it at the shoulders Nanny made it into a nice red jumper.

			We set out after breakfast in Granpa’s old Model A Ford truck. On the way we picked up fat Mrs. Vorster, the widow who owned the farm next door. Granpa spoke no Afrikaans and she no English, so she thumped up and down in silence with her chins squashing onto her chest with every bump of the old truck.

			I was delighted to be in the back with Nanny and Granpa Chook, who was concealed in a mealie meal sack where he lay so still you’d have sworn he was an empty sack. Nanny was going to town to send money to her family in Zululand to help with the terrible drought.

			Granpa Chook’s wing feathers had practically grown in again and by taking a run-up, his long legs pumping up and down, he could take off and land high up on a branch anytime he liked.

			I have to admit, while he was heavier, he wasn’t any prettier. His long neck was still bare and his head still bald, his cock’s comb was battered and hung like an empty scrotum to one side of his head. Compared to the black Orpingtons, he was a mess.

			We stopped at the school gates and Nanny handed me the suitcase and the bag with Granpa Chook playing possum. “What have you got in the bag, son?” Granpa asked.

			Before I could reply Nanny called from the back, “It is only sweet potatoes, baas.”

			The tears were, as usual, running down her cheeks and I wanted to rush back and hide myself in her big safe arms. With a bit of a backfire and a puff of blue exhaust smoke, the truck lurched away and I was left standing at the school gates. Ahead of me lay the dreaded Mevrou, the Judge and the jury, and the beginning of the power of one—how I learned that in each of us there burns a flame of independence that must never be allowed to go out. That as long as it exists within us we cannot be destroyed.

			I released Granpa Chook from the sack and gave him a pat. Pisskop the rooinek possessor of a hatless snake, was back in town. But this time, for damn sure, he was not alone. He had with him a gift from the greatest medicine man of them all.

			The playground was empty as we crossed it. Granpa Chook darted here and there after the tiny green grasshoppers that landed on its hot, dusty surface. They too seemed to be in enemy territory, for not a blade of grass grew on the sun-baked square of earth. To make it across to safety they were forced to land frequently, exposing themselves to the dangers of a marauding Granpa Chook. The odds were rather better for them; there were hundreds of them and only one Granpa Chook, while it was the other way around with the two of us.

			We seemed to have arrived early and so I made for my secret mango tree, which grew on the other side of the playground. Leaving my suitcase at its base, I climbed into its dark, comforting canopy of leaves. Granpa Chook, taking a run-up and flapping his wings furiously, flew up and perched on a branch beside me, swaying and wobbling and making a lot of unnecessary noise and fuss.

			I carefully explained the situation to him. He just sat there and tossed his silly cock’s comb and squawked a lot. I tried to impress on him that this was the big time, that things were different here from down on the farm. I must say that any chicken

			who could outsmart Inkosi-Inkosikazi’s cooking pot and get the better of his magic circle had to be a real professional, so I didn’t lecture him too much. Granpa Chook was a survivor, and I felt fortunate to have him as my friend.

			After a while we left the mango tree, and skirting the edge of the playground we made our way to the side of the hostel that contained the small kids’ dormitory. It looked out onto a rundown citrus orchard of old, almost leafless grapefruit trees. Half a dozen cassia trees had seeded themselves over the years, and their bright yellow blossoms brought the dying orchard back to life. The ground was covered with khakiweed and blackjack that reached to my shoulder. No one ever came here. It was the ideal place for Granpa Chook to stay while I reported to Mevrou.

			Deep inside the orchard I set about making a small clearing among the rank-smelling weed and in the process unearthed a large white cutworm with a gray head and a yellow band around its neck. Granpa Chook thought all his Christmases had come at once, and with a sharp squawk he had that plump grub in his beak. You could see the progress of that worm as it made a bulge going down his long, naked neck.

			The clearing complete, I drew a circle on the ground and he settled politely down into it. It still annoyed me a bit that he refused to go through the whole magic rigamarole, but what’s the use, you can’t go arguing with a chicken, can you?

			I found Mevrou in the washhouse folding blankets. She looked at me with distaste and pointed to a tin bucket that stood beside the mangle. “Your rubber sheet is in that bucket. Take it.” she said.

			I tried not to sound scared. “I—I am cured, Mevrou,” I stammered.

			“Ha! Your oupa’s beatings are better than mine then, ja?”

			I stood with my head bowed, the way you were supposed to in the presence of Mevrou. “No, Mevrou, your beatings are the best—better than my granpa’s. It just happened. I just stopped doing it.”

			“My sjambok will be lonely.” Mevrou always called the bamboo cane she carried her sjambok She handed me a coarse towel and a blanket. “You are too early, there is no lunch. The other children will be here not till this afternoon.” The blanket smelled of camphor balls, and with the familiar smell the old fear returned. And with it came doubt that perhaps I wasn’t cured of my bed-wetting habit.

			I dropped my blanket and towel off in the small kids’ dormitory and returned to Granpa Chook. The absence of lunch didn’t bother me. Nanny had packed two large sweet potatoes in my suitcase and I now planned to share one of these with Granpa Chook.

			As I approached the abandoned orchard I could hear a fearful squawking coming from Granpa Chook. Suddenly he rose from above the weeds, his short wings beating the air. I lost sight of him again as he plunged back into the undergrowth. Up he came again, neck arched, legs stretched with talons wide. Down again, the weeds shaking wildly where he landed. This time he didn’t come up and he had stopped squawking, though the khakiweed continued to shake where he’d disappeared. My heart beat wildly. Something had gotten Granpa Chook. A weasel or a feral cat? It was my fault, I’d left him helpless in the magic circle.

			I stumbled blindly toward the tiny clearing where I’d left him, khakiweed and blackjack lashing out at me, holding me back. Granpa Chook stood inside the circle; held firmly in his beak was a three-foot grass snake.

			With a vigorous shake of his head and a snip of his powerful beak he removed the head from the snake and, to my astonishment, swallowed it. The snake’s head went down in the same way as the fat cutworm had done. Unaware that the show was over, the snake’s brilliant green body continued to wriggle wildly in the weeds.

			The toughest damn chicken in the whole world tossed his head and gave me a beady wink. I could see he was pretty damn pleased with himself. I’ll tell you something, I don’t blame him. How could you go wrong with a friend like him at your side?

			The snake had ceased to wriggle and I picked it up and hung it from a branch of a cassia tree that grew only a few feet from the window nearest my bed in the little kids’ dormitory. Now there were two hatless snakes in the world and I was involved with both of them.

			The afternoon gradually filled with the cacophony of returning kids. I could hear them as they dumped their blankets and suitcases in the dormitory and rushed out to play. Granpa Chook and I spent the afternoon making his shelter from bits of corrugated iron I found among the weeds. He seemed to like his new home, scratching for worms where I’d pulled up the weeds. He would be safe and dry when it rained.

			By the time the wash-up bell went at a quarter to five, I was a bit of a mess from all the weeding and building. I left Granpa Chook for the night, scratching happily away in his new home, and washed under a little-used tap on the side of the building facing the orchard. By the time the supper bell went the late afternoon sun had dried me and I was good as new. I waited until the last possible moment before slipping into the dining hall to take my place at the bottom table, where the little kids sat.

			Shortly after lights out that night I was summoned to appear before the Judge and the jury. It was a full moon again, just like the very first time. But also a moon like the one that rose above the waterfalls in the dreamtime, when, as a young warrior, I had conquered my fears.

			The Judge, seated cross-legged on a bed, was even bigger than I remembered. He wore only pajama pants and now sported a crude tattoo high up on his left arm. Cicatrization wasn’t new to me. African women do it to their faces all the time, though I had not seen a tattoo on white skin before. Reddish-pink skin still puckered along the edges of the crude blue lines that crossed at the center like two headless snakes wriggling across each other.

			The Judge, absently rubbing his tattoo, shook his head slowly as he looked at me. “You are a fool, a blery fool to have come back, Pisskop.” A small lump of snot in his left nostril pumped up and down as he breathed.

			“You have marks like a kaffir woman on your arm,” I heard myself saying.

			The Judge’s eyes seemed to pop out of his head. He snorted in amazement, and the snotty bomb shot out of his nostril and landed on my face. His hand followed a split second later. I felt an explosion in my head as I was knocked to the floor.

			I got to my feet. Just like in the comic books, stars were dancing in a red sky in front of my eyes and there was a ringing noise in my ears. But I wasn’t crying. I cursed my stupidity. The holidays had blunted my sense of survival: adapt, blend, become part of the landscape, develop a camouflage, be a rock or a leaf or a stick insect, try in every way to be an Afrikaner. The jury were silent, struck dumb by my audacity in comparing the marks on his arm with a black kaffir’s face. A warm trickle of blood ran from my nose, across my lips, and down my chin.

			The Judge grabbed me by the front of my pajamas and pulled me up to his face, lifting me so that I stood on the very tips of my toes. “This tattoo means death and destruction to all rooineks. And you, Pisskop, are going to be the first.” He released me and I stumbled backward but managed to stay on my feet.

			“Yes, sir,” I said, my voice barely audible.

			“This is a swastika, man! Do you know what that is?”

			“N-no, sir.”

			“God has sent us this sign from Adolf Hitler, who will deliver the Afrikaner people from the hated English!”

			I could see the jury was deeply impressed, and I was too.

			The Judge turned to address the jury, prodding at the swastika. “We must all swear a blood oath to Adolf Hitler,” he said solemnly. The jury crowded around his bed, their eyes shining with excitement.

			“I will swear too,” I said hopefully. The blood was still running from my nose and some had dripped to the floor.

			“Don’t be fuckin’ stupid, Pisskop! You ARE the verdomde English.” The Judge stood upright on the bed and held his arm aloft at an angle, his fingers straight and pointing toward the ceiling. “In the name of Adolf Hitler we will march every rooinek bastard into the sea.”

			I had never been to the sea, but I knew it would be a long march all right. “The blood oath! The blood oath!” the jury chanted.

			“Come here, Pisskop,” the Judge commanded. I stepped over to his bed. “Look up, man.” I looked up at him as he stood high above me on the bed. He wiped his forefinger under my nose, and then he pushed me so that I sat down hard on the floor. He held up his finger, my blood on its tip shining in the moonlight.

			“We will swear this oath with the blood of a rooinek!” he announced solemnly. Two members of the jury lifted me to my feet while the others crowded around me, sticking their pudgy fingers into the blood running from my nose. The supply wasn’t coming fast enough and one boy tweaked my nose to increase the flow.

			This seemed to cause it to stop altogether, so that the last two kids were forced to dab their fingers into the drops of blood on the floor.

			The Judge, wiping the blood on his finger across the swastika, instructed the jury to do the same. Soon the swastika was almost totally concealed. “Death to all Englishmen in South Africa, the fatherland!” the Judge cried, raising his arm once more.

			“Death to all Englishmen in South Africa, the fatherland!” the jury chorused.

			The Judge looked down at me. “We won’t kill you tonight, Pisskop. But when Hitler comes your days are numbered, you hear?”

			“Yes, sir. When will that be, sir?” I asked.

			“Soon!” He stepped from the bed and, placing his huge hand over the top of my head, he turned me toward the dormitory door and gave me a swift kick up the bum that sent me sprawling headlong across the polished floor. I could smell the wax polish on the floorboards and then I got to my feet and ran.

			Back in my own dormitory the little kids leaped out of bed, crowding around me, demanding to know what had happened. Too upset to mind my tongue, I sniffed out the story of the swastika and the blood oath and my threatened demise upon the arrival of Hitler.

			An eight-year-old named Danie Coetzee shook his head solemnly. “Pisskop, you are in deep shit, man,” he said.

			“Who is this person called Adolf Hitler who is coming to get Pisskop?” Flap-lips de Jaager asked.

			It was apparent nobody knew the answer until Danie Coetzee said, “He’s probably the new headmaster.”

			There had been some talk among the kids the previous term about the headmaster and his “drinking problem.” I had wondered at the time what a drinking problem was. Obviously it was something pretty bad or the huge, morose man we all feared wouldn’t be leaving.

			One of the kids started to chant softly, “Pisskop’s in trouble... Pisskop’s in trouble...” The others quickly took up the chant which grew louder and louder. I placed my hands over my ears to try to stop it.

			“Still!” The dormitory rang to the command. Mevrou stood at the doorway, her huge body filling the door frame.

			“We was just talking, Mevrou,” Danie Coetzee said. As the eldest of the small kids he assumed the position of spokesman.

			“You know that talking after lights out is verbode, Coetzee.”

			Danie Coetzee was left standing at the end of my bed as the others tiptoed back to their beds, “Ja, Mevrou. Sorry, Mevrou.” His voice sounded small and afraid.

			“Bend over the bed, man,” Mevrou instructed. The cane cut through the air in a blur as she planted it into the seat of Coetzee’s pajamas. He let out a fearful yelp, and, holding his bum with both hands, hopped up and down. Without further ado, Mevrou left the dormitory. For a moment there wasn’t a sound. Then Danie Coetzee, on the edge of tears, blurted out, “You will pay for this, you blery pisskop, rooinek!”

			I waited until everyone was asleep and then crept quietly to the window. The full moon brought a soft sheen to the leaves of the grapefruit trees, which seemed to shimmer in the ghosted light. Granpa Chook’s headless snake made a silver loop in the moonlight, a beautiful and unexpected decoration on the branch of the cassia tree. “I didn’t cry. They’ll never make me cry again!” I said to the moon. Then I returned to my bed. It was the loneliest moment that had ever been.

			The following morning Granpa Chook’s cover was blown. Like all kaffir chickens he was an early riser. Before the six o’clock wake-up bell went, the whole dormitory had awakened to his raucous crowing. I awoke, startled out of a deep sleep, to see him perched on the windowsill nearest my bed, his long scrawny neck stretched in a mighty rendition of “Cockle-doodle-doooo!” Then he cocked his head to one side, gave a tiny squawk, and, from the window, flew onto my iron bed head. Stretching his long neck toward me almost to the point of losing his balance, he gave my ear a gentle peck.

			The kids raced from their beds to surround me. “It’s an old kaffir chicken come to visit Pisskop,” Flap-lips de Jaager yelled excitedly.

			Granpa Chook, imperious on the bed head, fixed them with a beady stare. “He is mine,” I said defiantly. “He is my friend.”

			Well! You should have heard them carry on. Danie Coetzee, temporarily forgetting his revenge for the caning the previous night, chortled, “Don’t be stupid, man, nobody has a kaffir chicken for a friend!”

			“I do, he can do tricks and everything.”

			“No, he can’t! He’s a dumb kaffir chicken. Wait till the Judge hears about Pisskop’s new friend,” Flap-lips de Jaager volunteered, and everyone laughed.

			The wake-up bell went, which meant Mevrou would arrive in a minute or two, and so we all scrambled back into bed to await her permission to get up. I barely had time to push Granpa Chook through the window into the orchard and climb back into bed when her huge form loomed through the door.

			Mevrou paced the length of the dormitory, her sjambok hanging from a loop on the black leather belt of her dark blue uniform. She stopped as she reached my bed, whipped off the blanket, and examined the dry mattress.

			“Humph!” she snorted, dropping the blanket onto the floor. I jumped from my bed and stood beside it. She ignored me and turned slowly to address the dormitory. “I am warning you, hinders, if I hear you talking after lights out again, my sjambok will talk to all of you, you hear?”

			“Ja, Mevrou,” we chorused.

			Suddenly her eyes grew large and seemed almost to pop out of her head. “Pisskop! There is chicken shit on your pillow!”

			I looked down at my pillow in horror: between two lines of its mattress ticking cover, Granpa Chook had left his green and white calling card.

			“Explain, man!” Mevrou roared.

			No explanation but the truth was possible. Shaking with terror, I told her about Granpa Chook.

			Mevrou glowered at me, and, undoing the buckle of her leather belt, she slipped the cane from it. “Pisskop, I think you are sick in the head, like your poor mother. First you come here and you piss in your bed every night. Then you come back and you fill it with chicken shit!” She pointed to the end of the bed where Danie Coetzee had taken his medicine the previous night. “Bend over,” she commanded.

			She blasted me four strokes of the sjambok Biting back the tears, I forced myself not to grab my bum by clamping my hands tightly between my thighs and hunching my shoulders. This also seemed to stop me shaking.

			What a shit of a day already!

			“Clean up your pillow and bring this devil’s chicken to the kitchen door after breakfast, you hear?” At the door she turned and faced us. “Go to the showers now,” she commanded.

			Granpa Chook and I were in a terrible jam, all right. After breakfast I slipped out of the hostel to find him. He was still in the old orchard, clucking and scratching around looking for worms. I produced a slice of bread I’d saved at breakfast and, while breaking it up into bits small enough for him to swallow, explained the latest disaster to him. So much for my resolution not to cry. I could feel the tears running down my cheeks.

			After Granpa Chook had had his breakfast I picked him up and, fighting my way through the khakiweed and blackjack, I took him to the edge of the orchard to a low corrugated iron fence that marked the hostel boundary. Standing on tiptoe, I looked over the fence. My heart gave a leap; in the distance I could see three kaffir huts with smoke rising from a fire. For sure they’d keep kaffir chickens, and Granpa Chook could board with them.

			Considerably cheered, I explained this new plan to Granpa Chook and then pushed him over the fence. There is a blurred distinction between imagination and reality in a five-year-old child and the new plan, once imagined, was immediately achieved.

			Granpa Chook, though, had other ideas. With an indignant squawk and a flap of his wings he was back on my side of the fence. We pantomimed for the next few minutes: over the fence I’d put him and back he’d come. Finally it became clear that the toughest damn chicken in the whole wide world had no intention of deserting his friend, even if his own life was at stake.

			We waited at the kitchen door for about ten minutes before Mevrou appeared. “So this is the chicken that shits in your bed, Pisskop?”

			“It wasn’t on purpose, Mevrou. He’s very clean and very clever too.”

			“Look who talks of clean! A chicken is a chicken. Who ever heard of a clever chicken?”

			“Look, Mevrou, I’ll show you.” I quickly drew a circle in the dust and Granpa Chook immediately hopped into it and settled down as though he was laying an egg, which he couldn’t of course. “He’ll stay in that circle until I say to come out,” I said.

			For a moment Mevrou looked impressed, and then she suddenly scowled. “This is just some dumb thing kaffir chickens do that white chickens don’t,” she said smugly.

			“No, Mevrou!” I begged. “He can do lots of other things too!”

			I made Granpa Chook hop around the perimeter of the circle on one leg, going “Squawk” with every hop. I showed her how he would fly onto my shoulder and, at my command, peck my ear.

			This last trick signaled the end of Mevrou’s patience. “Your hair will be full of lice, you stupid boy!” she screamed. Just inside the kitchen door stood a butcher’s block with a large cleaver resting on it. “Give me that filthy, lice-ridden, bed-shitting kaffir chicken!” she yelled, grabbing the cleaver.

			Two cockroaches resting under the cleaver raced up the back of Mevrou’s hand. She let out an almighty scream, dropping the cleaver and frantically flapping both arms. One cockroach dropped to the floor, while the other ran up her arm and disappeared down her bodice.

			With a delighted squawk, Granpa Chook came charging into the kitchen and scooped up the cockroach that was frantically crossing the kitchen floor. Mevrou was waving her arms, her bosoms jiggling up and down. She made little gasping noises as though she was struggling to get a scream out as she danced from one foot to the other in extreme agitation. The second cockroach fell from under her skirt and made for a crack in the polished cement floor. But Granpa Chook was too fast for it and had it in a trice.

			Mevrou had turned a deep crimson and her head seemed to vibrate from the shock. “It’s orright, Mevrou, the other one fell out and Granpa Chook got it,” I said, pointing to Granpa Chook, who was strutting around looking very pleased with himself.

			I rushed to fetch a kitchen chair and Mevrou plopped down into it like an overripe watermelon. Taking a dishcloth from a drying rack beside the huge black wood-burning stove, I began to fan her the way I had seen Nanny do when my mother had one of her turns.

			I became aware of a dripping sound coming from under the rattan seat of the chair and realized in alarm that Mevrou had pissed in her pants. I think she must have been too upset to notice it herself. I wondered how many strokes pissing in your pants would earn in her book. When she had recovered somewhat, she pointed a trembling finger at Granpa Chook.

			“You are right, Pisskop. That is a good chicken. He can stay. But he has to earn his keep,” she gasped. Then she seemed to become aware of what had happened beneath the chair. “Go now,” she said. Grabbing the cloth from my hand, she pointed to the door.

			And that’s how Granpa Chook came to do kitchen duty. Every day after breakfast he checked every last corner in the hostel kitchen for creepy-crawlies of every description. The toughest damn chicken in the world had survived. He had beaten the executor by adapting perfectly, and we were safely together again.

			The weeks and then a couple of months went by. I had become slave to the Judge. In return for being at his constant beck and call, I was more or less left to my own devices. The odd cuff behind the head or a rude push from an older kid was about all I had to endure. Things were pretty good, really. If the Judge needed me he would simply put two fingers to his mouth and give one of his piercing whistles, and Granpa Chook and I would come running.

			Granpa Chook was now under the protection of Mevrou, although he still needed to be constantly on the alert. Farm kids just can’t help chucking stones at kaffir chickens. He would cluck around the playground during lessons, hunting for grubs. The moment the recess bell went he would come charging over to my classroom, skidding to a halt in the dust and cackling his anxiety to be with me again.

			No class existed for my age, and so I had been placed with the seven-year-old kids, all of whom were still learning to read. I had been reading in English for at least a year so that the switch to reading Afrikaans wasn’t difficult, and I was soon the best in the class. Yet I quickly realized that survival means never being best at anything except being best at nothing, and I soon learned to minimize my reading skills, appearing to pause and stumble over words that were perfectly clear to me.

			Mediocrity is the best camouflage known to man. Our teacher, Miss du Plessis, wasn’t anxious for a five-year-old rooinek to shine in a class of knot-headed Boers. She was happy enough to put my poor results down to my inability to grasp the subtlety of the Afrikaans language as well as to my being the youngest in the class, whereas I already spoke Zulu and Shangaan and, like most small kids, I found learning a new language simple enough.

			It became increasingly hard for the other kids to think of me as being different when no visible or audible differences separated us. Except, of course, for my hatless snake; but even this, like a kid with a birthmark or a little finger missing, started to go unnoticed. I was becoming the perfect stick insect.

			And then, on September 3, 1939, Neville Chamberlain finally and sadly concluded that Herr Hitler was not a gentleman, not to be trusted, and not open to negotiation. That Britain, having let Czechoslovakia down thoroughly, couldn’t face the embarrassment of doing the same thing to Poland and so found it necessary to declare war on Germany. The new headmaster had arrived.

			At lunch in the hostel dining hall, the old headmaster with the drinking problem addressed us. He stood, swaying slightly, both hands holding the edge of the table. Then, picking up a knife, he thumped it on the table with the handle. “Silence!” he roared. Whereupon Miss du Plessis, lips pursed, rose quickly, and left through the swinging doors. The old headmaster seemed not to notice. Dropping the knife onto the table, he started to talk in a very loud voice, as though he were addressing hundreds of people. “Today England has declared war on Germany!” He paused to gauge the effect of his words on us. There was no reaction except for a low murmur from where the senior boys sat. “Do you know what this means, man?” Not waiting for an answer, he continued. “It means freedom! Freedom and liberty for our beloved fatherland! Adolf Hitler will destroy the cursed English and remove the yoke of oppression placed on the Afrikaner nation by these uitlanders who burn down homes and imprison Boer women and children in concentration camps where twenty-six thousand died of starvation, dysentery, and blackwater fever!”

			The headmaster made it sound as though it was all happening at that very moment in South Africa. I suddenly realized that this was what had really happened to my mother. She had been mistaken for a Boer woman and been put in a concentration camp.

			The headmaster took a couple of steps back from the table and then lurched forward again. His spit-flecked mouth worked silently, as though he were trying to say something but it wouldn’t come out. Instead he raised his arm in the same way the Judge had done in the dormitory. “Heil Hitler!” he blurted out at last.

			Just then the doors burst open and Mevrou entered the dining room. Through the briefly open doors we could see Miss du Plessis standing in the hallway biting her knuckles. Mevrou marched up to the headmaster, and taking him firmly by the elbow she led him quickly from the dining hall.

			“Heil Hitler!” he shouted back at us as he passed through the swinging doors.

			We sat there bewildered. Then the Judge jumped to his feet and stepped up onto the bench on his side of the top table. He rolled the sleeve of his shirt up over the top of his shoulder so we could all see the crude blue crossed and angled lines of his swastika tattoo.

			“Adolf Hitler is the king of Germany and God has sent him to take South Africa back from the English and give it to us.” He jabbed at the swastika on his arm. “This is his sign... the swastika! The swastika will make us free again.” His right hand shot up in the same salute the headmaster had given moments before. “Heil Hitler!” he cried.

			We all jumped to our feet and, thrusting our arms out in the manner of his own, yelled, “Heil Hitler!”

			It was all very exciting. To think that this man, Adolf Hitler, who was going to save us all from the accursed English, was going to be our new headmaster!

			Then, slowly at first, the words of the Judge on the first night back at school began to form in my mind, gathered momentum, and then roared into my consciousness: “Don’t be fucking stupid, Pisskop! you ARE the verdomde English!”

			My long march to the sea had begun.

			Flap-lips de Jaager at our table just kept on shouting “Heil Hitler” and soon everyone was chanting it louder and louder. A piercing whistle from the Judge finally stopped them.

			“Some of us have sworn a blood oath to Adolf Hitler, and the time has now come to march the rooineks into the sea. After school we will meet behind the shithouses for a council of war!”

			I don’t suppose any of us had much idea of where the sea was supposed to be, somewhere across the Lebombo Mountains and probably over the Limpopo River. Whichever direction, it was a long, long way away. The long march to the sea would be a pretty serious undertaking, and I could understand why it would take some planning.

			The dining room buzzed with excitement and the Judge held up his hand to silence us. Then he pointed directly at me. “Pisskop, you are our first prisoner of war!” He brought his fingers together and raised his arm higher. “Heil Hitler!” he shouted.

			We all jumped up again, but the two kids on either side of me pushed me back into my seat. “Heil Hitler!” the rest of the dining hall chorused back.

			It was the most exciting day in the school’s history, although my own prospects looked pretty bleak. What was certain was that Granpa Chook and I were living on borrowed time and needed to make some pretty urgent escape plans. I was in despair. Even if I did know how to get home, which I didn’t, how far could a little kid and a chicken travel without being spotted by the enemy?

			That afternoon in class, Miss du Plessis, who seemed even more upset than usual, rapped my knuckles sharply on two occasions with her eighteen-inch ruler. In the end she grew totally exasperated when, deep into my escape plans, I simply didn’t hear her ask what three times four came to.

			“Domkopf You will have to stay in after school!” The idea was impossible. Granpa Chook and I had to escape before the council of war met behind the shithouses.

			“Please, miss! I’m sorry, miss. It won’t happen again, miss,” I begged. In a desperate attempt to make amends, I blew my camouflage. I recited the nine times table, then the ten, eleven, and twelve. I had carefully concealed my knowledge of anything beyond the four times table and, what’s more, we hadn’t even reached the eleven and twelve times tables in class. The effect was profound. By the time I had almost completed the twelve times table, which I’d learned from the back of the Judge’s arithmetic book, Miss du Plessis was consumed by anger.

			“Twelve times twelve is, ah... one hundred and... er, forty-four,” I announced, my voice faltering as I perceived the extent of her indignation.

			“You wicked, rotten, lying, cheating child!” she screamed, raising her steel-edged ruler. The blows rained down on me, though, in her agitation, her aim was wild and I took most of them on my arms and shoulders. One swipe got through my guard and the thin metal strip in the ruler sliced into the top of my ear. I dropped my guard and grabbed at my ear, which was stinging like billyho. The warm blood started to run through my fingers and down my arm.

			The sight of the blood snapped Miss du Plessis out of her frenzy. She looked down at me and brought her hand to her mouth. Then she screamed and fell dead at my feet.

			The shock of seeing Miss du Plessis drop dead at my feet was so great that I was unable to move. The blood dripped from my ear onto her spotless white blouse until a crimson blot the size of my fist stained the area just above her heart.

			“Shit! You’ve broken her heart and killed her,” I heard Flap-lips de Jaager say as he ran from the classroom. All the others followed, screaming as they fought each other to vacate the scene of the crime. I just stood there, unable to think, the blood leaking from my head.

			I was unaware of anyone entering the room until a huge hand lifted me and hurled me across the classroom, where I landed against the wall. I was too stunned to hurt and sat there propped up by the wall like a discarded rag doll. Mr. Stoffel, the master who taught the Judge’s class, was on his knees bending over Miss du Plessis and shaking her by the shoulder. His eyes grew wide as he observed the blood on her blouse. “Shit, he’s killed her!” I heard him say.

			Just then Miss du Plessis opened her eyes and sat up like Lazarus. Then she looked down and saw her bloodstained blouse and with a soft sigh she passed out again. Mr. Stoffel slapped her cheeks and she opened her eyes and sat up. “Oh, oh, what have I done!” she sobbed.

			Quite suddenly the classroom grew very still and dark, like a cloud passing over the sun. I could dimly see Mr. Stoffel coming toward me, his long, hairy arms flapping at his sides as though in slow motion, his shape wavy at the edges. I tried to cover my face but my arms refused to lift from my lap.

			“Look what happens when you forget your camouflage, Pisskop,” I observed to myself. Then I must have passed out.

			I awoke in my bed in the small kids’ dormitory, but before I’d opened my eyes I could smell Mevrou at my side. She must have seen the flicker of my eyelids. “Are you awake, Pisskop?” she asked, not unkindly.

			“Ja, Mevrou.” I was back in the real world and I quickly gathered my mental camouflage about me. My head was swathed in a thick crepe bandage and I was wearing my pajamas. My head didn’t hurt a bit, but my shoulder ached where I’d landed against the wall.

			“Now listen to me, Pisskop.” There was a note of urgency in Mevrou’s voice. “When the doctor comes you must tell him you fell out of a tree, you hear?”

			“Ja, Mevrou.”

			“What tree did you fall out of, Pisskop?” she asked.

			“There was no tree, Mevrou.” I had fallen at once for the trick.

			“Domkop!” she shouted. “Wash out your ears. What did I just tell you, man?”

			“It was the mango tree, the big one next to the playground,” I corrected.

			“Ja, that’s good, the mango tree.” She rose from the chair beside my bed. “You have a good memory when you try, Pisskop. Remember to tell the doctor when he comes.”

			No sooner had she left than I leaped from the bed and ran to the window where I whistled for Granpa Chook. In a few moments he appeared, clucking and beady eyed as ever as he came to rest on the window sill beside me.

			“Granpa Chook, we’re in a lot of trouble,” I told him and explained about the arrival any day now of Adolf Hitler, who was coming to march us into the sea. “Can you swim?” I asked him. Granpa Chook was so amazing that it wouldn’t have surprised me if he turned out to be the only chicken in the world who could swim.

			“Squawk!” he replied, which could have meant he could or he couldn’t, who’s to say? Granpa Chook wasn’t always easy to understand.

			We could hear voices coming toward the dormitory, so I quickly pushed Granpa Chook back into the orchard and jumped into bed.

			To my joy Mevrou entered with Dr. Henny. He sat on my bed and unwound the bandage around my head. “What’s the matter, son? You look pretty done in.”

			Even if Dr. Henny wasn’t a rooinek, I knew he was on my side, and I longed to burst into tears and tell him all my troubles. But I had already blown my camouflage once that day with near-disastrous results. A bandaged ear and a sore shoulder weren’t too bad as a result for having been unforgivably stupid. Next time I might not be so lucky. Choking back the tears, I told him how I had fallen from the big old mango tree next to the playground.

			I must have laid it on a bit thick because he turned to Mevrou and in Afrikaans he said, “Hmm, except for the cut between the ear and the skull there are no contusions or abrasions. Are you quite sure this child fell from a tree?”

			“The other children saw it happen, Doctor. There is no doubt.” Mevrou said this with such conviction that I began to wonder myself. I realized that Dr. Henny’s line of questioning could only mean trouble for me.

			“It’s true, sir. That’s what happened, I fell out of the tree and hurt my shoulder against the wall.”

			Dr. Henny didn’t seem to notice that I’d replied in Afrikaans. “The wall? What wall?”

			Fear showed for a moment in Mevrou’s eyes, but she quickly recovered. “The child doesn’t speak Afrikaans very well. He means the ground.”

			“Ja, the ground,” I added, my camouflage damn nearly blown sky high.

			Dr. Henny looked puzzled. “Okay, let’s look at your shoulder, then.” He rotated my shoulder clockwise. “That hurt? Tell me when it hurts.” I shook my head. He moved it the opposite way with the same result. Then he lifted it upward and I winced. “That’s sore, hey?” I nodded. “Well it’s not dislocated anyway.” He checked my heart and chest and my back with his stethoscope, which was cold against my skin. “Seems fine. We’ll just put in a couple of little stitches and you’ll be right as rain,” he said in English.

			“Can I go home, please?”

			“No need for that, old son. You’ll be brand new tomorrow.” He dug into his bag and produced a yellow sucker. “Here, this will make you feel better, you get stuck into that while I fix up these stitches.”

			He must have seen the look on my face. “Ja, it’s going to hurt a bit, but you’re not going to cry on me now, are you?”

			“He’s a brave boy, Doctor,” Mevrou said, relaxed now that the truth had remained concealed.

			Later, dabbing my stitches with Mercurochrome, Dr. Henny said, “Well done. No need for a bandage, we’ll be back in a week to remove the stitches.” He turned to Mevrou. “Let me know if he complains of backache.” He took a second sucker from his bag and handed it to me. “That’s for being extra brave.”

			“Thank you, sir. Dr. Henny, are you English?” I asked, taking the second sucker.

			His expression changed, and I could see that he was upset. “We are all South Africans, son. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” He spoke with a quiet vehemence, then repeated, “Don’t let anyone ever tell you anything else!”

			I had certainly had better days, but a two-sucker day doesn’t come along very often, so it wasn’t all bad.

			Despite my prisoner of war status, the kids were pretty good for the next few days. My stitches made me a hero in the small kids’ dormitory, and even Maatie de Jaager kept his loose mouth buttoned for a change.

			We had a new teacher, Mrs. Gerber, who turned out to be the wife of the government vet who had once come out to the farm to check Granpa’s black Orpingtons for Newcastle disease. Mrs. Gerber wasn’t nervy and I don’t think she even knew I was a rooinek. She wasn’t a real teacher, so she was quite nice.

			There was a rumor going around that Miss du Plessis had suffered a nervous breakdown. I knew, of course, that I was to blame and it struck me with dismay that I had probably been “the direct cause of my mother’s nervous breakdown as well. I must be a nervous breakdown type of person. First my mother, now Miss du Plessis, and, while I hadn’t given Mevrou one yet, I had caused her to piss in her pants, which was probably the next best thing.

			Granpa Chook and I discussed our predicament at some length but were unable to reach a useful conclusion. After all, Granpa Chook was a kaffir chicken and they don’t have such a good life. One minute you’re walking along scratching about and the next you’re dinner for a jackal or a python, or bubbling away in a three-legged cast iron cooking pot. Granpa Chook, a proven survivor, worked on the principle that if anything bad could happen it would. A five-year-old isn’t much of a pessimist, though we agreed that one thing was for sure, something pretty bad was bound to happen.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			THE night after I had my stitches out I was summoned to appear before the Judge and jury.

			The Judge had been quite nice to me over the past week and, because of my sore shoulder, hadn’t required that I carry his books to school each day. In fact, because Miss du Plessis was generally disliked, I’d become a bit of a hero.

			But rooineks in this part of the world are not designed to be permanent heroes. I knew it would soon come to an end: when the stitches were out, my temporary reprieve would be over. So here I was again, being marched straight into another calamity.

			“Stand to attention, prisoner Pisskop,” the Judge snarled.

			I drew myself up, my arms ramrods at my side. “Bring your stupid legs together, man!” one of the jury shouted.

			“Name?”

			I was confused. Everyone knew my name.

			“What is your name, Pisskop?” the Judge asked again.

			“Pisskop?” I ventured, still not certain what he meant.

			“What does your name mean?”

			Again I looked querulous. “That I piss my bed?”

			“Ja, and chickens shit in it as well! What is a rooinek?”

			“I am English.”

			“Yes, I know, man! But how do you know you’re a rooinek?”

			“I—I just know, sir.”

			The Judge shook his head and gave a deep sigh. “Come here. Come closer, man.”

			I stepped forward to stand directly in front of where he sat cross-legged on his bed. The Judge’s arm came up and my hand

			flew up to protect my face, but instead of hitting me he pulled at the cord of my pajama pants, which collapsed around my ankles.

			“Your blery snake has no hat on its head, domkop! That’s how you know you’re English! Understand?”

			“Yes, sir.” I bent down to pull my pajama pants back up.

			“Don’t!” he shouted, and I jumped back to attention. “What am I, Pisskop?” the Judge demanded.

			“A Boer, sir?”

			“Yes, and what is a Boer?”

			“An Afrikaner, sir.”

			“Yes, of course... but what else?”

			“A Boer has a hat on his snake.”

			Why, when he had made all white people look alike, had God given the English snakes without a hat? It seemed terribly unfair. My camouflage was perfect except for this one little thing.

			“Tonight you will learn to march. We must get you ready for your march into the sea.” The Judge pointed to the corridor between the beds and gave me a push. I tripped over my pajama pants and fell to the floor. One of the jury reached down and pulled the pants away from my ankles. I rose bare-arsed and looked uncertainly at the Judge. “March!” he commanded, pointing down the corridor between the beds once more. I started to march, swinging my arms high. “Links, regs, links, regs, halt!” he bawled. Then again: “Left, right, left, right, halt! Which is your left foot, prisoner Pisskop?” I had no idea but pointed to a foot. “Domkop! Don’t you even know your left from your right?”

			“No, sir,” I said, feeling stupid. But I did know, the left side was where my shoulder hurt.

			“Every day after school you will march around the playground for five thousand steps, you hear?” I nodded. “You will count backward from five thousand until you get to number one.”

			I couldn’t believe my luck; no one had laid a hand on me. I retrieved my pajama pants and scurried back along the dark passage to my dormitory.

			Being a prisoner of war and learning how to march weren’t such bad things. I had nothing to do after school anyway. But I must admit, counting backward from five thousand isn’t much of a way to pass the time. It’s impossible anyway, your thoughts wander and before you know it you’re all jumbled up and have to start all over again. I learned to mumble a number if anyone came close, but mostly I did the Judge’s homework in my head. Carrying his books from school, I would memorize his arithmetic lesson and then I would work the equations out in my head as I marched along. If things got a bit complicated, I’d make sure nobody was looking and I’d work out a more complex sum using a stick in the dirt. It got so I couldn’t wait to see what he’d done in class each day.

			The Judge was an awful domkop. In the mornings, carrying his books to school, I’d check his homework. It was always a mess and mostly all wrong. I began to despair for him and for myself as well. You see, he could only leave the school if the work he did during the year gave him a pass mark. So far, he didn’t have a hope of passing. If he failed, I’d have him for another year. That is, if Hitler didn’t come to march me away.

			Escape seemed impossible, so I’d have to think of something else. Over a period of several marching afternoons a plan began to form. The something else, when it finally emerged, was breathtakingly simple, though fraught with danger. For the next two days I thought of little else. If I blew my camouflage and helped the Judge with his homework so that he would pass, would he not be forced to spare Granpa Chook and me if Adolf Hitler arrived before the end of term?

			I must say I was worried. Every time I had blown my camouflage, disaster had followed. Finally, after a long talk with Granpa Chook, we agreed it was a chance worth taking.

			After breakfast the following morning, when I was folding the Judge’s blanket and arranging his towel over his bed rail, I broached the subject. He was sitting on a bed licking his pencil and trying to do some last-minute arithmetic.

			“Can I help you, sir?” My heart thumped like a donkey engine, though I was surprised how steady my voice sounded.

			“Push off, Pisskop. Can’t you see I’m busy, man?” The Judge was doing the fractions I’d done in my head the previous afternoon and getting them hopelessly wrong.

			Gulping down my fear, I said, “What happens if you don’t pass at the end of the year?” The Judge looked at me. I could see the thought wasn’t new to him. He reached out and grabbed me by the shirtfront.

			“If I don’t pass, I’ll kill you first and then I’ll run away!”

			I took my courage in both hands. “I—I can help you, sir,” I stammered.

			The Judge released me and went back to chewing his pencil, his brow furrowed as he squinted at the page of equations. He appeared not to have heard me. I pointed to the equation he’d just completed. “That’s wrong. The answer is seven ninths.” I moved my finger quickly. “Four fifths, six eighths, nine tenths, five sevenths...” I paused as he grabbed my hand and looked up at me, open-mouthed.

			“Where did you learn to do this, man?”

			I shrugged. “It’s just easy for me, that’s all.” I hoped he couldn’t sense how scared I was.

			A look of cunning came into his eyes. He released my hand and handed me the book and the pencil. “Just write the answers very softly and I’ll copy them, you hear?”

			The camouflage was intact and I’d moved up into the next evolutionary stage. From knowing how to hide my brains I had now learned to use them. Granpa Chook and I were one, step further away from the sea.

			But I had already experienced the consequences of revealing too much too soon. I knew if a domkop like the Judge went from the bottom to the top of his class overnight, Mr. Stoffel would soon smell a rat. Telling the Judge he was a duffer was more than my life was worth. Besides, I was beginning to understand how manipulation can be an important weapon in the armory of the small and weak.

			“We have a problem,” I said to the Judge.

			“What problem, man? I don’t see a problem. You just write in the answers very soft, that’s all.”

			“Judge, you’re a very clever fellow.”

			“Ja, that’s right. So?”

			“So arithmetic doesn’t interest you, does it? I mean, if it did you could do it,” I snapped my fingers, “just like that!”

			“Ja, if I wanted to I could. Only little kids like you are interested in all that shit!”

			I could see this conclusion pleased him, and I grew bolder. “So you can’t just get ten out of ten today when yesterday you only got two sums right out of ten. Mr. Stoffel will know there’s some monkey business going on.”

			The Judge looked worried. “You mean you’re not going to help me?”

			“Of course I am. But you will get better a little bit each week and you’ll tell Mr. Stoffel that you suddenly got the hang of doing sums.”

			The Judge looked relieved and then grinned slyly. “Jy is ‘n slimmertjie, Pisskop,” he said.

			The Judge had called me clever. Me! Pisskop! Rooinek and possessor of a hatless snake! It was the greatest compliment of my life, and I was beside myself with pride.

			But before the Judge could notice the effect of his words on me, I quickly resumed my obsequious manner. The thrill of the compliment had almost caused me to forget my other anxiety.

			“What will happen if Adolf Hitler comes before the end of term?” I asked, my heart beating overtime.

			The Judge looked at me blankly, then suddenly grinned, understanding the reason for my question. “Okay, man, you got me there. I will say nothing to Hitler about you until I’ve passed at the end of the year.” He shook his head and gave me a look not entirely without sympathy. “I’m sorry, Pisskop, after that I will have to tell him. You must be punished for killing twenty-six thousand Boer women and children. You and your stupid kaffir chicken are dead meat when he comes. But I’ll tell you something, I give you my word as a Boer. If I pass in sums, I swear on a stack of Bibles not to tell Adolf Hitler until next term.”

			The Judge, his brow furrowed as though he were doing the calculations himself, started to copy over the answers I had written in his exercise book.

			I had won: my plan had worked. I could hardly believe my ears. Granpa Chook and I were safe for the remainder of the term.

			The Judge had come to the end of his copying. I had never seen him quite so happy, not even when he was Heil Hitlering all over the place. I saw my opportunity and, taking a sharp inward breath, said quickly, “It will be difficult to march every afternoon and still do your homework, sir.”

			The inside of my head filled with a zinging sound. Had I gone too far? I’d won the battle and here I was risking all on a minor skirmish. Marching around wasn’t so bad. Quite fun, really. What if he realized I used the time to do his homework anyway?

			The Judge sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. “Orright, no more marching. But you do my homework, you hear? If I catch you and that kaffir chicken messing around, you’ll do twice as much marching as before. You are both prisoners of war, and you better not forget it, man.”

			Victory was mine a second time. My first conscious efforts at manipulation had been successful. It was a heady feeling as Granpa Chook and I followed the Judge to school that morning.

			One thing is certain in life. Just when things are going well, soon afterward they are certain to go wrong. It’s just the way things are meant to be.

			Mrs. Gerber told us that day in class that there had been an outbreak of Newcastle disease on a chicken farm near Merensky Dam. Her husband, the vet, had left to visit all the surrounding farms.

			Even the youngest kids know what havoc a disease of any kind can cause with poultry or livestock. Of course, rinderpest and foot-and-mouth disease among the cattle were the worst, but every farm keeps at least fifty chickens for eggs, so Mrs. Gerber’s news was met with consternation. My mother had once said that if my granpa lost all his black Orpingtons it would break his heart.

			It was pretty depressing to think of my mother with her nervous breakdown in an English concentration camp knitting jumpers with funny sleeves. Knitting away with all the Boer mothers and children as she waited to starve to death or die of blackwater fever. Meanwhile, back on the farm, there was poor old Granpa, slowly dying of a broken heart. That was, if Adolf Hitler didn’t arrive first. If he did, I knew Granpa wouldn’t even have the strength to make escape plans or drive the Model A, and then what would become of me?

			Maybe I could live with Nanny in Zululand? This thought cheered me up a lot. Adolf Hitler would never look for a small English person in the middle of Zululand. Inkosi-Inkosikazi would hide me with a magic spell and they wouldn’t have a hope. As for Granpa Chook, Adolf Hitler would never be able to tell an English-speaking chicken apart from all the other kaffir chickens. I decided right there and then that when I got back to the farm, I would put this excellent plan to Nanny.

			From what we could gather from the Judge, who was allowed to listen to the news on Mr. Stoffel’s wireless on Saturday nights, the war was going pretty badly for the English. Adolf Hitler had taken Poland, which I took to be a place somewhere in South Africa, like Zululand, but where the Po tribe lived. The Judge made it sound as though Adolf Hitler could be expected any day now in our neck of the woods.

			I had no idea that South Africa was on England’s side; from where I sat the English were most definitely the local enemy.

			While I knew myself to be English, I regarded this as my misfortune, like being born into a poor and degenerate family.

			Most of my information came from the regular war councils the Judge held behind the school shithouses. All the senior hostel boys were storm troopers, and Danie Coetzee, as head of the small kids’ dormitory, was also allowed to attend. As the official prisoners of war, Granpa Chook and I were dragged along for the purposes of interrogation and torture.

			I was blindfolded and tied to the trunk of a jacaranda tree with a rope around my chest and waist, leaving my arms and legs free. This was because two of the main tortures required my hands to be free.

			Most torture sessions began with the iron bar, which was known as “Chinese torture” after the make of the Judge’s big, cheap pocket watch, one of his most treasured possessions. I was required to hold the bar out in front of me while he timed each session, so that I would have to hold the bar up longer than the previous time before dropping it. My times were duly recorded by a kid called Boetie van der Merwe, who was known in the Nazi party as Storm Trooper, Timekeeper, and Tallyman.

			Van der Merwe was very proud of his job and would remind me at every opportunity of the minimum time allocated for the next Chinese torture session. If I failed to best my previous time, I got a severe cuff from the Judge and the six storm troopers whose turn it was to beat me up.

			The second main torture was another one that required my hands to be free and was referred to as “shooting practice.” Every storm trooper carried a catapult as his deadly weapon. Farm kids all have catapults for shooting birds and grow very skilled at using them. While they were not allowed to be worn openly, all the senior boys had one stashed away, and they would wear these around their necks at Nazi party meetings.

			For shooting practice I was required to stretch my arms out on either side of me with my palms open and turned upward. An empty jam tin was placed on either hand, and each of the storm troopers was allowed two shots to try to knock the tins down. The six best results for the day earned the right to beat me up on the next occasion it became necessary. As usual, Boetie van der Merwe was the tallyman.

			I must say this for those Nazis, while they hit the tins from twenty feet often enough, only once did I collect a stone that thudded into the butt of my hand. Luckily it was my left hand, as I was unable to use it for several days.

			Granpa Chook would fly up onto a branch of the jacaranda, where he would keep a beady eye on the proceedings. He was known to the Nazi party as Prisoner of War Kaffir Chicken Rooinek. There isn’t too much interrogation and torture you can do to a chicken, and as Mevrou’s leading kitchen insect exterminator, Granpa Chook was pretty safe. Tough as the Judge was, he wasn’t willing to take Mevrou on.

			He would look up at Granpa Chook and say menacingly, “Your time will come, Prisoner of War Kaffir Chicken Rooinek, don’t think we’ve forgotten about you, you hear?”

			I was constantly fearful for Granpa Chook, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Like me, he was a prisoner of war. Together we just had to hope for the best and try to muddle through. Besides, Granpa Chook had it easy up there in the jacaranda tree, while I was the one who suffered at ground level.

			The Nazi party sessions were held twice a week. Although they would leave me trembling for hours afterward, the physical damage wasn’t too bad. I only got hit if I dropped the iron bar too soon or for one or two other conditions, like when the Judge got very excited or I failed to answer one of his ranting questions fast enough for his liking.

			“What is your mother, Pisskop?”

			“A whore, sir!” I had no idea what a whore was, but I knew it was the answer he wanted.

			“Who does she sleep with?”

			“Kaffirs, sir.”

			“Ag, sis, man! Dirty, stinking kaffirs!” the rest of the Nazis would chorus, groaning and sticking their tongues out and clasping their hands to their throats, pretending to vomit.

			Even the smallest farm kid knows about animal sex, though it never occurred to me that humans performed the same function. And so I would wonder why this particular answer was so insulting. After all, Nanny had slept with me on her sleeping mat at the foot of my bed all my life and to the Nazis she was a kaffir.

			“What are you, Pisskop?”

			“A piece of shit!” I would respond.

			“Not shit! Dog shit!” they would all chorus back.

			You can get used to anything, I discovered. They expected me to make the mistake so that they could all pantomime back. Halfway through the interrogation I would be blindfolded.

			Then, often in the middle of an interrogation, someone would throw a bucket of water over me. Knowing it might come but not knowing when meant that I would get an awful shock. The imagination is always the best torturer.

			Or they would release half a dozen red ants down my trousers and watch me frantically trying to find them as the ants bit painfully into my scrotum and the soft inner parts of my legs. If I tore my blindfold away it would mean a double clout from every member of the party. I soon learned that a red ant tends to bite only once if you leave it alone. But let me tell you something, that one bite isn’t a very nice experience.

			If some new trick, like the red ants, worked, they would congratulate each other loudly and yell with laughter as my legs pumped up and down and my hands searched frantically in my khaki shorts to rid myself of the marauding ants.

			The Judge encouraged new insults and tortures, but he ruled out any torture that left obvious bruises. For instance, Chinese burns—where one of the storm troopers would grab my arm slightly above the wrist with both his hands and then rotate them in opposite directions until the skin burned painfully—were allowed but pinching was out. As the last term wore on, their limited minds ran out of ideas, and as I knew all the answers to all the dumb questions and had admitted to everything they accused me of while happily accepting all their insults, the proceedings quieted down a lot. I have found in life that everything, no matter how bad, comes to an end.

			One thing got to all of them more than anything else. They couldn’t make me cry. Even the Judge, with all the fear he could provoke, could not make me cry. I suspect they even began to admire me a bit. Many of them had little brothers of my age at home, and they knew how easy it is for a five-year-old to cry. In fact, I had turned six but nobody had told me, so in my head, I was still five.

			Not being able to cry was the hardest part for me as well. Crying can be a good camouflage. In truth, my willpower had very little to do with my resolve never to cry. I had learned a special trick and, in the process, had somehow lost the knack of turning on the tap.

			What they didn’t know was that behind the blindfold I had learned to be in two places at once. I could easily answer their stupid questions while with another part of my mind I would visit Inkosi-Inkosikazi. Down there in the night country, by the waterfalls, I was safe from the storm troopers, who were unable to harm me or make me cry.

			As they tied the dirty piece of rag over my eyes, I would take three deep breaths. Immediately I would hear Inkosi-Inkosikazi’s voice, soft as distant thunder: “You are standing on the rock above the highest waterfall, a young warrior who has killed his first lion and is thus worthy to fight in the impi of Shaka, the greatest warrior king of all.”

			I stood in the moonlight on the rock above the three waterfalls. Far below I could see the ten stones wet and glistening and the white water as it crashed through the narrow gorge beyond. I knew then that the person on the outside was only a shell, a presence to be seen and provoked. Inside was the real me, where my tears joined the tears of all the sad people to form the three waterfalls in the night country.

			The last term of the year had come to an end. Only one more day remained, just one more interrogation, then freedom.

			The Judge had pleased Mr. Stoffel with his efforts in the final term, and his poor performance earlier in the year had been forgotten. He was top of his class by the time the term ended. Mr. Stoffel would hold him up as an example and I think he also liked to take a bit of the credit. The Judge had been considered a hopeless case, and now he was the star performer. The Judge had showed me his report card which said, in black and white, that he had passed. He had come to accept his brilliance and expected the compliments of his fellow party members. Not only was he tough, he was also smart. It was a most satisfactory situation.

			Therefore I had no reason to expect anything but a light going-over at the last interrogation and torture session before the Judge would disappear from my life forever. After all, he owed me something, and as Adolf Hitler, despite his smashing victory at a place called Dunkirk, hadn’t arrived yet, the Judge hadn’t been compromised one bit.

			Prisoners of War Pisskop and Kaffir Chicken Rooinek were marched off to the jacaranda tree for the last time under the Nazi leadership of the Judge. This time I was blindfolded immediately, as I was being tied to the tree in the usual manner. I could hear Granpa Chook squawking away in the branches above me. I was about to visit the night country when the Judge’s voice rang out harshly.

			“This is the last time, English bastard!”

			With a sudden certainty I knew today would be different. That

			in his mind, the Judge owed me nothing. The bad times were back. I tried to get down to the safety of the night country, to the three waterfalls, but the fear rose in me like spewing vomit, and I was unable to detach myself from it.

			“Today, Englishman, you eat shit.” His use of the word “Englishman” rather than the familiar, almost friendly rooinek, added greatly to his menace.

			“Hold your hands out in front of you.” I could hear him sniff as I held my hands out in front of me, palms upward. He grabbed my arms about the wrists and held them so tightly I couldn’t move them. “Bring it here, Storm Trooper van der Merwe,” I heard him say.

			A soft object was dropped first into the one hand and then into the other. “Close your hands, bastard,” the Judge commanded.

			The pain in my wrists was almost unbearable. Slowly I closed my hands. “Take his blindfold off,” the Judge commanded again. The rest of the Nazis had grown very quiet, and one of them unknotted the blindfold. I blinked at the sudden light. My nose as well as my eyes had been covered by the blindfold, and before even I’d looked down a terrible smell rose up at me. My hands were sticky, and I looked down as I opened them to see they contained two squashed human turds.

			The Judge released my wrists. “Now lick your fingers,” he demanded.

			I stood with my hands held out in front of me, not knowing what to do.

			“I am going to count to three. If you haven’t licked your fingers, I’m going to knock your blery head off, shitface!” The Judge stood pop-eyed in front of me, and I could see he was trembling.

			I was too deeply shocked to react. I think I would have eaten the shit when the message finally made it through to my disconnected brain. But at that moment all the wires were fusing.

			“Een—twee—drie!” he counted. The Judge reached three and I remained with my hands held out in front of me, quaking with terror. He made a gurgling sort of animal sound deep in his throat. Then, grabbing my wrists, he forced my hands into my mouth. My teeth were clamped shut in fear, and the shit was rubbed all over my lips and teeth and the rest of my face. Some of it must have gotten onto the Judge’s hands because he released my wrists and wiped it through my closely cropped hair.

			Then he grabbed the tree trunk about two feet above my head, his body straddled over mine. First he tried to shake the tree. Then he began to beat at it with his clenched fists. Suddenly he threw his head back so that he was looking directly upward into the tree.

			“Heil Hitler!” he screamed.

			In the tree high above the Judge, Granpa Chook’s anus opened, and from it dropped a perfect bomb of green and white chicken shit, straight into the Judge’s open mouth.

			Granpa Chook had waited until the last day of term to give his opinion of the Nazi party. As usual it was short, accurate, and to the point.

			The Judge spat furiously, bent double, and raced around in circles, clutching his throat and stomach, hawking and spitting, and then finally throwing up. He raced for the tap, filled his mouth, and spat out about six times. Then he stuck his index finger into his mouth like a toothbrush, rubbed his teeth and gums, took more water, and spat and spat.

			“Run, Granpa Chook! Run, man, run!” I screamed up into the tree.

			But Granpa Chook had done enough running for one old kaffir chicken. Sitting squawking up there among the purple jacaranda blossoms, he sounded as though he was laughing his scraggy old head off.

			“Please run, Granpa Chook, please, please run! The bastard will kill you!” I screamed, oblivious to the shit on my face and in my hair.

			Granpa Chook hopped onto a lower branch and then, to my horror, flew onto my shoulder and gave my ear one of his famous Granpa Chook kisses. I grabbed him, intending to throw him on his way, but as I lifted him from my shoulder there was an explosion of feathers in my face. Granpa Chook let out a fearful squawk as he was blasted from my hands and fell to the ground. The Judge stood a few feet away, his empty catapult dangling in his left hand.

			“Run, Granpa Chook, run for your life!” I pleaded.

			Granpa Chook tried to get up from where he had landed, but the stone from the Judge’s powerful catapult had broken his rib cage. He made several more attempts, each time falling back onto his wing. I think he knew it was useless. After a while he just sat there, looked up at me, and said, “Squawk!”

			Danie Coetzee ran over and grabbed Granpa Chook. I managed to kick him once, but then he held Granpa Chook triumphantly upside down by his legs. Granpa Chook beat his wings furiously. The pain must have been terrible. Quite suddenly he stopped and I thought he must be dead. But then I saw his bright, beady eye trying to find me from his upside-down position.

			“No blery kaffir chicken shits on me! Hang him up by the legs next to Pisskop,” the Judge commanded. He was still doing little dry spits and wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. Two storm troopers slung a piece of rope over a branch and Granpa Chook soon hung upside down just beyond my reach and at about the level of my head.

			“Please, sir. I will do anything! Anything you ever ask! Anything you want! Please don’t kill Granpa Chook!”

			The Judge, his eyes cruel, bent down and looked into my face. “Now we’ll see who’ll cry,” he grinned.

			I was seized by panic. “Kill me!” I begged. “Please kill me. But don’t kill Granpa Chook!”

			The Judge butted me on the forehead with the heel of his hand and my head slammed against the trunk of the jacaranda, leaving me dazed. “Ag, shit!” he exclaimed. Some of the shit on my face had rubbed off onto his hand. Then he wiped his hand in my hair once again.

			“You’re shit and your fuckin’ kaffir chicken is shit. Did you see what he did to me? Me, Jaapie Botha! That fuckin’ chicken shit in my mouth!”

			Still dazed, I tried another desperate tack. “I’ll tell Mevrou!” I shouted, trying to sound threatening.

			“Mevrou kan gaan kak!” (Mevrou can go to shit!). The Judge spat on the ground, this time with a proper, not a chicken-shit, spit. He turned to the storm troopers. “Prisoner of War Kaffir Chicken Rooinek will be executed, two shots each!” He moved to take his place in the shooting line as the rest of the storm troopers loaded their catapults.

			I sloughed the last of my camouflage. “I’ll tell Mr. Stoffel about how I did your arithmetic for you!” I screamed at the Judge.

			I heard the soft “pfflifft” of his catapult at the same time as I felt the stone slam into my stomach. The pain was terrible. It seemed to be happening in slow motion, as though the stone had a life of its own, gnawing at my gut, burning and squirming through my intestines and into my back. A vicious, determined, alive, eyeless thing. The shock to my system was enormous. My eyes bugged out of my head and my tongue poked out in involuntary surprise.

			“Fire!” A series of dull plops tore into the fragile bones of Granpa Chook’s breast. The first stones had set the rope swinging, but the storm troopers were expert shots and their second shots also tore into the funny old body of that upside-down chicken. Spots of blood dropped into the dry dust and among the fallen jacaranda blossoms, the rope swinging so that no two drops landed in the same place. Granpa Chook, the toughest damn chicken in the whole world, was dead.

			A tiny feather drifted toward me. It was one of the soft downy ones that grew at the very top of Granpa Chook’s scrawny legs. It stuck to a piece of shit on my face. The Judge walked over and untied the rope from around my waist and I dropped to my haunches at his feet. He placed his bare foot on my shoulder.

			“What are you, Englishman?”

			“Dog shit, sir.”

			“Look at me when you say it!” he barked.

			Slowly I looked up at the giant with his foot resting on my shoulder. High above him I could see a milky moon hanging in the afternoon sky. We had gotten so close, Granpa Chook and I had gotten so close to making it through to the end. Just a few more hours.

			I suddenly spat at him. “You’re dog shit! Your ma is a whore!”

			He pushed violently downward with his foot, sending me sprawling. Then he let out a howl, a mixture of anger and anguish. “Why won’t you cry, you fucking bastard?” he sobbed and started to kick blindly at me.

			The storm troopers rushed to restrain him, pulling him from me. The Judge allowed himself to be led away, and Granpa Chook and I were left alone behind the shithouses under a white moon set in a flawless blue sky.

			I untied the broken body of Granpa Chook and we sat under the jacaranda tree and I stroked his bloody feathers. No more gentle African dawn folding back the night, no more early “cockle-doodle-doo!” to tell me you are there, my loved and faithful chicken friend. Who will peck my ear? Who will be my friend? I sobbed and sobbed and sobbed. The great drought was over, the inside man was out, the rains had come to Zululand.

			After a long, long while, when the crying was all out of me and the loneliness bird had entered to build a nest of stones in the hollow place inside of me, I carried Granpa Chook to the orchard and laid him in the place I had made for him to keep him from the rain. Then I climbed through the window into the dormitory to fetch my new red jumper, the one my mother had knitted in the concentration camp and Nanny had fixed.

			I gathered as many rocks as I could find, and then I pulled my red jumper over Granpa Chook’s body. His wings poked out of the armholes and his long neck stuck out of the head part and his feet poked out of the bottom.

			He looked the best I’d ever seen him. I took the jam tin I had used for his water and, in about five minutes, I’d collected twenty little green grasshoppers, which are the very best chicken scoff there is. I placed the tin beside his body so that he’d have a special treat on the way to heaven. Finally, I covered his body with the stones.

			South Africa’s first victim in the war against Adolf Hitler was safe at last.

			I sat there on my haunches beside the pile of stones as the afternoon sun began to set. Now the sun was passing beyond Zulu-land, even past the land of the Swazi, and now it leaves the Shangaan and the royal kraal of Modjadji, the rain queen, to be cooled in the great, dark water beyond.

			The first bell for supper rang, and I moved to the tap and began to wash the blood and shit from my hands and face and hair.

			Deep inside me the loneliness bird laid a large stone egg.

			The bell for supper sounded. Our last supper at school. Everything comes to an end. Tomorrow I would be going home for Christmas and Nanny. Wonderful, soft, warm, Nanny.

			But life. doesn’t work that way. I, most of all, should have known this. At supper Boetie van der Merwe told me Mevrou wanted to see me in the dispensary. “If you tell about this afternoon, we’ll kill you,” he hissed. I wasn’t frightened. I knew a proper ending when I saw one.

			Only hours remained until my liberation. Nothing the Judge, Mevrou, and, for the moment anyway, Adolf Hitler could do would alter that. Soon I would be returning to my quiet backwater.

			I didn’t know then that what seemed like the end was only the beginning. All children are flotsam driven by the ebb and flow of adult lives. Unbeknown to me, the tide had turned and I was being swept out to sea.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Four

			AT the end of supper, after Mr. Stoffel had read the Bible lesson and concluded evening prayers, I waited for Mevrou outside the dispensary. She arrived a short time later. “Kom!” Mevrou said as she brushed past me. I entered and waited with my hands behind my back, my head bowed in the customary manner.

			“Why is there blood on your shirt, Pisskop?”

			I looked down at my shirt, which was stained with Granpa Chook’s blood and a biggish spot where the stone had torn into me.

			Mevrou sighed and sat down heavily on a bentwood chair painted the same light green as the dispensary walls. “Take off your shirt,” she commanded.

			I hurriedly removed my shirt and Mevrou made a cursory examination of my stomach. “Ag, is that all?” She prodded at the wound the stone had made and I flinched involuntarily.

			“Please, Mevrou, I fell on a rock.” Mevrou removed the cork from a large bottle of iodine and upended it onto a wad of cotton wool.

			“Yes, I can see that.” She dabbed at my wound. The iodine stung like billyho and I winced and hopped up and down in dismay, wringing my hands to stop the burning pain. “Come, that’s not enough.” She upended the bottle once again and dabbed hard at my tummy. This time I knew what to expect and, gritting my teeth and closing my eyes tightly, I managed to hold back most of the pain. “You can’t go getting blood poisoning on the train,”

			she said, tossing the wad on the table. She retrieved the cork and pushed it back into the bottle.

			“What train, Mevrou?” I asked, confused.

			“Your oupa called long distance on the telephone from a dorp in the Eastern Transvaal called Barberton. You are not going back to the farm. He says Newcastle disease has made him kill all his chickens and he has sold the farm to a Mevrou Vorster.”

			“What’s my granpa doing in this town called Barberton, Mevrou?”

			My head was swimming, my whole world was coming apart. If Granpa had sold the farm to fat Mrs. Vorster and was making telephone calls from some strange town in the Eastern Transvaal, where was Nanny? Without Granpa Chook and Nanny, life was not possible.

			“I’m not a mind reader. Maybe he got work in this place.” She reached into her bag and held up an envelope. “In here is the ticket. Tomorrow night you will catch the train to Barberton. Two days and two nights. I will take you to the train.” She dismissed me with a wave of the envelope.

			I turned to go, and as I reached the door Mevrou called me back. “You can’t take the chicken, you hear?” She looked at me smugly. “South African Railways won’t let you take a kaffir chicken, not even in the goods van.” She seemed pleased with this thought. “I will take the chicken. He will earn his keep, even if he is only a kaffir chicken.”

			“He is dead, Mevrou. A dog ate him today.” I managed somehow to keep the tears out of my voice.

			“That is a shame, he was good in the kitchen.” She rose from her chair with a sigh, fanning herself with the letter. “I’m telling you, man, a kaffir chicken is no different from a kaffir. Just when you think you can trust them, they go and let you down.”

			I had never owned a pair of shoes. At that time, in the Northern Transvaal, a farm kid only got boots if he had rich parents or if he had turned thirteen. That’s when the Old Testament says a boy becomes a man. A pair of khaki shorts, a shirt, and a jumper when it was cold was all you got. Underpants hadn’t been invented. Even if they had been, Boer kids wouldn’t have worn them. More expense for what?

			The day after Granpa Chook’s funeral was the last day of term. Everyone was up and packed long before breakfast. After breakfast Mevrou summoned me to the dispensary to tell me that

			after lunch we would be going into town to buy a pair of tackies for me at Harry Crown’s shop.

			“What are tackies, Mevrou?”

			“Domkop! Tackies are shoes, only made of canvas with rubber bottoms. Don’t you know anything? Make sure you have clean feet, or we will be shamed in front of the Jew.”

			From my secret mango tree, I watched the kids leave the hostel. Parents arrived in old pickup trucks and mule carts. Some kids left on donkeys brought to the school by a farm servant. I watched as the Judge left in a mule cart. He made the black servant sit on the tailboard, then he jumped up into the driver’s seat, took up the reins and the whip, and set off at a furious pace, whipping at the mules and making the whip crack like a rifle shot. I breathed a huge sigh of relief. As my mother used to say, “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

			Finally everyone had gone and I climbed down from the mango tree and crossed the school playground. It wasn’t the same without Granpa Chook. The sun felt the same. The little green grasshoppers still couldn’t make it across the playground in one hit. The day moon, made of skimmed milk, still hung in the cloudless morning sky. But it wasn’t ever going to be the same again. I saved the need to grieve for a later time. I had enough on my mind with the prospect of going to town to buy a pair of shoes and catching the train. I’d never owned a pair of shoes and I’d never been on a train, never even seen a real train. Two nevers in one day is enough to fill anyone’s mind.

			After a lunch of bread and jam with a mug of sweet tea, I hurried to meet Mevrou in the dispensary, stopping only long enough to give my feet and legs a good scrub like Mevrou said. The same shower that had been dripping that first night when I thought I was in a slaughterhouse was still sounding, drip, drip, drip like a metronome. Funny how little kids can get things mixed up like that. It all seemed such a long time ago. I sure had been a baby then.

			I had been waiting at the dispensary a few minutes when Mevrou arrived. She was wearing a shapeless floral cotton dress and a funny old black straw hat with two cherries on it. A third wire stem stuck up where a cherry had once been. In her town clothes she looked not unlike fat old Mrs. Vorster, except younger and with a moustache.

			The town I knew to be about two miles from the school.

			“Maybe we could visit the railway station as well as Harry Crown’s shop?” I suggested tentatively.

			“It is enough that I do this for you, Pisskop. What do you want? Blood from a stone? Tonight I must do it all over again for you. There is nothing at the station to see, only sleeping kaffirs waiting for the train.”

			For the remainder of the journey we said nothing. Mevrou walked three paces ahead of me all the way to town. Her huge shape sort of rocked along, stopping every once in a while to catch her breath. The early afternoon sun beat down on us. By the time we arrived Mevrou was very hot and bothered and her special smell was worse than ever.

			Harry Crown’s shop was closed and nothing much seemed to be happening in the main street. Mevrou took a large red doek from her basket and proceeded to wipe her face. “Everyone is still having their lunch, we must wait,” she explained. With great effort she climbed the five steps up to the stoep of the shop and sat down on a bench beside the padlocked door. “Go and find a tap and wash your feet,” she panted.

			I crossed the street to the garage, which had a sign that read ATLANTIC SERVICE STATION. It had two pumps outside a small office and workshop bay. Just inside the bay was a tap. The whole place smelled of oil and grease. I washed my feet and walked back across the road on my heels so as not to dirty my feet. Half a dozen Africans were asleep at the far end of the verandah, where there was a second entrance to the shop. Above this entrance was written BLACKS ONLY. I wondered briefly why whites were not allowed to enter.

			Flies, flying heavy in the heat, settled on sleeping eyes and every now and again a desultory black hand would come up and brush at them, its owner seemingly still asleep.

			One black man with his left eye missing remained awake and sat with his back against the shop wall. His cupped hands and mouth concealed a Jew’s harp that twanged an urgent rhythm.

			“The Jew is late. Who does he think he is?” Mevrou said impatiently. She half turned and addressed the African playing the Jew’s harp. “Hey, kaffir! Where is the baas?”

			The black man jumped to his feet, removing the tiny harp and placing it in the pocket of his ragged pants. He said nothing, not understanding Afrikaans.

			“Do you work here?” I asked him in Shangaan.

			“No, small baas, I also, I am waiting. The big baas for the shop will be here soon, I think. When the hooter goes for the sawmill he will surely come.”

			“He doesn’t work for Mr. Crown, Mevrou.”

			Just then a hooter sounded. We were familiar with the sawmill hooter, which blew at one o’clock and again at two.

			Almost on the dot a big black Chevrolet drove up and parked outside the shop. It was the most beautiful car I had ever seen. I had never imagined a motorcar could be as shiny and powerful. The man inside it revved the engine before he cut the ignition, and it roared as though alive. Obviously being a Jew was a very profitable business. Maybe I could be one when I grew up.

			Harry Crown was a fat man in his late fifties. He wore his trousers high so that his entire tummy and most of his chest were covered with trouser top, held up by a pair of bright red braces. His white open neck cotton shirt seemed to extend no more than eight inches from his collar before it was swallowed by his trousers. He was almost completely bald, and when he smiled he showed two gold front teeth.

			“A thousand apologies, Mevrou. Have you been waiting long?” he said, making a fuss of unlocking the padlocked doors to the shop.

			“Ag, it was nothing. Not even a few minutes,” Mevrou said, all smiles for the fat bald man.

			In the part boarded off for white customers, two large ceiling fans whirred softly overhead and the shop was dark and cool. Mevrou heaved herself gratefully onto a chair beside the counter, and Harry Crown poured her a cup of coffee from a pot he removed from a small hotplate on a shelf behind the counter.

			“What can I do for you, Mevrou?” he asked. Then, turning to me, he bowed slightly. “And for you, mister?” he said solemnly.

			I was not used to jocularity. Not knowing what to do, I dropped my eyes to avoid his gaze.

			Observing my shyness, he turned from me to a large glass jar on the counter and from it produced a raspberry sucker, its ruby head wrapped in cellophane. He held the sucker out for me to take. I looked at Mevrou, who took a polite sip from her coffee cup and then nodded. I took the delicious prize and put it into my shirt pocket.

			“Thank you, Meneer,” I said softly.

			“Ag, eat it now, boy. When we have finished business you can have another one.” He paused. “A green one maybe, huh?” He turned to Mevrou. “I have had this shop for thirty years and I can tell you with God’s certainty that children like raspberry first and green second. If I know nothing else for certain in this life, of this one thing I am sure.” He snapped his braces with his thumbs and gave a loud, happy snort.

			I had never met a man who laughed and carried on like this and I felt intimidated, so I left the raspberry sucker in my pocket, where I hoped it was safe.

			“What is your name, boy?” Harry Crown asked.

			“Pisskop, sir,” I replied.

			Harry Crown’s shiny bald head jerked back, and he looked down at me in consternation.

			“Pisskop? Pisskop! This is a name for a nice boy?” he asked in alarm. “Who calls you this name?”

			Mevrou interrupted sharply. “Never mind his name, what have you got in tackies? The boy must have some tackies. He is going on the train alone tonight to his oupa in Barberton.”

			Turning momentarily to acknowledge he had heard her, Harry Crown turned back to me and gave a low whistle. “Barberton, eh? That is in the lowveld in the Eastern Transvaal. Easy two days away in the train, a long journey alone for a small boy.” He had moved around from behind the counter and was looking at my feet. “We have nothing so small, Mevrou. I don’t have much call for tackies. The Boers around here don’t play much tennis.” He chortled loudly at his own joke, which was completely lost on Mevrou and me.

			“Show me what you got, Mr. Crown. His oupa did not send enough money for boots, only tackies.”

			“It makes no difference, boots, smoots, tackies, smackies, the boy’s foot is too small.” He moved back behind the counter, where he pulled a battered cardboard box from the shelf. From it he withdrew a pair of dark brown canvas shoes.

			“Let the boy try them,” Mevrou said.

			“It is useless, Mevrou. These tackies are four sizes too big for him. It is a miracle I have these, but they are too big already.”

			“The boy will grow,” Mevrou said, a trifle impatiently.

			“Ja, certainly, Mevrou. Maybe in five or six years they will fit him like a glove. In the meantime they will fit him like the clown in a circus.” He slapped his stomach. “Very amusing,” he said to himself in English.

			“We will try them on. With newspaper we can fix them.”

			“Mevrou, with the whole Zoutpansberg Gazette we couldn’t stuff these tackies to fit. He has very small feet for a Boer child.”

			“He is not a Boer child. He is a rooinek!” Mevrou said, suddenly angry. She put the cup of coffee down on the counter and, leaning over, grabbed the tackies and turned to me. “Put your foot up here on my lap, child,” she ordered.

			The first tackie slipped around my foot without touching the sides. With my heel on Mevrou’s lap the canvas shoe seemed to reach almost up to my chin.

			Mevrou pulled the laces tightly until the eyelets overlapped. “Now the other one,” she said.

			I stood there, rooted to the floor, not daring to move and not knowing what to do next. The tackies seemed to extend twice the distance of my feet.

			“Walk, child,” Mevrou commanded.

			I took a tentative step forward and the left tackie stayed behind on the floor, though I managed to drag the right one forward by not lifting my foot.

			“Bring some paper.” Mevrou cunningly fashioned two little boats from strips of newspaper. She then put the paper boats in the tackies and instructed me to insert my feet into them, and then she tied the laces. This time they fitted snugly. Though I must say, they felt very strange, and when I walked they made a phlijft-floft sound where the tackies bent at the end of my toes. I had never felt as grand in all my life. “We will take them,” Mevrou announced triumphantly. She reached into her handbag for her purse.

			Harry Crown sighed. “Those tackies are no good, Mevrou.”

			If Mevrou had had her sjambok she would have made fat old Harry Crown bend over the counter and she would have given him six of the best.

			“How much?” she said curtly, her lips pursed.

			“Half a crown, for you only two shillings,” Harry Crown said, adjusting the price automatically, his heart obviously not in the sale.

			I tugged at the end of a lace and to my relief the bow collapsed. I did the same for the second tackie, then slipped ever so carefully out of the newspaper boats and handed the tackies to Harry Crown.

			“You poor little bugger,” he said in English. He slipped the tackies back into the soft brown cardboard box and, when he saw Mevrou wasn’t looking, quickly put two green and two red

			suckers into the box and handed it to me. “I wish you health to wear them,” Harry Crown said in English. Speaking out of the corner of his mouth he added, “Can she understand English?”

			Not daring to reply, I shook my head almost imperceptibly, indicating “no.”

			“Inside is for the journey, green and red, the best! Believe me, I know. So long, Peekay.” He patted me on the shoulder. His eyes widened and, drawing himself up to his full height, his hands clasped over his belly, gold teeth flashing, he grinned. “Maybe the tackies don’t fit, but I think your new name fits perfect. Peekay! Ja, that is a nice name for a brave person who is traveling by himself to the lowveld to meet his granpa.”

			Mevrou, who was practically snorting with rage, threw two shillings on the counter and marched out of the shop. I followed along with the precious box of loot under my arm. At the door I turned to say good-bye to Harry Crown.

			“Good-bye, sir!” I said in English. The two English words sounded strangely out of place, like a language newly learned.

			Mevrou turned furiously. Grabbing me by the ear, she hissed, “Do not talk to that—that dirty Jew in the accursed language. You will hear from my sjambok when we get home!”

			“Ouch! You have my sore ear, Mevrou.” I knew immediately she’d feel guilty grabbing me by my recently damaged ear, even though it was completely healed.

			Mevrou let go of my ear as though it were a red-hot poker. You’ve got to be quick on your feet in this world if you want to survive. Though once you know the rules, it is not too hard to play the game.

			Mevrou stormed ahead and I fell some five paces behind her. After I’d given her what I hoped was enough guilt for her to withdraw the promised thrashing, I dropped back another fifteen paces and took the raspberry sucker out of my pocket. Taking off the cellophane wrapper, I licked the tiny bits of crimson sugar crystal which had stuck to it before throwing it away. I then settled down to suck my way back to the hostel.

			I was right about the sjambok, which was not mentioned on our return. I spent the remainder of the afternoon putting more stones on Granpa Chook’s grave and making a border around the pile of rocks with white pebbles that took ages to collect from all around the place. I must say, the toughest damn chicken in the whole world had a very impressive grave, a stone copse that

			would probably last forever, hidden by successive generations of khakiweed and blackjack.

			The cook boy had packed me a big brown paper bag of sandwiches for the train journey. We left the hostel about five o’clock to catch the seven o’clock train. My suitcase, though large, contained very few things. Two shirts, two pairs of khaki shorts, my pajamas, the four suckers, which I’d hidden in a pair of shorts, and my new tackies with the paper boats in them. There was plenty of room for the sandwiches. While the suitcase banged against my knees, it wasn’t really heavy, and besides, with all the iron bar torture sessions, my muscles were pretty big. Mevrou was completely puffed out from making two trips into town in one day, and with the suitcase banging against my knees it took us almost an hour to get to the station.

			The station turned out to be a raised platform about thirty yards long upon which sat a building with two doors facing the railway line. On one door STATIONMASTER was written and to the right of this door was a window. Above the window it read TICKETS. On the remaining door it said WAITING ROOM. Outside the stationmaster’s office there were three truck tires painted white, and in the middle of these grew red cannas, their long, flat leaves dusty and shredded with the blooms equally torn and bedraggled-looking. Mevrou seemed to know the stationmaster. He opened the locked waiting room for us and brought her a cup of coffee in a big white cup with SAR monogrammed on it.

			“Don’t worry, Hoppie Groenewald is the guard on this train, he will take good care of the boy.” He turned to acknowledge me for the first time, “He is champion of the railways, you know. That Hoppie,” the stationmaster grinned at the thought, “he laughs all the time, but if you get into a fight, I’m telling you, man, you better pray he’s on your side!”

			I wondered what a champion of the railways was, but I clearly understood, and greatly liked, the idea of having someone on my side who was good in a fight. My life seemed to be made for trouble and it would make a nice change to have a champion of the railways beside me when the next lot hit, as was bound to happen.

			Sometimes the slightest things change the directions of our lives, the merest breath of a circumstance, a random ifioment that connects like a meteorite striking the earth. Lives have swiveled and changed direction on the strength of a chance remark. Hoppie Groenewald was to prove to be a passing mentor who would set the next seventeen years of my life on an irrevocable course. He would do so in little more than a day and a night.

			“The boy is a rooinek and also too small to fight yet,” Mevrou said, as though it was only a matter of time before my bad English blood would turn nasty. She produced a ticket from an envelope and inserted a large safety pin into the hole at one end. “Come here, child.” She pinned the ticket to my shirt pocket. “Listen carefully to me now, man, this ticket will take you to Barberton, but your oupa only sent enough money for one breakfast and one lunch and one supper on the train. Tonight you eat only one sandwich, you hear?” I nodded. “Tomorrow for breakfast another one and for lunch the last one. Then you can eat on the train. Do you understand now?”

			“Ja, Mevrou, for the next three meals I eat the sandwiches.”

			“No, man! That’s not what I said. For tonight and for breakfast tomorrow and lunch tomorrow. And also; eat the meat first because the jam will keep the bread soft for tomorrow. Do you hear?”

			“Ja, Mevrou.”

			She took out a small square of white cloth about the size of a lady’s hankie and placed it on her lap. In the center she placed a shilling.

			“Watch carefully now, Pisskop. I am putting this shilling in here and tying it so.” She brought the two opposite corners together and tied them over the shilling and then did the same with the remaining two. She took a second large safety pin from her handbag. Then, pushing the doek with the shilling into the pocket of my khaki shorts, she pinned it to the lining.

			“Now listen good. It is for an emergency. Only if you have to, can you use some of it. But you must tie up the change like I just showed you and put it back in your pocket with the safety pin. If you don’t need it you must give it to your oupa, it is his change.”

			The stationmaster entered and told us that the train was on time and we had five minutes.

			“Quick, man, get your tackies,” Mevrou said, giving me a push toward the suitcase.

			I was seized by a sudden panic. What if I opened my suitcase and she saw my suckers? I placed the case flat on the floor and opened it so the lid was between Mevrou and me, preventing her from seeing inside. Just as well: a green sucker had worked out of its hiding place in my shorts, and my heart went thump. Phew!

			I removed the tackies and quickly snapped the case shut. I slipped each foot carefully into a paper boat and Mevrou tied the laces. I tried desperately to memorize how she did this but wasn’t sure I had the idea.

			“Please, Mevrou, will you teach me how to tie the laces so I can take my tackies off in the train?”

			Mevrou looked up, alarmed. “You must not take your tackies off until you get to Barberton. If you lose them your oupa will think I stole the money he sent. You keep them on, do you hear me now?”

			The train could be heard a long way off, and we left the waiting room to watch it coming in. Real walking in my tackies was difficult and very different from the three or four tentative steps I had taken in Harry Crown’s shop. I stumbled several times as I went phlijft-floft, phlijft-floft from the waiting room to the edge of the platform. Bits of newspaper crept up past my ankles and I had to stop and press them back in.

			With a deafening choof of steam, immediately followed by two short, sharp hisses and a screeching sound of metal rubbing on metal, the huge train pulled into the station, and carriage after carriage of black people went by. They were laughing and sticking their heads out of windows and having themselves a proper good time. Finally the last two carriages and the goods van came to a halt neatly lined up with the platform. The two end carriages read SOUTH AFRICAN RAILWAYS FIRST CLASS and SECOND CLASS. I had seen pictures of trains, of course, and sometimes at night as I lay in the small kids’ dormitory I had heard a train whistle carried in the wind, the beautiful sound of going to faraway places, away from the hostel, Mevrou, the Judge, and his Nazi storm troopers. But I must say I wasn’t prepared for anything quite as big and black and blustering with steam, smoke, fire, brass pipes, and hissing pistons.

			Africans appeared as if from nowhere. They carried bundles on their heads that they handed up through the third class carriage windows to the passengers inside and then they climbed aboard, laughing with the excitement of it all. From inside the carriages came song and more laughter and a great deal of shouting and good-natured banter. I knew at once that I would like trains.

			The guard leaped down onto the platform carrying a canvas bag with MAIL stamped on the outside. He handed it to the stationmaster, who gave him an identical bag in return.

			The stationmaster introduced the guard to Mevrou. “This is Hoppie Groenewald. He is guard and conductor until you get to Gravelotte. He will look after the boy.”

			Hoppie Groenewald grinned down at me and tipped his navy blue guard’s cap to Mevrou. “No worries, Mevrou, I will look after him until Gravelotte. Then I will hand him over to Pik Botha, who will take him through to Kaapmuiden.” He opened the door of the second class carriage, put my suitcase into the train, and indicated that I should enter. The three steps up into the carriage were fairly high and I put my tackied foot on the bottom step. As I put my weight on the step, the toe of the tacky buckled and I fell on my bum on the platform. Wearing shoes was a much trickier business than I had first supposed. A bit distressed, I wondered how adults seemed to manage so easily. I tried to get up, but the tackies were too big and I couldn’t get a proper grip on the loose gravel that covered the platform.

			“Get up, man!” Mevrou said, visibly annoyed. She shook her head, “For God’s sake! Even now you make trouble for me.”

			Hoppie Groenewald put the canvas mailbag on the platform, and, bending down, he grabbed me under the armpits and hoisted me high into the air and through the door to land inside the carriage.

			“No worries, little brother, I too have fallen up those verdomde steps many a time. I, who am a guard and soon to be a conductor, and who should know better.”

			He retrieved the mailbag and put it next to my suitcase. Then he hopped up the steps without even looking and unhooked a neatly rolled green flag from above the door of the carriage. He unfurled the flag, absently pulled at a chain attached to a button on his navy serge waistcoat, and withdrew a large silver whistle from his fob pocket.

			“Watch the kaffirs get a fright,” he said with a grin. He showed me how to hold onto the handrail inside the door and lean out of the carriage so I could see down the full length of the train to the third class carriages. He then jumped back onto the platform and began to wave the flag, giving a long blast on his whistle.

			You should have seen the kerfuffle. Africans who had left the train to stretch their legs or have a pee scrambled frantically to get through the doors of the carriages as the train began slowly to move, laughing and yelling and climbing on top of one another. Hoppie Groenewald gave two more short blasts on his whistle and hopped aboard the train.

			“Good-bye, Mevrou. Thank you,” I shouted, waving at her.

			“Keep your tackies on, you hear!” Mevrou shouted back.

			It was a dry-eyed farewell on both sides. I ardently hoped the rooinek and Mevrou would never have to see each other again.

			Hoppie Groenewald closed the carriage door as the train began to gather momentum. He quickly refurled the flag and clicked it back into its holder next to a red one above the door. Then he picked up my suitcase and opened the door to the nearest compartment. The train was moving along smoothly now, and I enjoyed the comforting, predictable lickity-clack, lickity-clack of the carriage wheels.

			The empty compartment had two bright green leather seats facing each other, each seat big enough for three adults. A small table was positioned between the two windows. The rest of the compartment seemed to be paneled in highly varnished wood, and immediately above each green leather seat was a glass frame about ten inches high running the length of the seats. Inside the frames were lots of photographs. It was all very posh. Before it got completely dark, Hoppie Groenewald turned on the compartment lights and all seemed very cosy ... just like the beginning of a proper adventure.

			“It’s all yours until we get to Tzaneen. After that, who knows? No worries, Hoppie will take good care of you.” He looked down at my tackies; bits of newspaper were sticking out of the sides and up past my ankles.

			“The old cow can’t get you now, take them off,” the guard said. I tugged the canvas shoes off. My feet were hot and uncomfortable and had turned black from the newsprint rubbing off on them. It felt delicious to squiggle my toes again. Hoppie Groenewald stuck his hand out. “Shake a paw. You know my name but I haven’t had the pleasure?”

			I’d already thought about what Harry Crown had said and had decided to take his advice and call myself Peekay. “Peekay,” I said tentatively. I pronounced it in English, the way Harry Crown had; so it sounded like a proper name.

			I suddenly felt new and clean. Nobody ever again would know that I had been called Pisskop. Granpa Chook was dead and so was Pisskop, the first two South African casualties in the Second World War.

			“All the best, Peekay. We will be pals.” He took his cap off and put it on my head. I wondered if he was a Nazi. He didn’t seem to know I was English, so why tempt fate?

			“Thank you for taking care of me, Mr. Groenewald,” I said politely and handed him back his cap.

			“Ag, man, just call me Hoppie.” He grinned as he replaced his cap.

			Hoppie left to check the tickets in the African carriages but promised he would return soon.

			It was almost totally dark outside as I sat alone in a lighted room, flying through the African night, lickity-clack, lickity-clack. I had defeated the Judge and his Nazi storm troopers, survived Mevrou, and grown up and changed my name, lickity-clack, lickity-clack.

			Opening my suitcase, I took out one of Harry Crown’s green suckers. Carefully removing the cellophane wrapper, I licked the bits of green sugar that had stuck to it. The faint taste of lime transferred to my tongue, a sweet promise of the main event when I would begin on the sucker itself.

			Harry Crown was right, of course; the green ones were a very close second to the raspberry. I examined the sepia-toned photographs above the seats. One was a picture of a flat mountain with a streak of white cloud resting just above it. The caption underneath read “WORLD FAMOUS TABLE MOUNTAIN WEARING ITS RENOWNED TABLECLOTH.” There was a big white cloud above it, but I couldn’t see a renowned tablecloth. Another showed a big city seen from the air with the caption “CAPE TOWN, HOME OF THE FAMOUS CAPE DOCTOR.” I wondered what the doctor had done to be famous and rich enough to own a big town for his home. He must have been richer even than Harry Crown. Years later I discovered that the Cape Doctor was a wind that blew in early spring to clean out the flu germs and general accumulated nasties that had gathered during the winter. Another photograph of the table mountain was captioned “Truly one of the world’s natural wonders.” The last picture showed a big white house, and it said, “Groot Constantia’s famed and spacious cellars, the home of superb wine.”

			“Well,” I thought, “this will be a pretty good journey if we visit all those places!” I decided I’d ask Hoppie about them when he came back.

			Hoppie returned after what seemed ages but probably wasn’t very long. On a train, with the darkness galloping past, time seemed to disappear. The lickity-clack of the wheels on the track gobbled up the minutes.

			He plonked himself wearily on the seat opposite me. “Sis, man, those kaffirs stink!” he declared, then gave me a big grin and a light, playful punch to the point of my chin. “When we get to Tzaneen in an hour we’ll have some dinner. We stop for forty-five minutes to take on coal and water and there’s a cafe across the road from the station. From Tzaneen I’m only the guard and another conductor takes over. What’s your favorite food, Peekay?”

			“Sweet potatoes,” I answered.

			“Sweet potatoes, maybe and maybe not. I’ve never asked for sweet potatoes at that cafe. How about a mixed grill? A two-bob special, heh?”

			“I’ve only got a shilling, and it’s for emergencies. Is a mixed grill an emergency?” I asked.

			Hoppie laughed. “For me it is. Tonight I’m paying, old mate. The mixed grills are on me.”

			I didn’t want to ask him what a grill was and how it was mixed, so I asked him about the pictures on the wall. “When are we going to see table-mountain-one-of-the-natural-wonders-of-the-world?”

			“Huh, come again?”

			I pointed to the picture above his head. “When do we go there?”

			Hoppie turned around to look at the picture, but he didn’t laugh when he worked out what I was talking about. “It’s just stupid pictures showing where South African Railways go, but we are not going there, Peekay.” He started to study all the pictures as if he’d noticed them for the first time.

			“I almost went to Cape Town last year to fight in the finals but I was beaten in the Northern Transvaal championships. Split decision, but the referee gave it to the fighter from Pretoria. I’m telling you, man, I beat the bastard fair and square. It was close, I’ve got to admit that, but I knew all the time I had him on points.”

			I listened, astonished. What on earth was he talking about?

			Hoppie looked me straight in the eyes. “You’re almost looking at the railways boxing champion of the Transvaal, you know.” He brought his finger and thumb together in front of my face. “That close and I would of been in the National Railway Boxing Championships in Cape Town.”

			“What’s a boxing champion?” I asked.

			It was Hoppie’s turn to look astonished. “What a domkop you are, Peekay. Don’t you know what boxing is?”

			“No, sir.” I dropped my eyes, ashamed of my ignorance.

			Hoppie Groenewald put his hand under my chin and lifted my head up. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. There comes a time in everything when you don’t know something.” He grinned. “Okay, man, settle down, make yourself at home. We’re in for a long talk.”

			“Wait a minute, Hoppie,” I said excitedly. I clicked open my suitcase. “Green or red?” I asked, taking out a sucker of each color. I had decided that I would have one sucker in the morning and one at night, that way they would last me the whole journey. But a friend like this doesn’t come along every day, and I hadn’t heard a good story since Nanny.

			“You choose first, Peekay. What’s your favorite?”

			“No, you choose, Hoppie. You’re the one who is going to tell the story, so you get first choice,” I said with great generosity.

			“Green,” he said. “I like green, my mother had green eyes.” He took the green sucker and I put the raspberry one back and clicked the suitcase shut.

			“I’ve just had one,” I said, grateful that I had two of the best raspberry ones left for the next two days.

			“We will share, then,” he said. “You lick first because I’m going to be too busy doing the talking.” He watched me as I unwrapped the cellophane and licked it clean. “When I was your age I used to do the same.” He looked at his watch. “One hour to Tzaneen, just about time for a boxing lecture and maybe even a demonstration.”

			I settled back happily into the corner of the large green leather seat and proceeded to lick the sucker. One and a half suckers in less than an hour was an all-time happiness, and having a real friend was another. What an adventure this was turning out to be!

			“Boxing is the greatest sport in the world,” Hoppie began, “even greater than rugby.” He looked up, ready to defend this last statement if necessary, but saw that I was prepared to accept his premise. “The art of self-defense is the greatest art of all, and boxing is the greatest art of self-defense. Take me, a natural welterweight, there isn’t any man I have to be afraid of, not even a big animal like a front-row forward. I’m fast and I can hit hard and in a street fight a little bloke like me can take on any big gorilla.” He jabbed once or twice into the air in front of him to demonstrate his lightning speed.

			“How little can beat how big?” I asked, getting excited.

			“Big as anything, man, if you’ve got the speed to move and can throw a big punch as you’re moving away. Timing, speed, and footwork, in boxing they are everything. To be a welterweight is perfect. Not too big to be slow, not too small to lack a punch. A welterweight is the perfect fighter, I’m telling you for sure, man!” Hoppie’s eyes were shining with conviction.

			I stood up on the seat and lifted my hand about another eight inches above my head. Which, of course, was about the height of the Judge. “A little kid like me and a big kid, big as this?”

			Hoppie paused for a moment; he seemed to be thinking. “Ja, now, you see, with small kids it’s a bit different. Small kids don’t have the punch. Maybe they’re fast enough to stay out of the way, but one stray punch from a big gorilla and it’s all over, man. Kids are best to fight in their own division.” He looked at me, “Who you want to fight, hey? What big kid gave you a bad time? Just you tell me, Peekay, and he’ll have to reckon with Hoppie Groenewald. I’m telling you, man, nobody hurts a friend of mine.”

			“Just some boys at school,” I replied, delighted that even though this was the wrong place and time, I now had someone strong in the world who was on my side. I wanted to tell him about the Judge and his Nazi storm troopers, but I wasn’t prepared to go the whole way. Hoppie Groenewald didn’t know I was a rooinek and he might think differently about me if he found out.

			“Well, you just tell them next time they’ll have to reckon with me,” Hoppie growled.

			“It is all over now,” I said, handing him the sucker.

			He took the sucker and started to lick it absently.

			“Peekay, take my advice. When you get to Barberton, find someone who can teach you to box.” He looked at me, squinting slightly. “I can see you could be a good boxer, your arms are strong for a little bloke. Hey, stand up again, let me see your legs.” I stood up on the seat. “Not bad, Peekay, nice light legs, you could have speed. With a boxer speed is everything. Hit and move. Hit and move, one, two, one, a left and a left again and a right.” He was sparring in the air throwing lightning punches at an invisible foe. It was scary and exciting at the same time.

			“Wait here,” he said suddenly and left the compartment. He returned in a couple of minutes carrying a pair of funny-looking leather gloves.

			“These are boxing gloves, Peekay. These are the equalizers. When you can use them well, you need fear no man. In the goods van I have a speedball, tomorrow I will show you how to use it.” He slipped the huge gloves over my hands, which disappeared into the gloves halfway up to my elbows. “Feels good, hey?” he said, tying the laces.

			My hands in the gloves were just as lost as my feet had felt in the tackies when Mevrou first made me put them on. Only this was different. The gloves felt like old friends. Big, yes, and very clumsy, but not strangers.

			“C’mon, kid, hit me,” Hoppie said, sticking out his jaw. I took a jab at him, and his head moved away so my glove simply whizzed through the air. “Again, hit me again.” I pulled my arm back and let go with a terrible punch that landed flush on his chin. Hoppie fell back into the leather seat opposite me, groaning and holding his jaw. “Holy macaroni! You’re a killer. A natural-born fighter. You sure planted one on me, man.” He sat up rubbing his jaw, and I began to laugh. “That’s the way, little boetie, I was beginning to wonder if you knew how to laugh,” he said with a big grin.

			And then I started to cry, not blubbing, just tears that wouldn’t stop rolling down my cheeks. Hoppie Groenewald picked me up and put me on his lap and I put my arms with the boxing gloves around his neck and buried my head in his blue serge waistcoat. The heavy chain that held the whistle was cool against my face.

			“Sometimes it is good to cry,” he said softly. “Sometimes you fight better when you’ve had a good cry. Now tell old Hoppie what’s the matter?”

			I couldn’t tell him, of course. It was a dumb thing to cry like that, but it was as far as I was prepared to go. I got off his lap. “It’s nothing, honest,” I said, going to sit on my side of the compartment.

			Hoppie picked up the sucker, which he’d put on the table before we had started to spar, and held it out to me. “You finish it. It will spoil my appetite for my mixed grill. You’re still going to have a mixed grill with me, aren’t you? I mean, I’m paying and all that.”

			I reached for the sucker, but the gloves were still on my hands and we laughed together at the joke. He pulled the gloves off and handed the sucker to me.

			“No worries, Peekay. When you grow up you’ll be the best damn welterweight in South Africa and nobody, and I mean no-bod-ee, will give Kid Peekay any crapola. I’m telling you, man.”

			When we reached Tzaneen, Hoppie pulled down a bunk concealed in the wall above my head, which, to my amazement, turned out to be a proper bed with blankets and sheets. From a slot behind the bunk he took out a pillow with a pillow slip and a small towel. He then put my suitcase on the bed to reserve it, in case other folks came into the compartment at Tzaneen.

			Taking me by the hand, we crossed the station platform, which looked much like the one from which we had left, only the platform was longer and the buildings bigger. Opposite the station was a lighted building with a big glass window on which RAILWAY CAFÉ was written. Inside were lots of little tables and chairs. Several people were seated, eating and drinking coffee. There was a lot of smoke in the room.

			A pretty young lady behind the counter looked up as we entered and gave Hoppie a big smile. “Well, well, look who’s here? If it isn’t Kid Louis, champion of the railways,” she announced. An older woman came out of the back, wiping her hands on her apron. She came up to Hoppie, and he gave her a big hug.

			“Your cheeky daughter is already giving me a hard time, ounooi,” Hoppie said. “She needs to go three rounds in the ring with Hoppie Groenewald, and then we’ll see who’s laughing.” He was grinning from ear to ear.

			“So when’s your next fight, champ?” the lady behind the counter asked.

			“Tomorrow night at the railway club in Gravelotte, a light heavy from the mines. It’s the big time for me at last,” Hoppie smiled.

			The pretty young lady giggled. “Put two bob on the other bloke for me.” One or two of the other customers also laughed, but in a good-natured way. The older woman was clearing a table for us and fussing around Hoppie. He turned toward me, and, taking my hand, held my arm aloft. “Hello, everyone, I want you to meet Kid Peekay, the next welterweight contender,” he said, keeping his voice serious. I dropped my eyes, not knowing what to do.

			“Enough of your nonsense, Hoppie Groenewald. Come sit now or you will not be fed before the train leaves,” the older woman fussed.

			The pretty young woman smiled at me. “How would the contender like a strawberry milkshake?” she asked.

			I looked at Hoppie. “What’s a milkshake, please, Hoppie?”

			“A milkshake is heaven,” he said. “Make that two, you lazy frump.” He turned to the older woman, who was still fussing about. “Two super-duper mixed grills please, ounooi. Me and my partner here are starving.”

			Hoppie was right again, a strawberry milkshake is heaven. When the mixed grill arrived I couldn’t believe my eyes. Chop, steak, sausage, bacon, liver, chips, a fried egg, and a tomato. What a blowout! I had never eaten a meal as grand and was quite unable to finish it. Hoppie helped himself to the remaining food on my plate, although I slurped the milkshake, in its aluminum shaker, right down to the last gurgling drop.

			The pretty lady came over and sat with us and Hoppie seemed to like her a lot. Her name was Anna and her lips were very shiny and red. The clock above the counter read ten o’clock. It was set into a picture of a beautiful lady in a long white nightdress that clung to her body. She too had very red lips and was smoking a cigarette. The smoke from the cigarette curled up onto the face of the clock, where it turned into running writing. The running writing said, “C to C for satisfaction.” I had never been up as late as this before, and my eyelids felt as though they were made of lead.

			The next thing I remembered was Hoppie tucking me into my bunk between the nice clean, cool sheets and the pillow that smelt of starch. “Sleep sweet, old mate,” I heard him say.

			The last thing I remembered before I fell asleep again was the deep, comforting feeling of my hands in the boxing gloves. “The equalizers,” Hoppie had called them. Peekay had found the equalizers.
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