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Bakkies and Bailiffs

On Sundays, when the shops were closed and the heat made us all irritable, Mum made Dad take us out for longer drives in the countryside, which we had now learned to call the veldt. A few minutes from the house there was an old single-track road that went, eventually, to Olifantsfontein. The days when the elephants came there to drink were long gone, but the road dipped down towards a thin dry river bed lined with ancient willows. Somehow, they survived from one rainy season to the next, but that year the leaves looked as though they had been dipped in the dust. Along the road itself there were tall spindly gum trees with blue foliage and pale flaky bark. Once we left the shade of the old road, we were surrounded again by that flat brown earth being baked hard by the relentless sun.

   I longed to get out of the car and walk, but the heat and the dust and strangeness of the land made it seem impossible. And Dad told us it wasn’t safe for white people to wander around the countryside. Those country drives made me afraid, and I wondered what we would do if we ever broke down. For the first time in my life I preferred being in the city, where we were at least allowed to walk. South Africa seemed like an endless space where people spoke a different language, even when they spoke English. We had to use their words if we wanted to be understood: traffic lights were robots, small vans were bakkies. No one knew what a roundabout was, you had to call it a traffic circle, and electric light bulbs were globes. Mum was the first to adapt, but we sniggered when we heard her using the new vocabulary.

   About a month after we arrived in Johannesburg, bad news came from Ireland. Dad told us that the sale of our house in Bangor had fallen through. He was relying on the money to pay off the mortgage, as well as his overdraft. The bank was less accommodating now that he had left the UK, and under pressure to pay off his debts he told the estate agents that he needed a quick sale. Late at night, I would hear Mum and Dad talking about money as they sat up in bed. Soon afterwards, they told me that our house had been sold, but for just enough to pay the bank what was owed. We later found out that the buyer was a friend of the estate agent, and six months later the house was back on the market at a greatly inflated price. But for a time, Dad seemed less worried. Then, in June, just as the highveldt winter finally brought relief from the strength sapping heat, there was a bigger problem. Back in Ireland, Patterson had decided that his other business interests needed all his available cash-flow. He arrived in Johannesburg to discuss ways of minimising the overheads on the business with Dad. He checked into the Landrost Hotel in the city centre, and after several days it became obvious that he wasn’t going to come out to our house for a visit. I was disappointed.

   ‘Patterson isn’t here with Kitty,’ Mum was forced to explain. ‘But he’s travelling with another woman, and he doesn’t want us to meet her because he knows we’re all so fond of Kitty.’

   It was my first direct encounter with someone having an affair, and it made me uneasy. More dramatically, Dad told us that Patterson was intent on starting up his own airline and suddenly, it seemed, South Africa wasn’t a priority.

   Over the course of several days, Dad went for meetings at the hotel, and then came home and shut himself in the bedroom with Mum to discuss the latest developments. We were excluded from the conversations, because they didn’t think we should know how serious things were. Eventually, Dad and Patterson had a bitter argument. I wasn’t there, but I suspect Dad probably swore at him and said things that a business partner wouldn’t be able to forgive. Patterson had agreed to pay Dad a salary for the first year of operations in South Africa, but instead he pulled out. Overnight, the bank account was virtually empty and we were on our own.

   We weren’t quite destitute: Dad’s business was just starting to bear fruit, and several large companies had already asked him to conduct security surveys of their operations. For a time, there would be a limited income from these contracts, but it was clear that we couldn’t afford to stay in the house we were renting.

   Mum decided that she had to take charge of the family finances. She knew that she had to find us somewhere else to live, and quickly. Dad then revealed that he had signed a year’s lease for our house, and that there might be legal difficulties if we didn’t stay for the whole period. Mum sent him to the landlord to explain the situation, hoping that he might have some sympathy with a family in financial difficulties. Rather than default on the lease, Dad offered to pay a reduced rent as a gesture of goodwill, and returned claiming that the man had agreed. Three days later the landlord had changed his mind, and sent a legal summons demanding full payment of the year’s rent. We didn’t have the money, so Mum began a daily ritual of buying the Johannesburg Star newspaper as soon as it hit the streets at lunchtime, and scouring the lettings section. Hurriedly, we started viewing properties that were big enough for us, and our pets, and yet were affordable. After two weeks, and with the rent on our existing house due, she found somewhere that was available immediately. Unlike many of the other properties she’d seen, it seemed like a bargain. Naturally, there was a catch: the owner was offering it at a reduced rent on condition that the tenant signed an agreement to purchase the property after six months. Desperate to find a home for us to live in, Dad signed the lease. ‘Who knows what will happen in six months’ time,’ he said. ‘The business should be healthy enough by then for us to arrange a mortgage.’

   Two days before we were due to move to the new house, and exactly six months after arriving in Johannesburg, we were evicted. It was a Thursday afternoon, and we returned from doing some shopping at the supermarket to find our maid, Rebecca, outside the house in tears. Two African men in overalls were standing beside a lorry parked in our driveway, while a short white man with a clipboard waited at our front door. He was the bailiff, and he presented Dad with a sheet of paper informing us that he was to take possession of the house and everything in it, except for personal belongings such as clothes. Under South African law he was empowered to take all of the furniture including our beds – but not the mattresses or the bedding. The bailiff had a cheerful face, and seemed slightly embarrassed by his job. Dad stood on the front drive smoking while the bailiff went efficiently about his task. Dad didn’t speak to anyone while it was happening, and the whole thing took place very calmly. We watched as the men rolled up the rugs that Mum had bought for the sitting room and all of the bedrooms. She followed them around the house as they worked. ‘Surely that’s not worth taking?’ she would quibble over one or two objects in each room. The Africans never spoke to us, they simply manhandled the furniture along the corridors and onto the van under the direction of the bailiff. The house had stone floors, and the noise of the removals began to bounce off the walls once the rugs were taken out. Then they took the dining table and chairs, the curtains, the TV and the bookcases. In the kitchen they took the freezer, the fridge and the washing machine, though they left the cooker because it belonged to the house. We were allowed to take the food from the freezer. Afterwards, my mattress lay on the floor of my bedroom strewn with the contents of my bedside table: a Parker fountain pen, my diary where I recorded the films I had watched, my alarm clock and a copy of Moll Flanders, one of my A-level texts.

   None of the neighbours saw what was happening. The big gardens surrounded by high walls and security fencing made our humiliation private. We knew one family, who lived a couple of streets away, and Mum went over to their house and asked if they had room in their freezer for our food. She had to explain what was going on, and they said we could stay the night. Mum then used their telephone to ring our new landlord, and asked him if we could move in the next day. Meanwhile, the bailiff was sympathetic, and he said we could leave our remaining belongings in the garage until we could get a removals van the next day. Inside the garage, we also had several wooden packing crates containing personal possessions brought from Ireland. Kindly, he said he would pretend he hadn’t seen them.

   We moved to the new house in Ferndale the next day, sleeping on the floor on our mattresses and counting ourselves lucky that we had a roof over our heads. That was when Dad started hating South Africa. Overnight, it was transformed from the land of opportunity into ‘this bloody country’. I remember Mum pointing out that our problems had been caused by his Irish partner, and not by South Africa, but the trauma of being evicted had been too much. He said we should go back to Ireland, and started making enquiries about finding a job there.

   A new kind of life started then. In the short term, we needed to replace the domestic items seized by the bailiff. That’s when we began going to second-hand shops, and the best one was a place called The Swap Shop on Jan Smuts Avenue. We had driven past it many times, and I had seen the furniture displayed on the pavement beside the busy main road, and the windows stuffed with other people’s discarded belongings. Mum found a lounge suite there, a simple 1960s design that she decided was ‘rather Danish’ because of its clean lines, exposed wood and plain fabric. We scrubbed it with soapy water and bleach and left it out in the garden in the sun to dry before she declared it was clean enough to use. I was glad that we didn’t have any friends in Johannesburg who would see the Swap Shop furniture. Subsequent trips produced a dining table and chairs, a fridge and an old Decca record player that allowed us to listen to the music we had brought from Ireland.

   Deprived of television for the first time in years, we started playing board games unearthed from the packing crates. Night after night we endured marathon sessions of Monopoly that often lasted until one or two in the morning. Because he was still working, Dad usually went to bed early, but the rest of us sat up until the games were finished. When we tired of Monopoly our other favourites were Mah-jong, played on a set Mum had bought in Malaya and almost never played with in Ireland, and Masterpiece – the Art Auction Game.

   In our new circumstances, we couldn’t afford to go to the cinema but occasionally we would go to the drive-in, another South African novelty which we knew only from American films. The whole family could get into the drive-in for just













Africa’s Greatest Hotel

‘You’ve got the right sort of voice,’ the personnel officer told me. ‘We’ll put you in room service.’

   Six days a week, and four all-night shifts each month, I sat behind a Perspex window in an office tucked into one corner of the main kitchen at the Carlton Hotel.

   In front of me there were four telephones, and beside each one was a little box which magically, it seemed to me, displayed the room number of the incoming caller. The job was straightforward. Pick up the phone – which must never be allowed to ring more than three times – and take the order.

   ‘Good morning, Timothy speaking. How can I help you?’

   I had to write out an order slip and then punch it out on the cash register. Then I would pass the order slip – which now had a time stamped upon it – out to the room service waiters. The Carlton had six-hundred bedrooms, and the room service team had eight waiters during the day and four at night. But there was only ever one cashier, and a manager who sometimes helped answer the phones if things got too busy.

   Sometimes, famous guests would call down and order something. Silvia Kristel, star of the Emmanuelle films was one I remember, and Richard Kiel, the giant actor who played the Bond villain ‘Jaws’ (The Spy Who Loved Me, 1977). I also spoke to two of the stars from Dallas, Victoria Principal and Patrick Duffy. Apart from being Bobby Ewing in Dallas, Duffy was also well known as The Man from Atlantis. He stayed in the hotel for more than a week and always said the same thing to me. ‘Good mornin’, Tim. This is Mr. Duffy in room 1602. I’d like to order some brown bread toast and a pot of coffee.’ It felt weird talking to a character from Dallas, but I liked the way his Southern accent made my name sound like Tee-erm.

   I also spoke to Anatoly Karpov, the World Chess Champion. ‘Ah, the man who plays chess,’ I blurted out when I heard his thick Russian tones.

   ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘Do you play tchyess?’

   ‘No. Not really,’ I stammered. ‘What would you like to order?’

   I built up a slightly better relationship with Ilie Nastase, then at the height of his fame as a tennis player. Late one night he ordered champagne and said he was having a party. We had spoken several times, and he suggested I should ‘Come up and say hi.’ I wasn’t supposed to go up to any of the guest rooms, but I couldn’t resist the temptation to meet him. He was wearing a yellow Hawaiian shirt and he was flanked by two young, attractive women, his arms clutched around their waists. He had to let go of the women in order to sign the room service bill and I told him I had watched him at Wimbledon many times. He shook my hand, and I left.

   Very occasionally, an order slip would go missing, or a waiter would drop his tray and an irate guest would ring to find out what had happened to their meal. If the delay was my fault, I learned that the only way to avoid embarrassment was to answer that caller with a false voice and name. The magic numbers meant I knew which guest was calling before I answered. In a false voice, I could then apologise for ‘Timothy’s mistake’ and offer to rectify it immediately. Occasionally, if I was bored, I would play tricks on the guests by answering in a range of false accents or pretending to be the housekeeping department.

   After a time, my need for diversion required more elaborate games. Guests had to call room service in order to obtain a key for the mini-bar. Ordinarily, I would send the key up to the room with one of the waiters, and then we would know to check the bar in that room each day, and bill for any drinks used. But sometimes I would tell the guest that the key was in the room already and they just needed to retrieve it from under the carpet beneath the bedroom window.

   ‘The carpet is nailed down very tightly,’ they would report breathlessly.

   ‘Ah, you’ve got one of the new rooms, sir. I’ll send you a key with one of our waiters.’

   If I suspected that the guest was particularly gullible I would sometimes tell them to look for the key in the bathroom. There was a metal bottle-opener screwed to the cabinet housing the sink, and I would tell them to put their finger inside the metal bracket and press the button to open the hidden drawer containing the room key.

   ‘Nothing happened when I pressed it!’

   ‘I’m very sorry, sir. I’ll send a waiter straight away with a replacement key.’

   I didn’t play these tricks often, and I was always extremely polite.

   Speaking to the guests by telephone taught me that you can’t judge what a person will look like just by the sound of their voice. It was even difficult to tell how old someone might be. Over a period of days, sometimes weeks, it was possible to build a relationship with the unseen guests, and constant exposure allowed me to treat the telephone as an intimate tool. It is skill I still possess, I am unhampered by the disembodied nature of the line. On several occasions, but usually late at night, I was invited to go up to guests’ rooms; mostly by men, but sometimes by women. Hotel regulations forbade it, but I was never quite brave enough anyway. I had never had a girlfriend and although I enjoyed flirting over the phone the idea of a face-to-face encounter was intimidating.

   The Carlton had several permanent residents, and many regular guests whom I got to know because they stayed so often. They loved it when I recognised their voice even before they gave me their name. One of the Carlton’s most frequent guests was a flamboyant clothes designer called Mrs Apfelschimmel. She had helped choose some of the hotel furnishings and frequently came in to advise on new curtains and the choice of parasols that were dotted around the pool deck. Late one night she rang to order some champagne, and kept me on the phone far longer than necessary. She kept telling me I was ‘a sweet boy with an adorable English accent’. About half an hour later, she rang again.

   ‘Timothy, you know I talk to you every time I stay here, and yet we’ve never met!’ she slurred. ‘I need more champagne. And I think you should bring me my order personally this time.’

   ‘Well, I can’t really leave the phones,’ I said cautiously. ‘Perhaps we could meet in the Lobby for a drink tomorrow?’

   ‘No, no. I INSIST that you bring a bottle of champagne to my room.’

   Innocent though I might have been, I could tell that Mrs Apfelschimmel wanted more than bubbly. But I played dumb, until eventually, she was forced to make herself very clear.

   ‘Timothy, you have an incredibly sexy voice,’ she purred. ‘If you bring me the champagne I’ll give you a very special surprise.’

   I was beginning to get scared. I had seen Mrs Apfelschimmel walking around the hotel. She was slim, suntanned and wore figure-hugging clothes, especially tight black leather trousers that could best show it off. But she was in her mid-fifties, and I was seventeen.

   ‘I’m sorry Mrs Apfelschimmel,’ I stammered, ‘but I’m not allowed to visit the guest rooms.’

   ‘Timothy, I am a friend of the General Manager. If you don’t bring me my champagne, I will telephone him in the morning, and you will be sacked!’

   ‘You’re within your rights to do that,’ I said as calmly as I could. ‘But if I leave the phones then no one else will be able to order anything from room service tonight.’

   ‘Timothy! You have five minutes to get up here with a bottle of champagne. And, by the way, can you guess what I’m wearing tonight?’

   ‘No. I don’t think I can.’

   ‘I’m wearing my cowboy boots!’

   I despatched a waiter called Philemon with the champagne, and he returned in a state of high excitement. ‘Sho! Sho! That white lady, she is crazy! She opened the door without no clothes! Nothing! Only her boots with silver buckles,’ he said shaking his head and sucking his teeth. ‘Eesh! She is very angry. She says you must go to the room now!’

   All of the waiters guffawed loudly as they listened to Philemon’s description of what he had seen on the seventeenth floor. All night I watched the magic boxes nervously, but Mrs Apfelschimmel didn’t ring again. And the next time she stayed at the hotel she didn’t refer to our conversation.

   At the end of each shift, I would take a final reading from the cash register and tally up the bills that were charged to the rooms. I also had to pay out any tips added to the bill by the guest from my cash float. Best of all, any bills that had to be charged to the guest’s room account had to be placed into a bullet shaped canister and sent down to reception in a pneumatic tube just like the ones in Cleaver’s department store in Belfast.

   Above the lobby, the main kitchen occupied almost half of the first floor of The Carlton. One floor below, the Koffie Huis had its own kitchen which operated from six a.m. until midnight, and in the basement there was a twenty-four hour staff kitchen, and a cold store as well as a pastry kitchen where all of the hotel’s bread was made and baked. On the thirtieth floor there was also a small hot kitchen making hamburgers and simple grilled dishes for the pool-deck, and yet another kitchen that served the Top of the Carlton nightclub. The ballroom, one floor up from the main restaurant level could accommodate 2,000 guests and had a kitchen of its own. But none of them could compete with the main kitchen for noise and drama. This was an empire ruled over by Wolfgang Leyrer, the Executive Chef. When he barked, everyone jumped.

   Mr Leyrer was well over six feet tall, and like all of the chefs he wore wooden clogs that boosted his height by another two inches. At our end of the kitchen we didn’t need to involve the chefs for the simplest orders. Room service waiters could get their own hot water, coffee, biscuits, milk and sugar, cutlery and linens for the trays and trolleys that went up to the rooms. All other food items had to be ordered from either the cold kitchen or the hot kitchen, and without an order slip nothing left that kitchen. I was allowed to make myself tea in the kitchen and take it back to the office, but Mr Leyrer once caught me drinking a glass of milk.

   ‘You’re fined!’ came a bellow from the other end of the kitchen. ‘Make out a bill for ten rand and send the copy to my office!’

   My monthly pay was only three hundred and twenty rand. Milk, I now knew, counted as ‘food’, and was therefore off-limits except when served in a jug with tea. Ten rand was a significant amount of money, but luckily one of the other cashiers showed me how to print a bill on the cash machine that could be cancelled afterwards without going through the accounts department.

   The rent at Mitchell Court was two hundred and forty rand a month, and except for the money Mum could earn at the shop it was our only regular income. I paid the rent and I needed some cash for travelling to and from the hotel. To save money I ate as much as possible at the hotel. The shifts were eight hours long, seven a.m. until three in the afternoon, or three until eleven. Night shift was supposed to finish at seven a.m. but if breakfast was very busy then you were expected to stay for an hour extra to help the next cashier man the phones. Morning shift was the toughest because it was when the room service waiters were working flat out. On that shift you were also taking people’s lunch orders, whereas afternoons were generally quiet because very few guests took dinner in their room. During the overnight shift it was possible not to receive any orders between midnight and five a.m., but then by six a.m. all hell broke loose as the breakfast rush began. I didn’t mind doing the morning shift because it entitled me to have my own breakfast and lunch in the staff canteen. I would arrive at the hotel by six-thirty, in time to get some tea and toast in the canteen, and then have a proper breakfast around ten when all of the guests had finished. On the afternoon shift, I was just entitled to have dinner.

   In the hotel, the Executive Chef was second in power only to the General Manager. Then came the sous-chefs who cooked for the two main restaurants. They were all Europeans, mostly Austrians, Swiss and Germans. The only Africans were one or two commis-chefs in the main kitchen, and the ladies who ran the cold-kitchen producing the desserts, cheese platters and salads for the restaurants and room service.

   All drinks had to be ordered from the service bar, which was run by a pair of elderly Portuguese men named José and Fernando. The barmen were a law unto themselves cloistered behind a mesh security barrier to protect the valuable beverages when the kitchen was unattended, but the hotel had its own rigid pecking order. The cold-kitchen chefs were somehow inferior to those in the hot kitchen. Serving staff, white or black, were merely plate-carriers and room service waiters (who were all Africans) were only one rung above the busmen, whose sole responsibility was to clear dirty plates from the side-stands inside the restaurants; removing the empty plates from the table was only done by the waiters.

   The main function of the kitchen was to supply the two restaurants that led off it: The Three Ships and El Gaucho. The restaurants occupied the floor above the lobby, and were separated by a central area which was used by the hotel as a gallery and exhibition space. Three Ships waiters were accorded a little bit of respect by the chefs, but not much. Styling itself ‘the best restaurant in Africa’, The Three Ships was a subtly lit, opulent cocoon. Apart from the hotel guests, important South Africans came to lunch there, including figures from politics and the stock exchange. Like all five-star hotels, The Carlton was exempt from apartheid, and welcomed prominent and wealthy black South Africans. For very important visitors the restaurant had a private room, known as the Captain’s Table. In the evenings, a man in a white dinner jacket sat at a grand piano tinkling out a selection of gently arranged show tunes and love songs. Giant glass bowls filled with fresh lilies sat on side tables, and the walls were covered in dark oak panelling decorated with original oil paintings in gilt frames. The diners’ plates arrived at the table simultaneously, and the food was concealed under large silver cloches. The waiters always knew which dish to place in front of each diner, and at a signal from the maitre d’, the cloches would be whisked away with a graceful flourish to reveal the sumptuously arranged meals beneath. All of the waiters were male, and white. They wore smart midnight-blue jackets with gold braid, and prepared exotic spectacles like Lobster Fra Diavolo in silver chafing dishes at the table. Wine was served in over-sized goblets with long, long stems that were so coveted the guests often tried to steal them.

   El Gaucho was different. Themed as a South American steak restaurant, it was as loud and brash as The Three Ships was elegant and stuffy. Buxom waitresses in tightly ruched peasant blouses cooked slabs of prime steak in front of the customers who sat on high chairs around a grille. Every night was party-night in El Gaucho, with a live trio of strolling minstrels complete with bandoleers, playing guitar and maracas.

   I liked working as a cashier because I didn’t have to wear uniform, just a name tag pinned to my shirt. If I took a break, I could unpin the badge and walk through the public areas of the hotel, mingling with the guests and other staff without anyone paying much attention. Sometimes I went up to the pool-deck and walked around the pool, but my favourite excursion was to the restaurant-level lobby to look at the paintings hanging on the walls. Once they had an elephant exhibition by the wildlife artist David Shepherd, and another time it was work by Sir Peter Scott. I would slip out several times a day to look at one canvas in particular, a large painting of snow geese flying across a vast marshy landscape. It represented a world as far from Johannesburg’s city streets as I could imagine.

   If I worked the evening shift, Mum made me promise to take a taxi home. After a time I discovered that there were several waitresses at El Gaucho who also lived in Hillbrow. I would have to wait an hour or more for them to finish work, but then we could share a taxi. My favourite was Vivienne, a Swiss girl with porcelain skin and pale blue eyes. She was extremely beautiful and if she was on duty I would wait as long as necessary to share a taxi with her. Quite often she wouldn’t take my money, as she knew that she earned much more than me in tips alone. I wanted to ask her out on a date but I knew I couldn’t afford it.

   There were four of us to cover the three shifts in room service. We worked a six-day week, but the overnight shift, from eleven p.m. until seven thirty a.m. was always covered by the same man, named Solomon. I only ever saw him for a few minutes when we changed shift. One night a week, one of the room service managers worked Solomon’s shift, and once a month the daytime cashiers worked three nights in a row so that he could have some normal days off. Apart from me, the other two daytime cashiers were women, Michele and Sally. Sally was Welsh, and suffered badly with her nerves. Sometimes she would stay and talk to me during my shift, even when she was supposed to go home. I learned that she suffered from panic-attacks, claustrophobia and agoraphobia, things I had never heard of before.

   There were two ways of leaving our office in the kitchen: either by taking the service lifts down into the basement or by walking out through El Gaucho and taking the escalator down to the Lobby. On a bad day, Sally wouldn’t go in the service lift because of her claustrophobia. Even if she could get into the lift she was scared of the basement area which was a maze of windowless corridors. Her best option was to walk through El Gaucho, but getting to the escalators meant crossing an expanse of carpet that she said made her ‘feel dizzy’. One night she went to the lavatory and stayed away for three hours.

   Meanwhile, back in our office the manager had taken over the phones and couldn’t leave them to find out what had happened. Eventually, when the phones finally went quiet for the night he left the office unattended to look for Sally.

   ‘It was awful, Tim,’ she told me the next day. ‘I just thought about walking across all that carpet and then having to go into El Gaucho and be surrounded by all those people who might stare at me. I was petrified. I could not leave the toilet cubicle.’

   After long negotiations through the locked door, the manager was able to persuade her to leave the lavatory. He escorted her back to the office, but after that he never let her go on a break when he was on duty. One day I came in to work and noticed that the swivel chair we used was missing. Without the swivel chair it was difficult to answer the phones and then turn to use the cash register in one fluid movement. ‘I’m sorry,’ Sally explained, ‘but the manager wouldn’t let me take a break so I peed in the chair. I just couldn’t help it.’

   Sally was about forty, which seemed quite old to me at the time. After a few months, I realised that she had started drinking heavily, and was unable to balance her bills and charges at the end of her shift. She would wait for me to come on duty and ask me to do it for her. I didn’t mind, because I was fond of her. Like Mum, she had been forced into working for a living comparatively late in life.

   ‘You understand me, Timmy,’ she would confide, her breath sweetened with the whiskey miniatures she stashed in her handbag alongside bottles of tranquilisers. ‘You’re from a good family. We’re better than all this riff-raff in South Africa. But you’ll see. One day things will take a turn for the better.’

   Sally told me she was separated from her South African husband and that they had a young child. She said she wanted to go back to the UK, but her husband had custody of her son. ‘That bastard told the judge I was emotionally unstable! Can you believe it?’ Then she laughed. ‘I suppose I am, but he made me that way.’

   ‘I’m a prisoner here,’ Sally would say. She had a great sense of humour, but her nerves were a constant debilitation. ‘I’ve got a very good psychiatrist who’s helping me a lot,’ she told me one day. ‘But now, I can’t afford to pay his bill so he’s taking me to court. And that’s giving me more panic attacks! Isn’t that brilliant – my psychiatrist is making me crazy!’

   After a time, Sally’s drinking started to interfere with her job at the Carlton. She was sacked, but later when I was at University, she sometimes visited Mum at the shop and asked how I was doing. Her nerves made it impossible for Sally to hold a steady job. She started working as what she called a ‘hostess’. In fact, she worked for an escort agency. Mum tried to persuade her to go back to the UK where she could at least get some social security benefits, and be close to her own mother who still lived in Wales. ‘I’m a hooker,’ Sally confessed. ‘Who would have believed things would turn out this way? But if I go back to the UK, I’ll never see my son.’

   A couple of years later I saw Sally for the last time. It was late one night on Banket Street. She was wearing a satin skirt that was too tight, and high heels with ankle straps. She had put on weight, and was stumbling unsteadily along the pavement clutching tightly onto the arm of a man in a cheap safari suit. I tucked myself into a doorway as they passed, so that she wouldn’t recognise me.





A House by the River

Two years after Mum died, Dad came to London for a visit. I thought he was coming to see me, and my fiancée Jessica. I wanted her to meet him on neutral ground before I took her to South Africa, and I thought he would enjoy visiting her in Oxford where she lived, and where he had been a student. The girlfriends I had taken home to meet Mum had never been serious relationships, even though she always got her hopes up that one of them would provide her with a grandchild.

   Things didn’t go according to plan. Dad was travelling with his own girlfriend, a woman he’d met in Johannesburg. They were sitting at a table at a café at Heathrow when I went to meet him. I had no idea that they were travelling together, and at first assumed she was someone he’d met on the plane, and that she too was waiting for someone to pick her up from the early morning arrival. Only when Katherine excused herself to go to the lavatory did Dad reveal that they were a couple. She was a decade younger than him, and he said they were hiring a car to tour around the south of England. She had friends to visit too, and for that first night Dad came back to my flat in central London. I was glad that we had the evening alone together, but I was trying to adjust to the idea that he had a girlfriend. Dad was clearly too embarrassed to talk about it, but I was annoyed that he hadn’t told me about her. I felt sorry that he was so frightened of telling me he’d formed a new relationship.

   ‘So,’ I said as casually as possible. ‘What’s the story with this woman Katherine?’

   ‘No story,’ he stammered. ‘She’s, um, a girlfriend. That’s all.’ His words spilled out too fast, and he was blushing, fiddling with the unpacking. ‘Look, you don’t have to worry, she’s not a replacement for your mother. I’ll never find anyone like her again.’

   ‘I’m not worried,’ I said. ‘And I don’t want you to be lonely.’

   ‘Well, there you are,’ he recovered himself. ‘She’s my girlfriend and that’s all there is to it.’

   ‘He’s frightened of you,’ Mum would tell me when I argued with Dad. ‘You’re the only person in the whole world who can intimidate him. It’s because he’s so afraid you’ll turn against him. And you never lose your temper with him, he really can’t deal with that.’

   If Dad was afraid of hurting my feelings, it didn’t show. That night while unpacking, Dad uncovered a small grey cardboard box tucked among the neatly folded clothes. It was Mum’s ashes, in the same simple container we had collected from the crematorium the day after the funeral.

   ‘Why did you bring them?’ I asked. We had never properly discussed what we would do with the ashes.

   ‘She didn’t want to be left in Africa,’ he said brusquely. ‘She was terrified of being left out there, because she thought you kids would all come back to the UK.’

   ‘What are you going to do?’

   ‘Well, your mother always loved the sea. I’d like to scatter them at the coast.’

   ‘Where?’

   ‘I don’t know yet.’ His voice was unsteady, not because he was upset at the idea, but because he was expecting me to object. He was moving things pointlessly from one end of his suitcase to the other, staring fixedly at the underwear and neatly folded shirts.

   Extravagant ideas for a memorial gathering flashed through my head. I imagined hiring a boat and getting my aunts and uncles to come with us so that they could say goodbye. I wondered about getting a priest to conduct some kind of ceremony.

   ‘How about taking them back to the mountains in Newcastle?’ I suggested. ‘And then we could get her sisters to come, maybe Uncle Herbert too.’

   ‘That’s too complicated, I haven’t got time for all that. And your mother hated Ireland anyway.’

   Part of me was angry. I wanted her to be somewhere that meant something to me, somewhere that we would all regard as a spiritual home. ‘Maybe I should keep the ashes,’ I suggested, ‘until we can all be together one day, and do it properly.’

   ‘Well, we’ll talk about that.’

   I didn’t think much more about it, and over the next few days Dad went visiting around the south of England while I was at work. The night he returned, I cooked dinner. While we were eating, he suddenly announced that he’d been to Dover. I imagined he might have been showing Katherine the White Cliffs. ‘What was in Dover?’

   ‘Well, your mother grew up not far away at Folkestone, so that’s where I’ve scattered her ashes.’

   I swallowed hard, and couldn’t speak for a moment. Inside, I was angry and upset. But I was also aware there was nothing I could do. Carrying on with the conversation calmly took all of the self-control I could muster.

   ‘I thought we were all going to do it together. Or at least I could have come with you?’

   ‘Well, who knows when that could be arranged,’ he snapped. He was on the verge of losing his temper, the way he always did when he couldn’t justify his actions.

   ‘I think Will and Caro will be upset.’

   ‘Too bad if they are – that’s their business. I know she was your mother, but she was my wife. And sometimes husbands know best. It was my job to do it, and it’s done now so there’s nothing to argue about.’

   I had to struggle not to start crying. ‘Where exactly did you put the ashes?’

   ‘I walked along the sea wall and tipped them out at the end. You know your mother loved the sea.’

   ‘What, at the ferry port?’

   ‘Yes, well, she always loved boats.’

   ‘I’m not sure she found P&O car ferries terribly romantic.’ Sarcasm was my only weapon. That was how crass he could be. It was like a disease with him.

   The next time I visited Johannesburg I took Jessica with me. As we walked into the house with our luggage I had warned her that the three poodles, Mum’s dogs, would come bouncing out to greet us. There was no sign of them, and I walked through to the sitting room to see if they had been shut out in the small garden. Then Dad came out of the kitchen with some drinks for us.

   ‘Where are the dogs?’ I asked.

   ‘They’ve gone.’

   ‘Gone where?’

   ‘To the vet, I had to have them put down,’ he announced without a flicker of remorse. ‘Yes, Kiki was really on her last legs. And the other two were just a nuisance.’

   ‘But, they were Mum’s dogs,’ I began, trying to control my emotions in front of Jessica.

   ‘Yes. I know they were. But I’m the one who had to look after them and clean up after them.’

   I was dumbstruck, but he continued, his voice rising angrily. ‘People keep on about the dogs, and how they love them but no one actually offers to look after them. No, I’m the one who has to feed them twice a day and take them to the vet.’

   ‘Did you ask Caro or Will to have them?’

   ‘No, I didn’t! If they loved the dogs so much they should have bloody well come and got them.’



——





In 1997, Dad remarried. It was a happy occasion, and I was glad that he had again found companionship, and love. Carole, his new South African wife, seemed to know how to handle him and his ire, although in many ways he had already calmed down considerably. He was in vigorous health, and he had a regular income from a contract to supply and train security guards for a large office block in Johannesburg.

   Life for all of us settled into a more recognisably normal pattern. Mum’s death had been a great loss, but I no longer felt torn between London and Johannesburg. I could start to live my own life. But, once a year, Jessica and I would take our own children to Johannesburg to see ‘Grandpa’. He lived some distance from the city in a quiet village in a house with a large garden leading down to a river. He and his wife had several dogs, including ‘Mac’, a black Scottie that Dad chose as a puppy. He planted roses and drank sundowners on the stoep beside the swimming pool. It was the South African life he had imagined for us all when we left Ireland more than twenty years earlier.

   Dad still had flashes of temper, but we all learned to ignore them, and steer clear of the topics that inflamed him. He was active, but he suffered from gout and high blood-pressure. Obstinately, he refused to reduce the amount of salt he put onto his food. ‘I’ve been eating salt for seventy years,’ he would say angrily if we challenged him, ‘and I like it. So don’t tell me what I can and can’t eat.’

   Quite suddenly, he developed angina. It became so severe that he underwent an angioplasty, a procedure to widen one of the coronary arteries. It cured the angina immediately, and for a time he was back to an active life. A few years later he agreed to have knee replacement surgery. ‘It’s the same bloody knee that’s always given me gip,’ he told me on the telephone. One of the few childhood stories I knew about him was that as a baby, Dad had been injured by a nanny employed privately by his mother. When he was only a year old the nanny had tugged on his right leg with great force to make him lie down in his pram, and ruptured the cartilage. The nanny was sacked and the cartilage surgically removed. Dad was always warned that the injury would make him prone to arthritis. He also blamed a succession of rugby injuries for a weakness in the joint, and a bad fall during parachute training for the SAS.

   ‘It’s all catching up with me,’ he joked before the operation. ‘It’s time I was taken out and shot.’



——





The operation led to complications and for several months he went back and forth to the hospital, complaining about ‘useless bloody doctors’.

   My push-me-pull-you relationship with South Africa had not quite ended. A few months later a phone call from Carole alerted me that Dad was weaker than he made out to me by phone, suffering from uncontrolled internal bleeding and recurrent infections. I flew out to Johannesburg to see if I could help. He was in a private clinic where all of the nursing staff, and the other patients, were Afrikaans speaking. They found him a novelty because he didn’t speak their language, and jokingly called him The English Patient (Ralph Fiennes, 1996). On his part there was no longer any talk of ‘stupid Dutchmen’.

   ‘I wish I’d never agreed to this treatment,’ he moaned from his bed. He was propped up on a bank of pillows, too thin and very pale. He ignored the food the hospital brought him and I made trips to a nearby shopping mall to buy strawberry-flavoured energy drinks, the only thing he said he enjoyed. ‘I’m nearly eighty, well past my “three score years and ten”. There’s no point in fighting nature.’

   ‘Actually, you’re seventy-four,’ I corrected him.

   He managed a rueful grin. ‘Well, maybe, but I feel older than that.’

   In the family we had always made fun of his ruthless self-reliance. It was partly why we called him Rambo. Devoid of self-pity, he always reduced every situation to its simplest, crudest form. In his world view, this final sequence of illnesses was only to be expected. Sitting beside his hospital bed I tried to encourage him to muster the energy to recover. He shook his head at me. ‘Tim, you can’t beat old age, and that’s all there is to it. I’ve just got to face up to it.’

   ‘Mum would never have let you away with a remark like that.’

   I said it to goad him, to remind him of how she hated any mention of old age, or the inevitably of its symptoms.

   ‘No,’ he said with another quiet smile, and a slow nod. ‘I know she wouldn’t. But she was stronger than I am. She always was.’

   It was by no means clear that he might die, and after a week the doctors told me he was getting stronger. It was time for me to return to my own family in London. ‘I’ll stay a few days longer, if you want me to,’ I said on a final afternoon visit.

   ‘No, you need to get back and get on with your own life now,’ he said.

   We were alone in the hospital room for just a few moments. I tried to make myself believe that it wasn’t the last time I would see him, that he would rally and I would return with his grandchildren for at least one more visit. Sensing my difficulty, he made a rare effort to be positive.

   ‘Go on, I’m alright. You don’t need to worry about me any more. I never thought I would find another woman who could love me as much as your mother did, but I’ve been very, very lucky. You know,’ he said without a trace of irony, ‘this is the best country in the world. It’s been good to me.’

   There was no point in reminding him of the years he had refused to acknowledge anything positive about South Africa. A few weeks later, he died at home in the house overlooking the Klip River. His ashes are scattered near the tall rose bushes he and his second wife had planted in the middle of the open grass leading down to the mud brown water. The roses are in orderly contrast to the shaggy, weeping willows at the river’s edge and the tall eucalyptus trees with the peeling bark that shield the house from the road. At dusk, half a dozen large Hadeda ibises stalk the lawn plucking earthworms from the ground with their long curved beaks. Their loud barking cry is a very African sound to me, both brave and grand, lonely and futile.

   South Africa feels like a home to me now, and I often crave its bright clear light, its open spaces and even the outline of the skyscrapers on the approach to the city from Johannesburg airport. The highveldt thunderstorms are as comforting as a heartbeat, and the flat colours of the parched land in winter are more precious than gold.

   The old commercial centre of Johannesburg is a different place now, and many of the shining tower blocks that seemed so impressive when I was a teenager stand empty and dilapidated. As the city has Africanised, the big money and the international finance houses have moved northwards to Sandton, Midrand and beyond. The Carlton Hotel is still there, but it is an empty shell, the doors barred and locked.

   The Whatnot, and most of the Market People are gone now too. For so many years I hated them. I was ashamed of knowing them, and I kept them secret from almost everyone I knew. My friends at university and at the BBC didn’t know Babette the Tart, or Carl the Cat Burglar, Gerry the Forger and John the Hippie. And they didn’t share their houses with Russian lodgers or survive on a diet of Mamma’s Chicken Pies and Valium. I never talked about it. Perhaps that was how I protected myself. Living with Mum and joining in with what she called her ‘adventures’ was as unreal as walking onto a film set, and the Market People were just characters in a scene.
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