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I am Grin, the perpetual grin.

Before anything else there is me.

On the day I hit the planet, blizzards scrubbed the land clean of people and warmth, snow hammered the houses like bullets, and the sky turned such a dazzling white that each snowflake seemed black. I was born early in the morning, and a comet was discovered by a Hawaiian observatory at the very instant that I gave my first, mighty howl of triumph.

Precocious from the start, I blasted out of the womb sporting a full head of curly black hair. When placed with the other new arrivals, I was already able to move about — and that energy which always coils within me, made me twist and turn in my hospital crib.

Once my father finished puffing his seven, celebratory Wetschina cigars, he came to pay his respects (he did not feel the need to witness my birth, having witnessed the conception). Father, encountered a neat row of babies, all lined up in their cribs... except one.

I lay crosswise, flexing my muscles and desperate to meet my public. I was alive and had things to do.

My proud mother and I, were soon out of hospital. We went straight back to our Austrian Alps. Even then, I had a strong idea of where I wanted to be, and flat, oppressive lands did not appeal. I was created to leapfrog boulders, and race through wild forests, not to play computer games in overdeveloped, human sheep-pen towns.

So, I grew up in the Alps, where the canyons surrounding us are the canyons of our minds. Each person is their own myth, remaking the landscape and mythology that made them.

We are fairy tales.

Before I could walk, I would gatevault out of my cot, crawling into cupboards, which I often overturned. Every item of furniture had to be weighted, or nailed down (locking me in my bedroom proved pointless, because I quickly learnt to pick the lock). I was given the honorific title of Bims, because I was always bimsing everything and everybody. Practicing swallow dives out of my high chair, I knew I was destined for greatness.

I learnt to read way before my comrades in Kindergarten, overdosing on books of heroic myths, because I have ever been heroically mythological. Teachers, complained that I was not following the expected, slow and shallow trajectory of learning, whereby, boys agree to condemn themselves as the unbookish cause of all humanity’s misfortunes.

By the time I was six, I was excused reading classes, because my parents saw: teachers are simply impediments to my greatness.

I could finally read those stories my teachers disapproved of, without their censorious, virtue-signalling nonsense. I rewrote myths to include myself. I became the kind of boy who skips three steps at once, and shoots old men’s hats off with a homemade bow and arrow.

The Austrian Alps are a Pagan country. There are festivals to drive out darkness. There are festivals to make crops and babies grow. There are graveyards in forests, so friendly trees can absorb souls and exhale them into Heaven. Christian priests here, are pragmatists who have never dragged people away from invigorating superstitions.

I am balanced on a knife-edge of savagery and civilisation, combining roaring glee with exquisite sophistication. From an early age, there was only one possible vocation for me: writing.

Writing is glamorous.

Every popstar, actor, comedian, athlete, fashion designer, model, photographer, film director, celebrity, influencer — and whore — just longs to be an author. The first thing they do, once they are famous and have exhausted their own little talent, is squeeze out a book.

I am more farsighted than that: I have missed out any pretence of a career, and gone straight for the literary jugular.

My name is, Grin. I am a wordaholic.

I spark readers into empathy — you have to invent the thoughts, sounds, and images I describe. This separates me from artists in other disciplines, who do not make their audiences work.

A moviemaker is a dictator, beaming visions into passive recipients. A painter, like a photographer, imposes their eyes on the viewer. A sculptor is a photographer who uses braille. A composer is a hypnotist. But I am... a writer.

I provide myths now wonder has been tortured to death by the Internet.

I force minds out of skulls and into skulls. I make my audiences live different lives. I train imaginations, to sympathise with their story-telling ancestors, and with every single individual who makes up a crowd.

I am large and handsome and brave.

And, I make things up.

On the day I was born, blizzards scrubbed the land clean of people and warmth. Snow hammered the houses like bullets, and the sky turned such a dazzling white that each snowflake seemed black. I was born early in the morning, and a comet was discovered by a Hawaiian observatory at the very instant I gave my first, mighty howl of triumph.

Writers must roar — or, shut up forever.
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Beating The Devil
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Four years had passed since my grand entrance. I was staying at my grandparents’ house. I looked out of the window of the upstairs kitchen I slept in. The sky was ashen. The clock ticked like a dripping tap. The mountains hid their faces in their clouds, fed up with looking at me.

I had bet myself that if I leapt the six floorboards to my bed, I would live to be a hundred.

I missed.

So, I bet myself that I would leap them on a second attempt... or, the Devil would reach out from under the bed (where he lived) and grab my soul.

I missed.

I would roast in Hell, while imps prodded me with big forks to see if I was done through.

Desperation sped my thoughts. I needed God to help me. Perhaps, if I knocked on Heaven, He would answer the door? Clouds waved at me from the mountains like the Devil’s own, cheeky handkerchiefs.

The mountains were taunting me.

What if, I jumped out of the window and jabbed the descending clouds, to prove my faith in God? I looked down from my window.

The ground seemed to suck me in, until the tips of my fingers tingled and I became dizzy. The lawn, shone, temptingly green and darkly fluorescent in the grey light.

I was scared, but I had to jump — my soul was at stake.

One — two — THREE!

I could not do it.

I heard imps whistling as they stoked their fires for me, and sharpened the prongs of great forks. I was too frightened of heights, as well as of Hell. I had to overcome a great fear to deal with my greater fear.

One — two — THREE!

I flung myself at Heaven.

I crashed in the roses.

I rose again, pricked by thorns. I needed to sneak back into the house. The door was locked just as firmly against the resurrected, as it was against the rampaging pillagers of my grandparents’ nightmares.

So, I rang the doorbell. My tombstone-blond, grizzled grandfather, answered, surprised — then, annoyed — to see me outdoors.

Neither grandparent, believed, or wanted to believe, that I hopped out of an upstairs window. My grandfather spotted a crack in a drainpipe, proving I had shinned down.

I was sent to bed early for trying to scare my grandparents. I bounced up and down on it for an hour, to punish the Devil underneath.
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Every saint has an embarrassing friend.

In the Alps, St. Nicholas’ hirsute embarrassment is called Krampus, has long black fur and horns, and a tongue lolling down to his navel. He drags chains, and carries birch twigs for thrashing naughty people.

Oh, and he has huge metal clappers attached to his buttocks.

Krampus is a party animal. Nobody really knows how he got here. Perhaps, he met St. Nicholas when they were drunk, at some Heaven and Hell cheese-and-wine party? Perhaps, they now cohabit like two sweet old queens, indulging their need to dress up and party just once a year, on December the sixth... though Krampus also goes out by himself a day earlier.

St. Nicholas does not mind Krampus going out to party by himself. St. Nicholas is a saint and never gets jealous.

Anyway, on December the sixth, when St. Nicholas brings, chocolate, oranges, and nuts, for good children — who leave their boots outside their doors to be filled with his gifts — bad children, by some oversight, also receive, chocolate, oranges, and nuts.

Krampus no longer really punishes the naughty... which is a good thing for me. Krampus, has retired, and become an excuse for youths to wear scary masks and playfully hit friends on their rumps. The friend usually runs away giggling, knowing full well that Krampus is Seppl, who lives down the road and has a crush on her. Sometimes, the girl even dresses up as Krampus, and comes back to hit Seppl on the rump.

Every child knows Krampus is a bluff — unlike St. Nicholas, in his flamboyant purple robes with white fur trim, whose huge beard covers an affectionate heart. Krampus, exists to be hissed at by children, and smiled at by people with springy buttocks. Even as a five-year-old, I understood this.

So, I perched in the wood-lined living room, snug with my mother, excitedly awaiting the arrival of those two confirmed bachelors — St. Nicholas and his uncouth friend — when there was a rattle of chains outside the window, and a bone-chilling laugh: a laugh that pierced me to my marrow, from someone Hell held no fears for.I knew such a laugh could only come from my grandfather.

Ever heroic and courageous (as my destiny intended) I yelled — “Zwetschgen Krampus!” — and dived under the table. The chains rattled like a skeleton on a gibbet. Krampus tapped on the window with his horns. Fierce laughter reverberated around the living room.

I again yelled — “Zwetschgen Krampus!” — and realised that hardly anyone reading this, knows what a Zwetschgen Krampus is.

A Zwetschgen Krampus is a Krampus made from prunes — a traditional present on December the fifth. I was implying that my grandfather was wrinkled and edible, which seemed incredibly funny to me when I was five and still seems funny now he is dead.

It also amused my mother, who clapped her hands, and my grandfather — who came in, cold and dishevelled, pretending that he did not know what the commotion was.

When I was slightly older and wickeder, I wanted to be Krampus myself. I wore a paper Krampus mask and hid behind trees, waiting for unwary older girls — so I could leap out and slap their bottoms, the curviness of which fascinated me.

Specifically, there was Bärbl, who had achieved the unimaginable age of twenty-two. She was the archetype of hourglasses... a jiggly, bosomy, buttocky girl, whose pendulous seat demanded to be slapped.

I knew that she took flowers to her family grave in the forest cemetery, so I hid behind a snowy fir as dusk glowed on the mountains, hoping she would appear.

The air was still. Candles, burnt and flickered in red jars on graves, commemorating the loved ones beneath them.

And, then... I saw Bärbl approaching: a panoply of rolling curves, a fleshly temptation, a goddess needing to be conquered. Her blonde curls were hidden by a woolly hat, her nose was red, but her lips — O, even her lips were curvy! She wore lycra skiing trousers, which accentuated her body, and a thick jumper — which did the same. It was impossible for Bärbl to hide her glory.

I waited until she passed me, then, stealthily — treacherously like a golden jackal — crept up behind her.

My hand coiled back — it had to be united with the rotating globes of her posterior — and struck home.

Bärbl, screamed, and flowers showered down, as she turned to face me. Cawing crows scattered in the trees.

Bärbl grabbed me.

I bit her finger and ran.

Bärbl, pursued me, more like an express train than a conquered goddess. Suddenly, I was Krampus no more, but a little boy sprinting through the snow.

The distance between my footprints and Bärbl’s, grew smaller and smaller, until there was a violent disturbance of snow... with me in it.

Bärbl tore off my mask, and ground snow into my face until my skin was as red and sore as the sunset.

I know why Krampus retired.
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Never trust your grandmother, especially if she is Austrian.

This is not to say Austrian grandmothers are more dishonest, or dangerous, than other grannies — but they do have a talent for adjusting the truth. Austrian grandmothers are artists, and remake reality to protect the innocence of children.

My grandmother, known as Oma, was a fit, attractive woman with a smile ever to hand, who cycled up and down Alps. Oma had brown eyes and dark hair, and an unlined face. She sang, apparently guilelessly, in a sinless church choir. But, like all grandmothers, there is more to her than that.

Oma’s ability to retune reality, showed itself in how she managed my relationship with my great-grandmother, Ur-Oma.

Ur-Oma had reached the end of her life, and, not having died yet, spent her days in a continual re-run of the past. Her small bedroom became the marble hunting lodge she knew as a young woman in the southern Tirol. I became the horseman who courted her.

Lucky for me, her courtship had been polite.

Mostly.

There was one time when Ur-Oma told me: her parents were out and their double-bed was free for us to use.

This puzzled me.

Oma, explained that Ur-Oma was telling me: Ur-Oma’s parents had gone to Heaven, and no longer needed their bed. So, I could have the bed when I was old enough.

I am still waiting.

Then, Ur-Oma left our world altogether, and lost any idea of day and night, and forgot how to speak. She lay in bed, night and day, sighing and bleating.

“What’s that?” — I would ask Oma, who assured me, it was a stray goat, which had wandered into the village from Klackl’s field.

On nights Ur-Oma was especially loud, Oma swore dreadful (yet decorous) oaths that she would deal with Farmer Klackl, and his incompetently erected fences, at the very first glimmer of day.

I began to resent goats and how they disrupted my sleep, but, more than that — I resented Ur-Oma for impersonating goats at four in the morning.

Ur-Oma died.

One morning, I woke to find Oma, bustling around like an ant in the Sun. And no, Oma said, I could not go into Ur-Oma’s room to see the body. Everything that Ur-Oma had touched, was infected with corpse poison (Leichengift), and needed to be disinfected.

Oma’s reworkings of the truth were inspired by folklore, and became part of the landscape of my brain. She was the person who first told me about the Wild Hunt, spirits that gallop across the sky on nights when fierce lightning crackles.

I learnt that milk went off because the Stormbride, who trails the hunt, turns it sour to show she has noticed you. Oma also told me of her brother, my great-uncle Martin, the famed poet and cigarette smoke-ring exhaler, who, when even smaller than I was then, boldly asked the valet of Emperor Franz Josef to do his Lederhosen’s button flies up for him.

The Emperor, a great and good man, who personally attended to the welfare of every last one of his subjects, graciously granted permission for my great-uncle Martin to have his flies done up.

Oma gave me a book, titled Verschlungen, of tales collected from old people in the locality.

“Read this.” — she said, tapping the cover — “The canyons of your mind, transform every stream that flows through them. One day, you will write down the stories in Verschlungen — and they will have changed because you read them, to become one of the best books ever written.”

I did not then understand what she was talking about. But, I remembered what she said until I was old enough to understand. Oma gave the book to me because she knew my childhood in Austria was ending.

Every New Year’s Eve, Oma told our fortunes for the coming year — by melting lead over the stove, and dripping it into a pan of cold water from a spoon. The lead, set in weird, asteroidal lumps, which only Oma could interpret.

Eager to learn Oma’s secret, I examined these lumps over and over again, and attempted to extract meaning from them. I saw nothing. Oma had a gift for prophesy I did not inherit.

One New Year’s Eve, she looked at the frozen splash of lead that mapped out my year ahead, and told me: I would fly faraway, to England. And, sure enough, a month later, I was in flat, chilly England, the stories of Verschlungen flowing through my mind, keeping me warm — changing, as I change.
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