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THE DOGS

It’s late afternoon, end of September. Mol stands behind the house, in the backyard. As the sun drops, it reaches between the houses and draws a line across the middle button of her housecoat. Her bottom half is in shadow. Her top half feels warm.

Mol stares at all the stuff Lambert has dug out of the earth. It’s a helluva heap. Pieces of red brick, bits of smooth drainpipe, thick chunks of old cement and that blue gravel you see on graves. Small bits of glass and other stuff shine in the muck. Lambert has already taken out most of the shiny things – for his collection, he says. He collects the strangest things.

Gerty’s at Mol’s feet, sniffing at the heap. Must still smell of kaffir, she thinks. Gerty drags out something from between two bits of cement and drops it at Mol’s feet.

‘What is it, Gerty? Hey? What you got there? Show the missus!’

Mol picks it up. It’s a flat, rusted tin. Looks like a jam tin. Kaffir jam! Sis, yuk! She throws it back on to the heap.

She picks up Gerty and looks across the length of the bare yard. The yellow lawn stretches all the way up to the wire fence in front. Lambert says it’s just rubble wherever you dig, here where they live. Under the streets too, from Toby right through to Annandale on the other side. Rubble, just rubble.

The kaffirs must’ve gotten the hell out of here so fast, that time, they didn’t even take their dogs with them.

A lot of their stuff got left behind. Whole dressers of crockery. You could hear things breaking to pieces when the bulldozers moved in. Beds and enamel basins and sink baths and all kinds of stuff. All of it just smashed.

That was quite a sight.

The kaffirs screamed and shouted and ran up and down like mad things. They tried to grab as much as they could to take with when the lorries came.

And those kaffirdogs cried and yelped as they ran around, trying to get out of the way of all that stuff falling and breaking everywhere.

Mol remembers the day very well; when they took away the first bunch of kaffirs. It was raining. February ’55. She and Pop and Treppie stood at the top end of Ontdekkers, on the other side, watching the whole business, ’cause Treppie had heard the Department of Community Development wanted to build houses here for ‘less privileged whites’ – here where Sophiatown used to be.

Triomf, they were told, would be the new suburb’s name.

Just for whites. They said they’d start building in 1960.

‘From Fietas to Triomf!’ Treppie said – and he didn’t want to hear any of them complaining they weren’t going up in the world.

Fietas was also flattened in later years. Not long after they got out.

Ja, it was also a right royal mixed-up lot there in Vrededorp – that was now supposed to be Fietas’ proper name.

Gerty squirms in Mol’s arms. She puts her down. The little dog turns around and looks at the heap again. God alone knows how much deeper that hole in his den must still go. Lambert says it’s for petrol; he wants to store petrol in there. It’s for when the shit starts flying after the election, he says. That’s the kind of rubbish Treppie talks into his head.

Gerty wants attention. She digs with both her front paws in the rubble, poking her nose in the clods that are still red from all the old bricks. Then she pricks her ears and looks up at Mol – she wants to play. Ag shame, the poor little thing, not much chance to play around here.

Mol goes and sits heavily on the old Dogmor tin next to the house. She puts her hand into her housecoat pocket, takes out a cigarette and lights up.

The kaffirs weren’t very impressed with the whole business, that’s for sure.

She and Pop and Treppie stood on the side of the road, watching them stone the buses. The trams too.

In those days there was a tram that ran all the way to Roodepoort.

Treppie was very worked up about the bulldozing. Some days he used to go there after work, riding up and down in the trams so he could check things out for himself. And sometimes, when he worked the night shift, he’d first walk all the way to Sophiatown before going to work. Then, later, he’d come home and make them long speeches, for hours on end, about everything he’d seen there, ‘there where our future lies’, he’d say, ‘where we’re going to make a new start in life’, cackling through that crooked mouth of his. In those days, she never understood what that laugh of his meant, but she’s learnt in the meantime. As for their lives here in Triomf – there’s nothing funny about that. Here it just buggers on. And these days the buggering’s getting rough.

When they were bulldozing that time, there was a skinny priest in a long, black dress who used to run up and down behind the bulldozers, trying to help the kaffirs with all their things.

The kaffirdogs all knew him. They used to jump up at him as he ran around, and after a while that black dress of his started looking a real mess from all the dusty paw marks.

But he could do nothing for them. The dogs, that is. And their kaffirs.

He was an English priest. A real kaffirlover, by the name of Huddleston. Treppie used to call him Muddlemouth or old Meddlebones, ’cause he was one of those holier-than-thou bigmouths from overseas who came here to interfere with stuff.

His church still stands today, just behind them, but these days not much goes on there. It’s the PPC of Triomf now. The Pentecostal Protestant Church. Those Protestants look a poor bunch to her. There are not many more than there are of the Members in Christ. And the Members all fit into a single Kombi. She sees the pastor driving past sometimes, going up Martha Street to pick people up. MEMBERS IN CHRIST, it says in big, blue letters on one side. Here one, there one, he picks them up. Chicken feed.

Here in Triomf they’ve got the PPCs, the Members, the Apostolics and the Jehovah’s Witnesses. There’s also an NG church across the road from Shoprite, but it’s always empty, except when they’ve got a bazaar going. Right next to the NG, in front of the police flats, she’s seen a white noticeboard with DAY SPRING CHRISTIAN CHURCH written in pink letters. And guess what, they actually go there, those policemen, with their little wives and all. Must be a nice church, that. But as for priests in dresses, you don’t see many of them around here any more. Except right down in Annandale at the tail-end of Triomf, on the Martindale side. They saw a priest there one day, but he was wearing a white dress, not a black one. That’s another mixed lot. One day she and Pop and Treppie – Lambert wasn’t with them – were coming back from the panelbeaters when they saw the mixed-up congregation coming out – it must have been a wedding or something – and there stood the priest at the door, greeting kaffirs and Hotnots and whites all together. All smiles. And all with the same hand.

Treppie says it’s a Roman church. He says it’s foreign to our nation’s interest to greet different nations like that, and then he laughs like the devil himself. He says there’s a world of difference separating the two nations in that sentence. But in Triomf they know it’s actually just Ontdekkers that separates them. ’Cause across the road it’s Bosmont, and in Bosmont it crawls with nations.

Not that they have much trouble with them, here in Triomf. It’s only at the Spar in Thornton that the Hotnot children stand around and beg. Pop gives them sweeties sometimes when he takes Toby and Gerty to the little veld behind the Spar. But when the piccanins play with the dogs, Toby and Gerty don’t want to. All they want is to chase those big kaffirs who play soccer there. Young, wild kaffirs with strong, shiny legs and angry faces. And they play rough. Toby got his wind kicked right out one day when he tried to bite one of them on the leg. Pop says it’s ’cause Toby’s a white dog – although kaffirs are quite fond of dogs in general. Then Treppie says that may be the case, but it really depends how hungry the kaffir is. And then he starts telling that old story about Sophiatown’s dogs again.

When everything was flattened – it took almost three years – the dogs who’d been left behind started crying. They sat on heaps of rubble with their noses up in the air and they howled so loud you could hear them all the way to Mayfair.

Treppie says he saw some of the kaffirs come back one night with pangas, and then they killed those dogs of theirs. After a while, he says, you couldn’t tell any more who was crying, the kaffirs or their dogs. And then they took the dead dogs away in sacks.

Treppie says he’s sure they went and made stew with those dogs, with curry and tomato and onions to smother the taste. For eating with their pap. A little dog goes a long way, he says, and those kaffirs must’ve been pretty hungry there in their new place.

Some of the dogs died on their own, from hunger. Or maybe from longing for their kaffirs. And then their bodies just lay there, puffing up and going soft again, until the flesh rotted and fell right off the bones. Then, later, even the bones got scattered.

Even now Lambert finds loose dog bones when he digs.

Treppie says the ghosts of those dogs are all over Triomf.

Sometimes he wakes up at night from all their barking. It starts at the one end of Triomf and then it goes right through to the other end before coming back again. Like waves, breaking and splashing out, going back in and then breaking again. It sounds like the end of all time. Then she, Mol, waits for the earth to open up and the skeletons’ bones to grow back together again, so they can be covered with flesh and rise up under the trumpets.

That’s why she says to Lambert he must rather leave those bones there where he finds them. Lambert says he doesn’t believe in the resurrection. He takes the bones and tins and things, even faded old marbles and knobkieries with carved heads, and then he hangs them up around the paintings on his walls. He says it’s his museum, and one day future generations will be grateful someone preserved it. Even if it is just kaffir rubbish. He says Treppie says old kaffir rubbish has suddenly become quite valuable these days.

If Lambert takes after anyone, then it’s Treppie. That’s what she always says. They play the fool like their lives depend on it, and they’ve both got a talent for the horries. It’s just that Treppie’s a cleverer fool than Lambert and Lambert’s horries are worse than Treppie’s. Then Pop says she shouldn’t talk like that about her own flesh and blood. All they have is each other and the roof over their heads. If there’s one thing she must never forget, he says, it’s that.

Well, maybe, but she’s still got Gerty.

Mol bends over and scratches Gerty between the ears. Gerty stares back at her with big eyes.

Gerty knows what she knows. And she’s had the dog’s luck of landing up with them. A long history of dog’s luck.

Gerty is Old Gerty’s granddaughter. All the Gertys – Old Gerty and Old Gerty’s only child, Small Gerty, and now Gerty – have seen their share of luck. It’s in this dog-family’s blood, she always says. Luck.

The dog business started one day when she and Pop and Treppie went walking around Sophiatown. They wanted to see where they’d come to live, ’cause Treppie had applied to the municipality for a house, one of those they said Community Development was going to build here. And of course Treppie had lots to say about it all.

‘Look,’ he said, ‘this is now what you call white man’s luck. Just as we’re about to go kaffir there in Vrededorp, the Red Sea opens before us.’

They were walking up and down the streets, Miller, Tucker, Good, Martha, through Southlink and then into Gerty, when they heard a cry coming from under a rusted old piece of zinc.

That little priest was there too, in his black dress, walking through the piles of smoking rubbish, the burst pipes and the pools of dirty water. All the dogs were traipsing after him, as usual. Every now and again he’d stop, and then he’d write down something in a little notebook.

‘I bet he’s making notes so he can go complain to the Queen of England,’ Treppie said. ’Cause if he understood correctly, the Queen was in charge of all the churches. But he couldn’t understand what was bothering that priest, ’cause there his church still stood. No one had even touched it.

Treppie tried to stop her and Pop from looking under the rubbish to see what was crying like that. The priest would think they were stealing kaffir rubbish, he said.

But she kept on at him, and in the end they found a little dog there. It was still a tiny puppy with the cutest little looking-up eyes. Ag shame.

‘You better just leave that kaffirdog alone, Mol,’ Treppie said. ‘All she’s good for is stew. I don’t want that worm-guts in our house.’

‘It’s for Lambert,’ she said.

Pop’s heart was soft. He said, yes, it was true, a boy needed a dog. Maybe it would calm Lambert down a bit.

Then Treppie said it would take more than a dog to make that piece of shit pipe down, and the next thing she had to jump between Pop and Treppie to stop them from smashing each other up right there in the middle of Sophiatown’s rubbish. And all the time that priest just stood there, watching them.

Then she wrapped the little dog up in her jersey and carried her all the way back home. When they got to Vrededorp, she decided to call her Gerty, after the name of the street where they found her. Two years later, when they eventually moved to their new house in Triomf, Old Gerty came with them, and that same street was still there.

‘So now you’re back in your old hometown again, hey, Gerty,’ she still said. The Benades had come to live here in Martha Street, just one behind Gerty. She could have sworn that little dog, with her heartsore eyes, knew very well where she was, even though all the houses were brand new and the old ones were gone, ’cause she walked around sniffing everything for days on end. Old Gerty was always a strange, nervous little dog. Lambert never had any time for her. She was Mol’s dog. And when Old Gerty got pregnant, she feared for her. Not for nothing, ’cause three of her puppies were stillborn, and only the smallest one survived. Dead or alive, it was just too much for Old Gerty – she gave up the ghost right there, just as the last puppy was coming out.

That was a terrible day. Treppie wanted to throw away all the puppies, the living one too, but she wouldn’t let him. Pop also stood between him and the dogs, and that’s how they came to raise Small Gerty with a play-play bottle from a lucky packet.

Treppie kept on telling them they must fix Small Gerty up, ’cause he didn’t want to be stuck with a brood of kaffirdog descendants here on his property. He needed the space for his fridges, he said. The fridge business came with them from Fietas, and in those days Treppie still had big ideas. Watch carefully, he said, Triomf was the place where they’d still get rich.

But they never did, and they never fixed Small Gerty either.

And now Gerty – the daughter of the daughter of Sophiatown’s Old Gerty – now even Gerty is over the hill.

Before they fixed Gerty, she had Toby, who was the size of three dogs in one. They usually kept Gerty inside when she went on heat, but one day she slipped out and a policeman’s Alsatian cornered her. The Alsatian got stuck inside her so bad that Pop had to pull them apart. Gerty was screaming like a pig.

The Alsatian’s policeman still lives just one street away, in Toby Street. And that’s also how Gerty’s puppy got his name.

From the start, Toby was a rough beast who suckled for too long and then wanted to get fresh with his mother before he even had hairs on his chest.

So they eventually decided to get Gerty fixed up.

But what about Toby? she still asked, and then Treppie said no, a dog without balls wouldn’t go chasing after kaffirs, and the way things were going they needed all the protection they could get. Then Lambert said yes, he agreed. So in the end she left it.

Mol’s glad Toby came along, and that they kept him, balls and all, ’cause he keeps them young. He’s a jolly dog, even if he does pee in the house sometimes. And he’s also good company for Gerty, although he still tries to mess around with her, as old as she is. Dogs need dogs, she thinks. People are not really enough for them.

People also need dogs.

That’s ’cause people aren’t enough for people. She and Pop and Treppie and Lambert aren’t nearly enough for each other. They’re too few, even for themselves. Without Toby and Gerty they’d be much worse off. Dogs understand more about hard times than people. They lick sweat. And they lick up tears.

When Lambert gets so dangerously quiet in his den, then she can say to the others that she’s just quickly going to look where Toby’s got to and why he’s so quiet today. Just to put her mind at rest, ’cause with Lambert you never know.

And when there’s too much going on in her head and she can’t get her thoughts up and running, then she can say to Gerty, so, Gerty, what you think, old girl, will Pop make it to Christmas? You think we’ll be okay after he’s gone? And when I go, one of these days, you think Treppie will look after Lambert, or will he leave him to make or break as he pleases, without checking that he doesn’t bite off his tongue?

It doesn’t matter that Gerty never answers. She’s just a dog and she’s happy to play her little part, and at least Mol gets to think things through a bit, with that little dog-breath right here next to her. And those little eyes looking at her with so much dog’s love. Shame.

Sometimes, when things get too much for her in the lounge, or when Treppie’s had too much Klipdrift and his shoulder begins twitching so, and he starts looking for trouble again, or when Lambert gets wild about something, or there’s another one of those speeches on TV, and people start shooting, this side and that side and all over the place, with bullet holes in cars and blood on the seats, then a person can just say: I’m taking Gerty outside quickly; or, It looks to me like that Toby wants to pee against the wall again. Come, Toby!

It’s easy. And no one thinks anything funny’s going on.

Then you’re outside on the lawn, under the stars, and you can take a couple of deep breaths, or smoke a few cigarettes. Or you can look up and down Martha Street to see what’s going on. Even if you see nothing, just the lights in the dark, it still helps. Or when she’s not in the mood to see the inside of Shoprite, all the trolleys and shelves and people who can’t make up their minds ’cause there’s just too much stuff, or the light’s too bright and the music sounds like asthma buzzing in her ears; when just the thought of that Shoprite fish-smell mixed with Jeyes fluid makes her feel sick to the stomach, then she can say to Pop, after he’s finished parking on that parking lot with stripes, no, you and Treppie go, I’ll stay in the car with Gerty and Toby.

Then she can quietly light up a smoke and watch everything with the dogs, ears pricked as the shoppers go inside with empty hands and then come out again with bags full of stuff, back and forth, back and forth, in and out of the different doors of Triomf’s shopping centre: the café, the chemist, the material shop and the Roodt Brothers Forty Years Meat Tradition.

Mol lights another cigarette.

‘You think I’m talking a lot of rubbish, hey, Gerty?’ Gerty looks at Mol and wags her tail once or twice.

‘Let’s go inside and see what everyone else’s doing, hey, Gerty. Let’s ask them to take us for a ride, hey, how’s that sound for a change?’

Gerty knows the word ride. And Mol says it in a way that Gerty understands. The little dog gets up, takes a step backwards, then a step forwards and then she starts wagging her whole body along with her tail. Her ears are pricked and her eyes glitter.

‘Yes, Gerty, ride, ride, ride! You like a ride, hey! Just let the missus quickly finish her smoke here, then we can ride!’

Gerty goes and sits down again, right next to Mol’s feet. Mol is sitting on the old Dogmor tin, leaning her elbows on her knees. She looks at the yard. Winter has made the grass look like straw. There’s only one patch of green, right next to the kitchen drain.

She won’t be able to keep up with the mowing again one of these days when the rains begin to fall. She wonders if the lawn-mower’s been fixed yet. There’s always so much trouble with that thing, God alone knows. She stands up and moves away from the house. Some of the roof’s corrugated strips have come loose. Every year a few more. She’s going to have to put down empty tins and buckets all over the show again. Leaks. Just leaks all over the place.

And then there’s also the overflow that keeps on dripping. So bad, all the wood’s peeling off. Here and there the wood’s rotted through completely. Loose pieces hang from the roof.

At least the fig tree behind the house is still standing. She told them to leave it when it first started growing, ’cause it was the only shade Toby and Gerty could find. And that’s the only reason the tree was allowed to grow.

Mol walks around the house to the front, with Gerty here under her feet all the time. ‘Oops!’ she says to her.

That’s the other thing about dogs. When something’s broken or missing, or if something’s dangling or dripping or it’s causing a lot of trouble and you want something done about it, but you also don’t want to start something you can’t finish, then you can say: Hell, Toby, just listen to that overflow dripping on to our roof again tonight; or, Gerty, where do you think the missus’s bath plug has got to again?; or, Come now, Toby, don’t lean against that sideboard, it’s only got three legs and the fourth is a brick, and that brick’s got a crack in it; or, Calm down, you two, not so wild here in the kitchen, the missus is just getting the empties together, so many empties, we mustn’t leave them lying all over the floor like this, hey?

Then everyone gets to hear what’s bothering you and they can do something about it. And then, if they say what rubbish are you talking now, you can just say, no, it’s nothing, you’re talking to the dogs and they must mind their own business.

Mol’s at the front now, looking into the postbox. Lambert’s postbox. When they go out in the Volkswagen they always put the key for the gate inside the postbox. Then it’s easy to find again.

Here comes the Ding-Dong. The Ding-Dong’s also a Kombi, like the Members’ one. It sells soft-serve, with a stretched tape that plays false notes, the same little song over and over again, up and down the streets of Triomf.

There it goes faster now, around the bottom corner. When it goes faster, the tune plays higher notes. Treppie has different words for that tune, depending on what kind of mood he’s in.

Most of the time his words go like this:



Oh the sun it rises up,

and it sinks again into its pit

and then the bloody lot of us

sink deeper in the shit

Oh the sun comes up and sinks again

into its goddamn pit

and then the bloody lot of us

dissolve like ice cream in the dirt.





Sometimes it goes like this:



Oh the dogs they’re sitting in a ring

it’s ’cause they know here comes a thing

oh the dogs they’re crying in a ring

it’s cause bad news to them you bring.





There’s no end to Treppie. Once he gets going, you can’t get a word in sideways. Only he can stop himself – when he’s had enough or when he runs out of rhymes.

Here comes Toby now, running from behind the house.

‘Whoof! Whoof!’ he says. Old yellow thing with a curly tail.

‘Whoof!’ Mol replies. ‘You also want to go for a ride, hey, Toby?’

Toby and Gerty run in circles on the grass. Then Toby lifts his leg and pees against the fence.

When Toby comes charging out like this, Mol knows it’s actually Pop who’s looking for her. She stands quietly at the wire fence with a little smile on her face. She knows exactly what’s going to happen next.

‘Oh, so here’s the missus, hey. We were just wondering where’s the missus now, and meanwhile she’s out here all the time,’ Pop calls out from behind her.

He puts his hand on her shoulder.

‘So what’s the missus doing out here, hey? What’s so interesting here in Martha Street today?’

Toby’s jumping up against them. Gerty sits at Mol’s feet, shivering.

When people tune in their voices to the dogs like this, the dogs know they’re part of the company. That’s a nice thing for a dog to know. And it’s nice for people too.

‘So, Gerty,’ Pop says, ‘tell me why the missus is spending so much time here in the yard today. Tell the old man.’

‘Gerty’s wondering if she’s going to get a soft-serve today.’

Pop smiles like he knows something they don’t. He feels in his back pocket.

‘The Kombi went round this way,’ she says, pointing to where it’s busy turning at the bottom of Martha Street.

Pop turns and walks to the Volksie parked under the little side roof next to the front door. Lambert calls it the carport.

‘Get in!’ Pop says, opening the driver’s door for the dogs.

Mol signals with her eyes to the lounge: what about them?

Ag, let’s not worry about them, Pop signals back.

‘We’re taking a chance, hey – it could mean trouble,’ Mol says softly.

But Pop shakes his head. She mustn’t worry. He gets into the car.

Pop starts the car. Mol opens the gate.

Toby jumps into the dicky at the back. ‘Swish-swish-swish’ goes his tail as he wags it against the seat. Then he jumps out of the dicky again, on to the back seat, and then back into the dicky. In and out, in and out.

‘Sit still, Toby, you’re going to piss in your pants if you carry on like this!’ Pop says gruffly. Toby quietens down. Gerty sits on Mol’s seat in front, shivering and pawing.

Pop swings out and waits for Mol to close the gate. He wants to drive down Martha and then turn up into Gerty so he can catch up with the Ding-Dong.

Mol gets in and shouts: ‘Go!’

But it’s too late.

‘Hey! Where d’you think you’re going? Hey, wait!’

It’s Lambert. He’s standing on the little stoep in front, in his green T-shirt, which is stretched over his fat belly, and his black boxer shorts, which keep falling down his backside. He’s up to his elbows in dirt from digging his hole.

‘What did I tell you,’ Mol says to Pop.

Pop turns down his window. ‘Bring me a litre Coke and twenty Paul Revere,’ Lambert shouts.

‘Okay,’ shouts Pop.

‘Okay,’ shouts Mol.

‘Whoof!’ barks Toby through the window, right next to Pop’s head. Gerty jumps up and down on Mol’s lap to see what’s going on.

Here comes Treppie too. He marches across the lawn towards the little front gate. His back is stiff and there’s a spring in his step. A stiff spring. When Treppie walks like this you know there’s shit to play.

Mol rubs Gerty’s back.

‘There goes our soft-serve,’ she says.

‘What was that, hey, Mol? Hey? Hey?’ Treppie’s past the gate now. He shoves his head through Pop’s window.

‘I was just talking to the dog,’ she says.

‘So why you sneak out like this without even asking a person if he wants anything, hey?’

‘What is it you want, Treppie?’ says Pop.

‘I said, why you sneaking out like you’re on a secret mission or something, hey?’

‘Kaboof!’ Treppie thumps his fist on the Volksie’s roof. ‘Whoof!’ says Toby.

‘Ee-ee-ee,’ says Gerty.

‘Just going for a little ride,’ says Pop.

Pop lets go of the wheel and takes his cigarettes out of the top pocket of his khaki shirt. He lights up. The Volksie goes ‘zicka-zicka-zicka-zicka’ as they all wait there in the hot sun.

Toby licks Pop’s ear. Pop reaches back and scratches Toby’s head. ‘Just going for a little ride, not so, my old doggies,’ he says, looking straight ahead. ‘Just a little afternoon ride, hey, just for a few blocks.’

Treppie straightens up next to the car. He lights up. He’s taking his time.

The sound of the Ding-Dong gets fainter and fainter down the streets of Triomf.

Mol looks straight ahead.

This could go on forever.

Nothing to be done.

Just wait and see, that’s all.

She looks at the big old tree at the bottom of Martha Street. It’s the only shady tree in the whole of Martha Street, indeed in the whole of Triomf. Pop says it’s an oak tree.

He says he thinks that tree’s easily three hundred years old. Much older than him. He says it’s very interesting that they left it alone when they bulldozed Sophiatown. Oaks are special trees. They’re supposed to live for hundreds of years. Pop says it must have taken a special kind of person to plant that tree, someone with a feeling for the future generations. And it must’ve been a special kind of resettlement officer, Pop says, who told his men to leave that tree alone – someone with a feeling for trees.

‘Switch off,’ says Treppie. ‘I’m standing here in the fumes. Sis!’ He waves his hand in front of his nose. Pop switches off.

‘So, Gerty, what you think Treppie wants, hey? Hey, Gerty, what does he want us to get him from the café?’ she asks.

Treppie sticks his head through Pop’s window again.

‘Peppermints,’ he says. ‘Wilsons Extra Strongs. Two packets.’ He holds up two fingers.

‘Right!’ says Pop. ‘Two.’ He starts the car.

Pop reverses Molletjie’s tail slowly out into the street while Treppie walks alongside. When Pop pulls away, Treppie slams the roof – ‘kaboof!’ – one more time.

‘Whoof! Whoof! Gharrr!’ Toby snarls at Treppie.

‘Grrr!’ says Gerty.

‘That’s it, tell him,’ Mol says to Gerty. ‘Let him have it, old girl.’

‘Tell him his backside, yes, tell him,’ Pop says to Toby. ‘Treppie’s backside. Him and his sulphur breath. All he needs is a pair of horns!’

Pop revs the Volksie hard through first and second, looking back in the mirror as he takes the turn at the bottom of Martha Street, just past the oak tree. Mol turns round.

There stands Treppie in the middle of the road, with his hands on his hips, glaring at them. Lambert too. He’s standing at the front gate, also with his hands on his hips, for all the world to see how dirty he is.

Pop sticks his arm out of the window and slams the roof – ‘kaboof!’ – just for fun.

Mol smiles. Pop’s in a jolly mood today.

‘Where you think that Ding-Dong’s gone?’ she asks.

‘We look till we find it!’ says Pop.

They drive up and down Triomf’s streets, looking for the Ding-Dong. Up Gerty, down Bertha, up Meyer, down Gold, up Millar, down Smithsen, right to the end of Triomf, past the PPC church.

‘Maybe it was that priest who got all mixed up with the kaffirs here,’ Mol says.

‘Maybe it was what about him, Mol?’

‘Maybe it was him who planted the oak tree at the bottom of our street.’

‘No, Molletjie, you’ve got your sums all wrong, old girl. That priest must be about the same age as me, but that tree … that tree’s as old as Adam.’

‘Or Jan van Riebeeck?’

‘Ja, Jan van Riebeeck!’ Pop takes her hand and smiles. He turns back into Thornton.

‘Sorry, old girl, it looks like our luck’s out. That Ding-Dong’s gone with the wind.’

‘No ice cream for you today,’ Mol says to Gerty.

She always eats her soft-serve three-quarters of the way down and then lets Gerty lick-lick with her little pink tongue until it’s completely flat. Then she gives her the cone, too. But Toby also wants some, so Pop has to give Toby his cone. Pop likes the cone, so all Toby gets is the little piece at the bottom without any ice cream.

Lambert and Treppie eat theirs all the way to the end. Stingy bastards. No heart for a dog.

Now there’s no soft-serve for anyone today.

They stop at Ponta do Sol. A blackboard outside says DISCOUNT ON VIDEOS FOR POLICEMEN. It’s the kind of café that’s got just about everything.

‘Coke, Paul Revere, Wilsons,’ Mol says, as they stand at the counter where it reeks of fish and chips.

‘We still got bread?’ Pop asks. Suddenly he feels hungry.

‘Better get some,’ she says. ‘Polony too.’

‘And you, Molletjie,’ Pop says to her, ‘you want anything?’

She can see Pop’s feeling sorry for her ’cause she missed out on the Ding-Dong.

‘Ag, don’t worry,’ she says.

‘You sure?’ Pop asks.

‘Mmm.’ She wants out. There’s a woman looking at them as if the cat dragged them in. Must be a policeman’s wife. Her arms are full of videos.

Pop thinks she can’t see him, but she sees – he’s buying her a Snickers, after all. It’s a new kind. He knows she likes trying out new kinds.

When they get back into the car, she asks, ‘Did you get two packets of Wilsons?’

‘Oh shucks!’ Pop says. ‘Just as well you reminded me.’

‘You’d better,’ she says.

She eats the Snickers while Pop buys the Wilsons. Good old Pop. Gerty gets little bites from her Snickers. Toby also gets a piece.

‘So, how was your drive, then?’ Treppie asks as soon as they walk back into the house.

He’s sitting on his crate in the lounge with an old Star in his hands. Every other Monday, when those two across the road put out their old papers for recycling, he goes and takes them. Treppie says they think they’re big news there across the road. Those two girlies act like larnies, he says, like they’re making a big statement or something, putting out their newspapers for the green lorry. All it shows is how out of touch they are with Triomf. ’Cause in Triomf everything gets recycled, from kitchen cupboards to exhaust pipes, for ages already. And nobody makes a show out of it. He’s one to talk, this Treppie. He makes a show out of everything, recycled or not. Mind you, Lambert always phones from across the road, and he also says those two are up to something. He says it’s just books wherever you look in that house, and they play funny music with women who bleat like goats. One of their cars is also a Volkswagen. Lambert says it’s in even worse condition than their own two.

Treppie holds out his hand for the Wilsons.

‘Ka-thwack!’ go the packets as Mol slaps them into his open hand.

Treppie snaps his hand shut very quickly, almost catching her fingers in his hard, bony grip.

‘Watch it, man!’ she says, pulling her hand away.

Treppie says it’s not fresh news he’s after in the papers. The same things just keep happening over and over again, he says. You must be able to spot the ‘similarities’.

Well, Treppie sees more ‘similarities’ than she does. Mind you, he sees more of everything.

And he also remembers everything. If he doesn’t remember something, he makes it up. Just like that.

Pop says Treppie’s got a ‘photographic memory’. Ever since he was a boy. But she has her doubts. He remembers what he wants to, and for the rest he makes up things to torment them with. It’s just Lambert who’s impressed with Treppie’s nonsense. But Lambert’s not right in his top storey.

‘Don’t you even say thank you, hey, Treppie?’ she asks.

‘Just check this out,’ he says, pretending not to hear. ‘“Pit bull terriers in Triomf. Policeman’s cruel game. Illegal backyard betting. Shocked vets keep sewing up mangled dogs”,’ he reads. ‘So, that’s what we keep hearing at night, Mol! It’s got nothing to do with Sophiatown’s ghosts. It’s blood and money – and those two together make a terrible racket. Trapped between walls, with bared teeth and ghost eyes, blood spewing from their veins.’

Treppie opens his one hand and closes it, open, close, open, close, to show how the blood spews out of the dogs’ veins.

‘It’s worse than ghosts,’ he says. ‘Much worse. If I understand correctly, you could say the whole of Jo’burg is one big pit bull terrier fight.’

Treppie closes his paper and folds it up, as if what he’s just read is no surprise, ’cause he knew it all along.

He opens one of his Wilsons packets and puts a big white peppermint into his mouth. His shoulder twitches.

‘So then,’ he says. ‘I said, how was your drive? Don’t you even answer a person?’

He makes a loud sucking noise with his tongue on the peppermint.

Pop sits down quietly in his chair and lights up. Mol too. That’s the best. Sit nice and quietly.

‘Hey, Toby, so how was your drive, hey? See lots of other dogs?’ Treppie asks.

‘And you, Gerty old girl, how does Triomf look to you today, hmmm?’

Suddenly Treppie slips off his crate and slides down on to his heels. He pretends he’s walking on his back paws, like a trained poodle. Toby and Gerty run around him, jumping up and down.

Then he goes down on his knees, stretching his arms out in front of him with his knuckles on the floor. And then he lifts his nose up into the air, letting out a long dog-wail.

‘Ag Christ no, Treppie,’ Mol says. ‘Don’t start that nonsense now. Just now we get into trouble with next door again.’

But it’s too late.

Treppie’s crying like the dogs.

Toby and Gerty’s barking gets higher and thinner, until their voices break and they too give in to the crying. They sit next to Treppie with their front legs stretched out in front of them, their snouts lifted up into the air, just like him. The way they cry, all three of them, you’d swear they were in a little choir together.

Lambert comes in from the back. He smiles when he sees what’s going on.

Then Lambert joins in too, wailing like a dog. He knows this game of Treppie’s, and he likes it. It’s a long time since they last played like this. He thinks it’s big fun, this game. If they carry on long and hard enough, then all the dogs will eventually join them. Martha Street’s dogs and the other streets’ dogs, until the dogs are crying all the way to Ontdekkers and beyond.

‘Ag Jesus no, you two, stop this now, just now someone calls the police again and then all hell breaks loose.’ Mol motions to Pop. He must do something.

Leave them, Pop shows with his hands, it’ll pass. That’s the quickest way, with the least pain and misery, is what he means. It’s like a clock’s alarm that you have to let run all the way to the end.

‘Oowhoooeee-oowhoooeee!’ wails Treppie.

‘Oowhoooeee-oowhoooeee!’ cries Lambert.

‘Ee-ee-ee-ee-eeee!’ wails Gerty.

‘Whoof-whoof-whoof-whoeee!’ shouts Toby.

Treppie comes slowly to his feet. Now he pretends he’s holding a microphone, swaying his hips like Elvis. He got a frown on his face like he’s hot for something but he doesn’t know what. Mol thinks she can guess.

He signals with his other hand to Lambert, he must join in. Lambert plays along. He’s also holding a microphone. Now they’re a duet. They’re singing the great sadness of dogs, to the tune of ‘Pass me not, Oh gentle Saviour’, stretching out the notes as far as they can.

It’s like they’re on stage, Mol thinks. Now all they need are some lights.

Treppie and Lambert signal to Mol and Pop to join in.

But they just sit and watch.

Treppie makes as if he’s pulling the microphone cord through his fingers, like he’s got the Elvis’ shakes. Then he pulls the cord out from under his feet, shuffling from one foot to the other.

Up and down the lounge he walks, like that Rolling Stone on TV the other night. He points a long finger up into the air. Lambert stands to one side with his eyes closed. He sways his body as he cries for the gentle Saviour that’s passing him by. His face is turned upwards like he’s waiting for rain on his cheeks after a long drought.

‘Bow-ow-owww-oeee!’ cries Treppie.

‘Wha-owwww-ooeee!’ answers Lambert.

Toby and Gerty provide the accompaniment.

Mol just sits. These two are working themselves up nicely again. Where will it all end tonight? There’s Treppie’s bottle of Klipdrift on the sideboard. Must’ve been at it since late afternoon already. She looks at Pop. No, he doesn’t know either.

But Pop looks like he wants to smile. He lifts his finger to one side, holding his head at an angle. She must listen, outside. She listens.

Oh yes, there goes next door’s woolly-arsed dog. Treppie says it’s a husky who’s got too much pedigree for Triomf. That lot next door also think they’re high and mighty.

Now Mol begins to smile too.

Pop points with his finger to the other side. There go the fish-breeder’s five Malteses.

Well, well. Here we go again.

The Benades have got Triomf in the palm of their hands again.

Treppie goes out the front door, wailing his Saviour song, with Lambert on his heels. Lambert winks at Mol and Pop, they must come too. They go and sit on the edge of the little stoep. It’s almost dark now.

Lambert and Treppie stand on the lawn, with Toby and Gerty between them. They’ve all got their noses up in the air.

Treppie and Lambert push up the revs.

‘Wild dogs!’ says Pop.

‘Jackals and wolves!’ says Mol.

Now all the neighbourhood dogs are crying, big dogs and small dogs, all wailing together.

Each time Treppie and Lambert let out a few nice wails of their own, they cock their heads to one side, and then they listen.

They stand facing each other, and when they start up again, they both take a deep breath, bend their bodies slightly forward, sag down a bit and then, as they take in air for another wail, tilt their necks over backwards, with mouths pouting up into the sky. As if they’re sucking the sound up through their bodies, from deep under the ground, from the hollows of Triomf.

Treppie learnt this game from Old Pop when they still lived in Vrededorp. Shame, Old Pop also just did his best.

Mol remembers, there were just as many dogs on that side.

That’s how Old Pop used to amuse them when he felt jolly. There wasn’t much entertainment in Vrededorp in those days, specially in their house. ‘You’re teaching the children bad things, Lambertus,’ Old Mol always said to their father, but even she couldn’t help smiling a bit.

Of the three of them, only Treppie really caught on how to make the dogs cry.

And now Treppie’s teaching Lambert. The way things are going, it looks like Lambert’s a natural.

Mol gets a funny feeling in her stomach all of a sudden, listening to the dogs crying out there in the dusk, near and far.

They’re in good form now. The dogs are almost at the point where they don’t need Treppie and Lambert any more. They’ve got their own front-criers leading them and giving them the notes, and the others pick them up and run with them, the high notes and the low notes and the ones in the middle.

The sound of dogs crying echoes further and further through the streets. Then, suddenly, on the western side, there’s a barking noise that sounds louder and different.

‘Those must be the pit bulls,’ says Pop.

‘Do you remember when Old Pop used to do this?’ Mol asks.

‘Jaaa,’ says Pop. Pop must be able to hear from her voice what she’s thinking. He always knows what she’s thinking, old Pop.

‘Shame, Pop,’ Mol says. ‘Who will Lambert teach how to make the dogs cry, one day?’

Pop has no answer. Mol picks up Gerty and presses her tightly to her chest.

‘Who, Gerty?’ she asks. ‘Who will Lambert have to teach?’
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THE WITNESSES

It’s ten o’clock in the morning. Lambert feels hot. It should rain but it won’t. The sun-filter curtains, which he ripped down last night, hang over the pelmet in tatters, where Treppie chucked them afterwards. The window’s open, but the curtains don’t move. Yesterday it wanted to rain but it didn’t. Dust and flies swim around in the broad strip of sun slanting into the room.

Everyone’s in the lounge. It’s Sunday and they’re listening to the Witnesses of Triomf. A Boeing flies overhead and the house trembles. As the plane passes, the Witness who’s reading keeps moving her lips but they can’t hear a word she’s saying. Then the Boeing passes by and they can hear again. It drones further and further away. Must be heading for Jan Smuts.

‘“Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: for the time is at hand”.’

Lambert tries not to look at the Witness as she reads. He looks at his hands, at the lines on his palms, his fingers and his three missing fingertips. They got caught in the escalator when he was six years old. He didn’t actually see Treppie doing it, but he’s always known it was Treppie who pushed him. On purpose. Now he lifts his head and looks past the Witness in the pink dress at Treppie. Treppie’s sitting on a beer crate, squinting at the big aerial photo of Jo’burg that hangs from the wall just above Mol’s head. It was on a calendar he brought home with him one day. Must’ve been another thing he got from the Chinese.

‘But it’s last year’s calendar,’ his mother still said. ‘What rubbish is this now?’

‘It’s for the picture,’ Treppie said, ‘so we make no mistake where we live.’ Then he took a hammer out of the toolbox and started banging a nail into the wall.

‘You’ll crack the plaster,’ Pop said.

‘Then let it crack,’ said Treppie, hanging up the calendar on its hard little plastic loop. His mother later cut off the part with the dates on. Now the bottom edges are curling up.

Lambert narrows his eyes to slits so he can see the little crosses Treppie made on the picture. A cross for Triomf, where they live now, and one for Vrededorp, where they used to live. No, it was him who made the crosses, with a red ball-point. Treppie showed him where, pointing with the sharp end of his pocket-knife. ‘Here!’ he said. ‘There!’

Vrededorp wasn’t there any more, not the part where they used to live. And he couldn’t, not for the life of him, make out from above, on such a small photo, where Vrededorp ended and Triomf began – it was somewhere in the area of Westdene and Pageview and Newlands and Bosmont. Everything just started swimming before his eyes.

Treppie shifts on his crate. He takes out his pocket-knife and slowly opens it up. Lambert can see Treppie’s checking out the Witness. He, Lambert, also can’t help looking at her, even when he tries not to. She’s wearing a smooth, shiny, pink petticoat that shows right through her cotton print dress. The dress is full of red and purple roses. They also show through. In front, where her knees come together, he can see the petticoat. He can also see it along the side where the roses got scrunched up as she sat down in Pop’s chair, the petticoat pulling tightly around her thighs.

He drops his eyes and looks past his knees, at the floor. Then he sees a lost ant. It runs first this way, then that. Lost. He looks for the others, but they’re on the far side of the room, in a line on the wall. When ants get lost like this, you know it’s going to rain. Lambert cups his hand in front of his crotch. Then he pulls his toes into an arch and slowly lifts up the balls of his feet. Loose wooden blocks from the parquet floor stick to the bottom of his feet. They go ‘click’ as he lifts them up. He could at least have washed his feet. Just look how dirty they are. But that doesn’t help either. Dirty feet or not. Lost ants or ants marching in a row. It cuts no ice, as Treppie always says, ’cause he’s already got a hard-on. When he looks up, he catches his mother looking at him.

The Witness reads: ‘“Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him, and they also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of him. Even so, Amen.”’

Treppie says that the girl they’re going to get for him won’t be wearing a petticoat. Her kind don’t wear petticoats. Or rather, he says, petticoats are all they wear. He must remember to tell Treppie he doesn’t mind petticoats. Or dresses with petticoats. As long as it’s not overalls, or a ‘housecoat’, as his mother calls it. He hates the sight of housecoats.

He sticks a match into his mouth and frowns, like the cowboys on videos do as they pull their horses around when they get up the hills, so they can check where the Indians are, far below on the plains.

He looks at the lounge and everything in it.

Pop’s sitting on a crate with his back against the wall. Toby lies between Pop’s feet. His eyebrows and ears twitch as he listens to the Witness. Pop’s braces hang over his knees. His white hair stands up in little tufts on his head and his mouth hangs open. Any minute now he’ll fall asleep again. Pop’s almost eighty, and the closer he gets to his birthday, the more he sleeps. Treppie says Pop’s different to all the other old people he knows. They lie wide awake, he says, waiting for death.

His mother says Pop’s tired. They must just leave him alone. Next to Pop is the sideboard with its bandy legs: three bandy legs and one brick. He can’t remember which night it happened, but there was a mega fuck-around here again. Last night’s glasses are still on the half-piece of tray on top of the sideboard. It’s been like that for a long time now. Ever since he broke the thing over Pop’s chair that time.

It was Treppie who started the whole thing, over stuff in the sideboard’s top drawer that he, Lambert, isn’t supposed to see or know anything about. Then there’s his mother’s library books from the Newlands library. Next to them is the china cat without a head. When it broke, his mother went and fetched a plastic yellow rose from the bunch on her dressing table and stuck it into the cat’s hollow neck.

‘There, that’s a little better,’ she said. That was a year ago.

His father might be old, but his mother’s over the hill. Completely. She sits with her legs wide apart under her housecoat. In-out, in-out, she moves her false tooth. She’s sitting there with Gerty on her lap. Gerty’s mouth hangs open. Above their heads he can see the coloured-in photo of her and Pop and Treppie. She’s holding a bunch of roses. Yellow, touched-up roses. All you see are teeth, the way they’re smiling. When she was in her prime, she used to sell roses. That’s after she stopped working at the factory. She sold them at bioscopes and restaurants.

‘Better days,’ she says every time she straightens the portrait following another earth tremor.

These days she swallows all the time, and the skin around her throat is beginning to shrivel. Now she’s staring at the bits of curtain in front of the window.

Treppie suddenly jerks forward on his crate and starts cleaning his nails with his pocket-knife. The knife goes ‘grr-grr’ as it scrapes under his nails. His face is blue from not shaving and he looks live, like an open electric wire. His shoulder twitches. Lambert’s not sure whether it’s him or Treppie giving off the Klipdrift fumes that he can smell all over the room. From last night, when the curtains came down. When Treppie started taunting him about his birthday again. They mustn’t taunt him. He gives as good as he gets.

The other Witness is a man. He clears his throat, preparing to take over the reading. His cheeks look like they’ve been planed down, and his hair’s oiled. Smooth, like Elvis. He’s wearing a brown suit with a pale blue sheen. He smells of mothballs and peppermints and shaving cream.

The smell makes Lambert feel sick to his stomach. It’s a strange feeling, the heat and the hardness all at the same time. He tries to look out of the window, just past the little carport where the Volla’s standing. He wants to see if his postbox that he welded on to the gate yesterday is still there. But all he sees are molehills. The heads of the two Witnesses are in his way. The tips of the sun-filter curtains hang down behind their heads and shoulders. From the front, it looks like wings are growing out of them: sloppy, faded old wings full of holes. Growing and growing, like dusty old cloths that keep stringing out and rising up into the warm air, up, up from their innermost insides.

Pink Dress looks at Elvis. She’s reading the last sentence of her turn.

‘“I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and which is to come, the Almighty.”’

Lambert grabs his knees in front and squeezes his buttocks together. He must just hold it now, hold it tight, just think of his postbox that he made all on his own. From pieces of plate his father fetched for him at Roodepoort Steel’s scrapyard. That was after the fridge business went bankrupt. After Guy Fawkes. Pop went to fetch the steel on the day before Guy Fawkes, ’cause his mother had said: ‘Pop, you’d better do something to keep Lambert busy. He’ll be the end of me yet.’ He’d been out of school for two years by then. Eighteen years old.

A house looks better with a postbox in front in any case. It says: People live here and they’ve got an address. This is where you’ll find them if you want them. It helps, ’cause the houses in Triomf all look much the same, anyway.

So he took the steel plates, cut them to size and welded them together. He made a little silver house with a V-roof and a slot for letters and a round hole in front. He made it nicely, with a double row of welding spots all round the edges, and with their number, 127, in front. Nice and black in lead so you could see it from the street. Then he put it up on a nail against the prefab wall, just inside the gate so the postman-kaffir could lean over and put in the letters, ’cause they always lock the gate in front. But since then, every time Treppie turns Molletjie into the gate at the end of the month, he knocks that postbox right off the wall again. Molletjie’s been panelbeaten and spray-painted to death from driving into that postbox. So in the end he just took the thing and chucked it into his den. It was always full of junk anyway. Adverts and pamphlets and the Western Telegraph. That kind of thing doesn’t need a postbox. You just pick it up off the lawn. There’s nothing to read in that paper in any case, except the flying squad’s emergency numbers and all the new stuff in the by-laws. About making a racket, ‘noise pollution’, as Treppie calls it.

The postbox stayed in his den until yesterday, when he suddenly clicked: nowadays a person needs a decent postbox here in Triomf. Easily visible, and within reach of the pavement, so you can get the pamphlets, so you can keep up with what’s going on, so you can keep ahead, so you don’t wake up one morning to find that the kaffirs have already taken over, right under your nose. So they can be ready – Molletjie’s points grinded just right, and her front boot and roof-rack loaded with bags of petrol, for the great road to the North.

‘No, shit, I’m going to weld that postbox on to the gate now. It’s now or never,’ he said. That was yesterday.

‘But the rain’s coming, Lambert,’ his mother said.

‘If I don’t do it now, I’ll never do it,’ he said, making them run around under the blue lightning to bring his tools: the welding box, his helmet, his hammers, his pliers and his level. Rain or no rain, when a thing’s got to be done, it’s got to be done. Otherwise there’s always a fuck-around. When he, Lambert, wants a thing to work, then it must work. Come hell or high water.

But his mother was slow on the uptake, as usual. She gets like that sometimes, her head all haywire. He had to send her back to his den three times to get the level. First she came out with a monkey wrench, then the crowbar, till he finally told her it was the fucken plank with the fucken bubble in it!

He swears, she’s driving him nuts.

And then those fuckers from next door peeped at them over the prefab wall, as they stood there, struggling with that damn postbox ’cause it kept fucking off the pole. Till at last he figured he must actually just weld a flat plate on to the pole, and then fix the postbox on to the top of the plate. Then it worked. He, Lambert, can tell you all about never giving up. In the end, he gets everything fixed. Postboxes, lawn-mowers, taps, overflow pipes, geysers, you name it. Fridges and washing machines too. And Molletjie. He services her all the time. Drains her oil, greases her, grinds her points, the works.

It’s just his mother that he can’t get fixed up. You can still fool Pop. And Treppie needs the occasional smack on the head, then he’s okay again. But his mother is his fucken end.

Treppie’s his mother’s brother, but even he’s given up on her. No matter how much he carries on with her, she just takes it lying down, like a scared little dog. Never backchats. And the day she does open her mouth, then it’s to say the same thing he’s just said to her. Like a blarry echo machine.

Treppie says she’s their ‘valley of echoes’. And when he really lets her have it, your ears start burning, ’cause Treppie can say mean, bad things.

Like the day they went to buy the car. They first wanted to trade Flossie in, but the man there said no, she’s too far gone, they must rather keep her for spares. Then Treppie winked, with those slit-eyes of his. That devil’s wink of his, when you know he’s up to something.

Treppie said to Pop, right in his face, right there next to that garage man, they should name the new Volla after his brother-in-law’s ‘dear little wife’.

Mol, he said, should be the little car’s name, and then he started pushing Pop around. What for, Lambert still doesn’t know.

‘Old, but game!’ Treppie said, and Pop pointed his finger at him. He must go slowly now, but Treppie just fucked along.

‘For a man to come with, to the place where he needs to come!’

Still it wasn’t enough; Treppie went and fetched his mother from where she was standing among the scrapheaps and the write-offs, and he put his arm around her in an off kind of way, half-soft, half-hard, and then he said, still in front of the garage man, she wouldn’t mind, of course, ’cause all three of them rode her in any case.

Well, he can’t see how Treppie knows about him and his mother’s business, ’cause he spends just about the whole day at the Chinese, week in and week out. He says he does odd jobs. But he can swear Treppie’s got a thing going there. He always flattens his hair with Brylcreem before he goes to work, the whole car stinks of Brylcreem when they take him to the bus stop. And Pop sleeps day in and day out, so he knows nothing … and in any case, that just makes two, that is, if Pop still can, which he doubts … for the rest, Treppie and his mother are brother and sister, so they can’t.

But: ‘Three in one!’ Treppie said, talking at the top of his voice. ‘Services them all! Father, Son and Holy Ghost, into their glory!’

‘Three in one,’ his mother said.

Well, that garage man’s laugh dried up right there, and when he looks back at it now, that must have been what Treppie wanted with all his dirty talk. ’Cause in the middle of all his sales talk, that dealer had a fat we-love-Jesus grin on his mug, and he’d stuck fishes on to the bumpers of all the cars in his yard. Fishes, fishes, fishes wherever you looked, big fishes and small fishes, it looked like the blarry Sea of Galilee there under those awnings. That’s what Treppie said and what his mother also said, afterwards. And before he and Pop went to pay the deposit, Treppie told that salesman, who was now looking down in the mouth, that if there’s one thing that gave him a major pain in the arse, it was a second-hand car dealer who tried to tell him religion ran on ninety-three and fishes stepped out in Firestones.

‘Firestones,’ his mother said.

But all the time that Treppie and his ‘echo machine’ were busy working off that goody two-shoes’ smile, Pop just stood there and stared out into the distance. Only Treppie was laughing, and then Lambert saw how Pop took his mother’s hand and gave it a little squeeze, as if to say, don’t worry, and he knew she was just playing along for the sake of peace.

Then Treppie came with a new angle. He started singing a classical kind of tune in another language, something ‘-line’, something ‘-line’ and something else ‘-line’; he still doesn’t know what all those lines meant. And then the garage man asked Treppie what he was singing now, and Treppie said he thought he was singing a famous German SS hallelujah song, from something called ‘Der Rosenkavalier’, and it meant blood was thicker than water. All the way down the line.

‘Rosenkavalier,’ his mother said, squeezing Pop’s hand.

In any case, from then on the car’s name was Molletjie. Sometimes, when the car won’t start so nicely, then Treppie says, come now, little sister, or he sings her the hallelujah of the SS. He says he’s just glad it’s another Volla, the same model as Flossie, ’cause, unlike the saying, it’s actually the familiar that makes the heart grow fonder.

Now Elvis takes over the reading. His hands look all white and smooth as he sits there, holding his Bible. The woman leans back into Pop’s chair, and her petticoat pulls even tighter over her thighs. She follows Elvis’s reading in her own Bible. His voice is smooth, like his face.

‘“I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and heard behind me a great voice, as of a trumpet, saying: I am Alpha and Omega, the first and the last: and, What thou seest, write in a book, and send it unto the seven churches which are in Asia: unto Ephesus, and unto Smyrna, and unto Pergamos, and unto Thyatira, and unto Sardis, and unto Philadelphia, and unto Laodicea.”’

Triomf. That’s where they’ve always lived. At least that’s how it feels to him, cause he was six or seven when they first moved here. It was a big event and he still remembers it well, with all the fridges in the trailer behind the old Austin lorry. He was born in Vrededorp, but he knows nothing about that. His mother pulls a face when she says the word ‘delivered’. Apart from that, all he hears are stories about when he was young, and now he can’t remember which are stories and which the things he actually remembers, ’cause in this house everyone tells such tall stories you’d swear their lives depended on it.

His mother too, when she talks about his birth. She says it was a ‘rough’ delivery. He was a ‘whopper’ who refused to budge. Then they brought the forceps and they pulled him out by his head. Yes, by his head. Then she ‘tore open’, she says. ‘Never again.’ That’s what she’s fuckenwell supposed to have said after he came out and the nurses carried him away, with his lopsided, dented head. ‘From now on’ she told ‘those with ears to hear’, they ‘must stop eating the tart before they get to the jam’. He doesn’t know who ‘those’ are and what tart she was talking about. All he knows is that whenever his mother talks about his birth, Treppie always sings ‘Sow the seed, oh sow the seed’, and then Pop looks the other way. Lambert reckons his mother’s not all there any more. She’s lost some of her marbles.

Pop and them used to rent a house in Fietas; that was when his mother was still a garment worker at the factory in Fordsburg. But then the factory filled up with cheap Hotnot women. They were a lot cheaper than white women, so she had to leave. A little while later, they bulldozed the kaffir-nests here in Sophiatown. Pop and Treppie came to see for themselves, they say. Some houses were just pushed down with everything still inside, so all you heard was glass breaking and wood cracking. Then Community Development started building here, right on top of the kaffirs’ rubbish. Decent houses for white people. Treppie used to work for the Railways in those days, and he asked for his pension money early so he could put it down for a deposit. Like this – ‘ka-thwack’ – he always demonstrates, in Pop’s hand, ‘tied with an elastic’.

Then they started from scratch again on the fridges. Washing machines and fridges, but mostly fridges. They went and fetched them with the old Austin, stood them up in the yard at the back here, fixed them up and then took them back to their owners. And his mother took up her roses again. One thing he still remembers from Vrededorp is that he grew up around fridges and plastic buckets full of roses in the little backyard. His mother used to leave him behind, with Treppie, so she could go out and work. She says she doesn’t trust Treppie further than she can throw him, even though he is her brother, but what was she supposed to do? she always asks. She had to help bring in some money, especially when they first came to live in Triomf. Pop used to drive her up and down all night long in the Austin, to the grand hotels and bioscopes and restaurants and places. By the time they got home, it was late already, and by then Treppie was drunk as a lord. It was a real balls-up. He’s still got the marks on his backside where they say Treppie burnt him with cigarettes. ‘So he’d shuddup,’ Treppie always says about those days. Treppie says he, Lambert, was full of shit when he was small. Then he grins spitefully at his mother and Pop, and he says he wonders who Lambert really takes after. Takes after or not, he knows his worth, and he proved it by helping them out with the fridges when he got older. By the time he reached standard seven, he was head and shoulders above Pop, and he’d developed a helluva strong pair of arms. ‘Like tree trunks’ Pop used to say. He could pick up a fridge and shift it on to the back of the Austin lorry all on his own. That Austin’s long gone now. The fridges and washing machines too. That time with Guy Fawkes. The day before Guy Fawkes, when he couldn’t find his spanners in the grass. Now it’s just the old Fuchs and the old Tedelex out there in the back. Real old heavies. Treppie says they don’t make them like that any more. You can stuff a whole cow into just one of those fridges. And the washing machine from the war. The Industrial Kneff. It’s an antique, he says. When he gets pissed, he tells the story of how Hitler used to wash the Jews in the Kneffs before sending them to the camps. Whole laundries full of Kneffs, full of Jews. Clothes and all. They had to go through the whole cycle, from pre-wash to spin-dry. Treppie says Jews are dirty. Even a spotless Jew is good for one thing only, Treppie says, and that’s the gas chamber.

He’s never been able to figure out this business of the gas chamber. Must’ve been a helluva contraption.

When Treppie finishes the story, he lets out a little sigh and then he says: It’s all in the mind. And sometimes he also says: We should’ve had Hitler here, he’d have known what to do with this lot. But he doesn’t sound like he believes it himself, and then he strings together a whole lot of words that he, Lambert, can’t make head or tail of. Holocaust, caustic soda, cream soda, Auschwitz.

Treppie’s the only one who’s still got a job. At least, that’s what he says. Pop’s been on pension for ages now, and he, Lambert, gets disability, over his fingers and everything.

Treppie goes out on jobs most of the week. His mother says what work, he just sits and boozes with the Chinese in Commissioner Street. Treppie says, bullshit, he won’t touch that rotten Chinese wine. He says he’s the only expert the Chinese can afford; they’re not the richest of people, and their fridges are old. And he doesn’t always get cash from them, either. They give him take-aways or some of their old stuff. Like the video machine, which he, Lambert, fixed from scratch. Never touched something like that in his life before, and then he actually went and fixed the damn thing. With his own two hands. He looks at his hands. Then he looks at Elvis.

Elvis is reading about the seven candlesticks. He takes out a white hanky and wipes his forehead.

That’s Triomf for you. People sweat around here. The houses lie in a hollow between two ridges. On days like this it smells of tar. Tar and tyres. And if there’s a breeze, then you also smell that curry smell coming from the Industria side. Pop says it’s not curry, it’s batteries. But it’s not nearly as bad as on Bosmont ridge, where the Hotnots live. When he goes there on Saturdays, to scratch around on the rubbish dumps for wine boxes, there’s a helluva stink. It smells of piss and rotten fish. Treppie says it’s coloured pussy that smells like that. And when he, Lambert, then tells Treppie it’s all in the mind, Treppie wants to kill himself laughing. Why, he doesn’t know. Treppie’s also got a big screw loose somewhere. But it’s a different kind of screw to the one that’s loose in his mother’s head.

The chappy from the NP also wipes sweat from his forehead like that, with a neat little hanky he takes out of his blazer pocket. Five minutes of talk about the election, five minutes explaining the pamphlets and then he’s in a sweat. Last time he was talking about the pamphlet with the NP’s new flag on it. Treppie said it looked exactly like a lollipop in a coolie-shop. The sun shines on all God’s children, the bloke said, and Treppie said, hell, after all this time, the NP still thought it was God, with the sun shining out of its backside. God or no God, Pop said, he was going to miss oranje-blanje-blou a lot. How was a person supposed to rhyme on the new flag? But the NP-man’s girl, who always comes with him on his rounds, suddenly said, ‘The more colours, the more brothers!’, and then she quickly straightened the straps on her shoulders again. That silly little sun on the pamphlet, his mother said, looked more like the little suns on margarine and floor polish, if you ask her. Now she’d really hit the nail on the head, Treppie said. The little sun stood for grease, for greasing. The NP was full of tough cookies, and you had to grease a tough cookie well before you could stuff her, he said. And then he looked so hard at that girl’s tits that she got up right there and then, and walked out, dragging the NP chappy behind her.

Treppie doesn’t like visitors.

His mother even takes off her overall for them. Her housecoat. She’s got a blue one and a pink one, and it doesn’t matter which one it is, when the NPs come, she takes it off and hangs it up on the nail behind the kitchen door. And then she fidgets with her bun and all to make sure she still looks decent. He wishes the NPs would move in here with them, so his mother would never have to wear the overall again. She says she keeps it on so she won’t mess up her clothes. That’s what she said when he was little and she still says it now. ‘Mess up,’ she says, pulling a face. But he saw, long ago, when Pop still wanted to, how she used to take the housecoat off for him.

The only other time she takes it off is when she and Treppie go sit in the back room to talk about family matters. What family matters? he always wants to know, but Treppie just winks that devil’s wink of his. ‘Family secrets,’ he says. And then he smacks her on the bum as they go in through the door.

Not that there’s ever much discussion behind that door. But then family secrets aren’t things you go around announcing from the rooftops. Like the fact that his mother doesn’t wear panties. It’s that kind of secret. Treppie told him that. He says it comes from when they were children and there wasn’t enough money for women’s panties. They’ve got dresses after all, and no one needs to know.

Lambert doesn’t mind that either. It’s that housecoat of hers that gets him down. It smells sour, like the dishrags in the kitchen.

Lambert gets up. He pulls his shorts up over his bum and then switches on the fan standing on top of the sideboard. It makes a soft zooming sound, but it doesn’t budge. He looks back into the room first, and then he smacks the fan behind its head. The blade and the head immediately start turning, back and forth. Pop half wakes up, almost falling off his crate.

‘Lambert,’ he mumbles. Lambert shifts the fan so the Witness with the pink dress gets the most wind. Her hair begins to fly about and her dress blows against her body. She takes over the reading. Her voice is a little higher now and her shoulders lift as she breathes between sentences. She’s drawing on her spirit.

Lambert touches the front of his pants. Christ, if this dick of his would only stop playing up like this. He bends over double and walks back past the Witness. Then he sits down and tries to concentrate on what she’s reading, about the Son of Man in the midst of the seven candlesticks, clothed in a garment down to the foot, with a golden girdle around the chest. Funny place to wear a belt. Must be something like the president’s oranje-blanje-blou sash that he wears across his chest. He wonders how they’re going to get all the new flag’s colours on to the president’s sash. They’ll just have to make it broader, or the stripes thinner. Treppie will say it’s all in the mind. That’s just about the only thing he says nowadays, no matter what you talk about.

The fan’s another thing Treppie got from the Chinese. Its head was jammed with rust and the wires were burnt into each other. But he fixed it. Now all it needs is a little smack and then it works. He, Lambert, knows what he’s talking about when it comes to machines and gadgets and stuff. He knows how to make them work. A thing that won’t work gets his goat. A thing that won’t work is almost as bad as a thing that gets lost, something you can’t find no matter how hard you look.

It does him the hell in. He fixes things. Or he searches till he finds them, even if he has to turn the whole house upside down or break things. Pop says it’s the cross he has to bear in life, the fact that broken things get on his tits: fans, tape recorders, video machines, the lot. That’s why he makes sure the lawn-mower is always tuned, and the grass is kept short, and that Molletjie’s timing is set and her oil gets changed. That other Volla standing on blocks here in the back is his fucken end, but one day he’s still going to kick it until it’s fixed, kick it right into its glory. And he struggles like hell with the Fuchs and the Tedelex. The Kneff is completely seized up, but he’ll still get the whole lot of them fixed and working again. Before his birthday. Before the election. And even if the election gets postponed for ten years, like some people say, he won’t let it stop him. ’Cause his birthday can’t be postponed.

The same goes for his birthday present.

Pop and Treppie will park around the corner and then bring her in quietly around the back so his mother won’t see. His mother’s the one who says he wasn’t born to mess with women, he must ‘make peace with his lot in life’. Who the hell does she think she is? Raquel Welch or something? He’ll show her. He’ll fucken ‘make peace’ with nothing. And he’ll mess around as much as he likes.

Then they’ll knock softly on the back door of his den and say: ‘Lambert, she’s here.’ And when he opens the door, she’ll be standing right there. With blonde curls all the way down to her shoulders and a pink petticoat and make-up and high-heels and the works. It will be the end of April, so maybe she’ll be wearing a coat over her shoulders. Then he’ll stand aside. And as she walks past, he’ll say, ‘Allow me.’ He’ll take off her coat and hang it up behind the door. His red light will be on. And he’ll say: ‘Take a seat. Would you like something to drink?’

Just like that. He’ll take the ice out of the Tedelex’s ice-box, and the nice cold Coke out of the inside door of the Fuchs, and he’ll open and close the doors slowly so she can see. Yes, see. ’Cause even their inside lights will be working. She’ll see how those fridges are stacked full of Castles and polonies. And the Spar’s fancy dips, fish dip and cheese dip, and maybe even a box of wine. Enough for a week. He’ll have his Simba boerewors chips and his Willards cheese-and-onion crinkle cut ready. And lemons for the Coke. Right there on his work bench. And peanuts, too!

Later, when things are going dandy, he’ll switch on the Kneff for her, with nothing in it but water and washing powder, just for the hell of it. And then he’ll tell her about Hitler’s dirty Jews, and they’ll stand on a beer crate and look down at the foam it makes, that Industrial Kneff from the war. And they’ll put their hands on the Kneff and feel how nicely she runs, ‘wish-wash-wish-wash’, non-stop, without a hitch.

Lambert stares at the Witness in the pink dress. She’s also got curly hair. But her curls are brown, not blonde. Now if her hair was blonde, she’d be dead right. All she needs is a little more make-up. He feels himself getting hot and cold, but he holds on. He tries to look at something else. He looks down. A mouse runs across the floor.

Mouse, his mother points. Her mouth opens wide, but she doesn’t make a sound.

Just the Witness’s mouth makes sounds. ‘White like wool’, ‘as a flame of fire’, ‘unto fine brass’, ‘as the sound of many waters’, ‘the Son of Man’.

Elvis’s lips move as Pink Dress reads, but you can’t hear him. His eyes are on the mouth of the Witness who’s reading. He rubs his hands softly over his legs.

Suddenly Lambert clicks. These two Witnesses are fucking each other. That’s it. When they finish reading here, they go fuck their heads off. That’s what they do. Fuck. She doesn’t even take off her clothes. She just pulls up that pink dress of hers, with the petticoat and everything still on. Him too, he doesn’t take anything off, he just unzips and pulls out his dong. Sticks it in. Nice and deep until she screams like a pig. That’s the way they scream. On the videos as well. His mother too, but she screams too hard, and then he has to close her mouth with his hand.

Just look how Toby’s hair is standing up. Toby’s lips pull away from his teeth. When people get horny, Toby’s hair stands on end. Come to think of it, Toby’s hair stands up even more when those two from the NP are here. The chappy with the blazer and the girl with her straps. From the Rand Afrikaans University, just up the road. She says she’s studying ‘law’, and he’s just finished studying ‘law’. What ‘law’, what ‘studying’? They just fuck all the time, that’s what. A person doesn’t have to study ‘law’ to know what’s what about fucking.

Gerty’s coughing, too. She’s coughing ’cause the Jehovahs are getting hot for sex. It makes Gerty feel like she’s suffocating. Him too. It fucken makes him feel like he wants to pop. He’s not stupid, and the dogs are also not stupid. They know when people are horny and they know when they’re kaffirs. Gerty and Toby get just as worked up when they’re around kaffirs, like that old woman with her cart: ‘Potatoes, potatoes, missus, potatoes and pumpkin’, up and down in the street here in front. Treppie says that old woman used to live here a long time ago, and now she’s just checking to see if they’re still looking after her place nicely.

Treppie can talk so much shit. But he always stops Toby and Gerty when they try to bite the kaffirs. No matter how full of shit they get.

Like that Nelson-kaffir with his brooms and dusters. Green brooms and pink dusters. He pumps them up and down in the air like he’s cleaning walls that only he can see are dirty. ‘Brooms, madam, brooms! Sweep your yard and dust your walls and prick up your ears when Nelson calls.’

Then Treppie says to his mother she’d better buy a broom, ’cause this is the New South Africa. But they never buy. They just go out and look when that kaffir starts shouting and whistling in the street. Then everyone comes out to look and all the dogs start barking and there’s just brooms all over the place.

Pains shoot through his tail-end. He shifts on his crate. The grid cuts into his backside. He clears his throat. The air’s thick. The fan blows the thick air around the room. Suddenly a bee flies in through the window. Must have lost its way from that nest under the house. The fan’s air confuses the bee. When it gets caught inside the stream, it suddenly starts flying all over the show. But the Witnesses don’t even notice. They’re getting more and more worked up. The pink petticoat shows dark spots under the Witness’s arms. She wipes her upper lip with her hand. Elvis passes her his hanky. He holds her hand for a while. She’s getting hot. Too hot for any fucken fan or hanky. She holds her right hand up in the air with the hanky in it.

‘“And he had in his right hand seven stars”,’ she reads.

Her eyelids flicker. She looks like someone who should be bathed in red light. For seeing things, for wanting to fuck, for feeling pressed, for wanting to make or break, wanting out, anywhere.

When Lambert starts painting, he puts his red bulb in. Not straight away, but after he’s made a start, when he gets into it with his spray-cans. Into the never-ending painting. Then the red bulb has to go in. And when he digs his pit under the den to store petrol, he keeps the red light on, day and night, all the time, as that heap of kaffir rubbish gets higher and higher: bricks, bottles, window frames, drainpipes. The stuff even shines in the red light.

He feels the pain behind his eyeballs. It’s coming. He knows it’s coming. He tries to stop it. He focuses on the floor behind Treppie. On the line of ants. Some of them march this way, others that way. But they stay in one line, except the ones who smell rain.

The Witness is reading about a sharp two-edged sword that comes out of His mouth. About His countenance that was as the sun shineth in His strength.

Poor Son of Man.

Sounds more like a fuck-up to him.

Toby begins to growl softly. He stands up between Pop’s feet. His eyebrows twitch as he checks what’s happening. Lambert feels the sweat in the palms of his hands. His mother just keeps looking at him. The scar where he stabbed her with a knife when she threw his spanner in the grass has gone white. She’s got that funny look on her face, like she thinks he’s a fucken devil from hell. He’s not holding it together any more. He begins to shudder, down there in his tail-end where it always starts.

‘Fuck!’ says Treppie. He stands up quickly and walks straight out the front door. Treppie also knows when it’s coming. First Toby and then Treppie. Treppie walks to the carport and rips open Molletjie’s door. Then he starts her up and revs her until she screams like a pig. Lambert sees all this as the foam in his mouth goes hot and cold. He tries to hold it back. He feels his back arching into a hollow, and then he slides slowly off his seat. There’s a burn-out in his head.

It’s the beginning of October on the calendar. In less than six months he’ll be forty, at the end of April. On the calendar. And then it’s the election, the very next day. On the calendar. ‘A test for Triomf,’ as the girly from RAU says. When the sun’s going to shine on everyone, like time, like a flame of fire, like the sound of many waters. As he sinks to the floor, he sees Treppie reversing Molletjie into the gate. The postbox falls down. He hears it roll over once, twice, into the street. But he can’t see too well, the fan’s blowing the ends of the curtain up and down in front of his eyes. It looks like the curtains are growing out of the Witnesses’ backs, and the pelmet out of the curtains, the ceiling out of the pelmet, and the spot on the ceiling where the overflow leaks. The whole lounge looks like things running into each other, like each other’s insides, the insides of the Witnesses, the china cat with a rose for a head, the Chinese’s fan, the wall with Toby and Gerty’s rub-marks at knee-height, the sideboard, the floor-blocks that keep lifting up, the front door with the hole that he kicked in last week, the lawn cut to the quick, the little carport roof, the gate, the gate-pole with the postbox lying on its side in the road. Pop and his mother slowly rising from their seats. Treppie standing outside and looking at Molletjie’s dented backside. Everything a slow mashing of insides. The insides of the Witnesses running out of their spines and rising up like the ashes of paper above a fire. The insides of Triomf. Pink insides. His eyeballs are burning inside.

‘Happy birthday, honey,’ he hears her voice, on a megaphone, and it echoes away. ‘Happy birthday, honey, honey, honey.’

The floor’s hard under his head. He sees the Witness from underneath. Her shoulders are high. Her mouth’s the wrong way around. Her lips open and shut as she reads: ‘“the first and the last he that liveth”.’ Like a horse drinking water. She stretches her one hand out over him, as though she wants to pull something up from out of him: his insides, his brain. She hangs from wings in the warm air. She flies without moving, like a vampire. But he’s gone, disconnected. She speeds away into space, floundering among stars, a little Satan-bitch in Star Wars. The darkness rips open, white noise rushes into his ears, seven stars in his hand.
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