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Starting at the beginning again, Dora Makken thinks,
bottom rung of the ladder.

She lays the quartered sheet lengthways along the
board and leans on its creases with the iron. The steam
brings the comforting smell of lightly scalded cotton.

Amazing that no matter how hard you struggle, pull
yourself up, read and learn, learn your kids, you can land
up at the bottom of the ladder again. After leaving school
she began like this. Never mind getting her Shakespeare
off by heart, never mind the accountancy correspondence
course. Bright but black, her father Sam said, our lowliness
depends on our blackness, you can’t change the system.
So house work it was at first, house work and nanny work,
waking dizzy-headed at four in the morning, rocking with
back pain, seven days a week.

What Joe would say when she told him about the job.

‘A luta continua, mama’

Committed to the extent of joking.

‘Bright and black, ma, that’s our future’

When she complained of her bunions burnt raw by
the secondhand shoes. When she stuck pictures of thin
white women cut out of magazines on the food cupboard
door, hed toss the lines from the side of his mouth. ‘Mama,
remember, always the struggle’

Dora puts the ironed sheet in an empty basket and
draws another out of the tangled pile of clean laundry on
the bed.
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Stash away a kitty for the rainy day that will be
Joseph’s trial, that’s why she took this no-hope extra work.
Bernice saw it advertised in the canteen at her discount
warehouse.

Washing and Ironing. Afternoons only. Phone Mrs
Arnold. If she did the early shift at the factory Dora could
fit it in.

But within days the extra became the necessity. The
factory manager matched a name on his payroll to a name
in the papers. The call came down to the table where
she sat checking toothpaste tubes, where for years shed
dreamed of other, better Jobs, a sudden breakthrough,
Mrs Makken, 'm writing to offer you, despite your lack of
qualifications, the post of Library Assistant... This table
where the women she supervised knew anyway but said

nothing.

‘Mrs Makken?’ The manager looked worried, whether
on his account or hers was difficult to say. His eyes smalled
by his glasses were not unkind.

She had never seen such a dusty office,

He said, ‘Any relation?’

And she, no use dodging, ‘Can I please work out the
month?’

‘T'd rather you left at the end of the week, Mrs
Makken. Wed want to avoid associations.

In spite of how carefully she does her job, of how
she was working for the supervisor’s diploma, sitting up
past midnight studying-her name sticking out like a sore
thumb.

‘Makken. Mak-ken. Sounds like nothing, mama’ Joe
home from school, thirteen and sulky, kicking the table
leg. ‘“The teacher says, McConnell, McKenna? McKen?
Now is that meant to be Scottish? Irish? Maak it, Makken,
Maak it, the boys say. Like they’re asking me to roll a
spliff?

“You be proud, my Joseph’ Watching his blunt foot

hammer the table leg. “That’s one unique name. It was your
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oupa Sam’s name, and his mother’s, my ouma, a strong
fighting lady who loved songs. She had it from a fighting

man she knew, her man. So be proud’

Half making it up. The family story full of fuzzy
patches, puzzles, snags. But a soldier in it somehow, she
remembered hearing. Bernice definitely remembered their

father saying. Now Dora said it for Joe’s benefit.

‘A soldier in our family. Like you, a fighting man.
Who’s to worry what people he belonged to? And the Irish
anyway, what about them? What a nation of battlers’

Joe kicking the table.

Around the time his voice broke he could go sullen
on her like that. Shuffling about and pouting when John
was on the drink. Scowling at her for asking why he was
out late.

‘Hai Joey, ’'m your ma, remember!’

It’s that he’s proud like she’s proud.

The ugly Saturday night he was about sixteen and,
on the way out to the toilet, surprised John squelching
drunkenly in the mud along the fence. One of the teenage
hoers from the shebeen up the road with her mouth in
John's trousers.

Joseph running straight back into the house, fisting
his side.

‘Now you see why they pull their front teeth, Dora

shrugged. ‘Like Bernice says, make more room’

For a week then he didn't speak to her.

Proud like she’s proud, struggling for better things
just like she has struggled.

Dora holds the second cubed and warmed sheet to
her cheek before putting it in the basket. Nice to see the
heap of ironed things grow, the pile of sheets like a stack of
coins. Martha the new Coloured ironing girl works neatly,
Mrs Arnold helpfully tells her neighbours in her young,
so tired voice. If they pay the extra, Martha'll stay behind
on Fridays. There will be a small charge for the use of the

Arnolds’ ironing board and electricity.
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Martha Christian, that was Bernice’s idea. Her
manager’s name at the discount warehouse, an alias meant
in good faith, ‘And a more unchristian cow, Dor, you've

never seen. You take her name and make it different.

Outside the sunlight strikes the swimming pool,
flashes a bright diamond star on the crystal swan standing
in the window. Dora squints. She angles the ironing board
away from the light.

But she can't say it isn’t beautiful though, this glittery
house, the thousands of gleamy things Mrs Arnold has in
it. The first days on the job she had enough to do taking
it in. Letting her hands do the ironing and taking it all in.
The enamel doorknobs, the light switches made of brass,
the bronze animal pictures, that silver rose-bowl glinting
on the polished chest of drawers. Looking at these things
she can forget herself, for minutes at a time she can forget
even about Joe.

Joe detained. Joe charged.

These days, these weeks, over a month now, of no
real news, no messages. What do they do to him in there?
The one time she took him clean clothes, they told her
he could wash and wear the two sets he had and sent her
home.

Looking at the sky-blue pool under the frangipani
trees she can sometimes forget. The broken handle on her
front door, still broken. Joe’s mattress vomiting its stuffing
into the red mud in the back yard. The day the three
policemen kicked open the door and roughed her to one
side, shrieking for him, a bomb suspect.

Their voices go up high with their anger and
excitement.

Two days later they found him. Easter Monday. A
safe house in the north, Ladysmith maybe. She heard it
on the radio. Three weeks later she heard the news that he
was charged on the radio.

‘Bernice, what do they do to them inside?’

‘Better not think, Dor, better not think’

“The violence done to us, mama. How many times
Joe said this. Late at night sitting on the odds-and-ends
kas on the back stoep talking. ‘The violence done to

us, mama, the violence they go on doing, the cowered
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existence we lead’

Mrs Arnold’s house shines. Dora takes time each
ironing after to gaze at the fancy-frame mirrors, the
Tiffany lamps, the low-slung glass chandelier in the
hallway, the spotless white skirting boards everywhere.
These bright shining gymkhana and angling trophies
clustered here on their special shelf in the guest room.
Thinking how glad she is her job isn’t Grace’s. Wherever
she goes in the house is Grace’s bent back, her right hand
rubbing like a pendulum. Grace the Zulu woman who says

few words, Hamba kahle, Go well, at the end of the day.

Probably doesn’t have much schooling, Dora
suspects, nothing like what she herself has got. She hopes
that’s not a bad thought.

Would Joe put her right?

‘So divide and rule, ma? Here’s Grace in the kitchen
who can’t write. And you with your Standard Nine
Certificate, perfect English and old school books wrapped
in plastic, ironing in a quiet back room. Divide and rule as

always, take care to keep those different blacks apart’

But how is he? she wanted to ask.

When the police came for her to sign his detention
papers, calmer this second time, she wanted to ask, How
is he, my son? Do you know? Are you the ones who took
him?

His soft amazed eyes in the morning.

Did he look up from sleep, confused where he was,
when you broke into his safe house? I'm asking you as a
mother. How is he, my son?

Dora shakes out a last piece for today. Silly nylon
panties with lace insets there in front. Right there, true’s
true. She turns the iron to low.

‘Bernice, you can’t imagine. Chatting at the end of the
first day. ‘Even her undies. Ironed smooth she wants them.
Extra shiny. How can she take it? Someone else fiddling
with her smalls. And the panties themselves! Show more
than cover’

But Bernice was already grinning, her skirt hitched

up, what a fast one. Standing there with nothing but a

https://doi.org/10.35534/wtt.0203014
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string of lace arched tight across her coffee-cream hip.

‘And what’s this then, Dora? Now tell me, doesn't this
beat what Mrs Arnold has to brag about?’

‘But to let another woman, I mean, see, touch. I don’t
know, Bernice’

Giggling so hard they had to hold on to each other.
And giggling again yesterday evening, when Bernice
showed Dora the washing line hung across the back yard
loaded with clothes, Dora’s big cotton knickers flapping at
one end.

T did it while you were at work. Don't say a thing, my
sister. You need all the help you can get’

Dora arranges the panties in their drawer in the main
bedroom. Pink and beige, red, black. A special favour for
Mrs Arnold, a rainbow pattern, so in the morning she can
reach straight for what she wants.

She leans against the chest of drawers a moment
resting, smooths a fold in a doily. Mrs Arnold’s make-up
is laid out in little baskets and enamel bowls floating on
crocheted doilies. Tubes, sticks, tubs of make-up, all new,
gleamy. Strawberry Glacé. Pearl Ice. Names like sweeties.
The Crimson Smoulder lipstick Mrs Arnold has promised
her at the end of the month. ‘Doesn’t go with my light
skin, Martha’

Good war paint for the trial, put up a fighting show.

Mrs Arnold on the phone, Dora has noticed, traces
the tip of her tongue along her top lip. Tirelessly tests and
retouches her make-up even without a mirror, even when
talking to Dora about the ironing. Stroking her eyelashes
against a finger held like a mascara stick. Dora recognises
that technique.

Years ago she didn't worry too much about trying out
the missus’s make-up on the quiet. See how the stuff felt
on. Doing her lashes and glossing her lips by touch, the
missus in the next room. See how blue shadow looked on
brown skin.

A lot like a bruise.

Now it would be the fridge only. That only, if she had
a choice, shed want to take home. On these warm autumn

days whenever Grace is having her tea, Dora goes to stand
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in front of the big white monument of the fridge and
opens both doors, freezer and main section. Feeling first
the cool freezer smoke brushing her cheeks, then a heavy
wave of cold air tumbling on to her bare feet.

Shed like to do that at home, cool burning cheeks.
Shed like the food too. The deep-frozen fresh meat to fry
up late at night when the sudden hunger comes. In bed,
after biscuits, any odd time since Joe was charged. Fresh
meat, brisket chunks, offal, shed take old off-cuts even, as
long as fresh, brown-fried in cardamom, Maggi sauce. It’s

only meat fills this gnawing space inside.

She walks down the long passage, past closed doors,
shiny doorknobs, pale pictures of flowers and horses, dust-
free skirting boards, untying her apron, feeling a heaviness
in her legs. Pity you can't sit down to iron, to dust. This
work that never ends, Grace’s, Martha’s.

“Throw the things away if you've always got to clean’
Joe said that more than once.

At home she doesn’t mind dusting though. Doing her
own things, just the few bits, the bed with its curly plastic
mouldings they took three years paying for, the orange Jug
and glasses set on the front room dresser, and next to that
her treasured books, The Standard Nine Reader, her tatty
schoolroom Macbeth, Coriolanus underlined in at least
four different ballpoints, a Great Expectations, the jumble-
sale copy of Jane Eyre she’s read so many times she’s lost
count, the books arranged large to small and supported
between varnished bricks. And the framed pictures of
Joseph, they're the best things for dusting, the ten of them
all over the house, that she does very slowly. And worst,
worst for dusting, is the soft leather hat hung on its hook
that draws the dust like a licked ice-cream on a windy day.

“Throw it away, ma. What are we doing with that
thing anyway? A Boer hat?’

‘It’s in the family, Joseph, somehow. Since when didn’t
us Coloureds have a bit of Boer inside?’

But each time she says it she feels her cheeks grow
hot. Doesn’t know for sure anyway, the family story full
of those twists and snags. The past’s a sleeping beast that’s
best left undisturbed.

https://doi.org/10.35534/wtt.0203014
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The television is muttering in the lounge. She waits
at the door collecting herself. Mr Arnold is by himself
this evening, Mrs Arnold is at tennis. Not looking in the
mirror opposite Dora straightens her apron, her collar,
strokes back her hair.

‘La lutta continua, ma’

So proud. So proudly brought up.

‘What a good speaker; his friends said. ‘He made us
feel good about ourselves. His words were big. He made us

want to get up, organise and fight!

It paid off. Joe sitting on the sofa with his blunt bare
feet sticking out in front of him, any number of weekday
afternoons.

‘Now listen carefully, Joey, and say it again. I don’t
know what they must be teaching you at that fifth-class
skollie school. Reading and learning is the only way to get
on, yes, even for a black person, even for a Coloured. I
myself, your own ma, read everything I could lay hands
on. Everything I've done, the correspondence course the
supervisor’s position, I got it on my own, on my own
steam. Now say after me. Brown as a berry, busy as a bee,
drunk as a lord, happy as Larry’

‘Brown as a berry, busy as a bee-Hey, ma, have you
ever seen a brown berry?’

‘Now Joey, no backchat’ But smiling at him for
noticing. ‘T said listen carefully. Learn good sentences.
Good sentences open doors, proverbs are handles for
speaking with, berries are brown in cloudy England.
England is where education and laws come from. Foul can
be fair and fair can be foul, that’s what people over there
say. Now let’s begin again. Busy as a bee, drunk as a lord,
happy as Larry’

‘Ma, why a lord? As in Lord God?’

The bip-bip of the evening news.
Dora knocks and quickly goes in.
‘Martha?’ says Mr Arnold fixed on the screen.

[ 1] JB3CH “Brown as a berry, busy as a bee, drunk as a lord, happy as Larry”
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News pictures. What Bernice has been saying she
mustn’t see, mustn’t hear.

‘It’s poisoned, Dora, what they put on the news’

And it does look poisoned, that face. A police mug-
shot glaring from the screen.

No.

‘First picture of the man charged with the Clacton
bombing. Further evidence has emerged linking the self-
confessed bomber suspect to the crime’

Joey.

But they must’'ve done something to his face. He’s
not that dark, he’s too purple around the eyes. They’ve
bruised him. The helicopter, she’s heard people whisper,
is it that? Blood to the head. They hang political suspects
upside down, spin them round, smash at them, spin them
round, smash at them even harder since they heard their
authority would one day be coming to an end. Blood to
the brain.

Dora can taste her spit thick and sour in the back of
her throat. The first sight of him since he walked out of
the house with his sports bag that Saturday two weekends
before Easter. Tll be gone a fortnight, maybe a month, ma.
Don't worry’

Blood to the head.

They’re talking about shredded trainers. Football
youths, members of the team he played in, have
recognised the shredded trainers carried in the bomber’s
bag, But does it matter? Haven't they beaten and twisted
enough evidence out of him?

And to think that all afternoon she’s been living in
another world-the world before they caught him. Living
on memories of him, pictures, like then. When he walked
out the door he could be gone weeks. She had her framed
photos on the dresser, on the wall, beside the bed.

‘Bernice, what do they do to them inside?’

‘Better not think, Dor, better not think’

The mug-shot is still there, flickering.

Force must be answered with force must be answered
with force, Joey’s words. We must keep them to the mark,
burn them out of power, and when a fire’s burning who's to
stop it? She feels she wants to lie down. She puts her hand

on the door frame. Good sentences, good speech, learn
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your books, that’s what she taught him. If it were done
when it’s done. Maybe he stopped studying when he got
more political, or studied in a different way, but still she’s
proud of how he’s turned out, yes she is, of how he cares,
how he presses on, of his determination. If the bomb was
his, it was sabotage, the deaths were accidental. The anger
in this country, it infects everyone. She believes in him.
All the victims were white, it’s a sad pity, but usually the
victims are black. She’s said it to those journalists who
crowd at the front door.

Wouldn't it have to be something huge that would
drive a son of hers to take lives? A huge, life-long wrong?

His eyes, his wounded eyes.

My son.

The image is suddenly gone. She hears herself say
no, hard, like a cough. She notices her hand on the door
frame. She brings the hand to her side. Thank God Mr
Arnold doesn’t turn around. He has found a comfortable
angle to the side of the sun’s reflection, a square of late
evening light lying on the screen.

The newsreader begins another story. Galloping
interest rates; a soaring rate of rape, both of women and
of minors. Dora sees a thin film of dust on the screen that
has escaped Grace.

Mr Arnold holds up an envelope weighted on the one
side with coins. Still without turning.

‘Thank you, Martha. See you next week’

Dora backs out. She doesn’t trust herself to speak. She
wants to cry in a high voice to release the choking taste
at the back of her throat. She’s sure she still sees the after-
image there, behind the golden film of the sun’ reflection.

That bruised face.

It was on television. My son, how they beat him.

SR GO BRI, WIrsE &R T
2, HFEUS RO, (Eab IR ik
MRESRTTIRL, 200, WARGHE, b,
ABEISS T3, AR PR TG SR A R
oy, ARBURE SR, MIET RS, B
AT ZEERAR AR, XM T A (HIt A
SR, XA TRIRICEITIE A, 1]
BRI A R Z EHEREAN, HEHE L T2
EHEEEERN,

MEE AN UM A2, iy LT
ALK X PR Al — A ) R 7
b A R G - -+« At 52 5 4 MR MG -+ FR A L

HLLHL B A I AR TR T e I A 2
NI T, 00271, Wik sRAG IR 1%
fb R E) A 2R TR TIHE . i Il 5. JEag
b, PRSI Sk o X BRRE SR
Mz, KRBT A ERERA AL, B
NI AR A T AL L.

B BTG T R A
L BUTBSRIF R —Z FH WA LA R
IWAE N SRPLR B A — R K e
WA L2 AT

B ESE AR B T R E, b
IRBAT A1

“WHR, 5. RE L 7

SPR B, M E UGG T kAR
R, LAMRERGRME RS N Z B ARIE. It
MR A DN LR e ISR IR, sit7E B
JeR NIz AR R L

UL B IR K 19 R B e

MREFIILT, ABATRRXHbA T 20

M ROF: SCEATE A SO v - MERSREIWERY R ARSEE SO (k) /MBI B C AR AL
JEAE RO R AR D S i S S SO IR, DL 2R TR S Rk . X EDRIFE A —E R, JF
HATF I W SO o 3 SCTE MR b BB b, AR SO F R0k, R T “fFIAT”
A BIEREmS . Dy R AT REER RSOk, RSO 1RO, Bl THISE S MR, AR TRIRRL
TR, PR T RIS A TR T EARTE,  AESCHT LU B I 1 Se o iR AR,
IR T B BFKF-

RS XV, &, PR B R ESGE SO Tl 2021 RERERTTEAE

ERBUN. FXE), 5, UL, hREMERERER P IMNEE R, AR,

92 https://doi.org/10.35534/wtt.0203014



