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Prologue
“Men, always bloody men,” Fenella sighed, “Bottom line is, it always comes down to a man. It doesn’t matter if it’s because of love or money. You’re either running to a man, running after a man, or running away from a man.” Fenella opened the envelope with the school information inside it. “With all this running I’ve done in my life, I should have been a bloody world champion marathon runner by now.”
Fenella glanced through the information in front of her. “Decisions, decisions,” she said tapping the table with her fingers. “As The Clash once sang, should I stay or should I go? But decisions must wait, because right now I have to pee.”
“Well, if it isn’t Fenella Fisher! Put the kettle on and make us all some coffee. Christ knows, I can do with a cup.” Fenella looked at James Proctor, with his feet on a desk littered with papers, and his long dark hair tied in a ponytail. Her Stepdad’s racehorse trainer; brilliant, charming and dangerous.
“If I were you, James, I’d get my feet off the desk and do something about the dirty coffee cups scattered around,” she said smugly with a cheeky grin on her face. “Dad’s just getting something out of the boot and will be in shortly.”
“Christ,” was all James said as he hurriedly jumped up and started collecting cups and putting them in the tiny sink he had in his office. “Well, do something to help, Female, don’t just stand there grinning at me,” he said desperately, as he tried to carry five mugs at once.
“ Do your own dirty work, but I’ll try and delay him for you,” she said over her shoulder as she left the office.
Fenella had been coming to the Racing Stables ever since her dad had decided to invest in racehorses when she had just started High School. All her friends had finished school and gone off to study or work in an office, but Fenella was determined to work with horses. There was something about the way a horse’s muscles moved when it galloped, when it nuzzled food out of your hand. The way you knew exactly where you stood. They were either your friend or they were doing all they could to try and bite you or kick you to shreds. Since finishing High School, Fenella came into the stables every morning to ride horses with the jockeys and grooms in their early-morning training sessions. “Actually,” said Fenella to herself, “I’m not sure if I come because of the horses or because of the view. Definitely not because of those mongrel jockeys. Jeez, I love that mountain.” Fenella looked up at the imposing, impressive Table Mountain that provided a perfect backdrop to the racing stables in Milnerton, Cape Town.
By the time Fenella and her Dad returned to James’s office, he had tidied it up and was sitting hard-at-work, writing in his weekly planner. He looked up and smiled, all charm and politeness for one of his ‘owners’. “G’day, Brent. Howya doing today?” He stood up and shook Fenella’s Dad’s hand. When James launched into his description of Goody Gumdrops’s workout that morning, Fenella decided that it was time to leave and check on Mike O’Malley’s stables. He’d had to go away up-country for some or other family emergency, and had asked Fenella to be his ‘assistant trainer’ and keep an eye on things for him. Mike wasn’t the tidiest of people, and his office always looked a mess. Fenella hoped she wouldn’t have to venture in there today as she had a horrible feeling that he hadn’t washed the dishes in the small sink or thrown away his leftover food he’d been eating before he got the phone call to leave immediately.
“Morning Miss Fenella,” greeted Samson, Mike’s head groom. “All horses good today. All horses eat well. Boss Mike phoned already and wants you to phone him back.”
Fenella sighed. Mike had this theory that if a horse’s temperature rose a notch or two on the thermometer the day of the race, then it would be invincible and would win easily. Whether it was a scientifically proven fact or not, no-one knew, but it had worked once or twice for Mike and he was convinced of its worth.
Fenella went into Mike’s tiny office that had the ripe odour of dirty dishes and decomposing food, opened the drawer of his small wooden desk and took out the rectal thermometer. This was one part of working with horses that she didn’t find endearing at all. Fenella shook the thermometer to get the mercury to go down, as she walked to the stable of Mike’s star performer, His Nibs. Golden chestnut, with a white blaze and four white socks, His Nibs was easily the most handsome-looking horse in the stables. However, he was known to be cantankerous and lashed out at anyone who walked behind him. As there was no way that Fenella was going to spoil a beautiful day getting kicked by a fractious horse, Fenella signaled to one of the grooms to bring the twitch to put on His Nibs’ upper lip, to distract him from what was going to happen at his rear end. “Steady boy, steady boy,” Fenella crooned as the groom twisted the nylon cord of the twitch tightly around the chestnut’s upper lip. She waited until the groom lifted the horse’s right leg and held it to keep him unbalanced, so that it would be safe for Fenella to approach the stallion’s back legs.
Fenella walked up to His Nibs, and stood at a distance and leaned forward to pat him on his rump, so as to make sure that he wasn’t able to kick out at her. “Good boy, good boy,” she whispered, gently stroking the rump and carefully lifting the tail with one hand to expose the hole. With her other hand, she gave the thermometer one last shake and inserted it into the hole under the tail. “Oh for God’s sake!” she shouted, as the thermometer quickly disappeared all the way up His Nibs’s rectum. Fenella heard the phone ring in Mike’s office.
“Samson!” called Fenella, “Answer the phone, I’m busy now!” Scratching her head, Fenella let go the horse’s tail and wondered what on earth she was going to do. Chances were, that it was Mike on the phone.
“Miss Fenella!” shouted Samson, “It’s Boss Mike!”
“Shit, shit, shit,” mumbled Fenella under her breath, “Talk about bloody timing.”
“Boss Mike wants to know what is the temperature!”
“Tell him I’ll call him back! I’m just taking the temperature!” Fenella lifted the tail again to see if by some chance the thermometer had decided to make an appearance. But, no such luck. A tail, a wrinkled round hole, but no sign of the thermometer. “What to do, what to do…,” she repeated to herself.
Samson called out again, “Boss Mike said that he’ll wait for you on the phone while you take the temperature.”
That was not what Fenella wanted to hear. She quickly hurried over to the office and took the phone from Samson. “Er, hello Mike. Um, don’t have the temperature yet. You interrupted me while I was taking it.” Fenella closed her eyes and waited for the tirade she knew she was going to hear. “Yes Mike, I know that you have to call the owner and tell him whether or not to put money on his horse. You going to wait for me while I quickly take the temperature? Okay, hold on, I’ll be back in a tick.” Fenella carefully put the phone back down and hurried back to the stable, where Samson was standing with a puzzled look on his face.
“I don’t understand, Miss Fenella, I thought you were taking the temperature. Where is the thermometer?” Samson asked with a frown.
“That’s just it, Samson. There is no thermometer. The stupid bloody horse sucked it into his arse and it’s disappeared!”
Samson’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Gone?” he asked incredulously, “Gone? Yoo yoo yoo….aikhona. Oh Miss Fenella, you are in big trouble. The Boss wants this horse to win today. How is he going to run with a thermometer stuck in his bum? Yoo…yoo…yoo.”
“Samson, don’t tell me what I already know. Tell me how we are going to get the thermometer out.” Fenella hoped that she wouldn’t start to cry. “Boss Mike is waiting on the phone. What am I going to tell him?”
Samson lifted the stallion’s tail and stuck a finger into the anus. “It’s gone for good, Miss Fenella. You have a very big problem, and Boss Mike is waiting on the phone?” Suddenly, Samson started to laugh and leaned against the wall to support himself, as tears of merriment rolled down his cheeks. Fenella narrowed her eyes and glared at Samson, wishing that something evil would befall him for laughing at her predicament. Just then, His Nibs lifted his tail and gave a loud, wet-sounding fart, and the thermometer shot from his bottom at break-neck speed, narrowly missing the laughing Samson, and crashed violently into the wall.
Samson stopped in mid-laugh, “What the hell?” His eyes went big in shock as he realized that he had narrowly missed being impaled by a flying missile.
Now, it was Fenella’s turn to laugh out loud. “That’ll teach you for laughing at me. But what on earth am I going to tell Mike?” With a shock, she realized that he was still waiting on the phone to get the temperature reading. She quickly ran from the stable back to the office. “Yes Mike, I’m back. Temperature today is…” Fenella scratched her head to think of the normal horse temperature, “His temperature today is 38 degrees. Yes, I’m sure. Ah, good news is it? I’m pleased. Okay, chat to you tomorrow, I’ve got to go.” Fenella thankfully replaced the receiver and wondered how His Nibs would perform on the racetrack that afternoon. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Samson and the other groom picking up the small shards of glass from the broken thermometer. “Christ, all we need now is for His Nibs to get mercury poisoning from eating the soiled hay!”
Fenella finished checking on Mike O’Malley’s other horses and headed back to James Proctor’s office at his stables. Her dad had obviously left, because James was leaning in his chair with his feet on his desk, surrounded by five jockeys who often rode for his stable. “Ah, Fenella,” James put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair, “Taken any temperatures lately?” His left eyebrow lifted in a quizzical expression.
“But, how did you….?” Fenella stammered. She never had a chance to complete her question. All six men in the room cracked up laughing. Fenella felt her face grow hot as her cheeks glowed bright red with embarrassment. She couldn’t believe that word of her encounter with the rectal thermometer had already spread so quickly! She should have known that such a tasty tidbit of gossip wouldn’t have stayed sacred and secret for long.
“Samson,” she cursed under her breath.
Deciding to change the subject and stop the laughter at her expense, Fenella addressed the group of small men, who were all wiping the tears from their eyes. “So,” she said brightly with a forced smile on her face, “Who is going to win at Kenilworth today?”
“Ah Fenella,” said the smallest jockey with a lewd expression on his pint-sized face, “Come and sit on our laps and we’re sure to find you some…” and he licked his lips provocatively, “….some hot tips.” That was enough to send everybody into fits of laughter again.
“Jockeys,” thought Fenella, “Oversexed and underfed.” Fenella had this theory, that jockeys were all hornier than most because of the very nature of their jobs. Spending all day, every day, riding horses in that rocking–type motion; if you crouch low enough, the tiny racing saddle probably would just rub against certain sensitive areas. Surely, it stands to reason they might permanently have erections and that’s why they always feel ready for sex. The constant sexual innuendos and double talk, (it was impossible to ever have a serious conversation with a jockey, particularly the ones who hung around James Proctor), showed that sex was always foremost on their minds. The occasional quick coupling in an empty stable, had proved that it didn’t take much to get them ready for action either. It also proved that height had nothing to do with size, she thought dreamily to herself.
Fenella suddenly realized that the little office was quiet. Dead quiet. No sounds of laughter any more. She had closed her eyes and had been lost in her thoughts and memories. Opening her eyes, she saw with a shock that all six pairs of eyes were on her, and some of their mouths were agape with shock and wonder. The silence was broken by James scraping his chair as he stood up. “Fenella, Fenella, Fenella. What on earth were you thinking about just then?”
Smoothing her jeans with her hands, Fenella looked up and smiled and laughed, “You don’t want to know. By the way, guys,” she continued, “Congratulations are in order. I’ve been offered a job as stud manager of the Millbrook Stud and Breaking Stables in Colesberg.” She glanced at her watch, “Oops, gotta go. Errands to run. I start Monday, leave tomorrow,” she said over her shoulder as she left the office.
“Just don’t go taking any temperatures!” someone shouted as she left the room. Then Fenella heard someone say clearly, “Nice girl that Fenella. Pity she is so big!”
Fenella sighed. She’d been cursed with the thick ankles and heavy legs of some of her Dutch ancestors. Or, so her mother always told her. “Wear the boxes and throw away the shoes,” was what her mother always said whenever they went shoe-shopping.
“Why do I have to be big-boned and plain? No wonder nobody wants a real relationship with me. Sex, okay, but not a steady romance.” Fenella angrily slammed the door of her car as she saw a tall skinny blonde with humungous breasts walk into James Proctor’s racing stables. The feeling of joy she’d felt at sharing the news of her success in procuring the new job had evaporated. Instead, Fenella felt depressed. “I just want to be loved,” said Fenella, her eyes welling up with tears.
Two
“Easy, easy!” Fenella guided the big chestnut stallion as he backed down the ramp of the horsebox.
Ryan Baxter, owner of the Millbrook Stud and Breaking Stables ran a hand through his curly blonde hair which was stuck to his head, wet with sweat. “So Fenella, Waddya think?” Ryan looked admiringly at his latest acquisition – a blue-blooded racehorse straight off the ship from Ireland. Ryan was hoping that Mick the Knife, a winner of eight races, two of them big feature races before he pulled a tendon, would put his stud on the map. “We’ll give him a week to settle in, and then I thought we’d give him some of the older experienced mares first. Just to teach him a thing or two.” Ryan gave the big stallion a pat on the rump and the horse immediately lashed out with a well-aimed hoof, narrowly missing Ryan’s crotch, but just catching him on his outer thigh.
“Aargghhh!” yelped Ryan in pain.
“Looks like he’s got a little spirit and a bit of a hot temper,” said Fenella knowingly.
Fenella had been at the Millbrook Stud for three weeks and had quickly settled into the routine of the farm. Up at 4.30am, checking that all horses were being fed by the grooms at 5am, breakfast in the little caravan that Ryan had got for her to stay in at 7am, then exercising the horses that had been brought to the farm to recover from various leg injuries. And so the day continued, with her closing up the little farm shop at 9.30pm. Living 30km from Colesberg, a little dry dusty Karoo town with a hotel, a butchery with separate entrances for whites and non-whites and not much else, Ryan had set up a little shop on the farm for his workers, so that they didn’t have to trek all the way into town to get basic supplies. However, this act of kindness to his workers meant that Fenella had a really long day. Mind you, thought Fenella casting her eyes over the bleak landscape, there’s not much else to do here other than work. She’d taken to hiking through the dry hills and river beds on her day off each week, and had discovered an old kraal belonging to the Voortrekkers, broken pottery fragments and even the wagon wheel tracks cut into the rock. Next day off, she wanted to try and find the place where Ryan had said an Anglo-Boer War battle had been fought on the farm.
Hearing a sound coming from behind them, both Fenella and Ryan turned around to see Alison, Ryan’s young city wife, approach them carrying little six month old Jessica. “Strange relationship there,” thought Fenella to herself. Ryan had grown up on a farm and now owned his own farm, but a short business course he’d attended in Johannesburg two years previously had introduced him to the wonders of night clubs and it was there that he’d met Alison, a very spoilt rich girl. He’d brought her back to the farm with him, but she seemed to only stay long enough to fall pregnant, then went back to her family in the city. Now, it seemed she was back and determined to try and make her marriage work. Fenella sighed. For some reason known only to herself, Alison had taken an immediate dislike to Fenella, and seemed to resent the time Ryan had to spend discussing farm jobs and the horses with her. In fact, after one week of staying in the spare room in the farm house, Alison had put her foot down and insisted that Ryan get a caravan for Fenella to stay in, as she didn’t feel comfortable with her in the house. “But, you can still come over to use the toilet,” Alison had added kindly. Fenella had taken to squatting in the empty stable behind the caravan or stopping off and going in the bush. No way was she going to grace Alison’s toilet with her body fluids and offerings!
Looking at Alison, Fenella had to smile to herself. Only yesterday, she’d got a little of her own back. Alison had approached her while she was supervising a team of workers offloading a truck carrying bales of lucern. “A quick word, Fenella,” Alison had asked with a mean little smile on her face. “Um, this is quite embarrassing.” Fenella stopped what she was doing, intrigued to hear what embarrassing thing it was that Alison wanted to say to her. “Ryan has asked me to speak to you about women’s things.” Fenella smiled invitingly, wondering what gossip or advice Alison was going to want. “Um,” started Alison again, “It’s just that Ryan is having a problem with the sewage system. As you know, it’s quite antiquated, like most things on the farm.” Alison looked down, not sure how to continue.
“Yes?” asked Fenella helpfully.
Alison looked up again and blurted out, “Ryan has asked me to ask you not to flush your sanitary pads down the toilet as it’s blocking up the system and it’s a helluva job to have to fish them out the pipes to unblock everything.” Alison looked relieved that she’d managed to pass on the unsavoury message.
Fenella’s smile was friendly, “Actually Alison, I don’t use sanitary pads, and I don’t use the toilet in your house .” It gave her great pleasure to see Alison put her hand over her mouth and gasp out loud.
“Oops!” laughed Alison nervously, “It must be me then!” And with that confession, she quickly turned around and ran back to the safety of her house. For the rest of the day, Fenella found herself chuckling whenever she thought of Alison’s discomfort.
“Hi Hon!” Alison gave Ryan a lingering kiss on his cheek, “Say hello to Jessica!” Ryan blushed furiously to the roots of his blonde curls. He obviously had problems handling public displays of affection. Fenella watched, rather enjoying his discomfort, noticing how he pushed Alison away from him.
“Not now, Ally, er…working. I’m working.” Ryan inadvertently wiped the spot on his cheek where Alison had kissed him. Whatever the initial attraction between the two had been, it was clear to all that Ryan and Alison had little in common with each other. Alison hated the farm life, country air, quietness and boredom. In a rare friendly moment, she had confided to Fenella that there were only so many books one could read, and that there were only so many cups of tea she could stomach drinking with her mother-in-law on the farm next door. Dust and dirt, flies and fish moths, farm life was not very agreeable to Madame Alison. For a brief moment, Fenella felt a wave of pity for Alison, but luckily, it quickly dissipated. Fenella had been born with a wooden spoon in her hand, for stirring up situations or so her Grandmother had always said, mind you, Granny had also told her that if you swallow a pip you get a tree growing inside you, so as a result, Fenella avoided anything with pips and nuts. Fenella felt almost obliged to say something to break the resulting silence between her employer and his city wife.
“So Alison, what you think about Mick the Knife? Nice piece of horseflesh, eh? Should bring you many visitors to the farm, other breeders bringing their mares to him for mating.” Ryan narrowed his beautiful turquoisy blue eyes and glared openly at Fenella. He had recently confided to Fenella that Alison was against him using potential ‘overseas holiday’ money to buy the big chestnut stallion, and also happened to mention on another occasion that Alison hated the racing crowd and other stud farm owners, finding them boring, and lacking in breeding.
“Hmpf,” said Alison wrinkling her nose in disgust. “He’s just a horse. Why he cost so much money, Lord alone knows,” and she trounced off down the path back to the house, with its large cool veranda going all the way around, baby precariously balanced on a narrow hip.
“Thanks,” mouthed Ryan silently to Fenella.
“Pleasure,” she mouthed back with an evil twinkle in her eye.
A week later, Fenella was putting the new stock on the shelves of the little farm shop, getting ready to lock up for the night. It was already 10pm and she couldn’t believe she was still working. Hearing a sound, she looked up to find Ryan standing in the doorway, staring at her. “Can I help you with anything?” She looked at the watch on her left wrist. “No, sorry, cancel that. It’s late; shop is closed for the night. Come back tomorrow,” she added on cheekily. Not only did Ryan not leave, but he stepped inside and closed the door, locking it from the inside. Fenella felt a little nervous as Ryan had still not said a word. With a dry mouth she started to chatter like a three year old child, “If you want to rob me, sorry nobody pays with cash, it’s all on the book. If you’re wanting some wine, we only have the cheap plonk that tastes dreadful. Not recommended at all, not that I’ve tried it before. But it smells like it must taste dreadful.”
“Shut up,” came the hiss.
“Ah, the man speaks, he has a voice,” Fenella couldn’t help herself. Wisecracks were her trademark. Ryan moved towards her, and Fenella found that she couldn’t move backwards to escape, as the wall was right behind her. She had no idea what Ryan was up to. He lunged for her and pinned her against the whitewashed shop wall. Fenella could feel his breath on her cheek; then she could feel his stubble brush against her face as he whispered something in her ear.
“What you say?” Fenella started to ask as his lips came down on hers. Omigod, she thought to herself, surely that is not a gun I feel in his pocket!
Ryan released Fenella, then turned around to switch the light off. In the darkness, all Fenella could see was his white teeth gleaming in the dark, in a seemingly manic grin. This could not be happening, she thought to herself. In a small voice, that didn’t seem to belong to her, she asked, “Are you going to rape me?”
“Are you going to resist me?” Ryan countered, pulling Fenella closer to his chest.
Fenella found herself moving willingly towards Ryan. He was quite a hunk with his head of blonde curls and turquoise blue eyes, and if she was honest, she had had several dreams about him of late, and often wondered what it would be like to get to know him more intimately. Of course, as he was married, she had immediately dismissed those thoughts from her mind. “But, you’re married.”
“Yes, I suppose I am. But, you know, marriage is not a death sentence. Parts of me are still alive.” Fenella could feel the ‘very alive’ parts of him pressing against her. “Think of marriage as something that is at times stressful, and what we are going to do now, as my kind of stress relief.”
“I suppose, put like that it can’t be wrong,” justified Fenella out loud, feeling the familiar tightening sensations in the general region of her ovaries. Who was she to deny someone stress-relief, especially a gorgeous hunk like her boss?
Ryan let Fenella go just long enough to place some empty maize meal sacks on the floor, then gently helped to lower Fenella onto the dusty sacks. She had only enough time to wonder about the mouse traps she’d recently set in the little shop, and to remove a can of baked beans that was hurting her back, before they started to remove their clothing and then, caught up in the flames of their desire, all thoughts about mouse traps, baked beans and stress relief went out the window.
Days turned into weeks. Work on the farm continued. Ryan developed the habit of checking up on the horses every night at 10pm and on the third night stopped going to the little shop for stress relief, but rather stopped off at Fenella’s little blue and white caravan, on his way back to his house. Sometimes, the caravan rocked so much, that Fenella was convinced that it was going to get loose and run down the slope and crash into the farmhouse. She knew what she was doing was wrong, as Ryan was not only married, but had a small child as well. “But the fact that he seems to need me and pops in to visit each night, makes me feel wanted and loved,” said Fenella to the spider that lived on the caravan ceiling. As an only child of her parents, brought up in a large family of step-siblings and half-siblings and a series of stepfathers, Fenella had battled her whole life with feelings of rejection, and the need to feel wanted and loved.
As Mick the Knife showed no interest in the old mares they were bringing to him, Ryan was starting to get worried that he’d spent all that money buying a dud. Fenella could see that Alison was piling on the pressure, constantly reminding Ryan about how he’d wasted so much money on a no-good stallion. When Fenella saw Ryan approach her with a grim expression on his face, she was convinced that he was going to fire her because the lovely Alison had found out about what he did to relieve stress.
“Fenella, you got a minute?” Christ, here it comes, the axe is about to fall, thought Fenella as she stopped what she was doing and gave Ryan a welcoming smile.
“Well, it’s like this. Alison hates the farm.”
Surprise, surprise, thought Fenella, any fool could see that.
“If she leaves, she said she’d vanish and I’d never see Jessica again.”
Ah, blackmail, works every time, was what went through Fenella’s mind as she kept her lips tight shut to stop herself from saying the wrong thing, and nodded her head sagely.
“So, I’ll be leaving with her. I’ve managed to get a loan. We’ll be going away on that overseas trip she’s been nagging about for a while. You’ll be in charge.”
Blow me over with a feather, now that was something Fenella hadn’t anticipated. It was pleasing to note that the bastard was unable to make eye contact when he spoke to her.
“What about Mick the Knife and getting him ready for mating season?” The stupid horse hadn’t even managed to get an erection yet.
Ryan finally looked up and made eye contact with Fenella. “Jessica, she’s more important. Can’t you see that? Jessica is my flesh and blood for God’s sake.”
“Fine,” said Fenella coldly, “Just leave a list of things you need sorted and a contact number in case of emergency.” Rejection is my friend, thought Fenella. It was with grim satisfaction that she saw a hint of tears glisten on the thick dark lashes surrounding those beautiful turquoise blue eyes.
When Fenella got a phone call from the eccentric Pip Baxter, she wasn’t surprised. Word had gone round the district, that Ryan had upped and gone and left an eighteen-year-old girl in charge of his farm. The farmers were a tightly-knit bunch and were curious to hear the latest gossip about Ryan. However, Fenella wasn’t in the mood to oblige and told them nothing more than the fact he had decided he needed a holiday. Pip Baxter, on the other hand, was as close to a best friend that Ryan had and had obviously been told a lot more than Fenella had been told.
“Am having a little dinner party. Select few, select few.” Pip sounded as if he was eating his breakfast and had a mouth full of food. Educated at the best schools in England, he had acquired a posh accent of the upper class he associated with there. His accent, together with a full mouth of food, made it hard for Fenella to understand what he was trying to say. God, she wished he would chew with his mouth closed, as she could hear his mandibles crush every bite on the phone.
“So, was wondering, about sixish. Early night, early night.”
“Tonight?” asked Fenella, crunching up her face in concentration as she battled to understand what Pip was saying.
Fenella heard Pip take a slurp of whatever liquid he was drinking.
“Yes, Fenella. Tonight sixish. Don’t bring anything, just your lovely self.”
As if she was going to bring anything. When did she have time to go shopping to buy personal supplies?
“Ryan phoned, asked me to keep an eye on you. Eye on you. Wants me to see if I can help with that Irish chunk of hamburger meat he bought.”
“By hamburger meat, I take it you mean Mick the Knife?” Fenella asked curtly.
“Yes, that’s the one.” Fenella heard Pip take another noisy slurp of his drink.
At exactly six p.m., Fenella drove up the huge tree-lined driveway of Pip Baxter’s large inherited estate. She had been there once before to fetch a racing saddle that Ryan had lent Pip, but the magnificence of the English Country mansion never ceased to amaze her, and once again took her breath away. The Baxter family (Fenella thought it was the grandfather but wasn’t sure) had made a fortune in publishing. Inheriting an obscene amount of wealth had made it unnecessary for Pip to work. Although he now owned the old man’s stud farm, he had two managers to run it for him and didn’t have to lift a finger himself. Mind you, Ryan had always said that people underestimated Pip, and that he was actually very knowledgeable about horses. A walking equine medical encyclopaedia, Ryan had called him. As an eligible bachelor, Pip had countless girls after him, but it was rumoured that he only had eyes for one of the other farmer’s wives. Nobody seemed to know which one, not even Ryan, so it was quite amusing to see how all the macho farmers clung onto their wives whenever Pip was around. Fenella secretly believed that Pip was probably gay and fuelled the rumours himself, so as to keep the desperate girls away from him.
The large wooden door opened, and Pip came out, lifting his arms in welcome. For a man in his late twenties, it was quite incongruous to see him wearing a cravat and braces. “Welcome, dear Fenella, welcome! The others are inside already having a sundowner.”
“Thought it was only going to be a select few,” mumbled Fenella to herself while casting her eyes at the five or six 4x4’s parked outside the mansion. Fenella had managed to avoid these sorts of invitations in the past. She hated sitting there amongst all the couples, all in their late twenties and early thirties, feeling as if she was a gawky teenager. The men spoke in sexual innuendos, thinking that she was too young to understand what they were getting at, and the women ignored her completely, casting tight smiles in her direction from time to time. She usually busied herself playing with the host’s children or dogs.
However, as she entered the lounge, Fenella soon saw that this time it was going to be different. Only men were present, not another female in sight. Nervously, Fenella licked her lips and felt her mouth go dry. Oh shite, she wondered if this was going to be some grown man’s gang bang or something. She looked over her shoulder to see Pip close the front door and block her escape route.
“What you want to drink, Fenella? Coke?” inquired Pip as he headed towards his drinks cabinet.
Fenella smiled nervously and nodded to the five stud farmers who were starting to rise out of their chairs as she entered the room. “Hi Guys!” she said with forced friendliness and a fake smile, “No, sit, sit,” she waved for them to remain seated, “Add some brandy with that coke, will you Pip?” Fenella felt as if she needed some Dutch courage to get her through the night. She looked around the room and noticed that all the men were looking uncomfortable. Fenella quickly glanced down to see if her buttons were all done up and her zipper was closed, but all was in order.
“The thing is,” Pip said in his upper crust voice, with his back to Fenella as he poured her brandy and Coke, “We’ve all invested money in that useless piece of hamburger meat you have at Millbrook.”
Fenella sighed with relief. Why did her mind always have to go straight to the gutter? This was obviously an action meeting to come up with a plan to get Mick the Knife interested in mating and producing winners. Pip gave Fenella her drink and indicated an empty seat for her to sit down on. “Ryan mentioned that the Mick wasn’t all that keen on playing hide the salami with the old mares.”
“Yes,” acknowledged Fenella, “He does seem to have a few problems in that department. What do you guys reckon we can do to fix it?” Fenella thought that by putting the ball into the court of the experienced stud farmers, they would get carried away discussing cures for impotent stallions, and would forget about her sitting in the room with them. So much raw manhood in the room, male hormones and all the talk of sex, albeit horse sex, was a little disturbing she had to admit, but it did make her feel a little horny. Fenella blended into the old armchair as she slunk back in it and listened intently to the different ways the farmers had solved the identical problem in the past.
Pip’s maid came out of the dining room and caught his eye and nodded her head. “Ah, dinner is ready. Let’s leave this talk until after dinner. Roast beef tonight, should be good. Should be good.” Pip led everyone into the dining room with its huge wooden banquet table laden with bread, potatoes, rice and a bowl of peas.
Definitely a bachelor’s meal, thought Fenella to herself. Meat, rice, potatoes and bread. Starch and protein, brilliant for the figure. Oh, and don’t forget the beer.
Pip stood in front of a huge chunk of roast beef and used the electric carving knife to saw huge slices off the roast, which he put on each plate. Feeling quite hungry, Fenella picked up her knife and fork and started to try and cut a small mouthful off the roast beef. But, no matter how hard she pressed down with the knife and fork, she couldn’t seem to cut a piece off it. It was like she was using a butter knife to cut through hard leather. Fenella looked up and was relieved to see all the men battling to saw off a piece of meat. Pip caught her eye and smiled. “Seems this meat is a little tough, what?”
Understatement of the year, thought Fenella as she finally managed to get a piece of meat on her fork.
The general consensus among the farmers with a financial stake in Mick the Knife, was that Pip was going to go to Millbrook and oversee an attempted mating session. Fenella was quite happy to hand over some of the responsibility to Pip. She’d never taught a young stallion how to mate before. She thought it was something instinctive, that they should just know how to do naturally. Obviously, it wasn’t instinctive, judging by the disinterest shown by the Mick the knife.
“Bring out a younger mare, Fenella,” ordered Pip. “I have a feeling that he just doesn’t like the old ones, not that I blame him. I don’t like the old ones myself!” Pip guffawed loudly, pleased with his own joke.
“Madala, bring out Butterfly Kisses. We’ll try her with this umfaan.” Fenella wondered what Ryan would say about this. He’d been adamant that only the old mares were to be used to train the Mick.
Madala led the dappled grey mare, otherwise known as Butterfly Kisses, out to the small pen where another two grooms each had a lead holding Mick the Knife .
“Okay, now lead the grey mare towards him, careful…” instructed Pip, pleased to be in control. The mare lifted her tail and a thin trickle of cloudy urine leaked out her vagina. She was obviously in season which was a good thing. Maybe sniffing her hormones would wake the sleeping hormones of the chestnut stallion from Ireland. Mick the Knife lifted his head and curled back his top lip in what looked like an evil grin and whinnied.
“Just as I thought,” said Pip modestly, “He’s not interested in the old has-beens. You want the young good looking ones, don’t you boy?”
Fenella couldn’t help herself and let out a shriek of joy. “He’s got a bloody erection! Yippee! Thank Christ for that!” Unfortunately, although Mick had an erection, the poor young stallion had no idea what to do with it. He kept on trying to mount the mare at the front, and the two grooms had to pull him off before Butterfly Kisses used her vicious knashers to chomp off his baby-making machine. Forget about giving him little butterfly kisses, as her name suggested. The mare was increasingly losing patience with the stallion. She was ready; she wanted horse intercourse. However, even though the two grooms kept leading Mick the Knife to the mare’s rear end, he would move around to try and mount her from the front.
“He’s a frigging pervert!” shouted out Fenella, “Bloody horse wants a blow job!”
“What do we do now?” asked Pip in a panic. He’d obviously bragged to the other guys that he’d get the young stallion sorted out, and although there was now a promising erection, which was a great improvement on previous attempts with other mares, it was still not going anywhere it should. “Bloody wanker horse,” muttered Pip, his posh accent momentarily vanishing.
Fenella decided that enough was enough and it was time to take control. “Okay Madala, take Butterfly Kisses to the cattle pen over there.” She pointed to a narrow cattle pen used for holding cows when administering medicine to them. “Now, you two…” she beckoned the two grooms still holding onto the young stallion, “Bring him up to the mare. Let him sniff her first. We want him to be ready. Now, carefully, let him jump on her, the wooden poles should stop him from moving away from the back and heading to the front.”
The grooms did as they were told, while Pip watched flabbergasted. “I say, Fenella, you might be onto something here!”
Mick the Knife attempted to mount the dappled grey mare, but he had no idea where he was supposed to put his erect penis.
“Jeez, must I do everything for you” moaned Fenella through gritted teeth, as she grabbed Mick the Knife’s huge swollen member in her right hand, “Quick Pip! Lift the mare’s tail!” And Fenella pushed the stallion’s erect organ into the mare, and quickly jumped out of the way as the stallion, standing on his hind legs, started to thrust himself into the mare.
“Oh my God! You did it! I’d never have believed a girl could do that if I didn’t see it with my own two eyes.” Pip shook his head in disbelief.
The grooms looked at Fenella with some kind of awe. “Yoo, yoo, yoo,” was all they repeated over and over again.
“What can I say? Woman Power,” smirked Fenella as she reached for the bucket of water to wash off her hands.
Ryan had been back three days, and already everyone was wishing he’d go away on holiday again. Talk about cantankerous! All the workers on the stud pretended to look busy whenever he was near, or if they saw him walking in their direction, they’d quickly head off in the opposite direction. Thank goodness he no longer seemed to need stress relief, thought Fenella, as she vowed if the mean-spirited man made any move on her, she’d slice off his ‘ding-dong’ with a meat cleaver. Or, better still, a machete.
“I’m tired of Yankee Doodle trying to savage other horses when we do our morning gallops,” Ryan had approached Fenella from behind and she gave a little jump when she heard his voice. She had learnt over the past few days, to not reply or respond to Ryan’s comments in any way. At first she had tried one of her usual come-backs and had her head chewed off as a result.
Ryan stroked his new beard thoughtfully and continued, “I’ve spoken to his owner. He accepts that the horse is oversexed and has agreed to us gelding him.”
Fenella looked at Ryan stroking his beard and wondered if part of his problem was that he’d been gelded on his overseas holiday. That would account for his meanness and desire to argue about the smallest thing. “Mmmm,” was her only response, as she shook her shoulder length hair and walked off.
“Tomorrow!” shouted Ryan to Fenella’s back as she walked away from him. “Vet’s coming and the little bastard will be de-balled!”
“Good on you,” murmured Fenella as she rounded the corner.
“Frigging women,” Ryan kicked the stable door, “Giving me the ignore treatment!”
Crimson Lad was wild, unpredictable, dangerous, and nobody would ride him, save for Fenella, who swallowed her fear every morning when she had to climb on his back. The one thing about being a woman in a man’s world, meant that you had to constantly prove yourself to the men, so that you’d win their respect. Playing goalkeeper on the Sunday afternoon soccer game against the neighbouring farm was one way. Standing on the top of the huge truck full of lucern bales and throwing them down to the farm workers to pack in the barn was another. Exercising Crimson Lad every morning, was the one that gained Fenella the most respect. Ryan had thought that gelding Crimson Lad would solve his bad temperament, but instead it seemed to make him a little worse. Fenella got Madala to help her to saddle up Crimson Lad each morning. Saddling up the horse was definitely not a one-person job. He tried to bite with the one end and kick with the other. Crimson Lad, was the one part of her job that Fenella hated with a passion. She was sure that even though she smiled and joked when she was on his back, Crimson Lad sensed her fear and was just biding his time.
“Wait up Madam!” called Madala, “I’ll ride out with you!”
Fenella brought Crimson Lad to a halt and waited for Madala to catch up. This morning, he was riding Yankee Doodle, giving the horse his first run since his gelding. Yankee Doodle was still a little sore in the region where his testicles used to be, so the morning’s gallop was not going to be a fast one. Fenella and Madala walked their horses into the starting stalls on the little dirt track. One, two, three and one of the other grooms pulled the lever to open the stalls. Out both horses shot, Fenella and Madala both crouched down low in the racing position, moving in sync with the horses’ fluid movements as they galloped down the track. Crimson Lad was in the lead, and for once, Fenella was enjoying the gallop. Unfortunately, Yankee Doodle was unaware that he had been gelded, and his male hormones still controlled his mind. He came up behind Crimson Lad, and in mid-gallop tried to mount him. Crimson Lad, already a skittish type, shied away and then started to buck like a bronco at a Texan rodeo. At first, Fenella managed to cling on, but Crimson Lad was determined to unseat her and then gallop off to safety, away from the affections of Yankee Doodle. At the fourth large buck, Fenella went flying off the deranged horse’s back, and landed head first on the sun-baked brick-hard ground.
The last thing Fenella saw was the burning hot sun like a ball of fire in the sky, as she passed out unconscious.
Fenella opened her eyes to see Ryan’s face coming in and out of vision.
“Christ, I think you’ve broken your jaw. What happened?”
Fenella found it hard to speak. Her jaw felt stiff and couldn’t move. “I think the Yankee tried to put his doodle in Crimson Lad’s jack.” She managed through clenched teeth.
Ryan shook his head in disgust. “Can you ever be serious? We have to get you to the hospital, they’re going to have to take x-rays.”
“Good God, what happened to you?” Dr. Smit asked Fenella.
Moron, Fenella thought to herself. He knows I work on a stud farm, what the hell does he think happened. “I fell off during a gallop this morning. The good thing is that I’m obviously not carrying too much extra flab, because as you can see, I obviously didn’t bounce.”
“I think it’s just bruised,” Dr. Smit declared after peering at her face. “Bugger, this had to happen now. I’m supposed to be leaving in ten minutes for our Durban holiday.”
“She needs x-rays, Doctor. Must I quickly ring the hospital to set it up?” Luckily, the nurse came to Fenella’s rescue and realized the gravity of the injuries.
Dr. Smit’s immediate response was to look at his watch. “Bugger, x-rays will make me late. I suppose we have to do them, but hurry!” he beseeched his nurse.
Dr. Smit glanced quickly at the x-rays of Fenella’s jaw and right wrist which had started to swell and change into angry shades of black and blue. “Just as I thought, just bad bruising.”
The nurse picked up the x-ray of the right wrist. “Look, Doctor, see that line, isn’t it broken?”
Dr. Smit was getting flustered. Obviously, his holiday was more important, or maybe his wife was a dragon and would give him hell if he was late. Whatever the reason, he was determined to find no fracture as he didn’t have time to set a break in plaster.
“Nurse,” he said condescendingly, “That line is just the growing line. Now just bandage it up. It’s only a bad sprain.” With that, he was out the door and driving off in his imported Mercedes station wagon, before the nurse even had a chance to reply.
Fenella knew deep down that there was something majorly wrong with her wrist. It had been two weeks since the fall, and her fingers had even swollen and turned blue. Up until now, she had managed to hide her hand from Ryan, who had only been concerned about her jaw and hadn’t even noticed her wrist. Any little bump or movement caused rivers of pain to shoot up her arm. But, she didn’t complain and continued to ride the more docile horses. However, Fenella had a feeling that soon she’d be caught out. A sudden bump had caused her to wince and shout out in pain. It immediately grabbed Ryan’s attention and he was now standing in front of her, demanding to see her wrist, which was still heavily bandaged. “Jeez, your fingers are swollen and black. Why didn’t you say anything?”
Fenella grabbed back her hand. “It’s fine. I’ll be okay.” She was such a martyr, she was sure people could smell the burning.
Ryan’s concern changed to anger. “You are irresponsible! You know that? Expensive horses and you’ve been riding them in that condition? One of them could have got hurt.”
So much for Ryan being concerned about her welfare, thought Fenella bitterly.
“Get your arse back to that doctor and I want a full report.” Ryan stalked off in a huff.
The locum at the doctor’s surgery had nice eyes, a calming voice and long, gentle fingers.
“Good Lord!” he said in shock as he looked at the unbandaged wrist. “How long ago did you say this happened?” he asked worriedly.
“Um, just over two weeks ago.” Fenella felt a little worried at the doctor’s reaction.
The doctor shook his head in disbelief. “Nurse, we need x-rays of that. I’m sure we have a fracture there. I can’t believe you only bandaged that!”
The nurse, loyal to Dr. Smit, pursed her thin lips and never said a word, but hurried Fenella across the road to the hospital for x-rays.
Fenella got back to Millbrook to find a note from Alison stuck on her caravan door.
“Please see me urgently when you get back. Alison.” was all it said.
What now, thought Fenella. It never rains but it bloody pours. The handsome young locum had used his long gentle fingers to put her right arm in a plaster cast. The scaphoid bone in the wrist was broken clean in half. No riding, or heavy work for six weeks, he’d ordered. Fenella had a bad feeling about all this. She walked over to the main house and found Alison sitting knitting on the veranda.
“Sit down, Fenella,” Alison pushed a chair closer to Fenella.
“Ryan phoned the doctor and heard about your wrist.” Alison smiled nastily and Fenella got a small amount of satisfaction out of seeing a piece of lettuce caught between her front teeth. “Unfortunately, Ryan has been called away for a few days to sort out some problems with his insurance. He asked me to speak to you on his behalf.” It was obvious to Fenella that Alison was enjoying this very much. “As your arm is broken and the doctor said you can’t use it at all and need to rest it, Ryan feels there’s not much use in you staying here. He’s not a rich man and can’t pay for somebody to do nothing.”
Yeah right, thought Fenella, not after he had to spend all his money on your overseas holiday.
Alison tried very hard to look supportive, and even reached out to put a hand on Fenella’s left arm. “I know this is a bit of a shock for you, but your time here is over. Ryan has asked me to give you one month’s salary and he’d like it if you can leave first thing tomorrow morning.”
That dastardly bastard! Fenella couldn’t believe that Ryan was such a coward, that he’d skedaddled without so much as a goodbye or take care, or even a thank you for all those nights she gave him stress relief. And that he’d let Alison do his dirty work for him! Fenella could feel her eyes start to glisten with tears. She felt humiliated, deceived, rejected. She looked up at Alison and realized that there was more to come. Alison, hadn’t finished yet.
“Ryan believes that as you are on the big side and and probably a bit heavy, you caused Crimson Lad to buck like that, so it was actually your fault.” Alison batted her eyelids innocently. “Not that you’re fat or anything. Just big-boned,” she added as her coup d’grace. Fenella could almost feel the knife go through her chest.
It was then that Fenella knew for certain, that her racing days were over, and she’d never ride a horse again. Once again, Fenella felt the stenchy fumes of rejection wash over her.
"…Lazy….unreliable…..irresponsible…..Fenella…..working…" Fenella sighed. There he goes again, her stepfather, having a go at her mother, using his favourite key words again. As a perfectionist workaholic, anal retentive, control freak, Fenella's Stepdad had no tolerance for anybody who, to use another favourite phrase of his, 'didn't carry their weight' around the house at the family farm in Cape Town. The fact that Fenella had been home in Cape Town for two weeks already with a broken arm and couldn't work, was driving him way over the edge. And, her poor mother was the one constantly getting it in the neck. "She's too lazy to breathe," were his parting words to her mother as he slammed the door to their bedroom and headed off to work.
Fenella wasn't quite sure what it was she had done to upset her Stepdad. At first he had been so nice to her, telling her that he'd always wanted a daughter. But when he tried to mould and change her to shape her into his ideal dream daughter, at twelve years old Fenella hadn't wanted to be changed and her fiercely stubborn streak had come to the fore. Then when she had started developing in her early teens, he had been attracted to her pert little breasts and had constantly tried to pinch her nipples, while making condescending remarks. Fenella hadn't liked that either. It just seemed a little abusive to her, but her mother had condoned it and reprimanded her for kicking the Stepdad in the balls when he was only 'trying to tickle her and have fun'. Yeah right, tickle her nipples, and Fenella wasn't having any of that. At least with the broken arm, he had stopped the nipple tweaking. Fenella sighed another deep, world-on-her-shoulders kind of sigh. Why could the bloody man not understand that she was right-handed and her right wrist was broken? What the hell did he expect her to do? She finished all the jobs on the job list that he left for her to do without fail each morning, so what was his problem?
As Fenella sat at the desk in the study, perusing the list of manufactured busy jobs for her to do that day, an ad on the front page of the Cape Times which was lying next to the job list, caught her eye. 'Kelly Girl seeks Temps'. Well, I've spent holidays working in the office of the family business, she thought to herself, I can do temp office work and screw the broken arm. Anything to get the Stepdad off her case.
At first, the Kelly Girl consultant wasn't too sure about putting Fenella on their books as a temp. "You have a broken arm," the consultant with the bright red lipstick on her teeth had tried to explain, "It's not a good look."
"Listen, I don't care about the look, just give me a chance. Let me prove to you I can do it. Just give me a little job to start off with." Fenella was desperate to get working and away from the menial, mindless tasks on the job list her stepdad conjured up each morning. Sensing that the consultant was weakening, Fenella flashed what she hoped was a bright confident smile.
"Okay, I don't know why I am doing this, but…"
So, Fenella landed her first temp job sorting out the filing in a building construction company. They were so impressed, they offered her a permanent job which she refused. There was no way she would do this kind of work full-time. She needed to find a career, something to do with the rest of her life, but it wasn't easy. Only farm life interested her.
After weeks of giving her a hard time, Fenella wasn't at all sure why, Stepdad insisted on going with her to the orthopaedic surgeon to get her cast removed. She had a sneaky suspicion that he thought she'd been pretending the whole time, just to get out of working. Bloody man, Fenella thought to herself. He's on my case when I don't have a job, then he's pissed when I do have a job because then I don't have time to do his little tasks. And they say women can't make their minds up! Fenella snorted loudly with disgust.
"Are you okay?" Stepdad asked with pseudo-concern.
"Hunky dory. Perfectamundo." Fenella gave what she hoped to be a bright smile.
The nurse dressed in white with her dark curls curling up her cute little white nurse's cap, opened a door and came into the waiting room holding a clipboard. Maybe I could become a nurse, wondered Fenella, but no, then I'd have to change bedpans, clean vomit and wipe old men's arses. No, scratch that idea.
"Fenella Fisher," the nurse called out, "Doctor's ready for you now."
This was something that always had Fenella perplexed. If you're the only patient in the waiting room, why does the nurse always announce your name like that?
"It's okay, you can wait here." Fenella told her Stepdad, as he started to stand up.
"No, I'm coming in with you. I told your mother I'd be here to support you."
Yeah, she's probably holding out on the sex for some reason or other, so you're trying to win Brownie points, were the thoughts going through Fenella's mind. She wasn't feeling particularly tolerant or kindly disposed towards the Stepdad.
"Mmmm, still swollen and discoloured. Any pain?" Dr. Brand had the blonde hair, pale blue eyes and thin rimmed glasses of the Nazi doctors in the German war movies. He obviously enjoyed inflicting pain on his patients.
"It is extremely painful when you press down hard like that right on my scaphoid," said Fenella through gritted teeth.
"Mmmm, it's been in plaster six weeks now. I don't like the fact that it's still painful and discoloured."
Well then stop pressing down on the painful bit then, you moron. Fenella had to bite her tongue before she made a rude comment.
"We'll have to x-ray and see what's going on in there."
Stepdad spoke up for the first time, trying to impress the doctor with his concern. "It's actually been eight weeks since the accident. Surely it should have healed quicker than this?”
Fenella could easily have jumped up and given Dr. Brand a big kiss when he said, "It depends. If she's rested it like she was told to do, then yes, it will have healed. But, if she's been using it, then that could have caused complications."
Stepdad had the decency to blush and look at his shoes in embarrassment.
Dr. Brand placed the x-rays of Fenella's wrist on the viewing board against the wall. "Mmmm, what have we got here? Okay, worse than I suspected. You see this shaded part here above that clear line?" The good doctor used his silver Parker Pen to point to the area he was talking about. "Well, I'm afraid that the top part of the bone has started to die. There is no way that the break will heal without intervention." Dr. Brand was speaking to her Stepdad as if Fenella wasn't even in the room.
Fenella cleared her throat nervously, "What do you mean by intervention?"
"Yes," said Stepdad wanting to get in on the act, "What do you mean by intervention?"
"Bonegraft. There's no other way to fix her wrist. And this time," he moved his glasses to the end of his nose and glared at Fenella, "This time you rest this properly so it can heal."
They say any operation to do with bones is the most painful ones you can get. Nothing prepared Fenella for the pain she experienced. She thought she was going to die. She wished she was going to die. She prayed that she was going to die. However, much to her surprise, Fenella survived. In the end, it was good that Stepdad had accompanied her to Dr. Brand. He made sure that Fenella rested her right arm and that all the little tasks he gave her, while waiting for her arm to heal, did not involve writing. It was one of those non-writing tasks, which led her to finally make a career choice
Fenella waited outside the school building for her brother to finish his poetry recital at the eisteddfod. Many of her tasks now involved fetching brothers from school and other activities. Bored, and hot, she whiled away the time reading the various colourful posters put up on the main door by some of the teachers.
Mmmm, I can do that! Looks like fun!" she said out loud. The more Fenella thought about it, the more she thought she'd like to be a teacher. She wondered why she'd never thought of it before. Fenella loved animals, children were like animals, judging from her brothers at home. Teaching sounded like a good idea. She wondered what reception her idea would get back at home. Her gut instinct, or psycho-pathetic senses, as she liked to call it, told her that it would go over like a lead balloon.
When Fenella phoned her old school principal on the Monday, she was surprised that he remembered her. After all, she had been out of school for two years already! He didn't even seem shocked to hear that she had decided to study to become a teacher. "You won't believe how good your timing is, Fenella. The inspector is coming on Wednesday to interview candidates who want to apply for Teachers' Training College and a Bursary.
"Bursary?" questioned Fenella, who had been wondering how she was going to pay for her studies.
"Yes, the Bursary is awarded by the Department of Education so all your tuition and accommodation while you study is free. I'll make a note that you'll be coming for an interview on Wednesday then. 9am suit you? Or, is it too early?"
This was better than Fenella had ever hoped for! Free tuition! What a bonus! "9am Wednesday is perfect, Sir. Thank you very much." Fenella still hadn't plucked up the courage to tell her family about her decision yet. The Stepdad had been in a foul temper all weekend, and experience had taught her to keep far out of his way when he was in an aggressive mood.
Fenella thought that it was good that the interview with the inspector was going to be so soon after her random spontaneous decision to become a teacher. If she had to wait longer, she would have no doubt changed her mind and found another career that interested her more. She hadn't really given it much thought and was actually surprised with herself that she had followed it up on the Monday by ringing her principal. For Fenella, the brilliant coincidence of phoning the principal the same week the interviews for Bursaries was going on, was a sign from the gods that this was meant to be. She was meant to be a teacher, and that was all there was to it.
The interview with the inspector went well. Fenella was so used to speaking to wealthy owners about their problem horses, and instructing the farm workers, that conversing with the school inspector was a piece of cake. So it was not unexpected, when he offered her a place at the teachers' training college and a full bursary, before his allotted interview time with her was over. Now, all she had to do, was tell her parents.
Dinner was nearly over when Fenella hit her knife against her glass to make a ringing sound, guaranteed to get everybody's attention. "I have some news. Exciting news." Fenella stood up and gave what she hoped, was a bright confident smile.
"You're getting married to the American President?" suggested her younger brother, Martin, with a high-pitched laugh. Fenella was convinced that his balls hadn't dropped yet.
"You won the jackpot and you're going to pay me back all the money you owe me?" said the Stepdad with a pleasant tone to his voice for a change.
"Actually," said Fenella in an uncharacteristically serious voice, "You are both incorrect. I have decided to become a teacher."
Fenella's mother frowned. "You can't just become a teacher, you know. You have to study first."
Martin choked on his potato and his eyes watered as he struggled to breathe.
Stepdad didn't disappoint her with his reaction. It was exactly what she expected. "And who the bloody hell do you think is going to pay for you to study? You are so irresponsible and unreliable. I'd never invest money in you. You don't finish anything, don't stick to anything. You're a loser, Fenella. Wake up to that fact now, before you throw good money away."
Luckily, Fenella was so used to Stepdad's abuse, that she let it go straight over her head. I'll show the bastard, she thought to herself, as her eyes inadvertently narrowed when she looked at him. "Well, I know I have to study to become a teacher. Duh," mocked Fenella. "I met the school inspector the other day, had an interview, and have been accepted…"
"I'm not forking out a cent for you to waste on something you'll never finish," interrupted Stepdad.
"Excuse á moi," said Fenella in mock French, "If you'll just let me finish. I've been awarded a full bursary, so I don't need any help with the fees. Thank you for offering," she added sarcastically. "Now, if you'll excuse me from the table?" Fenella gave her mom a quick glance and she could have sworn that she saw a brief flicker of pride cross her mom's face, before she managed to control it. Well, that went as expected, thought Fenella as she lay on her bed and stared at the brown fly droppings on her ceiling. Nobody believes in me, they always put me down. How come some people are just born to be abused?
Fenella sighed with frustration. Teachers’ Training College was boring. Now, too late, she remembered that she’d only attended school because it was compulsory. The girls at the college, bar one or two, were all straight from high school, without the life experiences Fenella had already had. She was used to hanging around adults, and some of these girls were still such children. Although Fenella enjoyed the lively classroom discussions, she hated the homework assignments. What on earth had she got herself into, she often wondered. And, as tempted as she was to throw in the towel and give it all up like one of her classmates, Maria da Costa had, she was stubborn enough not to give her Stepdad the satisfaction of being right.
Poor Maria da Costa, Fenella thought with a twinge of guilt. Always acting so holier than thou, lecturing everybody on what she deemed was ladylike behaviour, Maria was a prissy stuck up pain in the arse bitch. So, she looked like the Mona Lisa with her angelic face and thick dark hair, but Fenella knew that deep down through her psycho-pathetic senses, Maria da Costa was evil. Fenella had been entertaining a room full of girls with her rendition of ‘T…t…t…touch me’ from the Rocky Horror Picture Show, complete with suggestive actions, when the matron walked in and read Fenella the riot act in front of all her friends in the room. Earlier, Maria da Costa had heard the commotion, stood outside the door and heard Fenella’s cabaret act, and had quickly run down to call the matron to stop Fenella’s ‘gutter’ behaviour. How prissy was that? But, Fenella had managed to get her own back on Maria. Thinking about it, she supposed that what she did was mean.
She knew that Maria was desperately trying to lose weight. It wasn’t very difficult at all to persuade the prissy bitch to take five extremely strong laxatives, to induce weight loss. Unfortunately, Maria was up all night voiding her bowels, and in the end hadn’t even made it into the toilet, but had left a long trail of very smelly brown stuff, all the way through the communal bathroom. The matron called an emergency meeting amongst all the girls on the floor, to find out exactly who was reposible for crapping all over the floor. Without coming forward at the meeting and confessing that she was the guilty person who had beshat herself all over the floor, Maria packed her bags and left straight after the meeting, deciding that teaching was not the career for her after all. Fenella stood on the edge of the group of girls, trying her damdest to look innocent. However, the matron immediately sought her out. “Fenella, somehow I am sure you were involved.”
Widening her hazel eyes and batting her lashes, Fenella replied, “Who me?”
Fenella gave sigh and looked around as there was a knock on her room door and her friend, Glenda, came in.
“Have you finished your History assignment yet?” Glenda asked.
“Haven’t even started yet.” Fenella was perched on the window sill, looking out the window onto the traffic below.
“So what are you doing then?” Glenda was always curious about what everybody was doing.
“I’m watching the prostitutes outside that seedy hotel across the road. The heavily pregnant one has been picked up three times already tonight.” Fenella looked back at Glenda, “It’s really interesting. You watch these BMWs and Mercs cruise by, going slower as they drive past the girls standing there.” Fenella pointed to a group of girls who looked as if they were waiting for a bus, only there was no bus stop. “Look, that silver BMW has cruised past twice already; I reckon he’s going to stop. Yes!” shouted out Fenella in triumph, as the silver BMW stopped 3 metres in front of the girls. Fenella and Glenda watched as a young girl wearing black hotpants and red platform sandals, sashayed her way to the car.
“You really are such a bad influence,” complained Glenda as she took up a position next to Fenella on the windowsill.
As the matron was keeping a close eye on her, Fenella decided that it would be best if she kept herself busy and out of mischief, so she found herself a job at the pharmacy next door to the college residence. Of course, the extra money would come in handy as well. Some of the male students from the university down the road who came in from time to time, were an added bonus. Great eye candy, Fenella thought to herself as a particularly hunky chunk of manflesh came up to her counter.
Fenella greeted him with a bright smile, which he didn’t notice as he was looking down at his shoes and his face seemed to go a bright shade of pink when he spoke. “Um, could I have some dura…sa…sa…sa…” he mumbled.
“Excuse me, I didn’t hear you?” Fenella asked encouragingly. The poor man was obviously very nervous for some reason or other.
Dura…sa…sa…sa…” he repeated, in more of a mumble than before. He was getting so agitated, that a line of sweat appeared above his upper lip.
Finally, Fenella thought she understood was the man was trying to say. He must have a speech impediment, she guessed. What a pity such a superb specimen of the male persuasion had such a flaw! “What size would you like?” Fenella opened the drawer under the cash register and took out several Duracell batteries in different sizes to show him.
“Can I speak to the Pharmacist please?”
Fenella was shocked that his serious speech impediment appeared to have totally disappeared. “Sure,” she said, failing to disguise the surprise in her voice, and indicated for the nervous man to step up to the pharmacist behind her, who was busy filling a small bottle with psychadelic pink pills.
After some whispering behind her, the Pharmacist shouted out loudly at the top of his voice, “Fenella, just get this young fellah some Durex condoms from the second drawer there!”
Fenella found herself blushing furiously as she handed the man a pack of condoms, which he quickly paid for before running out of the shop.
“Surrounded by morons,” muttered the Pharmacist behind her.
Painting the lions at the entrance to one of the men’s residences of the university, had been a tradition for so long, nobody could remember when it was first initiated. The rumour was, if girls were caught painting the lions, then they would be bathed in mercurochrome in one of the old baths at the men’s residence. Fenella, always on the look out for some diversion to distract herself from the boredom of her studies, decided that it was high time the girls from her residence painted the boys’ lions. It wasn’t at all difficult to borrow some paint from the college’s art department, and get together a group of six girls, all keen for an adventure.
“Don’t let any paint spill in my car,” warned Fenella. The white Mini with GT stripes and a black sunroof was only a few months old, and had been purchased with money she’d received for her 21st birthday.
“Oops!” Glenda pretended to knock over a pot of paint without a lid on it.
Fenella glared at her, clearly unimpressed. “If we have to make a run for it, you’ll be the last one I’d save.”
Fenella carefully drove the paint cans, balanced precariously on a plastic sheet on the back seat of her car, up to the lions. On the way she passed the girls trudging up the hill to the men’s residence. Parking her car, Fenella shouted, “Hurry up! We have to get in and out as quickly as possible!”
The girls removed the cans of paint, and brandishing paintbrushes of all shapes and sizes, proceeded to turn the lions into mythical rainbow-coloured beasts.
With more paint on themselves than the lions, they nearly jumped out of their skins when they heard a shout from up the drive. They were caught red-handed!
Fenella only worried about her own skin. There was no way that she wanted to be dyed red by the mercurochrome. “I’m outa here!” she shouted to the group of startled girls as she jumped into the driver’s seat of her Mini and turned on the engine.
Before she even had time to press her foot on the accelerator, girls were diving in head first through the open sunroof and windows. With limbs sticking out of the car at all angles, Fenella sped away, chased by a horde of bare-chested men wearing veldskoens with no socks and black sports’ shorts.
Being friendly with several of the medical students who lived at the men’s residence, Fenella was delighted to receive a phonecall from one of them warning her about an imminent raid by the aggrieved men on the girls’ residence. “It’s all about revenge,” chuckled her friend on the phone, “Payback time for painting the lions and getting away without getting caught.”
Fenella laughed, “No worries, thanks for the warning.” And then, because she was a spontaneous kind of person and could think of plots and plans quite quickly, she said, “By the way. The matron lives downstairs. Turn left down the passage next to the staircase. Her room is the second one.” Fenella smiled evily as she suddenly had another thought, “And she wears giant bloomers. They might look good on the flagpole!”
Five minutes before the doors were locked for curfew, a horde of naked men covered in war paint, swarmed into the foyer of the girls’ residence. Chasing screaming girls down passages, and grabbing as many pairs of panties from the rooms as they could, they carried out a panty raid such as had never seen before. Two boys coincidentally went straight to the matron’s room, pushed her out of the way and grabbed several pairs of her super-large bloomers out of a drawer and ran out brandishing their trophies. The matron, her fury giving her a jolt of adrenalin, ran faster than anyone would have thought possible given her rounded heavily-padded physique, chased after the boys who were carrying her bloomers, her fat rolls wobbling in all directions, her hair in curlers; she must have looked a sight. Fenella heard all about the raid the next day. Part of her was sad that she’d missed it when she happened to spot a large pair of bloomers hoisted on the flagpole outside the college. But, “Oh yeah,” said Fenella to herself, as she relived the memory of her night of passion spent at the boys’ residence. Pity all she was, was a fuckbuddy though. An ‘in-between girlfriends’ kind of relationship, thought Fenella sadly, as that was the only kind of relationship she seemed to be able to attract.
In the June school holidays of her second year, Fenella decided to drive Glenda back to her home town in Kimberley for the winter holiday. Spending time on the farm being criticized all the time by her Stepdad, or having fun in Kimberley with Glenda and her boyfriend’s airforce buddies, Fenella didn’t consider it much of a choice. Kimberley won hands down, even though it wasn’t a normal tourist destination. Other than the Big Hole, an old huge opencast diamond mine, Kimberley was a larger version of Colesberg, where Fenella had worked on the stud farm.
After drunken parties at the dam, windsurfing in the sun, making out in the long grass, Fenella decided that it was time for the business part of her holiday. For a few years she’d been breeding Saanen Milch Goats on the farm in Cape Town, and two hours from Kimbereley was a renowned Saanen Milch Goat breeder whom Fenella wanted to visit. Maybe she could negotiate a good price to buy a couple of goats.
Glenda was up before Fenella and was waiting for her in the kitchen, “Fenella, I have a bad feeling about this. Please don’t go.”
Fenella grinned, “You’re just saying that because you’re going to miss me today.”
Glenda shook her head, “Sometimes I sense when bad things are going to happen. My mom’s the same. I suppose we’re kinda psychic.”
“Don’t believe in that crap,” said Fenella firmly. “Listen, I’ll be fine. I’ve been hanging out for a visit to see their Saanen Stud. I might buy a couple.” Fenella gave Glenda a reassuring hug.
“You better not bring any goats back with you,” warned Glenda. “My mom will freak. I don’t think she wants any goats living in her garden here. Kimberley might be a bit of a frontier town, but not that much of a frontier town that people have goats strolling around the garden.”
Fenella laughed as she walked outside and climbed in her little Mini.
Fenella had to admit, she was a little tired. It had been a long day. Although obviously well-bred, the goats were far too pricey, and all the farmer and his wife had given her to eat was goat’s milk cottage cheese and biltong. So much for the hospitality of the Platteland! Fenella reckoned she was about half an hour out of Kimberley, and she longed for a long hot bath. It had been dark for a while already, and she played a little game in her head to keep awake, counting the white drums on the side of the road where they were working on the highway. “Damn!” she swore out loud as a large truck drove towards her with his brights on. Fenella flicked her brights on and off, as a signal for the truck driver to dim his lights which were blinding her. Instead of dimming his lights, the truck driver swerved in towards her, heading on a collision course, then swerved back out again. The third time the truck driver swerved in and out, Fenella realized that the driver was playing some sick kind of game with her. Then everything went black.
“There’s no way anybody could have survived that crash,” said the blonde off-duty policeman.
“Look, the truck has pulled off to the side. Should we check to see if that driver is okay?” asked his curly red-haired girlfriend.
As the blonde policemen walked towards the truck, the truck accelerated away, vanishing into the darkness of the night. “Shit! I only got a partial of his licence-plate number.”
“Come and look at this Mini! The whole driver’s door is caved right in and it’s covered in blood!” shouted the red-haired girlfriend. “Looks like the driver’s side got the full impact.”
Fenella gave a moan and they both rushed over to her. “The driver’s alive! And, it’s female!” yelled the red-haired girlfriend in relief. She didn’t want her hot date spoilt by a dead body in a road accident she’d just witnessed.
“It’s only a year old, my stepdad’s going to kill me,” repeated Fenella over and over again in anguish and pain.
The off-duty policeman called on his radio for an ambulance to come and collect Fenella. “Unidentified female. She doesn’t respond to questions. Christ, she must have a guardian angel protecting her. I don’t know how she survived. The accelerator is now on top of the clutch. Car’s a write off. Hey, and bring the jaws of life. You’re going to have to cut her out of that wreck.”
“Always listen to bad feelings,” Fenella whispered, before passing out again.
“Shite!” exclaimed Fenella as she entered the Arrivals Hall at Cape Town Airport. “Guess who’s come to meet us?” Fenella waved to her Stepdad standing next to her mom who was waiting for Fenella and Glenda to arrive back on the plane from Kimberley. It wasn’t as if the two girls could have driven back as the car had been totally wrecked and was not going anywhere in a hurry.
“I don’t know why you don’t like him,” Glenda pouted her lips in a mock sulk, “He’s always so nice to me.”
Fenella raised her eyebrows. “Yeah right! Because you smile at him, bat dose lids and wiggle dem boobs,” said Fenella in a pseudo-Jamaican accent.
“Yeah, he does always look at my boobs when he talks to me,” admitted Glenda.
Fenella had to admit that Glenda did have spectacular breasts. Reed-thin body, and a provincial gymnast until her breasts suddenly developed to such an extent that they got in the way, Glenda attracted male attention wherever they went. As long as the Stepdad didn’t start trying to pinch Glenda’s nipples! Fenella didn’t put that past him.
“Oh well, he’ll put the airfares on my page in his account book. He writes down every expense he spends on us in his ledgery thing. Nothing for nothing. That’s his motto. Mean bastard,” sneered Fenella.
But when they got closer to her Mom and Stepdad, Fenella ran to greet them both with a big smile, kissed the Stepdad on the cheek and gave her Mom a big hug.
“Ah, careful there Mom,” winced Fenella as her mom gripped her tighter, “My body is still covered in bruises.”
“Thank God you’re okay!” said Fenella’s Mom with relief.
Stepdad, of course, wanted to get straight to business. No pussyfooting around with him. No ‘How are you feeling’ or anything ordinary like that. “So Fenella, bad news is that it was a hit and run and they don’t know who the driver was. They think it was a truck from one of the diamond mines. Good news is that the insurance company feel sorry for you and are replacing your car with a brand new one.”
Okay, sometimes the Stepdad isn’t all bad.
Fenella was unimpressed. The infection on her scalp had got really bad. It had started off as an allergy to shampoo which had caused eczema-like crusts. Hair was coming out in chunks and pus was running down her neck from the weeping sores. She felt like a leper and was sure that she looked like one. To cheer her up, Glenda had suggested getting her hair cut short, so that it didn’t look so straggly any more. Now she was sitting in the special chair at the hairdresser, and the young assistant was screwing up her nose and refusing to touch her hair. Fenella felt as if she was going to start sobbing at any moment.
“Come Fenella, this hairdresser is overpriced anyway,” said Glenda kindly. “We’ll try that other one I went to before.”
“No, forget it,” sulked Fenella. “They can all get screwed.” They left the salon and went to a coffee shop to buy chocolate milkshakes instead. Chocolate always makes a person feel better, thought Fenella.
Maybe it was the antibiotics she was on for the scalp infection, or maybe it was because she was feeling depressed, but whatever the reason, Fenella started to flirt with one of her brothers’ school friends when they both happened to be spending the weekend at her parents’ farm. Actually, Steve was an absolute hunk, muscular and well-endowed, judging from the tell-tale bulge he always seemed to have in the groin area. Okay, he was three years younger than her and in his last year of high school. But Lord Almighty, she was attracted to his pheromones all right. Her brother should not be allowed to have friends who looked like Steve, Fenella thought. In fact, her parents should have refused to allow him to spend the weekend.
Actually, if she was honest with herself, Fenella had been flirting with Steve for months now. It was a game they both seemed to enjoy playing. However, lying on her bed naked, watching Steve strip off, Fenella wondered if she’d made a mistake to flirt with him like she did. He was still so young, had his whole life ahead of him, and she was already twenty-one, an old woman already. But, it was too late now for flashes of conscience. Fenella gave out a loud gasp as Steve removed his boxers and his erection sprang up. Jeez, it was bigger than she had imagined. This would be one way that she could forget about the horrors of her scalp infection. Fenella closed her eyes and let every sense and nerve ending succumb to the pleasures of Steve. For someone only eighteen, he was very experienced, and appeared to know just what to do to cause the most blissful sensations. Not only did he have certain talents, but he had amazing stamina, as he pounded into her at a frenetic speed. Both Steve and Fenella, caught in the throes of passion, were unaware of her brother coming into the bedroom, until he cleared his throat.
“Caught,” murmured Steve as he jumped off Fenella and the bed, and quickly pulled some pants on. “So, I have a white arse, eh? Hahaha,” Steve laughed nervously trying to turn it all into a joke, as he left the room with Fenella’s brother.
“Mmm..you still not feeling well?” asked the doctor, “Maybe we need to do some blood tests.”
“My scalp is much better; at least there’s no more pus oozing out any more and my glands are going down. I’ve been good about taking the antibiotics, so I don’t know why I fainted during a game of squash. I’ve been feeling a little dizzy lately.”
The doctor took out the pathology lab order form and started to tick a series of boxes.
Fenella leaned forward and said in a voice a little more than a whisper, “And I’m eight days late for my period.”
The doctor, who had delivered Fenella when she was born and treated all her childhood illnesses, looked up with his glasses perched on the end of his nose. “Well, I suppose I’d better tick that box as well then.”
Four
Rich food made Fenella spend hours on her knees talking into the toilet bowl. Bad smells made her rush to the bathroom to throw-up. Anything too tight around her middle, made nausea rise up in Fenella’s throat. And, her beloved coffee? Don’t even go there, thought Fenella Just the smell of it brewing somewhere or sitting in someone’s cup, made her gag. Pregnancy was not the ‘glowing’ experience it was made out to be. Paging through another issue of ‘Living and Loving’ magazine, Fenella decided that the magazine lied. They should be sued for putting in pictures of happy pregnant women. It was a blatant lie and they were misleading the public.
As soon as she received the blood test results from the doctor, with the only positive result being the pregnancy one, Fenella drove home to the farm to break the news to her mom. Her mother, as usual, showed no emotion.
It’s Steve, isn’t it?” she said in an expressionless voice. “He’s too young for the responsibility, you’re too young for the responsibility. You’ll have to get rid of it.”
Fenella turned to the article on adoption in the magazine. Her mother’s cool response still irked her. Stepdad had gone to see Steve, who said he wanted the baby aborted. Men, thought Fenella. She could already feel all the changes in her body; how could you kill something like that? For a man, abortion was the easy answer, and her Stepdad was prepared for her to fly to London to have an abortion. Her mother had tried to arrange an illegal abortion for her in Cape Town. She had taken Fenella to see a doctor who it was rumoured, performed abortions in his consulting rooms. When her mother brought it up, Fenella had told the doctor adamantly that she would never consider aborting the baby. Fenella had given a smile of satisfaction when the doctor had told her Mom that as she was over twenty-one, and wanted to have the baby, there was nothing he or her Mom could do about it. “She’s a very healthy girl, there’ll be no problems with her having the baby,” he’d reassured her mother.
Fenella’s mother was furious and drove her back to her college residence in an angry silence. But, not to be deterred from her quest to get rid of the baby, the next week Fenella’s mother set up an appointment for her at the unmarried mothers’ home. The big grey building surrounded by large oak trees with Fenella’s beloved Table Mountain looming behind, looked more like a mental hospital. It had the institutional feel about it. The place gave Fenella the cold shivers, and a feeling like someone had just walked over her grave. “God, this place is depressing,” said Fenella as they waited in the waiting room for the counsellor to come and see them.
“Be nice, Fenella. This is your last chance,” said her Mom through pursed lips.
“Last chance for what?” But the counsellor arrived before her mother could answer her question.
“This is where you can sit and read during the day.” The counsellor showed them into a lounge, where the bright candy-striped wallpaper on the walls didn’t detract from the sad expressions on the young girls sitting there, pretending to read. “We have our own doctor so the girls don’t have to leave the home for their check-ups.” The counsellor showed them a doctor’s consulting room that appeared to be as well-equipped as a conventional GP’s consulting room. “Churches send over pastors to pray with the girls on a daily basis, and also donate wool, so they can knit toys to donate to the needy.” The counsellor had one of those jolly-looking faces, with round red cheeks and a permanently happy smile, in stark contrast to the gloomy surroundings of the unmarried mothers’ home. Fenella was getting more and more depressed as they continued on their tour of the home. In fact, she’d reached a point where if that bloody jolly-faced counsellor looked at her and smiled again, she’d slap the smile right off her face. Fenella ventured a glance at her mother who seemed to be mirroring the fixed smile of the infernally happy counsellor. Christ, I’m surrounded by grinning idiots, thought Fenella gloomily.
Sitting in the counsellor’s bright airy office, with the walls covered in happy pictures of happy couples holding smiling babies, Fenella thought that it was time to take control of the interview. Fenella rudely interrupted the counsellor as she was going on about the merits of giving the baby up for adoption and making happily married couples even happier. “So, if you check in, when do you get to go out?”
The counsellor smiled, “Once the baby has been born and given to the lucky couple.”
Fenella was like a dog with a bone and wouldn’t let it go. “So, what you’re in effect saying, is this place is like a prison and you’re kept here as a virtual prisoner until you pop out the sprog, then you go home as if nothing had ever happened?”
The counsellor didn’t look so jolly any more. She definitely looked irritated. “We provide a service for young girls who find themselves in a predicament. This is not a prison. It is a secure environment for our girls who need continuous support to help them get through this difficult time.”
Fenella pursed her lips. Secure environment my arse, it’s a frigging prison. Continuous support, what a joke! That’s so that you didn’t change your mind and decide not to give up the baby. “Come Mother,” she said standing, “Our visit to this institution is over.” She glared at the counsellor who looked a little surprised that Fenella was cutting short the interview.
“But, don’t you want to see photos of the prospective parents?” The counsellor asked anxiously.
Bloody woman with her idiotic smile just doesn’t get it. “I am the prospective parent.” stated Fenella firmly. “I already know what I look like.”
“Well, you certainly blew that interview,” said Fenella’s Mom as they walked to the car. “I don’t see them helping you any more and finding the baby a set of parents.”
“You just don’t get it, do you? I want to keep this baby!” Fenella thought about the little babygrows that Glenda and she had already bought, and were hidden away in a bottom drawer in her room at the residence.
Fenella’s Mom stopped walking and stood glaring at her defiantly with her hands on her hips. “No, Fenella. You are the one who doesn’t get it. I am trying to help you, but you are being stubborn again.” She threw her hands up in despair. “Your Stepdad has given an ultimatum, are you even aware of that?” She looked at the frozen expression on Fenella’s face. “No, obviously not. Well, you know what he’s like. He’s said abortion, adoption or you can get out and leave the family and make your own way in life.”
Fenella felt as if someone had wrenched her heart out and twisted it mercilessly. The hurt was unbearable. She couldn’t believe that her mother would abandon her at a time like this.
“He’s so concerned about what people, his friends will think. Unmarried and pregnant. You know what he’s like.” Fenella knew that in saying that, her mother was still pleading with her to get rid of the baby.
“Don’t worry about dropping me off at my residence. I’ll make my own way home.”
“Fenella!” called her Mom from the car as Fenella walked down to the main road and the nearest bus stop.
“Have a nice life!” Fenella turned round and shouted.
“Are you sure about this?” asked Glenda with concern as she sat on Fenella’s bed in the college residence.
Fenella closed her eyes thoughtfully as she leaned back against her pillow. “Glenda, I have never been more sure of anything in my life.” Opening her hazel eyes, Fenella continued. “You’ve been to the farm heaps of times with me. You’ve seen how my family treat me, like I’m some good-for-nothing waste-of-space item of excess baggage. I don’t fit in, I’m some kind of a misfit, you know. A reminder of my Mom’s youth when she fell pregnant to my Dad incidently out of wedlock. Nobody really makes me feel part of the family, they always make me feel as if I don’t belong. Glenda, I just want to be loved. I’m tired of rejection, I just want someone to love me.” A solitary tear rolled down Fenella’s cheek.
“Hey, I love you,” chuckled Glenda sympathetically as she reached over to Fenella to give her a hug. “I mean, who else would offer to pick me up from the airport after my first holiday back home, and know that I’d be so upset at leaving my boyfriend behind, that they’d be in the arrival’s hall with a box of tissues and a cuddly toy to make me feel better. Only you would be so thoughtful.”
“That doesn’t count, you’re my best friend,” said Fenella sitting up. “I can’t explain it properly, but I just feel that if I keep this baby and love it madly, then it will love me back. This baby will be something of my own.”
“Well my friend, you know I support you whatever you do, but if you want to keep this baby, then you’ll have to work hard to provide a decent future for the child.” Glenda chuckled, “And you have to admit you haven’t really been taking your studies seriously so far.”
“I must be honest, of late I have been thinking that teaching is not the career for me. But now,” Fenella placed both her hands on her still flat tummy, “Now I feel that if I am going to have a baby, this is the best career choice for me.” Fenella had arranged a meeting with the rector of the teachers’ training college she attended.
“Fenella, I appreciate your honesty,” the rector said clasping his hands together on top of his large executive oak desk. “However, the policy in the past has been, that if girls fall pregnant, they have to give up their studies, and forget about a teaching career.”
“I realise that. But that was in the past. The world is changing. People’s views are changing.” But not her stepdad’s, thought Fenella bitterly.
“If I intervene on your behalf,” said the rector with a serious expression on his face, “then I have to be sure that this is really what you want to do.”
Fenella smiled. She knew then that she had the rector on her side. He always said he wanted to break new ground; well, now he could break new ground by going to bat for her against the Department of Education. “This is really what I want to do. I’m more convinced than ever before.”
“Well then, I’ll see what I can do.” The rector stood up and held out his hand to shake hers. The meeting was obviously over and she was being dismissed. “I can’t promise anything,” he added on as an afterthought.
I can’t believe the rector managed to pull it off!” said Glenda in wonder. “Hey girl, you’re making history!” Glenda gave Fenella a congratulatory hug.
Fenella sat down on the edge of her bed. She couldn’t help but gloat. The rector had arranged with the Department of Education to grant Fenella a year’s leave due to ‘extenuating circumstances’ and freeze her bursary for a year. Glenda was right. Fenella had made history.
“But, where are you going to stay for that year?” asked Glenda with concern. Fenella had heard nothing at all from her mother since walking away from her outside the unmarried mothers’ home.
“My Granny,” said Fenella with a sigh of relief. “I’m staying with her. And my own father is going to pay me a monthly allowance.” Fenella stuck out her jaw stubbornly. “I’ll show my bloody mother and frigging Stepdad. I’m going to do this.” Fenella put her hands on her stomach. She was starting to get a little bump and knew that the other girls in the college were all starting to speculate about her ‘condition’. Fenella closed her eyes and lay back on her bed. She was so lucky to have such a good loyal friend like Glenda. It’s what her Granny had always said to her. Even when things seem bad, there’s always a hidden blessing, and her friendship with Glenda was definitely the hidden blessing.
“Granny! Auntie Daf!” Fenella called in panic from the toilet, looking down at the blood in the bowl. “Come quickly!”
Fenella was 41 weeks pregnant. The baby didn’t seem to want to be hatched. Fenella was tired of being pregnant, having swollen feet and needing to pee all the time. Just the week before, she had needed to pee so badly. She’d been speeding down the motorway to head home to her granny’s house after her appointment at the maternity hospital. A traffic officer with a Hitler moustache had pulled over her car and started to write out a speeding fine, despite Fenella’s pleas that she was only speeding because she needed to pee. As the disinterested cop was going to tear the fine from his pad, Fenella gave a small gasp as her bladder voided all over the driver’s seat of her car and splashed down onto her feet and pooled in her shoes.
The cop had heard her gasp and looked through the open window. “Holy shit lady! You’d better go!” he said, drawing a line through the speeding fine and walking back hurriedly to his patrol vehicle.
“Granny! Auntie Daf!” Fenella called out again. The blood was a steady trickle dripping into the toilet bowl.
Her Granny and Auntie Daf hurried to the toilet, and both crowded around Fenella in the tiny room, with Fenella sitting like a queen on her throne with her legs open, so the two older women could peer between her legs into the toilet.
“The mucous plug has come out!” exclaimed Auntie Daf. “Her waters have broken!”
“Have you got any pain?” Granny asked with concern.
“Nothing! I feel nothing!” Now that the moment had obviously come to hatch out this thing, Fenella was terrified. Omigod, don’t let me give birth over the toilet, she thought hysterically.
“Breathe, breathe, keep calm,” said Granny as Fenella started to hyperventilate. “Daf, run a bath for Fenella. Patrick, check on those fishcakes I was cooking, I can smell something burning,” Granny ordered, taking control of the situation. “The time has come, Fenella. You have to be brave. It might go in like a banana, but it is going to come out like a very prickly large pineapple,” warned Granny with a knowing smile.
Fenella felt a lot more relaxed as she lay in the deep bath that her aunt had run for her. She could make out the baby’s foot as it moved across her stomach. The baby always kicked like crazy whenever Fenella had a bath. Time, my baby, soon I’ll be holding you in my arms. Her grandmother and aunt came into the bathroom to help her to lift her ungainly body out of the bath, and to get her dressed, ready for her next adventure. That’s what Fenella’s Granny had called it, an adventure and she’d tried to prepare Fenella for the whole birth process. At least I won’t think that the dark line from my belly button was the zip that was going to open and the baby was going to come out of that. Fenella smiled as she thought of her granny telling her the story of her first pregnancy, all those years ago. Dressed, Fenella went into the kitchen and insisted on eating the burnt fishcakes that her Granny had made for her. Meanwhile, Uncle Patrick was getting black plastic garbage bags out of the cleaning cupboard.
“What are you doing with those?” Fenella asked Uncle Patrick, munching on a fishcake that had one side burnt to a cinder.
Uncle Patrick looked very nervous, and his jaws were working overtime chewing toffees. “For my car seats,” he said with a look of fear in his eyes, “For my car seats,” he repeated, “Can’t have a mess on my seats.” He reached into his pocket and removed another toffee which he proceeded to unwrap, swearing loudly as he couldn’t get the wrapper off.
“Daf!” called Granny, as Auntie Daf came in carrying Fenella’s hospital bag that had been packed in anticipation several weeks previously. “I think you’d better drive us to the maternity hospital. The only mess here,” she said looking at Uncle Patrick with a frown, “is Patrick. Look at him.” Uncle Patrick was fumbling around nervously with another toffee, trying to get the wrapper off. It was clear that Fenella’s onset of labour had reduced easy-going loveable Uncle Patrick into a complete and utter nervous wreck.
“I’m afraid ladies, you’ll have to go now,” said the plump midwife with badly dyed blonde hair brandishing an enema bottle that she was going to use on Fenella.
“But, I want to stay as her support person?” asked Granny with a worried tone. She could see the fear in Fenella’s eyes. She had tried to protect Fenella all her life, stepping in more than once to diffuse situations with evil stepfathers. Fenella’s mother had been married three times, and both stepfathers hadn’t always played fair with the little girl with blonde hair and huge hazel eyes.
“Madam, I wish I could let you stay, but rules are rules, and only husbands can stay.”
Fenella felt tears well in her eyes. She had never been so scared in all her life. “When are they going to stop punishing me for falling pregnant and unmarried?”
“Please,” begged Fenella’s Granny, “Please can’t you make an exception?”
The midwife shook her head, “She’ll be fine. Millions of people have had babies before and survived.” Fenella forgot her fear for a moment and glared at the midwife. Now the bloody woman was trying to make jokes. “Besides, we’re here for her all night.” The midwife smiled reassuringly at Fenella. Granny and Auntie Daf each gave Fenella a long hug goodbye, kissed her on the cheek and wished her luck. Then they were gone.
“Oh God, please help me to get through this,” prayed Fenella as the nurse administered the enema.
The midwife had lied. Fenella was left alone with nobody by her side. On the hour, a random midwife would pop in to check the foetal heart monitor strapped around Fenella’s huge belly. No books to read, nobody to talk to. There was no possible way she could sleep. Not only was she too scared, but the dull pains in her back were making her uncomfortable. Apparently, those were the contractions starting, the last midwife had informed her when Fenella had described them. Alone with her thoughts, Fenella tried to imagine what the baby was going to look like. A few weeks ago she had had several really bad nightmares about giving birth to a baby who came out looking like ET. That was after her Granny had taken her to see ET at the movies.
The pains were getting a little worse and Fenella moved around in the narrow hospital bed to try and get comfortable. In moving around, Fenella must have somehow dislodged the foetal heart monitor, and it started to make a loud beeping noise. Then, she heard a series of loud screams coming from another one of the delivery rooms. Fenella thought it sounded like some poor woman was being raped by ten men at once. Fenella was so scared, she thought she was going to vomit, and vomit she did. All over the floor, the white hospital sheets and the belt of the foetal heart monitor. Fenella tried to reach the bell on the wall behind her to call the midwife to come to her assistance, but despite her best efforts, it remained just out of her reach. Forced to lie in her own vomit and wait for a midwife’s hourly visit, with the steady beep telling her there was no baby’s heartbeat being measured, Fenella wondered if this was going to be the low point of her life. Could things ever be worse than this? Then, amidst her fear, Fenella realised that her contractions had stopped.
“Oh dear! What do we have here?” A middle-aged midwife entered the room. Fenella tried to speak, but hyperventilating for the past half hour had made her throat sore and her head dizzy. Her pillow was wet with the tears that still ran down her cheeks. She didn’t have to talk. Fenella’s expressive eyes betrayed all the anguish she felt, and all the horrors of being left alone at this time of her life.
“First, we need to calm down a little, don’t we?” The nurse told Fenella kindly. The midwife helped Fenella to the edge of the bed, so she could sit up and attempt to put her head between her legs, which was rather difficult with the big belly in the way. “Okay, let’s clean you up and put on some fresh sheets. How’s the pain? Are the contractions coming any faster?”
Fenella was taking deep breaths as she removed the soiled hospital gown. “Nothing. There’s nothing. I have no pain and no contractions. I think my baby’s dead,” she added with a sob.
The middle-aged nurse looked up quickly from what she was doing. “What do you mean, the contractions stopped? Your chart outside said that you were quite progressed in labour.” The midwife shook her head in disbelief.
Fenella started to cry, “Nothing. There’s nothing I tell you. That woman down the passage screamed and then my contractions just stopped.”
The midwife walked over to Fenella and put her hand on Fenella’s stomach. “Let me get this right. When that woman screamed, your labour just stopped?” Fenella nodded her head, still sobbing. “Well I never! She scared the contractions out of you, eh?” The midwife gave a chuckle. “Let’s take a peek at what’s happening, get that foetal heart monitor working again so that you can hear your baby, and if need be, we’ll induce you back into labour. How does that sound?” Fenella smiled gratefully as the nurse fussed around her. “Oh, and before I do anything else and perhaps forget, your Mom called and is thinking of you.”
Blow me down with a feather, thought Fenella. It couldn’t be her Mom, it just couldn’t. She hadn’t heard from her mother since that fateful day outside the unmarried mothers’ home. Her family had never mentioned her mother to her, save to say right at the beginning of the whole debacle, that they were ashamed at what her mother had done to her. “Are you sure it was my Mom who phoned?” Fenella asked in a timid voice.
“Yes, no doubt about it. It was your mother all right. Spoke to her myself. She said your aunt had phoned her and told her you were in labour. She’s very concerned about you, you know.” The nurse said matter-of-factly. “Actually, she’s been phoning all night for updates on how you’re doing.”
The fact that her mother was up all night with her, and going through the labour with her, albeit over the telephone through the updates, took away a lot of Fenella’s fear. She wasn’t alone; her mother was up keeping vigil. I can do this, Fenella thought.
As another wave of pain hit her, Fenella could hear the sound of the rain against the window pain. “I need to push! I need to push!” she shouted out to the two midwives who were now in constant attendance. Thank God nobody was leaving her alone now to deliver the baby.
The shorter midwife adjusted Fenella’s feet in the stirrups that were there to help keep her legs in the air. “Okay,” instructed Shorty. “Wait until we tell you to push. Don’t push unless we say, okay?” Shorty looked at Fenella, “I can already see the head!”
Fenella didn’t care whether or not anybody could see the ruddy head. All she wanted was for the damn thing to be out and the pain to stop. Earlier on, when the pain had first started to get intense, they’d taken away the happy gas, accusing Fenella of abusing it. How the hell does one abuse happy gas? Fenella tried to hold onto the mask, sucking deeply on the gas, but they’d wrenched it out of her hands.
“Okay, poooooooosh!” shouted the tall thin midwife. Fenella dipped her head onto her chest and pushed as hard as she could, straining the muscles in her face and her throat.
“Stop!” ordered the short midwife. “Okay, when the next contraction comes, you push hard, harder than you’ve pushed before.” Fenella gave an almighty push and whatever the enema had missed out on came out, stinking up the whole room. The baby seemed to be stuck inside.
“I think the baby is coming out of the wrong hole,” suggested Fenella, panting from the effort of the last push, “It feels like it’s coming out the back end!” She geared up to push as another wave of pain engulfed her.
The short nurse hurriedly cleaned up the poo, while the tall, skinny midwife guided Fenella. “Don’t worry, happens all the time. It just feels as if it’s coming out the back end,” said Skinny laughing at Fenella’s ignorance.
The whole pushing part had been going on already for 45 minutes. Trust the books to all lie and say that the pushing part should only be about 15-20 minutes in a first baby, Fenella thought, as she lay gasping for breath on the bed. She felt so tired. Shorty and Skinny, her two midwives assisting her with her labour, were conferring in hushed voices at the edge of the bed where her feet were suspended in the stirrups. “Is there a problem?” Fenella asked nervously.
“Um, the baby seems to be stuck. Your passage is quite narrow and the baby’s heart is weakening. We’re going to get the doctor to bring the forceps to help deliver the baby for you.”
Forceps! Fenella’s eyes widened as she saw the doctor enter the room and lift up the huge forceps. There was no way she wanted forceps to be used on her! And with one large huge effort, Fenella gave an enormous push that dislodged the baby, shooting the blood- covered infant out in one move. All the midwife had to do was catch it as it slithered out. No forceps, no crown the head and ease out the shoulders, thought Fenella with relief, just get the whole damn thing out in one shot.
The baby made a small mewing sound like a kitten, before letting out a bloodcurdling yell. The midwife cleaned off most of the blood and wrapped the baby in a blanket and passed it to Fenella whose chest was dripping wet with colustrum. She’d been shooting out colostrum in spurts with each push. “Congratulations, you have a beautiful little girl.”
Fenella looked at the little blotched face with a nose and eyes that looked as if it had been in a recent world title boxing match. “Why is she a purply grey?”
“That’s because she was in a little distress, but you did a good job and her colour will come right.” The nurse started to stitch up where Fenella had torn in the birth process. “You’re going to look like you have railway tracks down there,” Skinny warned. Fenella didn’t care and was unaware of what the nurse was still doing to her. She only had eyes for her beautiful baby girl.
Kirsty was six weeks old and the midwife had been right. Her bluish, grey complexion had changed to a healthy pink one. Kirsty was a dream baby, already sleeping through most of the night. If only her nipples weren’t so sore and cracked most of the time, thought Fenella, as she noticed that her breasts had started to leak again. Fenella was staying with her cousin for the next two nights, as her Granny’s house was about an hour’s drive from the Magistrates Court where Fenella had to go and register Kirsty’s birth. It was a fag, but something that had to be done. Usually, fathers registered the birth of their babies, but seeing hat Fenella was both father and mother to her little cherub, the duty had fallen on her. Fenella had put it off, first because she couldn’t sit properly for the first two weeks and there was no way she could drive all the way like that! The next reason for putting it off, was because she just felt so tired a lot of the time. And the weather was a typical Cape winter – cold, windy and wet. Too miserable to venture out in. But now, as Fenella managed to find a parking space for her little Mini in the driving rain, she couldn’t put it off any longer. It was the last day the birth could be registered before facing fines.
“You sure Kirsty will be okay with you in the car?” Fenella asked her cousin’s wife as the rain continued to bucket down. There was no way she wanted to take her little bundle outside into the rain.
“Fenella, of course I’ll be okay. I have a child of my own, you know. Just hurry up. Come on, get going!”
Fenella shut the car door and quickly ran up the road, getting drenched in the process. When she entered the hall of the magistrate’s court, she cursed loudly. Fenella had expected to just arrive and be served immediately by the clerk behind the teller window, but what she saw was a long queue that she had no option but to join at the back. Damn. Fenella hoped that she would get the birth registration done before Kirsty woke up for a feed. An hour later, after waiting in a stuffy room filled with people of all shapes and sizes with the smell of soggy socks and damp clothing in the air, Fenella finally reached the front of the queue.
“Can I help you?” The thirty-something year old woman with the pastel blue twin set and dark auburn permed hair, chewed gum as she waited for Fenella to respond.
“I want to register my baby’s birth. Here are the completed forms.” Fenella passed the forms over to the clerk.
“Where’s the father’s signature? Can’t do anything without his signature.” The permed hair continued chewing her gum as she passed the registration forms back to Fenella.
“Um, I don’t know where he is, so I can’t get his signature.” Fenella was beginning to feel a little nervous. The permed hair was not looking as if she planned on being helpful in the near future.
Permed hair gave a loud sigh of frustration. “God, you can’t put down the name of the father without his permission. Surely you know that? If you want his name on the birth certificate, then we need a letter from him giving permission.”
“So, how do I register my baby’s birth without his letter of permission?” Fenella was trying hard to keep the note of desperation out of her voice. She glanced over her shoulder to see that the people behind her were all straining to hear what was going on. Bloody interfering nosy-parkers!
Permed hair stopped chewing her gum for a minute, while she scratched out Steve’s name with a black pen and then wrote UNKNOWN in big capital letters next to the name of the father. “There,” she pushed the forms back to Fenella for her to sign the changes. “Now, where is the baby?”
Fenella frowned in surprise. Why on earth did she want to know where the baby was? “The baby’s in my car with my cousin’s wife. It’s pouring with rain and I didn’t want my baby to get wet.”
“I have to sight the child.” Permed hair leaned on her elbow and stared at Fenella. “Rules is rules.” Permed hair continued to chew gum. “Next please!”
“Excuse me,” Fenella said politely, although inside she was seething at the rudeness of the woman in front of her, “But why do you need to ‘sight’ my baby? It’s pouring with rain outside.”
Permed voice cleared her throat and then raised her voice so everybody in the queue could hear what she was going to say. “I have to make sure you are not trying to register a BLACK baby. If the father is UNKNOWN, then how can I believe you when you say the baby is WHITE?”
Fenella heard sniggers behind her as she quickly left the building to go and fetch her baby. The gall of that woman, to embarrass her so publicly.
Five
Fenella hurried to the rector’s office, wondering why she had been summoned. College had been fine since she had returned. The lectures seemed to be less boring than when she had been there previously. Assignments had suddenly become fun. Must be motherhood, Fenella wondered to herself. Fenella suffered from an aversion to conflict of any kind, and was hoping that this urgent call to the rector’s office wasn’t because she had done something wrong. Knocking on the rector’s door, Fenella felt her knees start to shake.
“Come in!” called the rector. “Ah, it’s you Fenella; take a seat.” The rector indicated the chair for Fenella to sit on.
“I’ve had a call from your daughter’s crèche.” Fenella’s heart skipped a beat. What could have happened?
“It seems there was an accident.” Fenella felt her eyes well up with tears. Kirsty couldn’t even walk yet; what kind of accident could it be? Fenella tried to talk, but no words would come out.
“I’m not sure exactly what happened,” continued the rector sympathetically, “but there is blood and they feel she has to go to hospital right away.” Fenella sat still, her face white with shock.
“You need to go right away, Fenella. I’ll inform your lecturers. Let me know how she is and if you need help in any way. Now, get going!” Fenella broke out of her trance and raced down to her car.
Kirsty’s face was very white, her hair was matted with dried blood and the white towel they were holding against her head was slowly being covered in fresh bright-red blood. She wasn’t crying, just lying still in the crèche nurse’s arms. Her large thickly-lashed eyes focused on Fenella as she entered the room, and she attempted a struggle to get to her mother.
“What happened?” Fenella suddenly felt calm and in control. This was her baby and she was here to protect it.
“Kirsty discovered how to climb today, and tried to climb out of the cot,” the crèche nurse explained. “Poor little bugger must have slipped and fell and caught her head on the sticking out metal bit that the cot side slides up and down on. We found her unconscious and covered in blood.”
Well, it was a genuine accident, thought Fenella, but Kirsty hadn’t only just learnt how to climb. She had taken to climbing up Granny’s security door, and that was when Fenella’s mother had offered to pay for Kirsty to go to a crèche near the college, and for Fenella and Kirsty to move into an apartment close to the college.
“Okay, I’d better get her to the hospital straight away.” Fenella held out her arms to take Kirsty from the nurse.
“No Fenella, I’ll hold on to her. You drive, I’ll go with you.” Fenella was relieved to have some support going with her to the hospital.
The nurse on duty at the emergency room at the hospital skimmed through the forms Fenella had just given her.
“I see that you are a single mother,” stated the nurse.
“Yes,” replied Fenella, wondering what on earth that had to do with Kirsty’s bleeding head.
“We are here to help you,” The nurse said with a smile.
Yes….and….thought Fenella. Obviously they are here to help, they’re a hospital for Christ sake.
“You can tell us all about it. We won’t punish you, but we’ll help you to not do it again.”
Now the bloody woman is talking in riddles while my baby is bleeding to death, thought Fenella, getting frustrated with the drawn-out registration process.
“We realize that being a single mother can be very hard,” the nurse continued.
Suddenly, it dawned on Fenella what the nurse was really getting at.
Fenella waved a finger in the nurse’s face. “I hope I’m misunderstanding you. Are you trying to tell me that I intentionally hurt my baby?”
The nurse was unfazed by Fenella’s finger waving angrily in front of her face. “Lady, we see this often. The baby won’t stop crying, you get angry and frustrated. We can understand why you would hurt your baby. We can help you.”
“Bloody hell. Read my lips you old fart. I did not hurt my baby. It happened at her crèche, now get me someone who can take a look at her head. It won’t stop bleeding, damn you!” To her shame, Fenella felt tears of anger start to run down her cheeks.
The crèche nurse had been sitting on the hard grey metal bench, holding Kirsty, when she realized that Fenella was having a few problems with the nurse on duty at the hospital’s reception. Picking up Kirsty’s Humpty Dumpty nappy bag which Fenella had dropped on the bench, the crèche nurse hurried over to the reception counter to see what was holding Fenella up.
“Is there some kind of a problem?” she asked the nurse at the reception counter.
“They think I hurt Kirsty because I’m a single mother,” explained Fenella.
The reception nurse quickly lost her fake ‘I just want to help you smile’, and said nastily, “Single mothers invariably hurt their children out of anger and frustration.”
“Well this one didn’t,” said the crèche nurse firmly. The other nurse didn’t even try to hide the disbelieving expression on her face. “Here is the phone number of the crèche owner. If you don’t believe us, call her.”
After a short glaring contest between the two nurses, the reception nurse backed down. “That won’t be necessary. Follow me,” she said and she escorted Fenella and the crèche nurse to a consultation cubicle down the passage.
“Didn’t you feel insulted?” asked Glenda when Fenella told her the whole story later that evening.
“I was too angry to feel insulted. Kirsty was pouring blood and that silly bitch was being all pedantic about everything.” Fenella planted a kiss on her sleeping baby’s cheek. “The little mite got eight stitches in her head.”
“Did she cry?” asked Glenda, feeling close to tears herself.
“Strangely enough, not for the stitches. But she howled during the x-rays.” Fenella suddenly broke out in a cheeky grin as she remembered something funny.
“Why are you giving that evil grin, Miss Fenella Fisher?” Glenda looked suspiciously at Fenella.
“That horrible bitch nurse held Kirsty during the x-ray, and Kirsty managed to smear blood all over the nurse’s lovely starched white uniform.” Fenella laughed. “She looked like she’d been in an accident afterwards. Hope it stains her uniform. So in the end, we got our revenge, didn’t we Kirsty?” Fenella dropped another butterfly kiss on Kirsty’s head.
“Don’t mess with Fenella,” giggled Glenda.
“No you’re wrong. It’s don’t fuck with Fisher,” replied Fenella.
Fenella wasn’t sure how she was managing to juggle motherhood with her studies, but somehow she was able to cope. Probably, because she was determined to prove her Stepdad wrong. Fenella was fiercely independent and loath to ask for help, even when Kirsty got sick from time to time. A three month period of whooping cough, gastro-enteritis, followed by another bout of whooping cough almost made Fenella go prematurely grey.
“You put your child in a daycare facility to keep them safe, and they pick up every disease going around,” moaned Fenella to Glenda one afternoon.
Glenda surveyed Fenella’s tiny kitchen, with dirty plates, mugs and pots stacked on the counter. “You don’t think maybe you’re causing the diseases that are going around? Maybe Kirsty is infecting everybody else?”
Fenella raised her eyebrows and gave Glenda ‘The Look’. ‘The Look’ was something she had perfected in her childhood. With naughty brothers younger than her, ‘The Look’ had stopped them in their tracks when they were up to mischief whenever she had to babysit them.
“Okay, just joking,” said Glenda hurriedly, averting her eyes from ‘The Look’.
“Seriously, Glenda, I’ve just had to fork out more money to buy antibiotics for Kirsty.”
Glenda glanced at Kirsty who was partially obscured behind a couch. “Talking about the little devil, what is Kirsty up to? She’s trying to hide away and she’s very quiet.”
Fenella rushed over to the couch to find Kirsty with the bottle of antibiotics open and empty. “Oh my God! Bloody kid has her antibiotics and the bottle is empty!”
Glenda stood up wide-eyed. “Oh no! Maybe she’s messed it on the floor?”
“No such luck. The floor is clean and there’s spilt pink liquid on the front of her dress and around her mouth.” Fenella felt herself start to panic. “Stay calm, stay calm,” she said out loud to herself.
Kirsty looked up at her mother and smiled. “Yum, yum,” she said.
Fenella made a growling sound. “I’ll give you yum, you little shit! I’ll give you a yum on your bum!”
“Okay Fenella, calm down,” ordered Glenda. “We need to get Kirsty to a doctor straight away.”
“Did I tell you she drank the whole bottle of de-worming medicine last week?” said Fenella as she grabbed Kirsty, her car keys, and headed out of the door.
Fenella wrinkled her nose in disgust. Kirsty absolutely ponged of penicillin. The smell seemed to emanate from her every pore. Thank God Glenda had come along as a witness that Fenella hadn’t been negligent. After last year’s performance at the hospital when Kirsty hurt her head at the crèche, Fenella was very wary about well-meaning medical professionals.
The doctor on duty at the nearby GP’s surgery was quite young and rather handsome. “So Mrs. Fisher –“
“Miss Fisher.” Fenella corrected him. Can’t have someone so young and handsome thinking she was married!
“Er…quite. Miss Fisher. What seems to be the problem?” Dr. Hunk twitched his perfect Roman nose as he obviously caught a whiff of Kirsty’s penicillin perfume.
“My little girl somehow or other managed to reach onto the high kitchen counter, and take the bottle of antibiotics I got for her this morning.” Fenella attempted to look at the doctor with a wide-eyed innocent look. Glenda wasn’t fooled and kicked Fenella on the ankle.
“And? What is the problem?” For someone who must have been a good academic to become a doctor, Dr. Hunk was a little on the slow side.
“She drank all the contents of the bottle.”
“You’re kidding me, right?” chuckled Dr. Hunk. At least he had a sense of humour even though he was a little slow.
“Would I be paying a consultation fee to see a doctor, because I was making a joke?” asked Fenella sarcastically.
The doctor studied his fingernails in embarrassment. “Er, suppose not.”
“Well, what you going to do about it then? Must I take her to hospital?” Fenella hated being surrounded by imbeciles. Even if they were good-looking.
“No, hospital isn’t necessary for an overdose of penicillin,” reassured Dr. Hunk. “But, let’s just say that any bacteria within a 10km radius of your little girl will die instantly.”
Six
“What to do, what to do?” Fenella wondered out loud. Kirsty was asleep and Fenella should have been able to think without being constantly interrupted by the little terror on two chubby legs, who constantly demanded her attention. Fenella had been a little mercenary about her jobsearch, looking only for jobs which provided free housing and if possible, an extra cash allowance. Fenella looked down on the sheet of paper where she had been writing down the pros and cons for each of the three jobs she had been offered.
“Oudtshoorn,” she said, “Free house, no extra allowance, lots of farmers, ostrich biltong and hot dry dusty sand.” Fenella crossed out Oudtshoorn. There was always a chance that the men there would be like the ostriches, burying their heads in the sand.
“East London. Free house, extra allowance for teaching in the bad part of the city. You hate cities, get irritated by naughty kids. Naaaah.” Fenella crossed out East London.
“That leaves, mmmmm, Umtata.” Fenella jumped up and did some high kicks in the air, shouting out “Oom –ta-ta, Oom-ta-ta” with each kick. “God, sometimes I am so random, I even surprise myself. Mmm, let me see.” Fenella studied the pros and cons list again. “Well, if I don’t take this one, I have to stay in Cape Town. Why do I want it?” Fenella ticked off the pros on the fingers of her right hand. “Near the beautiful Wild Coast. Free housing. Nice fat allowance for teaching in a ‘Homeland’ country. Expat community, think I’ll like that. Multi-racial school with thirty-three nationalities. The last one I like best of all.”
So much for a capital city, thought Fenella as she drove down the main street of the ‘one-horse’ town for the first time. Umtata; blink twice and you might miss it. Actually, it wasn’t so bad. Fenella managed to spot a couple of supermarkets, a butchery and a large convenience store that had boxes of fruit and veggies arranged neatly in the front. Meat was cheaper than in Cape Town, so they’d be able to eat well. And the surrounding green hills dotted with whitewashed huts with thatched roofs was really quite picturesque. Even the rusted cars lying neglected and forgotten in the dongas and valleys had an appeal.
“Our new home, Kirsty,” said Fenella as Kirsty woke up from her sleep in the back of the car. Fenella collected the keys for her flat from the address she’d been given, and drove quickly to see where they’d be staying. “I hope it’s not a total dump,” said Fenella. “A small hut with a thatched roof, on a hill with a view of cows… that would be good.”
The flat was old-fashioned, very fifties, but large and airy with parquet flooring. Fenella was satisfied. It even had a garage for her to park her car and store boxes of junk in. The only thing lacking was an outside play area for Kirsty, but it was all good. No views of cows or hills. Not one little hut with a thatched roof in sight. But although the flat was in the middle of the city, it still felt like it was out in the country. Fenella sighed; she hated sleeping on the floor, and until the furniture movers arrived, that’s exactly where she would be sleeping. On the floor. Hard floor too, she thought. Oh well, she wanted an adventure and camping on the floor was definitely an adventure. “But didn’t I specifically request sexual adventures?” she said to Kirsty who was trying to dig a hole in the sandy driveway with an empty coke bottle.
“The Transkei, the homeland of the Xhosa tribe of South Africa became an independent republic in 1976.” Fenella read to Kirsty from the orientation booklet she’d been given. “It’s a joke, bloody government’s way to solve a problem but instead they create more new ones.”
“Bloody government,” repeated Kirsty as she brushed her Barbie’s hair with the toilet brush.
“That’s right, bloody government. At least here, everybody is supposed to be equal, but that remains to be seen Kirsty Girl.” Fenella looked up to see a man and a woman standing at her kitchen door. “Hello, can I help you?”
“Hi, welcome to Umtata,” said both the man and the woman in unison.
The man stepped inside, uninvited, and introduced himself. “My name is Rian de Wet, I teach Standard 5 at the school, and this is my wife, Lena. Lena works at the South African Embassy. For the Government,” he added pointedly.
“Oops,” muttered Fenella, realizing that they must have been listening to her one-sided conversation with Kirsty.
Fenella was pleased she had stuck to teaching as a profession. The kids weren’t too bad; marking badly written essays was the pits, but the socializing amongst the staff was great. Every weekend, there was something happening. As Fenella had written to Glenda in Cape Town, “On the men front – some possibles, some interesting, but nothing yet.” Fenella was a little jealous as Glenda seemed to be getting more than her fair share of men, whereas Fenella did find herself in a ‘men-desert’ of sorts. There was one man who she fancied, but he was married, so that was out. Then, there was the relief teacher in Standard 4. Tall, dark, handsome. Until he smiled and you saw his buck teeth. Fenella had found that he did seem to be smiling a lot when he was around her. With all that smiling, she found it only right to christen the buck-teeth teacher, Bunny. So, when Bunny invited Fenella and Kirsty to go down to Port St. Johns on the coast, with him and a friend, Fenella leapt at the opportunity. Until she found out that she was only invited because she had a car and neither Bunny nor his friend had wheels. “But,” said Fenella to herself, “Look on the bright side. It’s adult company and a chance to see Port St. Johns and it’ll be an adventure.”
Bunny was very attentive, thought Fenella, as he fussed around unpacking the car at the campsite and carrying everything in to the rondawel. However, it was his friend that Fenella was much more interested in. The friend had untidy blonde hair that desperately needed a cut and pale blue eyes that were quite bloodshot a lot of the time. His wife had just left him and Fenella couldn’t make out if he was drinking so much to drown his sorrows, or drinking to celebrate his new found freedom. Either way, Luke wasn’t the most handsome man around, but he definitely had something that attracted Fenella. Maybe it was the pheromones he gave off, or his resemblance to Michael York, the British actor. With a start, Fenella realized that Bunny had been asking her something. She had been so caught up in her daydreams of Luke, that she hadn’t noticed Bunny creep up on her.
“Just wanted to know if you’re ready for us to start the fire?” Bunny asked, a trifle annoyed that he had had to repeat his question three times.
“Yes, whatever, I don’t care.” Fenella was unable to take her eyes off Luke who had just removed his shirt. “Hormone alert,” she mumbled to herself. Luke wasn’t very tall, about average, but he had a pair of shoulders on him that would be able to wrestle a bull. “Hee hah,” said Fenella out loud.
“Excuse me?” asked Bunny politely through his buck teeth.
“Be a man, take off your shirt,” Fenella urged Bunny.
Quick on the uptake, Bunny replied, “Only if you do it first.”
So, Fenella did.
Fenella had enjoyed flirting with both men while they cooked the meat on the hot coals from the fire. So, it was with no surprise, that about half an hour after they had finished the last bottle of beer, Fenella heard her door open. The small hut had two narrow single beds, and Kirsty had been fast asleep on one of them for several hours. Hoping that it was Luke sneaking in, Fenella was a little disappointed to find that it was Bunny, completely naked. But, as Fenella had written Glenda a letter bragging about spending the weekend at some exotic location with two eligible men, she felt obliged to provide her friend with details about a sexual conquest.
“Shhh, you’re making too much noise,” Bunny whispered, his buck teeth glowing in the dark. Kirsty moaned in her sleep.
Fenella looked across at the sleeping Kirsty on the other side of the room. “Maybe you should just leave,” suggested Fenella in a whisper.
“I can’t stop what I’ve started,” said Bunny in a low voice, “You’ll have to come to my hut.”
“But what about Luke? Won’t we wake him up?”
“Ah, he’s passed out drunk. He’ll sleep through anything. Come…” Bunny sat up and held out his hand to help Fenella get up.
In Bunny’s hut, Fenella could just make out the form of the sleeping Luke.
“You see,” said Bunny, “dead to the world.”
Luke gave a loud snore that nearly shook the hut to its foundations.
“No matter how much noise I make, it will never be as loud as his snores,” Fenella laughed.
Despite being tired after a night of little sleep, and with a rash on her face from Bunny’s unshaved face rubbing against hers, Fenella still felt on top of the world. Sex definitely is rejuvenating, she thought. Fenella felt like a woman again, not just a mother and breadwinner. Maybe sex could be a substitute for love, Fenella wondered. At least during the actual act, you felt needed and wanted, desired in a way. But by 11am, Fenella did feel that she was like a zombie, sleepwalking through the day. Luke was very quiet and Fenella wondered if his snores had really blocked out all the sounds of the lovemaking going on in his hut during the night. For a brief moment, Fenella felt a twinge of guilt, but then when she remembered Bunny’s surprisingly agile tongue, her guilt rapidly changed to a warm sensation in her lower belly.
Luke and Bunny had both come over for dinner to celebrate the end of another busy school week. Another week closer to the holidays, Fenella thought, as she put her sleeping child to bed. Fenella could hear Luke and Bunny chatting and laughing in the lounge as they put on another video. She often cooked for the two single men. Cooking and baking was one of the few things she was good at. The one thing that Stepdad didn’t criticize her on. Bunny didn’t cook at all and Luke wasn’t eating properly since his missus had packed up and left. “Fenella the Nurturer, bloody Mother Theresa wannabe,” said Fenella to herself as she walked down the passage to join the men in the lounge.
“Talking to yourself again?” asked Luke with a crooked smile.
“Yeah, cause you guys are driving me mad,” laughed Fenella. “Pray tell, what are we watching now?”
“Luke’s got us a blue movie. It’s supposed to star some famous porn actress.” Fenella thought that Bunny sounded a bit too excited. Like a little boy seeing a pair of tits for the first time. Like, it was his first porn movie ever.
“Whatever,” said Fenella, cuddling up to Bunny on the sleeper-couch.
Luke, sitting on the rocking chair, turned around and glared at Fenella and Bunny. “Shhh, you’ll miss the dialogue.”
“What dialogue?” asked Fenella, “It’s just huffing and puffing and oohing and aahing. I’d rather do it than watch it.” Fenella smiled at Luke as she secretly slipped her hand inside Bunny’s shorts.
“Well, if we aren’t going to be quiet and watch the video, how about some Irish coffees then?” asked Luke a trifle pompously.
“I haven’t got any cream.” Fenella could feel Bunny hardening in her hand.
“No problem, I’ve got some at home, I’ll just go and fetch it.” Luke hurried out of the door.
“He’s gone thank God,” said Bunny as he started to remove Fenella’s clothing.
“But he said he was coming back with the cream.”
“Nah, don’t think so. He won’t come back,” assured Bunny. “He knew we wanted to be alone, he just used the Irish coffees as an excuse to leave.”
Bunny was sucking on her nipples, when Fenella looked up and saw Luke standing at the door with a container of cream in his hand. Fenella gave a little moan of pleasure for Luke’s benefit, and he quickly left the lounge, only to return again without the cream. Luke stood at the doorway, seemingly unsure of what he should do next. Fenella could see the outline of Luke’s erection straining against his shorts. For some reason, Luke’s bulge seemed to turn her on more than Bunny’s frantic sucking and biting of her nipples. It was with some satisfaction, that Fenella saw Luke remove his shorts. If she was honest with herself, Luke had always been the one she’d fancied, and now seeing him standing there naked, erection in hand, was enough to give her an orgasm. Which of course poor Bunny gave himself full credit for, as he wasn’t even aware that Luke had returned.
Fenella watched Luke approach the sleeper-couch and she wondered what Bunny was going to say when he noticed that Luke was back. Luke dropped down onto his knees and leaned forward, putting his head between Fenella’s legs, darting his tongue in and out like a cat lapping milk from a saucer. Fenella tried to talk, but words just wouldn’t come out as wave after wave of ecstasy rushed over her, causing her to shout out and clamp her legs together so tightly, she nearly decapitated Luke. Bunny, meanwhile, was ready to mount Fenella when he noticed that Luke was blocking the gateway.
“Fuck,” said Bunny as he realized that he had competition.
By now, Luke and Fenella were both so caught up in the moment, that they forgot that Bunny was still there.
Fenella opened her eyes briefly and noticed Bunny sitting watching Luke and her from the rocking chair. “Shit, he’s still here,” she whispered to Luke.
Bunny must have heard her comment, because he picked up his clothes he’d discarded on the floor and left the flat.
“We’ll take a bath first and then go to your bed,” suggested Luke licking Fenella’s ear.
“Yeah, the sleeper-couch is a tad uncomfortable,” replied Fenella, thinking about whether or not to write to Glenda in the morning, to tell her about the night’s events.
Fenella arrived late at the party. Gladys, who was her maid and Kirsty’s nanny, had wanted to go to a church meeting first before babysitting Kirsty. As there was supposed to be a curfew on, it was a ‘beat the curfew’ party, starting just before the start of curfew and ending when curfew was over. Mind you, Fenella had been stopped once by the police for driving after curfew, and she gave them twenty Rand and they let her drive home without locking her up or fining her. Bribery and corruption, Fenella thought with a grim smile, seems to be synonymous with all things African. That goes for all Africans, white and black. Fenella scanned the crowd for Luke. Although many regarded them as a couple, they still tried to keep their relationship secret, in case word got back to Luke’s wife. Fenella felt a sigh of relief when she spotted Luke dancing around the fire in the back garden. She always felt a little uncomfortable going to parties alone, where she didn’t know many people.
“Hi Luke, I’m here. Finally made it!” Fenella tapped Luke on the shoulder. He gave a start and swung around to give Fenella a big bear hug. Fenella pushed Luke off her and looked at him with concern, “Oh my God, are you drunk already?” Luke gave a sloppy grin, his pupils completely dilated. Although he held a beer in his hand, the bottle hadn’t even been opened. Luke took a swig of the beer, not realizing that it was still sealed.
“What have you been smoking?” Fenella asked annoyed.
“Gave up smoking.” Luke spoke slowly taking care to pronounce the words properly. “I was so hungry when I arrived, I ate the whole plate of deee….” Luke struggled to get the word out. “Deeee…..deeeelish….delicious green crunchies.”
“Jeez, you idiot,” sighed Fenella knowing that Luke was going to pass out soon, leaving her all alone at the party. “Bloody green crunchies! Who makes green crunchies? It was filled with dope, you moron!”
“Tasted good!” Luke danced around Fenella, who was standing with her hands on her hips, with a sulky expression on her face.”
“Moron,” mouthed Fenella.
“So, did you hear the news?” Trevor, the school’s PE teacher and one of the only other people at the party that Fenella knew, was talking to her.
Fenella frowned and shook her head. “What news?”
“There was a coup today. Didn’t you see the big army trucks driving down the main road?”
Fenella looked confused. “A coup, here? Was anybody killed?”
“Not that I know of. Some general or other has taken over from the woman. They say she was taking bribes, what’s new. Haha, I can still remember when she worked as a teller at the post office selling stamps, then next thing, she was running the country.” Trevor sipped his brandy and coke. Trevor was quite muscular and had a very bushy moustache. Fenella started to wonder if the moustache would tickle, but quickly dismissed those gutter thoughts from her mind when Luke came up to her.
“Fenella,” said Luke, his eyes squinting as he tried to focus on her, “Stop moving, dammit! I’m trying to talk to you.”
“You know what, Luke? You are one sad specimen.” Fenella grabbed hold of Luke before he fell down.
“Can I get your car keys? I think I need to lie down. Just for a little while, then I’ll be back,” Luke added quickly when he saw the unimpressed expression on Fenella’s face.
Without saying a word, Fenella gave Luke her car keys. Men, she sighed, you can’t take the bastards anywhere.
Fenella wandered over to where another group of people were chatting about the coup.
“I heard it was in retaliation of the Selous Scouts failed assassination attempt in the Ciskei.” The speaker was a tall ,thin, prematurely-balding man.
“Ja, started as a mutiny in the Transkei Defence Force, I heard,” said an Afrikaans woman with big hair and too much make-up.
“Yes, the general wasn’t happy about those Rhodesians going into the Ciskei and saying it was the Transkei Defence Force who sent them.” Trevor with the bushy moustache joined in the conversation. “If I was a Selous Scout now, I’d be shitting myself.”
“Do you think they’ll be deported?” asked Fenella, wondering if she’d get a chance to say goodbye to the two kids in her class whose dads were with the Selous Scouts.
“I definitely think so,” said Trevor looking around, “Where’s Luke gone?”
“He’s gone to sleep it off in my car. I suppose I’d better check on the mongrel,” but, when Fenella got to her car, there was no sign of Luke or her car keys.
“Shit! Shit! Shit! Bloody useless piece of …” Fenella tried to think of a suitable insult to call Luke, when out of the shadows stepped Trevor. He’d obviously followed her to her car.
“Got a problem?” Trevor asked, stroking his bushy moustache.
“Bloody Luke has disappeared off the face of the earth with my car keys.” Fenella was so angry, she thought that she might hit Luke if he suddenly appeared.
Trevor smiled suggestively, “Well, I can take you home if you invite me in for a beer.”
Fenella raised her eyebrows, “Get real, Trev, there’s a curfew.”
Trevor put his arms around Fenella and pulled her close to him, so that she could feel his hard package against her. “What about, if I knew a special way where we won’t get caught by the police?”
For someone so muscular and fit, Trevor was a boring lover. From her night with Trevor, Fenella had developed a new theory: ‘Men with muscles put all their growth into building up their biceps, so that there’s nothing left to build up a penis.’ Trevor had been disappointingly small in that department. Fenella had to stop herself from using that old cliché – ‘Is it in yet?’ Mind you, Luke was so well-endowed, and such an excellent lover, that the miserable bastard had spoilt it for everyone else. Talking of the devil, just as Fenella was cursing Luke for disappearing with her keys and thus forcing her to spend an unsatisfied night with Trevor, Luke walked in through her open back door jingling her keys.
“And?” asked Fenella with a stern expression.
Luke gave a sheepish grin. “Well, it’s like this. I accidentally climbed into the back of Carol’s pick-up truck and fell asleep. I woke up about an hour ago and found out she’d driven home, not knowing I was asleep in the back. So, I got out, went to her house and knocked on the door, and she took me to fetch your car.” Luke reached out for Fenella and held her in his arms. “Hope you forgive me. So how was the rest of the night? How did you get home?”
“Fenella, I have a problem. Well, actually two problems,” said Luke earnestly as he came into her bedroom and sat on the edge of her bed where she was lying down reading a book.
Looking up from her book, Fenella said sarcastically, “Tell me about it.” Luke was a problem, her problem. She couldn’t stop thinking about him and was terribly afraid she’d fallen in love with him. There were times when he irritated her beyond repair, but Fenella felt at ease with Luke and enjoyed having him around. Kirsty hero-worshipped him and wouldn’t leave him alone when he came to visit. But although separated from his wife, Luke was still married and wasn’t in a position to love Fenella back.
“Come on, this is serious. And you know that sarcasm is…”
Fenella interrupted, “The lowest form of wit, I know. Okay Mr. English teacher,” said Fenella putting her book down, “I’m all ears. What are these big problems?”
Luke licked his lips and Fenella realized that he was nervous. This intrigued her. The problems should be interesting.
“Remember the coup and afterwards all those Selous Scouts were deported?”
“Yes, I remember, but what has that got to do with you?” Fenella still felt sad that she’d never had a chance to say goodbye to the two children who’d been forced to leave with their parents. The army had gone from house to house, arresting the Selous Scouts and their families at gunpoint and loaded them all onto big trucks and had driven them to the border. One poor Selous Scout, virtually delirious with Malaria, evaded the police and walked along the beach for a week to escape to freedom in South Africa. Well, that was the talk in town, anyway.
Luke was starting to sweat. “The secret police have been raiding houses and arresting people who might have controversial material. I think they’re actually South African secret police working with the Transkei Government.”
Fenella was curious. “So, how on earth does this affect you?”
“They raided my friend Edward’s house and took away a whole lot of his books. One of the books was mine and had my name written inside the cover.” Luke’s eyes were wide with fear. “I have quite a lot more banned books, and I wondered if I could hide them in your garage until this all dies down. Just in case I get raided as well.”
For a moment Fenella thought that Luke might cry. He was obviously very scared. What the hell was he doing with banned books, she wondered. By taking his books, Fenella would be aiding and abetting a criminal act, and putting Kirsty and her in danger.
“Okay, sounds like fun, I’ll do it,” said Fenella with a reassuring smile. God, if Luke went to jail or was deported, she’d miss out on all his night-time talents, and she couldn’t have that. But seriously, Luke was her friend and needed her so she couldn’t let him down.
Luke gave a loud sigh of relief and lay down on the bed, covering his eyes with his left arm. “There is one more problem…”
“What am I, a bloody super-hero solving all your problems in one day?” asked Fenella with a laugh.
Luke took his arm off his eyes and looked at Fenella and laughed, “Actually yes. I have to go to Durban to go and see Felicity and the kids.”
“And you want me to drive you there in my car?” Fenella asked, feeling a stab of pain in her heart. Felicity was Luke’s wife. The woman he often referred to as, ‘Attila the Hen.’
Luke sat up and smiled and Fenella felt her heart melt. “That would be very nice of you. Thanks for the offer.”
Bastard, thought Fenella as she kept a fixed smile on her face. All men are bastards. Just once in her life, it would be nice to have a man who wanted to be with her until he died. The whole, together forever thing, like in the romance novels. But no, men seemed to have their own agendas, or at least the men that Fenella seemed to get involved with. I’m an ordinary girl, why can’t I just have an ordinary life, thought Fenella wistfully.
Fenella stared out of her car window admiring the Transkei scenery. Rolling green hills with the whitewashed rondawels with thatched rooves, built on the tops and sides of the hills, the Transkei was almost postcard-perfect. The rusted car wrecks did tend to ruin the view somewhat. But, driving through the Transkei one had to be ever-vigilant and couldn’t really take time to admire the scenery, as you never knew when one of the little squealing black pigs that the locals kept would run across the road, or you’d have to navigate around potholes, or you’d turn a corner and come upon a herd of cattle sauntering along the breadth of the road at their own sedentary pace. Fenella wasn’t looking forward to the weekend in Durban with Luke and his wife. In contrast, Luke was so excited that he was going to see his kids, that he’d been telling Kirsty all about them for days now, that even Kirsty was excited about going to Durban to meet them. “Bloody men,” cursed Fenella under her breath.
“Did you say something?” asked Luke cheerily from the back where he was playing a card game with Kirsty.
“Road block,” said Fenella, pointing ahead to where police had closed off half of the road, and cars were forced to drive slowly, one behind the other.
As they approached the road block, Fenella saw that it wasn’t really a road block, but a dead cow that was lying in the road. Swerving to avoid the cow, Fenella felt herself drive over a bump. “Ah, think I just drove over the cow’s horn,” said Fenella to Luke in the back.
Luke turned around to see a policeman jumping on one leg while holding his other foot, and shouting orders to other policemen around him. “Keep going, faster!” ordered Luke, “It wasn’t the cow’s horn you drove over you idiot, it was a policeman’s foot!”
Five and a half hours later, Fenella drove into Durban. She was tired and irritable. Luke had been drinking beer all the way and she’d been forced to make frequent ‘pee’ stops for him. Fenella wasn’t sure if it was because of the large size of his appendage, or because his bladder was very small, but he seemed to take forever to pee. And his high spirits had annoyed her even more. If his wife was really like ‘Attila the Hen,’ then why was he so excited to see her. Actually, Fenella knew that Luke was just excited to see his children, and if she was honest with herself, she was a little scared of meeting his wife.
Fenella had expected Luke to have a beautiful wife, but the woman that stood in the driveway showing her where to park the car was nothing like Fenella had expected. She must have a very nice personality then, thought Fenella, otherwise what would Luke have seen in her.
It was all a little strange and forced, thought Fenella, as Luke did the introductions. “Fenella, this is Felicity. Felicity, this is Fenella and her daughter Kirsty. Where are the kids?”
Felicity didn’t look very welcoming. In fact, she had a rather thunderous expression on her face. “They’ve gone out with my sister. I suppose you’ll be sleeping here,” Felicity addressed Fenella. “You can sleep in the baby’s room. And you…” Felicity turned to Luke, “You’ve been drinking beer again. I can smell it on you. Typical; nothing changes.”
Fenella held Kirsty’s hand and nervously followed Felicity into the house, leaving a crestfallen Luke standing alone in the drive.
Luke cheered up when his kids arrived back home, but until then the atmosphere was very strained and Fenella was beginning to feel a little stressed. Although Kirsty seemed to enjoy playing with Luke’s twin boys, who were only a few months older than her, even she seemed a little withdrawn and not her usual outgoing self. It soon became apparent to Fenella why Luke referred to Felicity as ‘Attila the Hen’. Felicity was domineering, argumentative and always right. Luke scuttled around here and there at Felicity’s bidding, anxious to please her and prevent a scene. He definitely was not the Luke Fenella had come to know and love. This Luke was a weak wimp, and Fenella felt a little disappointed. It was good to see that Felicity went all out for dinner, thought Fenella sarcastically, as Felicity served up over-cooked macaroni that had turned into a glutinous mush with slightly-burned bland mince. The only flavour of the whole meal, being the burnt taste of the mince. It was with relief that Fenella and Kirsty headed off to bed, when Felicity announced in her loud controlling voice, that it was bedtime for everyone. Fenella felt a little hurt, that after a nine-month relationship with Luke, he docilely following his wife into her bedroom.
“Unbelievable and a little bizarre,” said Fenella out loud as she tucked Kirsty into bed, before climbing in herself. Unfortunately, the long drive and the evening full of strain made sleep difficult to come by for Fenella. She hoped that she would not hear Luke making love to his wife. If that was the case, she’d pack up and move into a hotel straight away.
After about twenty minutes of staring at the ceiling, wishing for sleep to descend upon her, Fenella heard Felicity’s loud voice coming from the bedroom next door. “How could you? How could you bring her to my home?”
Fenella strained to hear Luke’s reply, but could only make out, “Nice girl……good friend…”
“Are you fucking her, Luke? Are you fucking her?” Felicity was virtually shouting and Fenella held her breath, too terrified to make even the sound of breathing, in case Felicity heard her. Fenella couldn’t hear Luke’s reply at all.
“Don’t lie to me, you bastard!” Fenella heard the sound of a slap and hoped that Felicity wasn’t beating up poor Luke. Then Felicity started sobbing loudly and Fenella wondered if Luke had hit Felicity.
“Oh God, please protect Kirsty and I and don’t let that mad woman come in and stab us with a knife,” Fenella prayed in a whisper.
“She’s still so young, how could you? She seems a nice girl, but she’s so young and you’re ruining her life. I hate you for that.” Fenella could hear Felicity berating Luke through her sobs. Felicity and Luke kept talking, but it wasn’t loud enough for Fenella to hear what they were saying, and she eventually fell into a disturbed sleep.
Come morning, Fenella greeted everybody and then took Kirsty out for the day to the beach and the aquarium. Anything, to get away from that house with the mad woman and the strained atmosphere. Felicity had informed Luke that he was expected to spend the day working in the garden. It was a relief to be out in the fresh air and Fenella was determined to make the most of the good weather. When Fenella arrived back at the house, Luke was bright-red from his day gardening in the sun, and Felicity was in good humour. Things almost seemed normal as Luke made a barbecue outside and Fenella helped Felicity to make salads.
“I’m sorry I was a little distant yesterday,” explained Felicity to Fenella, “but I’d heard all these rumours about you and Luke being a couple, and I was angry before you even arrived.” Felicity looked up from chopping up a tomato with a knife poised in her hand. Fenella smiled, not sure what else to do, but making sure that she kept her eyes on the knife in Felicity’s hand.
“But you know, Fenella? As soon as I set eyes on you I knew that all those rumours weren’t true.” Felicity smiled a mean smile that with her square jaw looked more like a grimace. “I mean, look at you. When I saw you I knew that Luke would never go for someone who looked like you.”
“Yes, you’re right. I’m not his type at all,” said Fenella in a dead voice, but thinking, ‘bitch’, as she said it. “We’re just good friends.”
On the way back to Umtata, Luke was quiet and withdrawn and looked a little pensive. They’d been driving for about two hours, when Luke announced out of the blue, “God, I hate that woman.”
“Why did you marry her then?” asked Fenella.
“I was at university, and she pursued me. At that time, I thought I’m nothing much and who else is going to want me.” Luke put his head in his hands.
“You’re pathetic, Luke,” said Fenella shaking her head.
“I know,” Luke sighed, “That’s what Attila tells me every time I see her. And now, she’s telling me if I divorce her, I’ll never see my children again.”
The pain that Fenella experienced in her heart at that moment, was the worst she’d ever felt. She knew without a doubt then, that there would be no future for her with Luke. He loved his children more than life itself, and would never do anything to risk losing them.
Fenella stood looking out at the amazing view from her car window. The mountains were stunning, breathtaking, in fact. “This is the Drakensberg Mountains,” Fenella told four year old Kirsty who always seemed so wise beyond her years. “We’re going to stay here at a hotel for a few days. We can go horse-riding in the mountains.”
“Yippee!” shouted Kirsty jumping up and down on the passenger seat.
Fenella had dropped Luke off at Attila’s place in Durban, on the way to the mountains. This time, she had elected to stay in a hotel on the beachfront, rather than face the stress and wrath of Attila at Felicity’s house. “Yeah, I know, I’m a coward,” Fenella had told Luke when he’d asked her stay with his wife in Durban. Fenella had decided to go on holiday with Kirsty, just the two of them, without distractions of the masculine gender. She had written to the different hotels and paid her deposits, now all that was left was to enjoy the holiday. Fenella closed her car window and drove to the resort where they were going to be staying in the Drakensberg.
It was a magnificent setting, with mountains towering all around the resort that was hidden in a little valley. The first day Fenella kept her promise and took Kirsty on a horse trail. It was the first time Fenella had been on a horse since her fateful fall all those years ago. “Ouch, I can hardly walk,” Fenella told Kirsty, as she walked like she had a carrot stuck in her bum. “Jeez, I’m using muscles I forgot I had.” Kirsty of course, had no stiffness whatsoever. The second day was a group hike, which Fenella and Kirsty only just managed. “This is no holiday if we push ourselves to experience physical pain,” Fenella explained to little Kirsty. “What should we do tomorrow?”
“Horse-riding or swimming,” said Kirsty wishfully.
“Mommy’s bum is too sore to sit on a horse again and it’s a bit cold in the mountains to swim. How about…” Fenella got out a brochure, “we go and look at the Bushmen paintings in the caves.”
Kirsty looked at the pictures in the brochure. “That sounds like fun.”
As with all great ideas, thought Fenella, they work best in theory and not in practice. Kirsty and her had been walking for three hours and had not found any bloody caves with Bushmen paintings. Thinking that it was only going to be a short walk, Fenella had stupidly not told anyone where they were going, or taken along water bottles or a picnic lunch. Kirsty was getting tired and Fenella wasn’t sure what to do. They’d reached the mountain ridge and could see the resort far below them in the valley. The thought of walking three hours back along the route they’d come, was enough to make Fenella burst into tears with frustration. Kirsty was getting tearful and whiney. Fenella hated whiney, but she had to admit, she was starting to feel whiney herself. “Okay, time for a plan,” Fenella said to the exhausted Kirsty as she sat them both down on a rock.
“We want to get down there,” Fenella pointed down to the resort. Kirsty bent forward to look over the edge.
“We’re very high and I’m scared,” she said nervously to her mother.
“No time to be scared, I hate heights myself,” said Fenella breathing deeply. “Okay, this is the plan. The quickest way down is straight down. You have to listen carefully to Mommy and follow all my instructions.” Kirsty nodded, tear streaks dirtying her face. “Mommy is going to jump down onto a rock, then you have to jump into Mommy’s arms and hold on tight. If you fall, you’re dead.” Kirsty nodded her head again, her eyes big with fear, too terrified to speak.
Shit, thought Fenella, how the hell do I always end up in these strange situations? “Okay Girlie, here we go! Be brave now!” Fenella gave Kirsty a big hug and a kiss and then climbed down a big boulder.
Kirsty peered down from the top of the ridge, “Are you okay, Mommy?”
“Yes, I’m fine,” lied Fenella, “Now, slide down over the big rock to Mommy.” Fenella realized that she had made a huge mistake. What had seemed like just jumping from boulder to boulder from the top down the ravine to the resort in the valley, was actually nothing as simple as that at all. The boulders were far larger than they had looked from the top, and because they were rounded, it was virtually impossible to get any decent grip. Fenella inched her way down, finding the smallest of cracks to put her fingers into, and ledges to stand on while Kirsty slid down the rock to be taken into Fenella’s free arm. Bruised, scratched, bleeding and exhausted, Fenella persevered from rock to rock, holding onto her little girl, carefully placing Kirsty on a ledge before finding the next crack to slip her fingers into. Climbing down the mountain with a four year old, with no ropes and no mountaineering experience, was one of the hardest things Fenella had ever done in her life. “If I survive this, I want to really live my life and not waste a single minute on unrequited love. What do you say, Kirsty-Girl?”
“Are we nearly there, Mommy? I need to pee.” Kirsty was clamping her legs shut and gritting her teeth.
“Oh God, typical. Here I try and have a philosophical conversation with a four year old on a mountain and all she can say is that she wants to pee.” Fenella looked down to see how much further they had to go down the mountain. She was relieved to see a group of about ten people all standing at the base of the ravine, watching hers and Kirsty’s progress. “Not much further, Kirsty, almost there, and we even have a welcoming committee waiting for us!”
When Fenella finally reached the bottom, she was so exhausted, she nearly collapsed. Every muscle in her body ached. As Fenella took Kirsty by the hand, to hurriedly find a toilet, the small crowd of onlookers all started to clap.
“Well down, lass!” called out an old man wearing a tartan jumper and a tam-o-shanter on his head. “I’ve been coming here for years and I’ve never seen anybody climb down the ravine before, A bit steep, what?”
No, it was a little doddle in the park, thought Fenella sarcastically. Too polite to voice her thoughts out aloud, Fenella thanked the old man for his kind words and headed off to the nearest toilet.
Fenella awoke hardly able to move enough to walk to the toilet. She felt as if she had strained every muscle in her body she was that stiff. Obviously, Luke doesn’t give me enough of a workout, she thought. After all the strenuous activity over the past three days, Fenella decided it was ‘read a book and relax day’. Luckily, Kirsty had made friends with some other children at the resort, so Fenella would have some peace. “Well, I hope that that is the total excitement for the holiday,” said Fenella to her reflection in the mirror. Fenella was speechless, when the next day she went to pack their bag in her car, only to find that someone had slashed two of her tyres, so she had two flats. “Bugger,” Fenella said, “Obviously the excitement is only beginning. Come Kirsty, let’s find a man to help us.”
The drive down to Cape Town from the Drakensberg, was a long, boring one. Luckily for Fenella, her real dad stayed on a farm outside Bloemfontein, and that made a handy stop for a couple of days. Stocked up with home-made biltong and dried sausage from her stepmom, and a full tank of petrol courtesy of her dad, Fenella and Kirsty embarked on the most arduous part of the journey, through the dry, monotonous Karoo. Dry scrub and the odd sheep was all there was to see. Fenella usually chose to drive through the Karoo during the night, so as to avoid the tedium caused by the boring landscape. Unfortunately, her dad got all protective and thought it wasn’t safe for a woman and child to drive at night, and would only let her leave in the morning. The only stops along the way, were Kirsty’s pee stops. Kirsty would be fast asleep and would suddenly sit up needing to go to the toilet. As the towns were a hundred or more kilometers away from each other, extreme bladder control was called for.
As usual, Fenella’s heart caught in her throat when she laid eyes on Table Mountain in the distance. “My mountain, my city,” she said with pride. Fenella was pleased that she was only going to have a week staying at Stepdad’s farm. They got on okay for a week, anything longer, and they were at each other’s throats. Fenella had no time for bossy, domineering controlling people, and he was the most controlling person she’d ever met. Luke’s wife came a close second, but Fenella had to admit, she wasn’t nearly as bad as Stepdad.
“Phone for you, Fenella!” shouted Stepdad. As usual, he was sitting in his office with mounds of paperwork, working out lists of jobs for everybody.
Fenella took the phone from her Stepdad, “Hello Miss Fisher,” said a musical lilting voice, “Sorry to bother you, but I got your number from your principal in Umtata.” Fenella’s heartbeat quickened as she thought something had happened to Luke. Maybe they found his books and arrested him. Where would that leave her?
“I’ve just got a job as the music teacher in Butterworth, and was told you might be able to give me a lift there from Cape Town,” the voice continued. “When will you be leaving to go back to Umtata?”
Drat, thought Fenella. She’d already promised to take a boot-load of frozen chicken from her Stepdad’s factory, back to some other teacher friend’s of hers in Umtata. She was getting them at a discount and was going to sell them to her friends at the wholesale price. They thought they were getting it cheaper, which they were, but Fenella was getting it even cheaper still. One of the advantages of growing up with a chartered accountant-cum-businessman. You learnt different ways of making money. Taking this music teacher woman back to Butterworth, meant travelling a different route to her normal one. Shit, why me, wondered Fenella.
“Hello, hello, are you there?” asked the voice, starting to sound a little frantic.
“Yes, sorry, I’m here, I was just thinking,” said Fenella twirling her hair.
“I can pay you,” said the music teacher.
Now this sounded much better, thought Fenella, who was known to be quite mercenary at times. “Sure, no problem. I leave at 8am on this Thursday. Can you come to the farm? My address is…”
The car was packed like a can of sardines. Ten boxes of frozen chickens packed with bags of ice, which hopefully would stay frozen during the twelve hour trip, Fenella and Kirsty’s bag and the large trunk that the music teacher had brought. Thank God my Dad bought me a station wagon when I got the job in Umtata. Fenella had also agreed to give the Kindergarten teacher a lift back to Umtata, but luckily she only had a small backpack which she could put between her feet in the front. Fenella was relieved that she was driving, as she had the most leg-room of all.
The music teacher with the melodious voice turned out to be a frumpy old fifty-something year old spinster who was leaving home for the first time. Her flowered frock, she said was made by her mother, and her little pack of sandwiches, also made by her mother, indicated to Fenella that something was not quite right with the woman. After half an hour, Fenella turned up the music on the car stereo system. There was only so much, “Mummy says,” that both Fenella and the Kindergarten teacher could stand hearing. Butterworth was even more a one-horse town than Umtata. Fenella wondered how on earth the music teacher was going to cope living and teaching there. It sure sounded like, stopping short of wiping her arse, Mummy did everything else for her. While Fenella had endless patience for people with special needs, she had no patience for needy, clingy, whingey people like the music teacher with the floral frock.
Fenella had studied the map before embarking on the trip. However, her nerves were so on edge with the non-stop complaining from the woman in the back, that eight hours into the trip, she realized that she’d either missed a turn or taken a wrong turn. “Shit, we’re going the long way!” Fenella said in frustration.
“Mummy said it’s not good to use those bad words and swear like that,” came the music teacher’s voice from the back. Fenella narrowed her eyes and glared at the music teacher’s reflection in her rearview mirror. Sometimes the money you get paid to do something is not worth the hassle.
Fenella was driving up the steep mountain pass just outside of Fort Beaufort, approaching the bend, when a sedan car came careening around the bend on her side of the road. Fenella hit the brakes, causing several boxes of not-so-frozen chickens to slip forward and knock the music teacher on the back of the head, dislodging the bun in her grey-streaked auburn hair. The tilt of the boxes ensured that the chicken blood from the slowly defrosting chickens, poured onto the neck and floral frock of the irritating music teacher. Although Fenella had virtually brought her car to a halt, there was no way to avoid the oncoming car, short of flying off the edge of the cliff into the valley below.
“Bastard’s going to hit, hold tight!” Fenella shouted as she managed to swerve away to avoid a head-on collision. Unfortunately, the sedan managed to bounce off the rear panel on the driver’s side of the station wagon. Looking in her rearview mirror, Fenella wasn’t sure if the screaming from the basket-case in the back, was because of the impact or the chicken blood dripping on her neck.
“I’m bleeding to death! I’m bleeding to death!” screamed the woman, sounding like she was a diva in an Italian Opera.
“God give me strength,” said Fenella as she climbed out to see how much damage there was to her car and to hear what the maniac driver had to say about the accident.
Two four wheel drive vehicles travelling behind Fenella had pulled off the road, and their drivers were getting out of their vehicles.
The maniac driver opened his car door and checked to see that he only had the bare minimum of damage, waved his fist at Fenella shouting, “Bloody woman drivers!” Then he hopped into his car and drove off, leaving Fenella stranded. It was obvious that she wasn’t going anywhere for a while, as the rear panel had crumpled and covered the rear tyre, preventing it from turning.
“Shit! Shit! Shit!” cursed Fenella as she viewed the damage, more concerned about the chickens completely defrosting, than the blithering idiot music teacher sharing the back seat with Kirsty, who was calmly eating a packet of chips.
“Ah, those guys in the four-wheel-drives will be able to fix this,” said the Kindergarten teacher, who was being quite positive about the whole debacle.
“Hi there lady,” said the four-wheel-drive guys, “We saw the whole thing, it wasn’t your fault. We’ll go down to the police station to fill in witness reports.”
“We’re policemen, but off-duty,” said the blonde one with a tattoo on his left forearm.
“But don’t worry, I took the prick’s number plate, so we can track him,” said the tall one wearing a rugby jersey.
“Sorry, I can’t follow you to the police station. My car’s not going anywhere,” Fenella pointed to the wheel covered by the crumpled rear panel.
“No worries, Lady,” said the rugby jersey helpfully, “We can fix that so you can get home, but you’ll have to get that properly repaired sometime. “Hey, Danie! Bring us a crowbar!”
The delay at the police station had caused more chickens to start defrosting and drip blood. The music teacher had decided that only God could help her to arrive at her destination, not Fenella or her Mummy, and was rocking back and forth praying loudly. The Kindergarten teacher turned up the music to the full, to block out the prayers from the back. Kirsty blissfully went to sleep. For the umpteenth time, Fenella wondered how the hell she always ended up in these strange situations.
In Butterworth, Fenella happily removed the hysterical music teacher’s blood-splattered carpet-covered trunk, and cheerily waved her goodbye and wished her luck for the future. As the music teacher was no longer able to speak coherently, Fenella and the Kindergarten teacher had no idea what she’d said in reply. After dropping the Kindergarten teacher off at her house in Umtata, Fenella realised that she hadn’t had a pee for about ten hours. “Stop the world, I need to pee,” she said to Kirsty who’d just woken up in the back. However, when she pulled into the drive of her block of flats, she noticed that someone had broken the lock off her garage door, and parked their car inside her garage. “What on earth?” wondered Fenella.
Just when the day couldn’t get any worse, Fenella discovered that her maid had gone out and locked up the flat. Needing to pee really badly, so badly that she could hardly walk, Fenella decided to break into her flat. And of course, she had to quickly re-freeze the defrosted chickens, otherwise her friend wouldn’t buy them and she’d lose money instead of making money.
“How to go about breaking and entering?” Fenella wondered out loud. She spotted an open small fanlight window at the top of the large kitchen windows. “Now, if I can stand on the wall, hold onto the TV aerial pole, I can step across over nothingness and a sheer drop, onto the window ledge. Hmmm…the trick is going to be letting go of the pole to hold onto the window frame.” The step across onto the window ledge proved to be far harder than Fenella had anticipated. She hadn’t taken into account that she would have to do the splits, and with an urgent requirement to pee, it was a near impossible task. However, Fenella was fuelled by the adrenaline of trying to keep her bladder under control, and somehow managed to get her leg across onto the ledge. Even though she wasn’t a Catholic, Fenella said six Hail Marys for good luck as she let go of the aerial pole to grab the window frame while being suspended in the air with one foot on the wall and the other on the window ledge. “Now,” said Fenella breathing heavily from the effort, “all I have to do is slip my hand through the fanlight, open the big window and climb in.” With her acrobatic act accomplished, Fenella dashed to the toilet to pee, and only then, unlocked the back door and brought Kirsty and the unfrozen chickens up from the car.
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