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      To my sons, Peter and Michael

    

  


  
    
      


      Motto:


       


      “The big weakness in a working mother is that absence does make the heart grow fonder, even producing in her a half-baked tendency to remember the children as lonely little angels …”


       


      (Betty MacDonald)

    

  


  
    
      


      The end. Sorry, the Beginning

    

  


  
    
      


      Prologue


      They say everything has a beginning and an end. But who are they kidding? Where does the universe start? Where does it stop? Where’s the beginning of the beginning, and where’s the end of the end?


      The simple answer is this: There is no beginning, and no end either. Just a line stretching to and from infinity.


      That’s what a mother’s love means to me. No beginning. No end. Beyond measure. Beyond even the selflessness of romantic love. And so always incomparably different.


      That’s the message of this book, which I ask you to accept as the tender account of one mother’s memories. Memories of the years she spent with her two children, and of life in general. Memories like life itself.


      Sometimes cute,


      sometimes comely,


      sometimes crazy,


      sometimes caring and compassionate,


      sometimes callous and cruel. But, for her, forever sweet. Because she was the one who first gave her children the gift of Life …

    

  


  
    
      


      The middle bit

    

  


  
    
      


      The first coming


      So long ago … “Mum, can you call an ambulance? The waters have broken,” I turned early one November morning to the expectant grandmother.


      “Goodness, this is it. Here we go!” she said, and skittered frantically to the phone.


      When she came back, her mouth dropped: I was in front of the mirror, fussing over my make-up. It didn’t quite fit in with her idea of a belly-aching mother-to-be. But since there was no pain, I saw no reason to whine. I threw Jirotek’s Saturnin - a book I knew almost by heart - into my going-away bag, and we went outside to meet the nice ambulanceman. He wished me a bouncing boy, and off we went, for me to do my belly-aching elsewhere.


      They took me straight to the delivery room, and let me take my Saturnin with me. I carried on reading from where I’d left off the night before.


      Time went by, and I, chuckling to myself, read on. As always with a good book, I was oblivious to my surroundings. But reality was eventually returned, thanks to a string of interruptions. The door creaked behind me, and there was a whispered chattering of many voices. I strained my ears to catch what they were saying: “Take a look at this: she’s reading a book, having a baby …” So, conceding at last that this was maybe not the way to behave when in labour, I heeded the voice of nature and the urgent pushing from within, sighed three times, grunted three more, and so greeted the arrival of my first-born.


      Until that moment I hadn’t held any high opinion about infants. To me they’d been things that bawled, destroyed nerves and created mountains of work. They’d meant making baby-foods, preparing potties, and other horrors. And the thought of grans and mums coochy-cooing over prams had made me wince. But how wrong I’d been!


      When they showed me the squirming bundle that was my son, I was transported in one second flat to an entirely different world, time and space - and whether this was the fourth, fifth or tenth dimension, I knew that it was definitely something cosmically different from anything I’d known before. I had entered the world of motherhood. I had breathed life into a brand-new human being. I had become a link in a chain of millions of generations that stretched back to Eve herself.


      A rolling tide of joy left me utterly deafened, blinded and paralysed. My body had disappeared, and pulsing in its place was an enormous incandescent soul, darting beams of human happiness to the very rim of the universe. I had a baby! A son!


      I felt I had to cry out to all the world’s proud and presumptuous men. They had no inkling of the depths to which Nature had cheated them. For them, nothing in the world could spark emotions like this. There was simply no comparison. Any other thrill was just a pale imitation, a consolation prize.


      And yet, when I was little girl, and grown-ups used to ask me the usual dumb question: What are you going to be when you grow up? - my stubborn reply would always be: “I’m going to be a man! …”


      Even as an innocent mite, I must have had a nagging suspicion that life was a far simpler business for men than women.


      The men, of course, would deny it to the last. But we ladies know better, don’t we?

    

  


  
    
      


      The second coming


      Four years later, the same way.

    

  


  
    
      


      The man at the door


      We eventually got ourselves a flat in a little town in the provinces. Just two rooms with a tiny kitchen in between - but it was ours. I was the mistress of a family home, a housewife, the mother of two well cared-for, if perhaps ill-bred, sons. It was magic. I flew about the flat, played the housewife, and we were all happy.


      One day there was a ring at the front door. I answered it, to be confronted by a dumpy gent of rather neutral appearance.


      “Can you call your mummy?” he said, without even saying hello to the slip of a girl who’d opened the door.


      “I can,” I said, politely suppressing an urge to biff him one.


      “So call her then, will you ?”


      “Mummy!”


      Nothing.


      “Perhaps she can’t hear you. Are you sure she’s at home?” he asked.


      “I suppose so. I don’t know for sure, though,” I said.


      “So call her again.”


      “Mummyy!” I roared like a tiger, at which an inside door flew open and my two startled kids peered into the hallway.


      “What the …” the gentleman stammered, “… Oh, I do beg your pardon, young lady - that is to say, madam. I must say you didn’t look at all as if … And where might your good lady mother be?”


      “In Prague, mister,” I smirked, shutting the door.


      It was an insurance salesman.


      I adore this humour.

    

  


  
    
      


      How I had my son arrested


      Ever since I can remember, I’ve always been fascinated by the way other people’s minds work. Wherever I had the chance to spy on people - in the street, at school, on trains, at the theatre - that’s what I loved to do. Their body language, their gestures, the way they dressed, their figures and the expressions of their eyes - it was my private, all-absorbing pastime to observe it all.


      The soul-penetration game hardly ever achieved anything, of course. Until my adulthood, into which I continued, unfortunately, to play it. Now, however, it often had some seriously wacky consequences.


      My youngest son was once given a curious Christmas present - a set of children’s handcuffs. It was a simple matter to click them open and shut, but it required a knack that not every child possessed. And that, for me, was a magical discovery, especially since my son was a fidget. He had a habit of going AWOL on the street with me, or losing himself among the shop counters and displays, and to get both him and shopping home in one piece, disaster-free, was always a headache.


      If you’re a mother, you’ll know what a kid can do. Imagine an unguarded moment by an open barrel of pickled cabbage; or an encounter with a flea-ridden stray dog, whose snout cries out to be smothered with slobbery kid’s kisses; or the natural urge to stomp through puddles and mud before getting covering in coal dust.


      The day I put my brainwave into effect was a sunny one, and it started with my son and me going on a shopping expedition. To start with, as always, he was in a fairly presentable and manageable condition. But also as usual, he had a roving eye, closely observing all the action on all sides. A mere moment was enough. I bumped into a girlfriend of mine, and of course we stopped and chatted. After a while, I turned my attention to the little boy who had hardly left my side - and thought I’d swoon. Clutched in the tiny fist of my child, who that very morning had been freshly soaped, scrubbed and virtually germ-free, was a dried nugget of doggy-poo. And he was licking it with zest and gusto, as if it were an ice cream. I performed a standing-start leap that would put any long-jumper to shame, grabbed him and fled queasily home. And then the idea occurred to me.


      I’ll teach you pickled cabbage! I’ll teach you coal dust and dog-poo! This is the last straw! Just you wait and see!


      The very next day, I combined business and pleasure. We set off to do the shopping at the usual time, but now we were joined at the wrists by his handcuffs. He loved it. It was a new game, and he strutted at my side, leaving puddles, poo and other attractions unnoticed.


      I was happy. For one thing I literally had him under arrest, but also, after some time, I was again enjoying the wacky humour which had never been far from the surface. Once again I found myself spying on the passers-by - mostly women, of course - who had spotted what we were up to. And their reactions were a treat.


      “Did you see that?” they were saying. “What kind of hyena does she think she is? Let’s call the police. The poor kid! Is that woman normal?”


      Forgive me, folks, after all these years, for poking fun at your justified indignation. But I would like to point out that I didn’t keep him shackled for long. Anyway - isn’t it a pity we can’t all say that in real life? If only the bonds of love were the only chains we knew …

    

  


  
    
      


      Christmas, Christmas …


      Autumn slowly departed, and as the gate closed behind it, winter crept in at the other door. All the signs were that it would be a harsh one. The first snows appeared, and then came the frosts.


      Everyone was getting ready for Christmas, not least in the schools, where teachers and pupils were preparing the annual parties. The programme was the same at all of them, with the children each having to learn a poem or song that somehow fitted in with the festive theme. It couldn’t be religious, of course. This was during the leftist era, and the official spirit of Christmas was different. Children who weren’t from religious families certainly didn’t learn anything about matters of faith at school. Christmas was presided over by Grandfather Frost, an import from the Soviet Union, and even the Christmas tree took the Russian name, Yolka. The children weren’t permitted to be taught anything about the birth of Christ. All this set the tone for the general theme of school Christmas celebrations at that time.


      My younger son was too young to be involved in the party scene, but my elder one was, and I put considerable effort into getting him ready for the big day.


      And so it came to pass. We all dressed up in our best party clothes and went to the local cinema, where the festivities were organized. It, too, was dressed up for the occasion, with the ceiling of the auditorium bedecked with coloured streamers, fir branches and other Christmas decorations. But all was dominated by the similarly decorated stage, which awaited the first child artiste. Eventually, the hubbub subsided, the lights dimmed, and the fun began.


      After a welcoming speech from the head teacher, the children began taking turns on the stage, each dressed up to the nines to play their part. Little girls in flouncy party frocks sang in quiet little voices, and little boys mostly did recitations, but even some of them were brave enough to sing as well. The air resounded with songs of jingling sleigh bells, swirling white flakes, sparkling snow, and even the odd little angel. Proud mums dissolved with emotion, and children were awarded prizes for their bravery by Grandfather Frost, who was carefully monitoring and directing everything on the stage.


      Then came the turn of my elder son. With his hair slicked back, and dressed in his nice neat clothes and his white shirt, the little lad carefully bowed and launched into:


      Franky Crumb played the drum


      Sitting on a heifer’s bum


      The cow was tickled in the end


      And very glad to have a friend.


      The roar that followed was unrivalled all night. And my little boy, so taken aback by the acclaim, and so innocent of the substance of the matter and the perfidy of his mother, sat down beside me with a look of both puzzlement and pride.


      His stage performance was to remain a topic of conversation among parents for some time to come. And perhaps all of them had some choice words for his mother, too …

    

  


  
    
      


      No match for a toad


      Music, in my opinion, should play an important role in everyone’s life. And if it doesn’t, then the music’s not to blame.


      It would have been fun to witness the earliest ape-men discovering music for the first time. Think what it must have been to find that their voices could not only grunt, but play notes too - and what astonishingly flexible musical instruments they were! And music is such a multitude of things. When a savage in the jungle twangs his teeth against a thread of horsehair, it can be just as musical as the majestic tones of a concert organ or orchestra.


      Then there’s the music of nature: the warble of a waterfall, or the staccato of a shower of rain … And when my elder son produces noise from his electric guitar in a rock band, that’s music too. I love it. I love the concert organ. And even the horsehair. Each has its own musical sense and meaning in its own place and time.


      Sad to say, we’ve become used to having musical backdrops for when we do other things - like cooking, washing or ironing. Sometimes we think of switching on the radio, only to find, disturbingly, that it’s been on all the time.


      Other times, however, background music can work wonders. One day I came home from work, dog tired, deeply depressed, disenchanted with life - the full works. It was wintertime, and it had been dark since 4pm. Without switching on the light, I fumbled for the VHF button and the flat was suddenly filled with the rich sounds of a concert organ - unexpected, beautiful, soul-penetrating, powerful and profound. I curled myself up into a silent ball in the armchair and allowed the music to cocoon me. It reflected off the walls. The world around ceased to exist. There was nothing, nothing, save the mesmerizing, miracle-healing, timeless touch of melody. My soul went out to it, pliantly accepted it and bathed in its warming, illuminating and invigorating tones. By degrees, my optimism returned, and so did my zest for the life that still harboured so many beautiful and as yet unknown things.


      My parents knew the value of music, and so even as a small child I went to piano lessons. But every time we moved house, I had to start again, because each teacher had their own method and regarded the previous one as inferior. The result was that I learnt to play all kinds of things to myself just for fun, but I loathed all the scales and the fingering exercises that successive teachers forced me to repeat. The final straw came when my last piano teacher looked at my little hands and said: “You know, we could try growing those fingers of yours under glass, then maybe you could scan the octaves.” After that I deliberately got myself thrown out of music lessons.


      When I later became the mother of two sons, my husband and I decided that they too should get to know the uplifting effects of music, and we enrolled them in music school. The elder son put up some stiff resistance, resulting in an unequal conflict between him and my nervous system. Eventually, the said system capitulated all the way down the line, leaving all our aspirations vested in the younger son, then aged six. Since he was the more sensitive and accessible one, I thought he also offered the greatest hope.


      The first year of his “work” at the music school came to an end, and it was time for the pupils’ end-of-term concert. The day turned out bright and fine following a spring shower, and we all looked forward to the performance. The pupils were supposed to get there one hour before us parents, for a final rehearsal.


      For our little lad I had prepared a white shirt, white socks, and also a new and very modern tropical white suit. And this was the outfit he was wearing when, after I had meticulously scrubbed, combed and dressed him, I carefully ushered him out of the front door, whispering some appropriate motherly advice as he went. My heart melted. He was as pretty as a picture.


      The prescribed hour passed, and we left the flat in high spirits in anticipation of the show. We crossed the intersection, turned the corner, and then it hit us.


      Exactly half-way to the concert hall, sitting in an enormous puddle, was my son. Although minutes ago he had been scrubbed and clean, he was now totally covered in mud; it was even caked in his hair. And his little hands, clutched an enormous warty toad.


      I erupted with rage and indignation, but all that shone from his grimy face were the happiest of blue eyes, radiating wonderment and awe …


      “Mummy, Mummy, look what a lovely frog I caught!!!” So much for the music school, so much for the piano and the concert. At that moment, the only thing that existed for him was this marvellous representative of the animal kingdom, there to be nuzzled and observed, totally in his power, in his very own little hands.


      I have no idea what a proper mother ought to have done. But I guess my behaviour followed the course most other mothers would have taken. I threw the toad into the undergrowth, gave the boy a sound thrashing, and rushed home to get him washed and changed.


      But believe me, my conscience has persecuted me ever since. A far better response, perhaps, would have taken proper account of the child’s unique world of the absolute. For to this very day the depths of my memory have haunted me with a vision of a huge pair of blue eyes, brimming first with happiness, and then with tears …

    

  


  
    
      


      Regarding animals


      Our family’s experiences as regards animals were colourful in the extreme, mainly due to my younger son. This was a child who was very close to nature. He had a soft spot for everything and anything that crept, walked, crawled or flew. And this was often reflected in the appearance of our flat. Unfortunately, however, things weren’t usually immediately obvious, but took the form of all manner of surprises, some of them bordering on severe heart-attacks. And the older he got, the more severe they became.


      One memorable surprise happened one day in the kitchen, when I reached out for a box of matches to spread a little warmth from our homely hearth, the gas stove. The box was a big one, the family size - like the heart attack situation that followed. The instant I opened it, it erupted from all sides. I was hit in the face by thousands of strange projectiles, and a horde of creatures whizzed wildly into the air around me, disappearing into the folds and the crevices of my clothing …


      It turned out that for some unknown purpose, my dear son had chosen to squash this particular box full of hundreds of crickets. The result was an absolutely unexpected attack on my person which left me scared to death and unable to pull myself together for some time. And for many days to come, I was also treated to incessant chirruping from my drawers, cupboards, and the furniture in general.


      Another time, the boys had been put to bed and the moment was nearing that so many parents yearn for: when the little angels are asleep, and the grown-ups can enjoy a momentary evening siesta. It’s a time when the twilight casts an intimate hue, when all cares are set aside for the morrow, and when hearts stir …


      Still, I couldn’t help hearing some suspicious giggling from the children’s room. Clearly, calm had not yet descended, and the younger son was still tossing and turning in his cot. I called out a few of times, but when my warnings went unheeded, I crept into the children’s bedroom to take a look.


      “What’s so funny?” I asked.


      “It’s tickling me.,” said the wretch in the bed.


      “What on earth could be tickling you?”


      “Oh, nothing, Mummy,” chuckled the little monster.


      I drew back the quilt and bellowed liked a bison. Writhing on my son’s chest were two live snakes. Small ones, mind you, but SNAKES!!! I fought off the fainting fits and the waves of revulsion that threatened to overwhelm me, but it took a supreme effort. Common worms and beetles don’t bother me, and I can even pick up a mouse. Nothing really fazes me, except spiders. And snakes. I don’t know why. Perhaps it’s because they’re cold and hairless. I can’t explain it, but I suppose it’s like why some of us find some foods taste revolting, and yet others don’t.


      “They’re just young blindworms,” the child commented, as if this could mitigate my severe shock. And while I was gasping for air, he somehow spirited the snakes away.


      I remember also the family’s house-trained mouse who lived in the bath, inside a plastic chamber-pot. It used to climb in up a ladder made of skewers, and when someone tapped on the bath, it would peer out of the bedding material in the pot to see who was making the commotion.


      “Little house, little house, who is at home?” my children would whisper to the pot, before replying themselves in hushed little voices:


      “It’s me, little Furry-Mouse. Who’s that at the door?”


      The end of its stay in our home came one morning when, having chewed up its own house overnight and even devoured the surround from the overflow pipe, it triumphantly stared out at me from the shreds of my husband’s exclusive shirt which I had hung out to dry over the bath the previous evening.


      The next Sunday, we ceremonially set Furry-Mouse free in the fields, wishing him as we did that the final trauma of his stay would leave no permanently serious mental scars.


      Our elder son had a tortoise, to which he was very attached and which he conscientiously cared for, to the extent of taking it out with him to graze in the back yard.


      One day, however, tragedy struck. A heavy truck drove into the yard to drop a mountainous load of coal. The little boy, absorbed in play nearby, was unaware of the threatening danger, and so the inevitable happened. When he later saw the two-foot smudge that had been his beloved tortoise, he was grief-stricken. He sobbed inconsolably, for he knew that he was to blame and there was nothing he could do. My heart went out to him as he wept, and I determined that the very next day I would buy him a whole wagonload of tortoises. Never before or since have I heard him so desperately unhappy …


      How different is the child’s perception of the world around us! Who are we grown-ups to know what children feel, when we have long forgotten how fathomless a child’s grief can be? But, what’s worse - for the sake of our fossilized adult sense of dignity, we have also lost our own ability to thrill to moments of ordinary human joy. The joy of life, the joy of simply being.

    

  



  

    

      




      The tale of a cow




      When we moved to Prague, we lived in the outskirts of the city in a newly-built little company house that came with the job. It was surrounded by grass, there was a meadow in front with a little stream running through, and old sallow willows stooped along its banks. Just to the side there was a paddock where cows were occasionally put to graze, or where young foals frolicked. All day long we were serenaded with birdsong from all sides, but towards the evening the last word belonged to the blackbird that roosted on the chimney, as he warbled his lament to the passing of the day.




      Springtime had passed, and a new summer had arrived. It was midday and stifling hot, and I was standing in the lightest of house clothes, cooking lunch at the stove. The kitchen wasn’t big, but just right - everything was within reach and still there was enough work space to cope with the demands of a Sunday lunch. I was giving the soup a pensive stir, when suddenly somebody prodded me in the back - and so sharply it’s a wonder I didn’t impale myself on the spoon. I turned round angrily - and froze. Sticking into the window and almost half-way into the kitchen was the huge head of a cow which had evidently been passing by and wanted to take a look inside. One of its eyes was staring at a packet of dumpling mix, while the other was aimed directly at the soup. The prodding in the back had come from its damp muzzle, which was now also making some dreadful snorting noises.




      “Mummy, help!” I yelled in desperation, never having read anywhere how to defenestrate cow’s heads from kitchens. And in the absence of maternal assistance, I did what came naturally - treating my kind visitor to a beating across the head with a tea towel, accompanied by a few choice words.




      The cow uttered a sad humphing noise, gave me a reproachful stare, then wisely retreated - presumably to join its other free-range colleagues outside.




      With this thought, and the involuntary exclamation: “My God, where are the kids!” I rushed outside. In front of the house, I looked towards the paddock, and my darkest forebodings were not disappointed. Sitting on the rail of the top fence was my older boy, with some kind of straw stuck upright behind his ear. The paddock was full of young bulls, and even from a distance I could see they were a fairly vigorous bunch. Evidently overjoyed to have some space to charge about in, they were clearly looking forward to something or someone on which to discharge a little excess energy.




      My crazy son was brandishing a bow and arrow, which explained the straw behind his ear. He was a Red Indian. The arrows had rubber suckers, and his idea had been to shoot them so they would stick on to the bulls. Understandably enough, this was not happening, and his arrows were littered, unstuck, all over the paddock, scattered in the grass amongst the molehills and the cow pats. On the very fringe of the herd, a bull was casting a bleary eye on a small shape under his belly. I followed his gaze, and gasped. Tangled up amongst the bull’s hooves was the crawling figure of my younger paleface son, sent there by the Big Chief to gather the spent arrows.




      “Get out from the bulls, this instant!” I screamed, at a pitch that would demolish walls. “Oh God!” I yelled again, this time direct to the Almighty: “Save him! Save him!” For what was a cow’s head, compared with this herd of beefy bulls? And already now, they were migrating purposefully towards the spot where the paleface, now somewhat darkened by cow poo, was lying low.




      The end was inevitable. Although his mother’s fury was even worse for the paleface than staying amongst the herd, there comes a time when a boy’s gotta do what a boy’s gotta do. The paleface emerged from the paddock, and the Big Chief and his victim each received equal measures of their mother’s heavy hand. And that episode has remained in my memory to this day.




      As the boys grew older and changed, so too did the surroundings, once so idyllic, of our little house. The willows rotted, the stream silted up, the paddock fence was torn down, and even the meadow was buried under the concrete floor of some sort of warehouse. The face of everything changed, including that of my youngest son. His own acquired a soft down, remotely reminiscent of a beard - and he changed in other ways too, as his school reports showed.




      The comments they contained gained in calibre, the high point being the hysterical reaction of one lady teacher to his turning up for school dressed in his grandad’s nightshirt, belted with string. He had opted for a casual, original, look - and the world did not understand him.




      Reading my son’s report book, reminded me of my own start at the grammar school my brother had attended for two years. When the head teacher heard my name he sighed, and moaned softly: “For God’s sake, how many more of you are there?”
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