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Ma is laying the table when we hear the car pull up outside.

 ‘If that’s the boys,’ she says, and she
shoots me one of her looks, ‘I’m not having them inside while we
eat.  I’ve about had just about enough of your back-street
buddies turning up whenever they feel like it. You go out and see
them, Jay. Tell them they’re to wait outside.’

 Ma is usually pretty good about the guys but
on this day she is having a stinker.  The boss has just cut
her regular hours and my kid brother, Benjamin, has gone and got
himself into some kind of trouble at school.  The letter
doesn’t say what the trouble is but old man Jefferson isn’t happy.
Ma has been on tin tacks for hours, waiting for Benjie to arrive
home.

‘It’s not them,’ I call out to Ma as I pull back
the dingy lace curtain. I have to admit that it takes me by
surprise.  I am expecting Tuba in his old, red rust bucket
with a back seat stuffed full of pussy but instead I am looking at
the kind of car that doesn’t even show up in my dreams. It is sleek
and white and showroom-shiny with tyres like soft, black liquorice.
It is the hottest thing I have seen in quite some time and it is
parked in the middle of our yard.

 ‘Who is it?

Ma is red-faced and squinting through the steam as
she strains a pan of soggy green cabbage. She raises her eyebrows
and nods in the direction of the door.

'You go, Jay. Whoever is there, say we're having
supper.'

‘Righto, Ma.’ 

I do as I am told.  I’m not inclined to
argue. Whenever a meal is interrupted like this, Ma gets as touchy
as hell.  In fact, our house is the only house I know where
everyone sits down to the dinner table.  A couple of the guys
like to rib me about it, though some of them think it’s real
cute.  At Sonny’s house, for chrissakes, they don’t have a
table at all: his mam and dad eat all their meals in front of their
plasma TV.  They serve the food on these white plastic trays
with a picture of this cottage with roses round the door. Ma says
that’s ok for them but it won't do for us. 

 Ma is full of these funny little sayings,
something for every occasion. ‘A cat may look at a queen' is one,
and then there's 'What's sauce for the goose'. ‘Fine words butter
no parsnips' is another one. What the hell does that mean? I've
been hearing them all my life and half of them I still don’t
understand. On the day I told her about Sonny’s ma and pa and how
they eat their supper she just rolled her eyes right back in her
head and said: ‘Manners make the man.'

 Anyway, I amble outside and almost close the
door behind me.  Another thing Mam don't care for much is
neighbours who gawp.  At the far end of our hard are two smart
city types who Re carrying on like they own the place. They each
wear a grey silk suit and a supercilious air.

The first man is shifty-looking, thin-faced and
balding. It’s obvious he’s no longer young but he still looks in
reasonable shape.  His side-kick, though, is different: he is
plump and polished, sandy-haired, pink-skinned and boyish.  He
has round, fat cheeks, a double chin, and his belly does a shimmy
when he walks.

 They both have on crisp, white shirts and
the first guy is carrying a briefcase while the second guy, who
follows two or three steps behind him, is fiddling with a clipboard
and a pen. There is something about the both of them that makes me
feel uneasy. The second one in particular has the look of a
well-brought up pig.

‘Hey,’ I call out as they saunter towards me. I
make an effort to keep my tone casual.

 ‘Hi there, Sonny,’ says the shifty-looking
thin guy. ‘Is this the Bauman? Mrs Eva Bauman? Is your ma at
home?’

‘Yeah, that's her.' I ignore the ‘Sonny'.  I
figure it just isn’t worth it. ‘She's at home but she says she’s
busy. I’m to tell you you'll have to call back some other
time.’

‘I’m afraid that that won’t be possible.’

Baldy Man's eyes fill with sorrow.

‘No,’ confirms Piggy, ‘no, indeed. I’m afraid that
won’t be possible at all’

Both men set to shaking their heads like as if
they’re truly sorry.  ‘It’s in everybody’s interest,’ Piggy
pipes up, ‘to settle this thing right away.’

‘Settle it,’ I say, sounding braver than I feel.
‘Settle what, exactly?’ I am about the square up to them when Ma
pops up by my side.

‘It’s alright, Jay.  You go in. I’ll see to
these two – gentlemen.’  Her voice is soft but it sounds
really odd, like she means a lot more than she says. 

Well, like I told you, I don’t argue with Ma so I
step back into the hallway, then I shoot along to the kitchen
window so that I can see what goes down.

Now Baldy Man is talking to Ma and pointing down
the end of our yard.  All I can see is the usual view which I
always think is kind of nice. There’s this tall, swaying grass,
then a rickety old bridge and the blue and green of the hillside.
This time of year, the trees are that pretty you could just sit and
look at them for hours. 

 I am thinking about this when Porky starts
up, strutting up and down, real pompous like. He keeps looking at
the house, then down at his clipboard and then scribbling away with
that old pen.  Some of his papers are caught by the wind and
he gets kind of flustered and irritated.  From the way he's
behaving, I would say he's not a nice man, not the kind you'd turn
to for help.

Finally, he looks up at our shabby, paint-peeled
walls and makes as if he’s counting something. He lays it on thick,
waving his pen like it was some kind of wand. As he walks back to
Mam he purses up his lips and his eyebrows come together in the
middle.  I push the window open a bit, just enough to be able
to hear what he says.

‘Well now, all but two are inside the regulatory
restrictions.’ Now his face is blank and bland, as smooth as a
tablet of stone. ‘You've got two there too small to matter so we
won’t be taking those any further. The rest, though, the tax
certainly applies and you're well behind with your payments.' He
glances down at his clipboard. They are already eight months
overdue.’

Ma is ready to take him on. She stands with her
arms akimbo.  Ma is small but she has this trick of making
herself bigger, like a cat.  She is standing there, bristling,
legs astride, like nothing is about to shift her.

  ‘I can’t pay,’ she spits at him. ‘I can’t
pay even if I wanted to. I would pay if I could get the work but
the company won't let me have the hours.'

 At this point, Baldy Man cuts in on
Porky.

 'We’re right sorry to hear that, Ma’am. Yes,
indeed, Ma'am, we surely are.' His thin lips curl up at the corners
but it isn't what you'd rightly call a smile. ‘On the other hand,
if that is the case, then we may be forced to act
immediately.  Our team can be here in fifteen minutes, maybe
even less.’

He pauses then and looks at Ma to see how she is
taking this. ‘Perhaps,’ he continues, ‘there is someone you can
contact before I make the call?’

‘What do you mean?’ says Ma, suddenly shrinking.
'Surely, you can’t just do that?’

‘I think you will find that we can,’ says Porky
and his piggy belly jiggles up and down.


        

And that’s it. It’s all over. There isn't a thing
that we can do.  Just like he says, a truck rolls up and a
bunch of guys swarm across the yard.  Scaffolding goes up and
there are pulleys and ladders, and barrows full of sand and gravel.
A grumbling mixer churns out cement. Some of the guys take off
their shirts. The sun is going down by now but they don’t seem to
take any notice. They just put their heads down and go at it twice
as hard.

I try to take Ma inside the house but she shakes
my hand off her shoulder and, sinking down on the cold stone
doorstep, she just sits and stares straight ahead. Wordless,
unflinching, she watches them work while I just stand there feeling
useless. Finally, she shudders like she's quaking inside and a
single shiny tear rolls down her cheek

‘I never thought they’d do it, Jay. I never
thought it would happen. How can they get away with this? Surely,
it can't be right?’

‘I don’t know, Mam,’ I start to say but then
Benjie comes skidding round the corner. He is red in the face and
breathless from running because he's realised he is late.

‘What’s going on? Is Mam alright? What’s with all
the ladders and stuff?’

 ‘Your mother’s just fine, son,’ says Piggy
smoothly and I realise he has sneaked up from behind. 

‘Who the hell are you?' Benjie's eyes narrow like
some kind of TV tough guy.

‘She hasn’t paid her tax,’ snarls Baldy and he
flashes his VistaCo badge.

Benjie looks at Ma and then at me but neither of
us know what to say to him.

‘Go inside,’ I bark at him. ‘Leave this to
me.’

 

Half an hour later they have cleared up and gone
but Ma is still sitting on the doorstep.  I have never seen
her like this before, so beaten up and shrivelled and
small. 

‘Come on, Ma,’ I say to her and I help her to her
feet and steer her down the hallway.  We are greeted by the
stink of over-boiled cabbage and our supper is stone cold on the
stove. It's kind of dark in the kitchen so I flick the light switch
and, for a minute, Ma just stands and stares. Then she stretches
out her hand to feel the texture of the bricks that now fill the
window frame. They have taken down the curtains and blocked up the
hole. There is rubble and dust on the floor.

‘Now the blind render us blind,' she says softly.
Then she sighs, straightens her shoulders, and seems to come to
herself again. 'Benjie, I want a word with you. I had a note from
Mr Jefferson today.'

Benjie bites his bottom lip and I wonder what kind
of rumpus he's got into.  I watch Ma scraping the food from
our supper plates into the jaws of the giant plastic bin.
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