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Spring

  When I was a child, about six I suppose, my brother explained to me how animals are 

made.  He led me round the garden and showed me the sharp, green, claw-like leaves of daffodils and crocuses poking through the ground.  “Those,” he said, “are cats’ claws, and those are rabbits’.  And those,” he continued, pointing to the thick, pale beaks of hyacinths, “are where ducks grow.”

  I took these explanations in good faith – even the severed tree trunk as an upturned elephant’s foot – for my brother never lied to me, and that evening, playing zoo-keepers, we buried my hamster and watered him in with my brother’s watering can shaped like a sunflower.

  “Soon you’ll have two,” he said.  “They can have fun together,” and I had to agree with him.  What I unearthed later, when all the other animals in the garden were in full bloom, has forever made me dread this time of year.

  I am 43.  I live with my wife and our son, Bobby, who looks like me, yet often reminds me of my brother, and today, at work, I got promoted.  This should make me click my heels, but – bad fortune balancing the good – on the way home I saw my first spring leaf climbing out of the earth, and as always, that foul old memory, which lurks unseen for most of the year, resurfaced with it.

  “’Accounts Manager’,” said my boss.  “How does that sound?  With a 20% pay rise effective from next month.”

  Someone up there must be smiling at me.  She even said I could choose my own 25-years-long-service present.  Usually everyone gets a silver tankard, the same as when they retire.  When I asked if they’d run out, she laughed.  “You know the saying: ‘The firm never runs out of tankards’.”

  I said I’d think about the offer.  It’s difficult to think of a present just like that.

  (“You should’ve waited longer!” my brother shouted angrily.  “I told you it would take till Spring.”  In desperation I tugged up the nearest wilting plant, but nothing scampered out with it.  “They’re not ready!” he yelled, face bright red with fury, filling in the holes I’d dug.  “You’ve ruined it!  He’ll never come back now.”  And he never did, though for months later my mother was digging up weeds where I’d scattered hamster seed.)

  When I get home I find it difficult to talk to my wife about my day.  Words come out but they’re not the ones I wanted, and her attention, as always like a precious gift smuggled under enemy lines, overwhelms me; seems far more than I could wish; so I leave her attending to Bobby and, against all good sense, phone my brother.

  “Excellent news!” he says.  “Now you’ll be able to take that holiday you always wanted.”  I tell him the promotion’s not definite, and he laughs.  “Don’t worry.  When they fire you they don’t ask you to choose a present.  Any good company knows not to run out of mugs.”
  “So, what do you think I should ask for?”  My brother’s always good for advice.  It’s probably thanks to him I’m being promoted anyway.  It was at his suggestion I put in all those extra hours.

  “I don’t know,” he replies, suddenly tumbling serious.  “...Though maybe you’re wise not to go splashing out just yet.  “Accounts Manager is a big step.  You should be thinking about your future and the care of your family.  You’ll need to take a week off to get some hard studying done.  It would also be a good idea to consider a nanny, what with the extra time you’ll have to put in and a baby on the way.  Joanna’s already stressed enough with Bobby...  You know, in a way, you’ve done better than I have.  You have a rewarding job, a wonderful wife -”

  “How did you know about the baby?” I ask, puzzled.  I really don’t remember telling him.  But that’s the funny thing with us.  It’s like there’s some kind of secret, psychic link.  He chuckles: “Just a guess.  I felt you think it!  But, you know, it does make sense.  It’s the time of year.

  “Snows melt in the mountains, streams run fresh and clear, and all around things are re-growing.  There’s something in the air: it makes people reproduce.  It’s a simple fact of life, I’m afraid; nothing you nor I can do about it.”

  “That’s amazing,” I reply.  “We’ve only just started talking about another child.  For over a week now Joanna’s been telling me she has Spring Fever.  She says it makes good sense.”

  “And so it does.  Bobby’s getting easier to look after now, and he needs a new friend.”

  “I could get him another rabbit,” I suggest.  My brother falls silent.

  Suddenly it occurs to me that, now I’m going to be manager, I’ll get a nameplate like his.  I might even get an office next to his on the 3rd floor, with our names side by side on the doors.  We have the same initials, so nobody will know which is whose.  We’ll see each other more often, though I’m not sure it’s a good idea until the first flowers are gone.  I don’t think he notices, but I tend to be a little cold toward him at this time of year.  But before I can spring this idea on him, he comes back with “You got Bobby a rabbit?”

  “Yeh.”

  “Where did you get it from?”

  “A rabbit shop!  Well, not just a rabbit shop.  It sold other things too – Hey!  Guess what!  I’m getting an office next to yours!”

  “What?” he shouts back.  “Don’t be ridiculous; I’m moving to Central Building.  Now listen,” and so I listen.

  “Bobby doesn’t need a rabbit.  He needs someone to take care of him.  What he really needs is a brother.  Now’s the time – ‘Spring is in the air’.  If you don’t know what to do, ask Joanna.  She’ll help...”

  (“Tell them it’s escaped,” he said.  “Cry as well; that’ll make ‘em believe you,” and I did cry.  I cried because I was afraid, because I was sorry for lying, and because I was already missing that hamster terribly.  “Don’t worry,” he said.  “You’ll see him again…”)

  I don’t catch what my brother says next because Bobby squeals from the other room, and suddenly I’m distracted with tiny claws and earth, and the only thing I can think of to dig myself out is what I should ask for as a 25 years’ service present.

  “I’ll ask for a spade,” I tell him hurriedly.  I can almost feel the smile at the other end of the telephone as he assures me I’m doing the right thing.

  “I’ll get you something special to help,” he says.  “Some fertiliser so strong you have to wear gloves just to touch it, just right for plants like Bobby.  And don’t worry about the spade: you can have mine.  I won’t be needing it with the move.  I’ll tell you what: I’ll bring it round during the week, after work.  If you’re not in I’ll leave it in the coat closet, at the back, behind Joanna’s old photos.”  He begins to tell me where I can plant Bobby, a place where we used to play as kids, but I’m wondering how he knows where my wife would keep her photos.  He seems to understand all about families without having one of his own.  My brother’s so clever.  It’s sad to think that he will be disappearing.

  “So, it looks like we won’t be seeing much of each other for a while,” he says.  It takes me a moment to reply because I’m thinking; making sure what would be best for my big-little boy.  My brother is right, as always: Bobby doesn’t need another rabbit, or a dog, or a budgie grown from seed (going cheep, ha! ha!).  He’s too old for that infantile, mute companionship.  He has a great future ahead of him.  All he needs is a guiding hand like I’ve had.

  “Can I have your nameplate when you’re gone?”

  Bobby doesn’t need someone like himself - like me - another Bobby.  What he needs is a wonderful brother like mine.  We say goodbye.

__________________
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