+he hippoman

oard. Breathing in through it
fragrance of mothballs and air-

and the mustiness of damp. A muddy grey, it falls
utstretched arms of the hanger, the skin of a beast
ed. Limp, lifeless and deceptively

¢ hangs there in the cupb
many pores the combined

freshener,
from the 0
from which the soul has fl

calm.
Do not be fooled. Within it lurks a monster. You can’t touch

it, or feel it. But if you were to zip yourself into its hide, it
would grab you by the throat. Pierce your flesh with its claws,
knot your tendons into a ball of twine and suck you dry of your
soul.

The beast hasn’t got a heart you can appeal to. Look into its
eyes, forever focused on a point above your head. It stares with
2 blankness that defies emotion. Enormous lips line the
cavernous mouth, which is pursed, entombing silence in its
dark confines.

‘This is the beast that rules my life. Every day, I give myself
toit, to do with as it pleases. To dominate and govern. In returt,
it gives me the keys to a kingdom, I am the king of 2 land
I:;P :ﬁm”d by small furry creatures of the imagination. There
Ther:r:ms when I revel in my kingship of this nursery land.
iy thatn;();le?u when the mantle of the beast overshadows

’ on’t know any more whether I am man or beast.












To us it seemed that Lewis was our messiah, leading US t0 4 jg
0

that would answer the need in us to make music,
We were willing to do anything for him. Work long hoyrs
3y

stand behind counters and wear grins and even sweep the floorg
if necessary. And then we saw the costumes we were meant

wear.
‘But Lewis, how can we...?" Something in me cringed 4

the thought of having to cavort in such a ridiculous costume i

front of the whole world.
Lewis had smiled, his long lean face creasing into crinkles

of amusement. ‘Do you see this?’ He gestured to a muddy-
rey costume. ‘This is what I will be wearing. The silliest

costume of all. At least you guys will look cute.’
Lewis began zipping himself into the costume as he talked.

We stared, unable to believe what we were seeing.
‘Go on, tell me how I look,’ Lewis said, striking a silly pose.

We giggled. We smirked. We laughed till tears rolled down
our cheeks and ran into our mouths. We had never seen anything
as silly as this. I thought I would pop an artery laughing, till

Lewis discovered the cunning little opening through which he
could move his hands freely, and the little slit that allowed him

to breathe and sing,

Lewis picked up his guitar, struck a chord and began to sing.
Lewis’s voice was proud and strong, pure and clear, incongruous
with the ugly body that clothed it. We watched him in amazement
and awe. We saw in him the makings of a legend. And Reddy

knew his hunch had been right.

Lewis liked being a star, He loved the way children clamoured
for a place by his side. He liked, even better, the spell he cas!
on the women with his music. He basked in the envious glances
the men threw at him as they wondered what it was about the
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n and suddenly Lewis had turneg

o quimagemnty 10O the blfh Clzck Il’(omtedly e
into .

1f ook a fow minutes extra durlng. ’e reaks. ' |
of us me, Lewis’s oldest friend, dareq

-« including
But noneé of us, INC ;
him. For, after all, a few weeks ago, at a stafy .

say an_vthing to e
' he was mimic

when someo :
Reddy had said, ‘If I were you, I'd be careful what |
man. When [ move on to bigger things, hil

boss.! And he’d laughed loudly and wagged 4

0
tme. He was @ good, fun pers

party,
Hippoman,
said about Hippo
oing to be your
finger at the Hippoman.
Surely that laugh meant it was in jest. But no one was willin g
to take a chance. Not even L

Popo the Clown spoke witha French accent. He was half French
.nd half Indian, but said that he didn’t know whether he was in
spirit a Frenchman or an Indian. He was, he said, still seeking
an identity.

He was plump, with round cheeks and chubby arms. His
smile stretched from ear to ear and his eyes glittered with the
merriment of baubles on a Christmas tree. He joked, he ‘mimed,
he sang and he juggled. He made you laugh till your sides ached,
tears ;olled down your cheeks, and all you wanted was to get
z’:ml'l reat(lil back. Sometimes, when Popo could be persuaded
w;s eurea palms. And then he became a different man. He
ﬁnis}?ed C;:ncenzrlation and seriousness. But the moment he

y NE i
e would switch off and become the grinning clown
It was just bef. e |
Frianlap efore the holiday season that Reddy began talking
ty‘ The nurse 1 d . y 5
more. Somethin ry land is fine, but we need somethiné
g that’s new, What 4 i el
The Hippoman nodded ar t do you think, Lewis?
ed and chewed on a toothpick. The pas*

year had beep ¢},
n the best in forty years of living, The ¢ ontentment
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at the clown and stick his tongue out. Behind his gr casy skin
uld droop and his eyes would cloud e W’
+ We

x OPO’S nlOULh W & y

were all sorry for him,
showing our sympa\hy. |
Lewis did everything toO ruin Popo’s act. But he %

overlooked the one other talent Popo had. Reddy w,, a
superstitious man and was forever referring to the almany,
and meeting soothsayers. Popo was just biding his time tj]] p,
managed to get Reddy to himself for a moment. The next thip
we knew, Popo had disappeared into Reddy’s room and Stayeg
there for several hours. When he came out, he wore a strange
expression. That evening the stars decided to abandon Lewis,

It’s all his doing, Lewis mumbled from across the table,

“What?’ | asked in surprise, trying to gulp down the hot tea
as fast as I could without scalding my tongue. Ten minutes was
1all we had to drink a cup of tea, smoke a cigarette and use the
00.

‘He’s been reading Reddy’s palm and now the fool can't
stop talking about him. Reddy says that as the mascot of the
}C)C;:ip:n)", I ought to be moved away from the entrance. He's
s fnn;gtiofvl:igltib:iﬁut?bo charts for Reddy, and now he
e ey decide on a new position for

pipsqueak doesn’t know who he’s messing with He'll
- out soon.’” Lewis glowered at th i g‘ .
PRy e teacup as if it was Popo

I sli |

The us&e‘; bZIClko'}o WE— 1af1d and spread my tidbit of new*
' us were a little tired of Lewis’s tyranny: He

no longer tr :
longer treated us ag friends, Lewis was king and he made U8

aware of the Chﬂl
gesture he yged, ™ between him and us, with every word an

i
i

Good for Popo, Bo.

What do Peep muttered,

you think he'll do, though?' Humpty Dumpty
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: wn’s voice. .
gay voice. :1:11;6(1 What was Lewis planning to do? Mae ,
[ was $ e

comeback as a clown?

ening, one of our busiest times, when Lewis

ras a Frida eV 2
It wa Y f his recalcitrant destiny and brought it ¢,

grabbed the horns o

its feet. - '
its The Hippoman stood strumming his guitar moodily. Nobo dy

paid him any attention. Everybody hovered in the section where
Popo was. The children watched as he walked on stilts and juggled
cups with great dexterity. The children clapped and clapped
when Popo finished his act. ‘Hang on there, kids, he cried,
‘help your Mummy choose what you want to buy, and meanwhile
I'll be back before you can say Popo the Clown.

When he came back, Little Miss Muffet was sitting on a
fibreglass rock, spooning curds into her pouting mouth. He went
to stand behind her and made faces that made even the grown-
ups grin. Then the clown fell on his fours, splayed his arms and
feet and crept up to Miss Muffet, pretending to be a spider.
Little Miss Muffet squealed in fright like she was meant to. But
the spider didn’t go away.

He just crept closer and closer until he'd pushed her back
onto the rock crop. Little Miss Muffet’s screams now filled the
St(?re. When the tongue of the spider clown darted into Little
Miss 'Muffet’s mouth, she ceased screaming to exclaim in
mrpme:_ But the tongue allowed her to say no more and slid
t’}:: mt? 1}1::1'1 mouth, devouring, silencing, And as if to majcch

Thegl;;, sl do,d forays, the clown’s hand crept under her skirt.

ren stared. Mothers and fathers stared. For ?

moment, :
e mannequins craned their necks and star ed.

Then
agm.%‘:i;pcll broke as Little Miss Muffet began to screal®
$ rose, When Reddy Rt o onn the C2USS of
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Lewis smiled and gave me a conspiratorial wink. It was hjg Way
of rewarding me for my part in his act of revenge. [ haq kept
Popo talking in the staffroom while Lewis had turned intq Popo

the Clown for a few minutes.
Reddy looked stricken. Suddenly his whole world was falling

apart.
‘What are you going to do?’ I asked Lewis.

‘I am going to sing all my favourite songs now.’

‘No, I mean like tomorrow, like in the future.’

Lewis took a deep breath. ‘I'm going to take off. Go on 4
holiday, see a ruin by moonlight, paddle in the waves, ride a
camel, do all those things I never had a chance to do before,

‘And then?’ I probed, sure there was more.

‘And then, I'm going to cut a disc. I'll be Lewis. Not a voice
in a hippo-suit.’

I stare at the hippo-suit hanging in the cupboard lifelessly. And
then, slowly, the thought of wearing it weighs down my
shoulders. I have a kingdom to rule. Songs to sing, People to
entertain. I don’t feel any joy at the thought. I only feel trapped.




