N0 he said.
Then he settled back into the pillows and was gone
yound him the crinkled sheets were like the white surface: |
{2 pond on which he was impossibly floating. I stared at
in for a long time. He stared back, but his eyes were
fuding over, as though smoke had filled the inside of his

head.

After a while I stood up. I went to the windows and
dsed the last little gap in the curtains. Then I pulled the
wdclothes straight over him and gently eased his head on
te pillow. With the tips of my fingers I smoothed his eyes
dosed, as they do in films. I stood, looking down at him: a
e as white and tight as bandages on his skull. On the
wverlet, his right hand was stretched out, frail and grey,
mphibian with age. He wore, as he’d always done — day
ad night, for forty-six years — a gold ring on his middle
ger. I touched this ring. It was a cold, hard contact. I bent
et and kissed him on the mouth. (I realised I’d never dOI,IC
hi before. Even as a little boy on my way f0 .bed, hehd
:ilways turned his head slightly so that I kissed .hnrlr_l_or:” Z rz
C([)ll)zi dent of flesh at the corner of his moflth-) H(lisa:f:is with
ag " clean as the gills of a fish. 1 Stfalghtenzt -1 t,urned
| tglance round at this room — so bare, S0 ne

Vent out to my mother.

€ ~ ;
IOunge. Sat 1n the wooden stralg
“’hit - She always sat here. It wa

ht-backed chair in the
s angled cowards the

le
) : beyond. A pa
ood windows and the gaiie:hat Zhe trees stood

e

Sup:
ligh cam . "
€ over this garden noW
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. as hard as wire. I approacheg
agalll(liStSe: aat Grst only her head over the baf:rko
(r:zznd and dark as 2 cann.onball. (Her haj; :chai[,
orey, | knew, but she dyed it blac:k. She boung A upcfffuy
dense knof, which she fixed against the back of " hoa
with three silver pins. The position of this kne y n;ad
varied from day to day.) I could hear the relentless ik I:r
of her needles before I came round the side of the cp;. ang
<aw the white wool flickering in her hands.

She was always knitting — jerseys, scarves, socks, py
since he’d been put to bed she’d been knitting something |
couldn’t make out; it didn’t seem to be anything useful at
all. It poured off the edges of her long needles, metres and
metres of white wool, row after row, that now lay collected
about her feet in ripples. All day she sat in this chair and
knitted. I'd heard her at night too, long after I'd gone to
bed. Clickety-click. Clickety-click.

I sat in the armchair to the right. From here ] could see
her in perfect profile as she sat, staring out at the garden
She didn’t look down at her hands as they worked Snl;e
didn’t, at first, turn her head to look at me. ohe Oany
continued to sit in the straight wooden chair, Statel);l ]
grim, weaving out like a white web from hef bony 1
the strange patterns that mounted about her feet

"Mother,’ I said. . he ared
i :i\fLer Perhap_s a minute the needles stopPect fmomem,

ght ahead silently, into the garden, for anot - 2 € I

N she did, eventually, turn her head and 100 agall

t
Fared back at her. She turned her head to the frOilide. The
rom her gydde

o« .t S
nly limp fingers I saw the knitting om I
feedles and thejy endless strands of wool rumble se 35 theY
landl::(;l nfi fell to the carpet. They made a soft 00
»like a small, perfunctory sigh.
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<aw her knit again.
e di dn’t eIy my.n{;otl;er —dnot the’n, not ever. The days
» followed were difficult and sad. I'm not given to tears
[ have always found them unnecessary. But I cried
.o time over the week that followed his death. At
unexpected moments, as I spooned sugar i'nto my tea, or as
(closed 2 certain door, the.re would flash into me a violent
carlet grief hadn’t experienced before. And I would cry:
ferce tears that didn’t last long. I tried to remember my
niher. My earliest recollections were sparse and thin. They
were of a tall skinny man with black hair brushed back
sraight from his forehead. Below his left nostril was a mole,
ound and neat, with hairs growing from it. Later he would
luck these hairs. And the hairs that made his eyebrows
meet in the middle. I would come into the bathroom to
brush my teeth before school, and he’d be standing in front
ofthe mirror in his pyjama pants and vest, leaning toward
ﬂ}e glass in concentration as he tweezed from the bridge of
s nose these small, offensive hairs. He dropped them
f:;itll)’ into the bin. My mother kept a neat bathroom and
" hhave disapproved of even tiny hairs on the floor. We
H,e ; and I, understood this. | | y
g , ?S IIIIOF fond of words. He didn’t .speak much and, i
e ay ?I » It was usually to offer advice. ‘{f ] were YOl;:j
an, would put my shirt away.” Or: ‘I suggest, O
M You make up your bed.’
' Mother approved of shirts put away, of beds made
, put away,

Up, Sh
i . Would sweep through the house In her colossal

b)

b mo;tsdpec.ting the rooms. She made a rushing noise as

d ‘Clean like 5 purging fire.

Yribeg P there,” she’d cry in a voice that €0
Yy rlaas *Potless. “Wash the dishes, James.’
M€ is James. 1 can’t help that. It's a name

uld only be

I
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believe, that my mother gave t.o me. Her father’s Name y,,
James. She felt obliged tO-SIgmfy d%1e loyalty .bY Naming .
after him. Family loyalty 18 something by which MY Mothe,
has always placed a lot of store. .

Her name is Lydia. My father’s name was Ivor, Spe Was
born in Cape Town and lived there for the first eighteey
years of her life. He was born in Pretoria, but met hey i,
Cape Town when he attended university. He stydieg
business science. He was a businessman all his life, up tll
four years before his death, when he retired. I knew little of
his work. He had an office in town. He would go to work
after I had already left for school. His departure in the
mornings was an event I could only imagine. I knew his
return, however. At five every afternoon he would arrive on
the bus. I could see him from my bedroom window, walking
with tentative steps up the drive, his briefcase under his left
arm. He had three suits, blue, brown and beige. He wore
different suits on different days; my mother laid them out
on the bed in the mornings. She took them out in a certain
sequence, following a private pattern I could never deciphet
Perhaps it was the blue suit on Monday, the brown on
Tue‘sday, the beige on Wednesday. Then the sequence would
i)veag:hagain, S0 that Monday was beige again. Perhaps this

; WZ:IZY it was, | don.’t know. "
alw g0 to the kitchen 'When he arrived. I wo

*YS 80 on some pretext, such as to make tea. I would b
there as he came through ’h d k up as I¢
stepped inside, ag jf o, ght e‘ oor. | would, 1?0 up

Hello, James, herg aney O e TS -
though | could b; m'e say, and smile. I seem to rectachc
at this time, [ SO i:SLaken here — that he had a mousBut

> 1t has been gone for many years:

Seem to ‘
i Tecall 5 Moustache, through which his front tooth
n gold, glinted at me
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as work?” I 'said. ’
:;I(/(())‘j(“‘;’as fine. Was ﬁnf:.’ He stood, unsure of himself,
y riving at 2 s;ranpg,er s house for'the very first time,
yhat did you do today:

q did nothing .- _

yyou must have done something, James.’

1 did nothing, Father.”

This was true, 1 think. I did in fact do nothing in the
ong afternoons when school was finished. I did not have
tiends. 1 was not a popular boy. Looking at old
photngaphS of myself, I see a bloodless, anaemic child
ooking back at me through square glasses. I had a thin
reck in which my adam’s apple stood out like a knuckle.
My hair (the shame of it!) was wet down with grease and
combed across the top of my head in an arc. My mother did
this to me. I'm sure of it: she would stand me in the
hathroom and drag the comb across my scalp like a
weapon. She bathed me every night long after I was too old
bor it, scrubbing my face with the rough edge of a flannel.
3tand,” she would say. ‘Let me soap your legs.’

Lhated my mother. I accepted this fact by slow degrees
51 grew up, till it resided in me, tiny and dark, a germ that
lay too deep for her hands. I hated her with a calm, an easy,
d sometimeg 4 pleasant hate. There was no passion in it.
- Would not have approved of that.

i h]ameS,.’ she -said. ‘I would appreciate it if you c01’1ld help

. With things, It would be too difficult for me.

I hf “0urse, Mother,” I said. ‘Of course I shall help.’

Clped. While she sat in the wooden straight-backed
i, ént ht:e !ounge, I went through. his possession(sloar;(ril
the bed,, M into boxes. There was little enough to "

Oy m there was a small white cupboard and a chest-

Chajp

IS in which all his clothes were kept. (His were
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separate from hers, at opposite ends of the room.) [ by )
privilege of touching the garments I could recall | ¢
wearing from my days at school. My fingers came inlm
contact with those suits, blue, brown and bejge, o ]tlo
dressed in to go to work. Although different in coloy, thee
had the same fabric: a smooth felt, worn thin at the ell’)ows
I folded them up and packed them into boxes. I f, ded'
everything up and put it all away: shoes, shirts, ties, bels,

And the more intimate garments that I could only imagjqe
till then — his socks, his underwear. From all the clothe

came a faint scent of mothballs and powder. I pressed my
nose into the cloth, squeezing it to make it yield up some
other odour, some whiff or trace that might give me a hint
of a history, an event, a happening in a life gone past. But
there was nothing at all.

Mothballs and powder.

I put the boxes into the garage.
‘James,” she said. ‘If you could help with ... with the

other room. I would be so grateful.”

‘Of course, Mother,” I said. ‘I shall be glad to help.’

The other room was the study to which he retired at
night after supper. I suppose he worked there, though !
cannot guess at what. As a child I'd been in there only
seldom, and then only on brief errands for my mothet ‘Te'll
your father he is wanted on the telephone ... 1 recalled !
from then as a cavernous chamber, carpeted in fur &
walled in with books. | '

. Now it was a small and modest space with HOthlx;g

impressive about it. The carpet was thin and palc: The;e

were only three bookcases and the volumes in the™ vfed

covered in a brown skin of dust. (Nevertheless : lofood

::;(I:leozir am‘i decided on them for myself.) His esk Siﬂfcr
¢ window. Light came in from the neat
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outside. The walls were covered in fade
ardeglere were some prints hanging at eye Jevel. |
aridI tweﬂt through the drawers in the degk Their contents |
acked into boxes and consigned to the garage. If I’d
alsoeg for a clue here to the heart or mind of the man who
Iflaotie red me, | was again dis.ap.pointed. The desk was almost
mpty, and what there was in it was completely anonymoys.
Writing pads, pens, staplers, rulers. My hopes lifted when I
ame upon a tattered brown file in the bottom lefthand
drawer, but it contained only some tax forms from years
ig0. There was not even a signature to be had.
At supper that night, as I faced my mother down the

length of the table, I murmured as gently as I could: ‘I there
any more to be done?’

d Wallpaper

She didn’t look up from her soup, but continued to stare
into the bowl as her hand conveyed the liquid to her mouth

nneat sips. She paused for long enough to say, ‘No, James.
That is all.’

And, two sips later, ‘Thank you.”

Itwas a pleasure to help,’ I said. ‘Mother.”
~ Tthought,” she wheezed, ‘that you could have the books
in

the study, Yo may have the room,’ she said, ‘when you
e t0 live here.’

‘Thank you.’
Woyl

‘ Very gOOd fOr you.,
: Ha[}k You,” I'said, ‘but I won’t.’
[ "ight then,” she said.

W
dupj Mt back g the stu
Nto 5 kind

dy after supper, duster in hand.
B through the |

of white and featureless despair, I began to
opening h ooks in the bookcases, wiping them cleax’l,
aI“’E‘)'s 1 M- up and riffling through their pages. He'd

Oved feading, though she hadn’t approved and had

Ta7

d you like some more soup, James? It’s minestrone

-



DAMON GALGUT

sisted after a while that he take books out of g,
- stead of buying them. ‘The expense, Ivor. W cany

Jfford ...” T also loved reading, and the bedroom of my ot
fat in town was packed with shelves and shelves of bool?y
thrillers, biographies, literature and trash. I tried to jp, gms
now how those books would look in here, in thig roomf
arranged in rows against the one bare wall. T trigg t(;
imagine myself behind the desk, my back to the garden, 5]
sat and listened to the soft slurping noise of my mothery
footsteps in the passage outside. It was too much ¢

conceive of.

I’d known, I suppose, that this would be the nature of
my dry and tedious fate: to return to this sombre house in
which I had been born and spent my first twenty years of
life, to become the father I had never begun to recognise or
comprehend. I’d known this, I suppose, since he had first
taken to his bed on his long, stuttering decline into death
But now that she had made her pact with me, her pagan
contract across the shining surface of the table and the
steaming bowls of soup, I felt my frightened soul go into
revolt. I wanted to scream and cry. I wanted to bang ™
head against the walls and tear at the drab, fadilllg
wallpaper, in which the dim outline of a pattern could stl!
vaguely be seen.

I didn’t, of course. I continued to stand, cloth in hand,
and wipe stupidly at the covers of the books as I took ther”
one by one from the shelves. In the small oval mirror © :
right of the desk I caught a brief glimpse of myself and 2%
w.ith horror that I was still bloodless and anaemic tha,t’t
still looked out at the world through thick glasses: ] ha g

ey . ' . "
reenllrescued myself from this, the earliest prisor I
call,
| ¥

Ith

libfary

At the end of the top row was a copy of Tyanhoe¢:
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. peen his favourite book and I touched it noy with a
a]wa)tfant reverence. As I lifted it down it opened of its own
reh;crd . a flurry of dust and gave up its secrets. They fell
az‘;t ny 105€, £00 quick to be seen, and landed on the carpet
P feet [ stood and looked dov.vn for a long while before
s brave enough to bend and pick them up.

[ sat at the desk. I unfolded the letter. The paper was
inkled and old and had been rubbed thin with much
ding, It was covered in blue ink. The writing wasn’t

hmiliar to me; big and loopy and full of sudden strokes and
dots. There was a grace in it, and a kind of anger.

Dear Ivor, it said, I know I promised I wouldn’t write, I
tow you said you wouldn’t (couldn’t?) write back, but
bow is it possible for me not to want to speak to you with
ay voice at all? 1 thought of phoning you, 1 have even
thought of coming up to Johannesburg to look for you, but
[know already that it would be no use. I cannot tell you
bow I've thought of you since you left ... Only two weeks!
How is it possible ... |
~ Here T looked up. The room before me, with its rigid,
mplacable lines, wavered and went soft. It was a while
t’;ef(;f:gl could breathe properly again and focus my eyes on

:

) b Isn't it strange, the lies that we conceive, the lies that
“elieve ... What three short days have given us! O is it

"y meg -
all? ¢ Have you forgotten me, wasn't I important after

wl;eWill I ever knows ... 1 know nothing of You: I know
dig ; You live, the room you sleep in .- And he-r ... You
ing ,'escnbe her to me, but she was only more difficult to
be,,gyne fierward ... You said that you could never ::am;
) Ou . . ' ] t
Oy, U it wasn’t possible. I didn’t understand, bu

BRIs i . 2 [s it him? ...
Ang, W Is it your son that makes 1t sof Is 1t him
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[ remember as we walked out on the last night
yrees, there was a smell, a weight, you coylq
honeysuckle on the air. You said the scent reminde,
things. You said, I think, that it was painful to yo,
searched for the flowers, but we couldn’t find they, 1-1; e
dark. After you'd gone I walked out along the pay), dn;
found the flowers there where we’d stood ... I pickeq this
one, I send it to you as a gift, a token, a remembranc,
perbaps, but I hope not only that ... Can you smell it stiljz

I looked past her name — scribbled, huge — to the smg]|
dry flower, pressed flat between the pages where it had lain
so long. How long? It had no colour, no hue ... I didn’t take
it in my hand again for fear that it might break, but bent
down over it and held my nose close to the crushed petals.
Though I strained and strained, I could smell nothing at all.

[ couldn’t imagine her face. I tried to, of course, over the
time that followed, but all I could see in my mind’s eye was
the sheet of paper rubbed thin by touch and covered In
electric squiggles of ink. Was she even alive still? The
possibility that she was not, that she may have preceded
him, filled me with nauseous fear. I thought only of hes
faceless though she was, as I moved about the murky
passages of the so-silent house. When I looked at my m"tl.ler
I saw - as he must surely have done — her form movlﬂgt
softly at the edge of my sight. And while we stood b0
the sides of the grave, suitably subdued as he was 1(.)were
beneath the grass, I thought of her in her home beside
sea.

| . . ds and

It was a small funeral. He didn’t have many frie? e
of those, many had moved or passed away. There W?Ses_l
expected group of ex-colleagues and a few sad relatl(‘:’o
stood beside my mother and she leaned on my arm: first
feel all her fraj] weight pressing into my palm.

der t,

Say: Of
You of

As the :
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il of earth began to fall on the coffin T turneq to
#7  her: [ saw her stern profile, composed of
g ‘iN rd lines, of strokes of flesh attracted by gravity. Her

had 10 colour and, under the tight black hat, her

th i
700 d shaped from some heavy, thick, wet stone, |

face Seeme

turﬂ3d away. : o
That night at Supper she said to me, “Will you be moving

(our things this week?’
" es,” I said. ‘But not immediately. I have to go away,’ I
old her, ‘for a day or two.’

she looked at me; a direct glare full of angry surprise.

gt I didn’t quail. T swallowed a piece of chicken from the

.d of my fork. She dropped her eyes.

We, neither of us, said more than that. But it was
nderstood between us that I had failed her in a duty. She
did not approve. |

And I, for now, didn’t care. On the following morning,
when the sun was high enough to cast shadows in the
prden, I left her alone in the dark two-storeyed house and
0t into my car and set off in pursuit of the address just
lgibly written in the top righthand corner of the paper that
had fallen from my father’s copy of Ivanhoe.

ié)aadrk;d the car under some low trees at the end of the c.lust
in u lt%lough the house was visible from here, to the right
gng E; l}: wasn’t possible to drive any further. No other
Oofs, ) Uman presence were to be seen; there were 1o
evefy,si((i) cars. There was only the heavy jungle follage on
it dark green in colour but static and black in the

g t com; .
It Oming in from the sea.

w .
ly , - 4usk; T had driven steadily for many hours with

Y ;
behinz “Ngle break, As T got out of the car and locked it
in the small of

Me :
> Ibecame aware of sharp twinges 1
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hild T was always weak. My bopes
my bac’:ll”;e(iisr E;rxcmlt strongly of salt. I breathed Very deepj,
acl;el-) ked about me at the leaves that seemed to be 00z
?rr(l)m ?:Ee fat trunks of trees. From over the \rise‘ to the right
on the crest of which lights ha.d begun to burn in the hOUse,
I could hear the stony throbbing of the sea. It wag 4 soung
as relentless and heavy as the beating of my heart,

[ wasn’t afraid. I can say with certainty that | Was
strangely calm, as if I knew with complete assurance just
what would take place an\d how.

[ doubted nothing. As if I'd been here many times before,
I bent under a hanging creeper and started up the narrow
path that moved away faintly beneath the trees. The ajf
parted thickly before me and trailed away over my face,
slow and warm. After I had travelled only a few metres I
could see nothing at all: my car had vanished behind me
and the lights of the house were hidden by the slope. The
path began to climb. T followed it fairly easily, though I
almost fell on roots that lay underfoot like steps. After a

minute or two I was breathing heavily and my legs were
hurting, -

Woulq

is breath into the warm dark, stepping over the

ring up through the trees towards the
top of the rige. |

We emerged last, and stood for g moment to catch 0f

?j:stth‘.,vghi house was before us, against the edge of d:ic
the path N beh.md It in a clean wall, Where we st00%
cropped Pi;f;red Ut Into a neat acre of lawn, trimmed :m0
flowerh, .d r¢ Wwere bygheg here and there, but_ n

€ds. To the Jeft the ridge fell away sharply agai®
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«ds. Standing again under the OPCHP:E;, l:tadv:rr;i
,ssible to S€€ the last yeIIO‘fV leams of sun over the
orizon. The sea lay utterly still, utterly calm, like 4 vast
grey field. ; :

she was waiting on the front stoep, a single, slender
fqure with her arms wrapped about her. She wore 5 white
shawl and a dress of dark wool. The lights were behind her

o that she was only an outline. Her shadow stretched
scross the grass.

[ took a breath and started down. I must have come into
view only when I reached the edge of the light from inside

the house; she gave a small start and hugged her arms
tighter about herself. But she said nothing as I crossed the

last few metres of grass and came to a stop at the foot of

the three low stairs going up to the stoep. I was below her,
looking up into her face at last. We stood in this way in
silence for a minute.

Then she spoke: ‘I’'m sorry ..." she said in a faint voice. ‘I
.. There was a pause before she could talk properly. ‘I
thought that you were ... someone else ...’

The light over the sea was gone now. The waters were as
black and deep as earth. But another glow marked the thin
'retched line of the horizon: the moon, below the curve of
e world, was about to rise.

Tam his son,’ I said. ‘And he is dead.’
ile "as older than me and younger than my father. Iklicr)lokici
. Tj face in the light of the hanging lamp:' hc.r s " :Vlm
“’h; "8 into wrinkles and her hair was begmmng_ff when
she I;. °r body under the woollen dress seemf:d Zt}lle didn’t
) b4 n.
gestllrzved' But she didn’t carry herself with pal

- do, as if
With embarrassment, as some old PeoPle ’
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afraid to squander what little motion may be left ¢ ther.
her hands were big and she used them as she spoke, | hadT.
lean close to hear her voice, though, for it was gof; an:i)
hesitant — perhaps with grief, or with fear of me, I canng;-
tell. T don’t think she was afraid.

‘He was here on business,” she said. ‘In town. I met him
at the house of a friend. It was a dinner party, he sat next ¢,
me at the table. He was uncomfortable, I think, he didp
want to be there. He was biting the end of his thumb.’

‘He used to do that,” I said.

‘We talked. Rather, I talked at first and he listened. He
had a way of listening ...’

‘I remember -

“With his head on one side? I don’t know what I spoke
about ... Not important things. There were no important
things in my life, James ... I don’t know if you can
understand that ...’

‘I can understand.’

‘Well. There was something between us immediately, we
were both aware that something ... inevitable would take
place if we allowed it to ... Can you understand that t00?

‘No, I said. ‘But I could, if T tried.” |

She smiled. ‘T asked him to visit me the next day. Here:]
didn’t know what he’d say ... He did hesitate, you kﬂow.
He looked down at his wedding ring, it was silver, I think

b )

‘Gold,’ 1 said.

"But he agreed to come. I woke early the next morniqg,l
waited, I waited ... T was still afraid, you see, that he m! ,t
change his mind. He was a silent man, your father, he dic”
speak. You had to guess his thoughts from other thing*

the‘way he looked at you, what his eye fell upon s
know, 1 said, 1 ke,
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did come, i the end. At noon. I was Wwaiting f
or

‘He
y

i+ | |
At this she became quiet and T raised my eyes to the

« about US- We sat inside in two cane chairs in front of
e fireplaces but there was no fire. The windows and
rtains were open o admit the distant noise of the surf.
The light in this room — and in all the others - came from
lamps which were hung from hooks in the walls and roof.
Their glow was yellow and shivery, and fell on bare tiled
foors, ON simple furniture that was solid and cheap. The
house was not very large, but was still too big for what it
contained: emptiness quavered around us in rings. Apart
tom the sound. of our voices and the sea, there was only
dlence here: no noise of engines or children or dogs. It was
eerie and sad, and I could not bear to live in it.

‘He stayed for three days. He lived with me. At first it
was a game — you know the sort of game that people play
when there is something that they want from each other,
but there are things they cannot tell each other ... It was
painful for me, but lovely too, to see him in the house, here
- Nota day goes by without me remembering him standir.lg
M a certain place with the light falling on him in a certain
Spealfb to flatten in her chair like a shadow. 5h¢

ut couldn’t.

Still> Y asked, incredﬁlous in s

Aot -
“Otstill ... after all this time.’ _
yoice was hard agam.

at if I do?’ she said, and her
. ick , .. He loved me
t aned quickly forward out of her chair. I;I;e (s)o e

0, chs
th ou know. He told me so. He said it to
EltIWas
Th

hang

pite of myself. ‘Surely you

Ol-lgh I'said nothing to her, I reflected that I had neve

1
M speak those words. For a mo
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everything 1n it ballooned in me. I saw.n.ly mother g4 She
must surely be sitting, in the wooden straight-backe chaiy
in the lounge, staring out at the garden with her hand
folded in her lap. 1 choked on this image; I tried to vep, i
from me with speech: | |

‘And?’ I said. ‘More! Tell me more!” |

‘We ate together at night. During the day he was out,
doing the business he’d come down here to do ... He wag
supposed to be staying in a hotel in town. He’d go back to
his room there in the late afternoon to change and to phone

home. He phoned home every day, he had to, you see ...
She expected it of him. It wouldn’t have done to arouse her

suspicions.’

‘No,” I said.

“Then he would come to me, at evening time, the time of
day when you arrived ... 'd be waiting for him as I was, on_

the stoep, the lamps all lit ...’

“Yes s | |
‘We walked together every night along the beach. There

are some rocks about a kilometre down the sand, he liked
to sit there. I don’t know why ... he liked that place it
‘And you?’ I said. “What did you do while he was out?
How did the time pass for you?’
"Slowly. I waited, of course, for him. There were things
to occupy my mind ...’
‘But didn’t you work? Wasn’t there -
| T have never worked,” she said shortly.
I ... pursuits to busy myself now and then. I have been #
painter. I have written stories. But I have not worked-’
‘How did you -’ | T o
i Twas married,” she murmured, almost as if the thought
ad nothing to do with our conversation, ‘once. But he di€
and left me what he owned.’

‘[ have indulged
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Pid you, [had to know, ,‘did you love him toq)
he paused and then smiled in the liquid ligh.t

. sl 4. T suppose I did. Yes ... There have been I did;

. _ o
: besides hate - before him ... Her smile hadn’t Iflzfd::crl
et but bent her lips gently like a taste she couldn’t share

ih me- 1 knew bettelj than to speak. I waited while she
. membefed — alone in the bare, cold yellow room. |
QUpPOSE; purged of my presence for a brief time. I wonde;ed
f this was the way she spent her nights; without company

tWO

. consolation, growing mildly mad in her house on the hill.
Then she said, in that same soft tone, ‘He is dead now, you
say?’

“es,’ | said. My voice did not emerge properly at first,
oI tried again: ‘Yes.’

‘He’s gone then?’

“Yes. Yes.’

There was another pause.

‘He left,” she said suddenly, ‘after three days. He went
away when his business trip was over. I never saw him
again. He went back to his wife and to you. He told me
sbout you, you weren’t very old then ...’

‘How old was I? How long ago was this?’

Tdon’t know ... Long ago ... Or not so long ...

Her voice trailed away, and she stared at me, clutching 2

fistful of her dress. Then she spoke, but her voice was harsh
"0W, with a screech in it like wire. ‘Why have you come?

§ A % - ’
he said. “What do you want from me?

1 thought that you would want to know,” 1 said. ‘1
thOUght 9
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me all the years and years I...” She paused, and sajq with

difficulty, “Were you?’ | | ,
‘No,” I said. My voice was faint now. ‘You have my

word. We knew nothing at all.’

‘How is it then =’
I found a letter,’ I said. “You wrote a letter.’

There was another pause. She breathed. ‘Ah,” she sajq,
‘A letter. Yes.” And fell back into her chair, panting for aj
as if she had been climbing the steep path up to her house,

I looked at her again, this extraordinary woman whose
body had begun to shrink and fade on her in preparation
for bringing itself to an end. Even then, when she had sat
beside my father at the dinner table however many years
before, she could not have been remarkably beautiful. Her
face was too round, her chin too large. But I could only
imagine what beauty had moved in my father when he'd
looked at her. The lies that we conceive, the lies that we
believe ... I took her hand in mine. Her skin was as dry and
rough as that of a sow. | |

“You were lovers,’ I said. ‘Isn’t that consolation enough?

“You don’t understand,’ she said. “Your mother -’

‘My mother is a wicked woman. She crushed him. He
lived no life at all because of her. How he must have thought
Ef you, how he must have loved you all the more because ©

er.’

He was with me for three days,’ she cried. Her VO'"
Zla;t}:ir;m'bﬁﬁ-g. ‘.He told me that he loved me more th;‘;
aid it vfam is life. But ﬁhe ... she would have knowg;ys,’
she : $ no use. He said she was too strong. Three &y

®peated, and I felt she would have cried if her bo

was n ver
l Ot 50 dry. ‘For three days only, and we were ne
overs |’

(N 5 )
ever?” I whispered through my tiny throat.
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’
gy noW the moon Was up-

_oon Was uP as we walked beside the sea. It was just
he water and, by some trick of refraction or
was huger than it should have been: it hung in the
. like @ -ound, silent, yellow lamp. In its glow we could
fine debris washed up by the water: tiny shells,
ks, weed, and the transparept bodies of crabs. There
qere rocks here and there, pushing up out of the sand. To
4e right the dense wall of vegetation rose in a clear ridge
jgainst the sky. If we had turned to look behind us, we
night have been able to see the light of her house a little
way behind, but before us, other than the swollen moon,
4ere were no lights at all. There was only the dim strip of
and, like a narrow white highway, caught between the land
and the sea. ,

We were walking along the curve of a bay. I could make
ott, not too far ahead, the jumble of rocks towards which
we were headed. She’d pointed them out as we got down to
:Ef sand. ‘He loved it there.” I was as eager as she to reac?l
di f;csie that had. so appealed to him, l.)ut even I f(?und it
i witthto walk in the heavy sand. Beside me, holdmg.n?y

a hard, sore grasp, she staggered and stumbled in

her . .
o haste. Her breath streamed out on the still air like the
€ of 5 WhiStle,

W , , | , .
legt > uldn’e you like to sit?’ I said. “Wouldn’t you like a

iN § )
thig WZ; she gasped, and didn’t pause. ‘When I was young
AN easy, an easy walk to do.’ |

n .
W W€ walked. We didn’t talk, partly because we

Ovl
fe "8 and partly because there truly was 10 more to

Say. I
el : _
ST€at pity for the thin pale woman at my side, and
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even greater pity for my quiet father who had loveq her 4
his life and yet had never had the courage to love g,
properly. The rocks came closer. And, once again, he y,,
with me there: I saw them in my mind’s eye, walking in this
way on such a night as this. They were side by side, she
clutching to his arm as she was to mine, but for very
different reasons. Now and then he would bend his head

hers and they would exchange a few words:
I love you,” said my poor dead father. ‘T wish I coylq

marry you.’
‘Do,’ said the woman, young and bright. “Why don’t yoy

do it?’

‘I can’t,’ said he. “You don’t understand. There is a force
in my life that is stronger than I. I am not brave enough to
give up everything for you. She would not, would not let
me go. If I had only met you first, before, before ...’

So they walked on towards the cool grey rocks through
the dark.

We came upon them almost unexpectedly after such a
long haul. I raised my eyes to see them in front of me, close,
rising from the sand like 2 crypt. I came to a stop. She had

already halted beside me and was looking with tired and
frightened eyes at the luminous mass of stone. There was
smell in the air, such as is given off by water that stands stil
too long. I breathed through my mouth.

fac:s this where — » | began, but fell silent when I saw her

;Iflet’s sit,” she said. ‘Shall we watch the moon?’
cdge Efti’fe“ my hand and led me to a small knoll at t:e
had ncy | water. We sat down. She was next to me y
€t 80 of my hand. I looked out over the ploughe

surfac
to a € of the sea. The moon was high now and had o
More acceptape size, |

140



LOVERS

15 speaking. ‘I remember,” she sajd

’ ‘When I
he W : _ . was a
- 151 ssed to hope for nights like these. T didn't kngy, g5,
g were posslble then.
thellf iened, but did not reply.

s my house t00 much for you?” she said. Is there too

chinit? There are people who say it is an overwhelming
quse. 1 love the pictures on the walls, the Puppets hanging
chind the door,_ the m'tasks in tl-1e cupboard, the mess ... If
o do ot like it, I will throw it all away. Do you hear; [f
'you ever leave me I shall empty my house of everything I do
2ot need.” |

Her hand, which had been stroking mine through all
this, grew more urgent and insistent in its touch. I could
think of little other than this soft, appalling caress.

Tshould miss you if you went away,” she said. ‘I should
miss you more than anything. I miss you now. I miss you
when [ am with you. Can you understand that?’

At this I tried to protest, but my voice was too thick in
mymouth. I grabbed her hand in mine to stop her stroking,
but she shook it free as if it had no strength. I could only
Watch her, lame and dumb, as she continued to launch her
Appeal:
tOO‘“‘ZIhY do you speak so little? Y01-1-are either too stupid or
nowlse: ['think you are wise, I think you have secrets y.()l‘l3
. CIUZOU must not share. You are a silent man. You glllV
. But you have told me that you love me, what

i
T%lg " Secrets can you have? Tell me. I demand to know.

e
IT}?OHOW,’ She tugged my hand. o N

hiSSedaOk my head. The tide was coming 1n; 2 WE\l;l S

Ishook 085 the sand and sank away, leaving only bubbies.
A My head again.

Silep e » _ ,
Warthence fell. It was cold out here. The air had losﬁtu lst;

I

! ing i a.
"d'a sma|| breeze was coming in off the se
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ant water, trapped somewhere :

| of stagn .
the smell o than ever. “Why do you like it he;

rocks, was stronger
said, Ivor?’

I cleared m

‘Do you mind 1

‘No,’ I said. ‘Let us 0 back.’

I helped her o her feet. We walked back towards the
house in a night that had suddenly grown old. Above the
line of the horizon, safe. from the bleaching light of ¢,
moon, a few scattered stars were burning. I thought of thej,
light, and the distance it had travelled, the time that it hag
crossed. As we walked without speaking back down the
beach, my head was full of visions of her and him and
things that had taken place before my life. I saw, once again,
my mother as she sat in the wooden straight-backed chair
and stared out at the garden. :

But that was ridiculous, for it was late and she would
have been in bed. | |
~ We came to the pathway that led up to her house. I had
to help her climb, as she was very tired and the ground was
slippery. I wondered how she managed to get up here alone,
if she did. She seemed to my eyes far older than when I'd
arrived, as if the cells of her body were ageing at terrible
speed. Her skin was without colour; it covered her bones
!lke pulp. But I was not repulsed by her. Quite the opposite,
in fact: there was in her numb, ancient face a kind ©
gen‘tleness that made me tender. I touched her with care:

Thank you,” she said as we came out of the trees and
Ont‘oNt(l;f ;gra§s b‘elqw her house. ‘You are very kind.’
We ,weilatld'. It is you th) are kind.’ -
fickering o wln. The hanging lamps continued to ;
and then, but never going out. She lifted O"
of them from it hook a BN was
nd held it up. The room

n the
e:’ She

, throat. I don’t know. It must be the viey, »
f we go back now? I'm tired.’ '
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y With sha dows noW, like my mind, I took the lamp
gir!
o h:;le do that,” 1 said.

‘Lleed her by the hand. Holding the lamp abovye we
[ low steps down the long bare corridor, passin

with S il & .
mo‘;‘;‘ims on either side in which she had expendeq her life
i '

they WEre empty hashvilurs. A; ;:Ve Went, we came to the
s lamps that she had it and hung before I came. Here |
ould stop very briefly, ]'ust to put out the flame. They gave
ff a scent of sweet oil and smoke. Darkness followed
ind us, lapping through the house. We walked o
sthout fear, following the trail of yellow light to the room
i the end.

Init there was a mirror and a large white bed. There was
scupboard. The window had no curtains and gave onto the
forest that grew so close about. I turned away from the
sight of tangled trees, of twisted leaves, to her. She was
waiting for me, hesitant and uncertain. She seemed about to
$peak, but her lips were trembling too much.

Hush,’ I 'said. “There is nothing to say.’

Shenodded at that. But her mouth went on trembling, as
tshe were cold, '. | ! |
tastlegiisfed d;?t mo'uth' to s.till its fear, and mine.I It feltd a;d
e 1 nothing, like the lips of a ghost. When r;use ls);
o WerOOl[: at her, I saw that her eyes were closeI, or le<ed
e by, ¢ blank and cold like the eyes of a fish. I stro

‘I love You,’ I sajd.

(Les,’ she sajid,

5 Me
Veg » take you to bed.’

e, 1€ said.

€n ’
g handl Put out the last lamp there was,
A faing moonlight came through t

which I held in
he window like
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of bars across the bed. I took

. hed fire, I undressed er

I of excinguishec 1O her. 1y,
sme old in the blue dark. Only Whenl;ll:r

en I helped her onto the bed, COUlde

bones and painful sighg ShI

3 : e

st the shadow

did not seem °
he did W
movecs & f her creaking

ited for me.
lay and Waite But I did pause a moment to thiy,

She didn’t wait long. -
before 1 performed this final act — Pf?fhaps the tily g e
kindness allowed me in My life. But it was more than thy,

There was a kind of love in it, and a passion too. It gave he,
peace, and him. Perhaps 1t also gave me peace. I cannot Say
for sure. |

Afterwards, as she lay sleeping, I dressed beside the be,
I looked at her one final time. Then I left the room, closing
the door behind me. I walked back through the darkened
house, passing the lamps that hung like steel fruit from the
ceiling. The front door was open and I went through, out
onto the cold grass. I stood there for a minute, just to tuck
in my shirt and to look for the moon which had already
gone. The sky in the east was beginning to go pale, for the
world had turned once and the sun had returned. I walked
across the grass, leaving footprints in the dew. I reached the
path and started down to my car.

I stoppgd only once on the way down. There was a
smell, a weight, you could say, of honeysuckle on the air. It
lasted only a moment and I could have been mistaken. I
pressed on.




