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 Praise for The Beggars’
Signwriters

The Beggars’
Signwriters was shortlisted for the Commonwealth Writers’ Prize
and the University of Johannesburg debut prize in 2007.

 


“Greenberg has written
a novel which reminded me of how soothing good writing can be.” –
Janet van Eeden, The Witness

 


“Finely observed,
touching, funny, and so beautifully written.” – Jassy Mackenzie,
author of Random Violence

 


“The Beggars’
Signwriters has a fascinating architecture. Louis uncovers
people’s foibles and failings with great tenderness and insight.” –
Liesl Jobson, BooksLive

 


“It’s heady stuff,
insightfully narrated, that looks at the nature of art and the
existential drama of just being alive.” – Northcliff &
Melville Times

 


“Greenberg’s writing is
both delicate and controlled, his observations astute and his eye
for emotional detail fine.” – Gwen Podbrey, Jewish
Reporter

 


“Greenberg se
skryftalent blyk duidelik uit sy debuut.” – Salome Snyman,
Rapport

 


“His novel draws the
reader in with its detailed descriptions, recognisably South
African situations and characters, and warm narrative.”–
People

 


“Greenberg’s writing is
insightful, the descriptions are vivid and he provides substantial
depth. In many instances his characterisation is superb” – Trish
Murphy, Sunday Independent
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 PROLOGUE: THE
MACROCHIP

 


Hugh Epstein measures
the playing field one last time. He paces the string lines in
painstaking steps, stopping every few metres to consult the diagram
on his clipboard. At every junction, every intersection, each
corner and node, he stops and checks the diagram, marking off the
relevant finely drafted lines on the map. He adjusts the infrared
sensors poked into the ground, tightens the string drawn between
the stakes. Jeff’s groundstaff is experienced and sure-footed. Only
twice in the past week did an inadvertent trip result in part of
the circuit being ripped from the ground and tense hours of
repairs. When that happened, Hugh did not lose his temper. He is
grateful for the help, and anyway, his mind has been so absorbed in
the task it is a difficult adjustment for him to look up when
something untoward happens and relate to the other humans around
him. When the macrochip was damaged, he saw it more as the chip, an
organic, empathic extension of himself, speaking to him, than the
result of one of the men’s clumsiness.

After following the
final run back to the power source, Hugh climbs up the grey
concrete of the stadium steps to the top. He looks down on the
field where he sees the lines of the chip laid out in string and
stakes in near perfect detail. He has a feeling he is not quite
able to define. He is ready to create the macrochip, replace the
string with the coloured cables, position his working replicas of
transistors and resistors, place the coloured diodes that will
serve to orient the spectators. When he turns the macrochip on, the
lights will astound watchers even more thoroughly than the firework
displays they used to hold on this campus. The macrochip will
outshine even the surging floodlights of the Mormon church as they
direct their pointed beams to God and their father. The gilded
angels forget their trumpets for the while and peer down in
interest at the Education Campus fields from high atop their
spires. Hugh feels that their regard is somehow fitting. Maybe he’s
right – not mad, not obsessed or eccentric. Illumination is a
sacred task. The pursuit – and most important to Hugh, the
dispersal – of knowledge, is a sacred trust. Hugh’s feeling, when
he looks down on it, is that his creation will be good.

He looks up at the
blue-washed sky – late September’s welcome rains have made driving
the stakes in far easier – and the scudding clouds, feels the
breeze, the transitional cold-warm air of Johannesburg’s brief
spring. He imagines running out of the tunnel onto the field to a
roar of adulation. That’s something he never did when he was young,
he was always somehow curled in, too introverted under the weight
of his thoughts to make an outward demonstration of any physical
ability he may have had. Maybe the macrochip will be his grandstand
moment. It will make him feel valid and vital, will rescue him when
life – the work, his wife and daughter, his understanding and
connection to the world, his very sense of belonging – just seems
to be speeding past him, away from him, anywhere but with him,
ignoring him.

He checks his watch.
It’s four. He must hurry home to Melville and get to the hardware
store before it closes. He walks down the stadium steps, breaking
into a trot as he imagines the cheering crowd hailing the heroic
prizefighter or rugby captain as he bobs out to centre stage. The
three groundsmen are gradually changing out of their deep blue
overalls, passing a cigarette between them. Hugh gives them a
strange wave as he moves to his car – like a star to his fans. They
smile back at him.

He drives a mid-range
car. It’s comfortable, five years old now, but will last him for
many years more. It gets him from one place to the next, and
further. At HappySoft he earned enough to afford a luxurious German
car many times over, and always wanted to buy one. Not as a sign of
status, not to make his academic colleagues envious. He’s not
really sure why, but there’s definitely something exciting about
driving a car you can’t even feel accelerate and you look down and
you’re doing 160 by mistake. It was Marga who begged him not to. To
her, owning an expensive car has always been a symbol of the worst
sort of entitlement, of joining the leagues of the
Fuck-You-I’m-Rich brigade. Especially shameful in South Africa.
They both thought this economic sensitivity would wear off after a
few years in the States, but of course it didn’t.

In the last years,
things at home have changed so much, thinks Hugh as he turns
dangerously into St Andrew’s Road against the light, that after all
it is nice not to feel guilty about driving to work. He looks into
his rear-view mirror and sees a battered van stalled in the
intersection, flashing its lights, hooting, the man actually
shaking his fist toward him, getting smaller, further away. Hugh’s
not sure if he’s done anything wrong, doesn’t know if the man’s
anger is directed at him. He’s never been a particularly good
driver, he supposes, his thoughts always seem a little too concrete
for him to be able to concentrate fully on something else as well.
He’s not one of those people who can drive on autopilot. But then
again, he drives even more badly if he thinks too much about what
he’s doing and what the consequences might be. As he veers left
toward Loch Avenue, he longs briefly to be back in Seattle with its
public transport. Those compact, primly organised first-world
cities have distinct advantages. But if someone asks him if he
regrets having moved back, he says no. Although it occurs to Hugh
that that’s been his stock answer for some time now. He hasn’t
really thought about it for a long time.

Hugh considers the
traffic. At this time of the afternoon the bars around Main Road
will be filling with students and media people having sundowners.
He’ll probably struggle for a parking place, so he might as well
park at home and walk. He turns into 8th Avenue and presses the
gate button on his key ring as he turns into his driveway. He locks
the car and checks that he has his wallet and keys before setting
out. Ideally he should change into more comfortable shoes, but that
would mean unlocking and disarming the house alarm and changing his
clothes, so he opts to walk looking like a dishevelled academic.
Which, Hugh supposes with a smile as he sets off at a rhythmic
pace, he is. He always wears a jacket and tie at the university,
even this month, setting up the macrochip. So today he has a reason
to be unkempt. At least he looks like he’s earning his living. The
tar swells and flows under his feet.

 


All those years ago, it
was the mundane respectability of university life that caused Hugh
to rebel and to strike out into the commercial world. He sat in his
first office in the department, a junior lecturer, just qualified
with his MSc in microelectronics, looked out of his window at the
concrete and the pigeons in their scrappy nests on the building’s
ledge, craned to see a patch of blue sky and thought he would be
suffocated if he stayed there. Soon he was a full-blown lecturer,
then being considered for a senior teaching position. One day, he
looked up from the papers on his desk and realised he had been at
the university for seven years and had repeated classes until they
meant nothing to him. His spare time was taken more with marking
undergraduate lab reports than with any research.

The HappySoft job just
fell into his lap. Strange to think of HappySoft as a fledgling,
idealistic company, but there he was, in the early 80s, on the
ground floor, when it all started, when it was all exciting, when
they were developing machines that would better the world, not
enslave or deaden it. Back then when everything was somehow shared,
utopian, pure. Hugh wants to check himself, wants to tell himself
that this familiar fuzzy-headed tirade that always seems to pop up
when he thinks of the old days just proves that he was deluded. But
he can’t quite believe it. What they were making then had promise.
Computers promised a future of education, of fun, of simplicity, a
social – dare he say socialist? – revolution. Now they were the
bane of civilisation. Everyone had to have one of these
disease-ridden machines that forced them to spend endlessly, that
were so shrouded in an unnecessary mystique that the people who
made them didn’t even know how they worked. In the old days
everyone could programme. An accounting package, or a really
enjoyable game, could operate on a 24 k memory. There wasn’t this
industry of built-in bugs and obscurantism, of gigabyte junk-code –
of course next year, it would be bazilliabytes or googobytes or
whatever the children at the helm would come up with next to name
their new wastes of space. Back then, there wasn’t the
sister-industry of virus writing and busting. Things were open
then. For a few years it seemed that the next great global industry
could be based on the principle of knowledge sharing.

And let’s not get
started on the Internet, Hugh. That its massive promise was snuffed
out by corporate marketers and porn-purveyors, that most people
don’t even remember the Internet before the World Wide Web – little
more than a flashing, annoying, constant advertising survey – that
children today don’t even know what it’s like not to be bombarded
with confidence-destroying logos while they’re trying to research a
school project just proves where the world is these days and how
far it’s gone in the last twenty years.

Take a deep
breath.

That’s better.

When he took the job
at HappySoft, he was amazed by how daring a move it seemed. His
colleagues in the department watched him go like fish watching one
of the school grow legs and walk out onto the bank. It was exciting
for Hugh, and for Marga. They lived in Seattle for seven years and
learned the pleasures of lattes and cappuccinos, of fusion cooking,
well before they became commonplace in South Africa. They were the
envy of their friends. But by the time Marga was pregnant, they
were ready to come home. They had the feeling, perhaps misguided –
they are still not sure, and now Tania’s teendom and the
ever-shifting country begs constant reappraisal – that they would
be able to raise their daughter in something like innocence, with
something like a sense of place.

Again, watching him
come home, many of his friends and ex-colleagues thought he was
mad. They would have killed for a job in the States, and Hugh and
Marga were coming home against the desperate press of middle-class
traffic. By this time HappySoft was a very significant corporation,
and had managed to sidestep sanctions by creating new companies and
freelance contracts. Hugh kept working on their payroll in South
Africa for another ten years.

He might criticise
HappySoft, make their voracious corporate imperialism the prime
reason for his decision to leave. It certainly was a reason. He was
no longer proud to be working for a company that had aggressively
turned against its founding ideals, and had shamelessly held onto
its name, even trademarking the word “Happy” along the way. They
had become a perverted smiley-face in global culture, a menacing,
greedy and smug grin. But he had waited long enough to be able to
afford to retire comfortably back into academia.

And he had difficulty
admitting the other reason: that soon he would have had little
choice but to leave, that he was swiftly heading towards
redundancy. It was only the length of his service to HappySoft that
had saved him up to now. He could rail as much as he liked against
new ways of doing things, against the way software and hardware
development had been divorced, the way nobody in the industry knew
how computers worked anymore; that, between them, a roomful of
people in any given city would not be able to build a computer. The
hardware was made by micro-robots in the East now and Hugh’s
original reason for being there had long been farmed out. He could
complain about the unnecessary obscurity and size of programming
codes, that each new language spawned a new industry around it of
training programmes and certifications, all enriching the same few
companies. But he could admit only to himself – he no longer felt
any sympathy from Marga, didn’t trust her to care about his
insecurity like she used to – that he could no longer follow the
changes. The complexity of new software outstripped him, and the
young people who fervently sweatshopped to build their new games
and platforms out-thought him by generations.

Hugh went back to
education, to explain things from the beginning to beginners, in
some way to explain it all to himself again. It was a calming
return for him; he was pleased to return to the warm and sleepy
cocoon of academia. Feeling his mind slow in pace, he also felt
able to breathe again. In his four years back at the university,
his panic, his feeling of inadequacy, his paranoid sense that he
was being overwhelmed by an intricate corporate conspiracy, began
to ebb. Marga seemed to notice the changes and seemed relieved that
her husband was more at ease.

When had Marga started
seeming and when had he stopped knowing? Hugh asks himself.
As for Tania, he supposes she’s happy, but she’s seventeen, and who
can tell? When last had she spoken to him?

 


Hugh snaps out of his
mind as he almost walks into a lamp post. He looks around and finds
that he’s outside the Jamaican-style eatery and drinkery on 4th
Avenue, just around the corner from Main and the hardware. Looking
at the sun starting to set over Westdene, the clouds frozen in a
sky caught in transition between blue and nothing and rose, he has
the distinct sensation that time has stopped. The people on the
street seem suspended in non-committal lethargy. There’s a group of
teenaged schoolchildren down on the corner, a handful of people
drinking on the bar’s pavement terrace, under the frayed palm
fronds and against the use-polished and etched cane railings. A man
watches from the dark interior, lit only by the yellow neon of one
of the fridges. There’s a run-down house across the road and two
lots up from the bar. A hand has timidly pulled back the net
curtain of its front window and an eye regards the world through
its dusty glass.

Hugh watches the scene
wide-eyed, unapologetic, as if he’s invisible, drinking in every
detail as if he’s looking at a life-sized photograph. The circuit
of the macrochip is still buzzing through his head. He draws
coloured lines on the tableau before him, from the dark man inside
the bar, to the two women talking at a table on the terrace,
through himself and the centre he can no longer find, down to the
schoolchildren at the corner, zinging to the two homeless children
and one old woman at the intersection with their cardboard signs,
buzzing up the lamp post and down to the car guards sitting on
their plastic crates across the road, bouncing into the
hand-and-eye’s window, speeding like a rat back down the pavement,
into the bar, scurrying across a waiter’s sandalled toes, powering
up the refrigerator with its neon sign, the yellow light pulsing
out of the window-holes over the drivers in their cars, the workers
and shoppers along the street, outglowing the pink of the sun,
mixing orange like an island cocktail, the yellow light springing
like a fountain from this spot in Melville, spreading over
Johannesburg, spilling out over Africa, flooding the world, gilding
the visible universe, finally reaching heaven like the Mormon
angels.

It’s a feeling Hugh
hasn’t had for many years. It feels like wonder. Then Hugh flicks
the switch with a mental tic and, as quickly as it spread, all that
energy sucks back into him with a gasp.

On the pole in front
of him, covering flakes of silver paint and patches of rust, are
the torn-off scraps of glued-on bills, half-dates, an eye, the neck
of a guitar, coils and coils of plastic string in different colours
from every time a vendor put up a new newspaper headline until the
lamp post looks like a hippie’s arm. And there’s a fairly recent
photocopied sign with a black-and-white picture of a
black-and-white dog, a familiar-looking collie of sorts. The sign
says LOST DOG in neat handwriting and has a telephone number, no
name at the bottom.

Hugh’s not usually
suckered by pictures of animals or children, but there’s something
about this sign that moves him, as if somehow he can imagine the
pain of the family that has lost their beloved pet, as if somehow
he can remember the animal but can’t quite bring it to mind now.
This sense of “shoulda vu”, as Marga puts it, is not uncommon to
him. When he’s preoccupied with a task or an idea, he might even
forget the most basic of things, like his brother’s name or his own
telephone number. He has learned not to worry about it because he
knows he’ll soon remember. If he doesn’t, it’s not important.

A car guard with a
knitted cap shifts on his red crate and pitches a small stone into
the road and the clouds and the sun and life seem to grind back
into motion. The group of schoolchildren, three girls and two boys,
idle their way up the pavement toward Hugh. They are sloppily
dressed. The girls have their jerseys tied around their waists,
their green skirts and white shirts somehow skew, dark-coloured
underthings showing between the blouse buttons and at the neckline.
The boys have scuffed shoes, their shirts half-trailing from their
pants. Their ties are still on, after a fashion, loosely looped.
One of the girls is familiar to him and despite his poor eyesight
he recognises her before the group reaches him.

He smiles and says,
“Oh, hello, sweetheart.”

“Hi, Dad,” says Tania,
and points out the neater of the two boys, only his shirt showing
from under his faded green school jersey. “This is my friend Lyon.”
Not troubling to introduce her other friends.

“Hello, Mr … uh,
hello,” the boy says. He’s standing a few metres back, doesn’t
approach Hugh, doesn’t offer to shake hands. That suits Hugh; he’s
not a natural handshaker either. He looks like a good boy. He has
an intelligent face, and seems a little shy, so Hugh doesn’t want
to terrify him further.

“Where’re you going,
Dad?” asks Tania. She’s used to making the conversation with her
father. It’s not that he doesn’t want to talk to her, it’s more
that he’s usually distracted. It really should be the adult who
takes responsibility for keeping conversation going, Tania thinks,
but she also knows that asking a specific question is the only way
she’ll get any information out of him.

“Oh, just to the
hardware to see if my outstanding equipment has come in yet.”

“Dad’s making some
sort of giant model at Wits,” Tania tells her friends. They murmur
various degrees of interest. The other boy tries to tickle one of
the girls in her armpit and she squeals in a mixture of irritation
and delight.

“You must all come
along when we open,” Hugh says. “We switch on soon. It will really
help you understand how it works.”

“Okay, Dad,” says
Tania. She doesn’t know what “it” is they’ll understand. She’d
rather just go and see the model when it’s done than ask him and
get involved in a long lecture. Her father seems to forget that
she’s not one of his students, and she doesn’t know what he’s going
on about half the time. That is if he actually ever spends the time
trying to explain anything to her or talks to her like she did
understand. She tries to think what she’d prefer – a lecture or no
explanation – and gets confused herself. Or hey, how about just
some time talking about other things altogether?

“See you later,” Hugh
says, and walks off.

“Jesus, Lyon, you’re
funny,” laughs Tania as the friends stroll across the road and up
the pavement. “Uh, hello, uh, Mr, uh, duh …” she mimics in a thick
accent and the others laugh along.

“Har har,” he objects
and aims a punch at her, which she dodges deftly. “How am I
supposed to sniff what your dad’s surname is? Just because I know
yours doesn’t mean his is the same. I’ve been caught with that too
often …” he trails off. But he’s not angry. He looks at her
tenderly and Tania’s face concedes his point with a subtle
expression.

“Shit,” says Jemma,
the third girl, “I thought you were going to be bust as well.”

“Ja,” agrees Lyon, “I
didn’t really want to breathe beer into your father’s face.”

“Ag, he probably
wouldn’t have even noticed,” says Tania. It’s Friday afternoon and
today the boys have smuggled bottles of beer in their schoolbags.
The friends have just been up to the koppies to celebrate the
weekend with a new ritual.

“Speaking of beer,”
says Mark Devlin, “I need a piss.” He unzips and aims a strong
amber stream at the flecking white paint of a low concrete-panel
wall.

“Fuck, Dev!” whines
Kathleen, now, as often, embarrassed to be known as his girlfriend.
“Do you have to do that here?”

“Hey, I couldn’t wait.
A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.” Lyon snorts in
amusement, but also checks over his shoulder. Dev goes back to
focussing on the pleasure of release, sighing dramatically,
“Aaaaah.” As he finishes off with a flourish, a couple of extra
spurts and an elaborate shake, he adds, “Anyway, I thought you were
supposed to be rebels, ‘alternatives’, hey?”

“It’s not you pissing
against the wall we object to,” says Jemma, “it’s having to see
your disgusting thing in the sunlight!”

There are too many
openings for a great comeback available to Dev and in his confusion
he chooses “Well, you could look away if you wan–” He is cut off
when a large rat runs over his foot. With a curse he leaps a metre
backwards and almost knocks Kathleen to the ground. Tania squeals
despite herself.

“Jesus, look over
here, guys.” Jemma is leaning over the weathered wall and looking,
fascinated, into the small front garden. There are no flowerbeds or
plants apart from a wild growth of grass and weeds. Dozens of rats
are burrowing through the tangle. The friends each let out a
discrete cry of disgust and fright, and move quickly up the
road.

Tania turns back to
look at the house. Most properties in the area are very well kept,
with fresh, often brightly coloured paint, their tiny gardens chic.
Closer to the busyness of the bars and clubs, though, on the less
valuable stands, the old workers’ houses remain shabby. This house
is semi-detached, with an old-fashioned textured wall finish. Each
bump is layered with dust, thickest under the eaves, where not even
rainwater can reach. Its twin is tiredly decorated with a ceramic
moon and stars and with the street number. There are daisies
growing in its garden. The rat-garden hasn’t been tended for a long
time, and any sign of care that might have been there has long been
overgrown and overrun. The burglar-bars are daunting and the lace
curtains dull. One of them moves aside and a haunted eye peers out
from the darkness, looking directly at Tania, but not connecting,
somehow not seeing her. It’s like being looked at by a blind woman.
Tania jerks away quickly and hurries to catch up with her friends,
feeling cold.

 


“Hey, that’s Lyon,
Richard’s brother,” says Renée to Shane who is sitting with her at
a table on the Island Style pavement terrace.

Shane looks over at
the group of schoolchildren across the road. One of the boys has
just started peeing against a wall. She laughs and says wryly,
“Looks like a nice boy.”

“Oh no! Not him, the
other one,” Renée says. She’s silent for a beat, then says, “Lyon
is a really nice kid, sensitive. A searcher. He might grow up to be
a good man.”

“Unlike Richard?”

Renée smiles and nods
somewhat guiltily, then shakes her head in wonder. After all this
time apart, the empathic connection between Shane and her is still
there. They’ve just picked up where they left off. Renée takes
Shane’s hand in hers on the tabletop, between the empty glasses and
the settled bill, and squeezes it tight. She looks deep into her
eyes. Her own eyes feel prickly, watery, but she doesn’t feel like
crying. She feels like bounding. “My God,” she says, “I know I’ve
said this about twenty times this afternoon, but it’s so good to
see you again. What happened between us?”

“Let’s not allow it to
happen again. Then we will have plenty of time to think and talk
about the past. And more important, about now.” Shane turns her
hand with Renée’s and checks her watch. “I’ve got to get some stuff
for the studio before the hardware closes. Do you want to
come?”

“Yes, sure. That’ll be
fun. It’ll be like the old days. And might inspire me to start
working again.” The two women stand.

“Hey, Sexy,” says
Shane, looking at Renée’s tight T-shirt and jeans, “that belly of
yours is enough to inspire art.”

“Hmm, so it’s
official, is it? I’m showing … Better start thinking of buying some
tents to wear.” Renée pauses and smiles as Shane scans her proudly.
“Tell you what. You lend me some of your inspiration and I’ll swap
you some nausea. How does that sound?” The women laugh and hold
each other tightly around the waist as they walk off down the
street.

They approach the
intersection and pass two small children, a boy and a girl, holding
cardboard signs, begging for change. Renée looks into the reddened
eyes of the little girl and feels a pain in her middle. She digs in
her pocket for some money to give her and tries not to look at the
other destitute people who seem to line the corner as they turn
toward the hardware store.

 


Aden watches the two
women go. He knows what he looks like. His hair too long, stringy
with dirt. It’s not like he’s forgotten himself, somehow become
someone else in this slow and tortuous decline. That’s what hurts
the most. That he remembers who he was.

He’s sitting in the
dark interior of the eatery, looking outside as if the world was a
screen. Hallucinatory cards keep scrolling down in front of his
eyes. Been playing too much solitaire on the computer again. It’s
like eating peanuts. One, and the next, and you’re hooked and you
just can’t stop. Until you’re actually physically ill from it. Then
your mind is leached. It’s another day’s work down the drain. Not
that he’s been able to work, create anything, for what seems like
the longest time.

Today, he got out bed
at noon and went straight to the computer. He actually felt okay
this morning, better than in a long time. He’d had every intention
of doing a little writing today. He just thought he’d play a few
games while he ate his toast and had his first cup of coffee. Then,
on his second cup, he’d close the game and open the story. Then he
thought he’d get into the zone better if he listened to some music,
got his right brain working. By three, thousands of dollars behind
on solitaire’s casino scoring system, no chance of winning them
back, he’d just had enough. He stalked out of his flat and took a
walk to clear his head. But all he could think of as he walked was
layering red on black on red on black on red on black. He walked
the few blocks to the Jamaican place, eyes scanning desperately for
some stimulation, some inspiration, but seeing nothing but the
cards.

Now, sitting inside
this bar, looking like a regular, looking like part of the dark
furniture he can’t describe, he’s run out of words. He usually goes
to the pool bar up the road to drink the afternoon slowly away and
kill the evening with memories of success and something approaching
happiness. He sits at the bar and watches the carefree couples
playing frame after frame, kissing each other after a bad shot. But
today something told him to walk along 4th, go past Island Style,
and sure enough, as if they had been there always, waiting all this
time for him to pass by in his torment, there sat Renée and Shane.
The two women who had ruined his life.

He used to be a human,
and now he’s something animal. Because of them. He used to be
human, but now he’s more of a cyborg, living to survive by rote.
They made him sing with life, made life sing with him, then they
pulled it away with them.

It seemed so obvious
to him, not a surprise to see them. As if the universe had found
one more way to fuck him over. How, the universe asked, could it
screw him further into the ground? This was all it had left to hurt
him, when he had lost everything else that meant anything to him.
He’s taken to expecting the worst.

When he saw them, he
needed to be near them, but there was no way he could let them see
him. A conversation with them would make him die. He sneaked in
through the side entrance, but he needn’t have sneaked. They would
have had to look long and hard to recognise him. Mentally shave
away the beard, cut away the lank and greasy hair, take him back to
the time to when he lived and walked with creatures like them.

And so Aden saw them,
watched them talk, unable to hear them, saw them obscured by ghosts
of hearts and clubs. Saw those faces he thought he’d never forget.
He watched them get up and leave. Watched them walk, with such
attention as if to burn the shape of them into his mind,
overwriting the shapes of the diamonds and the digging spades. He
skulks, alone again and aimless again, painfully aware that he fits
seamlessly into the shadows.

He used to be a
student, a writer, a lover. He used to engage with life, belong to
it. They took the only cords he had when they left, everything that
connected him to the world. Now the virtual cards, red on black on
red on black, spilling across his brain, red on black spilling over
the virtual baize on the screen, the cards are his only interface
with the world. And all he seems to do now is watch sightlessly.
And his whole world is red and black, and smirking, aloof
royalty.

What did he do to them
to deserve having his life taken away? Did he do something so
bad?

Maybe, with them, he
was always above his station. He was a two or a three, consorting
with the queens. You build a one onto a king and the game is
over.

 


Hugh is shuffling
through packages of diodes, trying to decide on red or blue or
green or yellow for the few remaining positions he has open. He
wipes his hand on his trouser leg and a woody smudge of dust smears
onto it. Hugh delights in the sawdust smell of this large shop, the
occasional whine of the saws, the grinding of the key cutter.
Something’s being done here. Something tangible’s being made. This
sawdust, he considers, is the effluent of that spirit of
enterprise. And as far as effluents go, it’s an organic, healthy
one. He looks around him, at the hive-like store, the nooks for the
locksmith and the electronics expert, the information desk and the
cashiers. All of it hidden by the busy mass of clutter but for the
blue plastic signs dangling arrows down from the ceiling.

He consults the plan
of the macrochip, squatting down in the aisle, noisily smoothing
the paper on the floor, mumbling to himself. A young clerk – no
more than twenty years old – eyes him with a mixture of irritation
and superiority. Hugh wonders what it is about a middle-aged man
that evokes such a sense of propriety in the young. Is it that this
young man sees his future in Hugh and the sight dismays him? This
young man wants to know that when he’s fifty he’ll not be squatting
inappropriately in a shop on a Friday afternoon. Hugh used to be
the same. He used to believe he would grow up one day. Somehow, he
had never settled down. Never grown up before he started growing
old.

When he had first
proposed the macrochip to Boris Jackson, Boris was indulgent,
smiling tiredly. Hugh knew Boris thought he was a little mad, but
had long ago come to accept the madness of colleagues – and perhaps
a little of his own – as a regular part of his job as head of the
physics department. Hugh had looked around Jackson’s office, at the
academic comfort and security of it. The accreted books, lying
every possible way, every possible shade of yellow. The plaques and
blueing prints on the wall, which Hugh knew Boris kept meaning to
replace but one year just seemed to have the habit of blending into
the next. The pot plants on the windowsill, leafy, unruly, their
terracotta pots crusted with years of sweating, desalination, of
osmosis and photosynthesis. When Boris had first obtained them,
Hugh was sure, he didn’t imagine that he would still be tending
them two decades later. The greatest upheaval in those plants’
lives was the three or four moves along the corridor they had to
endure as Boris turned into Dr Jackson and then Professor Jackson
and then the Head. Would they survive the big trek across the
piazza to the faculty offices if Boris made Dean?

Boris had poured tea
into the brown smoked-glass cups he had owned forever and needed to
update, muted to opacity by countless scrubs. He was glad to have
his old friend back in the fold again. When Hugh returned, Boris
had imagined that his experience in the outside world would make
him a dynamic teacher, full of new ideas and even more avant-garde
than he had been when he was younger. So it was something of a
surprise to him when Hugh’s courses turned out to be basic and
introductory. Very thorough. Hugh’s students consistently praised
the lucidity of the course. They often said, even at third-year
level, that this was the first time they truly understood most of
the concepts they had apparently bluffed their way through until
now. Hugh seemed to have none of that itch for arcane research he
had developed when they were junior lecturers together in the
dinosaur days. Hugh had now become an asset to the department, and
took the pressure off a lot of the other teachers to explain
themselves assiduously to the students. They would simply refer
confused students to Dr Epstein during consulting hours. Hugh, to
the department’s pleasure and surprise, enjoyed helping in this
capacity and even doubled his hours.

Since he had been
back, he had also developed a reputation in the faculty and among
the students as an eccentric. He didn’t shy from expounding his
paranoid theories of corporate conspiracies, and this delighted and
entertained the students. Happy students meant more students and
better results, which meant more funding. Boris certainly wouldn’t
take issue with Hugh’s methods.

When Hugh had a
project in mind – and this macrochip idea was a prime example – he
would almost become obsessed by it. He seemed to enjoy having an
excuse to be subsumed into the work. As Boris’s son would say, “he
was a man on a mission”. Boris knew that Hugh would eventually wear
him down, so refusing was out of the question. But this project was
a difficult one to authorise – logistically, if not politically. It
was perhaps a measure of Hugh’s sporadic monomania that he assumed
it would be an easy thing to get sole use of one of the university
sports fields for the three weeks he needed to set up and show the
macrochip.

In the end, Hugh’s
proposal and defence of the project had been so fervent, but at the
same time so sensible, that Boris decided to do what he could to
make it happen. Hugh reminded him – and the Dean, and the Academic
Council, and Jeff Spicer and the Grounds Department, when the time
came – that yes, after all, they worked at a university in order to
educate people, to spread knowledge. If they could do that on a big
and exciting scale, in an accessible way, all the better. Show the
macrochip to schoolchildren, invite interested members of the
public, try to get sponsorships. Reach out to the community around
them, and all that.

The indulgence shown
by Jackson and the university to Epstein and his bizarre scheme –
and the fact that this display was going up at the Education
Campus’s main stadium no less – did not go unnoticed. The decision
was accompanied by loud grumbling from the sports clubs and members
of the Science Faculty and other faculties who felt far less
favoured. But, after all of it, here is Hugh, a week to go until
the lights go on.

 


Ron, the hardware
shop’s assistant manager, approaches Hugh, and the young clerk
shuffles off, no doubt so that he can idle elsewhere,
unmonitored.

“Afternoon, Dr
Epstein,” Ron says. “How can I help?”

“Oh, hello.” Hugh
stands up stiffly. He’s been on his haunches for a while, losing
track of time again. “I’m just collecting a few last things. Do you
know whether my orders have come in yet?” Ron is in his late
thirties, friendly, knowledgeable and helpful without being
overbearing. Hugh’s glad that he, rather than the store manager,
sees to him when he comes in. The manager makes him feel foolish.
On purpose. One of those people who like to show how much they
know. Maybe compensating for some lack of confidence, maybe not.
Maybe he does know everything about his field, and thinks nothing
else is worth knowing. A lot like many of those new people at
HappySoft.

“I think we’ve got
almost everything for you. Let’s just go and check on the
computer.”

Hugh shakes and
stretches the pins and needles out of his legs. He and Ron move to
the counter at the front of the shop as two attractive women walk
in, holding each other tightly around the waist, smiling. Hugh
watches them as they climb the stairs to the first floor. The
stairway is bright with hardware brand names and festooned with
plastic garlands. The garden shop is one of the departments housed
upstairs. At the top of the stairs an archway is braided with more
plastic foliage, and as the two women walk up the stairs and under
the arch, making their way to the paint section, they look to Hugh
like lovers on the way to the altar.

Hugh remembers a book
on “alternative weddings” he saw at a Senate House book sale. The
cover picture had a woman in a simple, summery white dress and a
man in a black suit, his tie loosely knotted, walking hand in hand
through a sunny field of yellow flowers, looking happy and relaxed.
Hugh found that scene appealing. He thinks of all the traditional
weddings he’s been to and how they now seem to blend into each
other. Only those of his dearest friends or close family stand out
at all now – and not because of any details of the wedding itself.
It’s more about who was getting married, and he can’t recall the
colours or the venues or the menus. If he had attended a wedding on
a beach or in a forest or a meadow, he would have remembered that
forever.

He thinks of his own
wedding to Marga. The seemingly endless preparations, nerves
stretched and fraying, and then when the day came, it all seemed to
be over before he could blink. Marga was beautiful that day. The
afternoon sun through the stained glass melted colours into her
dress during the service. She looked steadily, bravely, into his
eyes as they swapped vows. The guests seemed to have fun at the
reception. But after all the months of balancing their families’
often discordant desires with their own, of venues and flowers and
caterers and ministers, they were simply more tired than they
should have been. So much for the wedding night, Hugh remembers
wryly.

In retrospect, their
wedding could have done with a little less formality.

An alternative
wedding. That would’ve been nice.

He looks back up at
the women, now thoughtfully choosing paints. They would surely have
to have an alternative wedding! They look comfortable together, and
with themselves. Marga, too, used to wear alluring clothes and
smile. She’d seduce him, and despite himself – always busy, always
a little serious, always set on conquering the world – he’d find
himself melting to her. Maybe it’s natural. You reach a certain age
and you stop trying all those young things.

But the blonde woman
must be around forty, not much younger than Marga. She looks alive.
Happy.

“What are you making
with all this stuff?” It’s the young clerk, who’s quietly moved
behind the counter and is studying the list of Hugh’s orders.
Surely Hugh’s being oversensitive when he detects some derision in
his voice? The boy is tall, handsome, probably a student who
believes that he’ll soon be onto better things than working
part-time in a hardware shop. Hugh wants to warn the boy not to be
overconfident. That life’s lessons will be harder if he’s not
prepared for disappointment. But he realises he’s being
hypocritical. When he was young, he did exciting things because he
had a blind faith in the future. That’s what youth is for. And so
far, life hasn’t ambushed him terribly. Hugh’s someone who enjoys
giving young people the opportunities and boost they need to soar
into life, and here he is, jealous of this boy. Take away his
podium and his chalk and he feels a little pathetic.

So what is he making
with all this stuff? Hugh laughs, thinks of the trumpeting angels
endorsing his project, his life’s course, and answers him.

“Light for the world,
son. Light for the world.”

 


An eight-year-old girl
looks through the window of the shop. Her dusty face is caked with
mud from smudged tears. She’s been fighting with her brother, a
year older and in charge of the money they collect. Ordinarily
he’ll allow her to buy two toffees before they head back up to the
koppies. They’ve got enough for bread and beans, enough for the
men, but he’s just being horrible today. She’s so tired. Earlier
they came across some sheets of old corrugated iron from a house
that was being fixed. He made her carry two big, sharp pieces. He
said that he had to run back and tell the men where the metal was
but that she must carry some to the camp in case the rest was gone
before he and the men got back. Her hands are cut and stinging and
she hasn’t found enough water to clean them as their mother always
told her to do. All day she’s walked, one eye on the people, their
faces, their eyes, their hands, the other on the ground, behind
hoardings and buildings, in bins and dumps, always on the lookout
for more cardboard and thick plastic. She’s worked so hard today,
and she’s so tired, and he’s just being mean.

She’s standing,
looking in through the window of the shop. She ignores the man in
the shop shooing her away. She’s not asking for anything. She wants
to see the lady who came in here just now, who passed her and her
brother just now. She was pretty, smiling and laughing, and then
she looked into her eyes and was sad, as if she was going to cry.
She wants to show the lady that she’s sorry for making her sad. All
day, every day, she makes people cross or sad. But she wants to see
this lady, she wants to smile at her, to say she’s sorry.
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The burned grass
crunches under his boots and the cold July wind that has steadily
been picking up from the west whisks a plosion of fine ash away,
fast and close to the ground. Lyon Appel treads heedlessly, trying
to gather an uncaring nonchalance, stomping out the voices in his
head that exhort him to stick to the path, prevent erosion, even
here in this suburban strip of Johannesburg veld, undeveloped only
because of the high-voltage pylons that buzz above his head. He
treads loudly, purposely working off a vestige of his earlier
anger, which hasn’t yet been completely burned away by the
walk.

He’d slammed the door
on his parents’ home forty-five minutes before, decided to walk out
onto the koppies the long way, take the last entrance from the far
end of Westdene. The heat in him is often soothed by a walk along
the ridge, especially on a winter’s day like this – bright blue and
crisp. It is near noon but the sun is dipping low in the north,
glancing off him as he moves above and away from it all now,
lighting the vapour that forms around his breath.

He keeps up a steady
pace, tramping head down across a burned swathe of grass and small
rocks, an alien landscape, the rocks somehow too evenly spaced. He
passes an old couple walking two dogs. The man greets him and the
small dog, a fluffy white type with sooty feet, eyes him warily,
looks up at his mistress and decides against yapping at him. Lyon
is relieved. He pictures himself kicking the small dog with the
hard toe of his boot, the furball rolling through the ashy scrub,
becoming grey then black, and whining as it goes. He pictures the
recriminations, the conflict, the just-too-much-effort that seems
to accompany any spontaneous action. The trouble that always seems
to come with any expression of his dense and nebulous feelings.
Just leave me alone, he pleads with more than just the fluffy dog,
and I will cause no trouble. With his brown and faded blue and
black clothing, he can feel almost invisible in the right
contortion.

When he comes to the
crest of the ridge, he stops for the first time, breathing hard,
the vapour pluming. He has climbed to the highest point of the
ridge, and Johannesburg lies draped in a distinct layer of brown
smog around him. He turns a full circle, his heels scoring the sand
at his feet. There, sticking out of the treed plain, are the
outcrops of Randburg and Sandton, Rosebank, and as he turns, the
hospital, Hillbrow, the city, Braamfontein, his house somewhere
below him in Melville, then round to the haze of Soweto, then more
of the ridge. Directly below him lies West Park Cemetery, with cars
crawling along its paths and dozens of new holes waiting, covered
with tarpaulins that shine greasily in this angle of the sun.

He’s never been to a
funeral, and isn’t at his grandmother’s today. He just knew he
wouldn’t be able to handle that rawness, people crying, his mother
crying, maybe even his father crying. And how is he supposed to
act, how is he supposed to feel? He loved Gran, but she was old and
she died. Lyon’s father had shouted at him when he said he didn’t
want to go. “Show some respect!” he said, but Lyon had entreated
his mother to excuse him, to understand. She’d gently laid her hand
on her husband’s arm – Lyon was surprised by that intimate gesture
– and said, “Let him stay behind, Hector. When we were teenagers we
didn’t want to think about death either.”

How could he explain
it to them? How could he explain it to himself? It wasn’t that he
didn’t want to go to the funeral, wasn’t that he didn’t want to say
goodbye to Gran. His father’s confused, sad, helpless look today
made something unpleasant lodge inside Lyon. It was far more
difficult to see his father this way than angry or distant or just
neutral. His mother’s tired gentleness, the thought of all those
other sad relatives – these things made him feel blocked up inside,
made a pressure build up there until he had a headache. And for
sure, he didn’t want any of them to see him crying.

He already misses
Gran.

So he’d made a show of
being angry, because he couldn’t explain these things to his
parents. As he stormed out of the sitting-room he looked back once
at his mother. Her look told him it was okay that he didn’t go,
that she understood.

He looks down at the
slate-coloured fields of graves and thinks of his grandmother. Now,
or soon, they’ll be at the graveside, burying her, but from this
distance he can’t make out where her grave might be, which cars and
dark-clothed people belong to his family. There are groups there,
supporting each other, all experiencing the same thing. He is
starting to feel left out, that he’d made a mistake by missing the
funeral. But admitting this would be admitting that his father had
been right. He flicks the hair out of his eyes and smoulders. I can
say goodbye to people wherever and whenever, he thinks. I’m not
like them, making a symbolic show and then just forgetting.

He turns and walks
east along the ridge, keeping the horizon in view on both sides of
him. He dismisses his grandmother’s ghost with a decisive “That’s
right. Teenagers aren’t supposed to think about death all the
time”, muttered into the polar air.

A few minutes later he
meets up with the dog-walking couple again. The woman is pouring
water from a bottle into a plastic ice-cream tub and the large dog
is drinking thirstily. The small dog doesn’t even look at Lyon. The
man smiles again and asks, “Are you enjoying your walk?”

“Yes, thanks,” Lyon
replies politely. Some of his friends have vindictive, drunken,
nasty grandparents, but to him the idea of a horrible old person is
quite foreign.

“Nice day for it,”
says the man, indicating the sun and the fresh air with a
gesture.

“Yes,” Lyon replies
and quickens his pace over a hill of rocks. He is feeling better
now, warmed by the man’s friendliness. He has spoken to Lyon like
an adult, hasn’t regarded him as some threatening lout. And Lyon
has enjoyed that flash of normality. He doesn’t always want to be
in conflict with people, with the world. But people keep on making
assumptions, judging him, before he himself even knows who he is
and what he stands for. You’d think that his own family would
understand him best, but they make the worst sort of judgements.
Sometimes they even seem afraid of him. Lyon can admit to himself
here on the ridge, away from it all, above it all, that he is just
a seventeen-year-old boy trying hard to become a man. Strangers
walking their dogs can see this, but his own family thinks he is
becoming a monster.

He stops at a
sheltered ledge of rock where a campfire has been made. He scuffs
his boot through the cold ash and the charcoal, then sits on his
haunches, sifting through the remains of the fire with a twig,
pretending to be a forensic investigator. There’s a seared baked
beans can and an empty bottle that held cheap vodka. Some plastic
sheeting and flattened cardboard boxes lie under a nearby bush.
It’s just homeless people, he concludes. The nights must be bloody
cold out here. He walks on and sees evidence of other fires and
meals. Quite a lot of people must sleep on this ridge at night.

A few paces on, a
small star on a rock wall catches his eye. There are long drippings
from a number of purple and red candles that have been propped into
small crevices in the wall and have melted down completely. There
are empty beer bottles and a bottle of more expensive vodka left
standing in a corner of the rock shelter, a few sprigs of plants in
a tin can. Lyon pokes through the ashes of the fire and finds
scraps of charred paper, too burned to read. He recognises the
print from a Doc Martens boot like the ones he’s wearing. Evidence
of Satanic ritual, he files the report in his head.

The idea of Satan and
evil scares Lyon in a dark and large and vague way. His family
doesn’t go to church much, but this doesn’t prevent him from having
a pervasive sense of good and evil. But not like James, a Catholic
guy he sometimes speaks to at school, who seems to have a much more
comforting grasp of the concept of evil than Lyon does. James
believes he is protected by God and Christ, and yes, evil does
exist, but it is limited by the greater strength of Christ’s good.
Lyon understands the concept of good – people being nice to each
other, he supposes, people doing good things. Evil, on the other
hand, seems supernatural to him. Murderers and robbers are bad.
They are just people doing very bad things. In evil, the devil
comes up, like in horror movies, scares everyone shitless, destroys
everything, makes everyone suffer forever.

These candles, these
charred remains, mean that people nearby – people who wear boots
and drink beer and vodka – are doing frightening things. Usually,
the fear of being murdered is far greater for Lyon than that of
devils and monsters, because it is something that really happens.
Usually, devils stay in the movies. But now, right here, real
people are trying to make the devil come up from hell.

Lyon stands up and
looks around him. Though it is a bright afternoon, he feels scared,
watched, feels a dark shadow, as if there was something horrible
lurking behind the fire-stunted bushes, behind the small outcrops
of rocks. His heart starts beating so fast that it hurts. He
hurries off the hills toward Main Road, skidding down an incline
and grazing himself in his haste. It is only when he gets to the
road, sees the cars and the pedestrians and the advertisements and
the shops, that he begins to calm down. It’s probably nothing, he
thinks to himself. They’re probably just playing around. Those few
people can’t make the devil come up. It doesn’t look like the
devil’s here. All these people are just doing their own thing. All
these busy people are stronger than a few Satanists. So if you just
carry on and ignore the devil, he won’t get you. Lyon goes into the
café to play pinball for a couple of hours.

 


When he gets home, the
shadows are long and deep and it is getting cold. Lyon remembers
slamming the door earlier, still with a measure of that initial
indignation. Remembering his outburst causes him to be more worried
about getting in trouble than ashamed. He slinks around the side of
the house and enters by the kitchen door. He knows Martha will
still be at the house today and when she is there the back door
remains unlocked.

Martha is in the
kitchen, washing dishes, when Lyon walks in. She looks at him with
a subtle smile and puts a finger to her lips. Why is she telling
him to be quiet? He isn’t making any noise. Sometimes Martha seems
to Lyon like another nagging mother. She likes to boss him around.
Maybe she misses her own children. Well, at least she is a mother
he can gladly ignore when she gets weird. He looks at Martha wryly,
with a crinkled, bemused expression as he walked towards the door
to the dining-room and the rest of the house.

He comes to a sudden
stop. There is a commotion in the dining-room. He stands frozen,
caught in the everyday motion of pushing the swing door open. It’s
his mother and Renée, shouting at each other. He peers through the
crack in the doorway. Both women are still wearing black dresses.
His mother is standing in the corner, behind the table, next to the
mantelpiece. Her face is red. She looks very tired and very angry.
Renée stands in the centre of the room, her shoes off, and despite
himself, despite his mother’s anger, Lyon cannot help looking at
Renée’s legs in sheer black pantyhose, at the arousing seam of them
over her toes. But the sight of his mother, almost crying, in an
inexplicable turmoil, brings his mind back to her. Lyon has never
seen his mother like this. He’d seen her and Renée fight before,
but not like this.

As the shouting
continues, Lyon looks back at Martha. He is caught here in the
kitchen, between the fighting women and the cold and rapidly
darkening outside. And in the centre is Martha, with her knowing
look of sympathy. In his confusion, he has a sudden urge to shout
at her. He wants to tell her to get out, that this has nothing to
do with her, that this is something she shouldn’t be seeing. But
she’s been with his family for longer than he’s been alive.
Sometimes she seems to Lyon more a part of the family than he does.
And he doesn’t think he could be rude to her, even now, when what
he wants more than anything else is to be alone. He is embarrassed
to be showing off his discomposure and indecisiveness. Stuck here
with Martha in the uncomfortable middle, he doesn’t want to show
her anything.

Now Renée is speaking
loudly, almost losing control, almost crying, saying, “You should
look beyond your hatred for me – your jealousy, whatever it is –
and think about your family.” She brings her hands up to cradle her
belly.

“Jealousy?” shouts his
mother. “Jealousy? You have no idea, do you?” She pauses, shaking
her head, as if deciding something for herself. “Actually, I have
no idea why I have to deal with this sort of …” – she struggles
tensely to keep the profanity in, but continues – “… shit in
my own house.” Lyon’s mother sweeps past Renée, goes down the
passage and slams her bedroom door behind her.

Renée puts both hands
on the table and leans heavily over them. She swears quietly to
herself and starts crying in earnest, shaking her head. Why should
Mom be jealous of Renée or hate her, Lyon wonders, before the shape
of Renée in her black dress invades his mind. He looks at her
shrouded back and her buttocks, at her legs, her arms and her hair.
He looks at her closely, growing hard, full of an overwhelming,
amorphous desire. Looking at Renée from here behind the door,
almost spying on her, is a unique opportunity. Usually, he’d glance
at her across the dinner table or while watching TV in the lounge,
afraid to linger too long, afraid to flush and swell in her
presence, afraid that she’d read his mind. He watches her as she
wipes her eyes with the back of her hand and walks out of the
room.

He starts guiltily
when Martha sneaks up from too close behind him and presents him
with a cup of tea and a tray of cutlery and asks him to help her
set the table.

 


It has been a long day
for them all and after dinner nobody is in the mood to stay up and
watch TV. Lyon goes to his bedroom and soon his mother comes to say
goodnight to him. Today, especially, Ann remembers Lyon as her
little boy. It used to be that she was “tucking him in”, but things
changed a couple of years ago. Without really noticing it, without
making any decision, Lyon has drifted out of childhood. It is these
evening rituals that made this shift most noticeable. At some stage
Lyon stopped asking his mother whether he could stay up and read
and she and Hector stopped noticing when he went to bed. While this
lack of scrutiny is freedom, in some ways it is also a loss. Lyon
goes to his room after dinner and a little TV, stays up as long as
he wants, reading, playing on his computer. At first, he had stayed
up too late only once or twice and the interminable, exhausted
dreariness of school the next day stopped him wanting to do that
more often. His parents were relieved that he was a sensible boy
who didn’t need much looking after.

So “tucking in”, an
arrangement of the duvet over Lyon’s shoulders, organisation of the
stuffed toys, turning off the lights, has become “saying
goodnight”, and Ann is happy that her son still allows her this
moment. Lyon would usually still be in his clothes, lying on top of
the bed with a book or magazine. The stuffed toys have long been
packed away. Ann fondly remembers the panda bear her mother patched
when it became worn, and the silk-horned rhino, which were Lyon’s
favourites. Ringo and Horny he named them, back in the days of
innocence. She can’t pinpoint the date when the stuffed toys lost
their place in Lyon’s bed. Perhaps around the time when he stopped
saying “I love you, Mommy”. Before he became self-conscious about
calling her anything. He used to call out across the house
“MommyIloveyou! MommyIloveyou!” like an exuberant religious chant.
It was such a strong incantation, it even protected him against the
ill-tempered adolescence of his older brother, Richard. Ann stands
at the doorway of her younger son’s bedroom and thinks about those
precious first years, about when expressing love was so pure and
simple, not something to weigh up.

But of course she
understands what it is to grow up. Lyon is a good boy. He doesn’t
fight her wilfully. Richard was more difficult growing up, but
things had a way of falling into his lap. Richard has let the years
pass, and now he is twenty-one, and still a very thoughtless boy in
an adult world. He possesses the car and the money and the suits.
Lord alone knows how he’s got into that somewhat dodgy “financing”
position. None of the skills or values she or Hector tried to teach
him have anything to do with sharp suits and slick marketing. And
Renée. Richard’s “girlfriend”, almost ten years older than him, and
pregnant. How on earth would Richard be able to raise a child? Lyon
can get intense and angry sometimes, but that is an expression of
his engagement with the world, of his quest to find a place and
answers. Ann is often amazed by how little parents can influence
their children. Here are two boys, raised in a similar way, such
different people, neither of them resembling their parents much.
She wonders whether Lyon would be happier if his adolescence had
been like Richard’s. Maybe for a few years, but in the long term,
if Lyon’s questioning results in at least some answers, she holds
out more hope for his adulthood.

As usual, Lyon is
half-sitting against his headboard, reading a book, his heater on
high. He looks up, smiles and puts the book aside as his mother
walks in. Ann is pleased. It looks like she’s going to be able to
sit with him and talk a little tonight.

“What’re you reading,
darling?” she asks.

“It’s some science
fiction stories.”

There’s not much she’d
be able to say to him about that. There is a short silence and Ann
sits down on the side of Lyon’s bed, brushes the hair from his
forehead, out of his eyes. His hair needs a wash. Again, he is so
different from Richard, who from an early age invested in hair gels
and colognes out of his own pocket. She hates comparing her
children, but Lyon seems to her so much more real, not hiding
behind something. His struggles are his own struggles, not made-up
ones. Her negative views on Richard are probably coloured by Renée
and by Richard’s current stupid behaviour. She should try not to be
ungenerous. Lyon smells like a teenage boy. His failure to smell
like a bar of soap might cause Hector mild embarrassment, but not
Ann. Yes, his hair is greasy but as she runs her hand through it
she simply wants to eat him.

She teasingly ruffles
his hair, knowing to expect the now common double response from him
– a trill of warmth and affirmation deeply covered, but not
entirely disguised, by a defensive flinch away from her touch.
Another one leaving her. And a brief pang of jealousy shoots
through her as she recalls the big hugs he still happily shares
with Renée. What is going on there? But tonight Lyon is relaxed and
not irritated with her, and she loves him so much that she can’t be
angry with him.

“Was it very sad?” he
asks her, wanting to comfort her, make her feel okay.

“It was sad. But it
was also a little bit happy.”

“How can it be
happy?”

“Well, it’s more sad,
really. We’ll all miss Granny very much. We’ll miss being able to
see her whenever we want … But it was also a celebration of her
life, and all the good things in it. How many people she made
happy.” She pauses. “And it was good to see so many friends we
haven’t seen for a long time. Aunt Janey was there, and Mary
Forman. Lots of Dad’s cousins who he hasn’t seen for a long time,
so it was quite a reunion.”

“But it’s no fun if
everyone’s crying, is it?”

Ann smiles. “No,
you’re right. It would be good if everyone got together more often.
Not always at a funeral.”

“Do you think I should
have gone?”

“Not if you didn’t
want to. I understand why you wouldn’t want to. You don’t have to
be sad to remember Granny.” One day he’ll understand the importance
of rituals like that, but Ann doesn’t want him to have to face all
that yet. Even if he didn’t go today, every time he thinks of his
grandmother, he can talk to her, say goodbye to her.

Lyon is quiet for a
while. “But Dad was so cross. Does he think I don’t love Gran?”

“No. Definitely not.
He knows you loved Granny. He was very sad, that’s all. She was his
mother. No matter how old you are, that’s very hard.” Sometimes
Lyon tries to imagines what would happen if his mother died. It
feels like a hole is being punched in him. He feels desolate. Now
he feels guilty about quarrelling with his father whose own mother
has just died.

“Will you tell Dad I’m
sorry?”

“Yes, of course,
sweetheart. He knows already, but I’ll tell him anyway.” She combs
his hair aside again. “You’re looking so sad now … If you get sad,
try to think of some of the things you loved about Granny. Those
are the things that keep her alive here.” Ann stands up and bends
to kiss Lyon on the forehead. “I love you very much, my boy,” she
says. Lately, they don’t say it often enough, but surely this is
the theme of the day?

 


Lyon thinks about his
grandmother for a few minutes, then turns back to his book when he
realises that he is feeling quite consoled as it is. He’ll save
this exercise for when he really needs it. In the background,
against the still winter air and the occasional swish of a car
along their quiet road, are the usual sounds of a night at home.
Through his closed door he can hear the muffled voices of his
parents talking and the low-key excitement of the TV Renée is
watching in the front room.

He gets up to brush
his teeth and comes back to lie in his bed, leaving his door open
in case Renée comes past before he goes to sleep, or perhaps only
to get a scent of her. But as he reads a few more pages, the
television goes off and the front door opens and closes. Renée is
going out tonight. The house is still and Lyon can hear his
parents’ voices clearly from across the passage.

“Can you believe it,
crying like that?” Ann is saying. “As if she knew your mother
…”

“Well,” says Hector,
“she has been here for nearly a year. And she always got along well
with Mom and the boys.”

“The boys. Yes.”
Silence. “What do you think she’s actually doing with Richard? What
do you think Richard’s doing with her? She’s thirty-one years old,
for God’s sake. I simply do not understand …”

“What is your problem
with her? She’s been nothing but accommodating. Done nothing wrong
to Richard. Do you forget how our model son has been treating her?
She’s pregnant with his child, and he’s on the run, God knows where
… Do we even know if he intends to come back? Our model son looks
set to abandon their child.”

“She’s the one …”

“If anyone’s a bad
influence here, if anyone’s too good for someone, she’s too good
for him!”

“For God’s sake! How
can you say that?” Silence.

“I don’t understand
why you hate her so much,” says Hector, after a while.

“I do not hate her … I
just don’t understand why she’s still here.”

“Of course you know
why she’s here … Why don’t you just kick her out, leave her to her
fate?”

Ann gives a pained
sigh. “You know I wouldn’t do that. Besides, we need what little
she’s paying.”

“She’s a good tenant.
Remember those last few we’ve had? She’s quiet and considerate.
Better the devil you know, hey?”

“I know, I know.
You’re right.”

“How could we have
guessed she and Richard would fall for each other?” A long
silence.

“But it still bothers
me …”

“What?”

“The fact she was put
in the will.”

“Mom liked Renée.
What’s wrong with that? It’s just a token. It’s hardly like we’ve
been disinherited.”

“To think your mother
actually went out to her lawyers in the last few months to put her
in the will. It’s sickening … You both took her side all the time.
Maybe she wanted you to marry someone like her all along.”

“God, Ann, don’t be
ridiculous.” A pause. “In fact, have a bit of sensitivity. My
mother’s just been buried and here you are using her in your stupid
paranoid fantasies …” A long pause. “Look, we’re both tired. Let’s
just give it a rest.”

Silence.

 


As he is falling asleep
later, Lyon starts to shift, enjoying the warmth under the duvet
against the thought of the freezing night outside. His mind wanders
outside, to imagining where Renée might be. He pictures her coming
home, thinks of an outfit for her he’d find most arousing, tight
jeans and a warm sweater with a zip down the front. Lyon can’t make
up his mind about the shoes, but it doesn’t matter because now he’s
already imagining her in the bathroom, undressing. The shoes have
been kicked off already, and he’s watching her, unseen. Under the
jeans she still has on the sheer stockings she wore earlier in the
day.

Lyon thinks with a
growing lust that makes him light-headed, of how he’s gone through
the laundry basket when he’s been in the bathroom, picked out her
pantyhose and held them close to his face, smelling the perfume and
what he imagines is the smell of Renée on them, wilfully
subtracting the general funk of the laundry basket from that aroma.
He was naked and rubbed the nylon against his cheeks, felt the
softness of it, stretched it across his torso and over his legs,
imagined being Renée, imagined being a woman. The sensual pleasure.
Then he’d gone to the toilet and orgasmed quietly into the bowl,
and looked at the discarded nylon skin with shame.

Here in bed he brings
his mind back to Renée preparing for her shower. He watches her
unbuttoning her jeans in close-up, just her painted fingernails,
her three silver rings and the denim. Lyon’s hard under his pyjamas
but hasn’t begun to touch himself. His breathing is shallow and
fast now. Renée teases him, leaving the denim flapped over her
vaguely imagined nylon-covered crotch, and moving to the zip on her
hooped sweater, pulling it down slowly. Slowly revealing the lace
and sheer satin of a black bustier he’s seen in a lingerie
catalogue.

He’s getting impatient
now and Renée flicks the sweater off into the corner, turns on the
taps in the shower and peels off her jeans as steam fogs the cold
air in the bathroom. Lyon puts his hand inside his pants, and a
groan escapes him at the touch. The details are getting vague now –
Lyon doesn’t have them available – as hot fog fills the bathroom,
just erratic close-ups of beads of sweat running over skin and
black material, the flesh of Renée’s legs as she slides them out of
the stockings.

Then she steps into
the shower and Lyon rubs himself as Renée rubs her body with soap,
feeling the hot water running over her. She caresses herself,
moaning in pleasure as she thinks of Lyon, and it’s not long before
Lyon can stop and roll over, and fall fast asleep.

 


“Greetings, brothers
and sisters,” says Othern. He is eighteen years old and the only
boy in school with his own flat. Jemma looks into his eyes. The
tragedy in them, Othern’s seriousness, his commitment, moves and
draws her.

“Merry meet,” returns
Kathleen and Jemma gives a little shudder of embarrassment. She
wishes Kathleen wouldn’t say that; it makes them sound like
hobbits.

Othern stands aside,
significantly waves his arm through the air across the doorway and
leads them into the flat. The space, a deep central area with a
bedroom and a bathroom off to the side and a small kitchen by the
front door, is dark and scented. The curtains are thick and black
and the walls dark – deep blue or dark grey. A few red and black
candles that have been placed around a circle in the centre of the
room are the only source of light.

As Lyon’s eyes adjust
to the light, he notices three older men, probably in their
twenties, huddled on a couch. One of them looks up at him,
expressionless. He has a black mark on the side of his head. If
it’s a tattoo, Lyon can’t make out the shape or design. Sitting
against the wall on the floor are two boys and a girl whom Lyon
recognises from school. They are paging through a comic book. There
is an indistinct thrum in the air, not exactly music of any
sort.

What is he doing here?
Lyon barely knows anyone he has come with, and all these people
here are unsmiling and scary. They look malicious.

 


Tania Epstein is in
Lyon’s form class. He went to speak to her because although he and
Carl and Roland had never had much to do with her, she had always
been friendly to Lyon and said hi when she passed him. And because
she wore what he thought was a pentagram around her neck. She
showed him that the star she wore had six points and not five, but
despite that she turned out to have the answers he was looking for.
She invited him to come to the pool at break and talk to her
friends Jemma and Kathleen.

They sit on the sunny
concrete steps at the poolside. Only seniors – pupils in grade
eleven like them, and matrics – are allowed into the pool enclosure
at break-time, and they revel in the warm sun cutting its way
through the cool air. Boys are playing soccer on the other side of
the fence, and the noontime background of whoops and shrieks is
punctuated by the startling thump of the ball against the
prefabricated wall of the biology lab. Kathleen opens a bag of
chips, shoves a fingerful into her mouth and lays the bag between
them, tacitly offering them to everyone. She opens a roll of wine
gums and spreads them next to the chips like an impromptu picnic
feast.

“Let’s get one thing
straight,” says Jemma, popping a black wine gum into her mouth. “We
do not worship the devil. We have nothing to do with the devil or
evil. I don’t even believe in the devil or evil. Wiccans see that
all power comes from a single source … Everything is just power.
It’s how you use it that counts.”

“Our main thing is
that we do no harm,” says Kathleen, slouching, her long legs
splayed to the sunlight.

“If it does no harm,
do what you will,” quotes Jemma. “That’s a pretty cool way to live,
don’t you think?”

“Are you guys
witches?” Lyon asks. “You don’t really look like witches.”

Though Kathleen
doesn’t seem to excel in much – she is neither sporty nor a brain –
she is one of the most popular girls in the school. She’s tall and
blonde and is going out with Mark Devlin, who plays seconds rugby.
Next year, in grade twelve, he’ll be in firsts for sure. Maybe
captain even. Lyon can’t imagine someone like him going out with a
witch. Jemma doesn’t have a great body, but she has nice long black
hair and often wears a black rock band T-shirt under her school
shirt, which isn’t really allowed. Lyon is surprised that she and
Kathleen hang out together, though. He looks at Tania, who’s quite
small and pretty in an untrying sort of way. She has pale, slightly
freckled skin, dark blue eyes and straight black hair tied back in
a ponytail.

“You should see them
on the weekend,” laughs Tania.

Lyon tries to imagine
them. Jemma would definitely look cool in gothic clothes, and so
would Tania in a funny sort of way. Tania is actually hard to pin
down. At first glance she doesn’t look like a rebel, but then
again, she doesn’t look entirely rule-abiding either. With most
kids at school you can tell what they’d wear at home or at a party.
It is as if Tania is thinly covering up her personality at school,
just putting it on hold. He’d like to see her in civvies, watch her
transform into herself. He’d like to see what she’d become.

“We are witches,” says
Jemma, “but we don’t generally tell people that, because most
people are just stupid and don’t understand.”

“Yes,” agrees
Kathleen, “they all just think witches – horror movies – evil, that
sort of shit. They don’t want to listen.”

“So, you can’t freeze
time and turn invisible and shit like that?”

“They wish!” laughs
Tania.

“Wicca’s a nature
religion,” says Kathleen, beginning to sound as if she’s reciting
some sort of rote profession of faith. “It’s much older than
Christianity and other modern religions. We believe that nature is
all the faces of the One Power. So trees and the moon and stars and
flowers and birds and animals are all aspects of the Goddess.”

“Also ourselves,” adds
Jemma. “Anything that has energy in it is part of the Ultimate
Power, but humans have the most energy of all creatures.”

“It’s quite nice to
think of ourselves as pieces of the Goddess, don’t you think?”

A soccer ball whizzes
past Lyon’s head and he races off to retrieve it before it goes
into the water. He throws it back over to the guy on the other side
of the swimming pool fence. He feels confused. What do they mean by
the Goddess? Don’t they believe in God? Aren’t they scared of being
blasphemous?

“Are you a witch,
Tania?” he asks.

She gives it some
thought and smiles slowly. “Nah, I don’t think so. I’m not really
into it enough to say that. But I really think there are some cool
things in Wicca. You know, doing no harm, reminding people of
female gods. It must give you a feeling of power and, like, as if
you belong to the world. As if you don’t need anyone else to be
yourself?” She pauses for a moment. “And as for the rituals, I
think I have enough of that in my religion. You should see my gran
with all her mystical symbols and her Hebrew letters and charts and
the names of God and all that.” She stops. “She’d freak if she
heard me talking about God like this.”

“But I think that
proves that all religions are the same thing,” says Jemma.

“Ja,” says Kathleen.
“Dev’s family is Catholic and they do a whole lot of rituals. I
suppose all religions look weird to people from the outside, and
completely normal to the people who’re in them.”

“That’s where I’m not
so sure,” says Tania. “I still believe in evil. There are too many
bad people out there not to. I believe that God is good and there
is evil. Maybe you’re right that all religions that worship a good
God are the same thing, but no way is my religion the same thing as
some baby-sacrificing Satanist’s.”

“But we don’t believe
in Satan,” Jemma objects.

“You don’t, but they
do, and look what it makes them do.”

Lyon is glad Tania has
said this. What about madmen and psychos who say the devil made
them do it? What’s that? There are scary things in the world, and
saying you don’t believe in them doesn’t make them go away. But he
doesn’t want to say anything and seem as if he doesn’t understand
what Jemma and Kathleen have told him. He doesn’t want to seem
uncool.

“Last week, I was on
the koppies and saw some burned candles and paper and a star
painted on the rock. Do you do that sort of thing? Spells and
that?”

“That was actually us
last week,” says Jemma. “We were doing some spells. What was it,
Kath? Love and sex and power or something?” Jemma’s eyes twinkle as
she shares some private innuendo with Kathleen.

“Ugh,” says Tania, “I
wouldn’t be interested in a love spell. I wouldn’t want to force
anyone to love me!”

Jemma smiles. “No.
Spells don’t work that way. It’s bad magick” – Lyon and Tania can
hear the “k” in her pronunciation – “to cast spells on people
without their consent. We don’t force anyone to do anything they
don’t want to. Do we, Kathleen?” More twinkling.

Kathleen blushes and
says, “It’s weird how these things work, though. Even when you’re
doing the spell you don’t know if it’s going to work, you’re just
asking. And it’s really strange and exciting when things start
happening.”

Looking at Lyon, Tania
senses his discomfort. “It sounded a bit scary to me at first,” she
says, “but it’s not really. All the things that happen seem to
happen slowly and gently, and most of the time you’re not sure
whether it just happened or whether it was because of the
spell.”

The bell rings for the
end of break. “Shit! Double maths now,” says Kathleen, gathering
their litter. “I hate Thursdays! I wish there was a spell to make
maths disappear.” They all laugh and get up, dust their butts and
stroll slowly up to their classrooms, making the five minutes
between bells work for its living.

“Do your parents
know?” Lyon asks Jemma and Kathleen as they walk. “I mean what do
they think about the fact that you’re witches?”

“I’m lucky,” says
Jemma. “My mom’s quite open to it. She’s into astrology and that,
and though she’s not Wiccan, there’s a lot of overlap. My dad just
puts up with it. He’s outnumbered by my mom and my sister and me,”
she laughs. “Mom moans at me for wearing black so much, though. She
likes colours, but I’ve worn black from before I was into Wicca … I
don’t always, anyway, and I do think colours are meaningful … But
black’s more flattering for my Goddess thighs,” she adds
ruefully.

“I have to be more
careful,” says Kathleen. “I think my dad would understand if I
explained it to him gradually, but he’d freak if I sauntered in
wearing black robes and pentagram jewellery and started casting a
circle on the lounge floor.”

Jemma hoots with
laughter. “I can just imagine!”

“Not so sure about my
mom, though,” Kathleen continues. “She’s got her set ideas about
things. I’d be in deep shit if she knew what I was doing.”

They split up and go
to their maths classes – Tania and Jemma to the top class, and
Kathleen and Lyon to the middle-achievers’.

The next week, Lyon
spent a couple of break-times with Tania and Jemma and Kathleen,
leaving Carl and Roland in the computer lab. He wasn’t even sure
they’d notice that he was gone those times. Tania and her friends
were interesting and friendly, and though he knew it shouldn’t
matter to him, they were also cool.

The next Friday, Jemma
invited them all, including Lyon, to a party at Othern’s place.
Lyon has always known him as Otto Keppler, a guy in grade twelve
who just keeps to himself. Jemma pronounces his new name to rhyme
with “O-fern”, and Lyon thinks it’s some sort of nickname.

 


That night, Othern’s
place feels more like a waiting-room in a seedy bus station than a
party venue. The guests are positioned around the walls of the
room, the three men on the only couch. None of them looks likely to
move or talk to the newcomers. Othern himself has disappeared
somewhere after letting them in. The other three kids from Melville
High pretend not to recognise Jemma and her friends as they come
in, looking up opaquely and turning back to their comic and their
murmured conversation. Jemma finds an unoccupied wall and sits
down. Dev is looking edgy and sits close to Kathleen, shielding her
from the blank gaze of the men on the couch. Lyon positions himself
next to Tania, aware of the space between them.

He remembers
speculating about their weekend apparel, and he has made a close
guess about Jemma’s outfit of choice. She wears flowing black, a
dress, and other layers of different black material: lace, chiffon
and velvet. Her neck is draped with leather thongs with silver
charms and her skin is made up bone white. She is very striking,
and if Lyon hadn’t known her, he would have been afraid to talk to
her. He thinks now how natural she looks, and that these clothes do
not make her a different person, scarier or unfriendly. Kathleen
and Dev are similarly dressed in blue jeans, black sweaters and
jackets, Kathleen’s suede and Dev’s a black parka. Tania wears
black velvet pants, a red T-shirt and a leather jacket. They all
look elegant and, apart from Jemma, out of place at this dark and
grungy event. Lyon is dressed most like the older men, with his
slightly dirty jeans and layers of denim and flannel. He doesn’t
feel at all comfortable, though.

“So,” he says to
Jemma, on the other side of him, almost whispering, as if to stay
out of trouble, as if to remain unnoticed like the other denizens
of this room, “is this how you spend your weekends?”

“No,” whispers Jemma,
“I was actually surprised that Othern invited me.” She stretches
across to Tania and grabs her hand excitedly. “He is cute, though,
isn’t he?” Tania nods and they giggle quietly.

“Is this his own
place?” asks Dev, scanning the bare, characterless walls of the
room. Lyon wonders whether Dev is envious. Living on your own has
always seemed more glamorous than this to Lyon.

“Not really,” whispers
Jemma, leaning across Kathleen, not wanting to be heard tarnishing
Othern’s reputation. “It’s his older brother’s. But he’s working
overseas, and it’s sort of Othern’s as long as he wants it.”

“Cool,” intones Dev,
neutrally, as he rubs Kathleen’s thigh.

Jemma continues, “I
think he was very relieved to get the chance to leave his father’s
house. He’s not so nice.”

Just then, Othern
appears from the bedroom, wearing a black robe with a hood. The
three older men stand up as one, quietly, and shrug on robes that
they had bundled behind them. Othern looks around the room and his
gaze settles on Jemma. To Lyon he looks like the depictions of
Death he’s seen in movies. He’s beginning to get scared.

The four men
deliberately enter the circle of candles in the middle of the floor
and begin performing some sort of ritual. They face each corner of
the room, chanting words, too low to hear. Now it is as if they’re
not aware of the rest of the people in the room, all of whom,
including Jemma and Kathleen, are silent and seem fearful. For each
set of incantations they raise a metallic container and pour
something out of it onto the floor, their voices a low hum. Now
they light more candles and place the containers on a shelf, a
platform; Lyon doesn’t want to admit the word, but it is an altar,
with all its terrifying connotations in this dark circumstance.
Then, when it’s eventually over, engaging with the assembled
watchers for the first time, one of the older men speaks in a low,
sonorous and sombre voice.

“Tonight, we are
celebrating love.”

At that, the bedroom
door slams open and two girls stumble out, almost as if propelled
from behind. Lyon starts and hears Tania gasp next to him. The
girls are Neela and Rina. They’re in his class at school. They look
so different, black see-through blouses that hardly cover them and
long black skirts, their hands and necks covered with silver, and
their black-painted eyes hollow. In class they look like two
regular girls. Here they look dislocated, empty, drugged-out –
older, but Lyon knows they are too young to look like that. It
should have been like a dream to see them dressed like this,
half-naked, but instead he feels disturbed, shameful.

The men invite the two
girls into the circle. They pour some of the altar liquid over
them, and it runs from their foreheads down their faces, over their
fronts. They smile languidly at the men. Then Neela is writhing,
arms upward to the soft thrum of the music, and she is between two
of the men, their hands rubbing up and down her sides, moving over
and in and under her clothes. The third man clasps Rina in front of
him, his hands fondling her breasts, rubbing the moisture into her
skin. She also sways to the music, pressing herself back against
him, her arms up and behind her, grabbing at his hair. Then Dev is
pulling Kathleen up by the arm, dragging her toward the front door,
and Kathleen is looking back at Jemma and Tania, who are hurriedly
standing up and making their way out. Lyon follows their lead.
Jemma looks back at Othern, standing in the circle alone, looking
young, embarrassed. He meets Jemma’s eyes, then turns away, his
arms hanging by his sides in oversized robes.

 


They get down the
stairs, out of the security gate and onto the pavement, Dev
shouting at Kathleen.

“What the fuck were
you thinking, Kathleen? Jesus Christ! They’re a bunch of fucking
pervs! Is this what you fucking do with your candles and shit? I’m
telling you, you’re not going back there again!”

“Hey, fuck you, it’s
my decision.” Kathleen swears in a brave voice, but she’s pale and
frightened.

“Listen, I don’t care
what you …” Dev is gripping Kathleen’s forearm pleadingly, his eyes
wide, but he stops speaking as Kathleen begins to cry and puts her
arms around his neck.

“I didn’t know it
would be like that. I swear …”

Hugging her tighter,
almost crying himself, he says softly, soothingly, “I swear, if one
of those creeps ever laid a fucking hand on you …”

“Jesus, Jem, what was
that?” asks Tania. “Do they always do that sort of thing? Why would
you want to go there? It’s just freaky, man.”

“I swear I didn’t
know. Othern said it was just a party.” Jemma is shaky and Tania
puts her hand on her arm. “He said nothing about any magick …”

“Magic?” spits
Dev.

Jemma ignores him.
“Besides, those guys shouldn’t have been there. They’re just these
dropout friends of Othern’s brother. They just hang around at his
place as if they have a right to stay there.”

“It doesn’t look like
he has much choice,” Lyon ventures.

“Yes, he did look like
a bit of a weakling, didn’t he? He just seemed young and stupid.”
There is a bitter expression on Jemma’s face. “Besides, he can have
his fucking skinny sluts.”

“Don’t, girl,” says
Tania softly, although she is as aware as any of them of Rina and
Neela’s reputation. They’ve probably found exactly what they were
looking for. The spotlight, even if it means selling themselves.
Yet she can’t help feeling a bit sorry for them.

Then she turns to
Lyon, who is looking a little bewildered. It has all happened so
fast. “I need a hug,” Tania says and throws her arms around him. He
cautiously moves his own arms around her and as she squeezes
harder, so does he. They stand, pressed together, swaying slightly
on the stained tar of the pavement, the cold night air scrubbing
them, the clear dark sky and the streetlights looking over them. He
can smell the sweet scent of her hair, can feel her breath on the
back of his neck, he can feel her breasts against his chest and her
hipbones against his. He tries not to concentrate on that too much
– he isn’t sure how he should think of that – and lets himself
drift away on her scent.

 


Roland has brought
porno magazines with him. Lyon has never been comfortable with
looking at porn with other boys, but the way Carl and Roland
behave, he thinks he’s probably abnormal, so always acts along.
Sure, once he becomes aroused his embarrassment dissipates, and he
always gets into the spirit of things, but once he has come he’s
overwhelmed with discomfort. He doesn’t want to be doing this with
these boys in the same room. He wants a bit of privacy.

They have come round
to Lyon’s house after school, as they do every week or two, and
immediately have gone into the study and switched on the computer.
Carl wants to show them a new game. Martha has offered them
sandwiches and tea, and so far the magazines lie in Roland’s
schoolbag like a forgotten weapon.

Lyon thinks about his
friends. He isn’t quite sure how to express it, or why it is so,
but he finds them boring. They’re so predictable. They haven’t
really done anything new for years. They became friends years ago,
in primary school, and time just seemed to pass. Often when he
feels this way, they do something thoughtful or funny, and he feels
bad for being disloyal to them. But he’s gone through three and a
half years of high school sort of wishing that he’d be able to get
to know some new people. As the last few weeks have reminded him,
there are some really interesting people at the school. They are
cleverer, more adult, more challenging than Carl and Roland who
seem not to have changed at all since grade six. And now he feels
that when he’s with them it’s like he’s back in grade six, too.
He’s starting to feel the need to change, he wants to become
someone new. More like Tania and Kathleen and Jemma. He wants to
feel real.

And if he really
thinks about it, he’s been feeling this way a long time before he
spoke to the Wicca girls.

But then the game
becomes interesting, and Roland is offering him the control and he
files away his misgivings. These guys are his old friends, and he
knows they can be counted on. For something.

An hour or so later,
the game saved for now, Roland asks, “Your mom out?”

“Ja,” responds
Lyon.

“Excellent!” says
Roland, in a showy exuberance he might’ve learned from TV, and
pulls out a magazine from his case. “Check this out …” He flips
through an issue Lyon hasn’t seen before, and shows them a few
exotic spreads. Carl mumbles something and Lyon wonders if he is
feeling the same way as he looks at Roland. This was exciting and
cool back in grade six. Is he feeling too old for this? Lyon will
remember the images later that night, when he’s alone. It isn’t the
pictures that leave him cold. Rather, it’s imagining what the three
of them look like. What if someone was watching? They must look
like three little nerds.

Suddenly Carl
whispers, “Chips! Someone’s coming!”

As Martha enters with
a basket of laundry, Roland noisily closes the magazine and sits on
it and blushes purple. Martha just smiles as she puts the washing
down.

So they drink more tea
and take up the computer games again, but soon get bored and go to
wander outside in the small back garden, each with the nagging
pressure of unexorcised lust somewhere inside. It’s after four and
the sort of time Lyon wishes Carl and Roland would just go home. He
can’t show them anything they haven’t seen before, he can’t
entertain them, and he simply feels like lying on his bed and doing
nothing. Alone.

Normally when they
come over, Carl and Roland have free rein in the front rooms – the
study, the lounge, the dining room – but are not allowed into the
bedrooms, except his. They are bored of his room anyway, with his
old computer that can’t handle any new games, and just books and no
TV. It’s too small to let them all lounge comfortably and Lyon
won’t let them eat on his bed. Lyon leaves them watching cartoons
on television and goes to the toilet. He takes his time, looking at
himself in the mirror and wondering about his new attitude towards
his old friends. He feels like he’s growing up and they aren’t, but
in an inexpressible way he feels sad for the years they’ve spent
together and the ones they won’t.

When he comes out,
he’s surprised to see the second door in the passage slightly ajar.
It’s the door to Richard’s old bedroom and Lyon has never been in
it since Renée has come to stay there. The thought had never
crossed his mind. It’s like a secret world, protected by some
mysterious force. And if he ever got caught … just thinking of it
makes him tense up. So when he hears the muffled voices in the
room, he has to push open the door, push against that unspoken
taboo, the often-played images of what the room might be like
spilling through his head. And then he is inside. Carl stands in
the middle of Richard’s small blue rug, gaping, like a tourist in a
cathedral, while Roland is inspecting the dressing table.

The scent hits Lyon
first. The girl-smell, the perfume, the incense, musk, holy
hands-off woman-scent of the room. At first, he scans the room,
speechless. Same bed, new duvet cover, satiny, and he can’t quite
catch the image of Renée under those bedclothes, though it will
surely come back to him repeatedly. The pictures on the walls are
all Richard’s: female pop singers, some framed photographs of steel
and glass buildings. A piece of red patterned silk is draped over
the bedside lamp. That’s new, as are the bright plastic flowers in
bright plastic pots on the windowsill, a pile of books almost
filling the space between the bed and the window, and the small
dresser squeezed against what wall space remained.

But that smell!

And her clothes piled
on the chair, her jeans and T-shirts, sweaters and a bra slung over
the back of it. There are her underpants balled up near the leg of
the chair. Lyon feels a swelling feeling inside, like he has seen
too much, like he could not live without seeing more. He wants to
know everything about Renée, lie with her in her room, hear her
speak, watch her take off her clothes and put them on. He’d just
lie quietly, while she speaks about herself and strings pearls
around her neck and sprays perfume on her body, while she paints
her toenails, and speaks to him. He feels like he is going to
explode. And he knows that feeling is love.

But here, with his
fingers in her jewellery box, sullying Renée’s gems, smudging her
perfume bottles and make-up canisters is Roland. Lyon goes to him
and pulls him sharply away from the dresser. “What are you guys
doing in here? Come on, get out. Come!”

“Chill out!” says
Roland. “Fuck, this is magic. You’re a lucky bastard, Lyon. You’ve
got this real babe living in your house, and she’s not even your
sister!”

“Jesus, just imagine.
He can check her out in her underwear or ‘accidentally’ see her in
the shower!”

There is nothing bad
about his fantasies, Lyon tries to assure himself, but now, seen
through his friends’ smutty lens, he feels as filthy as them. As if
dreaming about Renée in the shower is as bad as breaking into her
room.

Not that friends would
behave like this. He doesn’t like the way they are talking about
Renée, not remembering that she is a real person. Her bedroom is
nothing more to them than a lucky real-life display from one of
their magazines. Lyon has never been in a proper fistfight before
and he isn’t confident that he’d be able to hit someone seriously
if it came down to it. But surely this is something people get into
fights about? He wants to cry or launch himself at Roland, or both,
but before he can respond in some way, Carl calls, “Hey guys, check
this out.” He has opened the cupboard and is going through the top
drawer in it. He holds up a tampon by its string.

“Come on. Get the fuck
out of here.” Lyon straightens up and speaks softly but with such
ferocity that the boys stop what they are doing and walk out of the
room.

Roland says, “You’re
just a wet, Appel. You like boys now?”

“Get out of my house,”
Lyon hears himself say calmly, in his father’s voice.

Carl and Roland gather
their things and walk out of the front door and slam the security
gate behind them. Lyon feels anything but calm. Jesus, Renée could
be back any minute and if she finds out that someone’s been … He
goes back into her room and tries to remember what they have been
handling, and all he can think of doing is to replace the tampon in
its box, close the drawer, and make sure that everything on the
dresser looks normal. Too neat and she’ll know just as surely that
someone has been in here. Finally, he closes the door, wiping the
sweat from his hands off the doorknob with his school shirt, goes
into his room and falls onto the bed and lies back with the heels
of his hands over his eyes.

 


Tania’s body releases a
clot of pressure like a sigh when Lyon tentatively puts his hand on
her leg. In the weeks since they have first started talking, and
especially since the night of Othern’s party, she has wanted him to
reach out. They have spent a lot of time together, talking about
all sorts of things. His willingness to take the lead offered by
her questions and really investigate himself and his opinions makes
her want more of him. The ideas they have exchanged and remoulded
make her feel bonded to him somehow.

Since the night of the
party, she has waited for him to make a reciprocal move. She is
scared to try anything like that again without knowing how he
feels. Maybe he just doesn’t like her that way. Tania isn’t an
unconfident girl, but Lyon’s physical hesitation, in the midst of
his conversational openness, is allowing self-doubt to seep into
her mind. She has given him what she thought were enough signals;
she’s looked deep into his eyes, tilted her head coquettishly to
the side and towards him, complimented him, spoken about love, has
lightly brushed her hand over his arm, as if by accident. She has
never smiled and posed this much in her life, and if there were any
codified rules for teenage girls to signal willingness to a
potential mate, she has followed them. Still he hasn’t taken the
bait. The previous Sunday in the rose garden, when he touched her
face so gently, could have been anything, in retrospect, could have
just been a friendly, caring gesture. Would he only ever touch her
as a caring brother or father? Most of the time she assures herself
that his reticence is just because he’s shy and unsure, but
sometimes she wonders whether he could ever find her
attractive.

And it unsettles her
to be so affected by a boy. She sort of understands girls her age
becoming obsessed about an older guy, can even understand in a way
why Rina and Neela did the things they did with those scaly men.
But Lyon is her age. A few months younger, in fact. He is tall and
has a nice smile and a nice ass and is developing some nice
shoulders, but he is just a boy still. Why would she let herself
feel hurt if he doesn’t like her?

But it does hurt. The
idea of being just Lyon’s talk-friend begins to pain her more and
more as the weeks pass. And it isn’t so much about feeling good
about herself, she tells herself, it is rather that missing the
chance to get to know Lyon deeper would be like missing a fantasy
voyage, an adventure. Standing on the platform watching the train’s
colourful coaches get further and further away. He is interesting,
and she wants to know more. He is exciting in a way TV and
magazines don’t describe.

So, on this spring
evening sitting in a dark cinema with their friends, when Lyon
hesitantly flutters his hand onto her leg, just above the knee, she
relaxes, melts into the touch and feels reckless. There is
something big, serious, but luxuriantly pleasurable inside her.
This is the first time that feeling’s come out with a hand other
than her own touching her. She moves Lyon’s compliant hand further
up her leg and further across and over, and squeezes it hard
between her thighs. They carry on looking ahead at the screen, each
with a slightly nervous smile, and relax their shoulders into each
other.

 


Lyon thought about
hugging Tania after Othern’s party so often in the following days,
it became debilitating. He couldn’t concentrate, he could barely
eat. He’d stare out of the window of his room, or watch lines of
text pass his eyes soundlessly, while all he held in his mind was
her scent and her breath and the feel of her body pressed against
his. He was grateful for the weekend, because if he had to see
Tania at school now he wouldn’t know what to do. Eventually on
Sunday afternoon, with a gurgling stomach and a cottonwool brain,
he made a deal with himself. Yes, the memory of the hug was the
most vivid joy he could imagine, and tapping into it at will was
like an endless supply of some sort of drug. But at the same time,
he had to eat, he had to bath and change, he had to think, and most
of all, regain some semblance of composure for school tomorrow.

So he decided to wean
himself off the memory. He’d start by thinking about the hug for
half of every hour, and think of something else for the other half.
He got up, helped his mother with dinner and even weeded the
garden. If she knew the symptoms, she didn’t say anything. By
Sunday night he managed to have his first full meal and his first
decent sleep since Friday.

On Monday morning,
Lyon came down to the kitchen, half-dressed in his school clothes.
Renée was sitting in the kitchen in denim dungarees and a pink
T-shirt, one bare foot drawn under her, her hair pulled back in a
loose ponytail, eating sweet cereal and reading the back of the
box. She looked up and smiled at him. Lyon’s stomach churned again,
but in a different, more comfortable way.

Ann joined them in the
kitchen and wordlessly put her hand on his shoulder, kissed him on
the cheek and gave him a brief, thoughtful and smiling look. She
poured herself a cup of coffee and stood nursing it, looking out
into the back garden.

What did that look
mean, Lyon wondered. He gave his mother enough credit to know when
he was in emotional turmoil. He had been in an unusual, lethargic
haze all weekend, and his appetite hadn’t been its normal, healthy
self. But he imagined some extra depth to his mother’s gaze that he
couldn’t fathom. Well, at any rate, he thought to himself, she must
know that I am in love.

Thinking the words
came as a shock to Lyon. “I am in love.” He hadn’t given himself
the chance to verbalise the feeling, but that must be it. And he
remembers his feelings in Renée’s bedroom that afternoon with Carl
and Roland. He had realised then that he was in love with Renée.
How could he be in love with two different people, and in such
different ways? What he had begun to feel for Tania was
incontrovertible and physical, whereas Renée makes him dream and
wonder. She seems to offer uncountable secrets that he could never
uncover. He looks at Renée and tries not to think of Tania. This is
what his brother had done, he realised then, piecing together
overheard scraps of so many conversations. He must have fallen in
love with another girl and left Renée behind.

If his mother knew
that Lyon had feelings for someone else, then surely Renée would
sense it too. As often happened, she had been away over the
weekend, and had not seen how he had been, and now he must
concentrate on behaving normally. He wants to be honourable. He
doesn’t want to be like his brother. He doesn’t want to abandon
Renée. She was there first.

So on that first
Monday and in the days that followed, Lyon tried hard not to be in
love with Tania. He first tried to be rational. Just because he
felt so deeply about their hug didn’t mean that Tania did. Maybe
for her it was just a hug and she’d forgotten about it. For all he
knew, she didn’t even like him. But that became difficult to
sustain. He knew from the outset that she enjoyed talking to him.
He had spent more time on the phone with her than with anyone else.
They had gone on walks after school, and time just seemed to
disappear.

Well, maybe she didn’t
like him in a boyfriend-girlfriend sort of way? Maybe she was just
being a friend? But she smiled at him, looked in his eyes, touched
his arm accidentally-on-purpose. And wasn’t being great
talking-friends supposed to be the best foundation for romance? It
always was in the films. She was making it clearer to him than
anyone ever had before that there was a chance of something more
than friendship here. If it weren’t for his loyalty to Renée, he
would have liked to explore it further. But he didn’t want to be
like his brother. And Renée made him dream.

So maybe he didn’t
like Tania all that much anyway? But no. Over these weeks her smile
and her blue eyes and the blackness of her hair and her scent had
all branded themselves on his mind both as individual and composite
images. The way she looked in her school uniform, the absolute
treat of seeing her in her civvies. How warm and holdable she
looked in a woolly sweater and jeans.

He was so comfortable
with her. He felt like he could be a buddy with her, they could
joke and spar with each other. But at the same time he wanted to
treat her so gently, wanted to wrap her up, keep her safe and all
to himself.

As the days passed,
his conflict deepened. Despite himself, Lyon was falling further
and further for Tania. She was real and forthcoming with her
affection, while Renée seemed to be all promise, promise that was
extremely seductive but never to be fulfilled. Lyon was niggled by
resentment at the guilt and responsibility Renée seemed to demand.
He was furious at his brother for having left him in this
predicament, and sometimes even a little angry at Tania – he knew
it was irrational anger – for making him feel this way. He was
confused and filled with helpless conflict – soft but poisonous –
when Tania phoned on Saturday and suggested an afternoon picnic at
the rose garden.

Lyon likes the
Emmarentia rose garden. He isn’t jaded, one of those boys who think
it is necessary to express their teenage angst by dismissing the
world and its inhabitants and their various wonders. Carl and
Roland do, he thinks while he sits on a stone ledge and waits for
Tania, and he realises that it is something that has seriously
started to bother him about them. Now that he’s disenchanted with
them, has more or less severed ties with them, it amazes him that
he hadn’t done so earlier. All their annoying habits parade
themselves in front of him, and he is glad to be moving on, and
growing up where they seem not to be. Discovery thrills Lyon, while
Carl and Roland’s vain efforts at being cool and worldly-wise are
grounded in a cynical and naïve dismissal of anything they don’t
know or understand. That is, reflects Lyon, everything except
computers, porn and TV. And they don’t have the wit to be cynical,
anyway.

Ann had dropped him
off at the upper parking lot of the garden. “I’m meeting a friend
called Tania,” he said. “She’s bringing things for tea.” He knew
there would be no way of pretending he wasn’t going alone to meet a
girl. The rose garden wasn’t the sort of place he’d spend an
afternoon with his old friends, and he’d even put on a clean
T-shirt and splashed on a bit of Hector’s aftershave, but his
mother didn’t comment; she just smiled to herself.

It is early September
and the gardens are bursting vibrantly out of winter. It is a warm
day, with just a comfortable bite in the air and the cumulus
building, rehearsing for summer. The fountains are switched on, the
water winding down the terraced lawns through formal pools and
spilling out of the mouths of lions and griffins, buffaloes and
crocodiles as it makes its way toward the lowest and largest pool,
with its tall, rushing jet of spray. On the occasions he’d been
here before, he displayed an open fascination with the “marshmallow
trees” – a range of prunus trees that blossomed into masses of pink
and white pompoms in spring, with the oriental elegance of the
white elms, and the roses themselves, with their apparently
infinite range of colours and strange, colonial names tagged on
little stakes in woodchip-strewn beds.

As he waits, he looks
at the smaller sprays in an upper pool, framing, composing images
in his mind. He’s recently begun to realise that he has a visual
sensibility. Maybe not everyone looks at things the way he does. He
isn’t quite sure what he might do with this imagination. He enjoyed
art up to grade nine, but dropped it when it came to choosing his
matric subjects. He wasn’t particularly affected by his father’s
assertion that art was a useless subject; that was just something
he’d say. He just wasn’t particularly keen on it. His mother spoke
of the time when she used to draw and paint. She’d actually taken
art at university, but as long as he’s been around, she hasn’t done
anything seriously. She doodles a lot, though. He likes to watch
her when she’s on a long phone call. A blank page would become a
field of patterns and fractals, the margin of the phone book or a
newspaper would become populated with little people and
animals.

Lyon freezes the spray
of the fountain, the gush from a lion’s mouth, the new leaves
flickering translucent lime green in the breeze. What he wants most
is a camera. Photographic books inspire him. He likes the idea of
collecting moments so that he’ll be able to remember them his whole
life.

And just then, Tania
walks into his frame, wearing blue jeans rolled at the cuffs,
flip-flops with yellow daisies sewed onto them, her toenails
painted light blue, and an orange sleeveless top. Her dark hair
shining and the pale skin on her arms and face glowing. She carries
a small basket. She looks different from any other time he’s seen
her. He gets up to meet her, and knows it isn’t like seeing her at
school, or going after school to hang out.

“Hey, you,” she says,
looking into his eyes and smiling. “Sorry I’m late.”

Lyon checks his watch.
She’s only three minutes late. He shakes his head, not to worry.
“Hi, uh, can I help?” he asks, not knowing if it’s rude to suggest
she can’t handle a small basket like that.

“No, I’m fine,” she
says with a hint of playful sarcasm. “What do you want to do? We
can have a walk, or do you want to sit down first?”

“Let’s sit first. We
can walk later. If that’s okay?” She nods. This polite
consideration is new between them. Lyon isn’t sure what to feel
about that. Maybe it means they are both nervous, and maybe that
means something serious is going to happen. But he wants to be
relaxed with her. That’s what he likes about her. It’d be no good
if they start getting tense around each other all the time.

“What have you
brought?” he asks, trying jokily to snatch the basket from her. She
giggles and swings away from him deftly.

They find a spot under
a miniature willow tree, dripping long leaves onto the soft grass,
and sit. Tania spreads out a blue and white checked cloth and lays
out the tea in front of them. There’s a thermos of coffee, a litre
of pear juice, a ginger loaf, chocolate chip biscuits and
strawberry sweets.

“Fuck! I forgot to
bring a knife,” she says ruefully. Lyon digs in his pocket and,
with a flourish, produces a penknife.

“My hero,” Tania
faux-swoons, clasping her hands and batting her eyes.

“Shit, I’m glad I’m
any use at all. Look at this spread! So you’re my hero …” The
intimacy isn’t uncomfortable. He hadn’t expected her to go to all
this effort and expense. If he’d arranged it, they would have gone
for a walk, then had tea or an ice cream at the kiosk by the dam.
“I owe you a picnic next time,” he says. He cherishes the
opportunity to assume a next time with such a lovely girl. Tania
smiles and blushes, very slightly.

They drink coffee for
a few minutes, referring to the weather and the beauty of the park,
drifting in and out of short silences. They’ve spent the last weeks
talking to each other about things that mean something to them,
things they’re passionate about. Other, safe, general topics leave
them cold. It is as if here, in a romantic setting for the first
time, on what neither of them calls a date, they have to keep a
polite distance. Is that what a date is, wonders Lyon. Two people
trying their utmost to be aloof and polite, in fear of what?
Pulling each other’s clothes off? In that case, he’d rather just be
her friend and go back to hanging out with her, instead of this
aesthetic but uncomfortable self-consciousness.

As if in silent answer
to the bidding of both, the breeze changes direction and carries
the sound of drums to them. A drumming circle is getting warmed up
in a nearby part of the park, the rhythm starting slowly, jagged,
sporadic, each member gradually hitching onto the overriding
channel and joining in with a rhythm or counter-rhythm, the various
timbres weaving through the breeze as if it were the sound waves
that rustled the leaves. And next Tania and Lyon are talking
fluently about drums and dance music, about raves and clubs and
parties.

Which eventually leads
to Othern’s party, something both of them have side-stepped a
little, because raising Othern’s party would mean raising the hug
and what they’d each hoped it meant.

“The party wasn’t too
hot, but I enjoyed what happened afterwards … hugging you, I mean,”
says Lyon.

Tania is glad and
relieved. She has been about to ask him about the hug, but this
way, his talking about it first, means he isn’t feeling forced into
expressing anything. So he really liked it! Why didn’t you do
something about it then, why don’t you do something about it now,
she wants to beseech him, but she just smiles and blushes, saying,
“Me too.”

Lyon wonders how he
will get the chance to ask her to hold him again without looking
like an idiot. “Let’s walk down to the dam,” he suggests.

He helps fold the
cloth while Tania packs the basket. They walk close to each other,
though not touching. In the Shakespeare Garden, Tania says, “Hold
this a sec,” and hands Lyon the basket. Then she announces, “Last
one across is a rotten egg!” as she sprints through the dip of the
small arena. Burdened with the basket, and wary of breaking or
spilling something, Lyon can only trot across while Tania jeers and
laughs from the opposite archway. With anyone else, this would feel
childish, thinks Lyon. With anyone else.

He wonders what Carl
and Roland would think if they saw him and Tania. They’d be
jealous, for sure, but make some scathing remark to cover it. Then
he thinks about her friends. What do they think of him? “What’s the
deal with Kathleen and Dev?” he asks Tania.

“What do you
mean?”

“Sometimes they look
quite … They fight a lot …”

“Mm,” says Tania.

“I mean, it looks
quite violent sometimes … Do you think he ever, like, hits
her?”

“I don’t know. I’ve
wondered myself. I know Jemma’s sort of asked. She’s close enough
to Kathleen to ask her, but she always stands up for him.”

“They’re weird. Like
at the party. One minute screaming and swearing at each other, and
the next minute holding each other.”

“I wouldn’t like
someone I love to speak to me like that,” says Tania. “Why do you
think she stays with him? I mean, she could go out with anyone at
school?”

“Including you,
hey?”

“I, uh, she’s pretty,”
says Lyon, deliberately, wanting to say the right thing. “But maybe
she’s not my type.”

“No, you’re right, she
is pretty. But most of the time Dev’s very good to her, he’s very
protective.” She stops, considering, then says, “Look Lyon, I’ll
tell you something that’s a secret. But you can’t tell anyone,
okay?”

“Okay.”

“Okay. Kathleen’s
father used to hit her, and maybe even abused her, you know. Jemma
thinks maybe she’s just used to that in a man, and now that her
father’s gone, Dev’s taken his place.”

“What do you
think?”

“I don’t know. You see
so much about this stuff, it could make sense. But Dev is very
tender to her most of the time. I can’t believe that he’d hit her
or anything.”

By now they are at the
dam’s edge. Canoeists circle and coots and geese eat bread thrown
in by toddlers. Groups of picnickers dot the large fields, some
playing volleyball, others winding down their braais with beers
from cooler boxes. Still, the park is peaceful, doesn’t feel
crowded or noisy. Lyon imagines Dev’s parents and Kathleen’s.

“What are your parents
like?” he asks Tania, as they stroll beside the water. “Are they
still together? What do they do?”

“Ja, they’re still
married. Mom works from home. She’s an accountant, sort of. She
makes business plans for small companies. Dad lectures physics.
Sometimes he’s like a mad inventor. He’s always obsessing about
something weird.”

“That must be
cool.”

“Mm, I suppose …”

“Do you get along with
your dad?” Something in her tone makes him ask and Lyon wonders
what he might reply if she asked him the same thing.

“Of course … It’s just
that sometimes, I don’t know, he seems, like, so much in his own
world that he doesn’t seem to care about Mom and me. I know he does
really, but sometimes he doesn’t show it. He doesn’t pay
attention.” Tania pauses. She looks upset, but carries on,
mustering a story. “Like just two weeks ago, our dog ran away, and
he didn’t even realise.”

“Shame. Did it ever
come back?”

Tania shakes her head,
her brow crinkling with sadness before she visibly steels herself.
“Anyway. Mom and I made a poster and made hundreds of photocopies
and stuck them up all over the area … And nobody ever found her.”
She stops walking and turns to Lyon, folding one arm across herself
and using her hand to hide her eyes. She appears cowed and
overburdened. Then she looks at Lyon’s face with brimming eyes. “I
get so sad when I think of that poster. We used a picture of Piku
standing sideways, just looking exactly herself. Shaggy, friendly,
not so bright, the lovingest dog in the world …”

Then the tears
overflow, rolling heavily down her cheeks and Lyon put his hand out
to rub one away with his thumb and she’s leaning into him and he’s
folding over her and they are holding each other and at this moment
everything Lyon has ever felt before is nothing.

 


“What do you know about
being in love?” Lyon asks.

Renée looks at him,
trying to remember what it was like to be teenaged and in love.
Maybe after all it wasn’t so different from the way she feels now.
She remembers watching love scenes in films when she was a
teenager. A basic misunderstanding was always cleared up and the
stars, both of whom she liked, eventually got together and shared
that final kiss that made her body buzz for the future. Even better
sometimes than the romances and comedies were the adventure and
action films in which a pair of youngsters beat the odds and saved
the school, the town or the planet. They still ended up sharing
that final, luscious kiss, and twelve-year-old Renée would dream of
being in the position of that teenage character, tasting the sweet
and gentle tongue of the warm-hearted co-hero. Feeling their fully
clad bodies crushed together, only imagining what a big love would
be.

As Renée grew up and
became used to tongues and skin, she still lived romance through
films. She watched wise independent films just about people, who
cried, who loved in a complex way, people who lay, pressed
together, quietly in wheatfields beneath foreign mountain ranges,
beside wooden shacks, characters just passing through and leaving
some of their intangible gems behind them. They were people who
fought to love, who fought for understanding and deep connection,
were granted epiphany and catharsis. Teenage Renée would go through
the motions in her life, talking and walking with half a mind on
the conversation, half an eye on the suburban streets, but she’d
live her life in these stories, would dream about the realler
people she met there, in Arizona or Alice Springs, in Prague or
Paris.

Those were soulful,
sweet stories, not like the jaded, gross scripts Renée’s generation
is now inventing for children. Maybe they think children these days
are savvy, not prepared to fall for tricks. Or maybe Renée’s
generation wants to protect the new one from dreams. Wants to
unravel them before the teens get too attached to them and learn
the hard way that they don’t exist. But lately, after the
disillusion, Renée realises that love and simplicity, good
direction and dreams do exist and manifest, not only in the hopes
of an adolescent, but in adults whose hopes have been dashed and
burned. She’s found herself being pulled out of the ashes of her
expectations by some force, and it’s exhilarating. It’s as if she
were on some sort of ride. It is something else riding her; she
isn’t saving herself. She has learned that she alone will never be
enough to save herself.

So now when Lyon comes
to Renée to speak about love, she tries to remember what love is
like for a teenager, and what on earth it could mean for a
seventeen-year-old boy. And she has memory flashes of high-school
dances, of films about sweet, cheeky redheads, of earthy girls in
long dresses making dusty love to wiry, long-haired geology
students. And she tries to peel away the layers of opaqueness and
self-loathing, get to a kernel, to those few moments when the light
of love burns through everything, when life seems just like the
image. And she knows that this is what Lyon is feeling. This, and a
sickness of nerves. Because despite the cushioning and distancing,
the pretensions of coolness, people like Lyon still feel love
closer to the nerve than others. He feels it now more
excruciatingly than he ever will again.

Renée smiles. “That’s
a hard question. In some ways I think we all know everything there
is to know about love. We’re made of love, we thrive on it, we know
when we don’t have enough of it … But nothing I say will be
particularly helpful to you.”

They are sitting at
the kitchen table, three nights after Lyon walked with Tania in the
rose garden. This is the first opportunity he’s had to talk to her
while his parents are both out. She looks at Lyon, remembering the
symptoms of adolescent love, imagining what he feels when he looks
at her nervously, his eyes darting all over to avoid hers. And the
last few weeks, something real, something immediate has overwhelmed
his unformed lust for her. “I don’t know. Who are you in love
with?”

Lyon reddens, then
decides to come out with it. “Uh, well, actually … um, I’ve always
had a bit of a crush on you …”

Wow, thinks Renée,
here’s a guy who’s got potential to be a good man. He’s able to
speak his feelings! “On me? Jesus, Lyon, I’m flattered,” she says,
acting. “But I’m no good for you. And anyway, I’m sort of seeing
someone. Your brother, in fact!”

She laughs and Lyon
laughs along, feeling soothed, no longer embarrassed. “But now, um.
There’s this girl at school …”

“Tell me about her.
What’s her name?”

Lyon tells Renée about
Tania, about asking her about Wicca at school, about their talks,
about Othern’s party and about the picnic at the rose garden. Renée
asks him how she looks, what she likes, and notes the detail in his
responses. This girl, she thinks, has got under his skin.

“She sounds wonderful.
You seem to have good taste in women.” Things are changing in Lyon
so quickly that when he thinks of the word “woman”, and thinks of
Tania, and thinks of himself with Tania, a woman doesn’t seem too
far away from what she is to him. Just a few weeks ago, girls were
girls, and women were centrefolds. Or Renée.

“The best sort of
woman has some spunk, some attitude. You’ll know it when you meet
it. If you find that sort of ‘attitude’ sexy, you’ll choose some
challenging, exciting, fulfilling women to be with,” Renée says.
She is enjoying herself. She is half here, with Lyon, and half
fast-forwarded into the future, sitting at the table with her own
child. She wonders if she could be like this with her son in
seventeen years.

And she thinks about
Ann. Of course Lyon wouldn’t talk about love and sex with his own
mother. He’d need a big sister for that, someone tender, someone
who knows a few things, but someone hip. And that’s what she is
becoming for him. As they sit together this evening, the night
jasmine wafting through the windows, she’s shifting into a more
comfortable place in his life, becoming a friend and advisor, no
longer that vague sex object she knows she has been in his eyes.
She can see it happening. Can see it in his behaviour. He’s more
relaxed, after just half an hour talking to her, than he has ever
before been in her presence. His conflict is dissolving, a weight
of confusion lifting.

She also realises that
if she wants her own child to trust her she has to lecture less and
listen more. But at the same time she knows this is sheer idealism.
As soon as Baby starts sticking his fingers into plugs and eating
needles, rules and lectures will become necessary. Hopefully
before. Maybe she won’t be her child’s buddy after all, but here,
tonight, she can pretend. Here, tonight, she can be Lyon’s big,
friendly sister, be the perfect mother she will never be.

“Here, come and have a
look at this, I want to show you something.” She stands up and
walks to her bedroom, opening the door to let Lyon in.

It is the first time
he’s been allowed into her room, and he has a more luxuriant look
around. Breathes in the scents more comfortably. She hasn’t tidied
much since he was in here with Carl and Roland. Her underwear is
still in plain view. With Renée here, it seems somehow less
illicit, less pornographic, but still the room exudes a heady
sensuality that Lyon finds difficult to forget. This untidy
sister-who-is-not-a-sister might form in him a lifelong fascination
with cataloguing and comparing the constellations of women’s
discarded clothes.

Renée gestures for him
to sit on the bed, and he perches himself politely at its foot. She
opens a cupboard and withdraws a briefcase-sized portfolio and sits
down next to him. She spends a few moments flicking through the
pages without showing them to Lyon.

“You said you had a
‘crush’ before,” she says, thoughtfully. “But I don’t think that
word’s useful. People who say ‘crush’ to describe love diminish it.
That sort of love is honest. It’s gutfelt. It’s probably a purer
form of love than the ones we learn to perform later. We learn to
civilise our love, put on masks and costumes.” She flips back to
the first page and turns the portfolio towards Lyon. “These are
photos I took a while ago about love … Did you know I was a
photographer?”

“No. Do you do books
and that?”

“More exhibitions.
Some of my photos have appeared in catalogues and books,
though.”

Lyon pages through the
portfolio. These pictures are of a woman. Images of skin and colour
and shade, and others of her body in unusual hues. Just sections of
her body. Goosebumps, eyelashes, fingers, the downy hair on the
lower stomach, pools of shade on her lower back. Lyon finds them
inexpressibly beautiful. These pictures are close, real, not
airbrushed. There are mottles and marks on this woman’s skin, scars
and flecks, and in some even dirt and oil, grease, paint, mud. He
looks at his own arm as he studies the photographs, looks at
Renée’s neck and hands. These photos look like a real person, but
transformed, as if they are flesh shapes disconnected from the body
and the person in the images. But at the same time, Lyon can almost
imagine what the woman looks like whole, imagine her voice, her
laugh. One extreme close-up of a hazel iris draws him into the
aperture of the pupil, makes him feel as if he’s falling into a
well.

“Do you take pictures
like this all the time?” asks Lyon.

“I love the human
body. You can never run out of angles and views,” she says. “But my
themes change quite a lot. The series I got the most recognition
for was actually of litter on the street … It got quite a lot of
coverage for a little while.”

“Wow, that sounds
interesting. When was that? How can you take pictures of
litter?”

“It was about six
years ago. I don’t know. It seemed like a clever idea at the time.
You know FeastBurger takeaways?” Lyon smiles. His regular custom
draws regular comment from his parents. “Of course you do! What was
I thinking? Well, anyway, you also know that they’re all over the
world. At that time I started doing a lot of travelling, and
wherever I went, whichever famous landmark and that, there always
seemed to be a crumpled-up FeastBurger bag or carton littering the
streets. I thought it would be interesting to collect photos of
that. Like ‘FeastBurger at the Empire State’, ‘FeastBurger at the
Arc de Triomphe’, ‘FeastBurger at the Taj Mahal’. That sort of
thing.”

“Sounds weird.”

Renée laughed wryly.
“I suppose it was. But it was picked up by an ad agency and I did
quite well from it for a while, but then there was all sorts of
shit …”

“What are you doing
now?”

Renée shrugs. “Not
much actually. I really should start working again,” she says
contemplatively, more to herself than to Lyon.

Lyon turns back to the
photographs. “They’re really nice,” he says.

“This is my friend
Shane,” says Renée, referring to the body in the pictures. “She
taught me about painting, and funnily enough, I encouraged her to
take photos. She’s an artist. In so many ways. I was in love with
her in those days. That’s really why I wanted to show you these
pictures. Just to let you know, to remind myself even, that there
are all sorts of love, and people you meet in your life who ask you
to love them. It doesn’t do any good to be scared, or to try to
fight that. Life and love will take you where they want to. You
can’t control them.”

She looks at Lyon, who
is listening intently, trying to understand what she is telling
him, trying to make it mean something. “I really don’t want to
lecture you, or pretend that I’m some sort of expert on life.
Nobody is. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about life, it’s
that fear and control are contrary to it. You’ve got to ride life,
go forward with excitement. If I had known that when I was your
age, I would have taken more opportunities, lived a fuller, happier
life. Up to now …” She pauses, pulling herself back off her
diversion.

“So, what I’m saying
is, this gut feeling you have about Tania is telling you to take
some action. It’s scary and it’s unknown, but I can guarantee it
will be rewarding in a way that hiding in fear will never be.
Listen to your gut, listen to what life is telling you, listen to
her. Tania sounds intelligent, sexy and fun, and you should go for
it. Explore what you have between you wholeheartedly. Don’t be put
off by anyone’s opinions or rules. The only rules are to respect
her, and to talk about important decisions. And, of course, safe
sex!”

Lyon blushes. “Um,
shit … I don’t think …”

“It may be too early
to think about that now, but bear it in mind.”

 


So when Lyon sees Tania
again, that Friday night, he knows he wants to make it work with
her. The five friends have gathered at the Cresta shopping centre
and are treating themselves to a fish dinner before the movie
starts. An argument has broken out between Jemma and Dev about a
rock band, but Lyon is too nervous to take part. He can hardly wait
to get into the dark theatre, sit next to Tania, maybe with a box
of popcorn as a pretext for contact. And when he gets his chance,
when the time seems right, just as the opening credits are rolling,
and when Tania takes his hand and squeezes it between her legs, he
knows something important has happened.

Outside, after the
film, waiting for Tania’s mother to pick them up, they wordlessly
agree to leave the throng of teenagers at the main entrance and
walk around the side of the mall. It is quiet, empty, and the
yellow lights are glowing like the moons of an alien landscape. If
there is anyone else there, they wouldn’t notice as they stand
staring at each other. Tania finds Lyon’s hands in hers, then the
rain starts sprinkling down on them as they move to the pull of
their bodies, as they become lost in each other’s senses. The
taste, the skin, the perfume, the foreign slickness of warm tongues
and hands where no hands like these have ever been before, up a
sleeve, up the back of a shirt, and the strange pressure of
another, of wanting to climb into somebody else, become him, melt
into her, and then every lesson on kissing, every dream written by
scriptwriters, every word is gone as they close their eyes and
touch their wet foreheads and kiss in the spring rain.
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Seventh Street,
Melville. The pavement outside Sam’s café. The concrete bricks
are stained from years of gum and spilled drinks, dropped plates of
Thai duck salad, cigarette butts, the discarded clippings from the
wire-sculptors’ informal factory. And dust, grains of sand,
particles of scraped-away paper, dog droppings, leaves, skin and
hair, all rendered into a fine, breathable talc. The angle of a
protruding column from the wall of the restaurant is scuffed and
marked by the daily rubbing of the sculptors’ and vendors’ pants
and shoes. The FeastBurger bag is crumpled in its lee. The lid of a
Junior CheesyFeast box pokes from the neck of the brown paper
parcel. In the corner of the picture, a woman’s face lies flattened
against the concrete bricks, blood trailing from her nose, making
satisfactory mud with the pavement’s organic dust. In the other
corner, the toe of a man’s worn black leather shoe.

 


Renée has always loved
being hurt. Playing Joan of Arc with her friends when she was very
young. She’d wear her favourite long white dress, ask them to tie
her to a tree. Tighter. Cut into the fabric, into the skin. Make it
tighter and just leave me, she’d beg. And she’d just close her eyes
as they whooped and shrieked, getting that heady, fainting,
pre-pubescent arousal from the idea of being whipped and burned
like the hero, the martyr – what a difficult, adult, roundly
sensuous word – in her father’s books. She wanted nothing more than
to die a painful death and feel the sad and tender hands of her
father and her Father as they’d coddle her back into their warm and
unconditional protection, their wholehearted approval. Joan went
straight to heaven as her flesh dripped on the pyre. Renée imagined
heaven like being bundled up under a duvet with God. He would be so
big, and she could lose herself in his angles, journey forever
across his skin.

It didn’t seem sexual
then, but it does now when she thinks back on it. On scrubbing at
the red stains on her dress with a delighted tremor of shame before
her mother got home. “Renée,” she’d scold, “you’re ruining all your
precious things playing so rough.”

 


“Fuck, Renée. You okay?
I’m sorry.” The words slicked off Aden’s lips with practised ease.
He helped Renée up and started dabbing at her nose with his soiled
handkerchief. She should have been furious. A tin-and-wire mantis
was attached to her head and she plucked the crushed craftwork out
with some concern about tetanus and offered it apologetically to
the vendor who was hurriedly arraying his wares again. He put his
hand up, not wanting to touch the bloody metal, and said she could
keep it, no charge. The pavement seemed to be thick with people
now, gawking at them, idly offering assistance, stepping over the
mess as if they were invisible. She wondered who had seen Aden hit
her, shove her into the pillar.

Whenever they argued,
it seemed that they were alone in the universe, that nobody else
existed, that the world was a backdrop for their desire. When they
snapped out of it, it was often as if they’d just been teleported
to a jarring new location.

 


Old Market Square,
Rouen. The foot of the modern concrete memorial is charred,
like this ground has been so often before. The famous Joan was
burned right here, and more scorching destruction came from the
bombs of a different invader. This time, perhaps, the black comes
from the campfire of a homeless man. The soil around it is barren
and trodden, its historic ashes mixed with broken glass and stones
and can-tops. A few feet away, in the corner of the picture, a
bright civic flowerbed streams lilac and marigold, and a small pool
of rainwater reflects the stripy façades of rehabilitated Norman
houses. The BigFeast box gapes open in the crook of the monument,
displaying the How-Many-Colours?™ of a crumpled AppleDandy wrapper
in its polystyrene maw.

 


It was the July of
Renée and Aden’s Fine Art Honours year. They were in Shane’s class
that quarter, and she’d asked just the two of them to her flat for
dinner. Shane peeled potatoes as if they were works of art, as if
she was sculpting new forms out of them. She’d lift each tuber
gently from the heavy white china bowl and cradle it in her hand,
feeling the sticky moisture and the rinse-water mixing, pasting in
her palm. She’d envelop its life with her hand, soothing it into
its new incarnation, then abruptly start peeling it with a
creator’s rhythm, as the flurries of inspiration and direction
guided her fingers. Then she’d softly lay the potatoes at the side
of the chopping board and take a sharp knife from behind her,
deliberately hiding the blade from each potato. This way, she’d
explain, with almost a hint of seriousness, the potatoes would
remain soft and innocent to the end, would make for tender wedges,
not tensed and hardened by fear or exposure to such violence.

Renée understood what
Shane was doing. A primal belief that everything could feel pain
had probably lodged in her mind at an early age, and no matter how
rational she’d become as she grew older, no matter how she’d try to
laugh it off as a joke, it vibrated there still. She’d ritualised
her superstitions as a way of controlling them.

Aden shot Renée a
sidelong glance, rolling his eyes and screwing up his face for a
spasmic instant to say he thought Shane was mad.

And to watch those
hands move. Shane had worker’s hands, not small or large, but with
long, narrow fingers. She wore two thick silver rings on each hand.
Her nails were short and blunt, but surprisingly clean – no paint
or dye stained onto them. There was a power to her hands, a
muscularity that made her clay, her brush and palette and knife,
her potatoes, anything she held, move and stay according to her
control.

“I enjoy cooking,”
said Shane. “It’s a great right-brain activity.” Shane said she
escaped into the kitchen to relax her mind. Especially when things
weren’t going right in the studio, when she struggled to think of a
new angle, it was a relief to come into the kitchen and know there
were simple rules to follow. She found that the security of that
order allowed her imagination to fly. The limited options – what
flavour goes with what, how long to boil or bake something, how
much spice and salt is acceptable – allowed her to use them to
their fullest.

“It smells great so
far,” Renée said, and was immediately sensitive to Aden’s
discontent. He glowered in a way that she had learned to
differentiate from his usual expression, and wandered away to the
sitting area of Shane’s flat. He was reacting to what he considered
Renée’s platitudes, this small talk. This was too much like a
dinner party for him. Sometimes Renée wondered what would be large
enough talk for him. He wasn’t this judgemental at home alone with
her, or with his friends. God knows, with them he liked to talk
about books and films and music to his heart’s content. It was when
he was in a place where he wasn’t confident or comfortable that he
got this way. Renée watched him saunter away in his tight jeans. He
was like a mixture of a rock singer and some vision of a
disgruntled young French philosopher. Fuck, she thought, he was
sexy, but sometimes he was so full of shit.

Renée went over to
join him where he stood looking at one of the large bookshelves. A
range of novels and glorious art and photography books and
monographs. The flat was in the west end of Braamfontein, in a
stylishly converted warehouse loft. It was just at the time that
Johannesburg was being deregulated and long before lofts in the
city were considered secure or fashionable. The flat was just a few
blocks away from the university, and by day it was an easy, safe
walk for Shane. She was renting two adjacent portions of the
building, one for her home and one for the studio.

Shane poured wine as
jazz piped softly from an album and started talking about her
struggles with a lawyer over a contract. Renée paced around the
varnished brick walls as if in a gallery. They were decorated with
original drawings and paintings. Renée recognised the style of some
as Shane’s, their broad strokes filled with rich colour, curves and
forms just taking shape in the recesses of her mind when a cloud of
otherness would damp the recognition again. The paintings, the
shapes, seemed to move, to live, and to die again.

“Give me manual work
any day,” Shane said. “You know, having something to show for your
work, for yourself. Unlike lawyers, advertisers, bankers, all those
people who offer vague services, make nothing, and who consume so
much.”

“You can’t live
without them,” murmured Aden, a vase of brushes and rushes like a
bouquet behind him. “They give order to the messy world.”

“I’d prefer to live in
an ideal world,” said Shane, “where expression is the most highly
valued thing.” She was thirty-three then, eight years older than
Renée, nine older than Aden. She wore jeans and neat blue boots and
a white blouse that night. Dressed like a student, Renée thought,
but with a distinguishable elegance, a confident ease. Renée wished
she could be at home in herself like that. Shane came across and
handed them each a glass of merlot, warming on that cool night.
“Let’s buck the system tonight and have a break from all that
reality.”

Aden snorted
ambiguously.

“I agree with you,”
Renée said to Shane, bored with Aden’s counterpoint. “I think
making beautiful art and music or delicious food is as necessary as
those basic human-need activities like farming and building.”

“Yes, that’s a nice
way of seeing it. Art, expression, is a basic human need, but it’s
difficult to see or prove. Its benefit is spiritual and
longer-term. And when so many people don’t have water or food or
shelter it isn’t easy to argue that point. I suppose that’s why so
many artists want to make their work socially relevant, especially
here … It’s understandable, but it does lend a certain monotone to
the country’s expression.”

Shane’s voice trailed
off and she stood up suddenly and moved over to the stove. “Shit,
I’m lecturing you two,” she said. “Maybe my nightmare is coming
true. I’m becoming an academic. Talking instead of painting. Please
stop me …”

“I don’t know,” said
Aden. “Isn’t criticism the highest form of art?” Renée saw the
bleak and fearful look that briefly shadowed Shane’s face.

Years later she’d
remember it. Later, in the light of all that happened, it would be
clear to Renée how Shane felt that pictures and forms were real
communication, and that words corrupted and warped pure, God-given
ideas. Shane was not simply rebellious in her dismissal of
academia, its strictures and codes. She was an artist, a mentor,
not a critic. Most of the department derived their job satisfaction
from trying to destroy young creative talents, not from fostering
them. Teaching survival of the fittest for what they saw was a
tough and competitive profession, one that had space for only a few
ideas. Shane encouraged her students to believe that art was all
around them, that the world had space for everyone to live
creatively and to express themselves. This struck their
deconstructive student minds as simplistic and embarrassingly
feel-good, but at the same time it was so heartening after the
onslaught they’d endured from the pinched terrors who taught the
rest of their courses. Maybe they deserved to feel good for a
change, having earned their wings. In art, as in the rest of her
life, Renée felt she needed to earn affirmation by going through
the worst sort of strife. When success and approval started to come
easily, it took a lot of adjustment to accept it. In retrospect, it
seems she never did allow herself to accept it fully.

“Come, no more
shop-talk now,” said Shane, with a fragile brightness. “Do you guys
like jazz?”

 


Rockefeller Center,
New York. A blurred flash of skate, a neat, stylish multi-grey
boot with a red stripe and the blade shining and reflecting fairy
lights from the trees. It’s a series of hue-lines, greys, silver,
red and gold, all knobbled in the same place where the camera
shook. There’s also half a starling, its head turned in practised
vigilance, its wing and leg smudging the frame, just clearing the
ice in time as the skater comes into shot. It has a piece of the
RegalFeast bun in its mouth. The rest of the bun lies on the ice
next to the patty, which is smeared and half-frozen to the rink by
tomato and mustard sauce and mayonnaise.

 


“You’re wrong, Aden!”
Renée shouted when they got home later that night. “Why don’t you
understand that?” She was surprised by her vehemence, her
intolerance. She was usually the considerate one, the compromising
one. Who would have believed that this, of all things, would be an
issue she was not prepared to bend on?

“Jesus Christ, Renée,
you’re so … so …” She watched the red billow and darken in Aden’s
face, and she knew that losing the words, being speechless was for
him the worst sort of humiliation.

And cruelly, she
goaded him, “I’m so what? What?”

With a fraction of her
mind she knew, so clearly, that they were stupid to be arguing
about this, about ideas, manufactured ideas that needn’t be
relevant. But the fury and the passion, Renée’s excruciating need
to be understood, to make him agree with her, held the rest of her,
her body, her blood, in thrall to this cruelty that was issuing
from her.

He looked like he was
going to cry. Tears of frustration and rage. She empathised
completely then, understanding that failure of everything that
props you up. She softened.

“Jesus. Look at us.
Why are we so angry, Ade? It can’t have to do with this crap.”

He wasn’t ready to be
mollified yet. “Of course it has to do with this. It simply shows
that you don’t fucking understand me! You think that … that
I just make up these things for the sake of argument. This … crap,
as you put it, is fucking fundamental to me. You reduce everything
to …” and the words failed him again, overwhelmed by his
consternation. “You reduce everything.” Defeated. He stalked off,
as far as he could get from her in this room, stood with his back
to her, looking out of the window.

Renée waited a while,
until she thought he was ready, and came to him. She stood behind
him and wrapped both her arms around him. Both an embrace and a way
to make it harder for him to lash out. He was tense, but he let her
hold him and they both looked out of the window at the bare fingers
of the trees, the grey concrete wall of the complex.

“You should
understand,” he said at length, softly now, almost pleading. “You
know what I’ve been through growing up, how hard it was for me to
make some sort of meaning out of my experiences …”

“I know, I know,”
Renée whispered and started to rub his stomach and chest in
soothing circles. “I’m sorry. I was cruel.”

“Words have given me
the only reason in this world. When I write, when I read, is the
only time any of it makes sense, you know,” he said, so gentle, so
appealing.

“I know, baby.”

“And then you agree
with Shane when she says words mean nothing … Her vision of the
world makes me panic.” What’s the good of just seeing things, he’d
told Renée before, without making it mean anything? There’s no
inherent sense in anything. Language civilises the world. She
stroked his cheeks, his hips, his thighs, brushing lightly over his
crotch. “I’ve seen too much, Renée.”

“I know,” she said,
and licked his ear, moved his right hand between them, made it rub
her middle as her other hand lifted his shirt and slotted under the
waist of his pants, tickling. He was breathing heavily now and
turned, pushed her down. Her backside jolted painfully against the
floor, and he pinned her hands to the carpet above her head and
nuzzled under her fleece top, sucking, biting her stomach. His
shins were sharp and trapped her legs. His T-shirt hung from his
neck and she saw the hair growing from his chest. She felt the
first ripples, even before he had his hands roughly in her pants.
He hurt her, he turned her on so much.

 


Melville Koppies,
Johannesburg. A flat, red slab of granite. It looks hot. It has
a green trail-marking arrow painted on it. There’s a seam in the
rock running diagonally across the picture flanked by saline traces
of evaporated rainwater. Scattered on the flat of the rock are
pieces of milk-white quartzite. One piece in the top-right corner,
half the size of a palm and just evading the arrow’s exposure, is
shaped like a Valentine heart. Nestled against a clump of wild
sweetgrass on the left-hand side of the picture is a blue BigFeast
box. It has been crushed by a hiking boot. The name of the shoe’s
maker can be seen clearly, reversed in the flattened polystyrene
lid.

 


The next morning, in
Shane’s classroom, Renée became so involved in what she was
painting that for a moment she forgot herself. She was getting hot,
the vision moving fast through her brush, bypassing her mind, and
she threw off her scarf and hung her cardigan on the back of a
chair. It was only minutes later, when Shane came around behind her
to watch her work and she sensed the intake of breath, that she
remembered the bruises. Shane stood back and stared at Renée’s
neck, her upper arms, studying her with unavertible shock.

Then the class was
over and Renée was walking to meet Shane for coffee in the Senate
House concourse. She had asked Renée to sit with her. Renée
certainly didn’t feel the need to talk about it, in that public,
feel-good, TV-therapy sense. She didn’t know how to declare her
relationship with Aden to Shane, to explain it to her, get her to
understand why it was actually normal, very normal, to be covered
with bruises and welts from a man who loved you.

It was the period
before lunch and the concourse was swirling with groups of
students. Renée watched from floors above, trying to detect
patterns in the chaotic cross-currents and counterflow of brightly
clad people across the lime and beige and orange linoleum floor.
She would imagine them in long-exposure, their vibrant blurs
streaking and mixing, coming to an emphatic stop, relief-etched
into the film. Then she became one of the streaks, moving down the
polished wooden stairs, to rest on one of the yellow plastic chairs
with other students, trendy coats, scarves and bags bundled at
their feet, to lean on a stained and chipped and cigarette-scarred
round table strewn with the student newspaper, socialist students’
leaflets, a brown-drenched napkin, two cups with cigarette ash and
stubs drowned in a centimetre of liquid, and a closed backgammon
board.

Shane carefully picked
her way through the bodies on the floor, trying not to spill the
contents of two polystyrene cups of coffee she carried. Renée
folded the newspaper and dropped it on the floor beside her while
Shane put the cups down, sloshing a little coffee onto her sleeve.
With a breathed expletive and a compensatory smile, she fished in
her pocket for the two napkins, sachets of sugar and plastic
spoons.

“I love the
concourse,” she said, dabbing at her sleeve. “It’s so lively. Full
of people and stimulus. I love to see what they’re wearing and
reading and listening to. It’s amazing to me how you can tell the
first-years from the third-years from the postgrads, the fine art
from the drama students, just by what they wear.”

“Let alone from the
engineers and science students!” Renée laughed.

She was wearing her
cardigan and scarf again, covering the marks.

“You’d be amazed, when
you suddenly realise you are older than the students, how different
you feel from them. The codes you knew so well are suddenly
indecipherable. I watch with amazement as each group changes from
one sexy ensemble to the next while my old clothes get weathered
and academic. I’ll soon be wearing leather patches on the sleeves
of this old thing!” Shane was talking brightly, trying to make
Renée feel comfortable, letting her know that she wasn’t intending
to interrogate or criticise her.

“Come on, Shane, you
look far more stylish than any of them. They all want to be like
you when they grow up!”

Shane smiled, then
said, after a pause, “It’s such a paradoxical place. All these
people scattered about everywhere, but it somehow fosters intimacy
and confidence. When I was a student, I would have my deepest, most
personal discussions here. It was like an enclosed, warm and safe
space. Students mind their own business consummately.” She scanned
the area around them, and as if to back up her point, a smoker with
a beard adjusted his Walkman, a girl shifted to kiss her boyfriend
and put her hand up his shirt at a different angle. A boy leaning
against the balustrade opened his eyes, shifted, yawned, checked
his watch, pulled his cap further over his eyes and settled back
again.

“If only we could say
the same about the faculty,” she added ruefully. There was a long
silence, and Renée knew Shane was not going to coax her into
talking anymore. Shane stirred her coffee, the grate of
plastic-on-polystyrene chilling Renée’s upper vertebrae. She felt
like a stubborn, sullen little girl, sulking simply because she
knew Shane was sympathetic.

She stared into her
cup.

“He’s not a bad
person,” she said at length.

Shane looked at Renée
with practised neutrality, then said, “Will you show me some of
your photos?”

Renée had the
portfolio of her last semester’s work with her, and she was glad of
the diversion. She didn’t think her work had been very impressive
that year, but the markers seemed to like it. The project had been
just right for that time in the country, moving away from overt
politics but still with a measure of distant, savvy, social
content. The pictures were of suburban security installations in
the suburb of Melville, where she lived with Aden. The houses were
small and old, but because of the area’s proximity to two
universities, the broadcasting centre and a number of media head
offices, it had become an enclave of professional, creative and
fairly wealthy couples and chic family units. Many of the houses
had been restored and beautified with pebble mosaics, Zen gardens
and kitsch Tuscan façades. The finishing touches to these spaces,
raised in hope against the aggression and violence surrounding
them, were security gates and intercoms, electric fences or razor
wire.

The photos in that
essay zoned in on the corners of pretty wooden fences, topped with
loops and posts of electric wire, on tasteful moss-outlined
courtyards caged behind security bars, on a wild cosmos and a patch
of shining pampas vying for the sun with gleaming razor wire. Some
pictures of the old, unsecured houses, too. An old lady filling a
weathered bird feeder behind an unenhanced three-foot face-brick
wall.

“I’m not inferring any
judgements with these pictures. Just presenting them,” Renée said,
as Shane flipped thoughtfully through the pages. “I’m not trying to
make the obvious point that white suburbia is a bastion, a laager
against the marauding and desperate poor. I think what I like most
about them is the shapes and textures of the wires and bars
themselves.”

“I don’t know if you
should automatically steer clear of context though. The conflict
you present is very effective. Without an idea of the context, this
picture of the old woman feeding the birds wouldn’t tell so much of
a story. But as it is, it’s an amazing picture. You think of all
the defended houses around her, the very real danger she’s in. But
she’s smiling here, feeding her birds. Either she’s vulnerable,
fragile, naïve, or she’s bravely living her life the way she wants
to. This is her garden. She’s asserting her territory in a way bars
and guns can’t. I like this very much.”

“Thanks. I like it
too. But I don’t think it really fits in with the others.”

“Maybe it’s the
centrepiece. Everything else is this woman’s world. She’s the calm
in the storm. Is that too romantic?”

After some time, a
group of students come onto the concourse for lunch, screaming
delight at seeing their friends. An exaggerated bout of embracing
and exclaiming prompted Shane and Renée to conclude the coffee
session.

“Thanks for showing
those to me, Renée,” Shane said as she packed away her things. “I’m
always inspired by good pictures. I have so many books on
photography and spend hours over them, but I’ve never had the guts
to give it a go myself.”

“I think you should.
You’d be great. In your paintings, you have such a sense of colour
and form and proportion, such a vibrant style. You can translate
all of those into photography.” Renée watched her face light up at
the compliment and for the first time she understood that Shane,
too, had her vulnerabilities and needed her confidence boosted. She
felt like hugging Shane. She could see that bemused hesitation on
Shane’s face too. It was strange, like the end of an unexpectedly
successful first date.

 


The Owl House,
Nieu-Bethesda. Even here, even here in the stark isolation of
this arid Karoo village, probably three hundred kilometres from the
nearest outlet, somebody has imported FeastBurger detritus. It’s a
#4-size bag at the knees of a cement-clay pilgrim in a private
ecstasy of adoration. The manger must lie to the right, to the
East, outside of the picture. This single, rounded, inscrutable
sculpture is the focus of the picture. Behind the pilgrim is an
obsessive clutter of parts of camels and kings, peacocks, lambs,
cats, owls and houses, sheds and shards of coloured glass. Arms,
staffs, eyes and hooves. From the crumpled, discoloured tissue near
the neck of the Feast Burger bag, the cigarette-end burned through
its bottom, one could assume the bag was used to clean out a
journeyed car. And the pilgrim looks unaware, over it and away,
with half-closed eyes turned toward an East she’ll never reach.

 


Shane had been to the
Owl House before. She’d told Renée how sad and troubling she’d
found it. They had driven for nine hours to get there, the last
thirty kilometres on a rocky, rutted dust road, deep behind
mountains far off the main road, until they were further from
anything than Renée had ever been. She could feel Shane’s mood
darken as they got out of the car and walked toward the museum
entrance, scuffing deliberately to hear the sound in the crisp
silence, the still slowness after the rubber rushing and the
rumbling of their day’s drive. Renée wanted to protect Shane from
sadness and defend herself from uncomfortable feelings. She wanted
to work out the uplifting meaning to this place, but in the end,
her visit to the Owl House left her raw and confused.

They paid the
receptionist at the front desk, signed the visitors’ book, and read
the few information boards. The house had belonged to Helen Martins
who had lived there all her life but for a short-lived marriage to
a man who had left her. For thirty years, after her parents’
deaths, she lived there alone and transformed the house into her
vision. Then, her eyesight failing, her joints arthritic,
depression shrouding her, she swallowed caustic soda and died. They
read about Koos Malgas and Piet van der Merwe who did much of the
sculpting according to her design, adding their own flair. It
fascinated Renée that a woman should make her little yard, in a
small semi-desert village dominated by its Calvinist spire, into a
shrine, a crowded mecca of fantasy figures, a procession, an
exodus.

Making her way into
the yard, welcomed by the bottle-skirted figures called the
Hostesses, Renée felt relieved. This wasn’t so bad. The human
characters were all soft-faced, possibly sad-eyed, but they seemed
peaceful to her. The camels and lambs were friendly, the cats with
their headlight eyes and peacocks with multi-coloured glass tails
were bright. The nativity procession, its almost full-size camels
and kings, was fanciful and uplifting. The words, facing inwards on
the chicken-wire fence – “This is my world” – seemed an empowered
assertion of one woman’s territory in the midst of the oppressive
morality of this tiny dorp. It made Renée think of her photograph
of the woman feeding her birds in Melville, her similar assertion
of territory and identity amid another sort of oppression.

But then Shane quietly
led Renée into and through the house, and as they got deeper into
what felt like a labyrinth, a sneaking possibility of abuse, of
self-loathing, of psychosis filtered on the motes around them and
made them quicken their pace. Just enough time to take a few
photographs. Of the knick-knacks Helen Martins had collected,
dolls’ faces, mementoes simply and neutrally of their time and
place, and the photographs of women, of bodies which she may have
hated or aspired to. She had painted happy colourful suns over the
front windows, bashed down walls and filled the holes with glazed
and coloured glass. Stuffed birds and gazelles stuck between the
glazing, trapped in perpetual flight. It was said she wanted colour
in the house, space and light, but as they walked through Renée
felt suffocated, claustrophobic, like she was walking through a
darkened mind. The colours were solemn, tomb-like, reminded her of
stained glass at a funeral chapel. Narrow beds with hide covers,
lights and candles all over, and of course, the sparkling walls.
Every wall and door and ceiling, even some of the furniture, was
coated with finely crushed glass, from bottles arrayed in the
larder alongside long-rotted preserves. Was this house made to cut
and bleed? Renée couldn’t imagine staying here for one night even.
Miss Helen had been so obsessed with her project she had made her
house barely liveable. But she had stayed there, excitedly showing
a fortunate few guests how the sparkling lights made her world
dance.

The sun came as a
relief as they hurried back out into the yard, and now the
sculptures took on a different tone. Figures Renée hadn’t noticed
before, a skinny girl walking a tightrope, a woman offering a beer
to a fat father, plaintive babies, the cactuses planted at the
entrance arch, negating the Hostesses’ welcome. The fence, the
barring, the never-achieved escape. Renée didn’t want to think
anymore of what had happened to that poor woman.

When they got back to
the reception room, they watched the short video and looked at some
of the books for sale. They were in what had been Helen’s father’s
room. Helen had painted it black after he had died, coated it with
glass. Piet had called it the Lion’s Den. Renée didn’t want to
think of him roaring. The video presented the house as lighter and
brighter than it was. The books, too, tried to convince one that
Miss Helen was an inspired and sometimes mirthful alchemist. Crazy,
but in a creative way. Renée wanted to believe them, but she
couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a house of torment, an
incarnation of the artist’s pain.

For Renée, the Owl
House’s bleak atmosphere imbued the whole village and the rest of
the afternoon as she and Shane walked along the dust roads, peering
into the closed galleries, watching over a cup of coffee the
building, conversion, the gentrification of what had become an
artists’ hamlet. The quiet air was textured with the distant sound
of saws and hammers, the few hundred inhabitants managing to keep
themselves busy in this lonely place because of Miss Helen’s lonely
vision.

They spoke about that
silvered house. Perhaps, thought Renée, their reaction to it was a
reflection of themselves. Toward the end of her life, Miss Helen
grew increasingly depressed by her failing eyesight, her painful
arthritis. Shane said that this made her think of her own death.
What it must be like not being able to complete your work. The
frustration. Maybe the Owl House was a reminder of their own
mortality and the decay of creative endeavour. Here was a crumbling
reminder that nothing lasts forever. Renée realised that she was
yearning to make Shane believe, allow herself to believe, that a
creative woman’s end, an artist’s end, her own end, wouldn’t be one
of desperation, madness and suicide. The positive spin of the books
and the video at the museum was simply a way of assimilating these
discomforting messages. People can’t live thinking of death all the
time, they seemed to say. Helen Martins knew that. She said, “As
you get older … you realise that dying isn’t the problem … living
is the problem. That is why you’ve got to live it well and to the
full. My agony would be to ‘live dying’ without being able to
work.”

Renée thought of
Shane’s fear of being stuck teaching instead of working. She
thought of her own mother, living in Australia with her brother.
She was almost as old as Miss Helen when she took her life, but she
was vibrant and alive. Renée trusted that her mother, and Shane,
and she herself wouldn’t become helpless as they grew older, and
she wanted to believe that Helen Martins had been dynamic and
alive, in charge until the end. Although she was doubtless troubled
and depressed, Miss Helen seemed quite deliberate about the symbols
she used, her creation wasn’t a desperate extrusion of a
nightmarish existence. She had plans. She was more powerful than
Renée imagined.

She had to be.

 


Later that night, at
their bed-and-breakfast room in Graaff-Reinet, Shane delicately
inspected Renée’s eye. “The swelling’s gone down a lot. It’s
looking much better. How does it feel?”

“Much better,” Renée
winced as she pressed a sensitive spot.

Two nights before,
Aden had punched her really hard. This time there was nothing sexy
or funny about it, and Renée had gone straight to Shane’s flat.
Shane told her to pack a bag, that they were going for a drive for
a week or two. It was three days to spring break. Shane called in
sick, and they had headed straight for Nieu-Bethesda, the first
stop on the trip. Renée didn’t want to know where else they were
going. She wanted just to be taken for a change, to not always feel
the pressure to be in charge of her direction.

“I’ve wanted to take
this trip for so long. All I’ve been looking for was an excuse and
a companion,” Shane said enthusiastically, jumping onto the bed.
She looked at Renée in concern, then started to croon, in an awful
Western drawl, “Co-oold December, colder than iyce / co-oold
December, it ain’t very nice …”

Renée laughed and
joined in, “Co-oold December, it freezes my haynds / co-oold
December, ’til they look like rubber bands!”

“Co-oold December,”
Shane added, “it punches your eye / Co-oold December, ’til you
gotta say goodbye.”

“Co-oold December,
it’s a bit of a prick / co-oold December, watch out! Your tongue’s
gonna stick!”

They both flumped back
on the bed, breathless from laughing. Somewhere on the drive, Shane
had come up with this holdall Country and Western tune, perfect,
she said, for road trips in the countryside. From time to time,
they’d take up the chorus and ad-lib a rhyme. Renée felt so relaxed
with her, simply as if she didn’t have to act like someone else.
She hadn’t sung in front of anyone since she was about ten, not
with her mother in church even, never in front of Aden or any other
boy.

“I’m having a great
time, Shane.”

“Good.” Shane gently
continued to rub ointment around Renée’s eye. “Did you see that
FeastBurger bag crumpled up in the Camel Yard at the Owl House
today?” Renée asked, after a while.

“I can’t say I noticed
it.”

“I took a couple of
pictures of it. I thought it was so jarring. I mean, there we were,
in this intensely personal space in the middle of nowhere, and this
ubiquitous junk was there too. It’s like some invading plant.”

“I think it’s
disgusting.”

“It’s given me a cool
idea, though. I’ve noticed FeastBurger junk in so many places,
everywhere I’ve travelled. There’s so much ideological baggage
attached to that brand, it’d be interesting to just do a quiet
series presenting the conjunction or disjunction of the FeastBurger
symbols, especially as discarded garbage, against the environment
they’re located in, whether an ancient street in Paris, a pristine
forest floor, a national monument, a shrine, whatever. I wouldn’t
have to make any commentary because the commentary is so clearly
there, in the visuals. It speaks for itself.”

“I like that! You
should do it. Have you photographed the other junk you’ve seen
elsewhere in the world?”

“No. But not to worry.
I’ll start off with a South African series, and that will make me
my fortune, and allow me to travel the world and do an overseas
series afterwards,” Renée joked. She got up to wash her hands in
the Victorian enamel basin in the bathroom, smelled the wet wood of
the bathroom cabinet as a warm breeze rippled the lace curtains at
the window, and she felt full and powerful.

Who would have
believed that fancies cooked up in a bed-and-breakfast room in
Graaff-Reinet would be the dreams the muse heard and made true?
“I’m kind of relieved your idea wasn’t the same as mine,” Shane
called through to her.

“What’s yours?”

“I want to write a
story about someone who takes pictures of a variety of sculpted
mecca and nativity scenes. I’ll call it ‘Shooting Clay Pilgrims’.”
Renée groaned at the pun and couldn’t repress the urge to spray
Shane with drops from her wet fingers as she came back to the
bedroom. She felt light and happy.

 


Emmarentia Rose
Garden, Johannesburg. The fountain in the overflowing
rectangular pool is frozen in time as it plays gently into the air.
Shallow ripples on the surface of the pool rock the debris of a
Saturday wedding’s photo call. Soggy streamers, red, yellow and
green, float with grass cuttings from the newly mown lawn while two
champagne corks and a sodden and crumpled lottery ticket bob near
the ochre brick edge. Tadpoles laze in the shadow cast by a Junior
CheesyFeast wrapper silhouetted by the sun slanting in at the
algae-covered wall of the pool.

 


Days later, when they
were driving up from Bredasdorp, they stopped at a small
hotel-shop-bar at a crossroads named Stormsvlei. They turned into
the quiet parking lot, populated by two old cars and a down-and-out
man on the curb who didn’t even have the energy to look up and
panhandle them as they passed. Stepping through the door, it was as
if they were walking back into the fifties. The front room
contained a reception desk for the hotel and a shop selling dusty
and needless items, sheaves of decorative wheat tied with
bedraggled bows, morbid feather-bouquets, painted rocks advertising
Bredasdorp and Swellendam (hardly the tourist capitals of the
Garden Route) and packages of rusks and biscuits that looked well
past their sell-by date. An outdated wooden plaque painted in gold
pointed the way to the BAR / KROEG, SLEGS BLANKES / WHITES ONLY.
How outdated and absurd all that seemed now. A small coloured man
with a hat and a whiskey in front of him sat peaceably at the bar
near three large white farmers, watching a rugby match on the
black-and-white TV.

Shane and Renée opted
against a drink and made their way through the shop area towards
the exit. Just then a woman emerged from behind the reception desk
and called out to them in Afrikaans, “Can I help you?” She limped
towards them, her palsied leg in an archaic brace and wedged into a
high-soled shoe.

“I make all of these
things myself, just to make ends meet,” she continued. “Since my
husband died, it’s been difficult …”

“Sanette!” roared one
of the farmers from the bar, “Ek’s leeg! I need more beer!” perhaps
showboating for the two city girls out front. The woman shuffled
off quickly to serve more beer. “Dankie, Sanettatjie,” he said and
gave her a lingering pat on the behind before she moved back to the
counter with an expressionless face, mumbling, “Sies, man.”

Seeing that, Shane and
Renée felt compelled to buy some of her wares before leaving. It
was only in the car that they noted that the painted rock had
“Handmade in Swellendam” painted on its underside.

When they got to
Bonnievale, a small wine-farming village on the fringes of the
Little Karoo, they made for the Rykgeleë farm for a tasting and a
tour. Shane’s guidebook to the winelands, which was a few years
old, said that Rykgeleë was one of the most magnificent farms in
the area, with the oldest cellar of all the Karoo wineries. The
farm benefited both from irrigation from the river, and an
unusually high rainfall for the area. Only its little mountainside
in the whole region was blessed with rainfall that almost matched
that in the Boland, closer to Cape Town. The skilful wine-making
touch of Pieter Jordaan, the unique combination of the
mineral-rich, semi-desert soil, a kind, cool wind and plentiful
water, the guide book said, made Rykgeleë wines among the best and
most complex in the country.

When they got to the
farm, they were surprised to see the gate closed. Usually wineries
that were open to the public kept their gates open. There was a
small sign hanging outside advertising PHOENIX / RYKGELEË WINERY.
OPEN FOR TASTING 9 AM TO 1 PM, MONDAY TO FRIDAY. They checked the
time, it was ten on a Wednesday, so Renée got out of the car and
pressed the buzzer. They were invited in, the gate opened, and they
drove up the steep crunching gravel drive to the reception area.
The functional, newly made building looked nothing like the
gracious one in the picture. They got out of the car and surveyed
the vista. There was a good view from here, and they could see the
course of the Breede River wending between brown, scrub-and-rock
mountains, appliquéd along the whole of its course with the intense
green quiltwork of vineyards. But immediately below them and to the
sides, where the lush opulence of Rykgeleë’s vines should be, were
grubby swathes of barren and fallow ground, and only a few patches
with tiny new vines, interspersed between charred, skeletal remains
of partially grown-over buildings. Behind this new building was a
stand of healthy, pale green trellises bravely clinging onto its
fortune-favoured hillside.

A young woman, no more
than twenty-five, came out of the building, smiling in welcome and
shielding her eyes from the sun. She was tall and strapping, and
wore jeans and a cotton work-shirt, her hair back in a ponytail.
“Sorry about the gate,” she said in well spoken English with a
rich, attractive accent, “we don’t get that many visitors anymore.
Come inside, please.”

They followed her into
the building, which was as functional as its façade suggested, but
also spacious and warm. A wooden tasting-counter backed by a
wallful of bottles stood along one side of an atrium tiled in dark
terracotta. The rest of the space seemed given over to
administrative offices, a small kitchen and through one door, they
noted the tops of a few large and modern steel vats jutting from a
cellar a couple of stories below. There were only two other staff
members in evidence, one washing glasses in the kitchen and one
typing at a computer in an office.

The woman moved behind
the counter. “Welcome to Phoenix Winery. I’m Helena Jordaan. Out of
the ashes, we’re making a new start,” she said, with a look wry,
tragic and proud all at once, and busied herself pouring three sets
of four wines, two white and two red.

“You obviously had a
fire,” said Shane. “When did it happen?”

“It was four and a
half years ago. What you see behind you is all that was left,” as
if indicating both the vines and the people working there. ”It was
late March, dry and hot, and the fire started on the fringe of the
road there, and ran straight up here, through our vines and to the
farm. This is the chenin blanc to start with. It’s still young and
very crisp, but we’re starting to taste some growing complexity.
Some smokiness, of course,” she said and her dark eyes glowered
with dark humour.

“Was it only your farm
that was affected?” asked Renée.

“Yes. We get the best
and the worst luck on this mountainside. Try this chardonnay blend.
In South Africa we’ve just started with chardonnay, but it loves
our conditions. I’ve just planted some down in the new stands, and
it’s growing great. I bet in ten years chardonnay will replace all
the chenin blanc in the Breede River Valley. This is not an
old-world area – the conditions are as opposite as you can get. The
Valley needs a new-world wine. So for now, just to get used to
working with it, I’ve bought some chardonnay from farms down the
valley and blended it with forty percent of my own chenin blanc and
sauvignon blanc. You can taste it’s just an experiment, but it’s
really promising.”

“I’m scared to ask,”
said Shane, although the woman seemed quite happy to be telling her
story, “but, what else was lost? I mean, was anyone hurt?”

“We lost four workers
and two of their children who lived close to the road. And my
father.” She didn’t look up as she swilled the rest of her
chardonnay into the spittoon, refilled their water glasses and
rinsed out her mouth. “Now, the merlot and cabernet are a big
surprise. A few years ago nobody would try to grow reds out here in
the Valley. We knew nothing of red grapes, and when we planted them
in the rich river sand, the grapes grew too quickly and the wines
were thin and tasteless. Then we moved them up the hill and made
them struggle for their living, suffer, to pull every nutrient out
of the soil, and watered them only when they needed it, forced them
to have that long growing season like they’ve got in France. My
father planted these grapes here behind the house shortly before
the fire. These two ’94s are the first vintage that have been made
to work hard and suddenly we’ve got world-class reds right
here.”

She meted out both
wines. “Compare the two. The soft tannins and the fruitiness of the
merlot against the heavy complexity of the cabernet. This big boy
is really a winter wine and it’ll need a few more years in the
bottle.”

“So you’re doing all
the winemaking yourself?” asked Renée.

“Yes. My mother went
to Cape Town to stay with her brother. She used to help a lot in
the office but never had much to do with the wine-making so it’s
just me and the workers now. They’re doing great work, and we’ve
given them all shares in the new stands that are going in. After
the fire, I think we all realised how much we needed each other. It
wasn’t like they had anywhere else to go either. They had as much
interest in making this farm work again as I did, and they’ve
worked damn hard.”

“It must be difficult,
in such a man’s world as this,” Shane said.

“I’m lucky we’re here,
in the Breede River Valley. All the farmers work together very
well. Here, it’s all of us against the Karoo before it’s us against
each other. They probably don’t see me as a threat now, I’m just
Piet’s daughter who needs help. I don’t know if they’ll feel
threatened if we become very successful in the future. But we
will.”

 


They drove through the
breathtaking arid mountains and green valley floors on the way to
the hot springs in Montagu. Renée looked out of the car window and
realised that she was close to something approaching peace. With
Shane, she had slipped into holiday mode more quickly and more
thoroughly than ever before. She was thinking just one thing, or
nothing even, at a time. Sheep grouped themselves in the occasional
shade of gum trees in the brown tilled soil, and windmills stood,
their blades motionless, facing the direction of the previous
wind.

“What do you think of
our B&B?” asked Shane. They had checked into Dauphine House
earlier that afternoon. It was run by a woman called Elna de la
Rey, middle-aged and dramatically made-up, beads strung around her
neck, hands covered with interesting silver rings. Her hair was
dyed as black as the layers of her flowing clothes. Her teenage son
had embarrassedly offered to help them with their bags but they’d
told him not to worry.

The room was newly
finished in marbled grey and the elegant and filigreed wardrobe,
bed, dressing and side tables were scattered with objets: a
jewelled hand-mirror, a miniature rocking horse, heavy cut-glass
bowls. There were vases of fresh flowers, a bowl of fresh fruit and
gold-rimmed drinking glasses and a decanter of marsala on a gilded
tray. The wall opposite the intricately draped headboard was
dominated by a freshly completed painting of O’Keefe-style white
lilies on a black background, signed ‘Elna’.

“It’s like
eighteenth-century ducal Tuscany or something,” Renée said. Shane
laughed, “But it’s so committed and coherent that I think it
actually works! It’s the sort of hyper-kitsch that you’d only
expect from a Johannesburg architect … But would you believe it’s
her first time?”

“We’re her first
guests?”

“I heard about her
from Norma at the B&B I came to last time I was here. Norma’s
cottages are full, so she suggested Elna.”

“Well, I think it’s
great,” Renée said, “I’m having such a great time, Shane.” Her
surprise was slowly transforming itself into hope.

“I’m pleased. We
deserve a bit of a good time. I must admit, I was a little nervous
about how we’d get along in such close quarters, but I trusted my
instincts, and they were right.”

Renée watched the
passing rocks and scrub for a time, then said, “I’m sure Elna’s
just recently divorced.”

“What makes you say
that?”

“She’s a painter who
owns an architect-designed house and a fairly recent-model
Mercedes.”

Shane snorted a laugh
and, encouraged, Renée continued,

“She’s got a son, and
this is a small country town, so one assumes that there’s a husband
involved.”

“Sure, but what makes
you think she’s divorced?”

“Hmm,” said Renée,
hamming up the Hercule Poirot act and twiddling an invisible
moustache. “Did you notice where she parked her car? In the
carport. There are two spaces. We’re in the other one. If she was
expecting her providing husband to come home, she’d leave the
carport for him. Which leads me to the next clue. The new B&B
suite. We know that this is her first time hosting. The room is
newly decorated and her poor son is a little self-conscious. Which
all leads me to think that she’s been forced to make a bit of extra
income to make ends meet.”

Shane nodded. “Well,
it’s sad. Or no, it’s actually, not. Good for her! And especially
good for her if she managed to keep the house and the boy.”

“And the Merc,” Renée
added with a laugh.

After a while, Shane
said, “I’ve realised something on this trip. There are a thousand
more stories of women beating the odds for every published or
famous one. And we’re all connected in our lives and our
creativity.”

Renée agreed. “I know
what you’re saying,” she said. “And I feel stronger here.
Supported.”

Later they were
drinking cocktails and sharing a newspaper at a table under a
thatch umbrella by the side of the hot pools. The sun had gone
behind the mountainside into which the pools were nestled and the
wind had picked up, the perfect cooling companion to their drinks
and the sound of warm water cascading after the desert-hot day. A
family of dassies bravely headed down from the hill to crop the
sweet lawn grass and to see if any scraps of food were left. Now
that dusk had fallen, a number of the older visitors were sinking
with sighs into the water. Shane and Renée had already soaked in
the pools for some time. It was magnificent, healing. Renée could
feel her muscles, her knots, melting away. She hoped she would come
back there when she was old, preferably with someone as pleasant as
Shane.

“This is amazing,”
said Shane. Renée thought she was expressing bliss at being there,
but Shane was commenting on something she was reading. She studied
Shane’s body absently. She was lithe and shapely, unselfconsciously
wearing a sexy green tank-top-and-shorts swimsuit. Renée hoped
she’d keep her shape as well as Shane did.

“There’s a story here
of an eighteen-year-old boy in Wales who bought a lottery scratch
card and won the grand prize. The shopkeeper who sold it to him
says he got on the phone with the lottery operators to ask how to
pay out the prize, and while he was on the phone the boy ran to
catch his bus, obviously not aware he had won. They finally tracked
him down. Luckily he hadn’t thrown away the ticket.”

“Wow. Imagine having a
fortune in your pocket and not even knowing. How much was the prize
worth?”

“Five million
pounds.”

“Shit, I could do with
that! I wonder how they found him.”

Shane laughed. “Well
I’m sure if we’re reading about this in the middle of the Little
Karoo, he or someone who knows him heard about it.”

Renée pondered a
while, watching the steam drift languidly above the pool. A
waitress carried a tray of coffees to a group of pensioners in the
shallower pool. An electric bug-zapper clicked under the thatched
bar. “I sometimes dream of things like that – not being able to get
to a place to finish something or find something or win something
that’s mine …” She tailed off vaguely and they sat in silence for a
few minutes more as stars started pricking out of the violet
sky.

“Imagine that day
though,” said Shane. Renée looked at her. She was looking at the
sky, thinking hard. “While that boy goes home on the bus, probably
to his mother’s house, he sees the usual people on the way. Even
the shopkeeper is a regular on his route from work or school. Does
he have a girlfriend? Sisters or brothers? Does his father live at
home? What are the neighbours like? His friends? He goes home, on
the regular route, not knowing that this is his last day of that
life.” She was talking fast, her hands working, then she stopped
and smiled broadly and clapped a hand on Renée’s arm. “You know
what? I think I’ve stumbled across my first photographic
project!”

“Good for you,” Renée
said, infected by her enthusiasm. “Tell me more.”

“I can see it in
staccato images,” she continued. “This boy’s life snapped away in a
series of strobe light flickers. Just the faces he sees on that
afternoon, when his life has changed but the beauty of it is that
he doesn’t know, so there’s no judgement. It’s like the calm before
the storm, where everything is so quiet, simple and clear. These
places and faces he’s seen are so normal that they have become
valueless … It speaks so clearly and, best of all, wordlessly,
about chance and luck, about fortune and fate. It’s just because of
his blind luck that he can stand out …”

Renée tried to see
what Shane was seeing. “How many pictures would you take?
Where?”

“I don’t know,
probably twenty or thirty only. It’s an urban essay – the boy was
in Cardiff. I can set it Joburg, I’m sure – you need buses and
people and corner shops and streets and pavements. That’s so
central, I think.”

“Colour or black and
white?”

“Shit, you’re much
more expert than me! But … I’d imagine colour, because it’s an
everyday reflection. Black and white can work in an urban setting,
but I think it renders the images more peaceful, more focussed than
they should be.”

Renée agreed. Black
and white, even in an urban landscape, often did give the pictures
a somewhat romantic, otherworldly effect.

They went off to
lounge in the steaming Baboon Pool, the hottest of them all, and
drank to holidays and inspiration. Shane sketched her ideas while
they waited for two more daiquiris.

And there it was,
simple as that. Renée with her FeastBurger junk and Shane with her
Lottery Boy, the exhibitions that would give them their few minutes
of fame and respect, allow them to travel and earn in cities in the
centre of the world.
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Four years later, Renée
was getting lost in the West End again. She and Shane had been
based in London for almost three of those years and still she
couldn’t get used to the mysterious, organic configuration of its
streets. It struck her that you could spend a lifetime wandering
here and not get to know more than a tiny sector. She would duck
under a portico, into an alley, around a corner, and find herself
completely disoriented, with no idea of where the sun should be in
the grey sky, or where the Thames lay. The looping river offered no
help anyway, and every street seemed to shift constantly, becoming
something else from day to day.

When she got to the
Portland Coffee Bar, Renée was coming at it from the wrong side, as
often. Turning into the street, she had the strange feeling that
the coffee shop, its neighbours, that entire side of the street had
swapped itself with the other. Even though she had become used to
the shock of being lost in these three years, this lack of command
still provoked an eerie panic inside her. But at least this part of
London was an adventurous, interesting maze. There were decked-out
windows and street performers and jostling crowds. People handing
out free energy drinks and theatre programmes, flower-sellers,
painters and junk stalls. Being completely lost in Johannesburg
would have ended up a far more menacing prospect.

She battled her way
into the coffee shop against the tide of tourists and the workers
they outnumbered here. Shane was sitting at a high, round table on
a raised area, as if cocooned in a spotlight. She had the knack of
finding space and peace in the busiest places. Whenever Renée saw
Shane from a distance in a public place, it seemed to her that the
human flow around Shane quietened and slowed down. Shane smiled at
Renée as she came across and sat down. The rain of this
unseasonable summer had switched on again and miming tourists stood
in the doorway shaking their coats and umbrellas, ruffling back
into the busy shop like damp water birds. The coffee makers at the
counter silently mouthed their yelled orders to the next in line.
Things were calmer here, in Shane’s grey eyes.

Though they still
lived very close to each other, in the past few weeks Shane and
Renée had barely spent more than a few minutes talking. Their work,
their own shows and galleries and agents, and the separate friends
they’d made through them had pulled them far apart, despite the
fact that Renée still thought of Shane and herself as best friends.
She hadn’t really re-evaluated their friendship for a while.

So much had passed,
they had done so much, become so changed. A fairground roundabout
of success and excitement had whisked them up. When Renée had met
Shane at Wits, in what seemed like a different time and life, they
had been searchers, open to every opportunity, with a frightening,
empty, but vast life full of possibility before them. Then it all
came to them, in a miraculous way they’d never had the hubris to
expect. Everything they’d dreamed of – success, travel,
stimulation, economic freedom, even acclaim – came to them in a
rush, and left them gasping, suddenly needing new goals, new
dreams, new reasons.

“How’s work?” Shane
asked. The question of work was a running joke between them. It
seemed the more successful they had become, the less they actually
did, the more obstacles there were to getting anything done.

“Scouting the
periphery, laying the plumbing,” Renée said, using clichés they’d
thought up for this strange and opulent prevarication they had
fallen into.

“Co-oold December,
We’re priming the pump,” Shane started to sing. “Co-oold December,
We’re nearly over the hump.”

Renée laughed.

“Remember the springs
at Montagu?” said Shane as her second grande skinny latte arrived.
Renée smiled at the memory until Shane added, “That dowdy hotel,
and all those old codgers. What a backwater!”

Of course she was
right, Renée quickly tried to convince herself. Didn’t the fact
that Renée saw something romantic or fun in that show just how
narrow-minded she had been back then? Now they had the world at
their feet. Well, not quite, but some day. They were a lot closer
than they had been. Shane’s attitude shouldn’t surprise me, thought
Renée. For years now, they had worked to perfect their global
ennui. It was the one attitude they could never honestly carry off
in South Africa. Entitlement was not compatible with their home and
upbringing, and it was a sign of their expansion, their escape,
that they could allow themselves to act spoiled. It was all an act,
but one they clung to in order to give all of this – the success,
the compromises – any meaning.

A few minutes later,
Renée went to the bathroom and looked at herself. This had become
her form of protection when she felt shaken or vulnerable. In
London she had learned, despite herself, to be image-conscious, to
care what she looked like to other people. Though rare, there was
the ever-present chance of an impromptu interview or photo, and a
little preening had become habit. There was a glut of fashion
magazines, posters, displays and people scattered wherever they
walked. If you felt at all related to those pictures, you always
compared yourself to them. She spent a minute or two studying her
reflection, renewing her base and lipstick.

Shane’s comment about
Montagu had hurt her, she realised. Renée still remembered those
days as liberating fun. They had been so important to her then. As
soon as she smoothed her face, however, and stepped out of the
bathroom and walked back over to Shane, she felt better. She was in
London, for fuck’s sake, and she wasn’t planning to second-guess
her dream-come-true luck. She and Shane were young and they were
beautiful and they were clever and creative, and the world was
giving them justified credit, wasn’t it?

Later, back in little
Melville, Renée can contemplate a mental snapshot of the two of
them in that Covent Garden coffee shop. She sees herself, the
rising star, along with her mentor, the important artist. They’re
at the centre of the world. And it’s only from here that she can
see the seeds of their inevitable end. The death of her faith in it
all. Shane’s dramatic meltdown. She remembers that moment in the
mirror as clearly as if it were today, and it’s only now she
realises why. As the quartz lights sparkled in her eyes, Renée had
accepted at last that it was over. She and Shane had become people
she didn’t know. The roundabout spun so fast that all they could do
was watch the lights swinging past and put all their strength into
clinging on. Their worst fear then was being flung back into the
provincial periphery.

But Renée knows she
tends to sever her past, condemn and discard chunks of it at a
time, no matter how alive she felt then, how affirmed and
successful and happy she was. How that narcotic rush of life gave
her the singular, all-consuming focus she needed, and which she
believes she’ll never feel again. She writes off those years,
because otherwise all she’ll do is sit at this little desk in
Melville and mourn that distant, distant joy.

 


But she does remember.
She remembers taking a leisurely walk after coffee that day,
feeling so full. Shane’s comment had been thoughtless, but an
aberrance, and after five minutes she thought nothing more of it.
It was probably just Shane’s drugs, her hip new peers talking. It
was the first warm day of that miserable summer. A cool breeze
remained beneath the layer of sun, but it was a champagne day. It
reminded Renée of a late autumn day in Johannesburg. That mixture
of hot and cold air currents. It was titillating. Parts of her body
were puckered, erect, sensitive. She mused on the sensation for a
while longer and realised that she hadn’t thought of sex for weeks,
maybe months. She couldn’t think when the last time was. She didn’t
really miss it. She was channelling most of her creative energy
into work. Not doing work, because she hadn’t been doing much of
anything for months now, but into placing and selling the work,
into balancing on this pinnacle. She knew from prior droughts,
though, that once her libido awakened, it would immediately be
central to her creative life.

Renée still had over
two hours until her meeting with her agent, Kendra Knight. She took
a detour to the Portrait Gallery to see the exhibition by young
artists from a local academy. The pictures in the ground-floor hall
were not what she had expected. Her conservatism, her old-fashioned
tendencies often caught her out. Sometimes her favourite thing to
do was look at old portraits, the realistic images so honed that
you can search for character in the face as if you’re looking into
the living eyes of a person centuries gone. It’s like staring,
unselfconsciously, at those historical characters. There’s more
detail in painted portraits, somehow, than in photographs. A photo
is a slice of time, a fraction of a second. The portrait-painter
seems to meld all the days, all the weeks he worked, into the
painting. Something closer to an essence, a personality, seems to
shine from those old depictions. She shouldn’t have expected a
similar treatment in the modern portraits. In the long years since
photography, painted portraits had become less functional, more
impressionist. It certainly wasn’t anything new, but Renée was
still surprised by the pictures she saw. Some of the subjects were
rendered so non-human, she couldn’t really tell how, apart from
their titles, these were portraits rather than some other
abstraction. She found herself drawn to those few that did
represent a person in something like a realistic way, and spent a
long time staring at them.

One was a sculpture of
a very thin young man in jeans. It was cast in bronze, and in its
very hyperrealism – the taut, banded muscles, the creases in the
skin of the face, the folds and texture of the denim, even
needle-tracks in the arms – the figure became vague, generalised,
stylised. She walked a few paces away and the sculpture very
cleverly disguised itself as a life-size imitation of a Giacometti
man. It was unsettling, the shift from abstract to real and back
again, as if the artist were inviting her to take a closer look,
not just judge and classify this man – or the artist – from a
distant glance. The piece was called “Me” and was by Vanessa
Sinclair.

Her other favourite
was a large canvas of a girl in her bedroom entitled “Rose and
Cherry”, by a painter with the unlikely-sounding name Regis
Rackham. The girl lay unselfconsciously spread-eagled on the bed,
as if she were alone, unwatched. Renée guessed she was about
seventeen, the room still brightly cluttered with the trappings of
an adolescent – posters of rock stars, glass My Little Ponies,
stuffed toys, silk flowers, exercise books, a school tie – along
with CDs and books and fashionable jeans and wide,
turquoise-studded belts littered over chair backs and on the floor.
But the girl had the confident, sexy languor of a woman. She was
slumped against the head of the bed, reading a book called
Cherry by Mary Karr. She wore a cropped T-shirt and denim
shorts, mirroring the girl on the cover of the book. One pale leg
was at an angle on the bed and the other was bent upward at the
knee. There was a graze running up her shin and the girl seemed
absent-mindedly to scratch at a birthmark on her thigh.

Renée liked this
picture because it invited a story. This girl seemed to be a real
person, and again she felt compelled to look, to imagine this
girl’s circumstances, what she might do and say outside that
bedroom. She imagined who the artist might be, how this girl could
feel so comfortable with him, and what their relationship was. She
knew this way of looking was old-fashioned and she thought of both
her FeastBurger pictures and Shane’s Lottery series. They were so
old-hat compared to all the new concepts, but their very
simplicity, she considered, was their strength. In the midst of all
this clever, self-reflexive, self-conscious post-thinking, people
had forgotten how to look. A simple scene, an unmediated face,
could make us imagine so much, would allow us to think beyond the
frame of the picture, about ourselves, our communities, about
humanity. These simple-seeming but multi-connected stories
obviously struck a chord with their viewers, who were tired of
being told that they were all alone and that nothing had any
bearing on anything else. They hungered for their existence to be
affirmed, to be shown that their lives were integral to the lives
of others.

 


Four years before,
tastes – particularly at the university – had been much more
visceral, much more full of the fluids of pain and desire than the
bulk of these sanitised works. The country had recently escaped
from apartheid, which not only repressed its people but also
shackled its artists to political forms of expression. Sex and
subversion of new sorts were such a liberation to the art students
of Renée’s generation.

She remembers the
Postgraduate Exhibition of her Master’s class at the Gertrude Posel
gallery at the university. Some of the students felt that they were
in direct competition with others in the class, but Renée somehow
didn’t feel that there was much relation between their work and
hers.

Scattered around the
walls of the top level were grotesque collages made of an awfully
real-looking rubber skin, some patches complete with severed
nipples or bristles of hair. Next to these were simple studies of
nudes, and a series of papier-mâché sculptures of underwear
complete with anatomical bulges filling them. The middle of the
gallery was dominated by some hanging, human-size fairy characters
made by Yvonne, a surprisingly pleasant girl in the class. They
hung by coarse hooks in their heads down the spiral staircase
leading to the lower floor. Descending into the more spacious lower
level, you almost had to brush against their perfumed and waxen
flesh to get past, and as you got to the bottom of the stairs, you
were rewarded with a long look up their skirts to slutty, sundered
underwear. Renée’s year had sex and flesh on the brain. She seems
to have been a late bloomer.

Many of the students
from the class stood smoking nervously in corners, sharing guarded
conversation and trying to avoid the attention of the academics and
visitors at the opening. Renée saw Shane obscured partially behind
a screen made of different painted panels depicting pornographic
scenes in chocolate-box watercolour. She went up to join her.

“Did they make you
come?” she asked Shane.

“No, I wanted to. I
really want to support you all. You’re doing good work.”

They made their way
across to Renée’s wall. She had taken some more pictures of
FeastBurger junk in Johannesburg and added them to the best of the
Karoo pictures. She was pleased with the result. There really
wasn’t anything special or technically difficult about the
pictures, but as a group of twelve untitled pictures they had a
weight. Their simplicity and accessibility stood out against the
tortured complexity, the paradoxical moralising of much of the
other work on display, and she had already noticed people taking a
longer time looking at her pictures.

After a few minutes
Renée went outside through the side entrance of Senate House and
sat on a bench in front of a weary shrub. It was a plant she knew
well from days of sitting under it, but it looked different at
night. There was something peaceful about the darkened campus, as
if it were a big, docile monster gathering its strength for the
coming day. She puffed occasionally at a social cigarette she’d
bummed from Yvonne and looked up at the stars. So what now? The
coursework component of the degree was over. She had up to a year
to complete the relatively short art history dissertation, but
she’d get no funding for that. After all these years it was the end
of her formal education. Everything had been mapped out comfortably
up to here, but this is where the known world ended. Beyond lay
dragons.

It was like her life
taking a breath. A short pause before plummeting from her nest, the
briefest glimpse of the magnitude of the possibilities ahead of
her. She was stopped in the middle, she could have taken any
direction whatsoever. As frightening as that might have been, it
was also thoroughly invigorating.

But it turned out to
be just the smallest glimpse of possibility and expanse, because no
sooner had she stubbed out the cigarette than Shane came outside
looking for her, a couple of smartly dressed guests behind her.
They were in their thirties, Renée guessed, and she had seen them
looking at her pictures and talking about them more animatedly than
is normal at art openings, pointing, framing with their hands,
quite considered. They were the famed power-marketing team, Angie
and Bill McMillan, and one of their key clients was Halcyon, the
designer clothing and houseware chain. Renée’s photos were just the
idea they were seeking for the major new Halcyon campaign. Angie
enthused about their dissociated feeling of style, of lifestyle, of
living. Everyone knew what Halcyon sold so they didn’t have to be
told; it was the decadent image of the discarded rubbish in exotic
locales that would simply pose questions without answering them.
Where are the products? Where are the traditional supermodels
Halcyon’s become famous for? Is Halcyon finally answering those
critics who say their advertisers are sexist throwbacks? (We’re
not, said Angie and Bill.) What exactly was Halcyon saying? What is
Halcyon selling, apart from these seemingly objective images,
subverting the agenda of marketing itself, Angie asked with
expansive gesticulation. Was Halcyon trying to present itself as
environmentally active? Was Halcyon criticising the low, throwaway
culture of FeastBurger?

As it happened, the
FeastBurger corporation had a large, though not controlling, stake
in Halcyon’s holding company, World Retailing Services. Although
sister companies, each operated barely aware of the other’s
existence, and they would certainly have no reason to compete
directly, they had such distinct markets. As Angie and Bill saw it,
FeastBurger would have no problem with such a campaign. It was all
about brand recognition. Why brand their bags and containers in the
first place if they didn’t want their logo to be seen on rubbish?
And, Bill said in an aside, they’d probably secretly be very
pleased with the elevation that association with Halcyon would
provide.

The answers to the
questions raised by this campaign would lie in a Halcyon store and
in Halcyon products.

Renée didn’t hold
strong views about the relationship between advertising and art.
Commercial art sometimes came up with some pleasing images, and
ultimately that’s all she’d ever been interested in – the image
rather than the moral or political content. When she signed up with
Angie and Bill – after taking Shane’s advice and two weeks with a
contract lawyer – she wasn’t even aware that Halcyon was a global
corporation. Renée would have found working with them far more
remarkable and daunting if she had known that Halcyon’s head office
in London was watching the South African pilot campaign with
interest. She had merely thought of them as another trendy new
South African chain, and as a shopper, she liked their stores and
products. She had heard from student friends that their employment
policies were liberal, and they did have a much-vaunted and widely
supported environmental policy that was held up as a model to other
big companies.

And of course the
money. They wanted to use all her existing pictures, asked for more
and offered her the position of art director on the campaign. The
amount of money involved was simply inconceivable to Renée. She
managed to retain copyright, thanks to that quiet and professional
lawyer, who didn’t even overcharge her. She’s forgotten his name,
but in so many ways it’s because of him that she made a success of
it all.

As soon as the
campaign broke there was a lot of media interest and what felt like
a mini-carnival erupted. In those six months Renée showed the
FeastBurger pictures all over the country, Halcyon’s sales grew
considerably, and the global campaign was commissioned. Angie and
Bill were very pleased indeed. It was all a lot of fun, and that
moment of stargazing disappeared before it started.

Renée remembers a time
when she was about twelve, and went one evening with some school
friends to the Rand Easter Show. They wore their most fashionable
clothes and queued, huddled excitedly together in the crisp autumn
air, for the funfair rides. At night, the multi-coloured lights
bathed everything in an undulating brightness and alluring,
intoxicating motion. The Ferris wheel was tame, and the
rollercoaster less scary than she had feared, its clackety tracks
firm and its path clear. But she was caught by surprise at the
Tilt-a-Whirl. The four friends bundled into a shell-shaped pod, and
the machine started spinning them around. “Lean, lean!” cried
Debra, the group’s experienced funfair rider. She knew the way to
make the pod spin around faster and faster by leaning into the
direction of their motion. Renée was soon terrified. The pressure
of gravity pulled at her face as Debra cheered and exhorted and the
other girls screamed. Renée felt like she was going to fly off her
seat and out from behind the flimsy bar holding them down. Her own
screams soon got choked in nausea as the shell spun faster than she
could have imagined. She couldn’t lean in the opposite direction
without Debra noticing, so she put all her effort into sitting
down, gluing herself to the pink plastic seat, which had become her
lifebuoy. As she whirled more and more and even Debra’s whoops
became panicked, Renée knew that their pod was going to unscrew
itself and smash through the fence and into the waiting crowd,
their speed-spread faces now leering anxiously. The wind deafened
her. But of course the ride slowed again as it had done hundreds of
times that week, and the girls all mustered their brave comments
and wobbled down the exit stairs. And of course they went again the
following year.

 


“Oh, hi, Renée,” said
Kendra, looking like she owned the place. She was sharply but
anonymously dressed in pin-stripe pants, a little red T-shirt and
flat-soled shoes and stood up from a plan- and paper-strewn desk in
the lobby of the gallery. “Come and have a look.”

Renée followed her up
a half level and around a corner into the main exhibition space.
The last time she had been there, a week before, the gallery had
been a large, empty room with the requisite white walls and
narrow-stripped Oregon floors. Now she had to suppress a gasp as
she looked at the room. She remembered how egos could easily become
inflated in this world.

Some of the
international series of Halcyon pictures had been displayed before
in galleries around London, but usually in groups of six or ten, a
small part of a larger collection. But this was to be the
retrospective, the collected works, the final display of this
subject. Here was Renée’s entire body of FeastBurger work – all one
hundred and seventeen of the images they had chosen – festooned
around the walls or cabled tastefully between ceiling and floor at
staggered heights. They were printed at various sizes between A1
and A0, bigger than they had ever been before. Renée had supervised
the first few prints but when she had seen the professional
quality, had left the painstaking process to Kendra, the gallery
owners and the laboratory.

She wandered between
the taut cables. It felt like being in the eye of a freeze-framed
paper storm, being part of a stopped hurricane, like being in the
middle of one of Cornelia Parker’s suspended explosions. She
swelled with disproportionate pride. She was unsettled; thinking
this was too nice for these silly little pictures of rubbish. This
was too much. This was too good for this artless art of hers. The
enlargements had been stunningly done, with utter care. Not an
image had been badly cropped. The Rockefeller Center bird’s eye was
at the very edge of the frame, and its backward glance, the fulcrum
of that image, had been preserved intact, when a hundred other
developers might have slivered it off. The true colour and the
grain, which at this size was showing like a harmonic flurry of
flowing hue, had been masterfully coaxed out of the paper. The art
in this display, she admitted, to keep herself from jumping, from
shouting with exhilaration, was not hers.

There was the pavement
and the squashed mantis on Seventh Street, every gravel grit, every
made-up pigment in larger-than-life colour. There was the Tokyo
neon puddle, the crumpled bag about to be snatched up on the end of
a Parisian litter collector’s green spike. Renée made her way
through the maze to the nearest wall, about to throw herself in
gratitude at Kendra’s feet, when she saw something disturbing.
Clusters of prints on the walls were captioned. “Frozen water on a
summer’s day”, “Scavenging, Big Apple-style”, “Follow the yellow
paper road” … That was something Halcyon hadn’t even found
necessary, so why now, when this was supposed to be Renée’s
exhibition? The captions didn’t add anything. They were trite.

Kendra had been
standing at the main entrance to the room, knowing they had done a
superb job. “This is fantastic, Kendra, really,” Renée said. “One
thing though …” She wanted to get the right tone, she wanted always
to remember that these were just pictures of junk. She often felt
in danger of falling away into some unreal world, where this stuff
mattered more than it should. Also knowing that while they –
Kendra, the agency, the gallery owners, the buyers – appreciated
her work, she ultimately needed them way more than they needed her.
Meek was the tone she came up with. “I’m not altogether happy with
these captions. I don’t see why the images need to be mediated by
any words. They really ought to speak for themselves. They’ve done
so in previous exhibitions.”

“Trust us,” said
Kendra, friendly but authoritative. She’d evidently studied at the
School for Handling Fractious Artists. Renée failed to gauge from
these words whether Kendra had had a direct hand in writing the
captions, but her dismissal of her objection somehow made it easier
for Renée to speak her mind.

“Besides,” she
continued, “these captions are really corny. Most of them are gross
puns, not even clever. I can’t see what they add to the work.”

Either Kendra wasn’t
injured by her comment or she hid her feelings well. Renée didn’t
want to rub her up the wrong way, or hurt her personally. She had
been very good to Renée even before Renée had arrived in London.
She’d been her agent since Price Wilson had signed her up, and she
did her job well. Without Kendra’s professionalism and attention,
none of this would have happened. Did it matter that her attention
was primarily directed to her own wallet? Most of the time Renée
thought not, but she had to cling to the difficult notion of art,
of the work having some integrity. In a few years time, perhaps,
she would have enough money to become an iconoclast, but not
yet.

“What we’re trying to
do for you is package you. I know it offends your sensibilities,” –
she said this without sarcasm – “but you’re out there vying with so
many other messages. It’s the short, simple ones that tend to be
more memorable. Your viewers will know to look beyond the
label.”

“I’m not sure,” Renée
said, but they both knew that she had conceded the point.

They went back to the
desk, where Jane Moran, the gallery manager was now sitting,
talking on the phone. Kendra sat down and motioned Renée into a
seat without acknowledging Jane. Renée marvelled at her confidence.
She had a job to do. Kendra showed Renée what the layout would be
on opening night, where the bar and food tables would be, and where
she could sit quietly for interviews. As often, she found herself
warming to Kendra. She was plain-looking, but made herself sexy in
that edgy, pencil-skirt sort of way. Similarly, she’d probably
realised early on that she was a pretty normal girl, and she’d
transcend that normality with confidence and drive, by making
herself exceptional. Admitting you were normal must be a very
difficult thing to do. So many of the girls Renée grew up with
believed they were freaks, and their every impulse was to belong,
to make themselves normal and knowable to someone, find someone,
some set that accepted them.

“So this is it,
Renée,” Kendra leaned back and smiled. “The end of the hamburger
road … What are you up to next? Any more ad campaigns in the
pipeline?”

Renée laughed at the
phrase. “I’ve been on the ‘hamburger road’ for so long now, I don’t
know where else to wander.” Kendra watched her speak intently.
Renée imagined that Kendra’s interest in her wasn’t wholly learned
at business school, that inside – maybe, refreshingly, an inside
not too far below the surface – she was an open, nice woman. Renée
had learned to watch what she said and to whom these last years in
the Real World, but maybe because it was the end of a chapter, she
didn’t feel threatened when speaking truthfully to her agent. “I’ve
really found it difficult to think beyond this …” she said,
including the gallery with a gesture of her arm. “Everything here
has been focussed on riding the wave of success that these silly
pictures have brought. I’m relieved, actually, that it’s come to an
end. I can get some peace and quiet and think of what’s next.”

Kendra smiled
understandingly, but didn’t say anything for a moment. Her
professionalism, the aloofness Renée took for honesty, was soothing
in this world of false flattery. “Have you got any ideas yet?”

“Just today I went to
the new exhibition at the Portrait Gallery, and I’m getting the
urge to do something relating to bodies, to intimacy. Maybe to
counteract this sexless stuff I’ve been doing for so long.”

“Sounds good. Do let
us know. You’ll still be on our books for some time to come.” Jane
put down the phone, stood up and winked at Renée as she left the
room.

Renée was already
starting to germinate images, as if the mere promise of some quiet
time had called the muse back.

As if reading her
mind, Kendra asked, “What’s Shane up to these days?”

Comfortable as Renée
was talking about herself, she wasn’t about to tell Kendra that
Shane hadn’t been herself lately, and that walking to Bloomsbury
that afternoon, a gnaw of worry had started in her. Shane’s grey
eyes had become alternately dead or manic, she seemed driven by
something outside herself. She seemed to be shutting herself off.
Dosing herself up.

“She’s doing well.
She’s been selling older paintings for good prices and she’s got
some good reviews. For the last year or so, she’s been painting a
lot again, and working with an industrial collective on
installations and public sculpture. And she’s been working hard on
a great idea for a photo series. It’s very exciting stuff.” Renée
knew she shouldn’t breathe a word to Kendra about the Lottery Boy
series. Shane had been working on it since they’d got to London,
trying to get every nuance right. She was much more of a
perfectionist than Renée. But from what she’d been shown, she knew
that it was not a stalled project, and when it was eventually
released from its long embargo, it would be magnificent.

“She should exhibit
more in commercial galleries. But I suppose with her sales, she
doesn’t have to … I suppose I’m just jealous. I wish I represented
her! With you and her together, I’d have some of the hottest
property in London on my lists!”

Perhaps a bit of
business amid all the art would be good for Shane. Remind her, as
Renée had come to see, that there’s more to the world than what
they produced, that they’re part of a large supply chain. Some
sense of perspective, the levelling sense that it could all end at
any time. That’s the feeling Renée carried about with her, and far
from fuelling desperation, that knowledge helped calm and centre
her. She wanted Shane back from the brink of whatever she was
facing.

“Listen, Kendra, I’m
having a party for my birthday on the tenth. Please come along.
Maybe Shane doesn’t need an agent, but you can chat to her. Who
knows? And I’d like you to come anyway. You’ve been great all this
time … And the work you’ve done here is really the cherry on the
top.”

 


As she walked a
luxurious loop back to the station that day, the long, late
afternoon turning into night, the candles of the restaurants, the
lights of theatres and pubs glowing, Renée thought of Melville. Two
or three little roads lined with cafés and restaurants, jazz clubs
and dinner theatres, bars, hangouts and dives, like a little West
End. Sometimes she missed home. Its low-key glitz seemed more
genuine, less desperate to impress. Each little eatery there had
its fairy lights, its strung bulbs, candlelit pavements and
attempted avant-garde. Back home you didn’t stare at the local
celebrities, and they could have a quiet drink and chat on the
pavement just like anyone else. This made-up part of London, on the
other hand, was painted in broad, billboard swathes. Renée read in
a review somewhere that a particularly delicate film showed life in
its detail, with periods of “thinking feelingly, and feeling
thoughtfully”. Back home, like she had never managed here, she
remembered having the space and time, the quiet, to think feelingly
and feel thoughtfully.

 


“If your state of life
had a sound effect, you know like in the comics,” asked Bernard, a
young member of the Halcyon marketing team, “what would be
yours?”

Shane and Renée had
spent the whole day transforming Renée’s flat into a nightclub.
Shane had borrowed some neon tubing from her colleagues down at the
collective’s warehouse and hidden it carefully around the room,
resulting in artful flares and falls of coloured light. Renée had
stripped the downstairs living room of soft furnishings, carpets
and the knick-knacks she had managed to collect. During the
afternoon, the caterers had positioned themselves in the lounge,
with their glasses and shakers, the trays of delicately presented
finger-foods in metal and sheen. The empty wood-floored space –
just couches and chairs lit in their bright but alien colours –
along with the DJ’s flashing lights and mirror ball left the house
unrecognisable. Smooth, relaxed and chic music thrummed at the
perfect level. Loud enough to be a presence in the room, soft
enough for conversation. There were about fifty guests crowding the
small flat, all dressed stylishly. It looked like a record
cover.

Diane, a hyped young
sculptor, considered the question and replied, “The splat of
failure, I think. You know that sound when a badly mixed mound of
clay folds in on itself.”

“Yeah,” added Shane,
“or that disastrous dollop of paint.”

“Come on, guys,” Renée
snorted, “your state is the complete opposite of failure. Stop
fishing for compliments.” A twinge of real annoyance at this banter
surprised her. They weren’t struggling for inspiration like she
was.

Despite herself, Renée
always ended up stressed or depressed on her birthday. After every
party, she swore to herself it’d be the last, but birthday parties
had become a way of quantifying her esteem. How many people would
come? How many of those were her true friends? How many of them
liked or respected her?

In primary school she
had the misfortune of sharing a birthday with Erica, a popular girl
in her class. Her parents earned more than Renée’s, they had a
nicer house, they were on the school board. So, while the whole
class accepted Renée’s invitation for a Saturday afternoon party,
no one arrived. Renée and her parents were not invited to Erica’s
pool party like all the other families. So every year it was just
Renée and the three stalwarts, Lauren, Jean and Debra. And while
every year she was disappointed, she’s sure the four had fun
playing their peculiar games in the garden and gorging themselves
on a classful of sweets and chips. Renée dreamed of the day when
all the children would come to her party. Now here they all were.
The whole class. Which of them would come and play when she was
finally flung off this ride?

“What about you,
Birthday Girl?” asked Bernard, slopping more red wine into his
tumbler. “What’s your current sound of life?”

“I’d say the whirl of
success … Is ‘whirl’ a sound?” Bernard consulted the others and
they gave their consent. “Fast, exciting, out of control,
nauseating, temporary.”

“Jeez, Renée,” said
Shane, “that sounds a bit bleak.”

“Hey, I’m a bohemian
artiste. What do you expect?” she said with fragile levity and
looked at Shane, high on something again tonight. Shane used to
calm and centre Renée. When had she stopped? When had Renée become
the realist, the drag? She was disappointed in Shane. That’s an
emotion that doesn’t get enough coverage.

Renée excused herself
to refill her wine and went downstairs to stand on the pavement
outside. She was also disappointed in herself. She had successful
and stimulating friends, she was paid well and acknowledged for
what she loved to do. She loved the galleries, the practicalities
of displays, the publicity and the interviews, she loved learning
about the business behind art. She loved London, the easy access to
so much art and theatre and history, and to Paris, for fuck’s sake!
There was so much to enjoy, and yet the truth was that she had no
peace, no faith, no vision of the future. All of this made her
think only of its end. Standing on this trendy Notting Hill
pavement on her twenty-ninth birthday, all she wanted to do was go
home.

She felt a hand brush
her shoulder. Kendra asked gently, “Are you alright, Renée?” and
she realised she was crying. She snuffled and attempted to wipe at
her face, which was now a mess of make-up. Renée considered being
embarrassed until she saw the soft look in Kendra’s eyes. She
laughed and cried a little more and Kendra brought out a pack of
tissues. After some wiping and blowing, they leaned back against
the street-level window ledge.

“Why am I not happy
with all this? Many people dream of this sort of life.”

Kendra took a
thoughtful sip of her wine. She waited, perhaps inviting Renée to
carry on, but Renée had nothing more to say. After a few moments,
Kendra said, “You told me you haven’t had any new ideas for a
while. It must be stressful to maintain a level of success.”

“Success is such
useless word,” sighed Renée. “I’ve been kidding myself that I’m at
the ‘top’ of something, but I’m not. None of us are. We’re all in
the middle. Success is a dangerous delusion.”

“Well, you can’t be
blamed, Renée,” said Kendra. “You really are on a high. Your work
is being appreciated as much as anyone’s could be.” She paused, and
took another drink. “But something else will be the big thing next
month. I know that’s frank, but I’m off-duty tonight …”

“No, I appreciate
that.”

“But instead of seeing
the next ebb as the end, you’d be better off seeing it all as a
cycle.”

“I’m not sure I want
to constantly ride the cycle. I just want to be … still. You
know?”

“Yeah. But I bet you’d
get bored with stillness.” Renée looked at Kendra. She was looking
sexy and relaxed in a pair of striped pants that she carried off
nicely, and a white T-shirt with a red sequined star. Over that she
wore a small denim jacket with a woolly collar. Her hair was
casually pinned up.

This was one of the
most intimate conversations Renée had had for years. Why had she
not once looked at Kendra beyond her job? Was it because she was so
good at it, and so in control? Or was it because Renée had been so
self-involved, so desperate to classify everything in this fast
world?

“Then again, stillness
is just another part of the cycle,” Kendra added. “What if we’re
stuck in certain cycles from the start and we have no power over
them?”

“What do you
mean?”

“There are patterns in
my life that are probably destructive …” Kendra nodded, inviting
Renée to go on, recognising the shift in her tone.

Even having just
opened this door, Renée wasn’t sure whether she wanted to tell
Kendra her secrets, but she was listening intently and she was
making her feel safe. This pavement on this balmy night, the
muffled and asynchronous beat of the music from upstairs, an
occasional burst of laughter, wispy clouds drifting across the
light and starless sky, was a world away from Renée’s cocoon of
self.

“Well, stop me if
you’re hearing more than you want to know …” Kendra smiled at Renée
to continue. “But I’ve had a string of abusive relationships. Not
full out, you know, but minor. A little bit of mind play, a little
bit too much hurting. The last time I opened myself to a man was
back home – in South Africa. Shane encouraged me to leave him when
he went too far …” She mimed the punch to her eye.

Kendra widened her
eyes and shook her head. “It seems like you broke away from him?
That’s a good thing.”

“The thing is, I
always go back.” Renée took a long swig of wine. “Even after these
four years, I’d want him back. Or someone like him. It’s not
because Aden was such a stellar guy. He was intense and sexy, any
young girl’s dream. But what I really needed was that feeling of
panic. The feeling that I was destroying myself. That I might have
my jaw broken, that I might die, and that I would have been to
blame. Like a slow suicide.”

“Why the hell would
you want that?”

“Because at that
moment of dread, my libido comes back.” Renée looked at Kendra to
see if she was getting uncomfortable, but she was listening. “When
I’m in that sort of self-erasing relationship, I get stimulated. My
sexual and creative energy flows. That’s when I get the ideas. I
need to be at the point of a breakdown. And I can’t do it by
myself. I need someone to break me down. I’m barren when I’m happy,
when I’m successful.” It felt strange to say this all out loud.

“Come on, Renée.
Surely that’s all a cliché? Like it or not, you’re a success and
you’re not insane.”

“I’ve fought it,
believe me. The years I’ve been here I’ve tried to be on the
straight and narrow, and though I’ve had fun, I haven’t incubated a
single new idea. So, if Aden wanted me, I’d go back.”

“That makes me sad,
Renée. Have you ever tried kind and supportive love?”

That’s what Shane gave
me, Renée wanted to say. That’s what she was to me, and now she’s
abandoned me too. But instead, she said, “Sounds nice. A little
normative, but nice. Still, what are the chances of finding that
sort of love and having the libido stimulated?”

Kendra smiled and
placed her hand on Renée’s arm. “It’s rare, I’m sure. But you’ve
got to hope. Please promise me you’ll try to escape that pattern,
find the real thing.” She laughed and added, “For the hope of us
all!”

The two walked back up
the stairs and refilled their plates and wine glasses. The caterers
were doing a good job of keeping fresh fare coming. It was a
successful party, everyone seemed to be having fun. After they had
eaten a few spring rolls and some sushi, and Kendra saw Renée
looking much happier, she asked, “So why were you crying outside
just now?”

“I can’t remember at
the moment,” Renée smiled. “Thanks.”

She gulped down her
wine and refilled her glass. Later, she was crouched between the
sofa and a bookshelf, slamming tequilas with Shane, Kendra and
Jane. Jane half-filled their tumblers with tequila and Shane
slopped lemonade in to fill them. They clamped their sticky hands
over their glasses and banged them on the floor, then downed the
fizzing poison. Some time before, Renée had been sober enough to
bring some dishtowels to protect the floor. This round had splashed
up a spray from the sodden cloths, but nobody seemed to mind.

The music had been
getting steadily deeper and louder, the house was darker, lights
were flashing, and a number of people were dancing in two or three
of the rooms. Jane and Kendra settled back against the side of the
couch and started talking about upcoming plans for the gallery, and
Shane and Renée had an unexpected moment to themselves. Shane was
lit up by green and yellow neon. With her lip-gloss and glittery
skin cream, the little-girl clips in her hair, she looked to Renée
like an airbrushed science fiction stained-glass goddess, some
kitsch image of redefined impressionist beauty. Her face slowly
shifted as she looked into Renée’s eyes and smiled, a long
transforming smile. Shane put her warm hand on Renée’s cheek,
softly, lingering there, moving into her hair. Renée felt her heart
swell. She had thought Shane was disappearing from her life, and
here she was again. Her presence felt like a cocoon. Renée didn’t
know what this feeling would or should ever mean beyond what they
had shared in those last years. What could it mean? Even if they
were moving apart, this feeling would validate the years of
devotion.

“It’s so good to be
here with you tonight, Renée,” said Shane softly into her ear as
the music thumped. The intimacy of Shane’s touch, her breath on her
ear, roused her. She didn’t know when last she had been touched
like that. She smiled, wanting to be swept up in Shane’s
confidence, wanting to believe how real it felt, but despite
herself she couldn’t help wondering whether, after all, it was just
the drugs and the alcohol that were making Shane act this way.

“I know I haven’t been
around much lately. I’ve been …” she stopped and looked at Renée
and that look told her that she didn’t want to make excuses. Renée
knew as well as she did how she’d learned to smooth disgruntled
contacts into placidity with a smile and a honeyed word, and Renée
took it as a measure of their trust and an acknowledgement of their
history that she didn’t try to flatter her. “I’m going to try to be
in your life a lot more in the future … That is, if you still want
me there.”

“Of course,” Renée
said, and reached out and clasped her hand, squeezing Shane’s
fingers between hers, “but I really want you to be … okay … ”

“I know,” Shane said,
and her eyes dropped. “I’ve been fucking up. I don’t know why. I
don’t know how I’ve got into this situation. I look to you as a
model of calmness, and lately, the further I’ve drifted from you,
the less calm I feel.” She looked back up at her face and squeezed
her hand again. Renée could feel her appeal. “But I’m ashamed to
come crawling back. I don’t want to use you.”

“Oh, come on! We’re
friends! We don’t tally favours. If I can help you when you need
it, that makes me feel great.”

They gave each other a
cramped little half-hug, and then sensed Jane and Kendra’s eyes on
them. Kendra smiled at Renée.

“The union of great
minds is a wondrous thing,” ad-libbed Jane. “Christ, Renée,” said
Shane, snapping alarmingly swiftly into her public mode again,
“they’re trying to butter us up again! I really admire you for
working so symbiotically with an agent.”

“Come on, Shane,”
pleaded Kendra, keeping a spark of genuine frustration bedded under
a smile. “What are you so afraid of? We don’t demand an arm, a leg
and half your soul, you know.”

“Oh?” parried Shane.
“When did your union change its rules?” Jane tittered and Shane
busied herself with charging a next round of slammers.

Kendra shook her head
bemusedly and turned to Renée. “I’m not going to get through to
her, am I?”

“I did warn you,” she
said. “But you have tried, and all present will attest to
that.”

“When you come up
before the next Agents’ Union tribunal!” laughed Jane.

“Hey, Renée.” Shane
was pointing at the small frames on the wall behind her, deftly
diverting attention from herself. “What is it with all these
pictures on the wall?”

Renée had clipped the
glossy photos from a sportswear company’s calendar and mounted
them. They showed off glistening, oiled-up male bodies, taut and
stretching in various athletic poses. The warm hardness of them.
They were clichéd and her lust for them was embarrassing and
adolescent, which is why she’d relegated them to this dark corner
of the living room. It wasn’t often she had guests squatting here.
But looking at them with this alcoholic frankness, they still
appealed on a number of levels. She thought of formulating a cool
enough justification, but what the hell, it was time for a bit of
lightness, and what’s more, they made her horny.

“I would eat breakfast
off that arse” was what Renée came up with. The girls shrieked with
amusement.

Then Renée heard Shane
curse sharply under her breath. She gripped Renée’s knee and led
her gaze to the door at the other end of the room. “Speaking of
arses …”

“What is he doing
here?” Renée said, appalled, feeling removed from herself, as if
she were in a sitcom doing a double take. Her stomach lurched. She
was going to be sick.

Aden was standing in
an orange neon glow in the doorway, scanning the room, looking like
he thought he belonged. Jane and Kendra looked from him to Renée,
at first approving of the tall, handsome man, then not knowing
exactly what her reaction meant.

“Should we throw him
out? What should we do?” asked Shane. Renée was in a cold sweat,
her mouth was filling up with saliva. “First get me upstairs.
Quickly,” she managed.

They made it to the
upstairs bathroom and Renée emptied her stomach noisily. She was
pleased the music had been turned up beneath them. The return of
tequila is the worst torture ever conjured. After those few
seconds, nothing is fun anymore. After Shane had helped with
Renée’s jacket and seen that she was going to live, she told her to
take a few minutes and that she’d be right outside.

Renée washed her face
and rinsed her mouth and kept the tap running. She looked at
herself in the mirror and only then remembered that Aden was here,
in London, in her house. What the hell was he doing here? Had she
wished this on herself outside on the pavement? Was he some black
angel, answering her prayers? Was it just life incontrovertibly
telling her what she should do? Perhaps it was simply that her
purpose was to create and to be with him. Maybe her feelings, her
clutching at a normal, peaceful life, were not in the plan.

Or maybe she was
flattering herself. Perhaps Aden was here in London on holiday with
his wife and kids and had just stopped over to say no hard
feelings. The door opened and closed quietly behind her and she
thought she heard Shane hanging her jacket on the hook on the
door.

“Jesus,” Renée said,
“what am I going to do? Why now? I don’t think I’m strong enough
anymore.”

“Why do you need to be
strong?” said Aden.

She swung around and
looked at him. He’d cut his hair, was wearing neat blue jeans and a
black collared shirt. In one look he was still devastating. She
said nothing.

“Happy birthday,” he
said, holding out a brown paper packet.

She took it and opened
it. Inside was a box of South African glacé fruits, her favourite
sweet treat. She smiled thinly and said, “Can I eat them now?”

“Of course. You know
you can’t not.”

She sat on the mat
draped over the edge of the tub and only when she was through a
delectable, sugary pear, a fig and two apricots did she remember
that she had just thrown up. The sugar made her feel better. She
patted the bathtub next to her and invited Aden to sit down. He sat
and looked at her. Did he want her to scream at him, lash out? She
didn’t know.

After two more fruits,
he said, “I want you to know I’m so sorry. All this time, without
being able to make it up to you, it’s been …”

She shushed him. She’d
heard enough of his apologies to last her. “How and why are you
here?”

“Just a holiday. It
was easy enough to find out where you lived. You’re not exactly a
recluse. I wanted to say happy birthday.”

“That’s all?” she
said. She wasn’t sure what she wanted him to answer. This
conversation felt scripted, as if she didn’t have any control over
what she said.

“I’m not over you,
Renée. You never gave us a chance to end it. I know neither of us
would’ve.”

She knew what he was
driving at. “Shane didn’t force me into leaving you. You did.”
Since the very beginning, Renée knew he had felt threatened by
Shane, and he could barely disguise his dislike of her. Renée
remembered how he behaved that night at Shane’s flat. And
afterwards. Now she was starting to get upset. She didn’t want to.
She didn’t want to allow him to get any sort of rise out of
her.

But there it was
again. With her anger rose her desire for him. She wanted to
squeeze him and crush him and bite him and empty him. All over her.
Why could she not control herself? Why did he have this power?

Aden knew her too
well. She knew he could read her breathing, the dilation of her
pupils, the wafts of heat coming off her body. He leaned toward
her, put his hands on her thighs. With the last will in her body,
she pushed him away and stood up quickly.

“No,” she said,
“wait.” And with that last word, she knew she had committed to it,
and he knew he had won.

He stood up, slung his
jacket over his shoulder and they left the bathroom and walked down
the stairs together. The DJ had left and his music had been
replaced by a background murmur on the hi-fi, nobody was dancing
anymore and there were just a few guests left. Renée glanced at her
watch. It was after three. Kendra was putting on her jacket and
searching for her keys in the hallway bowl.

“Make yourself at
home,” Renée said to Aden and he went to get himself a beer. The
caterers had left and the bartenders were packing away. Renée
followed Kendra outside.

“He is hot,” she
admitted, trying to be light, but her face showed concern. “I know
I’m in no position at all … But be careful. Remember what I said.
He’s not going to change.”

“I know, Kendra, but
when it comes down to it maybe I’m prepared to make the
sacrifices.” Kendra shrugged. “Look at it this way,” Renée said,
trying to make it light, ”in three months you’ll have some new work
from me.”

Kendra didn’t laugh
and Renée smiled apologetically. She wanted to hug her goodnight,
but she wasn’t sure if she should. Kendra leaned in, though, and
Renée felt a little warmer.

“I’ll remember what we
talked about,” she said as she turned to go back inside.

She made her way in
via the hugs and goodbyes of what seemed to be the last five
guests, one of them not walking. When she got to the sitting-room,
Shane and Aden were leaning against a door frame, engaged in a
serious-seeming and low-toned conversation. To their credit, they
didn’t stop when Renée came in and try to pretend they hadn’t
been.

Shane gathered her
belongings. “I’ll come and collect my dishes next week, okay?”

“Sure,” Renée said,
wondering what the conversation had been about. After all they’d
said to each other, Renée still wasn’t sure whether she could trust
Shane. Shane had that artful way of making her feel insecure.

“Be good, Aden. I mean
it,” Shane said. He smiled briefly and saluted her cockily.

Renée wanted to follow
Shane downstairs and onto the pavement, ask her what they had
talked about, but Aden took her hand as she said goodbye and closed
the door behind her. He made them look like they were a couple,
happy hosts after a successful dinner party.

“I think you’d also
better go now,” she said, trying to undo what she had said earlier,
but he propelled her toward the couch, pushed her down onto it and
straddled her in one fluid motion, and then he was pushing his
tongue into her mouth and she wanted him to stay. “Take off your
shirt,” she said, her voice tight with desire. He leaned back and
slowly unbuttoned his shirt. His chest was bigger, hairier,
stronger than it had been and she clawed her nails sharply down
it.

He looked at her,
first with surprise at the sudden pain and her unaccustomed
forcefulness, and then with a smirk as he calculated the logistics
of her clothing. He flung her sweater off over her head, struggled
for a second or two with her bra clasp and was back in form at her
jeans. He chewed at her stomach as he undid the button, got a good
grip on her pants and stood up and bared her with a flourish. Then
he was on his knees, his face between her thighs, licking and
probing. She was gasping, short of breath, tingling and contracting
all over, aching for him inside her. She came hard as he bit into
the tendon on her inner thigh.

He looked up into her
eyes and said, that mischievous cynicism still in his voice, “It’s
good to be back.”

 


Their skin is like
landscapes. This picture is parallel ridges of mountain. The desert
tan of Renée’s hip slicks down into a sharp valley. Get lost in the
furrows, the ridges, the crazed folds. Roll down with the rivulets
of sweat and saliva from the bottom of her right breast, just cut
off by the top of the frame down into the small of Shane’s back as
Renée’s range presses humid against hers. The terrain is paler
there in Shane’s Antarctic, the smooth, vital lustre countercrossed
with stretch lines in the landscape. Below her hip, from the lake
of a greenish bruise, blue veins fan out under the skin, allowing
missionary corpuscles to navigate down her thigh, up into her
organs, and across towards her groin, where Aden’s knee is snugly
folded. By the time you’ve reached the lower right corner of the
image, you’ve counted five types of hair, including stray strands
of Shane’s ash blonde and Renée’s amber, and crossed two rifts of
shining scar and a softly bleeding river.

 


Renée knew it was a
mistake, but it was a mistake she wanted to make. That perverse
arrangement with Aden and Shane should have been utterly
destructive, but the next months were vibrant, intense, creative.
They were fun.

It was pouring
outside, the daffodils in the window boxes dancing under the blows.
It was late April and the rain had a different feeling about it.
Unlike a winter storm, this rain promised brightness and colour. It
was eight and a half months since Renée’s birthday. Eight months
since Aden had moved in. Eight months less six days since Shane had
bought the flat next door. Since then, both flats had been the
domain of all three of them. They shared kitchens, living space,
working space. They shared bathrooms, showers and beds as the
spirit moved them.

Renée hadn’t
anticipated just how quickly the Aden effect would work on her, but
within a week she was working again. She started with an idea with
puppets in life-like poses and interactions. The puppets – of both
animals and humans – were positioned in scale models of houses and
offices, parks and shops. The dusty studio became an exciting
playground. She dragged props and textiles and an old futon into
it, she set up the lights and started flashing away. And, as
predicted, this new creative energy was accompanied by a very
urgent need for sex.

The Skin series was
less thought out than acted out. Shane was working hard, too,
finishing up the Lottery exhibition. This seemed to lessen her need
for chemicals, and she was more present and more intoxicating than
Renée had ever known her. Aden was writing. Renée had never known
him to have a block. Every moment he set aside for his writing, he
was scratching at his notebook or typing intently. So between the
three of them, they needed nothing from the outside world but a
little food to sustain themselves in that fevered winter. They had
no impetus to go out, meet people, see things. And in that hermetic
environment, Aden and Renée fucking and working furiously, it
wasn’t a surprise to any of them when Shane opened Renée’s door one
October night.

Aden was on his
haunches on the bed, his back to the door with Renée’s ankles over
his shoulders. Shane watched them for half a minute in the dull
light of a low-wattage, red-shaded lamp. Renée shifted position and
saw her. For two seconds, propriety, privacy and shame rushed
through her mind, but were gone as quickly as they came. Then she
smiled at Shane, and Aden turned to see what she was looking at.
Renée patted the bed, and Shane slowly, almost shyly took off her
clothes and joined them. It wasn’t quite the expression of the
idealised feelings Renée had for Shane, but still it was sexy and
it felt great. The feeling of three different bodies, the
exponential pleasure of extra limbs and tongues and hands, was
ecstasy.

When Renée got out of
bed and set up her tripod, the Skin series was born.

Jealousy didn’t come
into it for the months it lasted. Her feelings for Aden had
graduated. The sex was like an exhaust for Renée, the physical
by-product of her creativity. To operate, she needed it.
Simply.

 


Just before Christmas,
Renée went on a rare foray into the city to meet Kendra and Jane
with the first few Skin photos. Walking out in the streets after
the months of insular focus, she was suddenly confronted with other
designs and forms, with books in the shops she stopped at, the
stylish images from the pinnacle of the marketing year, and she
feared the Skin pictures would be embarrassingly trite. She wanted
to turn back, give the whole idea up, but the thought of returning
to the house and having to confess her cowardice to Shane and Aden
kept her moving.

While a large part of
Renée’s initial impetus was lust, an artistic direction developed
in the Skin pictures. She wanted to shake up people’s ideas about
bodies, focus in on unfamiliar angles and combinations until those
patches of skin were a little confusing to look at. You could see
more flesh than this in fashion magazines. But there it was all
airbrushed and rendered unreal. Renée wanted to show all the scars
and pocks and pimples and hairs on their bodies, as well as the
alluring smoothness, the arousing hardness, the sweating, coursing
vitality, and prove that all of it was beautiful to look at.

Kendra was happy to
see Renée productive and looking well, despite knowing that Aden
fuelled this contentment. Kendra and Jane were intrigued by the
shifting and ultimately elusive connotations of the pictures. They
liked the complex lighting, the shadows sometimes blue, sometimes
grey or green, the baking red or orange on the light side. These
contrasted with the sun- or neon- or tungsten-lit images and made
for a varied-enough compilation. Renée asked frankly whether it
looked like poor soft porn, or girls-in-desert-style kitsch, and
they dismissed the notion with a laugh.

Jane flipped open her
enormous planner and begged to launch the Skin show for a short run
in May. The FeastBurger exhibition had just recently closed, and
the timing would be ideal. Renée remembered how hopeless she’d been
feeling on her birthday and grabbed the opportunity. This was one
bonus spin on the Tilt-a-Whirl. She promised to have forty images
ready by the launch and treated herself to an art gallery and a
late lunch before she went home.

She walked upstairs in
the late afternoon and, after her walk in the city, found herself a
little depressed to see Aden and Shane lying naked under a blanket
on the couch watching TV. Even if everyone out there in the world
was individually as weird as they were, it was in different ways.
Their weirdness averaged each other out and there was some kind of
medium, some kind of norm to compare themselves to. In this
isolation, the three of them had lost all sense of what was normal.
And, besides, it disappointed Renée that she concerned herself with
normality.

 


Their skin is like
light and colour. Renée’s thigh glows rose like a smoggy winter
sunrise. Wisps of pubic hair like curled smudges of burnt umber oil
paint tickle the palette of her torso where Shane’s hand does not
cover it. Her hand is the cold and delicate blue yellow of the
polar bears that hung in Renée’s bedroom when she was a girl. How
could blue be so warm? How could yellow be so frigid? The nails of
Shane’s thumb and forefinger are flecked with chipped purple
polish. The back of her hand is streaked with veins as she presses
onto Renée with even pressure. She’s just been working and her skin
is dappled with smudges of cobalt and olive, hastily wiped with an
oily film of turpentine. Two parallel scratches from the bottom of
her ring finger to the middle of her hand flare up against the
chemical sting.

 


The daffodils bobbed in
the April rain and Renée sat drinking coffee in her bathrobe
staring at the flowers, feeling life. It was around ten and she had
just woken up. Sitting there, knowing she had time, and on top of
that, something creative to do with it at her own pace, filled her
with contentment. One of those moments when she felt satisfied,
blessed. A spider scuttled across the windowpane to avoid being
washed out of the flooded window box.

Renée was startled by
a juddering slam from next door. Keys agitatedly clattering against
the front door lock and Shane bursting in, looking very angry and
odd. She was dressed in slippers, a nightshirt with some cartoon
teddy on it and a raincoat, and was gripping a rolled up magazine.
Renée would have laughed, but it was not a good time. Shane didn’t
seem to notice her as she stormed across into Aden’s room.

“How the fuck dare
you!” she screamed. The sound of magazine pages flapping and
slapping against the wall. The sound of sheets and creaking
mattress. Then the sound of glass smashing.

Renée snapped out of
her startled trance and ran over to Aden’s doorway. Shane was
grabbing everything of Aden’s that she could lay her hands on and
hurling it around the room. The stench of cologne hung heavy in the
air. She was going to kill him if he came near.

“Stop!” Renée shouted
loud enough to make her pause. She took the moment to try to pin
Shane’s arms and ward her out of the room. Aden chose the wrong
moment to poke his head from under the covers and Shane jerked from
her grip and made for him, intent on dismantling his head like she
had the other objects in the room. He ducked under the covers again
and Renée managed to grab Shane and pull her from the room and shut
the door. She was gnashing like some animal.

“Jesus Christ, Shane,
are you fucking insane? Do I need to throw water on you or
something …? Just sit down … Calm down.” Shane paced around the
kitchen in a fury and eventually slowed down and sat at the table
and put her head in her hands and started to cry.

Renée said nothing and
filled the kettle, put it on and prepared a cup of rooibos tea for
her. Her own coffee was slicked and cold and she spooned some more
Colombian into the plunger. When the drinks were ready she shook
some biscuits onto a plate and sat down next to Shane.

“What’s going on?”

“That fucker,” she
said. Renée feared she was going to stoke herself up into a rage
again, but was relieved to find that she didn’t seem to have the
energy.

“What happened?”

“He published a story
in Get Wise …” That was the magazine she’d hurled at
him.

“Yes …?”

“He stole the whole
fucking thing.”

“What did he
steal?”

“The story’s about a
boy who wins the lottery and doesn’t know it,” she recited
painstakingly, as it dawned on Renée. “It follows the boy’s journey
on the bus home from the shop where he buys the ticket.” Renée saw
despair in her face. How could he have done this to her? Shane
continued, “The story diverges into a description of each of the
strangers he meets on the journey, and makes a sodden, crap,
bullshit, fuckwitted effort to pan off into each of their lives.”
Now she was crying hard again. This time it was misery, not anger.
Renée started crying too. She felt party to the Lottery pictures.
She was there at their birth. The gestation has been years long,
and the product was magnificent, just about to go on show.

“How could he do this,
Renée? I’ve worked years on this. It wasn’t even ready, and he’s
consumed the whole thing and crapped it out into that little
rag.”

“Maybe no one will
read it. It’s not in Granta or London, after
all.”

“Everyone we know
reads that rubbish.” And she was just about right. Renée drew
Shane’s head to her shoulder. It was an awkward position for both
of them, but she stayed there. “And the worst thing is,” Shane said
after some time, “I let him. I didn’t have to show him anything. I
didn’t have to tell him about it. I trusted him.”

Renée said nothing,
but she knew that was how trust worked. You trust people until they
break it.

“I can’t live like
this anymore,” Shane said.

Aden ventured out only
when Shane had finished her tea and was searching through the
kitchen drawers for her belongings. How could you distinguish
between possessions at a time like that? Cash spent and receipts
and first ownership meant nothing. The way Shane flashed Renée’s
oriental cook’s knife through turnips, dusted cakes with cocoa
through Renée’s sieve made them hers. The way Renée had used
Shane’s heart-shaped cookie cutter to imprint them, adopted her
apron and coffee mug, made them hers. The way Aden had sung karaoke
into their Japanese vase made it his.

“Shane, I’m sorry,”
said Aden. “I didn’t know they were going to print it so early. I
was going to discuss it with you …”

“Tell him to go away,”
she said to Renée. “I’m not coming back here. I just want him gone
for a few hours.”

“Listen to her,” Renée
told him. “Just leave it alone. Just realise when you’re not wanted
around.” She was furious for Shane, for herself. She wanted to have
it out with him, but this was not the time. This was Shane’s turn.
She’d have hers later.

“Don’t do this to me
again. Don’t leave now. Just give me a chance to apologise.” Again?
Renée wasn’t sure exactly to whom he was talking. Maybe he merely
conflated all the women he betrayed.

“Just get out,” she
said, and he did. Within a week, Shane had sublet the flat and had
her friends move all her things out to the collective’s
commune.

 



FORTUNE’S FARE by Aden Sharp

The boy sat on the
burning deck with the world in his pocket. The deck wasn’t actually
burning, and it was the floor of the top level of the No. 17 bus to
Mountainview. Well, the floor was smouldering a little, where he
had guiltily ground out the cigarette he’d been smoking, when he
thought he’d caught a glimpse of Mrs Crackety on the High Street,
and if Mrs Crackety saw him smoking, his mum would know about it
before he got home and his left ear would hurt until the morning.
It wasn’t Mrs Crackety, but you couldn’t tell with these old birds
on the High Street, they formed a network, like electron pairs
chatting to each other instantly over timeless space and spaceless
time.

But the boy had the
world in his pocket. At least a down payment on it, in the form of
a winning lottery ticket to the value of seventeen million pounds.
He calmly hummed a tune to himself about a boy standing on a
burning deck, not aware that this was the last day of life as he
knew it.

 


NOT MRS CRACKETY turned
her head away from the smoky wash of wind from the back of the bus
as she eagle-twitched her head preparatory to crossing the street.
Her headscarf almost whipped off, almost revealing her fresh
coiffure built by Agnes and Gay Charles at the Curl Up and Dye,
almost making her lumber along the pavement like a two-legged
bloodhound, limping after the scarf, almost forcing her to put down
her thoughtfully arrayed bags to rearrange the headgear, almost
exhorting her swollen knuckles to perform the pathetic palaver once
again of knotting up the silky cloth that her brother Ted had
brought back for her when he went on a cruise to Turkey, on which
he had slept with three different women, and his wife Patsy had
found out about one and come home on a separate flight and
adjourned her life to another town, another county. But as it
happened, the headscarf stayed fast, and Not Mrs Crackety was
relieved about that. Her hands were full. Rather, the bags in her
hands were full: with two melons, a small bag of apples, a bottle
of juice, toilet items, tea, sugar and lemons, a package of
crackers, a wedge of Stilton and a small tin of pear drops for old
times’ sake. It was ’ellish ’eavy, and the straps of the shopping
bags were cutting into her palms, discolouring and blotching her
already discoloured and blotched skin. So the smoky wash of wind
from the back of the bus threatened to, but didn’t quite, reveal
her fresh coiffure to the sooty street.

 


GAY CHARLES spectated
the microdrama with a sagacious and equivocal eye. He’d seen it
all. Well, he hadn’t seen Not Mrs Crackety’s headscarf blow off,
but he could quite well imagine what it might look like. Once, when
he was far, far younger, and far, far happier, and the yellow in
his hair was far, far more natural, he had visited Paris. He had
climbed to the top of the Notre Dame cathedral, one of its
gargoyles more filled with style and substance and éclat de vivre
than this whole ville rolled into one meekly seething ball, and
seen the headscarf of a young lady in the plaza far below blowing
jauntily into the Seine. The red cloth had flicked off her head
like flame turning into a bird and discovering it could live away
from its wick. The bolt had bolted. What joy when it learned to
fly, darting this way and that, like the desperate one-night
airborne celebration of a rive gauche flying ant. With class. The
young lady chased jauntily after the scarf, screeching half in
terror and half in joy at this impromptu game, screeching, yes, but
with ineffable élan. The headscarf plopped into the river, and as
the young lady looked on, the truth sank in and she folded toward
what had been hers in defeat and abjection, peering after the red
flash of expended freedom as it chased after a party boat and
gradually melted under and into and between the dark and
indescribable wet.

Gay Charles took
another long and tremulous drag of his menthol smoke, wishing it
were clover. Remembering equivocally his young lungs, he ground it
out on the pavement and went back inside to frost another head.

 


SANDEEP JACKSON was in
a furore. His heart was tripping along faster than normal, he was
feeling hot and his skin was prickling, but looking at him from the
outside it was difficult to tell what he was feeling, since the
left side of his face was paralysed after he’d been beaten up three
years before by some disappointed louts who came into his shop
after City had lost again. What did they expect? Sandeep wondered
whether they beat someone up after every losing match, and if so,
why hadn’t something been done about it.

But Sandeep was in a
furore. A boy had just come in and bought a lottery scratch card,
scratched and revealed the correct numbers for that week and won
the bloody jackpot! In cases where the payout is over a hundred
quid, Sandeep must fill in a form and phone his outlet details as
well as the winner’s details through to lottery headquarters. He
had never seen a bloody jackpot-winning scratch card before and was
wondering where he put his big-payout form book, whether the boy
was over eighteen, whether he’d get into trouble for selling the
bloody ticket to him in the first place, and the phone rang, all at
once. He told the boy to hold on and turned to pick up the phone
and next thing the boy had snatched up the ticket and was running
for his bus. If he’d known he’d won, he could have ordered a bloody
limo to take him home.

Now how was he going
to let the boy know that he’d won? He’d seen him in here quite
often on his way home from school and from time to time he’d
greeted and spoken to Gladys Whatshername, not Mrs Crackety, the
other one. He had Gladys’s number from the magazine-reservation
list. She bought True Love and Crochet Monthly, and
she would know who the boy was. And if he wasn’t eighteen, perhaps
they could cut a deal. Just ten percent and he could close this
bloody shop forever, buy himself a bodyguard and a Rottweiler and
an all-Asian football team.

 


FRANK, THE
CITY-SUPPORTING LOUT was simultaneously downing the last of his
fourth and ordering his fifth pint in a pub on the Mountainview
Road, a trick that made him feel smooth and ambidextrous, because
the truth was, he saw himself as a clumsy oaf. He couldn’t operate
the simplest cussing machine, and had been fired more times than
he’d been hired. So his life had become a constant bumping-into of
people with cash, one way or the other, and extracting
beer-and-kebabs money from them. He was too clumsy to pick pockets,
so sometimes his bumping-into took the form of out-and-out
muggings. Clumsiness with a lead pipe sometimes worked to your
advantage. Or he’d try to bump, in an amorous way, into birds with
cash. Being clumsy didn’t help keep them in his thrall for very
long, and usually they were only good for a week or two. Unless
they felt even more clumsy than him, and there were remarkably many
likely girls who did, he’d been discovering, and then he could spin
it out for a month or three.

As he broke through
the head of his next ale, he watched a schoolgirl waiting at the
bus stop across the road. She was one of those tall girls who were
not yet comfortable fitting into all the woman they had to offer.
One of those girls who turn into models or lawyers later, but make
themselves butch now because they don’t know how to show it all off
at once. Frank’d show her a thing or two if he wasn’t on the
straight and narrow at the moment. That is, if he’d managed an
erection in the last three weeks. He looked at her legs in her
green skirt and black tights, imagined what she’d look like under
that chunky sweater and jacket, with her hair down, in some
stilettos instead of those boots, until the bus drew up in front of
her, and when it pulled off she was gone.

 


LARISSA CORTEZ, Larry
to her friends, carefully, prepossessedly, premeditatedly,
catwalkly climbed the steps to the top level of the bus and watched
the boy watching her come up the stairs. She looked like a CIA
agent as she glanced around the top level. She was specifically
checking to see if there was anyone on the bus today who would stop
her from smoking. There was a guy in a black polo neck near the
back, pondering philosophically with a forgotten, smouldering worm
of ash between his fingers. That was all. Well, the boy was here
too, and that pleased her. If he was on the bus today, she’d
decided, after watching a movie on TV last night about a shy bloke
who was really nice but really shy and the girl made the first move
and they fell in love, she was going to do more than just swap
“hi’s” and offer her best impression of her coquettish smile.

“Hi,” she said, and
smiled coquettishly.

“Hi,” he said, and
blushed red under his orange hair and freckles. She had to force
her body to stop, not to walk past him to her normal seat as
countless afternoons of muscle memory urged her to do. The bus
jerked and Larry – because we’re friends – clung onto the rail in
front of his seat. God, I’ve got to sit down, she thought. She
opened her mouth but her heart was physically, really, not just a
figure of speech, clogging her throat. Meanwhile, a vein was
throbbing in his forehead. Even though a down-payment on the world
was unbeknownst in his pocket.

She smiled
coquettishly and croaked, “Kah … sit down?”

The boy blushed
deeper, the vein throbbed harder, the line of his mouth flattened,
his right eye twitched in response, and it had the desired effect,
as the girl sat down next to him. The boy contemplated the ash at
his feet.

 


RONNY JENKINS looked
out of the window of the bus and thought that he couldn’t be a
great philosopher with a name like Ronny Jenkins. It’s too
cheerful, too damn English, too damn suburban. Sounds like a
football manager or a bank robber living it up in his dotage in
Rio. How about René Genquinnes? He knows his mother would never,
till her dying day, call him René.

 


GLADYS SPARKEY shook at
the best of times. Well, that is, at the times when nothing much
was going on to cause her alarm. And things were often going on to
cause her alarm. So when she got the call from the shop man about
the boy and his prize, it wasn’t the best of times, and she shook
while she was dialling to ring the boy’s mother. It took her four
vibrating attempts at the number before she got through to her.

Odd how she was always
the bearer of good tidings and how nobody seemed to bear good
tidings to her. The bad tidings started with news of Dudley in the
war. Her husband of five months, gone. And ever since then, she had
tried to make up for that shuddering lightning bolt, by rattling
along with life’s tremors, and trying to hand out more good than
the bad she’s had. So ever since then it had been charities and
Christmas visits to hospitals, volunteer work at the dog shelter
and feeding schemes for the aged, among whose number she had long
been counted. Like the lady of the lamp she’d tried to bring hope,
to be a peep of joy amid all the sadness, and the smiling, relieved
faces, the little girl with the new pup, a transient man with a
full stomach, all reflected her light. One day there would be
enough reflected light to light her darkness. One day her life
would outbalance and tip, the bad tidings would ebb away from her
door, and goodness would come flowing back.

She wasn’t sure how
much light it brought to tell a neighbour that her son had just won
seventeen million pounds. It did nothing to still her hands.

 


Meanwhile, the boy had
slipped into courtship like a frog into water. He was leaning
against a dank and mossy mausoleum wall in the cemetery past
Mountainview, close to where Larry – I call her that because we’re
friends – lived. They were alternating a smoke and a hip flask of
Larry’s father’s scotch between their fingers, which had, in the
course of the past hour, become more brazen and less tremulous. The
exchanges had become lingering touches, joint-locks, and soon she
would ask if he wanted some chewing-gum. Aah, the delicious taste
of spearmint on smoke, with an underlying layer of peaty alcohol.
He would say yes, and she would cheekily pop four nuggets in her
mouth, make a show of juicily chewing them into a Larissa-tasting
amalgam, her full lips glistening in a provocative glimpse of the
whole future of the world, and she would sloppily invite him to
come and get them.

There was something
weighty in his pocket. A down payment on the world. But for now he
shifted it to the back of his mind as he tasted the birth of all
his future desire.

“Larissa,” he
slurred.

“Call me Larry,” she
said. “My friends call me Larry.”

He licked the inside
of her mouth, wanting to scoop every drop of this essence from her.
Knowing that he would never call her Larry. And he wouldn’t for the
entire course of their time together. I call her Larry, because we
are friends. The boy did not call her Larry, not because they
weren’t friends, but because, for him, Larissa was closer to the
meaning of the taste in her mouth than Larry. Because he was
polite, and didn’t want to seem too forward and assume friendship,
when they had known each other for just a charmed hour or two.
Besides, Larry made him think guiltily of a perverse computer game
he used to play, in which a character called Larry went around on a
quest for shags. Larissa was much more beautiful, much more
fitting.

 


BILL FLYMO, the
cemetery’s groundsman, looked on at the two naughty young lovers.
He knew he ought to shoo them away. Simply because shooing was what
a person of a certain age needed to do to underage drinkers and
smokers and kissers. Because if he allowed them to get comfortable
here, soon they’d be participating in blood rituals and vandalism
and sacrificing cats in the dead of night, hoping to call up
ghosts, which Bill did his best to keep at rest.

But Bill had been a
boy once, and he too had liked rolling the taste of a sweet young
girl and illicit ciggies and booze around his tongue. The flesh
gets weak, verily, the flesh gets weak. And soon enough drops off
and disappears altogether. Bill felt like a ghost in this rocky
garden.

He’d seen so many
come, and only a few of them go. The same grass grew on all of
their graves, the meek and the proud, the rich and the poor. Death
makes earth of us all. He thought of when he dug the grave for a
John Oates, back in the days when he still did the digging. Oates
was a country man of modest means, and he and his seven children,
his wife and his mistress survived from land to hand to mouth. But
when the day came for the funeral, and the local folk gathered in
their threadbare best, late and along came the Oates party, in the
finest black silks and satins, in cashmere and dark pearls, finery
and feathered hats fit for Ascot. Seemed on the day before he died,
John had bought a sweepstakes ticket, which turned out to be the
grand prize winner.

Now Mrs Oates, and Not
Mrs Oates, and half the children lay here next to him, their
once-fine polished headstones approaching the old man’s in shabby
dankness.

But the boy and the
girl had no thought of Death. And if they were to win a
sweepstakes, Bill wagered that they’d know how to live, and not
give two minutes’ thought to spending it wisely. They’d splash out
on cases of the finest malt and Havana cigars and roll the taste
around in each other’s mouth.

 


THE BOY’S MOTHER didn’t
know what to be incensed about first. She didn’t know what to be
incensed about most. The fact that he had bought cigarettes at the
shop. She’d always suspected he was smoking, ponging of ash,
furtively blaming the bus when everyone knew nobody smoked on the
bus anymore. The fact that he’d been gambling. The fact that he had
a ticket worth seventeen million pounds in his pocket and he HAD
NOT COME HOME YET. But there was definitely incense in the air, and
when he came home he was going to get a DAMN GOOD EAR-WRINGING. If
his father ever … like he was supposed to … his father … seventeen
million … come home.

 


“Let’s just run away
from here,” said Larry. “I don’t want to go home. Ever again.”

“Me neither. I wish I
could stay with you here forever.”

“Well, not exactly
here, I hope!”

“No … but with
you.”

“Imagine. Never going
to school again. We could travel the world, and make our own way.
Come on. Let’s do it.”

“Wouldn’t that be
scary, if we really did it? We’d be all on our own.”

“I’m more scared of
going home than of being alone. Especially with you. Come on,
please,” begged Larry. The need not to go back, now that an option
had been presented, had become desperate. “Just tonight, okay?
Let’s just pretend, stay away all night. Come on, it’d be dead
easy. Lovely. Like a holiday. We’re in piles already. We don’t want
to go home.”

“I know. My mum’s
going to be furious.”

They kissed again, a
prolonged kiss, and the taste of the future was in her mouth. There
was a down-payment on the world in his pocket and he didn’t even
know it.

“Okay,” he said,
“let’s stay away tonight. Let’s pretend we’re free.” They stood up
and dusted the ground and damp moss from their backsides, and
walked toward the gate across the curated lawns. Larissa put her
head on the boy’s shoulder, and he put his arm around her
waist.

My life has changed
before my eyes, he thought, like a bolt of lightning, or a magic
trick. Today was the last day of my life as I knew it.

He absently riffled
with his left hand through his trouser pocket. Oh yeah, the scratch
card. I should go back to the shop and check the winning numbers,
just in case.






Renée thought that
after Shane left they’d still see each other and things would soon
get back to the way they’d been before Aden appeared. She was right
in a way, but she’d forgotten how things had been. Shane grew more
distant, and the few times Renée saw her over the next months she
was dosed up on speed. She would’ve understood if she were angry
that Renée had opted to stay with Aden. That was something they
could have talked about, something she could have explained. But
Shane didn’t seem concerned, she said whatever had been between
Aden and herself didn’t have anything to do with Aden and Renée.
Yet it did, but Renée didn’t know how to explain that.

And Renée missed her.
Shane had left her too. All along, their relationship had been
organic and unspoken. Expedient. Now Shane refused to engage on it,
acknowledge that anything had happened between her and Renée. Renée
was heartbroken. She threw herself into her work, and back into
Aden’s bed. It took a few days for her to get comfortable with Aden
again, but she needed to carry on working, and then she needed him
again. She didn’t repeat the mistake of trusting him to do anything
other than be an arsehole and to fuck her. She should have counted
on a little more.

 


Their skin is like
water. Shane’s chest is like an ocean seen from the sky. It
sparkles with glitter cream, the reflections of starlight. You can
see the energy radiating from her skin like an aurora over northern
seas. Striations and imprints from their nails texture the water
like currents of wind or glassy schools of fish following the
subcutaneous cold streams. Eyelashes and freckles, hair and drying
saliva float on the cream slick like festive debris in the wake of
a cruise liner.

 


Aden has tied Renée to
a rough wooden pole in the middle of the studio and severely bound
her hands and ankles behind her with coarse hessian rope. She
struggles against the pole and an enormous splinter pierces the
back of her thigh. The ropes cut into her wrists and she can feel
the stickiness of the blood dribbling down her fingers. Pop.

Now he’s dipping the
clean steel blade of a cruel-looking kitchen knife into a bowl of
animal blood and holds it up, watching with a strangely
discomforted glee as the sticky blood runs down his arms too,
splattering down his naked torso, matting the hair on his legs.
Pop. He slathers the knife with blood again, approaches her and
puts the knife to her throat. The blood from the bowl colours her
white dress and trickles down her body and between her legs. Pop.
He grabs the collar of her dress and hesitates.

“Just do it!” she
hisses, not wanting the spoil the moment. He was getting it sort of
right just then. She thought she was going to die. But she isn’t
getting aroused like she should. The camera’s popping away at five
second intervals, making them feel like they’re players in some
psychedelic scene. There are only eight or ten frames left. He
reacts to the harshness of her command and rips the knife down the
front of her dress, not caring too much if he nicks or carves her
skin. He bares her and slaps her hard, according to the script,
just as the next flash fires, and brings the burning brand to the
tinder at her feet. It’s mainly cotton wool and sawdust, and she’s
estimated that it will burn quickly and with a flare cool enough
not to burn her. But she’s placed a bit too much fuel there and it
blazes too hot and singes her feet and legs and the sundered dress
starts burning. She smells hair burning, not feeling anything
yet.

Aden moves to damp the
fire and she screams, “Wait!” The camera flashes once more and she
says, relieved, the pain starting to gnaw at her feet, “Okay, now.”
He splashes the bowl of false blood on the fire, its mixed sauces
making the room smell like a grill house, and hurriedly slices her
bonds off and runs to the kitchen for more water.

What a joke. This
whole episode has been slapstick, when Renée was trying to express
something close to her. She’s now ashamed to have let Aden in on
the idea. It’s certainly not going any further than that. Only that
last shot in the whole corny piece, her eyes to heaven, the
anguished scream on her lips in something like a martyr’s agony,
turns out to be a useable image.

 


Renée slunk off to
soothe her scalded shins in a cold bath. At least the burns weren’t
too bad. She dabbed her facecloth at the long surface scratch from
Aden’s knife.

Aden came into the
bathroom, still naked and smudged with soot and tomato-and-HP
sauce. He looked absurd.

It’s not working,
thought Renée. In the two months since Shane left, she hadn’t come
up with anything new. Luckily, she had managed to finish the Skin
pictures in time for the opening. When Shane left, she’d had most
of the images ready and completed the collection with one or two of
Aden and herself and a few more just of herself. But since then,
she’d been scouring the bottom of the barrel, looking to her
ancient history for some ideas, plundering important formative
experiences and trying to render them into cheap and instant art.
And nothing was working. It was all trite. And being here was
embarrassing, doing these childish things with Aden, a silly boy
she didn’t even give a damn about. At one stage she had believed
that she was grown-up, serious, important. Now she was ashamed of
herself, and if she ever showed this work to anyone else it would
embarrass them, too.

And what it meant was
that there was no Aden effect after all. That she was alone in her
barrenness, that there was nobody to blame, nobody to cure her.
Quick fixes weren’t going to work anymore.

“How do you think it
went?” asked Aden. He was sitting casually on the toilet seat
behind her.

“What do you think?”
Renée snapped. “It’s a fucking joke.”

“Come on. I think it’s
going to look good. It all went pretty much according to your
plans. Those flames were pretty impressive,” he laughed. When she
didn’t smile back, he asked, “How are your legs?”

“Fine.”

“Good.”

She continued washing
herself, trying to ignore him. “Ouch! I see I cut you there,” he
said. “Sorry.”

“Ja.”

She hoped he would
leave after a few minutes of silence, but he didn’t. He just sat
there, picking at his toes. What did she have to do to make him go
away? She wanted him just to disappear without a fuss.

“This isn’t working,
you know,” she said, not turning around to look at him. He didn’t
respond. “Frankly, Aden, you’re no use to me here anymore.”

“No use, huh? You
know, I’ve been getting that feeling lately, and it’s been hurt
…”

“Don’t try to pretend
that it wasn’t always about convenience between all of us,” she
interrupted.

“I’m not some sort of
prop, you know. You tell me when to fuck you, when not to fuck you,
what to wear, how to hurt you …” Renée was surprised when she saw
his chin curling. He was about to cry, and she’d never seen him do
that. The intimacy unsettled her. “In case you don’t know, I don’t
actually like hurting you.”

“Could have fooled
me,” she mumbled and looked away.

After a pause, he
said, “But it kind of makes sense to me now. If that’s all you
wanted from me. To be your twisted inspiration. It makes sense. You
seem to forget, not know, that I … that I …” he stuttered.

Big brave boy, she
thought, he couldn’t say it, of course. At the same time, she knew
she was being ungenerous. Expressing their love in a conventional
way had never been part of their repertoire, though she knew they
had felt something for each other. But what else was she supposed
to do? She didn’t need him anymore. Things now weren’t the same as
they’d been before. Was she going to let him sweet-talk her? Into
what? Loving him again? What would be the point of that? She didn’t
love him, anymore. She was just using him, or trying to, and it
wasn’t working. She’d thought at first that perhaps it was because
he wasn’t being rough enough with her and she convinced him to step
it up until they’d got to this ridiculous scene. It wasn’t him, it
was her. She’d outgrown him.

“You’re right,” she
said, as coldly as possible, “that’s why I’ve decided I want to
stop using you. You embarrass me.”

He stood up abruptly.
“I don’t know what you want me to do. I’ve been honest with you …”
He walked out of the bathroom and a few moments later slammed his
bedroom door. Renée felt like crying but she didn’t want to let
herself. Aden was a bastard, she tried to remind herself, and he
always knew how to apologise. He always knew how to avoid being
kicked out. He knew exactly how to play her, and she would not
allow herself to be played again.

She tried to make
herself angry with him, remembered him having sex with Shane,
whispering in her ear, laughing with her at some private joke. She
contrasted that with his attitude toward her when they were at
university. That made her feel better, and the tears disappeared
and she dried her face and went to her room to read.

A few hours later she
was in the kitchen preparing some broccoli pasta. “You want some
dinner, Aden?” she called. That first word after a fight and no
speaking was always the heaviest load to budge. She heard nothing
but soon smelled him behind her. He reeked of whisky.

“You want some?” she
asked again.

“Oh, suddenly happy
families again?” he said.

“Come on, Aden, we can
be grown up, can’t we?”

“I don’t know. Because
I’m just your embarrassing little sex boy,” he slurred. Renée was
instantly on guard. He had been drinking before that other time, so
many years ago, before he’d hit her and Shane took her away. He
sounded the same in her memory. She was expecting him to talk more.
He had talked a lot that time. He used to like to talk. Looking
back, she would have expected him to say something like, Is this
the way you want your man to act? Or, You want grown-up
inspiration? But he didn’t. He just hit her. A cracking blow to the
jaw.

A second before he did
it, she knew he would. She considered reaching out and emptying the
pot of boiling water on him, but then she decided against it. He
was right after all, she thought. She had asked for this. She had
taken him back, not because she thought he’d changed, but because
she knew he hadn’t. She wanted this. Maybe it was the only way
she’d be able to leave him, to end this chapter.

Her head snapped back.
For months after the bruises were gone, she’d have a sore neck. Her
hands came to her face and she sank down, first onto her knees and
then onto her side, and he kicked her in the stomach. Too hard. So
hard, he kicked her straight back home, straight to Richard Appel.
While she lay curled on the floor, Aden packed a bag and left, like
Shane. And Renée’s time in London was done too.

 


Tripping in a darkroom
isn’t a great idea; you see too much in the dark. But Shane’s got
work to do. She takes the speed to go faster, to run away faster
from the past that’s chasing her, but she always seems to be
running in the wrong direction. All she seems to see these days is
the past. Tripping in a darkroom, she sees too much. It’s as if
she’s present there, in every haunting moment of her life. And what
makes the moments so haunting is their absolute mundanity. They’re
bourgeois, they’re boring, they’re nothing to tell the interviewers
about. But despite herself, and the meth racing through her
bloodstream, she can’t stop reliving them. Despite her
embarrassment, she can’t stop crying about them. She’s a superstar.
As much as a girl from Melville could ever be. She’s making her
much-demanded art in the capital of the world, but despite herself
she’s rushing about her silly little adolescence, her backwater
little home. Despite its function, the speed races her back home.
She’s mortified, but she’s crying.

It’s always been about
speed for her, hasn’t it? The speed of this film which has become
her medium, the sensitivity of this paper as she rinses it in the
developer, the water, the fixer, the smell of the chemicals, her
pruny fingers making her feel and smell like a blind embalmer. But
as she watches under the brown light, the pictures that emerge from
this slimy gloss are not pictures of a boy on a bus, a pair of
young lovers in a graveyard, the townsfolk on the street in her
mythical world, or whatever new project she’s working on since she
lost Renée and Aden. They’re pictures of her father and her mother,
and the nothings and somethings they’ve done. They’re pictures of
herself, and the nothings and somethings she’s done. And even if
she snorts or pops or jabs or sucks or swallows to zoom away, the
slideshow will just come thicker and faster. She knows; she’s
tried.

It’s always been about
speed.

 


“Wake up, Shane,”
Gillian said, stroking her shoulder. Shane was already awake but
she lay quietly, listening to the holiday sound of the surf’s
distant thrumming outside the window, bathing in her mother’s
attention. Gillian ran her hand all the way down her daughter’s
side under its blankets and clamped her toes with her fingers.
“It’s time for our ride.” Shane stretched and turned. Gillian had
been crying. Shane couldn’t see the pinkness of her eyes, but could
smell the moisture of tears evaporating off her hot cheeks. It was
that wordless time before dawn, so Shane didn’t comment, not
knowing anyway what there was to say. Gillian had attempted to blot
away the tears, but a smear at her ear glinted in the light from
the passage.

Shane was sixteen
years old, her family was on holiday in a secluded cottage on the
rough coast near Knysna. She was in a private pact with her mother,
beautiful and tragic as the Lady of Shallot. Not her dad, not her
brother, just the two of them. They were to disappear down to the
shore, hours before dawn as the others slept, to be enveloped by
the wintry mist and the horses’ breath. Be pounded into an
essential nothing by the surf and the thumping hooves.

Each morning that week
they’d woken up at five, bundled themselves up against the wet and
cold like they’d seen done in those old English films. Shane loved
the opulent feeling of strapping herself up in winter clothes,
protecting herself in all that soft warmth. The tights and thick
corduroy jeans, a downy spencer overlaid by a woollen jersey and
toggled flannel jacket, knowing full well, of course, that after a
minute’s cantering she’d be streaming like the horses with sweat.
And on with the boots, that secret symbol of everything in this
world that made her feel unique, made her feel alive, let her soul
escape the mirror for a while. She’d got the boots for her birthday
that year. Tawny leather, just below the knee, that her parents had
ordered from England. She soaped and fed them religiously, and they
had become part of her, just as she became one with the horses as
she rode.

Her mother shut her
bedroom door behind her and stood in silence as Shane dressed.
Gillian’s mood that morning seemed to suit their winter morning
rides. When she was alone with Shane like this, she turned into
someone different from the woman Shane knew for the rest of the
day. Now she would be quiet, noble, covert, not smoothing and
facilitating the family’s life as she normally did. In her family
role, she became the common denominator, a definable standard.
She’d be approachable, masking her face with a friendly expression,
and patiently help with everyone’s needs. Shane could see how she
held the family together like a mildly troubled organisation.

But with Shane, in
secret times like this, Gillian was more untouchable. She was
soaring, impressive, like those taciturn and unfathomably wise
queens Shane had read about. The ones who have such a panoramic
view of truth that they seem disconnected from the real world.
Shane felt honoured to be shown that side of her. She felt she was
teaching her how to be a woman, that a double nature was essential
for her survival, that there was a nugget of soul inside her that
she would never give away.

The sun rose and the
golden mist frayed and lifted from the crags behind them. The
horses stood by a boulder, their breath slowing after a powerful
run. They sat on the firm, damp sand. When she thinks back on it,
she’s sure it was because they were on holiday, away from their
normal routine. Because there was mist rolling around, the horses
were fidgeting, because it was just their four souls and the
thrashing sea, the grey moisture, the firm, damp sand.

She’s sure it was
simply because it was a moment made for memory, but she so often
goes back to that morning. Her therapist brings it up time and
again, and it has become a benchmark in her emotional life. Shane
remembers the roll and the crush, and that image of her immensely
powerful mother, shackled by domesticity and marriage.

Shane knew that
Gillian had grown bored with her husband, and loathed herself for
it. It seemed to Shane that after eighteen years, his stability,
his trustworthiness – the very things Gillian had chosen him for –
had become a cage. And it was only when she fled his presence, far
enough away, that she could remember that there was anything more
to her than wife and mother.

Shane felt sorry for
her dad. She’d seen some other girls’ angry fathers, and the absent
or careless men who blotched the lives of many of her classmates.
Her father was always gentle and polite. He helped with their
homework, would come and talk to Shane and her brother about their
days. Shane thought he was the ideal man. But now she saw that her
mother had offered up her whole life to go through the motions and
make a happy home. That regal woman, so diminished by this domestic
life.

Sixteen-year-old Shane
gave her mother a leg-up and mounted her own horse. She was in love
with her mother. She was about to embark on a life of redemption.
Making up for the sacrifices her mother had made. Never settling
for contentment, for a man like her father. Never slowing down. And
nothing felt better than having an honourable, self-sacrificing
purpose, as she pushed her horse as fast as he would go and she was
the single point of sharp clarity in a wild world of stormy smudges
of the Turner sea and sky and sand. And the wind pulled at her face
and the salt made her cry as she left the shadow of herself behind,
imprinted in the sand near that boulder to be washed away by the
next high tide.

It has always been
speed, of one sort or another, that made Shane feel alive, that
made her feel that she was using herself. There was a point they
reached, beyond out of control, where everything took on a still,
quiet clarity. The waves on their left as they galloped, froze in
space, there was nothing to hear but the white noise of the air. It
was then, when you’d given up all thought of control, that life was
like flying. Not a muted wasting, waiting.

As they rode, Shane’s
young body would swell in significance, the weight of uncertainty
slough off her as her body and her mother’s blended with the air,
and their minds melted down to nothing but the rhythm, the wind,
the meaningless sounds of freedom. The sea sand flicking up behind
the cantering hooves, the world beating with their hearts, the
experience became deeper than they could talk about. And after an
hour or two, they would be quieted, lead the breathy, foamy,
satiated horses back up to the plot. Wordless, serene, united.
Those mornings, she felt closest to her mother, sharing with her
her body and her blood.

When they got back
into the cottage, Shane’s father and brother stood mussy-haired in
the kitchen, shaking strawberry cereal into bowls, making toast and
coffee for them all. Sitting at the breakfast table, they’d thaw at
the same pace, slowly return from their inner world, gradually
start talking about the day ahead, start relating in a way the
others could follow. Shane would tell her father and her brother
about the shells they’d seen when they stopped at the far end of
the beach, about the birds whirling like kites in the wind. They’d
become a family again, but Shane and Gillian would always keep
inside them that kernel of silent, private holiness.

“How would you like
your eggs, girls?” asked her dad.

“Scrambled please,”
Shane said, mustering up mirth, already mourning his loss.

“Yum. For me too,”
Gillian said and smiled, ruffled his hair and gave him a kiss. “I’m
just going to pop into the shower.”

 


Time seems to stop and
Shane’s life seems to start that morning with the horses on the
beach. She can stop time with speed, and there are no limits to
what she can control by the force of her will. Not even the laws of
the universe can enforce her. But think further back than that.
There’s the little girl screaming profanities at her father because
he won’t drive faster. He’s pale and sweating, and she knows that
she has the power to make him feel worse than he ever has. Make him
feel sorry for telling her there are rules on the road. What’s all
this rubbish about rules? Why are people so hung up about fucking
rules? Rules that bind a woman like her mother. Rules that make her
father exactly what he is. Dutiful, reliable, despicable.

Light a cigarette in
the no-smoking darkroom. The flare of the match will blank out the
plaintive face of her father. Why does she hate him so much? He’s
never done anything wrong. Is that why? Because he’s easier to
forgive than her mother or herself?

Now she’s back at her
father’s house at age twenty-two. Gillian had just left him. He
trailed after Shane so meekly, unshaven and in his dirty gown, when
all she had come for was to pick up that pair of earrings she
wanted to wear to a party, the ones he’d given her for her
fifteenth birthday. How could he allow himself to be so pathetic?
How could it matter to him so much? Her mother had threatened to
leave so often, it had become something of a family joke. To her
mother, her brother, to her, but he always behaved like the
abandoned child. What did he expect? He trailed behind her,
fingering the little coloured glass ponies that still sat on her
dresser, even though she’d been living away from the house for
nearly two years, dusting them on his caked robe. He regarded the
chocolate-box rendition of a horse pasted above her bed, where a
crucifix would go if she were his good Catholic daughter.

“Why don’t you ride
anymore, darling?”

“I don’t know,” she
says. “Too busy, I suppose.”

Now he’s talking in
her head, as she noisily rinses the photo in the trays, trying to
splash the voice away, but all it’s doing is provoking other wet
things, splashes and rushes, gasps like the sea. Pop, snort, jab
all you like.

“Riding,” he’s saying.
“It always was riding that made you happiest. I knew nothing about
raising a daughter. I still don’t. But when I found that magic key
to your happiness, that key I would give my entire kingdom for, I
felt blessed. When you were a teenager, there was such an intensity
in you, and it used to reflect off your mother. The two of you were
formidable, frightening. But you’d become my little girl again
after a ride. You’d throw your head back and laugh, flushed with
simple pleasure. You’d throw your arms round my neck and give me a
big smooch. Those are things you can’t buy from a teenage daughter,
but something about riding, the speed, the wind, something, made
all your fears and concerns, all the world’s weight fly off you,
and I could recognise your eyes and your freckles and your giggle
as those of the little girl who used to be in love with me. The
little girl who used to sit so contented and absorbed on the carpet
and play with her horses as I sat and read.

“But now it’s as if
you want to deny yourself that happiness. As if happiness is
something childish, to be left behind. It’s like you want to
adulterate yourself with grown-up cynicism, with the false wisdom
of your real world, as if that is the way to become an adult. You
mire yourself in the surface details of life. You’re too busy, you
live too fast, when the only speed I think you need is the
soul-silence of yourself and your horse and the wind.”

She switches on the
extractor fan, knowing it makes a grinding, drowning noise. The
speed in her veins won’t get her away from him fast enough. Is this
why she hates him? Because he stays with her always, even now?

His voice is distant
now, travelling away slowly. “Or maybe they are just old toys, and
I’m just longing for the Shane who was mine, the little Shane who
was so different from her cold and flimsy mother who’s blown about
by the slightest breeze.”

In the end, she’s not
sure if she heard the voice at all.

“You used to love it
so much.”

She used to love it so
much.

“I’m not a little girl
anymore,” she says, that time-tested conversation-stopper. Just to
be safe.

The enlarger’s light
blares onto the paper. Off with the red light again, on with the
brown. Shake the image in the trays. Pop a little more, for safety.
The outlines of this image emerge. The infuriating sadness of her
father’s lost look. And it changes under the ripples of the tongs
as it lies in the tray. The frightened eyes, the twist of worry,
the drooping lines of defeat, but the face is hers, and she can pin
that look down to a moment. That night, years ago, at her flat,
when she stopped herself lecturing Renée and Aden. She had known
that, despite herself, she was getting older. She was making a
career. Becoming dutiful, reliable, despicable.

Shane managed to
escape that fate, didn’t she? She became a superstar, subject to
nothing. So why is looking into this little bath of swirling fluid
like looking into a mirror? And she’s all alone here now in the
capital of the world. She managed to lose them, her only two
friends, her only anchors to the real world, in all its sordid
mundanity.

She slumps against the
wall, whacking its invisibility hard in the dark. She watches the
red glow of another cigarette in front of her face. She’s not sure
how many cigarettes she’s had, or where she put the other butts.
And the red glow duplicates and becomes eyes that swirl in front of
her face through the haze of her tears. Why does she listen to
him?

“And why don’t you
give me my voice?” says her mother.

Because she’s not
dead. She’s still out there, having her say, making her careless
marks on the world, thinking it matters the tiniest fucking bit.
Thinking what she does doesn’t matter at all. He died because of
her, and she’s already making far too much noise without Shane’s
help.

When her mother left,
she first joined that supposed ashram. What an embarrassing scene.
Shane visited her there once. That dingy smallholding in
Muldersdrift, guarded by three good old-fashioned, very
unenlightened mastiffs. There were punchy, paunchy, beery men
sitting around a braai, burning meat and looking her up and down.
Not what Shane had in mind. No peaceful-looking types wandering
around carefully tended lawns in white and saffron robes, gently
tinkling tambourines or practising yoga under trees.

Gillian showed Shane
into her bare room, which still looked more like the stable from
which it had been converted, only without the hay. Whitewashed
brick walls, and slate-tiled floors, a little kitchenette
positioned in the back corner next to a rudimentary bathroom. Her
clothes hung on an open rail against a wall. Her bed was a low
futon, and a tea chest served as a bedside table. The books she was
reading. Fear of Flying, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance, Hunter S. Thompson. And the strip of condoms
barely concealed between the books and a jar of expensive French
night cream.

That luxurious
cosmetic was the only thing in this whole place that Shane
recognised of her mother. She read fashion magazines and romances,
not funky, popular social treatises. Shane felt embarrassed for her
for the first time in her life, and there was nothing she could
bring herself to say to her. Gillian hung onto the failed
experiment for a couple more months and then started her urbane
drift from well-off man to well-off man. Never once did she admit
she’d made a mistake, that she was capable of making a mistake.

Shane knows she’s
inherited all of this from her. The way she treated Renée wasn’t a
mistake. She can even justify trying to steal the only thing in
this world that Renée wanted. Why? She wasn’t threatened by Renée,
was she? She was Renée’s mentor. She was richer and more famous
than her dedicated little acolyte. But Renée had perspective on it
all, she had some sense of herself, of what inherently made her
operate. That unsettled Shane, infuriated her. She went for the boy
Renée was obsessed with. She besieged their lives. Was that to
shake Renée’s composure? It backfired. And, what is it about these
boys anyway? From age sixteen, she’s always said she wanted to make
up for her mother’s sacrifices, and never settle for love’s cage
like she did. But Gillian doesn’t seem to have lost out much, she’s
done everything but shun the enticements of men.

Shane doesn’t want to
slow down because she doesn’t want to become her father. Burned,
hurt, lost. Dutiful, despicable. Dead.

“It’s easier to get
along with people you hate,” says her mother. “I could have taught
you that.”

Swallow, pop, jab all
you want. That’s not the best way for Shane to avoid her father’s
end. The room’s spinning in the dark and she’s groping for balance
and she’s upset a bath of chemicals down her front.

And a final image
develops for her to contemplate before she becomes dark and quiet
like the room. Her last big media feature. Tomorrow’s headline
reads “Top Artist Survives Overdose”. Or was it yesterday’s
headline?
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It’s like a scene from
some horror. The doll’s face cracked and grime-streaked, barely
visible through the knot of albino grass roots winding around her
neck. Beetles and worms writhe through the coarse, rotted material
of the miniature dress. A body farm.

There are carriages,
blocks, plastic animals too. Every hour Tania works, she uncovers
more condemned playthings in the rat woman’s garden. It’s like the
graveyard of innocence.

It is Wednesday
morning and Tania is supposed to be at school, but in recent days
she’s been gripped by a terrible sort of panic. For the first time,
she understands that she is going to die. It’s as if life is
running out, speeding up like the last few grains in an hourglass.
When she is at her calmest, she knows the feeling is irrational,
but there is nothing she can do to prevent her heart from thumping
so hard it feels like it’s trying to explode out of its cage, or
her brain from pressing inward, her skin from burning all over. Her
whole body beats with her blood and redness comes across her eyes
and the singing flow blots out everything else. At the thought of
going back to school, passing her exams only to spend another year
in that limbo, at the thought of making small-talk and having idle
fun when it could be her last day on earth, she feels nothing but
this pulsing, blanking terror. She knows she has to make her life
count, before it’s too late.

Perhaps she started
feeling this way after she slept with Lyon. Tania and Lyon made
love a week ago. She lost her virginity. They had sex. None of the
words quite seem to fit. All the formulas, the rules, the ways
she’s supposed to feel don’t seem to apply now. The characters in
films and books cry or laugh, mourn or dance with joy. They ponder
over the irreversibility of the act. Tania’s heart, though, is
filled with a desperate blankness. It’s as if no emotion, no word
has yet been produced to describe what she feels.

It happened a lot
sooner than she was led to expect. They’d gone out with the group a
few times after their first kiss, and eventually dropped all
pretence of outings, just sitting in a cinema or a park to kiss
each other, because it was delicious. And just when it seemed she
would never get enough of that, her body asked for more, and
evidently so did his. They were at her house and her parents were
out for the evening. And it happened. It was his first time too. He
used a condom. No schoolboy could be unaware of that necessity.

If sleeping with Lyon
has taught her anything, it’s that she is no longer a child. She’s
been treated like some sort of prize orchid, grown gently in a
hothouse for some show that is still to come. She’s been decaying,
turning into fertiliser before the time comes. She has to act now.
She needs her life to begin. She has to make a difference. Now.

 


Maybe it’s because
she’s seventeen. Rose was seventeen when she died. She was the
daughter of old friends of her parents, and though they’d seen each
other regularly as they grew up, they only became best friends when
Rose’s family moved to Westdene. That was about eighteen months
before her death. Rose would pass by Tania’s house and pick her up
on her walk to school. They’d spend those twenty minutes talking.
Rose had so many ideas. Ideas that she’d come up with by herself
and were not made to impress anyone. She seemed impervious to
fashion or others’ opinions. She seemed to Tania like an adult in
the clothes of a schoolgirl.

After school some
days, they’d meet, and stretch the short walk into an hour. Rose
would point out the everyday things she saw around her. A discarded
yellow bucket, a broken birdhouse, a pink-and-grey striped blanket
hanging on a fence to dry, silver graffiti on a wall, a homemade
sign for a carpet-cleaning service. Rose would take in her familiar
surroundings as if for the first time and imagine the interwoven
plots that led, always, to Tania and Rose in that spot at that
moment. They’d stop and look around them, at the leaves on the
trees and in the gutter, the empty drink cans, crumpled-up litter,
the cars, new and old, her clothes, Rose’s satchel, bricks in a
wall, even bits of stone in the tarred roads, shards of glass,
cigarette ends. The leather of Tania’s shoes came from an animal,
perhaps from another continent. The elastic bands in her hair were
made in Taiwan, and the rubber probably from some tropical island.
The grit on the pavement was made of rocks millions of years old.
All of these objects had an age and a history, and Rose taught
Tania to wonder at the coincidence of them all ending up right
here, right now. Nothing was litter, nothing was rubbish, nothing
was useless. Everything had a story.

Seeing the world in
this way made Tania feel potent, like maybe everything she ever saw
in the world was made for her to look at. And when this thought
struck her as too selfish, she’d think of all the other people
everywhere who could also just stop and notice, realise that their
worlds were made up of countless overlapping storylines. Her mind
would start to overflow with the too-big notion of the connecting
lines stretching between every single thing in the universe.

And the people in
Melville were also like the landscape, like all the often
overlooked details. Beggars blending into smudges against rock and
plaster walls, the ancient woman with her fixed smile, her staff
and threadbare old bag on her painstaking laps around the
café-lined streets. The children and men, with their red eyes and
cracked skin, with their cardboard signs, at the traffic lights.
And car guards and newspaper vendors. Even the waiters and managers
and shopkeepers, the regular customers drinking coffee during
breaks in their flexible working hours, blending into the furniture
that spread over the pavement. Each of these people had countless
stories and Rose liked to guess at some of them.

Often, Rose’s stories
made Tania feel part of something vital and wonderful. With
kindness and empathy, Rose transformed the stifling regularity of
this small suburb, connected it to the lifelines of the world.

Once, when they were
driving up to Rosebank with Tania’s mom, they stopped at a light
and Rose pointed out a beggar’s sign. He was a familiar man, a
friendly-seeming man with a crutch and a pair of sunglasses. He’d
been at this intersection forever, and had once spoken to Rose’s
brother about his car. It was an old Volvo and the man asked him
how much he wanted for it. That day he had a new sign. It was
freshly and neatly inked with felt-tipped pen onto a new piece of
cardboard:

 


GO AHEAD MAKE

MY DAY ANY

DONATION WELCOME

 


“Well, that’s an
entrepreneurial service,” laughed Rose.

“What do you mean?”
asked Tania.

“Check it out. Someone
has made this guy’s sign. Look at the bottom there.” In small
letters at the bottom right corner of the cardboard was the name
“KHUMALO”. It was positioned and lettered just like the names of
the companies responsible for big, professional signs on shops and
at the side of the road.

“I’m sure this guy
could write his own sign. I think he’s literate.”

“Ja, probably. But
what about the others who maybe can’t? Who writes their signs?”

For days afterwards,
Tania found herself reading the signs of homeless people at the
traffic lights. One they regularly passed on the way to school, on
Main Road, was an old woman. “Please help the old lady” her sign
said. A blind boy sat with a perfectly lettered placard on the
corner of 4th, while Edward the Painter asked for a job, near the
golf course in Parkview.

The next week, on
their way home from school, Tania and Rose stood waiting for the
light to change outside the golf course’s clubhouse. Behind the old
flower seller’s buckets sat a grey-bearded man at a makeshift
table. While the flower seller, flat hat festooned with silk
daisies, limped discreetly up and down the rows of cars at the
lights, the other man leaned over the table, intent, marker pen in
hand. A young girl and boy emerged from the bushes behind them and
handed over a pile of flattened cardboard boxes in exchange for a
few bronze coins and some sweets. The flower seller hobbled over
and presented the girl with a silk bloom from his hat and patted
the boy on his head. The girl smiled shyly.

“That’s him!” said
Rose. “That’s the beggars’ signwriter!”

“There’s probably more
than one of them.”

“I bet you that’s Mr
Khumalo. Should we go and ask him?” But at the same time, the light
changed and the signwriter looked up toward them, and the girls
hurried across the road, not wanting to look like they were prying
or staring.

They walked on for
some time in silence. “I suppose in a way,” said Rose, “everyone’s
a beggar in the end. We all hold up our own signs, asking to be
helped or rescued. Asking for someone to see us, see how we’re all
connected, just like your elastics and my shoes,” she smiled.

Tania never forgot
that. To her, Rose was one of those people who teach the rest of
the world about the connections between us and between things. Most
people couldn’t write their own signs, and signwriters like Rose
helped them find what they needed to live. She knew Rose would
disagree, though. She would have said that when it came to needs
beyond food and shelter, everyone had to find their own answers,
help themselves, write their own signs.

 


So for the third day in
a row, Tania has taken out gardening gloves, a pair of tracksuit
pants, and unwrapped a small garden fork, a trowel and shears from
her school satchel. She’s put on the pants, taken off her white
school blouse, leaving on a plain black T-shirt, removed her skirt
and blazer, rolled them into the satchel and stashed it in the
corner of the rat woman’s low front wall. Each day, instead of
preparing for her exams, she’s worked in this garden from eight to
two, with only an exactly-timed fifteen-minute lunch break at
twelve.

It’s just the front
garden that’s in such a state. Behind a wooden fence between the
house and the east wall is a neat trellis with grape leaves and a
beautiful creeper. She wonders why that corner was cared for and
not the more obvious front of the house.

She started her work
in the corner where her bag sat, painstakingly digging at every
inch of soil, ripping out weeds and errant roots, trimming down any
discernible patches of lawn that were probably last mown years ago.
She’s liberated the weathered toys jumbled in the yard and piled
them into a cardboard box next to the house, just under the
grime-coated window with the muddy lace curtain. The rats swarmed
on the first day, their warren disturbed for the first time. Tania
has no primal fear of rats – two rat-keeping boy cousins took care
of that – but she has taken precautions. The gloves, her highest
pair of Docs, a spell and an incantation each morning. It seems to
have worked. Already there are fewer of them scuttling near her,
shiftily skirting the wall, making their rounds as far away from
her and this newly tilled soil as they can manage. They are timid
as birds in many ways, but they are very adaptable and they will
definitely manage to find themselves a new home.

Tania has worked
herself stiff and sore, an honest pain, she feels, that scatters
out and away her introverted darkness. The last two days, she’s put
her school clothes back on at two, walked home, thrown herself on
the couch and inspected her wounds. Despite the gloves, there are
bleeding blisters on her hands and on her toes and ankles from the
boots’ bending and chafing in unaccustomed places. This blood, the
torn skin, she thinks, is a sign that she is acting. She is
engaging her body with the world after all this time. When she
dies, she will have the scars to show that she’s lived. She’s
watched the images on the TV with something like quiet, ignoring
the schoolbooks on the dining-room table, and for the first time in
these three days has not wanted to scream her aching heart out.

What pains her most of
all is that she feels this way when she should feel happy. She
should feel in love, light, but somehow, all of that potential
goodness has putrefied. And she feels an ache of guilt when she
thinks back on her recent coldness to Lyon. It isn’t his fault.
None of it is. He is a sweet and kind guy. She should feel lucky to
have him. But everything is confused and contorted and she doesn’t
know where to start unravelling this knot of unaccustomed feeling
inside.

This morning, as has
happened a handful of times, the lace curtain flickered and the
cautious eye of the rat woman peered out. Tania just carried on
working. If the woman doesn’t want her there, she’ll say something.
The work she is doing there is for them both.

 


Penelope looks out of
the window at the girl in the garden. She hates looking out of this
window. To see the Johannesburg street. That man with the colourful
knitted cap, the drinkers in the bar across the road, the homeless
people squabbling loudly down at the corner. It is not their fault,
she knows, but this place means only sadness and pain to her.
Nobody she loves comes up the pavement and through the gate
anymore, nobody who loves her. They are all gone.

She leaves open only
the curtains in her room and the kitchen. She washes those windows
so that she can see. Outside her bedroom window with the eastern
sun flowing in is a tall cypress, a white wall, a trellis with a
vine of purple grapes and pink and orange bougainvillea. When the
sun sets over the shoulder of the house just right, the leaves
catch the light and burn orange. She scatters wildflower seeds in
the patch outside the kitchen to bloom in spring like they did at
home in Kranidi.

The girl is
attractive. She has something Mediterranean in her dark, thick
hair, her strong, elegant nose, large soulful eyes. She fits in
fine with Penelope’s memories, and Penelope finds herself wanting
to look at her more often. With her in the front garden, maybe if
she looks carefully, she can feel like that this is a little part
of home too. But the girl’s skin is light and freckled and is
turning red in the heat. Penelope wonders if she uses sunblock. The
sun burns here like it never did at home.

As children they’d
live in the streets with their hoops and sticks and balls, with the
donkeys, their imaginations; and turn brown and wholesome as
slow-baked bread. None of this peeling and burning and death the
girls have to beware of here.

The illusion is
broken, and Penelope withdraws into the darkness of her lounge. Why
is the girl uncovering the past? She is doing a good job of
neatening the garden, but it is a job Penelope doesn’t want done.
She wants the weeds and the grass to smother and choke the past.
She wants those reminders of a child in this house to decay. How
else will she ever forget? And she is disturbing the rats. The rats
that survive like no human ever does. The rats that bond and love
each other like no human family ever can. The rat children are
playing with the dolls now.

But it does look good.
Imagine that cleared garden blooming with sun-gathering purple and
yellow. Before she is carried away with futile hope, she reminds
herself that this is not her home and nothing bright can come of
this soil. Yet, despite herself, Penelope glances out for one more
moment, and imagines.

 


Tania removes her
gloves and washes her hands and arms and face in the refreshing
cold of the garden tap. She puts on her school uniform again and
walks out of the garden through the gate. As she turns to close the
latch, she sees a smudge of movement behind the screen door of the
house and hears a voice saying something.

“Excuse me?” she
calls.

The accented voice
comes louder. “Do you have sun cream?”

“Yes,” she replies,
feeling the heat on her neck. “I forgot to put it on today.”

“You must use it,”
says the woman.

“I will.” It is
strange to be talking to the woman after all this time in her
garden. The task has been a solitary one. After the hours of
meditation, Tania feels dull-witted and disconnected. The woman
hasn’t entered Tania’s imagination as a real person, but now here
she is, having an oddly normal conversation with her.

“I’ll see you
tomorrow,” Tania says, trying to suppress the question mark. She
doesn’t want to ask. She doesn’t want to be told, now that she’s
halfway through her job, that she cannot come back.

“Okay,” says the
woman, as if she doesn’t have a choice.

 


“I thought my life was
beginning that May day on Spetses when I got married.” Penelope
stands in a dark corner of the porch. Tania gratefully drinks
lemonade in the shade of the front steps. Penelope talks wistfully,
delicately folding her words like egg whites into the thick air.
They gathered into the boat, Uncle George gallantly laying down
oilskins for her mother, her sister Tula and her. They slapped
across the water in the little boat.

“That was more than
forty years ago. Have you ever been to a Greek wedding, Tania?”
Tania likes the way Penelope says her name, the exotic accent
rendering it, and herself, more alluring.

“No.” This morning,
the woman was waiting at the screen door for Tania. She checked
that Tania had put on her sunblock, and then left her to her work.
She didn’t asked Tania what she was doing in her garden or why, and
somehow that didn’t seem strange to Tania. Try to explain it to
someone else and it would seem weird, but between the two of them,
it seems that the normal sort of questions aren’t necessary. Now, a
couple of hours later, she has come outside with delicious homemade
lemonade. She seems a nice woman, but she acts like she’s scared of
something.

“The Greek wedding is
very long. It’s not like weddings here, in and out of the church
and then eating. The Greek wedding takes some time. That’s because
it is supposed to mean everything to the bride and groom, and to
the families.”

Christos looked so
handsome in his suit, with his hair cut and combed back. She liked
his everyday look too, of course. In his dusty jeans or cotton
slacks, his grubby workshirt sweat-mooned, his hair constantly
ruffled by the wind, that ever-present doting aunt who followed him
all over the east coast of the Peloponnese. How he used to stand
overseeing the construction of anything that could be constructed:
roads, walls, barns. And the houses. He had the knack of knowing
exactly how to continue building a half-made house. Whereas other
builders would spend days and weeks trying to imagine the original
plans of the concrete skeletons, try to remember what previous
builders, previous owners, dead fathers, had imagined when they had
built their shells, Christos could read the building and know
immediately where it wanted to go and would start building on the
first day of the contract. Which went down well with all the
families who hoped that they’d still be alive some day when they
could complete their houses with the series of lump sums they had
saved. Housing loans in Greece were only for the very rich or the
internationally funded.

Christos was at one
with the concrete shells yearning in the elements to become whole.
So to see him shaved and fresh-faced, tamed and indoored for this
special occasion was a surprise and a thrill for young Penny,
knowing that underneath the outfit was still that dark and rugged
body she knew almost entirely. Throughout the hours of incantation
by the grey-bearded priest, the touching of crowns, the incense,
the ribbons and rings, throughout the speeches and the dancing and
the blessings, the money on her dress, the laughter, the plates
smashing, the whiskey and ouzo and retsina, Penelope wanted nothing
but to be one entirely with Christos on their marriage bed.

“After the church, we
had a good party on the top floor of a restaurant in the town
square of Spetses. The lights and the clocks shone for us. At
midnight I thought those clocks meant my life was just starting …”
Abruptly, Penelope refocusses her eyes, and as if realising that
she’s somewhere she shouldn’t be, she collects Tania’s glass
without another word and vanishes inside.

Tania wonders why the
woman seems so sad, but supposes that if she wants to, she’ll tell
her. She’s not sure whether she’s meant to ask questions while
Penelope talks; she is still wary of upsetting the balance between
them. And most of the time, she seems to be talking more to herself
than to Tania.

Later, on her lunch
break, Tania sits on the top step in the shade of the porch as
Penelope has invited her to do.

“Don’t your friends
miss you at school?” comes the voice from behind the screen
door.

Tania turns and
squints into the shade, becoming used, now, to Penelope’s sudden
appearances. “Most of them think I’m off sick. Only one girl knows
what I’m doing here.”

“What did you tell her
you are doing?”

“I said I’m helping a
woman tidy up her garden. I said I think it’s more important for me
to be doing something practical for a change.” Jemma couldn’t
believe it; Tania was helping the mad old rat woman, a name they’d
given her ever since the spring day they had noticed the rats
scurrying in the yard and the insane-looking eye through the lace
curtain. Now, talking like this, Tania feels bad about that. About
how easily we judge people.

“Do your parents know
you’re not going to school?” asks the voice from the dark.

“No. My parents don’t
really notice what I do,” says Tania, trying to be vague. Angry at
her parents for making her say things like this to a stranger.

“One day you must
forgive them,” the woman says, and is gone.

 


On Friday, Penelope
invites Tania to drink her lemonade in the front room. Tania
understands that the house is the only safe place Penelope has.
That and her memories, and she knows that she ought to feel
honoured that she has been let in.

But the front room is
in bleak chaos. Apart from the lace curtains, which she’s seen from
outside, there are dark and heavy drapes blocking out almost all
light, except where a chink throws a beam of motes onto the worn
Persian carpet. The carpet had been rich and bright once, but now
it reflects a dusky, sullen glow onto the faded couch and chairs
crammed haphazardly around the small room, the glass-fronted
cabinets filled with undusted knick-knacks, and the yellow piles of
magazines stacked on and under it all. The two doors leading to
other parts of the house are closed, and the room is musty.

Penelope opens one of
the doors just wide enough to squeeze through and leaves Tania
alone. She sits down in a sagging armchair and peers at one of the
shelves in the cabinet next to her. As her eyes adjust to the gloom
after the brightness of the sunny garden, she makes out a
collection of glass and porcelain animals, tiny dolls with stained
dresses, some bright, enamelled miniature kitchenware. She’s seen
similar pieces cleaned and sparkling and selling for a lot in the
antique shops around Melville. Their sixties brightness is becoming
trendy and expensive again.

Penelope returns to
the room the way she left, apparently shielding Tania from what
lies deeper in the house, beyond the door. Bright light sneaks into
the lounge from behind her as she shuffles through and Tania
wonders what there is through there. Penelope hands her a glass of
the delicious lemonade. How incongruous, the fresh and wholesome
taste of this drink and the stale air of this room.

Still, Penelope says
nothing.

“These are nice,” says
Tania, pointing out the cabinet of miniatures.

Penelope looks at them
as if for the first time. “They’re old,” she says at length.

“I had a printer’s
tray a few years ago, and I used to collect miniatures. My friends
would have been jealous of these.” The polite hesitation between
her statements loudly fills in the blanks. She’d also feel sad and
disconnected if she spent her time in such a dark and dusty room.
Why does the woman live like this?

“I should clean up, I
know,” says Penelope. “But there are so many old … things. The past
… It makes me sad.” She stops, her face shutting down in the way
that Tania is now beginning to recognise.

Tania doesn’t want to
pry, but considers that it may be ruder not to respond. “What
happened? Who used to live here with you?” she asks.

Penelope looks at her
for a few moments, then she slowly looks around and takes in the
room as if to say, She’s got this far, she’s inside already. She
takes in a deep and tremulous breath.

“My daughter, Katya,
lived here with me. She had a little girl. She was my
granddaughter. She died nearly seven years ago. I haven’t seen my
daughter since the funeral.”

Tania can’t think of
anything to say. She puts her lemonade glass on the floor.

After all these years
of not saying a word, after all these years that the sadness had
simmered in her, how could she put it in words without explaining
for as many years? Penelope thinks of the magazine biographies of
film stars, how they manage to summarise their lives into a few
lines. This is what she has to do here to allow this girl to
understand. To make herself understand.

The silence makes
Tania’s body burn.

“I told you I was so
in love with Christos. He was my dream. I got pregnant straight
after the wedding, and he left. He just went away and didn’t come
back. For his houses. For women who weren’t pregnant, I do not
know. I know he would die if he must work in an office and earn
regular money. I’m angry only because he said he would marry me … I
never forced him. But maybe it was my fault. Maybe I wanted him too
much. Maybe I told him too much how much he made me … happy. How I
loved him. He didn’t want to hurt me.

“So, in 1973, with
Katya in my belly and no rings on my fingers, I came to South
Africa, because I had uncles here and I could get work and a place
to live. There was nothing for a deserted mother to do in Kranidi,
and I had no family in Athens.

“You know the grocery
on Main Road, next to the bottle store?” Tania nods. “My uncle
George owned that shop until he died ten years ago. I worked there
for twenty years.”

Tania looks at the
woman in front of her. She used to go to the cafe on 7th more
often, but sometimes stopped at Main Road one if she was walking
home another way. She had probably bought sweets from Penelope if
she had worked there. There were a few Greek children at the
Melville primary and high schools, and she thought, ashamed, of the
general, low-grade teasing they got. All the Greeks were shop
owners. So what if they were? If only she’d stopped to find out
their story. She loathes herself sometimes. She hates how stupid
she can be. This is why she doesn’t want to go back to school. It
just breeds ignorance and bigotry.

“And that is the best
thing I did in my whole life. I raised my beautiful, clever
daughter. She is now a businesswoman, not always struggling, with a
comfortable life. She makes the whole family better. I am so proud
of her …” Penelope suddenly stands up and gathers the glasses.
Tania wants to hear the rest of the story. Penelope is about to
disappear again.

“Don’t go,” says
Tania, sharply, aware of the strange sound of command in her voice.
In someone else’s living-room. “Tell me. Where is your daughter?
What happened to her child?”

Penelope stands still,
caught between the gloom of this room and the promised brightness
behind the door, two tall glasses in her hands. After a long pause
she approaches Tania, and says, “I thank you for wanting to hear
me. You have a good heart. But to tell you everything will make no
difference. People talk too much these days. To strangers. Too
little to their families. I will only say that the little one was
sick with a disease that nobody could cure. Katya was angry. With
God, with the world. With me. She has cut herself off from
everybody who loved her. She is trying to make her past go away.
Maybe she blames me. For passing on my weakness to her daughter.
For living when her daughter must die. Maybe she is ashamed. For
not succeeding as a mother when she can succeed at everything
else.”

Penelope puts her hand
on Tania’s head, gently, briefly, and opens the door wide. Bright
light floods the lounge, bringing out the rich reds and blues in
the furnishing. Tania can see a bright, beautiful kitchen, a bowl
of lemons on a wooden counter, shining steel utensils, leaves and
flowers through the glass panes of the back door, the sun seeping
softly into everything. As the door swings shut, Penelope calls,
“Next week you must see my kitchen. Maybe we will make lunch
together.” Then Tania is alone in the gloom, left to make her way
back out to the front garden and the last two hours of her week’s
work.

 


Tania lies in bed late
on Saturday morning and reads the letter once again. Lyon delivered
it to her house on the first day she missed school. Her mother is
cooking sausages in the kitchen. Beef sausages with tomato and
onion is one of her mother’s favourite recipes. In her mind, Tania
is there in the kitchen with Marga. So many weekends she’s watched
her mother cook. The small intimacies of the ritual. How Marga
would take off her rings and pile them in a small trove on the far
end of the table, where Tania sat, mandated to guard the treasure.
The knife would flash through the onion, dice it up into tiny
squares. She’d wash her hands and shake them, always three times,
before wiping them on the white apron with a blue embroidered
chicken roast with vegetables. The shapes of the Russian writing –
it was a gift from one of Hugh’s distant aunts – became a
well-known blueprint to young Tania.

Marga would steep
tomatoes in boiling water in the grey-green homemade bowl she had
potted in the craft club at university. Tania would watch as the
skin parted with one stroke of the sharp paring knife, and when she
got older would always volunteer to peel the warm and dripping
fruits. She loved the way they were squishy but not sticky. The
olive oil would riot as Marga threw the onions into the pan,
shaking and stirring the pan dramatically in timed, controlled
chaos. Marga would ask Tania to poke the sausages, three times
each, and Tania was thrilled by the occasional, taut pop of the
skin. Then the rich smell of the frying, the urgent sizzling, Marga
browning each part before damping the pan with the tomatoes, the
garlic, the herbs, a shake of Tabasco, a dash of wine, the sizzle
settling into a seethe. Tania could sometimes see the micro
droplets of grease and steam whirling in currents in sunshine from
the kitchen window.

Hugh would come down
from his study at the smell, tuck the tie he always wore until one
on a Saturday into his shirt above the third button, give Marga a
hug from behind and a kiss on the neck. He’d sit at the kitchen
table and exclaim his hunger until Tania had poured juice for them
all and lunch was ready.

Nothing has changed.
She hears her father washing his hands in the bathroom, knows his
tie will be in its lunch position. Lately, this mundane regularity
has made her feel irritable and stifled, but today, thinking of
Penelope in her kitchen wishing she had someone to cook for, she
feels fortunate.

She reads Lyon’s note
again. He’s come by twice this week, rung the doorbell a few times,
and she hasn’t answered. She hasn’t treated him very well. He is
kind, he doesn’t pretend to be streetwise, he doesn’t play games
with her. And she’s just stopped on him because she is scared.
Because she can’t say where her life is suddenly taking her. This
sudden feeling of responsibility frightens her. She can’t imagine
how confused Lyon must feel. If he’s anything like her, he’ll
dredge himself for reasons why it has gone wrong, blame himself for
non-existent ways he has slighted her. While their lovemaking was
gentle and mutual, really nice, he might start seeing sex as
something inherently hurtful. He followed his heart as honestly as
he could see and now he might start thinking that his heart only
leads him into the dark.

She thinks about
making love with Lyon, now feeling much calmer than she had earlier
in the week. Today she can confront the physical texture of it. She
is certainly not sorry she did it. She likes Lyon very much. It
just seemed the right thing to do at the time. How can she describe
it? How did she feel? It was nice, she supposes. Like kissing, in a
way, but more serious, more adult. And Lyon was considerate and
gentle. She isn’t impatient to do it again, but she supposes they
would if given the chance. She wants to if it means that she and
Lyon could carry on being friends, or whatever they are. Carry on
being together.

She’ll have to do
something about it. She’ll have to speak to him. But she doesn’t
know what to say.

She reads what he has
written on a sheet of exam pad paper in his spidery, left-handed
handwriting

 


Hi Tania. Missed
you at school today. Hope you’re okay. Give me a call if
you want to talk if you like. XXX
Lyon.

 


The poor guy. This is
what Tania has driven him to. He doesn’t even know whether he
should sign his note with “love”, when they have been in each
other, been one with each other. When viewed from the outside,
surely they have been having a dream teen romance. Tania imagines
the torment that has gone into drafting this letter. The practised
distance in his tone, when the lines seem to be shivering
desperately to say all they contained, to reach out to her. “If you
like”. He is walking on eggshells, not wanting to tell her to do
anything she doesn’t want to, but obviously wanting to plead with
her, Just call me! Why are you not talking to me? She knows, no
matter how tempting the comparison is to her heart, which only
wants quiet now, that Lyon is not Christos. He has done nothing to
hurt her. Penelope trusted Christos and he broke her trust, that
was true, but that’s the thing about trust; it means nothing unless
you give it a chance to be broken.

The last week at the
rat woman’s house has shown her so much. About how people can hurt
each other not with their words, but with their silence. When you
wonder whether someone you love is suffering, there is only one way
to find out. You have to talk to him. Ask him.

She’ll have to do
something about it. Do something to tell him that it’s okay, that
he’s doing it right. She’ll call him after lunch.

She folds up the note
and joins her parents in the kitchen. Her mother who seems to want
nothing from life, her father who is strange and distant and kind
and loving all at once. Today, their domestic rituals anchor her
securely to the world that is spinning fast, and her chest is full
and she smiles when Marga kisses her forehead and her father
squeezes her arm and asks her how her week has been. She’s learned
a lot.

 


Lyon is playing
computer games instead of studying. He tells himself he’s just
taking a break from the books. Maybe computer games and life are
the same, he thinks. He clicks the mouse on a group of coloured
squares. They disappear with a puff and the other blocks above them
fall into the spaces they leave behind. Lyon has played enough
times to devise some sort of strategy. He likes to play the
percentage game. Balance caution against risk. Perhaps you don’t
win dramatically every time, but over a series of games, you’re
more likely to win than to lose. If you either risk too much or
play too cautiously you’re more likely to lose.

Lyon was worried when
Tania didn’t come to school the whole week. When he went to her
house to check on her, he knew she was there, just not opening the
door. He wonders if she’s sick or stressing for exams, and why she
doesn’t call him or leave a note. He doesn’t know what she’s
thinking or how he should feel.

Sometimes he feels
humiliated, which is the worst feeling. Worse than the fear of
being lonely. He’s been alone, in the girlfriend sort of way, all
his life so far, and he doesn’t mind it so much. He knows he is
young, and that this sort of thing happens all the time. Besides,
when things started getting intense with Tania, he wasn’t sure
where to go next. He doesn’t know what “having a relationship”
means. What is he supposed to do? Is he supposed to change his
life? He doesn’t want to do that, and the idea makes him panic. So,
perhaps it’s better if she doesn’t call. He is pleased he’s lost
his virginity. He doesn’t have to boast about it, but it’s done,
and he feels grown-up. Now he can stop worrying about how and when
it would happen. He hadn’t felt so much pressure to do it, but some
of the others at school are always talking about it. It feels good
that he doesn’t have to prick up his ears anymore when they talk
about sex in case he’s missing something vital.

But he does like
Tania. A lot.

There’s something very
lulling about these old-fashioned and simple computer games he
plays. His mind can just flit about and doesn’t have to settle on
anything particular. But he finds himself thinking of the sex. How
important and low-key and absolutely exotic it had been all at
once. The memory will certainly fuel him for some time to come.

And then Tania phones.
She says sorry she hasn’t spoken to him for so long, that she just
needed to sort some things out, and that she’d like to ask him to
meet her and the girls this evening up on the koppies. And it’s
only then that he realises how much he’s missed her, and how much
he looks forward to seeing her. His stomach leaps about, and after
the call he has to get up and pace through the house and garden,
jump a little to clear the light-headedness. Breathe deeply to get
his heart beating at a normal rate again.

 


Tania puts the
photograph of Rose in her pocket and makes her way up towards the
koppies to meet the others, thinking about Lyon. She just hadn’t
expected it. Though some of the girls at school speak about it
constantly, the fact that she hadn’t had sex was not an issue to
her. It just wasn’t that important to her. But all along, all those
girlish notions of courtship and romance and picnics and flowers
and smiles and seduction seem, insidiously, to lead to sex. To
something … more serious. It seems so obvious now, and she feels
very naïve. Can things be the same afterwards?

In so many ways
everything is the same, and this frustrates Tania. This is what
makes this feeling so difficult to define. She wants some
confirmation from life. If she has supposedly changed in such an
important way, shouldn’t life change around her? But her house, the
streets, these hills, are all the same, as if they haven’t noticed
what has happened to her. She’s starting to forget how Rose taught
her to be amazed by her everyday surroundings. But Rose, as ever,
is with her, inside her.

We haven’t even
started our lives yet, thinks Tania, and we already have so much to
remember.

A short, thunderous
downpour has cooled the sweltering afternoon, and as she strides
onto the hills, the rocks steam in the glancing sunlight. She has
some time before the ritual begins and she walks fast and straight
up to the trig beacon at the top of the hill, then stops and rests
against the white-painted concrete cylinder of its base. She stares
outward and the bulky grey clouds make the northwest of the city
dissolve in bands of uneven shade.

She and Rose used to
come up here nearly every weekend. Rose had started to collect
heart-shaped rocks. Not the ones you could find, machine-hewn, in
curio shops, but natural ones from the ground. She’d keep them in a
drawer at home, just the best specimens. When she came home with a
new stone, she might write a short epitaph and sometimes make a
drawing in a notebook and discard another stone from the
collection. “A dozen hearts is more than anyone could ask for,”
she’d say in her self-consciously profound way with a bit of
humorous hippie inflection. Tania would sit on an outcrop, or at
the bottom of the beacon, and sketch wild grasses and listen as
Rose wove stories and scuffed through the veld around her in a
widening circle.

It’s early November
now, the last weekend before exams start, and Tania can hardly
believe it’s been almost two years since the accident. Rose and her
brother and his girlfriend were on their way to Rose’s
grandmother’s for the December holidays when a truck swerved in
front of them. Rose died immediately, her brother and his
girlfriend weren’t grazed.

Tania hasn’t been able
to tell Lyon about Rose yet. That day when they had the picnic in
the park, when she cried for Piku, maybe she was also crying for
Rose. On the whole, though, thinking about Rose doesn’t make her
sad; her memory buoys her. If anyone could find a way to heaven, it
would be Rose. She was wiser than any adult Tania knew, as if she
were older, reincarnated or something. At tonight’s remembrance
ceremony, Tania will tell Rose what has been happening to her. Rose
will help her know how she feels.

 


The midsummer evening
has darkened, and Jemma shrugs into a light black cardigan and
huddles back against the rocks. Tania stands and looks out at the
lights of the suburbs below them like the night’s stars lying
fallen and inverted on the ground. Tania imagines being lost among
them, homeless, one light after another promising shelter and love,
the barricades they illuminate turning her away in withered hope.
These are security lights, made to keep people away, not porch
lights left on for a loved one’s return.

She thinks of Rose’s
spirit wandering among those lights, trying to find her way home,
then she becomes Rose, lost, walking cold and alone along the
frightening streets. The leaves of the plane trees oscillate in
lamplight and shadows hide secret lives. Every gate, every barred
doorway, colourful and playful by day, now bar her darkly from the
life-solace that thrives within. Suspicious and fearful eyes peer
out at her. She imagines Rose’s lost ghost trudging from door to
door, seeking entry, until she can find home only here on the hills
in a warren of wet cardboard and plastic, comforted by eyes more
afraid than hers.

The eyes turn back
into those of her friends and Tania returns to herself. In the
constellations below her, one suburb segues into another, and her
own patch of the darkened world – just Melville and parts of
Westdene – seems very small. Tonight, she thinks, as she looks at
the small circle of faces around her, she will do whatever she can
to lay Rose’s spirit to rest. Maybe, after all, it is only Tania’s
memory of Rose that needs harbour, and Rose is long gone. She
fingers the photograph in her pocket, her favourite image of Rose.
Some people believe that pictures capture souls, she’s heard, and
this deep-eyed portrait with its searching gaze is likely to
contain more of Rose’s soul than any other. Maybe burning it
tonight will set Rose free from inside her.

Kathleen smashes a
beer bottle behind her, more a signal to begin than an act of
anger. She looks resolute, as if the darkness brings solace with
it. Dev isn’t here tonight. Kathleen says it’s over between them,
and won’t discuss it further. Tania wonders whether Dev went too
far. When she’d first arrived an hour ago, Kathleen looked
dissolved, afraid, but now she glows with a defiant anger as if
under ice. It is something Tania hasn’t seen in her face before.
She seems to have grown years older in the past few weeks.

Now that Dev is gone,
there are just the four of them, and Lyon is the only guy. He can
plainly translate Jemma’s hooded looks, but Tania does her best to
smile warmly and assuage his discomfort. She asked him to come,
after all.

“Tonight,” says Jemma
earnestly, “we are moving into the last year of this cycle. After
exams, we have only one more year at school. Do you think we’ll
still be together this time next year? Where will we be?” She
pauses, and the light of the candle flames flickers and makes her
face change sharply.

It looks as if there
are three or four alarmingly different faces, attached to different
personalities all trapped somewhere inside Jemma, vying to get out.
Tania finds herself wondering which is the real Jemma, whether what
she shows to her school friends is just a mask.

“Though we’ve
performed this ritual each term for years now,” she continues, “I
think we should really put our spirits into it tonight. Who knows
if we’ll ever do it again, the way things are changing.”

And the bottles are
emptied, the cigarettes smoked, as if this is the last night of
their lives, the most important ceremony they’ll ever perform.
There is no time tonight for doubt, no time tonight for petty
morality, shame or fear. Each of them tonight, even Lyon, has
something they need to convert by the alchemy of these flames. Each
of them has images they need to burn to break their bonds, to let
the ceiling come crashing down around them.

And the night becomes
a whirl, and the images only return to Tania like a dream, and
afterwards she remembers. How Jemma moans like a snarling animal,
that Kathleen bares her new scars, that Lyon holds Tania as she
cries. That the candles drip and flare and the veld on the koppies
seems ablaze with light and buzzing electricity, and cardboard
signs burn in sparking pockets all about them, dispersing charred
words to the winds. That the sky seems to fall around their heads
as they pray.

 


A bee scouts the rinsed
tomato glistening in the colander, hoping for some cola sweetness
signified by the red. Outside the kitchen window, butterflies and
more bees trip between the lilac and yellow heads of the
wildflowers. Penelope gently shoos the bee and reaches in for the
cucumber. The sharp knife scythes with a metallic swish through the
firm flesh and the pieces are tumbled into the white china bowl.
Onions and tomatoes are next to be coarsely chopped. She spoons out
fat calamata olives into the bowl, crumbles feta cheese over it,
then tosses the mixture with olive oil, lemon juice and ground
pepper. She shakes the fresh sprig of oregano under the tap and
shreds it over the salad. The juices mingle in the bottom of the
bowl into the delectable sauce, to be mopped up by freshly baked
bread from the oven.

She remembers her
grandfather heartily announcing at the end of the dish that now he
was going to mop up his zumi. The children would giggle at his
enthusiasm and Penelope’s mother would encourage them to watch him
as he sat at the head of their wooden table, and to follow suit.
The junior zumi-moppers would finish off every drop of each meal
with the sweet and succulent bread she’d made.

The kitchen was always
the centre of the home. With her mother’s guidance, Penelope grew
up like an initiate in arcane arts, developing an instinctive skill
for turning the most basic herbs and home-grown vegetables, and the
occasional cut of meat, into meals to nourish the bodies and souls
of her hard-working family. She remembers how transformative were
the litanies of food preparation at the small house on the hill in
Kranidi, how weary and sore people came together to eat, and how it
filled their hearts from inside and put a smile on every face. Each
meal was prepared with care, and every weekend was like a festival.
Sunday lunch was far more of a spiritual experience for Penny than
church.

And when she came to
South Africa, she knew that if she allowed herself one indulgence,
it would be a well-equipped and well-stocked kitchen. Over the
years, she has rendered this Johannesburg suburban room into a
piece of home. She always spent whatever extra she had on the
kitchen. On good knives, on keeping the counters refreshed, on
pretty pots for the herbs on the window ledge, on hangers and
heavy-duty saucepans, on a gas range. When she’d worked all week,
she’d spend the weekends sewing lace curtains, whitewashing the
walls, applying glass mosaics to the window sills, lugging rocks
around the garden, planting new herbs, nailing trellises into the
walls outside, pebbling the courtyard. She painted stencilled
designs of fish and boats in orange and blue in a strip high up on
the wall. She trained bougainvillea to frame the windows.

And it was worth all
the work when serious and responsible little Katya grew up,
learning how to make salad and lemon soup and kleftiko, straining
the tarama roe, helping chop the nuts and layer the phyllo into
sticky baklava. Though it was just the two of them, not the
ever-crowded and noisy train station of a house she’d grown up in,
where sadness and silence were blown by the racket like cobwebs
into the corners, she felt Katya knew a little of what it was like
to have a home. To have a family. What a failing. To have deprived
her daughter of her family.

But now, while the
rest of the house has fallen into decay, smothered by too much
sadness, too much mental clutter to even start clearing, burdened
by the weight of too much silence, the kitchen remains her
sanctuary. Bright, clean, freshly painted. Functional. Here
Penelope will be ready for her family when they return, like her
mother with a feast always ready to welcome guests from afar.

Tania and the boy are
sitting at the kitchen table, looking at school notes. It is a
beautiful, hot day, and the reflected light from outside mingles
with moderating breezes. This kitchen has never felt closer to
heaven all these years. Penelope puts the bowls of salad in front
of the children and they shuffle the notes aside in a pile.

“I wish I could come
and do my homework here every day,” says Tania. “My house is always
so messy, there’s never any space to work. The whole house is full
of my father’s equipment. Except my parents’ room, where I could
never feel comfortable.”

“What about your
room?” asks Lyon.

“Well, of course
that’s full of my own mess,” she laughs, “I can’t blame my dad
completely!”

“I’ll tidy up the
other rooms, Tania, and then you can come and work anywhere,”
offers Penelope, a little in jest, but more in hope. “You’ll always
be welcome.”

“It is on my way home,
after all,” says Tania.

“Don’t your folks ever
help you with your homework?” Lyon asks.

“Nah. I wish. Or maybe
they just want me to ask. I don’t know. They should say. What about
yours?”

“I don’t think my
parents would remember what they did at school,” says Lyon. “I
think they hadn’t even invented science when they were at school!
Sometimes my mom will help with an English essay or something. But
the problem with parents is that they always seem a bit shy to help
out. Or maybe they just want some peace and quiet.”

“Yes, who knows?”
Tania says. “They never really tell you anything. They expect you
to know what they’re feeling.”

Suddenly, a forkful of
salad on the way to her mouth, Penelope realises why Katya has not
come back home. All this time Penelope has been waiting alone,
feeling like a passive penitent. She’s expected Katya to decide to
forgive her, then make the call and come home. She’s felt utterly
powerless, believing that rapprochement was not her decision to
make. Katya is far more powerful and authoritative than Penelope
ever was. She’s an important businesswoman, not a retired
shopkeeper. But here is this young girl, Tania, looking for her
way, looking for direction from people who are older than her. Not
knowing yet that people who are older can be just as directionless
as they are, that they’re just foolish, older people. That’s what
Katya needed in a mother. Someone to show her where to go, what to
do. No matter how important Katya is in her own life, when she
thinks of her mother and her home, she probably still thinks of her
with teenaged eyes, just like Penelope still thinks of her
mother. How easily she can become that young girl again, just by
smelling a sprig of herb, feeling the warm bread moulding to her
fingers.

Penelope’s going to
have to air herself out, chase away all that dust and darkness,
pull away all those stifling weeds. She’s got to ignore all that
fear, every bit of blame she’s incurred and damage she’s caused
over the last six years, and phone Katya. What happens next will
happen next. But if Katya wants to come home, Penelope knows that
she’ll be ready with a feast to welcome her.

 


Later, Penelope stands
on the stairs and watches as Tania and the boy sow seeds in the new
beds. They take turns, carefully reading the back of the
jolly-coloured seed packets, one making a hole, the other
sprinkling a few seeds into it. They’re laughing together and
sometimes he embraces her with one arm and she rests her head on
his shoulder.

When the front garden
looks like the seed packets, this whole house will be her home.
She’ll pick flowers every week and put them in vases all over the
house. She could make a little terrace, or place some stepping
stones, maybe a little pond, and when Katya comes home to visit,
she’ll feel happy, she’ll feel the spirits of all her ancestors
moving through her, making her feel like she belongs, giving her
all the strength she needs.

Gingerly, she comes
down the stairs, shading her eyes with her hand, errant wisps of
her greying hair flicking in the breeze. How long has it been since
she’s walked on this lawn, not simply tracked from door to gate and
back again? She kicks off her sandals and presses her feet into the
patchy, sap-smelling grass, feeling the green life force moving up
her legs, into her heart. She wants to stretch and sigh out the
must of the years. She wants to breathe deeply until her lungs are
made of new tissue. This air is so sweet.

The boy presses the
back of the trowel into the earth and the girl drops seeds into it.
He pats the hole closed. They shift. He makes a hole and she drops
seeds into it; he closes the hole. They move away from the corner,
step by step. He pressing, she filling, he patting the hole closed.
One day, the front garden will look like the kaleidoscope seed
packet. Writhing with growth. They shift. He digs, she fills, he
closes. Opening, closing. Breathing. In the dark, the plants poke
out of their seeds. They all inch forward, step by step.

 


 



 RECYCLE

 


Renée’s skin is like
burnished brass, treacle, toffee, sweet freckled cream, South
African brown sugar. She’s soaked up Johannesburg’s winter sun like
a sponge and the colour of the light is gold and it seeps from her
pores and shines back on this spring day. She’s been back home a
year already, but after that time in Britain, she doesn’t think
she’ll ever take the sun for granted. She worships the sun like an
escaped prisoner. Her bones are gradually rebuilding themselves
from the brittle, neurotic ghosts they’d become.

She and her bellyful
of growing baby are strolling towards the koppies with the
folderful of photos, her previous offspring, she supposes. When she
showed the photos to Lyon the other day, she deliberately hid the
ones featuring Aden. It wasn’t out of shame, she thinks, that she
hid them, but more because Aden is no longer relevant to her. She
doesn’t want to carry him through to this new part of her life. He
has no place here. So she’s finally decided to burn them all. All
the pictures with Aden. They’ve done their work. Call it a symbolic
gesture. Call it a birthday treat.

Besides, she’s
replaced Aden now with another man precisely to her liking. The
endless patterns roll on and on.

She met Richard eight
months ago at a New Year party with some of her old university
friends. Just twenty-one, he was much younger than the rest of the
group, but he bore himself with an arrogant ease. Renée fancies
that her mind and eyes sparked when she saw him. Here, she naïvely
thought, was someone utterly different from Aden, not complicated
and analytical, not over-sensitive. A young, thoughtless guy was
just what she needed to get her mind off Aden.

When he heard that her
lease had just expired and she was looking for somewhere to stay,
he offered her the room his parents rented out and which had just
been vacated. She could easily have bought a house of her own in
Melville, but for the time being boarding suited her. She didn’t
know whether she wanted to commit to living in Melville or any part
of Johannesburg, she didn’t feel like going through the bureaucracy
of house-hunting and buying. She wanted a little bit of distance
from the decisions, from the money she had made, from doing
everything for herself. Let it all sit on ice. She had come home to
start at the beginning again. She wanted some time out.

So she moved into Ann
and Hector’s house. It started off well. She soon felt like part of
the family. Hector’s mother, Dawn, and Lyon and Hector were all
friendly to her. Ann was too, at the beginning. But within a few
months, it all started getting a little complicated. Renée would
like to be able to say that she hadn’t meant it, that it was all an
accident. Richard started coming on to her in his young and
gormless way. She found it cute and flattering. A little more than
that, because while he had a boy’s mind, he had a man’s body, and
he took care of himself. He was eager and Renée was keen, and soon
they were having regular illicit sex in his bedroom in his parents’
house. She found it quite funny really; it made her feel like a
teenager again. Richard was a player, considered himself way too
young and way too cool to settle down. He never pretended to be in
love with her, to be committed or monogamous. She knew he was
screwing a number of other girls who seemed to queue up outside the
Appels’ gate. And she felt great. She’d even started sketching
ideas for new projects. This was no-strings sex at its best. The
ultimate all-services boarding house.

But it was in March
that the pains in Renée’s abdomen started getting worse than ever.
Ever since Aden had kicked her, she knew something wasn’t right,
but she had been too scared to find out. Now it had started getting
really bad; she bled at the wrong times, too much, and by April she
forced herself to ignore the fear and see the doctor. She said
Renée’s uterus had been damaged. Renée didn’t want to hear the
rest.

The next day she
easily convinced Richard to dispense with the condoms. She was
reckless; she pushed the thought of disease out of her mind, and
she wasn’t sure it had ever entered his. She needed to know. Within
a few days it was done. She was pregnant. She still holds her
breath, but it’s all going well and she often cries with
relief.

She wasn’t planning to
tell anyone. She would’ve just drifted out of the Appels’ house and
life when the time came. But when Richard asked, showing more
acuity than she expected of him, she told him. The bottom seemed to
fall out of the family. Why he chose to tell his parents before he
disappeared with his friends, who knows? Maybe to make them despise
her, maybe to get back at her for trapping him.

And then, just weeks
later, Dawn died. Poor Hector. Renée wanted to pack and leave
immediately, but he asked her to stay. He said the family had a
responsibility toward her. He wanted to see his grandchild. Her
little adventure, her little experiment, what should really be the
birth of joy, has now taken on such tragic overtones. She doesn’t
blame Ann for hating her. She’s unmasked her son. She’s living in
her home, in his place. And this is not the way Ann hoped her first
grandchild would be born. She wants to destroy Renée, she wants to
throw her out, she wants to keep an eye on her.

She could just leave.
Why does she stay? Penance. Renée knows her emotional currency is
penance. Every transgression has a price. You pay it, and then
you’re free to sin again. And she knows nothing pleases her more
than to pay the price.

 


She walks down 5th
Street, and there’s the old woman behind her low wall, filling her
bird feeder from a large bag of mixed seeds. A grey cat lounges on
the veranda’s ledge, the red-polished tile baking its flabby belly.
It peers with no intent, tail idly flicking at the weavers and
mossies clamouring nervously on the feeder’s blossoming peach tree.
Bigger, shyer birds, the doves and pigeons and loeries, perch
carefully on the razor wire of the neighbour’s wall, while the
rackety mynahs squabble and traipse cannily along the top strand of
electric fencing. The woman’s made it all these years. “Good
afternoon,” Renée calls to her, but she doesn’t hear her. Maybe her
words are too choked up.

So, Renée’s back home
again. Nothing she does or loves here in this urgent land is
important, neither her art nor her painstaking self-defeatism.
Photography. Collecting troubling lovers like charms. Here, at
home, it’s all a bourgeois luxury, a diversion, like poodle-keeping
and hybridising tulips. She’s been put in her place; she’s nothing
more than a dilettante. It seems her life is bound to a little
circular track. She keeps coming back to the same old place, but
with different eyes. Maybe that’s what home is. The one place in
the universe that knows who you are, that tells you the truth after
the whole world has flattered.

She’s drifted in
inertia for too long now. She needs to make a decision. She wishes
something or someone would come along today and push her onto a new
path. She’s not used to having no direction, having no control over
her bearing. She needed the break this last year from her mindless
speed and motion, but she hasn’t found any answers in this quiet
time. She hasn’t found herself. But she has added to herself, she’s
got a baby in her belly. That’s something.

She clambers up the
rocks across the paths on a shortcut to an outcrop. There’s a level
space here, sheltered from the breeze, paced flat and dusty, the
remnants of previous offerings littering the corners of the rock
walls. This is a nice place to burn things. It just seems right, as
if the atmosphere has a weight and substance, as if the ghosts,
thick in the air, are sponges for ashes.

She squats down and
takes out the top photo, not looking at it too hard as she touches
the lighter’s flame to its corner. It’s a picture of the three of
them, condemned because of Aden’s leg. It curls and sizzles and she
props it off the ground on some twigs, and lights the next and the
next in the growing flames, trying not to look, trying not to
remember too hard. The skin crackles and crazes like desert sand,
bubbles like celluloid. The fat of it flares like an offering on a
pyre, the widow left behind with no more purpose in this world, and
it exudes an acrid bitterness, thick black smoke amplified as it
consumes the negatives and leaves only scurrying ash and globules
of plastic waste.

She watches it burn,
cauterising her feelings for now, then stands and looks out over
the view to the south of the city. There’s a smell of rain in the
air. She watches the local group of homing pigeons circle far
around over newly green trees of the laid-out suburb on the
opposite hillside and close above her with a whirr like a gust in a
forest. Independent birds and planes cross the sky over the humming
city.

The breeze picks up
and the cooled ashes scurry as she searches the outcrop for
something to scrape the remains into. There’s a brown paper bag
wedged into a crevice in the rock and Renée laughs as she extracts
it. It’s a medium FeastBurger bag. She thinks of Kendra. Talk about
cycles.

Something new will
have to happen today.

 


Waiting, Shane smells
smoke.

It’s half past two on
a cool September afternoon, and she’s sitting on the pavement
terrace of the Island Style bar waiting for Renée. She left London
more than a year ago, and Shane hasn’t seen her for longer than
that. By the time she left, Shane didn’t notice anymore. Renée said
she’d be here around three, so Shane’s already started on her first
beer.

Back in Melville. Back
home. Everything is so slow here. Or maybe it’s just Shane. Maybe
it’s because she doesn’t have that accelerator in her veins
anymore.

Renée always talked
about the funfair rides. Trying to stay on. That their life in
London was like being spun out of control on a carousel. Those last
months, when Renée was gone, when the work and the reviews had
dried up, Shane tried so hard to speed up, to catch up with what
was rushing away from her. Only now does she realise she’d already
been flung off the ride.

For Shane, it’s always
been speed of one sort or another, hasn’t it? And she’s been back
home for two months, with nothing to do and nothing to take, and
she’s struggling to slow down, because she knows that’s the only
way she’s going to survive.

Nothing to do, you
just sit and watch and wait. She’s finding it so difficult. She
wants to scream her lungs out to wake up the world, to get it
moving. But the carnival’s packed up and gone away, and it’s just
her, lying splatted on the ground, now dark and quiet, when the
lights have gone away.

As a child, she was
able to sit and concentrate on some tiny thing for hours. She
wishes she could get that back. That little girl was so peaceful,
so contented. Sometimes she’d be locked out of the house until her
mother came home, some mix-up with the keys, and she’d find ways to
entertain herself. Make epics from ant lines. She used to sit on
the pavement and play her own car-counting game. One point for
regular cars, five points for Mercs and BMs, ten for the really
luxurious ones, and when an ubiquitous VW beetle passed you start
at the beginning again.

She needs to learn
that skill again. To sit still and just watch. To know where she is
and just be there.

There’s a group of
four schoolchildren from the local high school coming down the
street, making toward the koppies, where no doubt they’re going to
get up to something illicit which they wouldn’t do in their own
back gardens. A tall blond boy joins them with a sly grin from the
direction of the bottle store on the corner. These teenagers are in
that transitional phase between that single-minded focus of
children and the constant stimulation-search of adulthood. At the
moment, their illegal six-packs will keep them amused for the next
couple of hours.

If Shane concentrates
on slowing down her heart rate, pretending she’s on some Greek
island, completely fulfilled, sipping her drink and watching the
world, she can simulate some kind of peace. They always teach you
in art class that observation is the key to expression. She needs
to slow down so that she can see again. But she hasn’t picked up a
brush since she came clean and came home. She needs to slow down so
that she can see stories. Look at the people around her and imagine
their lives.

What are those
teenagers going to do on the koppies? Just drink and stare into
space? Maybe the boys. But those girls look a bit more serious and
directed than that. Specially the girl with the long dark hair and
the boots.

When Shane was at
school there weren’t any Goth girls – she only met those when she
started teaching – but there was the same type. The dark and
thoughtful girls who mourned the anniversary of Jim Morrison’s
death and read the beat poets and Kerouac. The girls whose minds
were too active for them to sit and stare into space like so many
of the children seemed to do. They were girls who went home and lay
in the bath with Led Zeppelin and secretly wished they could be
just like everyone else, and could quiet their minds, quiet their
constant analytical chatter, their constant self-criticism, who
wondered how they would ever make it into their twenties. And girls
like Shane, caught in the styleless middle with their blonde hair
and tan clothes, wished they could be as aloof, as self-contained
and centred as the dark girls were.

“Come, love,” she
hears a man’s voice saying, “you must do it. You know your mother
is more scared than you.”

An expensive car has
parked on the road right here in front of her. The well-dressed
couple gets out and walks across the road to a gate in front of a
run-down house. They stand there for a few moments, and now they
are walking back to the car. The woman gets into the driver’s side
and sits stubbornly behind the wheel. The man comes around to her
side of the car, squats outside her window and puts his hand on her
arm.

I can’t do it, she
seems to be saying, though Shane can’t make out her words. Now she
starts to cry. She is dressed in an expensive suit, her raven hair
is glossy and perfectly trimmed, and her face is discomposed, a
sodden mess, the face of a miserable little girl. After a while she
dabs at her run mascara with a white handkerchief.

“I’m sorry,” says the
man after watching her in silence for a minute. “Let’s just go back
to work.” He rounds the car again and gets back in. She winds up
her window. The man sits with his arms folded and watches her with
soft eyes as she finishes wiping her face. They speak for a few
minutes. Across the street, the man with his dreadlocks bundled
into a knitted cap gets up slowly from his red crate as the car
pulls off.

Shane wonders if the
woman will ever build up whatever it is she needs – forgiveness,
humility, loyalty, stupidity – to see her mother. If her mother is
anything like hers, she’d advise her against ever going back. Let
her rot. Her mother is not capable of conceiving of the possibility
that she is wrong. That the way she’d behaved is unforgivable.
She’s self-centred and all she does is expect. Even now Shane still
feels responsible for redeeming her mother’s life, when she should
have realised long ago that a mother who begrudges her family the
sacrifices she’s made for them is not fit to be … She owes her
nothing.

Shane whips herself
into a fury daily, but she always goes back to see Gillian, who
phones Shane every two or three weeks, when she’s up to having
coffee with her. Shane feels compelled to see her, morbidly
obsessed. She goes to observe her, to take notes, to see what she’s
going to become, to see how she carries her life off so coldly.

As she polishes off
her first beer and starts in on the next, Renée appears at her
side. She is beautiful. She looks ten years younger than when Shane
last saw her. She’s tanned, even though the winter is just passing.
Her hair is back to its natural amber and is slung back in a
ponytail. She wears jeans and a pink T-shirt and is pregnant
beneath them.

“I’ve just got to go
and wash my dirty hands. I’ve been up on the hills, making a little
bonfire,” she says. Shane looks at her hands. She’s always loved
them. They’re rough and elegant at the same time. Long, thin
fingers, with a couple of calluses on the first and middle fingers
of her right hand. There’s a deep scar she remembers on the back of
her left hand. Some of her cuticles are sheared and cracked, but
her nails are smooth and healthy, shining through the patches of
ash and grit that are smearing them and caking their tips. It looks
so right, as if her hands were made to take the ash and dirt of the
world, give it a voice, and make it art.

She was always the
real artist, thinks Shane. She never needed my help.

“Don’t,” Shane says.
She wants to see the condensation off a beer bottle mix with those
powders and make a paste. She wants to see her body painting
itself.

So Renée sits down,
and suddenly Shane remembers how to concentrate. “You’ve been
partaking in arcane witchery up there, have you?”

“You could call it
that.” Renée contemplates her hands, rubbing the ash into her palms
with her fingertips. “In so many rituals we burn things to make
them disappear. But look, the things we burn cling to us more
obviously than ever.”

“Just for a while. But
then you wash your hands, and they’re gone forever.”

They order more drinks
and they’re talking as if they’ve never left that place, as if none
of it had ever happened. But also like it has, because Shane’s no
longer the teacher.

She tells Renée how
she went to the stables the other day and rode a horse for the
first time in years. “Somehow my happiness seems to be linked to
horses. It sounds weird and bourgeois, doesn’t it? But all I know
is that I lost myself somewhere, and that’s symbolised by not
riding.”

When the time came to
get back up, Shane approached the horse with caution, not believing
that she had ever been able to straddle such a creature. He flared
his nostrils at her, and twitched his ears, and she thought she’d
forgotten how to read a horse’s moods. That was something a teenage
girl prided herself on. A powerful and yet gentle being in her life
that she actually understands … But then he nuzzled her arm and let
her get on, and it was as if the last twenty years had never
happened. The last time that Shane and herself were in the same
place was that morning on the beach. She’d try to get herself back.
From the past, from the beach, from the wind, from her mother.

“Once I was up, I
remembered riding so clearly, it was if I had never stopped. But of
course,” Shane adds, “you can’t fool my thighs! They’re
aching!”

Renée laughs and they
look out into the street. “That’s Richard’s brother,” she says,
pointing out one of the highschoolers who are walking up the road
from the koppies. The one she’s pointing at is pissing against the
wall of the run-down house.

“Looks like a nice
boy,” Shane says.

“Oh no! Not him, the
other one,” Renée says. She’s silent for a beat, then says, “Lyon
is a really nice kid, sensitive. A searcher. He might grow up to be
a good man …”

“Unlike Richard?”

Renée smiles and nods.
Shane looks at her watch. She can’t believe time has gone by so
swiftly. They’ve been here over an hour, and she didn’t need to
move or go somewhere or do something that whole time. But now,
having checked the time, that spell of calm has been broken and
she’s itching to get up. Suddenly, the school kids shriek and rush
away from the wall.

“My God,” Renée says,
“I know I’ve said this about twenty times this afternoon, but it’s
so good to see you again. What happened between us?”

I happened to us,
thinks Shane. “Let’s not allow it to happen again. Then we will
have plenty of time to think and talk about the past. And more
important, about now.” She looks at her watch again. She needs to
get out of there, her urge to walk is becoming a compulsion, almost
as strong as the yearning for the drug used to be. “I’ve got to get
some stuff for the studio before the hardware closes. Do you want
to come?”

“Yes, sure. That’ll be
fun. I’m glad you’re still feeling inspired.”

“I have been,
actually. I’ve been inspired and busy,” she lies, but maybe it will
start becoming the truth. If Renée has caused her to sit still for
an hour today, who knows how long tomorrow? As they stand, she
takes another good look at Renée. Maybe she can make Renée her new
fix. “Hey, sexy,” she says, looking at Renée’s tight T-shirt and
jeans, “that belly of yours is enough to inspire art.”

“Tell you what. You
lend me some of your inspiration and I’ll swap you some nausea.”
They sling their arms around each other as they walk off down the
street. Maybe I can do this, Shane thinks. Maybe I can be at
home.

Single-minded focus.
That’s what it takes. Shane looks at two street children sitting on
the pavement, holding hand-made signs. She wonders if they have
their version of the car-counting game to pass the time as they
just sit and wait. It’s like solitaire. That’s how you live in a
slowed-down world. You play games while you sit and wait.

 


 



 EPILOGUE:
SOLITAIRE

 


Aden watches the women
go and, after a few minutes, follows them out. The spring sun is
heading down behind the koppie, and a smoky, filtered light is
quilting 4th Avenue where it meets Main Road.

The light seems to
congeal around two dusty little children, fiddling with signs in
their hands, no longer even bothering to get up and approach the
cars inching forward nervously at the traffic lights.

He looks through the
window of the hardware store on the corner, and watches Renée and
Shane laughing as they browse through the paint section.

Everyone’s coming
home, it seems. As if that’s the way things have to go, regardless
of whether you want them to. They all have to leave home to make
something of themselves, and then when they do, they realise that
all they wanted in the first place was to be back home. To be able
to live here with some little claim. So they come home, after
having become famous painters, photographers, published writers;
all that effort just to be able to say, I did that. To be able to
come home and write their name on a piece of cardboard and hang it
around their neck, because here, that’s all that acclaim and
achievement amount to.

People on TV and in
motivational books have put a more positive spin on it. They call
the process of giving up your dreams “redefining success”. He’s
read about super-rich actors who say, “I learned what was important
… none of this,” encompassing their horizon-filling realms of stuff
and space with a sweep of the arm. You come home and spend your
new-found confidence and magnanimity on your family, on your
loved-ones, leave the ambition, the art, behind. You learn, the
high way, that conventional silence and respectable middle-class
mundanity are what you wanted all along.

What a load of shit.
What about those who never make it? What about those who have
nothing but their three published stories, the eight occurrences of
their names in print, to keep them warm at night?

Some of us have to
leave home and never come back. For some of us, getting out of here
is the only success we’ll ever have.

And the light is
getting murkier and Aden looks to his left and sees the dusty young
girl, the daughter of a full-time beggar, peering through the glass
with him. She looks at him with frank and tired eyes, and if he
could, he would hate himself for wanting anything more than she
has.

 


The bar he finds
himself in a few days later is stale with memory and destitution.
It is happy hour. This is why they put mirrors at the back of bars.
So that when you’re slouching at just the right level, and you see
yourself, red-eyed and harrowed, squeezed between the bottle of
tequila and the bottle of bourbon, you might avoid doing something
stupid, thinking you’re something more than you are.

He knows what he looks
like. His hair too long, stringy with dirt. It’s not like he’s
forgotten himself, somehow become someone else in this slow and
tortuous decline. That’s what hurts the most. That he remembers who
he was. Hallucinatory cards keep scrolling down in front of his
eyes. Been playing too much solitaire on the computer again. It’s
like eating peanuts. One, and the next, and you’re hooked and you
just can’t stop. Until you’re actually physically ill from it. Then
your mind is leached. It’s another day’s work down the drain. Not
that he’s been able to work, create anything, for what seems like
the longest time.

Today, he got out of
bed at noon and went straight to the computer. He actually felt
okay this morning, better than in a long time. He’d had every
intention of doing a little writing today. He just thought he’d
play a few games while he ate his toast and had his first cup of
coffee. Then, on his second cup, he’d close the game and open the
story. By three, thousands of dollars behind on solitaire’s casino
scoring system, no chance of winning them back, he’d just had
enough.

The days just seem to
blur one into another. He’s run out of words. He used to be a
student, a writer, a lover. He used to engage with life, belong to
it. They took the only cords he had when they left, everything that
connected him to the world. Now the virtual cards, red on black on
red on black, spilling across his brain, red on black spilling over
the virtual baize on the screen, the cards are his only interface
with the world. And all he seems to do now is watch sightlessly.
And his whole world is red and black, and smirking, aloof
royalty.

What did he do to them
to deserve having his life taken away? Did he do something so
bad?

Maybe, with them, he
was always above his station. He was a two or a three, consorting
with the queens. You build a one into a king and the game is
over.

He regards the backlit
outlines of the bottles, and remembers his father’s bar. His dad
had also gone to London as a young man, become a top-flight young
reporter, written an unpublished novel. But he had also come home,
and settled behind his bar in the lounge, never written again.
Instead, he taught Aden to make cocktails and made his mother
wonder where the man she’d married had gone to. He recognises his
father’s bloodshot face in the curvy cut-outs of the bar’s mirror
and wonders if success for him would be reliving his father’s life.
Properly this time; in a way that could make someone proud of him.
Well, he’s not really doing a good job, is he?

And all these
generalities are making him sick, because to be a writer he needs
to discard the hackneyed and worn-out threads he’s been choking on
and get out of these dark rooms and look at the world. And the
world’s details will fill him up and, next time he’s at his
computer, they will pour out of him, and he will write instead of
playing solitaire.

So, to that end, he
lays down a grubby twenty rand note on the bar, scrapes the etched
and polished stool back and walks out into the breezy, intermediate
evening, looking around him for some clues. He’s been drinking at
the Sunnyside Hotel’s bar this time, and he can’t remember coming
in, but the night is indigo and notable, and a security-lit and
lime-green new plane leaf flutters onto his head as he walks
through the car park towards the exit. He waves at the guard at the
boom, turns left onto St Andrew’s Road and counts the palisades of
the Sunnyside’s fence as he moves up the pavement, enjoying the
freshness of the night in the sweep of headlights until a
sputtering old taxi churns up the hill past him, leaving an acrid
cloud in its wake.

At the top of the
rise, he sees activity on the playing field of the Education Campus
across the road. There’s a corona of light misting the space above
the field and backlighting the cars and people standing at its top
lip. He crosses the road to investigate. At the gatehouse is a sign
advertising “The Macrochip: Experience the minute inner workings of
technology on an enormous scale. Entrance R5. Students and scholars
free”. He pays his entrance fee and joins the hundred or so people
at the field.

The arena is amazingly
lit up. It looks exactly like a circuit board he’s seen in pictures
of computers, but this one is the size of the entire playing field
and is pulsing with strings of lights worming their way along
intricate trails. There are trails of orange lights flickering in
festive series one way and yellow lines travelling another. Green
and blue and red boxes blink at intersections. Bright white wands
poke up on various parts of the grid. It’s like a fairground, but a
strange, muted one. Almost sacred in its respectful observation of
silence. Aden finds himself thinking that he would have loved this
as a child, finds himself wanting to tell his ten-year-old self
about this, and suddenly recalls with a jolt of mourning, like
remembering the absence of a dead parent, that that boy is gone
forever. But this loss has washed over him in a nauseous second and
he realises that he’s loving this display right now. He feels like
he’s being rewarded for making the simple decision to take a walk
instead of having another drink.

Most of the people are
gathered around a small podium, holding coloured printouts and
listening to a man explaining the macrochip. He stands with a shy,
dishevelled bearing but speaks confidently, obviously proud of how
this exhibit turned out. There are small groups wandering around
the edges of the field, pointing at elements of the chip. Aden
walks around to the far side of the field to get another angle and
approaches a pair of teenagers kissing against one of the dark
pines that line the top end of the field. They disconnect as he
passes.

“This is really nice,”
slurs the boy.

“It’s not bad, is it?”
the girl agrees.

The boy touches her
face, studying her skin intently. “It makes you light up. Like
you’re a present at Christmas.”

She laughs and pulls
him closer towards her. They’re kissing hungrily before Aden is
even out of earshot.

Aden has the feeling
that this work, this macrochip, is more than just a science
demonstration. It lights up everything around it, makes everything
look different from the way it normally does, and somehow connects
everything. The man that designed this has the right idea. The way
he was talking, the pride in his voice, in his bearing; maybe this
is his cardboard sign. Much more impressive, much more illuminating
than any of ours. Aden looks up behind him and sees the angels on
top of the Mormon church spires, for once outshone. They’re still
blowing their trumpets. This field full of brightness is filling
him up, urging something new to emerge from the dark.

 


It doesn’t translate,
though, does it? Aden woke up early this morning, feeling
energised, ready to speak the truth of the world on the screen. He
got straight out of bed, had a shower, thinking all the while of
the shape of an idea as he soaped himself, not allowing that
clarity to slip from his mind. He changed into clean jeans and a
fresh T-shirt, and made coffee as the computer started up. He sat
down at the desk, ready to start, and as the bright, flickering
white page stared at him, a welt of distress knotted him, and the
only thing that calmed him was the knowable pattern of black and
red, of royalty and heart-shaped pips. That was hours ago, and the
idea he was so uncharacteristically nurturing has long been
snuffed.

Since coming back from
London, he’s inhabited this flat like a transient guest. He has
been here months and nothing to speak of is his. There are some
ratty clothes in the closet and some cartons of books still waiting
to be unpacked. The place is cold and lightless; he doesn’t even
know which direction it’s supposed to face. He’s never consciously
stood at a window and looked at the sun setting over the car
dealership across the road, or breathed in the odour of overused
grease from the take-away below. The place still smells of the
previous tenant who’d lived here way too long, cooked too many
single-portion meals of boiled meat. It’s a damp, salty smell. The
old man had never needed to impress by scrubbing off the green
mould from the bathroom and inside the swollen kitchen cabinets.
The bland furnishings from an assortment of nondescript periods
came with the flat. The only thing he brought with him and which he
uses enough to keep grime-free is the computer. But its memory is
free of anything of value. His time in this flat is wallpapered
with hearts and clubs and smirking kings.

Playing cards on the
computer is a mind-altering activity. A point comes when you think
the computer is communicating with you, reading your mind, that
maybe it’s some higher power talking through you through the
auspices of the cards. You’re thinking of a problem, like Should I
have a shave, or Should I go and have a drink, or even deeper
matters like What happened when I had a life, and the way the cards
fall serve as answers, omens, affirmations; or their opposite. If
you have a run of lucky deals, the computer’s telling you, Yes,
that’s right. If you start losing, it’s telling you you’re on the
wrong track.

So if you think, maybe
I should’ve treated Renée better. We were all trying to be
unconventional, but perhaps I should’ve just shown her respect in a
conventional way and maybe things would have turned out better. If
you’re thinking something like that to yourself and you suddenly
have a losing streak, the computer’s telling you that you’re wrong.
Nothing would have changed. There’s no such thing as
happily-ever-after; you were right, she would have hurt you if you
hadn’t hurt her first. And if you’re thinking of Shane, and the
light downy hair on the back of her thighs and how she smelled, and
you’re suddenly steaming dollars ahead, the computer’s telling you
that it shares your tastes.

It’s also got tastes
in music, this computer, the ghost in the machine. God, if you
like: a really omni-interested God. Because when you’re playing
gentle, relaxing music, you seem to get on a roll, but when you’re
listening to hectic stuff, industrial noise or grinding guitars, it
seems to give you harder deals and before a few tracks are played
you’ve lost hundreds of dollars. The computer-consciousness likes
music that is almost sacred, music that is illuminating.

And it’s also as if
the computer’s feelings get hurt if you celebrate winning too much.
If you win a round and the cards come cascading down, bouncing
merrily across your screen, you shouldn’t watch the whole display
until it’s finished because the computer’s sure to deal you some
impossible hands next. It’s saying, Don’t get so cocky, boy, I’m in
charge here. I just gave you that easy hand to cheer you up because
you seem so miserable. So do yourself a favour and smile discreetly
to yourself and underplay your win, but quickly move on to the next
hand. You don’t want to hurt the computer’s feelings. You don’t
want to piss it off.

While he was thinking
this, the light through the window dimmed then glared an intense
red. When the doorbell rang, Aden started, slopping coffee over the
keyboard. He moved to the door and opened it a crack, and peeked at
the three men who waited outside.

“May we come in?”
asked the front man in an unreportable voice. He was holding out a
piece of paper. Aden opened the door, and the three men seemed to
float in past him, without steps, with only a swish of expensive,
black wool suits against their jarringly white shirts. Their dark
glasses were already folded into their upper pockets and the light
they brought with them blared in through the living room window
from outside. It was a scene from an alien abduction he’d read
about with morbid interest as a boy in his Unexplained
magazines.

“May we sit down?”
enquired the front man, with menacing politeness, as the two back
men creaked down onto the plastic-covered couch.

“Do you have coffee?”
asked one of the back men in an international accent.

Aden went to the
kitchenette, from where he could see the men watching him. They did
not talk, and the only movement was from the front man, who sat on
the greeny-yellow chair and added more papers from his briefcase
and was smoothing out the sheaf against his knee. Aden put the
kettle on and spooned instant coffee into four mugs, put a small
jug of milk and a plastic container of white sugar onto a tray with
the mugs. He watched the men, wondering what would happen next. His
own calm surprised him. Everything had slowed down and become
sticky, as he’d read so often in accounts of this sort of thing.
The men looked back at him with creaseless faces and mild
confidence-inspiring smiles as the kettle juddered and at length
clicked off. The second back man flinched at the sound. Aden
brought the tray through to the coffee table and sat on the
fold-out chair at the end of the table.

The men helped
themselves and their light changed intensity and for a moment
flattened the room like a photocopier’s scanner.

“Mr Aden Sharp of
Number 13 – what’s this? – Regull House, Richmond, Johannesburg?”
asked the front man.

“That’s me,” said
Aden.

“Thank you, sir.” The
second back man removed a small, shiny electronic device from his
pocket and typed a note into it.

“You activated a
personal computing device loaded with HappySoft’s HappyOS on –
what’s that date, Mr Schwartz?”

The second back man
looked at his device and read, “July 17, this year, thirteen
hundred hours, forty-two point three five, sir.”

“Is this correct, Mr
Sharp?”

“Sounds right.”

“By activating your
HappyOS system, and uploading the registration key – Mr
Schwartz?”

Schwartz hurriedly
withdrew the device from his inner jacket pocket again.
“Registration key uploaded on July 17, this year, thirteen hundred
hours, twenty-eight point zero one, sir.”

“By uploading the
registration key and activating the system, you agreed to comply
with all terms of the HappySoft HappyOS licence agreement,
correct?”

“Must’ve. But I do
have the original software. What’s this about?” “Mr Sharp, do you
recognise these dates?” asked the front man, handing over a stack
of papers, like a telephone bill, listing hundreds of dates and
times since July 17.

Aden looked at them.
“Not really, no. What are they?”

“This is an event
listing of occasions that you have activated HappyOS’s onboard
gaming module, HappySolitaire, with the casino scoring option
enabled.”

“Yes?”

“This is a bill for
the amount you are in debt to HappySoft Corporation. The figure is
derived by subtracting your losses from your wins and adding a
nominal amount of interest, which you will find is far below the
maximum rate regulated in international and … where are we,
Schwartz?”

“South Africa,
sir.”

“… South African usury legislation. According to this event
listing, you owe HappySoft seventy-one thousand, four hundred and
eighty-three United States dollars, and zero cents.”

“Bad run of luck,
sir,” snorted Schwartz, and the second back man snorted too, and
dug Schwartz in the ribs.

“On behalf of
HappySoft,” the front man continued, unperturbed, “we must express
our satisfaction that you have so enjoyed using HappyOS’s gaming
module, HappySolitaire. We must, however, as part of our Corporate
Social Responsibility programme, inform you that as of this visit,
we have disabled HappySolitaire on your system, and urge you to
read this information.” Dumbly Aden took the Gamblers Anonymous
brochure from the man’s smooth hand. “We could also suggest names
of professional counsellors in your area who might be able to
assist you with your problem.”

As if on cue, all
three suited men stood and made for the door. The light outside
pulsed red, then green, then grey. Aden opened the door for them,
and the front man said, “We’ll need receipt of that payment by
fourteen days from this date, following which legal proceedings
will commence.”

“I don’t have that
sort of money,” Aden said.

The quiet man looked
around the flat. “Attachment wouldn’t earn us twenty percent,” he
remarked.

“Well, I’m afraid
you’ll have to come with us. Either now, or in fourteen days.”

“Okay, hang on,” said
Aden, and collected his toothbrush from the bathroom, his
sunglasses and wallet from the bedside table, and shouldered into a
dirty denim jacket. He joined the men on the landing outside, and
closed the door.
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