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It is on the balcony, the space both inside and out where she spends much of her time at home, that it happens. A bird, a speckled guinea fowl, comes flying at a dangerous angle, just missing the wall, and falls dead with a thud at Marion’s feet. Amid scatter cushions and a coffee tray and the smell and roar of the sea, it lies on the brown ceramic tiles. There had been the usual squabbling, angry flapping and circling overhead, and then a heart attack in mid-flight, she supposes. Still warm with rage but undoubtedly dead, her bare foot decides. Marion bends down to check the eyes, bloodshot and staring, and the distinctive feathers, by no means as fine a plumage as it appears from a distance.

There is silence overhead. Will the others, the enemies, line up on her balcony wall to pay their respects? Should she withdraw? She would like to toss the bird onto the communal gardens below, but she is squeamish about touching it; and besides, its landing is sure to be seen by someone who would calculate from the trajectory precisely which balcony it’s been hurled from. Someone with the correct respect for property, who may well ring her doorbell, bird in hand, to return the fowl to its rightful owner. That someone would have to hold it by its feet, head hanging, so that the feathers billowed, the guinea fowl declassified by the ruffling of its black-and-white patterned plumage. Marion reaches for a shawl from the back of the rattan chair, spreads it on the tiles, rolls the bird over with her foot – it is surprisingly heavy – and wraps it in a shroud of sage green. Fortunately it is Thursday, cleaning day. She leaves the girl a note asking her to take the parcel of bird away. One never knows what uses such people might have for a dead guinea fowl.

A respect for property is precisely what this new luxury block on the beachfront at Bloubergstrand can guarantee. Residents are more than happy to pay for smartly uniformed attendants who monitor all and sundry entering the grounds. Every car owner must stop at the barricades to fill in a form recording the names of driver and passengers, registration number and purpose of visit. Security – you have to pay for it these days, especially if you are a woman on your own. No point in having a glorious outlook on the sea, with the classic view of Table Mountain on the left and Robben Island on the right, if you are not secure. Here, your property is inviolable.

Marion’s apartment is modest – she has no need for more than one bedroom – but the flat is the fulfilment of an adolescent dream. There is a tingle of recognition when she flicks through Home and Garden magazines and her interiors seem to spring from the glossy pages. Thus the leather sofas arrived not with stiff, creaky newness, but with matt familiarity, settling into her home as comfortably as tabby cats. Or the four-poster bed, a house in itself, into which she can retreat from the larger one when she needs the cocoon of draped muslin after a hard day’s work, the noise of the world dampened to a distant hum. She remembers distinctly when she first saw such an astoundingly luxurious thing: subtly lit photographs of a country house in an English magazine, and a bed that was hardly an item of furniture. Rather a bower for an egte fairy princess, who would lie for a hundred chaste years in gauzed limbo, waiting for the world to change into a better, a more hospitable place. Marion knows that the bed is extravagant, foolish perhaps for such a small flat – but what the hell, she deserves it, this marker of her success.

But lately, the four-poster has turned against her. There have been times, propped up with her magazines, when something buzzes in her ears, a sense of swarming that grows louder and louder, even as the sunset, which she can see from the bed, curls in serene pink and gold across the horizon and the cool Atlantic laps at Robben Island. Then, for a moment, she seems to gag on metres of muslin, ensnared in the fabric that wraps itself round and round her into a shroud from which she struggles to escape.

There is no point dwelling on such moments. From her bed, Marion can look out at the sea, at the speckled guinea fowl that strut the roofs below or perch on chimney pots, and take pleasure in this haven from the hurly-burly of work. The attacks are not serious, last for no more than a couple of minutes; it is just that she is tired, over-worked. An intimate friend might say that such a palaver is enough to warrant therapy, or at least a dismantling, a disrobing of the bed. But she has no such friend; there are no gatherings of young women who giggle and bare their souls and call themselves girls. And Marion has no truck with therapy. She despises those who do: indulgent, effete, English types, who do not know how to roll up their sleeves and get on with things. Why spend money and time to discover the obvious: that as the only issue of older parents, she had a peculiar childhood; that her parents loathed each other; that her mother, like all mothers, was responsible for her insecurity?

Besides, she has come round to thinking that this is simply the human condition – even for men. Marion has advanced in the world precisely because she presses on. The strangling effect of muslin will simply have to be overcome, will necessarily fail in the face of her no-nonsense approach. If creatures must fall out of the sky to die at her feet, so be it. She is not superstitious; she attaches no significance to such things. And since she never sees the cleaning girl, whose wage is left on the table, she will never know what happened to the bird. Here by the cool waters of Bloubergstrand she’ll stay, with her heart-tugging postcard view of sea and mountain, even if her father does whine about it being so far away. Of course that is precisely why she has chosen to live here, miles from Observatory.

It is not that she does not love her father. He is an old man past the fury of manhood. The frown on his forehead has set into folds she calls interesting, folds that balance the craters on his cheeks and those around the sagging mouth. But there is an uneasy edge to their love, a fringe of cloud that perhaps is necessarily there between father and daughter. For all his jolly banter, Marion now recognises in his facial lines the guardedness, the hesitation that must have been there all along: he is  a boer trespassing in the city, where the bucolic is mocked; he is wary of ambition. Marion supposes that it is due to humble roots, to lack of education, to the barefoot childhood on the farm from which he escaped to Cape Town, where he would never be comfortable.

Thankfully, her mother is dead, has died a self-willed and efficient death, and after that marriage of bitter bickering John has become her dear Pappa. He likes being called that, Pappa, which in his family is what you call your grandfather, but her old Pappa too is long since dead. His family members, unlike other people’s, all disappeared into the jaws of the city or died young or, for all her father’s easygoing bonhomie, fell out with him years ago. Family! he used to exclaim elliptically, shaking his head and pulling a face that she could not interpret. As if between the thought and the utterance he had changed his mind, so that his expression hovered somewhere between distaste and regret. Nowadays, threatened with extinction, he whines, My beauty, my Marina, what about some grandchildren then for your old Pappa? In spite of himself, because he turns away immediately to complain about a shoelace or a pain in his chest, and she knows that he is embarrassed, that he does not really mean it, does not really want to be plagued by children crawling all over him like insects.

 

 

It is Saturday afternoon when Marion visits her father. She remembers to include in the food basket some walnuts, dried apricots and biltong. These are delicacies that John Campbell still thinks of as special fare: the stuff produced for a livelihood on the farm in the Karoo, but which the family was barred from eating, except at Christmas time. Except for what the brothers stole from the loft on lazy Sunday afternoons, pocketfuls taken to the mealie field, where they would lie hidden between rows of maize, chewing, and checking the lengths of their penises.

In the cramped tin-roofed terraced house in Observatory, he often thinks of the old farm: the house with whitewashed walls and black window frames; the loft, which stretched the entire length of the roof, with  its black wooden door. All the farmhouses had woodwork painted in gracht green. Why not theirs? Why had he never asked his father? But his father was a man of few words, a man without letters who refused to answer questions. Or perhaps knew none of the answers.

Why do we have an English name?

Why, why why? his father mimicked. Is that all you can say? Ask no questions and you’ll hear no lies.

Yes, he thinks often of the house, of Ma and all the brothers, whose names he sometimes finds himself chanting: John, Pieter, Karel, Paul, Roelf and Dawid, in descending order and starting with himself – otherwise how would one remember all of them? And their adorable sister Elsie, slap bang in the middle.

Kembel, that was what the officer at the Traffic Department wrote down when John first said his name; and John, who could read and write perfectly well, knew that it would be a mistake to correct a man so dapperly turned out in khaki – yes, those were the days before the airforce-blue uniform. Why fuss over a spelling that made not the slightest difference? Or if it did, if that was all it took to turn him into someone new, a man of the city with prospects, who was he to complain? The name could easily be corrected later without offending the officer.

John has a special ear for traffic. Which is not surprising, given that his working life was spent on crossroads and traffic islands, appreciating the sounds that he came to identify as one might the separate instruments in a symphony. That, for the young man from the Karoo, was the essence of the city: a symphony of sound, of people chattering in Afrikaans or English or, in their neighbourhood, switching smartly in mid-sentence between the two; of buses, bakkies, cars and lorries. He loved the cheeriness of electric light licking at the slopes of Table Mountain, and especially the red, green and amber of robots that governed all that circulation of traffic. To be a traffic cop is to be at the very source of the movement and sound of the city, to know your way about its veins and arteries and to feel the power of the beast between your thighs: the gleaming Harley-Davidson. And with pristine white gloves to guide  motorists through the harmonies of weaving and crossing and finding their way through the traffic. At night, at home, when the silence of the house where Helen crocheted and he browsed Landbou Weekblad became oppressive, he would summon the music of that roar, hear the muted sound swirling about until it seemed to emanate from the centre of the room, from the fresh arrangement of artificial blooms replaced on Friday evenings by the flower company.

But Helen brought an end to that pleasure. In the specialist trousseau shop that she managed, a chic customer spoke of her future mother-in-law’s vulgarity, her pride in the plastic bouquets, to which Helen nodded in a flush of embarrassment. Helen called the company to have them removed; she wanted them out, ruffled doily and all, and did not even hear John’s objections. Her head kept on nodding like a mechanical toy; she said over and over that it had been a mistake, only a mistake. No, she had no complaints about the quality of service, she said to the saleswoman, and no, she definitely couldn’t wait until Friday. And then Helen’s voice grew shrill and hysterical as she threatened to put the flowers in the dustbin that instant, so that a coloured chap on an inferior motorcycle arrived within half an hour to take the arrangement of sweetpeas, roses and crisp green ferns away in his delivery box. Only then did she stop nodding.

John shuffles along the passage, idly trailing his left hand along the wall; he will not acknowledge that he needs the support. Damn, he has left his stick on the stoep, and anyway, who would have thought he’d have to go again? The last trip to the lavatory had turned out to be a false alarm, a waste of time; and now, just as Marion is about to arrive, his bladder is letting him down once more. There is no time to go back for the stick. He is sure that he can hear her car rising above the sounds of the city. Nowadays, John insists that he has a gift for identifying individual cars, for which he is grateful – it distracts from waiting. That is what he does, how he gets through time. He waits for Saturdays when Marion comes, or for the occasional phone calls during the week when she might announce that she’ll be popping in, or that she is on her way, by which he has come to understand that she has only just thought of coming, and  that there will be long minutes of hunting for keys, of finishing a cup of tea, of finding in her cupboard treats to bring for him or stopping at a shop for a packet of biltong or mebos, while he waits patiently through slow time. But with his special ear for traffic, he picks out precisely the sound of her car as it approaches the robot in Main Road; he can tell from the screech of wheels whether she is waiting at a red light before turning, or whether she is slowing down on the green, slipping into second gear in order to turn into Burns Road.

For sure, it is Marion’s Mercedes shooting along Main Road; and then the sound becomes steadier as it slides into the clippety-clop of horses’ hooves. No more than a boy he is, holding the reins, his lithe body tense on the wagon kist as they negotiate the narrow, winding road of the Swartberg Pass. High black peaks cast higgledy-piggledy shadows across the road. The horses are not happy; the adolescent boy coaxes and encourages, especially his favourite, Bleskop; he steers them expertly round the treacherous cliffs with the sheer, sheer drop on the side from which they shy, shaking their heads and snorting with fear or perhaps resentment. While he holds the reins, Pa chews on a twist of tobacco, pretending not to keep a watchful eye on the boy’s hands, on the fitful horses. Pa spits his confidence in an arc of brown tobacco juice that plummets to the valley below. He is pleased with himself; he has negotiated a better price this time for the tobacco harvest, and they are returning to the farm not only with provisions for the winter months but also with a good roll of banknotes. The provisions are carefully ticked off on Ma’s list. A bag of sugar beans, of course, Pa had argued, snatching the list from his hand as if he could read; and John, not having the courage to insist, was forced to agree, even if Ma’s clear writing said samp, not beans, of which there is still half a sack in the loft.

God steers them by an invisible rope from heaven, hauling them up into the high peaks. To God they must seem pitiful, like lizards that without his guidance would slide down the rock, clinging for dear life. Pa says it is a good thing to be reminded of their insignificance, to be humbled by the mountain. The stillness of the barren black rock is awesome; the sound  of horses’ hooves cuts into it like colour. At the top of the mountain, they stop for black coffee and hunks of buttered bread. Now John can look at the scorched aloes clinging to the side of the road. Their blackened candelabras wave feebly, crookedly in the breeze, and he cannot imagine them red as the flaming of horses’ hooves.

Marion’s car coming to a halt only yards from the front door catches him out before the descent of the mountain pass. Panic rises, for he has been standing for some time over the lavatory bowl. His bladder is letting him down; it is finished and klaar. Ag please almighty God . . . The words tumble out before he can stop them. He reprimands himself: it isn’t right to speak to God of such things. He gives the old tollie a shake while kicking backwards with his left leg to close the bathroom door. Ag, come on now, he cajoles, tugging at the wayward old organ, summoning a trickle that no sooner starts than stops again. He hears Marion rap at the front door.

Pa, Pappa, she calls, his Marina, with the voice of a mermaid; and just then, when he’s distracted, an arc of piss passes across the seat onto the cracked tiles at the side of the bath. Womanish tears threaten to spill from his eyes as he shakes the useless old tollie, begging for the dribble to stop. Should he be sitting down on the lavatory like a woman? And why must the child shout so loudly? He is certainly not deaf. Next thing she’ll come barging into the lavatory. But he calls out in an apologetic voice that he barely recognises, Won’t be long. Clumsily he swipes at the piss with paper. It’s no use, he knows she’ll find him out; she is also her mother’s child.

Although she never uses it, Marion still has a key that she’s kept since childhood, when she let herself into the house after school from a string around her neck. Safe as houses in those days, to be alone, playing in the garden, as long as you didn’t answer the door to the hawkers. She and her best friend Annie Boshoff, who was sometimes allowed to visit after school, stifled their giggles as the hawker shrilled his wares when he thought no one could hear: Aartappels ’n ui-we; lekker lekker ui-we, maak die stokkie stywer.

On the narrow stoep she lingers over a potted geranium. As a child  she hated their street, the terraced houses so close to the pavement, where families distinguished themselves from their neighbours by painting their doors in violently clashing colours. As if, returning from work in the evenings, tired and absentminded, they feared walking into the wrong house, and so relied on grass green or acid yellow to trigger recognition. Then, she’d dreamt of a row of houses in uniform whitewash, with woodwork graded from east to west in slowly deepening shades of green, from the palest hint of apple to traditional Cape-Dutch gracht green. She’d imagined her father, unable to distinguish between the subtle shades, stumbling into the Van Zyls’ where, according to his philosophy of making the best of things by covering up with chatter, he would settle himself comfortably at their dinner table and plunge into jokes and anecdotes, without her mother’s Don’t-speak-with-food-in-your-mouth.

Marion would have preferred to live above the Main Road, close to Annie Boshoff. Those verandahed stoeps, edged with broekielace, were wrapped around at least two sides of the houses, so that people could spend all day outside in the ambiguous space between private house and public street. From there you could see the sweep of Table Bay, the masts of ships and the clutter of the docks, and then, across the glint of water, the white sands of Bloubergstrand. At Marion’s house, with the mean, verandahless strip of stoep that slipped without as much as a path straight into the street, they kept indoors, even in summer. Her mother urged her to keep out of the sun. Did she want to end up like mad Mr Moolman across the road, who was burnt pitch black like a coloured and who stood in the mornings on that strip of concrete in his vest, if you please, doing his exercises? The child watched him through the lace curtain, could hear him pant as his torso bent left, right, left, right, his chest covered in a pelt of black hair. Then he stretched luxuriously and sniffed like a hungry animal at the salty sea air drifting up from Woodstock beach, before going indoors for his breakfast.

She pinches off the dead leaves of the geranium, sniffs for the scent, but the wind has already risen and there is only the smell of sea air blown  inland. Marion probes gingerly with a finger. Yes, it is quite dried out, the soil is coming away from the sides – damn, she’s ruined her newly varnished nail. It is not like her father to neglect a plant, but the truth of the matter is that he no longer cares: only the single pot remains on the stoep. Determined to revive his interest in gardening, Marion had bought him a book with lavish illustrations. He’d paged dutifully through the colour plates before leaving it on the coffee table, where it still lies. Sometimes he remembers to pretend that he’s been reading it. Then he speaks volubly, boasts like a boy about growing beans eighteen inches long – he has returned to the imperial measure of his youth – and red dahlias the size of saucers.

The lace curtain at his bedroom window is bunched up into the right corner, so she is able to look in. Her parents were always meticulous, neurotic really, about curtains: drawing them before switching on the lights, careful about keeping them neatly in place during the day. It is not that she cares for lace curtains; rather, Marion is alarmed by her father’s growing forgetfulness, the slide into someone she doesn’t know.

The window brings a memory of a cold winter’s evening, with rain falling heavily, noisily, like dead locusts onto the stoep. Her mother stepping out of the bedroom, wearing John’s too-large corduroy trousers. The look in her eyes made them both start, a bold look of defiance as she did up the last fly button and swaggered across the room before returning to the bedroom door, where she assumed a coquettish pose. Their eyes followed her. John said with an uneasy chuckle, Just as well no one’ll visit in such terrible weather. Then, as she mimed with poised fingers the smoking of a cigarette, her bottom lip pouted to exhale smoke, he said, Okay Lenie, that’s enough now. Get dressed.

Helen’s voice was that of a film star, husky and scornful. Campbell, you’re no longer on the farm; this is the city. I won’t be a plaasjapie here, and you know better than to call me Lenie. It can’t be a sin to wear trousers, because nowadays, here in town, you’ll see smart, respectable women wearing slacks. What’s the point of working hard, of building a new life, if your husband is determined to be backward, a poor white? she said bitterly.

The child winced at her unfairness. They were surely not poor whites, and besides, if she didn’t want to be a tannie it wasn’t Pappie’s fault.

They didn’t stop shouting until Marion looked up and pointed to the curtain, so close to the street, that had not been drawn. Which made them rush to the window, bumping into each other, the question of trousers dissipated in the panic of being on display. Marion cannot remember when her mother changed back into her dress.

John takes so long that Marion lets herself in. She brings along the key in case he’s laid up in bed, although he says it’s nonsense, that he has never, not even with last year’s vicious flu, taken to his bed during the day; such weakness he would resist to the bitter end. Yes, I know, she said, but there’s always a first time. That’s where you – then she corrected herself – where we’ll all end up, flat on your back with your mouth hanging open, staring wildly into space.

He heard not only the replacement, but then also the loss of the tactful we, and felt afraid of the old man she imagines: he whose mouth hangs open, who stares into space.

At last he can tuck away his useless tollie and zip up. Marion is in the kitchen unpacking a Woolworths bag of fruit into a cut-glass bowl she takes out of the cupboard. Does she not realise that the bowl, beautiful as it is, is too heavy for him to lift? Guavas too. He sniffs appreciatively, remembering the tree that pressed against Ma’s kitchen window. But he says nothing. As he stumbles about looking for his stick – Jisso, where on earth did he put it? – she flings open doors, windows, complains about the smell, the stuffiness, so that the southeaster, gearing up as usual at this hour, sweeps through the house. The smell of sea rushes right into the kitchen, and Marion stops scolding for a moment to plant a cool kiss on his pate.

Marion often has a late lunch with her father on Saturdays. Today, she prepares a light meal of poached kingklip and vegetables. He complains about not having potatoes, so she cuts a slice of bread and admonishes, You have to watch your weight, Pappa, remember what Doctor said about your heart.

So this reversal is what it all boils down to, he thinks resentfully: you  insist that the child should eat the right food and then, before you know it, the years have flashed by and the child in turn, believing that she knows better, invents a diet for you. This is just plain old bullying, he says. He sulks and does not eat the slice of bread she has buttered with margarine. He hasn’t asked for bread; it is potato that he wants. What kind of a meal is fish without potato? How can butter from God’s cattle be bad for one? And who has lunch at two o’clock in the afternoon?

Marion says that she’ll leave some prepared dinners from Woolworths in the fridge. You musn’t shop at Woolworths, he says, it’s too expensive. She takes from her cooler bag a bottle of Zonnebloem, still cold. He sips from his glass with something of a grimace and complains that he doesn’t like wine; it’s cheap stuff that bergies drink. He takes a good Oude Meester brandy, not to excess of course, but a tot in the evening makes for a very nice sleep.

Cheap stuff? Marion repeats. She has admonished herself to be patient, but that commodity runs out without warning. Well, let’s not waste the wine on you then, and she puts the cork back with a decisive press of the palm. It’s no good trying to civilise you. Then she says, by way of making up, Okay Pappa we’ll take a chair into the garden for you; the place needs tidying up.

It is a good-sized garden for so small a house, and private too. She struggles with fork and spade. Really, it is no garden any more. The bougainvillea in the corner has all but taken over, the weeds in what once was a lawn are ankle high; but the old man will hear nothing of a gardener. Does she think he’s not capable of doing it himself? Besides, what’s wrong with a few weeds? If things get out of hand, he’ll certainly tend the garden. John does not understand this urge to fight nature. I grew up in the veld, he says; I don’t mind things going a little wild.

Her foot lingers on the haft of the spade. Christ, is ageing really like this? This is nothing short of a change of character. Her father might as well tell her that he’s taken to robbing banks. He’s forgotten his youthful obsession with gardening: dahlias, marigolds and Christmas roses, whose colour he would doctor with doses of potassium to get the correct shade  of blue. Along the left wall he had a row of runner beans, their scarlet flowers towering over the rest. Cook it yourself, her mother would say to his offering of beans; and he would cajole and cover up with a jingle about beans bringing a blush into the cheeks of his girls.

Marion explains patiently that nature means not only weeds, but also mice, rats, snakes even, who’d have no regard for the threshold of the back door. She will send round a gardener next week, she says.

But he’ll have none of it. They kill you in your own garden, hack your head off with your own blunt spade. Haven’t you seen in the papers?

Ag Pa, she sighs. I’ll send the man who does the grounds of our block. Plaatjie’s reliable; he’s been with us for five years now. But John is stubborn in his old age. No, he says, these kaffirs of the New South Africa kill you just like that, just for the fun of it.

Should she resist this slippage into slovenliness and bring Plaatjie anyway? How is one to know what to do? What is good for him?

He stumbles back into the house, to his seat by the window where he can gaze at the comings and goings through the lace curtain. A young woman in a shrunken top is strutting up and down, puffing furiously at a cigarette, her roll of brown belly trembling. Is she muttering to herself? Has she lost something in the street, a ring perhaps? He leans forward to look and his elbow catches the curtain at the very moment that the girl looks up. She tosses her bleached yellow hair and snarls, Fuck off dirty old man; mind your own fucking business. So that he retreats hastily, pulls back the curtain and sits far back in his chair, shaking with rage and terror. Yes, this is what it boils down to: the young terrorising the old. No respect, he mutters, and a flash of his former self on the traffic island in Long Street, in his uniform, giving white-gloved directions, comes to his rescue then goes again as he staggers out of his chair.

Marion is about to leave when her cellphone rings. It is the armed-response people. The alarm at the office has gone off, and a sinister voice assures her that they are on their way to investigate, guns at the ready. Jesus, why ring her when they should be getting on with the job of catching the bastards? What can she do with the information? Sometimes she  wonders if the nation is not being taken for a ride, if the people who work for armed response are not themselves responsible for all the break-ins. Organised crime indeed. While armed response is messing about on the phone, the bastards are no doubt sauntering out with all five computers. Don’t they even wait until it’s dark any more? The office had been cleaned out only six months ago; Marion would want a life for every computer taken.

She fights the tears that try to well up; she doesn’t want to hear the inane words of comfort that her father would resort to. Fortunately John is somewhat deaf and it’s easy to fob him off.

She doesn’t know that he has made the correct inferences from her terse replies on the phone, that he knows all too well what is going on, but that since lunch, the world has become too much for him, and so he gratefully accepts her assurance that everything’s fine. They sit in silence. For what can she do, what can he do in the face of all this greed and violence, these senseless killings, the anarchy into which the country is slipping? Thus moved by his own helplessness, his inability to protect his darling child, he lets on after all: This country is going to the dogs, he says, wringing his hands. To think how hard we fought, took up arms for a decent life, for a country of which we can be proud . . .

Marion stares at him in amazement. Is he losing his marbles? But Pappa, she says, you’ve never supported the liberation movement. What on earth are you talking about?

He pushes back the frail shoulders and, once more the reservist soldier fighting for his country, tugs at the imaginary uniform. Sis man, he says with indignation, I’m not talking about that lot, about terrorists. Remember Sharpeville, remember the kaffirs here on our own doorstep in Langa? Well, I was one of those who volunteered as a reservist to defend South Africa against the blarry Communists. Oh, your mother was proud of me alright; she always liked a uniform. But all in vain, hey. Look what’s happened: kaffirs and hotnos too lazy to work, just greedily grabbing at things that belong to others, to decent people.

How could I remember Sharpeville, she says, I was only just born. But  there is no point in talking politics with him. He is of that generation that cannot think themselves out of an imagined idyllic past, especially not the past that has shaped him into a man of the city, a jintelman.

It pains him, he says, to see how things are going to pot, to think of the good old days now all in a heap, collapsed, but in his confused politics he has also somehow collaged the rehabilitated image of Nelson Mandela into that past. Also a jintelman, he says, how it must pain that poor man, seeing the country go to the dogs.

Marion jingles her keys. It is a sound that makes loneliness rise, that reminds him of the first fearful weeks in the team of traffic cops, so he straightens his shoulders and sits up bravely. Ja-nee, he says, you’d better be going. Is my mermaid going dancing tonight?

Dancing at her age – what an idea. But she says brightly, Yes, because that will make him happy. But first I must just drop in at the agency.

 

 

Armed response has come up trumps: there is only one broken window. Shot them down like flies, Marion hopes, then revises the thought – she wouldn’t like to trip over dead bodies. She might as well stay and get things done; and besides, she likes being in the office when everyone has left and the place is hers to potter about in, as she cannot do in the presence of others. On the pad on her desk is a list of tasks for Monday morning that she might as well get started on; but she is restless, perhaps because it is getting on for Saturday evening in a city decanted of people – people who are readying themselves for the elusive pleasures of the night. There are times when Marion wishes to submit, just once more, to the idea that there is a live, warm heart to Saturday night; that it is incumbent on all under the age of, say, forty to go out, aglow with hope, in search of that throbbing heart. She hums the Tom Waits tune. Johan, her last attempt at a boyfriend, had given her the tape, the very best thing in her meagre collection; perhaps she should get herself more Waits.

She stares wistfully at the telephone until the moment passes. It may be well to stumble upon such a thing, the chimerical heart of Saturday  night; but only too aware of the triple bypass that beckons, she fears that she is past it. A good night’s sleep, that’s what she needs.

There is, however, no rush to go home; she’ll carry on pottering for a while. She rearranges the silk magnolias on the filing cabinet into a new clay pot. Thank God that someone has thought of modifying the old potbellied style into this tall, asymmetrical shape. She has always disliked ethnic style, its slavish devotion to the past, when Christ knows that no one, nothing, can do without revision.

Her eyes sweep across the room, taking in the improvement, but then she notes that the shelves have been tampered with. It is only natural that people should want to impose their taste, their own aesthetic on their environment, by shifting a desk or placing the brochure stand at a particular angle. But to rearrange the books and trophies on the glass shelves – MCTravel, one of the few independent companies left, has won a couple of prizes – is intolerable, although possibly done without thought. She doesn’t care who the culprit is; she will not say anything. All that matters is that things are returned to their rightful places, for that surely is her prerogative: determining where things go. As for the individual desks of her staff, she would of course not interfere. Neatness is all that is required, although she had to draw the line at Tanya’s pink teddy bear, facing out to leer insipidly at clients. Now the bear sits sulking on a cabinet in the kitchen, where Tanya offers it an apology every day for its banishment, equally irritating, but at least out of public sight.

This evening, the order of glass and chrome and matt-black furniture is subtly undermined by something else, which she can’t quite put her finger on, a whiff of something that makes her stop to sniff for an explanation. But it is not a smell; there is nothing to identify, so perhaps she should go home. It is after six o’clock when she switches off her computer. Leaning against her desk, she surveys her little kingdom, checks again for that which might have escaped her; but no, on the surface at least, order has been restored. She is not given to hunches and feelings, but wonders all the same if it is something to do with Brenda. The terrible thought of looking in the drawers of Brenda’s desk occurs to her, but she restrains  herself; there is no evidence of anything irregular. Give them a pinkie and they’ll grab your whole hand, her mother always said. But that was the kind of prejudiced stuff her parents were prone to, the nonsense with which that generation burdened themselves. Perhaps it is not so surprising that things have been different since Brenda’s arrival, which after all coincided with old Mrs Chester’s retirement.

Brenda Mackay is soft spoken, soothing even, unless that is just the musical lilt of her Cape Flats accent, but at times there is something of an ironic edge to her voice that is unnerving. Irritating, too, is the way she has that idiotic cleaner and tea-girl, Tiena, eating out of her hand, so that that one would serve her immediately after Marion. Then Brenda, with impressive diplomacy, would wave Tiena along: no, she couldn’t stop for tea just then, she’d have to finish this or that urgent matter first. Or she would produce her own herbal tea bag, needing only a cup of boiling water that she’d get herself. In just a moment, and she’d wink at the stupid girl, whose hand would fly to her mouth to suppress a giggle.

This morning, Brenda asked if she could take next Friday off. She’d like to go away for a long weekend. An opportunity has arisen, she said vaguely. Then she swiftly changed the topic, chattered at length about the problematic contract with Farnley Foods, perhaps out of embarrassment, for Marion was brief, said no, Friday was far too busy. Marion would have liked to oblige, but it’s true, Fridays are impossible, especially in the afternoons, when the place buzzes with young and old alike, those who, faced with yet another dull weekend, with the reality of their humdrum lives, decide that they need to travel. This is what couples seem to do on Thursday nights, anticipating the weekend tedium, the elusive heart of Saturday night: they plan a trip, and then it simply can’t wait till Saturday. Marion smiles indulgently at such faith in the efficacy of travel; she has never subscribed to it, which she believes is why she runs the business so successfully, free of the illusions of travel and its supposed freedoms. Naturally she is pleased about others’ enthusiasm for travel, and her father marvels at this to-ing and fro-ing that puts the honeyed bread on her table. Her parents have never travelled, except for  the original journey taken by so many at the time – the one-way train ticket from platteland to town.

Would Brenda not like to have the Monday off instead? Ag no, Brenda laughed, it doesn’t matter; she hadn’t even thought about going away until last night. And what’s more, the weekend here in town promises to be full of action: two parties and a dance to choose from, and a kwaai ou, a friend of a friend, who’s more than happy to be her partner. That buffoon, Tiena, who was clearing away the cups, crowed and cackled loudly, then scuttled out with a scowl of self-rebuke.

That’s one of Brenda’s redeeming qualities: she doesn’t sulk, always makes the best of things. In fact, it is altogether a cheerful office, for which Marion is happy to take credit. No, no one sulks. Even Boetie van Graan is only very occasionally bad-tempered. Boetie’s desk is adorned with a photograph of his wife and two children in a hideous frame – turned to face the customers, what’s more, as if to declare his unavailability or to protect himself against predatory women, which patently is redundant. The photograph, Marion imagines, was a gift from the wife, as he calls her. If only she had the courage to turn it around, which surely was what his wife had in mind.

Marion felt a twinge of guilt about Brenda. The girl has turned out to be reliable and conscientious; she’s never missed a day, even coming to work when she had that dreadful cough and had to be sent home. Come on, she said, take Monday off; take yourself away somewhere nice.

No, really, Brenda said, I’m not in need of a break. It’s just that a geleentheid has arisen. Marion looked at her, puzzled. That’s what we call it in Bonteheuwel, Brenda explained, and translated: A geleentheid is an opportunity . . .

Yes, of course, I know, Marion said impatiently. I’m Afrikaans; I know what the word means. It’s so irritating that people think I’m English because of my name. It’s only in the office that I speak English.

But Brenda carried on regardless: You go on a trip not because you have a desire to go to such or such a place, but because an opportunity arises, a geleentheid. Which means that word gets out about someone  going somewhere, and that he has a spare seat in his car or bakkie. It’s like Fate. Suddenly you realise that that’s exactly where you ought to go, where you’d like to go. Nothing to do, of course, with the fact that someone, whether out of altruism, thrift or ecology-mindedness, has let it be known that he has a spare seat. Not that you’ll ever hear the news from the geleentheid itself – the person who offers the lift is himself known as the opportunity – no, there must be uncertainty, a circulation of rumour whose source cannot be pinned down, an intermediary who spreads the word. In fact, if you approach the geleentheid yourself, there’ll be much humming and ha-ing and pensive nodding, as if the idea had just been planted, or as if he really can’t be sure that a nice, quiet, private trip, just him on the open road, would not be preferable – so he’ll agree to let you know later. After a decent interval, he’ll send a message saying yes and then the delicate business of a financial contribution can be broached. So you see, the geleentheid is a complex business that works best with an intermediary.

Marion had only just noticed Brenda’s bent towards the pedagogic.

All this talk, talk, talk, Boetie chimed in, you talk too much, man. Just you watch yourself travelling alone across the veld with strange men.

Brenda looked at him pensively. That’s how she carries on, suddenly falling into silence, turning abruptly to her work and saying not a word until lunchtime. Which makes the rest of the office, who had been listening and laughing, return to business.

When Marion first announced to her staff that things were tight, and that when Mrs Chester retired she planned to replace her with a young coloured girl, she was not surprised at Boetie van Graan’s scepticism. It was to be expected: he was not as enlightened as the rest of them. But when Brenda arrived, a slip of a girl who looked no more than sixteen, he did the right thing. Times were changing and he certainly was not going to be left behind. Boetie shook her hand warmly and said, Brenda, very pleased to meet you. I’m Mr van Graan and I hope that you’ll be happy here.

Brenda smiled her wide and innocent smile, nice teeth she has too. I’m so pleased to meet you, Mr van Graan, with just a hint of emphasis on the  you; and, holding up her palm in anticipation of a protest, Please call me Brenda. I’ve been brought up the old-fashioned way, to respect my elders – my people are from the country. And I’m here to learn, so I hope I’ll have the benefit of Mr van Graan’s experience in the travel business.

That Boetie is a youthful twenty-eight-year-old seems to escape her, and she never misses an opportunity to use the Mister. It is irritating, but again, anticipating irritation, Brenda herself raised the problem of the lack of a respectful second-person pronoun in English. A nuisance, hey, she said. Here in South Africa we should invent our own equivalent for the Afrikaans U.

Now you’re talking, Boetie said enthusiastically. We ought to take the initiative and show the people overseas that there are decent ways of going about things.

Mr van Graan, Brenda would say, would Mr van Graan please cast Mr van Graan’s expert eye over this document? In fact, I’ll leave it for Mr van Graan to deal with. And she skips over to his desk to dump on him something that she clearly finds tiresome.

How does the girl manage to tread so delicate a boundary between respect and mockery? Her speech is melodic; she knows just how and where to linger over a sound. A deep one, that Brenda. She has obviously calculated the level of love in the office for Boetie and knows where to draw the line.

That morning, Brenda was planning, without a trace of discontent, the schedules for the weekend. Then she rose to stretch – there seems to be a problem with her back – looked out the window at the birds on the rooftop and rubbed her eyes. Perhaps there is not much sleep to be had in the townships.

Where was it you wanted to go? Marion asked. Perhaps another geleentheid will arise at a more convenient time. You mustn’t be afraid to ask, hey.

Clanwilliam way, centre of citrus fruit and rooibos tea, Brenda mimicked. No, I promise not to be afraid to ask. My word, how these fat guinea fowl fight on the roof. God, they’ll surely fall to their deaths, look  at that one struggling to keep its foothold. Really vicious they are, fighting as if over money. And then she laughed, Oops, nope, they’re having sex. Sorry, Mr van Graan, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I believe that’s really what they’re doing. Mrs van Graan and the kids okay?

Yes man, thank you, Boetie said. That woman of mine is now stubborn, hey. Last night we had this argument about Elvis Presley and Roy Orbison. She said it’s impossible to choose, but I say, no, you must choose.

Brenda laughed. Why? Why do you have to choose between Elvis and Orbison? Those guys are long dead, so it makes no difference who you prefer.

Nonsense, everybody must choose. It’s a question of commitment; you have to take a stand, that’s what I always say. Nail your colours to the mast.

You mean, if you sit on the fence then you shouldn’t be surprised to be shot dead by a passing Casspir.

That’s now the trouble with you people hey, always wanting to drag in the politics of the past, said Boetie, turning back to his computer.
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