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To my wife Karina, with love

What I have done is yours; what I have to do is yours; being part in
all I have, devoted yours

William Shakespeare





When you come to a fork in the road, take it

Yogi Berra

Even a heretic must believe in something, if nothing
more than the truth of his own doubt

Barack Obama
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FOREWORD

CONVENTIONAL WISDOM HAS IT THAT EVERY CHOICE ONE MAKES IMPLIES THE
elimination of others: at a given moment in the development of a painting
the artist may have the choice of using, say, red, or blue, or green in a given
spot. If he chooses to make it red, this choice eliminates the two other colours.
One solution, often demonstrated by Picasso, may be, at this juncture, to make
a series of paintings – one red, one blue, one green, and so on – and follow
the unfolding of each of those options until the next moment of choice arrives,
at which stage a new series opens: one exploring a round shape, the second
a square, the third something else, once more following each possibility until
the road forks again. But even if this leads to, say, 128, or 256 paintings, the
choice is still finite. One cannot follow every possibility all the way. It is, after
all, not a matter of following numerous choices, but leaving the whole notion
of choice altogether open: to imagine all choices as coexisting, forever.

I am reminded of an interview with the artist William Kentridge at the
time of his international production of Mozart's Die Zauberflöte:

Thought may follow one particular path, but there are all the other
paths not taken, and all the other paths still being thought through,
or not yet thought of, that language can latch on to at different stages
as it goes.

He talks about:

'a highway of consciousness' where you have a channel but many
different lanes and different things moving in different lanes, overtaking,
stopping, leaving the highway.

This idea suggests something about the texture of this memoir. For me, in
the writing of it over the last two or three years, each of the components
has become a kind of cluster surrounding a set of possibilities, each of which
may be thought of as a road or a path. At any moment new thoughts may
split off from the one at present under consideration, and invite me to follow
them; I know that in due course I will return to the path – but for the
moment the other, or further possibilities prompted by any new turn, may
lead to the exploration of other directions. And even if it seems bewildering
at times, the path – or the paths – are there; and they exist for, and derive
their meaning from, the forks that pose new challenges along the way.

What intrigues me is that one need not even choose between the two
modes: the path that forks, and the possibility of endless forkings. One
choice does not eliminate the others: all the others may well continue to
exist, as possibilities, even after an initial decision has apparently been
made. I may follow Frost in choosing the path less travelled by, but all the
other, travelled, paths continue to exist around and behind the chosen
one. Nothing is ever really eliminated. The choices not made continue to
exist as surely as do the few that in fact can be said to have been 'chosen'
– just as the unsaid word persists within the said. It may well be this coexistence
that ultimately (inasmuch as there ever is an 'ultimate') defines the
texture of a life.

And this texture can be further enriched if one brings to it the notion
of the heretic, in the original meaning of the word: someone who chooses. As
the writer Monique Zerder-Chardovoire explains it:

Heresy comes from the Greek word meaning choice: for heresy to exist,
there should be an ideology, a faith, to which a community adheres,
and inside this community there must also be people who distance
themselves, no longer accepting the received truths, in order to choose
for themselves.

Against this background, our fork in the road, the traditional either/or is
replaced with an incomparably more complex notion of both/and. It simply
leaves no room for straight or conclusive answers. This or that may be true,
but at the same time many other things may be just as true. And whenever
there's a fork in the road: take it. What the hell.






VIOLENT VILLAGES

  IF I CLOSE MY EYES AND SILENTLY MOUTH THE WORD DORP, WHAT I 
    CONJURE up, even now, sixty or more years later, is an image of wide 
    dusty streets, the pavements overgrown with thorns (which we called, with 
    good reason, duwweltjies, little devils), in a predictable grid around 
    the tall spire of the Dutch Reformed Church, that sat brooding over the surrounding 
    houses like a large and somewhat unwieldy hen with outstretched wings protecting 
    her chickens. Twice on Sundays, and on Wednesday evenings for prayer meetings, 
    the congregation would be summoned by the booming of the church bell, and 
    men, women and children would respond – not so much out of conviction 
    as because an empty place would undoubtedly invite ever-expanding circles 
    of gossip rippling through town and district, possibly for weeks on end. After 
    the Sunday service, having reviewed all the most recent news and scandals 
    and secrets of the town, everybody would hurry back to the gargantuan meals 
    prepared by black women on Aga or Dover stoves in kitchens as hot as the furnace 
    of Nebuchadnezzar: roasted leg of lamb, and frikkadelle or meatballs, 
    a joint of venison in winter, or chicken, perhaps a tomato stew on the side, 
    and potatoes and sweet potatoes, yellow rice with raisins, beans and peas 
    and carrots, stewed prunes and peaches, and quinces, pumpkin with cinnamon 
    and sugar, gem squashes, possibly rhubarb, beetroot with sugar and vinegar, 
    bean salad, followed by blancmange and yellow and green and red jelly, and 
    a banana foam, maybe trifle or a vinegar or brandy pudding or roly-poly, or 
    the custardy dessert our family knew as 'My mad aunt's sister', with or without 
    green fig preserve or quince jelly or the grape syrup called moskonfyt, 
    all of it washed down with sweet wine, preferably muscadel or jerepigo. Afterwards, 
    as grown-ups snored in a stupor of overindulgence, and giggling, viciously 
    inventive children went about their arcane business while they were supposed 
    to 'rest' on their beds or read edifying books, the same women would clear 
    the tables and wash and stack the dishes, before carrying off the scraps to 
    their own kids waiting in the 'location' (but only after the most tasty morsels 
    had been scraped off for the chickens, the dogs and cats, and sometimes a 
    pig wallowing in the backyard).

Near the church would be two or three streets of shops with wide stoeps:
a pharmacy, two or three grocers recognisable by large posters advertising
Big Ben or C-to-C cigarettes, Lyle's Golden Syrup, Marmite, Elastoplast,
Black Cat peanut butter, shoes, khaki overalls; butcher, baker, a café or two,
an undertaker who might also sell books and newspapers and cover his
customary suit of solemn black with a soiled white dustcoat to double as
hairdresser, a Pegasus garage with handpumps, the bank, and some offices,
one or two lawyers. And a hotel – Royal or Masonic or Commercial – with
an off-sales where even before the official advent of apartheid separate
entrances kept white and black decently segregated. And of course the magistrate's
office, red brick or sandstone, seldom more than a stone's throw from
the police station with its blue lamp and pepper trees, or a couple of scraggly
palms, and a long low prison ineffectually camouflaged behind aloes or sisal
plants, or even reckless bougainvillea or lantana covered with a layer of dust.

The school would usually be set apart, in a backstreet on the outskirts,
the red paint flaking from its steep roof, patches of face-brick, and rickety
gutters, surrounded by an interminable expanse of gravelled playground,
with separate rows of outside latrines for boys and girls. At the back of each
cubicle was a hatch that could be opened to remove and replace the buckets.
One night a week Mr Venter's mule-wagon – later replaced by a tractor
pulling a trailer – did the rounds through all the streets of the town. By
choosing the right moment, some of the more intrepid boys occasionally
managed to lift a hatch behind the girls' block to trap someone in the act.
But if you were caught, it could result in a near-fatal beating and a house
visit by the principal, which inevitably invited further action, no less
murderous, by the parents of the offender.

The houses, most of them, except for the dingy hovels of the poor-whites
below the railway line, were large and sprawling, and set in spacious gardens.
If 'garden' is the right word for a stretch of largely unspoilt veld in which a
few unconvincing vegetable beds had been courageously staked out, dug up,
manured, and heartbreakingly coaxed into producing something akin to
vegetables; there might also be a patch of mealies, a few straggling pumpkins,
or an attempt at flowers: zinnias, hardy orange and yellow marigolds
which we called 'smelly Afrikaners', perhaps some phlox, even the odd dahlia.
But mostly these plots were overgrown with weeds, or more or less abandoned
as naked patches of red earth where chickens scratched or somnolent
dogs licked their balls. One or two of the plots sported wind pumps, usually
with several missing vanes, and making the eeriest of ghostly sounds when
an unexpected gust of wind came up in the night. But the majority of the
inhabitants relied on round tanks of corrugated iron for watering the gardens.
Which was fine for a few months after it had rained. But then they would
go dry and succumb to the cancer of rust. In the Free State and Griqualand
West rain was a rare phenomenon. I remember how my little sister Marita
nearly went mad when she saw rain for the first time. She was then three
years old. She danced like a dervish on the dining table and then rushed
outside and started rolling in the puddles until even her customary halo of
white hair was covered in red mud.

Such events, and family illnesses, letters received or sent off during the
week, radio news about the distant war, and various items of spicy gossip,
were discussed on the wide red stoeps where families gathered before or
after supper, in a leisurely review of current or remote events. One of them
I still recall, not because it was in any way exceptional but precisely because
it was so typical of a hundred others. Our family are lounged on the front
stoep, taking the breeze as holidaymakers would 'take the waters' after a
ferociously hot day, with a few friends or neighbours who have ambled past
in the street and were invited to come in, or had invited themselves. A young
barefoot girl with long blonde braids in a recklessly short floral dress comes
past in the deepening dusk. She may be the very girl who was seen skipping
on a street corner a month or so earlier, revealing her skinny bare
bottom every time the brief skirt flared up, hopping her way right into my
Rumours of Rain, closely watched by Oom Koot, the Sunday school
superintendent who leads our singing in a curiously clipped, staccato manner
– the only way to keep his dentures from falling out. And at some stage his
wife, Aunt Saar, unexpectedly came out on the stoep and demanded to know
in a most intimidating voice what he was looking at. 'I'm not looking at
anything,' he growled. 'That thing is like God's lightning: you needn't look
at it, you just see it.'

On this particular evening, the girl is called over to the front gate by one
of the more voluminous aunts.

'What's your name, girl?'

'Nellie, Auntie.'

'You Aunt Meisie's daughter?'

'Yes, Auntie.'

'And how is she? I didn't see her at the prayer meeting last night.'

'She was sick, Auntie.'

'What was the matter?'

'It's her chest, Auntie.'

'Still that bronchitis thing she had?'

'Yes, Auntie. But it's better now, Auntie.'

'So she's up and about again?'

'Yes, Auntie. But the headache is still there, Auntie.'

'Tell her I'll send some Grandpa powders over in the morning.'

'Yes, Auntie. But then there's her throat too, Auntie.'

'That woman must take better care of herself.'

'Yes, Auntie. And then she says her left shoulder is also very painful,
Auntie.'

'Zambok ointment will help.'

'Yes, Auntie. And the corns on her little toes also hurt all night.'

More sounds of commiseration.

'And she said her back teeth were bad too, Auntie.'

'That's the wages of sin.'

'Yes, Auntie. And her left knee is still terribly swollen with the water,
Auntie. And she thinks her right hip is out of joint, Auntie.'

And so it goes on, an unbelievable catalogue of the innumerable shocks
that flesh is heir to. Only when the girl runs out of ailments and the aunties
on the stoep out of remedies, everybody says goodnight and with a last fluttering
of the skimpy dress the girl is gone in the gathering dark.

The grown-ups are still discussing the information gleaned and comparing
it to their own experience of suffering and recovery and disaster, when the
girl reappears at the garden gate, out of breath with running.

'Excuse me, Auntie,' she says, 'my mother says to tell you that her back
is also giving her trouble, Auntie. She thinks it's her kidneys, Auntie.'

  The conversation flows on, like water irrigating a garden of 
    many beds and patches, making little swirls and eddies along the gossip and 
    the small scandals of the day – what the principal and the school secretary 
    are up to after school hours; what business the sixty-year-old Mr Yanasch, 
    the richest farmer in the district, can possibly have in the hotel after the 
    bar has closed, when the curtains are drawn in front of the windows of my 
    vivacious piano teacher. Marie Jordaan; how come that Katie Venter, the precocious 
    fourteen year- old daughter of the night-soil wagon driver, has suddenly been 
    blessed with a new baby sister when everybody knows that her mother already 
    started having hot flushes two years ago; how, and by whom, the South African 
    Party candidate at the last elections was tarred and feathered; how two unmarked 
    graves have appeared overnight on the farm of Gert Greyling following an altercation 
    with some of his workers after he allegedly held back their wages; what a 
    coincidence it is that old Oom Hennerik Hanekom, the chief elder, should have 
    died when his car left the road on the very night he spent hours in prayer 
    and Scripture reading with the young Lettie van Wyk while her husband, the 
    mechanic at the Pegasus garage, was in Bloemfontein to find spare parts for 
    his Chev. Small fragments of news and rumour in the larger jigsaw puzzle of 
    the place. Even if there is nothing obvious to link them on the surface, somewhere 
    in the background there always lurks something vaguely sinister or overtly 
    menacing, something violent, something inexplicable. A sense of sin and menace 
    without which no village could survive.

And then another day is gathered into another night. In a few hours the
village's generators at the power station will be cut and medieval darkness
will take over while stars the size of huge white flowers descend almost
within reach, so close that by turning your head at the right angle, it is said,
you can hear them. In the houses lanterns and paraffin lamps will be lit,
the smell of wax candles will invade the bedrooms. In those nights it isn't
difficult to imagine ghosts and spectres and poltergeists and revenants; and
to risk going to the graveyard after dark, as some of us boys may do in
response to a dare or to prove our mettle to ourselves, means risking one's
life in the very portals of hell.

  That this was still another age was evident, too, in the shops, 
    where open bags of flour or mealies, sugar beans, coffee beans and sugar and 
    dried fruit were arranged in tidy rows, beside rolls of wire and wire mesh, 
    boxes of tea, glass containers filled with sweets – jube-jubes and acid 
    drops and sticky Wilson's toffees and strips of liquorice and twirls of barley 
    sugar and Nestlé chocolates and the special treat universally and offensively 
    known as 'nigger balls'. It was evident also on Sundays, when scores of farmers, 
    as unwieldy as bales of hay in their Sunday best, would come in to church 
    on their horse drawn buggies and 'spiders' or on decoratively painted mule-wagons 
    or donkey-carts.

The church. Some of these villages might have a synagogue or an Anglican
or even a Catholic church; but the heart of all the communal activities was
Dutch Reformed, ruled over by the undisputed trinity of dominee, sexton,
and organist. They were the immediate representatives of God Almighty on
earth, and the legend painted on the whitewashed wall behind the pulpit,
proclaimed that God is Love with the same flourish of conviction as the
Mené Mené Tekél Ufarsin on Balthazar's wall. The only flaw in the
presentation was that, over the years, irreverent dampness had created an
unsightly rust-coloured stain that nearly obliterated the Love. A sign of the
times, no doubt.

This did not prevent me from seriously considering, at an early stage of
my life, following my parents' fondest wish by taking the cloth. But the
closest I ever came to the seat of power – after having finally disappointed
them by deciding not to become a dominee after all – was by being allowed
to play the straight-backed little harmonium for the children's weekly prayer
meeting on Tuesday afternoons; which I did with great devotion and so
much embellishment that most of the hymns were stretched to double their
original length. This was where sin was defined – and at least to some extent
had its origin – and where much of my youthful notion of evil was conceived.

  Even more than the stories of the brothers Grimm, the Bible 
    had all of us in its thrall with its litany of violence and cruelty, much 
    of it thrillingly mixed with sex and intimations of sex. It started with God's 
    totally unfair expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden where they 
    only did what he should have foreseen from the beginning. And then Cain clobbering 
    the namby-pamby Abel over the head. And all those violent sons of God taking 
    to wife the comely daughters of men. And Lot offering to throw his own daughters 
    to the mob baying outside his house in Sodom for the two strangers inside 
    whom they want to fuck, or to 'know' as the Bible primly phrases it. And after 
    the destruction of the town, these same daughters making their poor old father 
    drunk so that, as the Bible once again phrases it, they can 'lie' with him 
    for the sake of allegedly preserving his seed. And God ordering Abraham to 
    cut the throat of his son Isaac just to tempt him. And Joseph's brothers throwing 
    him into a well to rid themselves of his discomfiting dreams. And the rape 
    of Dinah, and the bloody revenge of Simeon and Levi. And Moses ordering the 
    slaughter of all the Midianite women except the virgins who are reserved to 
    satisfy the lust of his soldiers. And Tamar, disguising herself as a prostitute, 
    cheating her own father-in law into fucking her. And God-fearing Jephthah 
    killing his own daughter to fulfil a vow to a bloodthirsty God. And Aholah 
    and Aholibah lusting after the young paramours 'whose flesh is as the flesh 
    of asses, and whose issue is like the issue of horses'. The New Testament 
    has its own litany of atrocities, although most of these are committed by 
    the enemies of Israel. But even Jesus is suspect: not so much because of violence 
    as of more subtle cruelties – once when he refuses to speak to his own 
    mother and brothers (But he answered and said unto him that told him, Who 
    is my mother? And who are my brethren? And he stretched forth his hand towards 
    his disciples, and said, Behold my mother and my brethren!); once when 
    his mother asks him for wine at a wedding and he chides her: 'Woman, what 
    have I to do with thee?' I have heard numerous dominees offering very abstruse 
    explanations of these episodes; but they all sounded too much like whitewashing. 
    It could not efface – even if it did manage to suppress, for years – 
    the impression that just below the surface of the words in the Bible lurked 
    the same kind of menacing darkness that I could sense in the small villages 
    of my youth.

Even acts of charity and good deeds depended on violence. I had no
compunction about the slaughtering of poultry and could laugh my own
head off at the mad flutterings of headless chickens in the backyard in preparation
for a good Sunday meal, although they tended to return to me at night
in terrifying dreams. I never attempted a decapitation myself, even when
offered the knife my father had sharpened with consummate skill. But there
was something more morbid about cutting the throat of a sheep – stretching
the neck back to tauten it to the utmost, the eyes turning white, then the
single deft stroke of the long, sharpened blade, and the last smothered bleat
subsiding into a liquid gurgle as a fountain of bright red blood gushed from
the slash. This ritual used to be performed by my father and some helpers
just before Christmas every year, when generous food parcels were prepared
in our backyard and kitchen by the Women's Auxiliary, to be distributed,
accompanied by colourful tracts about the mercy of God and the healing
powers vested in the sacrifice of his Lamb, among the poor and the needy.
And there lingered some atavistic lust in hearing, at nagmaal, the dominee
intone: 'Eat, drink, this is my body and my blood.'

This was, it seems to me more and more, the clue to all those little villages
of my youth, strung like dusty pearls along the endless dirt roads of the
interior. And the impact of that awareness was heightened by the loneliness
that encompassed each of them, the space of eternity itself that surrounded
them under the vast resonant hollow of the sky.

A hundred miles away might lie another town to which, once every three
or six months, one's mother might drive with a car full of friends, for a
day's shopping, to return with a small orange-brown suitcase crammed with
spoils from another world. Apart from Christmas or birthdays these were
the only occasions for presents. Even if one's father were a magistrate there
was never enough money to spoil children. Until I was well into high school
I never received more than two pennies a week pocket money; which meant
that when I saw a little red car in a grocery shop, at the mind-boggling price
of ninepence, I had to arrange with the daunting shopkeeper, Mr Levin, to
keep it for me for five weeks until I could pay the full amount. I still remember
the long, exciting, fearful walk to the shop, with my pennies safely stowed
in a buff envelope and pinned into my shirt pocket, and how I kept looking
round every few yards to make sure I was not followed by a gang of robbers.
Even the knowledge that if I was in fact attacked, the miscreants were bound
to be sent to jail by my father, did not altogether make me feel any safer.

  There might be other dangers lurking along the way. I might 
    be confronted by Ria, the ever-smiling hunchback daughter of friends of my 
    parents, who was known without any warning to fall down in the dust where 
    she would writhe and kick and utter terrible sounds and foam at the mouth 
    like something from the Bible. Or Agnes with the harelip, cleft by the Devil 
    himself to visit on her, as we all knew, some unspeakable sin committed by 
    someone in her family, three or four generations back. Or the young giant 
    Neels who after the lingering, painful death of his father was known to beat 
    up his fat mother every Saturday. Or Mrs Oberholzer who had been buried in 
    a shoe box when she'd allegedly died as a baby, and then somehow was salvaged 
    when at the funeral someone heard a whimpering sound in the box, and grew 
    into a woman of over seven feet tall. Or old Uncle Rohloff, who was a German 
    and therefore under house arrest all through the war, a puny bowlegged old 
    man with a shock of Einstein-like white hair and watery eyes that peered myopically 
    through very thick, and very dusty, glasses. He had in a showcase a most amazing 
    collection of teeth – of sharks and whales and warthogs and a lion. 
    Towards the end of the war it was rumoured that in a hidden chest he also 
    kept the teeth of seven Jews. I once tried to blackmail him into selling the 
    collection to me for sixpence; when he refused I staged a robbery to steal 
    the teeth, but it was foiled by his beautiful daughter Christa who gave me 
    piano lessons. I only desisted after Uncle Rohloff attempted in vain to teach 
    me, with reference to photographs of Toscanini, to conduct the school percussion 
    band. Or I might run into Robert, the black policeman who ate cats. Once, 
    when for some reason never explained to us children, my parents had to get 
    rid of a stray tomcat, my father offered it to Robert, who duly came the next 
    day to thank him and to assure him what a great meal the tom had made; which 
    did not, however, prevent the cat from returning home to us a week later. 
    Or I might be waylaid by any of the ghosts from the delightful horror stories 
    old bearded uncles or moustached aunts used to tell us on weekend visits to 
    farms near the town.

But in the end I safely reached the shop and got my red car; and then
hardly ever played with it.

I was more interested in playing with my sister Elbie's dolls. I had one
of my own, a boy rag doll called Jannie, with an imbecile painted face, for
whom I once tried to knit a tie; but never having been taught how to end
off a piece of knitting I gave up when the tie just grew and grew until it
started creeping out of the front door. After that I confined myself to Elbie's
dolls, not only because of that tie but because unlike Jannie, her dolls were
all girls and it was much more fun undressing them. I also made sure – little
shit that I was – that I always claimed for myself whichever one, at any given
moment, was her own favourite.

Only one of her dolls I couldn't stand. A real spoilt brat, with rosebud
lips and blue eyes that opened and closed, and a silly simpering smile. Elbie
loved Tootsie. But Tootsie, with her hard, painted head and arms and legs
that hypocritically pretended to deny her stuffed torso, gave me no peace
of mind. Even at night she would stalk my dreams. I hated her. So passionately
that I decided to kill her. Which I did one afternoon by driving an iron
stake through her painted throat. Afterwards I buried Tootsie in a shallow
grave. Instead of restoring my sleep, guilt made me wake up in cold shivers
at night. Only religion could save me. On the vacant plot behind our home
I stacked an altar on which I intended to sacrifice my most prized possession
to atone for my guilt. For some reason I believed that it had to consist
of twelve stones. But the only stones a weak and skinny little fellow like me
could handle resulted in a most unimpressive altar barely a foot tall. So I
cheated, adding about ten more. On top I placed the little red car. But at
the last moment, fearful that it might really be consumed by the fire from
heaven I would be praying for, I substituted a nicely shaped soapstone. It
took some time to persuade myself that this stone was really my most prized
possession. Nothing less, I knew, would find favour in the eyes of the
Almighty. I prayed and prayed until I was sure that God was convinced of
my utter sincerity. But it was like the priests of Baäl trying to milk rain from
their heathen god. No one up there would hearken unto me. And in the
end, when my mother called me home for supper, I had to give God up for
a bad job. Another sleepless night.

  The next day I confessed to the murder. First I tried to fob 
    it off on the Devil, as the South African cricket captain Hansie Cronjé 
    tried many years later; but long before him I found that the story didn't 
    wash. I wasn't killed in a plane accident for it, but my backside burned for 
    days afterwards. At least I am still alive, and no longer plagued by God.

  

The murder of the doll was set in a context of pervasive violence. In my
readings over many years in the many histories of South Africa, most particularly
the eighteenth century, it has always struck me how excessively violent
encounters between racial or national groups, or even individuals from the
same group, have been. Violent encounters occur in all societies: but in
South Africa there almost invariably appears to have been an added edge to
it, a fortuitous surplus of violence. A friend at university once told me about
a trip he had made with a posse of police in search of some cattle rustlers
who had wreaked devastation on his father's farm. After a day and a night
of futile tracking they found a young black man walking along a farm road
carrying a bundle on a stick. There was nothing to connect him with the
crime. But he was black, and they met him at the height of their rage and
frustration; so they jumped out of the police car and started shooting wildly.
The youngster, scared out of his wits, started running. A sure proof of guilt.
He was shot in both legs, and fell down. At point blank range he was then
given a shot in the back, which shattered his spine. Then came the supplement,
as they fell on him and kicked and beat him to a pulp before the
broken body was flung into the back of the van and taken to the station,
where he was kept in a cell overnight. At irregular intervals policemen would
come in to beat him up some more. Only the next morning was he taken
to hospital. Quite miraculously, he survived. Months later he was taken to
court. My father found him not guilty.

And this goes back for centuries: white violence perpetrated on blacks,
black violence on whites, white on white, black on black. As if something
in the very geographical make-up of the country stimulated a kind of desperation
for which excessive violence became the only manageable expression.
Violence as a kind of language in its own right, an articulation which is
either preverbal or which begins where language stops. And those people
who now flee the country because it has become 'too violent', or foreigners
who fear to visit South Africa for the same reason, lack perspective on the
long, long history of excess that has led to the current situation.

In the villages of my childhood violence was not necessarily always excessive;
much of it, in fact, was muted or obscure, domestic in scope, restricted
in pain or effect. But it was always there. And it manifested itself as a mark
of the ordinary and the everyday. There was the dominee with his ruddy,
fleshy face, who beamed goodwill and the radiant love of God from the
pulpit twice every Sunday, and whose thin pretty wife one day, after we'd
moved to another town, pitifully confessed to my mother in a long letter
about how he slept around among the wives of deacons and stalwarts of
the congregation, and how he would beat her if she dared to confront him
with it. Once he actually threw a Bible at her, and a hard corner left a purple
bruise on her cheek. My friend Katkop whose father, the butcher, a massive
man with biceps like hams, ritually rounded up his family – wife and five
children, boys and girls – after family prayers on Saturday nights and thrashed
the hell out of all of them. Often the mother was unable to take her place
behind the counter on Mondays and Tuesdays; Katkop himself would regularly,
with a curious show of pride, stagger to school on Mondays to show
us his bruised back: sometimes it was so badly scarred that his shirt stuck
to it and had to be cut loose. And of course, there were canings at school
– girls on their hands or legs, but in serious cases on their buttocks as well,
boys on their backsides. Ritual demanded that after such a thrashing the
culprits would parade in front of their classmates behind the toilets to remove
their shorts and show the damage. Anything less than blood was scoffed at.

  And I remember Elise. She was a year older than I, the daughter 
    of the police sergeant, an attractive blonde girl with long plaits down her 
    back, blue-eyed, with the face of an innocent angel. She taught me the rudiments 
    of stamp collecting. She also introduced me to some of the discoveries she 
    had made through her father's job. She knew in advance when boys – some 
    of them eighteen or nineteen, others as young as fourteen, or even twelve 
    – had been sentenced to be caned. (My father would have done the sentencing, 
    but he never spoke about this.) The boy would then be brought to the police 
    station, which was built on a corner of our large plot, and taken into a corrugated 
    iron shed depressingly covered in faded, peeling red paint. Inside, the boy 
    would be stripped naked. There was a long narrow table on which he would be 
    forced to lie face down, and his wrists and ankles were held by four policemen. 
    There was a district surgeon in attendance. And of course the man who had 
    to inflict the punishment, usually the burliest cop on the premises.

We could not see what was happening inside, of course. But Elise knew
exactly where to crouch to listen to the blows and screams from inside. For
her, the pièce de résistance came when the door was flung open and to the
accompaniment of bellowing laughter from the assembled cops, all clustered
in the doorway, the caned boy would stagger out and start running
frantically this way and that through the gravelled backyard, like a decapitated
chicken. How she laughed – even though I think, in retrospect, that
there was hysteria in that laughter, a touch of madness – and how she would
revisit, in our conversations afterwards, every horrifying little detail of the
event: the bleeding stripes on his back and pale buttocks, the streaks of
blood and piss and shit down his legs, the pathetic dangling of his prick.
On one occasion she was so worked up that she actually lifted her blue dress,
her eyes unnaturally and feverishly bright, to show me that she'd peed herself.
Once was enough for me. After that I always concocted reasons for missing
the show. But Elise never missed one, and afterwards she would seek me
out with a glowing account of everything that had happened.

In that very same gravelled yard a young policeman, Grobler, committed
suicide one Wednesday afternoon by shooting himself, but slightly botched
it and took quite a while to die. I don't know why the doctor wasn't called
immediately. The body was taken to one of a row of outdoor privies where
it was left to be collected; and once again it was Elise who came running to
tell me about it. But all we could see from our vantage point behind the
barbed-wire fence that separated the police station from our yard, was one
bare bluish-white foot sticking out from the open privy door, and a wide
circle of blackened blood on the gravel. I remember his dirty toenails.
Remember, too, my resolve to make sure I washed my feet every evening
before going to bed, just in case I died in the night.

It was Elise's recklessness that captivated me. When she and her best
friend, the dominee's elder daughter Maritha knew that there were visitors
in the parsonage, the two girls would strip themselves naked and climb up
the huge pepper tree beside the garden path that ran from the front door
to the gate; there they would sit and wait until the people emerged from
the parsonage, and at the crucial moment they would take careful aim and
pee on the heads of the visitors.

Not all of the memories from those days are quite so dramatic, even if
they remain vivid. Like the occasion when a rickety little mule-cart came
past in front of our house, with a large brown family piled on it. The driver
was, presumably, the father, a small wiry man wearing an old floppy hat at
a precarious angle and swearing and shouting at the top of his voice as he
mercilessly flogged the solitary wretched grey mule straining to drag the
impossible load along the dusty street. At a given moment the animal could
not take it any more. He stopped, and tried to lie down in his harness. The
father jumped off the cart. Wielding his heavy whip he started belabouring
the whimpering little beast. It was unbearable. I remember the small puffs
of dust that rose from the mule's bony back with every blow. With an almost
unbelievable effort the animal slowly began to move again, moaning like a
human being.

'You can't do that!' I said from the pavement, scared to shout too loudly,
but unable to contain my fear and rage any longer. 'I'll call my father.'

  'Ha!' shouted the man. With a show of glee the driver gave 
    the mule a last series of blows, folding double under the effort, and then 
    put his foot on the step to hoist him back on the cart. But looking over his 
    shoulder to cast a final look of triumph at me, he missed his foothold, and 
    fell down in a fierce cloud of dust, and the nearest wheel of the cart went 
    right over him.

  

Call my father . . . That was always the last resort – even though I knew he
would generally refer the problem back to me, at least he would provide the
perspective to understand it better. He was the magistrate. He was second
only to God. He knew all about Right and Wrong, about Good and Evil.
From the time I was about nine, I would often slip into the courtroom
through a side door while he was hearing a case, and slide into the very
back bench, to listen to the proceedings. The crimes were usually pretty
nondescript. Invariably some miserable black man in threadbare clothes
would be accused of petty theft, or being drunk and disorderly, or brawling
and fighting, or trespassing, or being found on the streets after the evening
curfew that was announced by the tolling of the church bell. More rarely a
white man might be accused of having dealt too severely with one of his
black labourers, or beating his wife, or failing to pay maintenance for a child
born out of wedlock. I would listen transfixed, trying to sift the evidence
for and against, or making sense of the interpreter's version of what had
been said. There was no court secretary or stenographer around: my father
had to write everything down in his small, immaculate handwriting, with
ever-widening margins on feint foolscap paper. As the last page was filled,
he would tap the pile of papers into position and proceed immediately to
deliver the verdict. Only in rare cases was the court adjourned for an hour,
or until the next day. And every time, without fail, I would be stunned by
the precision with which he summarised all the evidence and went straight
for the kernel of truth hidden within so much verbiage. Years later, I once
asked a friend who had become an advocate and who had occasionally
pleaded in cases in my father's court, for his opinion; and he said, 'With old
Brink on the bench, one always knew that what counted in that courtroom
was the simple truth, no matter what the applicable law might say. He
couldn't care less about the legal prescriptions. But he had an unfailing
instinct for what was truth, and what a lie.'

It made me feel rather proud. With God in his heaven and my father on
his bench, justice would prevail in the world.

But then came the Saturday afternoon when the strange black man turned
up in our backyard. He wasn't wearing anything remotely resembling clothes:
they were mere tatters, and he was reeling and staggering as if drunk, but
he wasn't. He was in pain. His face looked as if it had been battered completely
out of shape and then put through a mincer. Blood was streaming from a
gash in his head, and his eyes were almost invisible. I was practising tennis
against the back wall of the house when he came through the gate. He
hobbled towards the back door, flopped down on the gravel, propping his
back up against the wall.

Numb with shock I edged towards him and asked what he wanted. For
a long time he just moaned and mumbled. When at last he tried to
articulate through his grotesquely swollen lips all I could make out was that
he wanted to speak to the baas. But my father was out, playing tennis, as
was his wont on a Saturday.

It seemed like ages before I dared to ask, 'What happened to you? Was
there an accident?'

He shook his head and mumbled incoherently. At long last he managed
to explain. His baas had beaten him. I couldn't make out why. And I couldn't
believe that a beating could be so severe as to result in this. I wanted to talk
to him, to find out more, but I was too shocked to speak. In the end I simply
squatted down beside the man and sat in silence. Waiting for my father, who
would no doubt know the answers and offer a solution.

But when he came home, he went straight from the garage in his tennis
clothes, barely glanced at the battered man, and walked into the house.
I gazed after him, unable to understand, then got up and scurried after
him.

'You must come and help,' I gasped. 'Something terrible has happened.'

'It is Saturday,' my father said. 'I'm tired, I'm going to have a shower.'

'But that man was nearly killed,' I said, feeling my voice break. 'Please,
Pappie.'

'He can come back on Monday.'

'Please!' By now I was sobbing openly.

'Well, at least give me time to shower.'

I stood there, shaking my head. And waited outside the bathroom. Until
at last he emerged. He seemed to head for the lounge, where my mother
would be waiting with the tea, but I waylaid him. With a sigh of impatience
he resigned himself and followed me outside.

Once again the man mumbled his story, even less intelligibly than the
first time.

Before he could finish, my father said, 'You must go to the police. There
is nothing I can do for you. It is not my work.'

'I been to the police first time,' said the black and bleeding man. 'They
beat me some more. So now I come to you.'

'They are the only ones who can help you,' said my father. 'I must go
now.'

  In at least two of my books I have written about this episode, 
    hoping to exorcise the memory. But it is no use. It still haunts me. I still 
    see that head, those hands, that blood-streaked face before me. And I don't 
    think it is an exaggeration to say that the world has never been quite the 
    same place as before. My father not quite the same man. Something shifted. 
    The centre no longer held.

  

There were other occasions too, when violence came very close to engulfing
me. There is no need to wallow in this darkness. Only one more memory,
not involving my father this time, but a particularly jocular and generous
man whose family, old friends of my parents, offered me a room during my
first few years at university. A farmer and a businessman, Oom John was
one of the funniest people I had ever met. With a heart of gold, everybody
said. And even in this episode he would have been under the impression
that he was acting in a particularly humane and magnanimous way.

It concerned a young black boy of about sixteen or seventeen, whom
Oom John had brought from one of his several farms in the Northern Cape
to become his houseboy in my university town, Potchefstroom. In those
days – and regrettably, in spite of everything that has happened in the country
in recent years, things have still not changed all that much – an ancient
feudal system still operated on farms, where land would be bought and sold
together with the livestock, labourers included; and while the farm was yours,
you could dispose of any man, or woman, or child on it in any way you
wished. So when Oom John needed an extra pair of hands in town, a few
hundred miles away from the farm, young Adam was brought there without
considering even for a moment that it might not suit him. As it was, Adam
was a rather frail boy, and very attached to his mother, who happened to
be seriously ill at the time, and who died soon after the day in question.

Within a month of being transplanted to the small outroom in the backyard
of the sprawling house in Potchefstroom, Adam ran away. He was
caught on the outskirts of Potchefstroom and brought back. He'd wanted
to go and see his mother, he explained. He was generously let off with a
warning and a few slaps around the ears. And assured that he could go to
the farm for Christmas. Oom John was indeed a generous man. The problem
was that it was only April then, and the boy's mother might not last that
long.

But there are matters more serious than the life or death of a labourer's
mother on a distant farm.

The second time Adam ran away, Oom John still treated it as a joke and
didn't beat the boy too badly. After three days he was ready for work again,
his rebellious spirit seemingly subdued.

The third time it was serious. Oom John took Adam to the police station
to discuss the matter. There he was roughed up a bit just to make him understand
that there were ways to behave oneself properly. The sergeant on duty
suggested to Oom John that they could either take care of Adam in their
own time-honoured way, or he could take the boy home and flog him
himself.

No, no, said Oom John, he didn't want to see the boy maimed or killed;
he'd prefer just to deal with it on his own. If they could assure him that he
had their permission.

They were happy to give their permission.

'But don't let the little bugger off too lightly,' the sergeant called jokingly
as Oom John prepared to leave. He, too, was a man of humorous bent.

And so the next morning at about ten o'clock Oom John brought two
of his neighbours over, and Adam was taken to the coal shed. Each of the
men had a length of hosepipe in his hand. With a few lengths to spare,
should the need arise. Even then Oom John demonstrated his considerate
nature. To prevent the boy soiling himself or spoiling his clothes he was
stripped naked. And then the door of the shed was closed behind them.

Oom John's wife and the ladies she had invited to tea ensured that every
door and window in the house was tightly closed. Yet it could not shut out
the regular sound of the blows. At eleven o' clock I went out, preferring to
continue my studies in the university library.

When I returned just after two, the wailing sound, to the steady,
unflinching accompaniment of the dull thuds, could still be heard from the
back of the property. I turned on my heel and went back to the library.
At five o' clock they were still beating the boy. Even though by that time
one could no longer hear him wailing.

I went to lie on my bed and covered my head with both my pillows.

Shortly before suppertime the men came in, streaming with sweat and
exhausted, in dire need of some refreshment after their strenuous day.

  I did not sleep that night. One stupid sentence kept on careering 
    through my head. I was lying on my bed and covered my head with two pillows. 
    As if the whole of my life, perhaps the whole of white civilisation in South 
    Africa, could be crammed into those few words. I knew then that Adam's voice, 
    and the dull smacking sound of those blows would remain an accompaniment to 
    the rest of my life. It would never let go of me again. Not ever. The stark, 
    simple fact of violence would never leave me. It was there, and would be there, 
    wherever I went, whatever I did, for ever and ever, amen.

  

My own acts of violence never amounted to much, although they were cruel
enough. To my disgrace I must admit that I enjoyed shooting birds; but more
often than not they were too quick for me. Then I started trapping them. My
most successful contraption was a mesh-covered cage with a large opening
shaped like a funnel, through which birds would enter, lured by crumbs inside.
Most days the cage remained empty. But one day, quite unexpectedly, there
were no fewer than fourteen birds trapped inside, fluttering about wildly and
hurling themselves against the mesh. I waited for my father's return to ask his
advice. 'Wring their necks,' he said laconically. I eagerly poked my hand in
through the funnel, managed to grab a bird – a very tiny little thing, with shiny
green feathers and white-rimmed bright beady eyes. Suddenly it no longer
seemed like so much fun. But I grasped the little head between forefinger and
thumb, turned away, and started twisting. No luck. I began twisting more and
more furiously, like turning a crank-handle. When after thirty or forty spins I
put the bird down, it uttered a faint cheep, dizzily flopped a few steps this way
and that, then remained hunched up. But its eyes were still open. I vomited.

Back to my father.

'Why don't you just let them go?' he said.

'But it took me days to build that trap.'

'Well, you caught them, so it's up to you to deal with them.'

I went over to the neighbours to borrow their airgun. One by one I shot
the remaining thirteen birds. Soon I was sobbing. It took thirty or forty
shots to kill them all, and the inside of the cage was spattered with small
green feathers and blood.

In due course, my father introduced me to the more worthy world of
hunting. First he led me through target practice, at which I became quite
adept. Then I graduated to the real thing. How proud I was to be taken with
him when he was invited to farms to bag springbok, or – more rarely –
blesbok. He had a formidable .303, I had to make do with a .22. I must have
been thirteen or fourteen when I bagged my first springbok. Quite a good
shot, too, on the left shoulder. He had taught me well. There is a photo of
me with that first victim of my hunting prowess, which in a way reveals
much of what that childhood world was about. On the surface, innocence.
The casual innocence of a young, smiling boy wearing what may well have
been his first long pants and bursting with pride about his achievement,
standing astride his dead springbok which looks uncannily lifelike, holding
it by the horns in an attitude of easy domination. But behind the charm of
the scene – Look what a good boy am I! – lurks a very real and very bloody
truth: something beautiful that has had to be killed to satisfy an instinct for
maiming and death the boy has never even been aware of in his eagerness
to be accepted into the world of his people.

The killing itself was something of a fluke: I lacked the temperament
indispensable to a successful hunter. Generally, whenever a group of buck
approached, I simply pressed the butt of the gun to my shoulder and started
firing blindly – quite literally, as I tended to shut my eyes. Not even the sight
of a wounded animal scampering off on three legs with the shattered fourth
swinging dizzily alongside, until it flopped down with a bleat of agony, could
deter me: it was part of the game, part of being a man.

  It was only many years later, when I was directing a play in 
    Windhoek, Namibia, then South-West Africa, and a group of us went camping 
    on a game farm, that I made a deliberate choice to give up hunting. On that 
    late afternoon we were on the back of a small pickup when someone spotted 
    a small herd of gemsbok among a sprinkling of camel-thorns, about a hundred 
    yards to the right. I took aim very carefully. When I pulled the trigger, 
    I knew I'd got it. But the herd cantered off, and mine was nowhere to be seen. 
    I had a sick feeling in my stomach. The farmer had sternly warned us not to 
    wound anything. We gave up the search when night fell. In the morning some 
    Bushman trackers found it, in a thicket not twenty yards from where I'd hit 
    the gemsbok. A shot in the heart. Only then I learned that after such a shot 
    the quarry would often run off at full speed for some distance before dropping 
    in its tracks. By the time the Bushmen brought us to the dead gemsbok, the 
    vultures and jackals had already got to him. Most of the carcass was gone, 
    leaving the obscenely white crescents of the ribs sticking up from the red-black 
    mess of the chest cavity. The head was relatively unharmed, except that the 
    eyes had been torn out. The beautiful horns formed a stark heraldic V against 
    the sky. They were offered to me as a trophy, but I did not want them. I never 
    hunted again.

  

My most significant personal involvement in violence remained largely imaginary,
and that was incomparably more terrifying than anything I could have
experienced physically. These images came mainly from reading, erupting
in vivid dreams when I was least prepared to face them. Sometimes they
were based on stories my father had told – about dying children in the
concentration camps of the Anglo-Boer War, or about cases that had come
before his court. Once, friends of my father who were visiting passed round
a set of forensic photographs from a murder inquiry in which he had been
involved. When I entered the room on some innocuous mission, the photos
were hurriedly put away and I was not allowed to look. But after school the
next day, while my father was still at work, I came across the small pile of
photographs on the oval dining table. Of course I rifled through them, after
making quite sure that there was no one around. I wished immediately that
I had never looked. They were stark and graphic: the bodies of a man and
a woman attacked on their farm and hacked to pieces with hatchets. The
man's skull was bashed in. The body of the woman, spread awkwardly across
a sofa, wearing only one shoe and with her head on the floor, was covered
in huge gashes and black with blood. Before that day I had always assumed
that one day I would follow in my father's footsteps and become a
magistrate. Or possibly a lawyer. But after gazing at those photographs I
knew that I would have to think of something entirely different.

  The event did turn me into a murderer, though. Not only in 
    my six-year old dreams at night, from which I would wake up screaming, but 
    in the games I devised in the afternoons or over weekends when I was by myself. 
    I would take my father's small hand-axe from the shed where he kept the firewood 
    for the geyser, and set upon some of the thorn trees in the expanse of veld 
    surrounding our house. On other days I would wander among the trees and rehearse 
    my lessons to them, or preach to them from the Bible; but on these afternoons 
    I was bent on killing them. And the bright amberlike gum that tended to cover 
    the wounds in the course of time, gave me a peculiar sense of accomplishment. 
    Often, of course, I would be an investigating policeman discovering a criminal 
    lurking in the shape of the tree, in which case I would perform my noble civic 
    duty. But quite often I indeed assumed the role of the murderer. Until my 
    father discovered some of the mutilated trees and ordered me, by way of punishment, 
    to chop them off properly and cut the branches into firewood.

There were other incidents that might have ended badly. Quite recently
my sister Marita reminded me of how, when she was five and I fourteen,
I'd unscrewed a light bulb from its socket in the dining room – one of those
lamps that worked with a pulley and a counterweight so you could easily
raise or lower it – and then ordered her to climb on a chair and put her
finger in the socket, whereupon I flicked on the switch. She could have been
electrocuted. But she assures me that her recollection of the event was
wrapped in a feeling of glee and accomplishment, as she knew that my
mother would give me hell for it.

One particular act of violence was a consequence of falling in love. I must
have been about thirteen at the time. There was a pretty girl in my sister Elbie's
class, the dominee's younger daughter, whose name was Driekie. Like Orlando
in the Forest of Arden I started carving her name on thorn-tree trunks previously
disfigured in my murderous frenzies. Or I would climb up to my perch
among the fragrant branches of the pepper tree beside the house, where I could
weep about the bitterness of unrequited love, as I tried to conjure up the image
of her sweet, impish face, her dark blue eyes, her long thick plaits. I would of
course never, ever consider making any direct overture or even sending a tentative
note hinting at my feelings. That had no place in my notion of true and
everlasting love. I would simply pine away and, maybe, one day, her name
might mysteriously figure on my tombstone. Unless . . .

It is possible that I might have hinted at my suffering in a confession to
the only person I could trust, my sister Elbie, and that she was the one who
had the idea of playing school in our garage. All that matters is that one
Saturday a number of children drawn from Elbie's class and my own gathered
in our garage, which I had fitted out as a classroom. Elbie, Driekie and
a few others were the pupils. I was, of course, the teacher. My friend Stephen
would be the principal. Although I enjoyed the prospect of running the
lessons and imparting wisdom to my young charges, the whole morning
was actually conceived around the notion of punishment. Corporal punishment.
Which was the only way I could think of, to get close to Driekie.

The pupils were all subjected to some rigorous and vigorous teaching,
and classwork was organised in such a way that mistakes and transgressions
could in no way be avoided. Initially it was regarded as great fun, and amid
much giggling and sniggering the first culprits had to approach the teacher's
desk to be caned. It was only then that they discovered there was nothing
playful or funny about the caning. Elbie was the first to receive the order
to offer her hand for three whacks with the sturdy but supple green switch
I had cut from a pepper tree. I'm sure it took all the defiance she could
muster not to cry, but she was tough.

After that the pupils became recalcitrant. Driekie refused to put out a
hand and was adamant that she would absolutely not bend over. So she had
to receive her stripes on her bare legs. At the first blow she started crying,
a thin reedy wail. I was horrified. Somehow the reality of her pain shocked
me out of the imaginings that had gone before. At the same time I could
not give up and suffer the humiliation of being insulted as a teacher. I aimed
another serious stroke at her thigh, but she avoided it, kicked over the chair
she had been sitting on, and scurried to the far side of my teacher's table.
An undignified scuffle followed. Most of the children were laughing
boisterously, but a few of the girls were shouting at me in outrage.

The only way to salvage my dignity was to order Driekie to the principal's
office for some severe chastisement. And then it all fell flat. Stephen
confronted me with a broad smile and said that he didn't think a silly little
offence in the classroom deserved more than a light-hearted reprimand. As
I tried to get past him to take the matter in hand myself, Driekie deftly sidestepped
me and ran home. No one was in a mood for lessons any more.

I pleaded with a very reluctant Elbie to placate and beg Driekie not to
report the matter to her dominee father, which might unleash the full wrath
of God on me; and so I was spared the consequences. It was the end of my
first attempts at teaching; it was also, as far as I can remember, the end of
my sullied love. What the whole experience brought home to me about the
nature of violence, and perhaps of love, I am not quite sure. All I can recall,
and the memory still unsettles me, is the amount of unresolved violence
there must have been in me at the time; and the relation between this dark,
smouldering rage inside me and the angry world that surrounded me. And
it seems to me that the excessive energy of my reactions was directly related,
not to any masochistic or sadistic urge, but to the simple fact that I have
always been terrified by violence.

  I can remember only one fight I was involved in as a schoolboy, 
    with my best friend, Danie Pretorius. For some long-forgotten reason he drove 
    me mad during one playtime, and after school I waited for him beside the tennis 
    court and fell on him with flailing fists until he ran off crying, and then 
    he told his big brother Kokka about it, and Kokka beat me up, and I 
    told my father to take up the matter with their widowed mother, and my father 
    told me to fight my own battles, and then Danie and I were friends again.

  

These were the issues that rippled along the surface of our lives: personal
upheavals that arrived quietly, or with spectacular suddenness, and then
subsided into the even tenor of a small-town existence. There was a benign
equanimity over it all; but often something else became visible, a narrowness,
something threatening, a sense of danger, of darker forces moving like
muscles under the skin of the everyday. Things we either tried to ignore or
suppress, or which remained like a lump in the stomach or a clot in the
blood, something we knew that ultimately we could not control and which
one day, one night, might rise up like a freak wave to engulf us and the little
world in which we had, in vain, tried to shelter or to hide for too long.






End of sample
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