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Die waarheid kwaak ’n karige geluid
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CHAPTER ONE



It is hot the day Ouma dies. A still heat. And quiet. The kind that comes at the end of a long drought.


A black-backed jackal on the hill behind the farmhouse searches for grubs under the sharp yellow grass. He hunts without the cover of darkness for reasons of scarcity and the demands of the starving cubs in the den just beyond the thicket of wag-’n-bietjie bos behind him. He stops, pricks his ears.


It isn’t the routine lamentation that attends feeding time at the pig farm next door that alerts him to things amiss. Nor the feeble barking from one of the six panting dogs laid out like seals on the hot red sand.


It is the much quieter rattle coming from underneath the gracious, slowly fading acacia trees. The mysterious weight in the sound makes him whimper.


It comes again as a raw-boned farmhand whips a small herd of cattle into the scant shade beside the nearly empty dam. Klein Samuel, as he is known, forces a large Nguni bull into the deepest shadow with a percussive clicking of his tongue.


It comes again as a flicker of movement catches Klein Samuel’s eye. He glances up to see a young girl dart across the red dust and into the shade. Cattle and girl mingle there, uneasy. Neither the farmhand nor the girl greets one another. It is a wasteful gesture on a day so hot. She regards the wheezing bull with vulpine curiosity until she has located him as the source of the sound, then swings herself up onto the wide, low branch of the wild fig tree.


Klein Samuel watches the girl stretch out on the ample branch, leopard-like, until only the edges of her are visible from below. He says her name in his head – De-li-lah – and wonders if the sixteen-year-old can hear the cowbell ring in it. De-li-lah.


Freckles and peeling skin compete for space on Delilah’s nose as she lies in the pounding sun. Ouma has warned her that she will turn into a leather handbag if she roasts herself so, but the sun is the only thing that soothes her.


It is the verlange that keeps her cold in such heat, says her grandmother. It is true that her insides are folded over with longing for her ma and pa and her brother Martinus. For her crumbling old home on the banks of the Pongola river.


The bull sucks breath into his lungs as if through a skin. The rasp echoes in the animal’s cavernous chest.


It is the sound of defeat.


He sinks very slowly to his knees. Klein Samuel watches him list sideways and then lay his head on the dust – graceful as a maiden.


*

Klein Samuel christened the bull-calf Gundwane when he was born because the markings of his coat suggested a rat, long tailed and sharp nosed. He would have given him a more promising name if he’d known how big the animal would grow and how grand. Klein Samuel was a young man then, a migrant worker from poverty-stricken Zimbabwe with a wife and five hungry children left in Southern Matabeleland. Now he is middle-aged and his three surviving children, although grown, are still hungry.


He wishes it was his off-day so he could drink himself comatose and no longer hear the struggle of Gundwane’s breath or imagine the sunken cheeks of his distant progeny.


Klein Samuel sits in the dust beside his charge and waves away the flies that swarm.


This is how it is the day Ouma dies.


*

Klein Samuel the farmhand works for Groot Samuel the farmer. Their names suggest that Klein Samuel should be small and the other large but they are both spectrally thin and as weathered as the roots of a tree. Long labour together under a desiccating sun has given them the demeanour of brothers, though one is white and the other black.


Groot Samuel’s grand title comes from his family’s ownership of the land but it is the land that has sucked the substance out of his once robust body. There are days when he is aware that the best of his insides, his binnegoed, lies on the road he built with red bricks to stop it washing away in the summer rainstorms or between the rocks of the perfectly hand-hewn braaiplek where he barbecues the meat for Sunday lunch.


He doesn’t mind the presence of his lifeblood here so much because the braaiplek is at least beautiful.


Groot Samuel makes beauty where he can.


His hands and back remember where he found each rock for its floor and how he rolled or dragged each down the mountain to the house. It offended his wife, Ilse, that he took such care with the outside when their living-room roof leaked like a sieve when it rained.


He laid out the stones so the ripples on the rock, formed when the land was once a lake, flowed seamlessly together. The truth is that this prodigious labour eased the ache of what he still thinks of as his ‘blue parts’. Those fine corners of his feeling world that have been bruised and pickled sour by cruelty. And he does it so his mother will find beauty, even here.


*

The two Samuels have laboured side by side on this smallholding for twenty years. If they talked they would be able to finish each other’s sentences but they don’t.


They do laugh though.


When Groot Samuel slipped in the irrigation ditch and hit his head on the spade sticking up out of the ground, Klein Samuel laughed like a hyena. Likewise, when Klein Samuel and his bicycle crashed into the tree at the bottom of the steep driveway, Groot Samuel laughed so hard the stitches in his head split open.


They do laugh.


*

This summer is the driest either can remember. The heat in the valley reaches its peak at midday. That is when Groot Samuel typically opens the pump at the dam to water the mutinous cattle. The scent of water snakes through the air. It is an acute smell, sweet, heavy. It is green.


Even Gundwane lifts his head off the red earth to suck it into his flaring nostrils. Klein Samuel seizes on the flutter of life that animates the animal. ‘Get up, jou luigat!’ Gundwane rises to his feet.


The bull and his skinny caretaker stumble to the dam. They slip and slide down through the reeds to the rising water.


As the liquid thunders onto the cracked mud, Groot Samuel watches both Klein Samuel and the bull drink. In the mud below them he sees the barbel flap shiny black against the red and wonders how such terrible creatures came to walk the earth.


Groot Samuel doesn’t notice the straw hat caught in the reeds in the centre of the water. It is the hat his mother wears every day as she weeds the lawn with her legs stretched out in front of her like an African labourer. When the sun reaches its apogee the hat is broad enough to cast shade on both the old woman and the skinny yellow dog who lies beside her.


Her dog, Suffering. Her shadow.


Not even Delilah, who sits up on the branch and blinks away her torpor, sees the hat snagged in the yellow reeds. It is only when she half closes her eyes against the glare that she sees a shape tug itself away from the reeds and float up on the rising water.


Ouma’s hat.


Delilah’s alarm rises with it. The hat is so much part of her grandmother that on the odd occasion that Delilah has seen her without it, it is as if she has caught sight of the old lady with her bathrobe open. The hat and her grandmother go together like pap and gravy.


Did it blow off in the wind?


The thick stillness of the day answers her question.


Delilah slides her long body down the branch.


Groot Samuel turns away as her battered tomboy legs scramble down the trunk. He would prefer it if her kind weren’t so potent when they emerged from one girl-state to another.


Delilah lands on the dust. She walks round the water’s edge and peers into its depths. Then she stops. Everything in her body tells her to turn and walk away calmly so as not to disturb the natural run of things. So as not to have to say, ‘I knew it.’


Delilah’s ma says that the child sees tragedy wherever she looks. And she does. If Delilah had grown up anywhere else in the world, they might have thought her a savant, but in Pongola she is just a whiner, full of what her ma calls her ‘piep en tjank’.


She feels the ridges of the dried red mud under her bare feet as the force of providence draws her to the water’s edge. She knows that she will, once more, see it before anyone else. She knows too that the shame of being the first to know it somehow makes it hers.


She steps into the mud up to her knees. Something pale and distant lies in the gloom below the watermark. She can hear her mother’s voice, ‘Ag, it’s nothing Delilah.’ How many times has she heard that phrase? Now she hopes it is right.


She stretches her arm towards the paleness below, aware that the way the water slows her hand removes its urgency. She wonders if it is cobweb made dense by the water? She touches the fine strands with her fingertips, then grabs at it, surprising herself. She lifts her hand out of the water. In her palm she sees a handful of silver hair.


She looks up to see Groot Samuel on the bank, Klein Samuel in the shallows with his bull. She sees the way the black fish twist around her feet.


She looks again at the fine silver threads emerging from the mud in her hand and only then does she scream.


All the next-door pigs at feeding time couldn’t match the depth and terror in that sound. It makes everything else mute. The cicadas. The water. The cows.


The jackal on the hillside spins round to see what new horror has come his way, and then steps back, rattled.





CHAPTER TWO



Every last person living along the De Wildt side of the mountain would have howled with laughter if Jannie Claassens had confessed that he wanted to be a detective. They would have said all he wanted to be when he grew up was a moffie.


You had to be a man to be a detective. A real man. You had to go to police college. Be part bile, part grit. You had to moer people half to death if they crossed you and stay the distance until they confessed their wrongdoing. And above all, you had to marry a good woman, who would stand by you when the ensuing shit rained down upon your head.


Jannie defied them all. He graduated with distinction from the academy, put in his time as a policeman and was promoted to Detective Warrant Officer within five years and, soon thereafter, to Lieutenant.


He had something more sustaining than bile and grit to get him through. For Jannie, being a detective meant being a seeker after the truth. He was compelled to grow the muscles for that task very early in his life because nothing was what it seemed in the Claassens household.


His father was dutiful at church and always ready with a joke at the farmer’s co-op. He behaved respectfully towards Jannie’s mother on the rare evenings that they socialized with her extended family on their nearby smallholding. Then he battered her senseless behind closed doors.


Jannie forced himself to stay awake until his parents retired, to listen for his mother’s stifled cries. If they came, he could do no more than creep under the bed and pray that it would be over soon.


In time, he learnt to see the storm of his father’s rage building when it was still a long way off and he contrived to get his mother out of the house. They went to have a Coke in town or to Mr Patel’s spaza shop for groceries. If it was at night, they hid in the garage until his father had ranted himself empty.


One mysterious day, Jannie’s father’s rage transferred itself from his mother to him. It happened in his teens, when the boy’s fine, somewhat effeminate body, revealed itself as more adult than child.


He accepted becoming the decoy of his father’s fury because at least it meant his ma was safe. What he hated was the giving of forgiveness afterwards. The way his father caressed his cheek and muttered, ‘Sorry, my boy, sorry, ag, sorry,’ and waited for his reply, ‘Maak nie saak nie, Pa … it doesn’t matter …’


As soon as he was old enough he punched his father square in the face rather than say, again, what he didn’t mean.


So his father beat him hard enough to break his ribs. The bone pierced the lining of his right lung.


Jannie still remembers how he arrived at the doorstep of Ouma’s surgery gasping like a fish. She took one look at him and knew he needed more help than she could provide. She stopped the bleeding to keep him alive while they waited for the ambulance. Then Ouma read to Jannie from the book of poetry that she kept on her desk.


Jannie listened, through his fear, to the strangeness of the words. They floated towards him, separate and potent, like slow notes on a piano. ‘Waarheid.’ He raised himself up on his elbows to locate the sound. ‘Kwaak.’ He saw the back of Ouma’s pink ear move as she spoke. ‘’n … karige … geluid …’


He closed his eyes and the words rolled across the soft grey folds of his subsiding fear. Die waarheid kwaak ’n karige geluid. The seeker in Jannie knew that to be so. The truth didn’t ever arrive fully formed. It came in skinny, inauspicious strips that laid themselves one on top of the other until they became denser than the air around them and therefore were.


Later, Ouma would claim that she hadn’t read the fragment because she thought the poetry would have particular meaning for her patient. She just knew she had to find a way to slow the death-train clattering down the tracks towards him.


But that was not the whole story. Even in extremis, Jannie could hear that the words came out of her mouth slippery with her own feeling. Whether she knew it or not, she had shown him the door to her secret solace.


Once she saw that he would make it, Ouma telephoned Jannie’s father and told him if he laid a finger on his son again it would be his last act on this earth.


Jannie was grateful for an end to the beatings but he felt even more indebted to Ouma for the poetry he believed had saved him.


Along with becoming the best detective for a hundred miles, Jannie Claassens became the founder of the Elisabeth Eybers book club.


On the third Sunday of every month the mostly male members of the club arrived at his small suburban house. Jannie didn’t see any of them outside the book club so it gave their gathering a special intensity. They came from far and wide to honour the great poet who, at her death, left twenty-one collections of work covering the whole span of her life from child to grandmother.


Some dressed in her image for these gatherings: glasses, pink lipstick, and occasionally a nice necklace.


They ate cake, conversed politely and then read selected poems aloud. At these times Jannie was happier than he believed possible.


The way they saw it, Elisabeth Eybers was a seeker too. She hunted down the bloody truths of being a woman in mid century South Africa and then illuminated them in her restrained and dignified verse.


She illuminated Jannie and his friends too.


He has a special love for the poems of her middle period, like ‘Meisie’ with its call to live life to the full and thereby retain one’s ‘green-ness’ into old age, which is the chosen poem for today’s meeting. Jannie is only halfway through reading it aloud when the phone rings. He considers ignoring it but he knows, even as he thinks it, that he does not have that freedom. Being a detective means that you answer the phone, even on rare days when you’ve managed to take refuge in a poem as delicate as this.


It is Jannie’s mother, speaking on her cell phone, and he can’t understand a word. ‘Ma, you can’t talk on the phone and drive. Moet asseblief nie. Jy weet hoe –’


‘Bly stil, Jannie,’ his mother barks. ‘I am just at the pig farm and what I hear … ag nee … is a terrible thing. They say it is the doctor.’


‘Ouma?’


She shouts, ‘They say Ouma is dead!’


Jannie’s arms fall, boneless, to the sides of his body. All is silent but for the sustained hiss of breath leaving his lungs.





CHAPTER THREE



Delilah stands in the dam looking down at the fulgent nest of silver hair emerging from the brown slick in her hand.


Groot Samuel stumbles down the bank towards her. Klein Samuel strides straight through the shallow water, stricken.


She knows neither of them can alter the terrible fact that she holds the hair from a human head in her muddy palm. No person on God’s good earth can change that.


That is bad enough, but there is something else barrelling down the pike towards her and she is helpless, once more, to stop it.


Whose hair?


A wail comes out of her mouth. It travels along the branches of the acacia trees towards the corrugated-iron roofs of the pig farm next door.


The sow in the largest stall flops down onto her side at the sound of the human distress in the world beyond. She pays no attention to the hungry tussle of her suckling piglets. The strongest push and shove their scrawny runt brother away from the teat. The sow remains aloof to the runt’s distress for no amount of nurture will alter the fact that the strongest will prevail and the weakest not. Just as it has always been.


The young woman, knee-deep in the sow’s slop and excrement, stops her labour to listen to Delilah’s cry. The sound seems to suck the brown out of her skin, leaving her indigo hued. This is Cheetah. She has a feral thinness about her. Wears a doek on her head and overalls four sizes too big.


Her father named her Cheetah because of the cat-like cheekbones her Khoisan ancestry gave to her face. She thought it was a good name because it meant she could run from trouble. She was wrong about that.


Cheetah shoves the runt piglet back into the fray with an unsentimental kick of her wellington boot. Then she steps over the wall of the pen and hurries along the long row of sheds. A voice calls out to her as she passes, ‘Hey Cheetah … gimme a smoke … just a stompie, asseblief tog.’


But she pays no heed.


Cheetah reaches the dam in time to see the two Samuels make their first attempt to locate the body in the water. She doesn’t call out to them or go to help, but waits, unseen, in the scrub beside the dam.


There is nothing stately about the removal of the corpse from its muddy tomb. The two men duck under and churn the murky water darker still. Bits of them, an elbow, ear, foot, break through the surface shark-fin-like as they slip on the algae and the fish debris littering the dam bottom. Sometimes they stand up out of the water gasping, clutching a leaf they thought was fabric or a handful of gelatinous frogspawn.


Delilah watches from the edge of the dam.


Cheetah would like to lead the girl away to spare her the horror of this emergence yet she does not move. It is not her place to give such nurture.


*

Delilah too wishes she could flee. Go … go now! she tells herself. But her body doesn’t obey. The weight of what she has come to know as her fate once again roots her and so she does not move.


She watches as her capable uncle is reduced, in this element, to a fumbling, gasping fool. He shouts across at Klein Samuel, ‘Tel saam … een, twee, drie.’ He could be counting out the start of a swimming race. They suck in a collective breath and vanish into the muck.


Time passes, too long for their screaming lungs, and then Groot Samuel rises out of the water with a body in his arms. He struggles to steady himself, sucks in a deep breath and bellows, broken hearted, like an ox, ‘Gogo!’


*

The sturdy matriarch in the kitchen of the farmhouse on the hill lifts her head, iron in her hand, neatly folded pile of laundry on the table beside her. The sound of her name rolls across her broad, nut-brown face. Gogo. When Groot Samuel and his sister were near babies, Gogo had taught them how to say grandmother in her language – nkgono, but their childish tongues found the subtle demands of Sesotho difficult and had quickly found their way to the simpler Zulu version of the word.


‘Gogo!’


She hears the alarm in it now but still she does not move.


She would prefer to stay where she is, in the peaceful dark. The cry comes again and this time she is defenceless against the sound of Groot Samuel’s need. She turns off her iron and heads for the door.


‘Gogo!’ he calls once more as the old woman hurries across the grass.


Delilah watches Groot Samuel slip and slide his way up the bank of the dam, Klein Samuel at his side to keep the body from banging its head, or slipping from his arms. He lowers himself to his knees when he reaches the yet more slippery bank and begins to crawl up it.


Together, he and Klein Samuel lay the body on the dry dust at the edge of the dam. Then they turn away and suck in lungfuls of air. As they do so they both cough, a ripe, thick, cavernous sound. It is another thing they share – lungs as black as soot.


Delilah thinks about what might produce such a sound, because she is trying not to look at the body.


Surely that small crumpled shape is too slight to be the grandmother who loved her and passed no judgement, not ever, not even on her piep en tjank.


Too slight by miles to be the woman who, when the tremor in her old hand made it impossible for her to suture a man with a knife wound that separated a large part of his lip from his mouth, made Delilah do it.


Of course the girl had refused at first but when Ouma insisted that her patient would lose his lip altogether if she didn’t, she submitted.


‘The anaesthetic stings when it goes in so be ready for him to move,’ said Ouma gently as Delilah, scrubbed, gloved and masked, lifted the syringe.


As Delilah watched the flesh around the wound swell with anaesthetic she could feel the man’s eyes bore into her head. God, she thought, forgive me.


‘Now remove the needle from the suture packet. I will show you how to knot it.’


And so she did. Delilah pushed the curved needle into his skin. She was surprised at the force required.


‘Kom nou, kind,’ said the old lady whenever she felt Delilah falter. ‘You know worse than this.’


Her grandmother’s belief in her made her capable. She worked, one stitch at a time, until there were seventeen neat sutures all in a row and Ouma declared it done.


Delilah took off her gloves and threw them in the bin. Then she turned to her grandmother and after holding her gaze for a moment she whispered in disbelief, ‘Het ek so gemaak, Ouma?’ She touched her chest. ‘Me?’


Her grandmother nodded. ‘Delilah Susanne Magriet de la Rey.’ And then she crowed like a rooster.


It didn’t occur to Delilah to remind Ouma that in fact, strictly speaking, she was a Schoeman.


*

Delilah’s Ouma would never lie as still and ruined as the form on the edge of the dam now does. The girl is sure of it.


But why then do Groot Samuel’s shoulders shake with grief as he sits beside it on the dust?


And why has Gogo crouched beside the body to run her tender hand over the dead person’s face?


A whimpering sound snakes its way out of the teenager’s mouth, almost inaudible but more chilling than the louder cries that preceded it.


It brings Cheetah to her knees in the tangled scrub.


She watches Gogo sweep Delilah away from the dam, and up the driveway leading to the house. She sees the girl pull free and turn to look, once more, at her Ouma lying there.


Cheetah can tell that she looks to make sure that this terrible death, in all its mud and stink and horror, is not simply a figment of her cruel imagination.





CHAPTER FOUR



Jannie goes into the kitchen and puts the kettle on. Members of the book club drift away discreetly.


Had he had a lover amongst their number, he might have stayed behind to help Jannie through the ink of his seeping grief, but Jannie doesn’t have lovers. The precarious balance of his life does not allow it.


He takes his mug of tea out into the garden and sits there, in his long blue skirt, sipping from it slowly. Today he doesn’t care what his neighbours might think if they see him in a dress. The grass around him is dry as a stinking bone.


This time he doesn’t move even when the phone rings. He hears only the steady pump of his blood and the swift in and out of his breath. He sits until Ouma’s death has become fact inside him.


When he stands up and walks inside, his small, neat house feels like it belongs to someone else. Someone lonely and scared.


He changes his clothes and drives out to the sun-blasted granite hillside of the farm.


*

‘She slipped,’ Delilah tells Jannie as tears roll down her cheeks. She leads him to where Ouma’s body lies on the dining-room table. It is a table meant for a large family. It assumes children and grandchildren will eat and fight around it for eternity.


Gogo puts a bowl of water into Delilah’s hands. The girl looks down at its swirling contents.


‘Hold it steady, child,’ says Gogo.


‘Yes, Gogo.’ Delilah holds her breath and watches the sponge in the bowl slowly fatten with warm liquid. Her insides swell too, with grief.


Jannie wants to take the girl in his arms, to stay and give comfort to the community of souls gathered around the old lady, but he can feel Groot Samuel’s familiar impatience and turns to take his leave.


‘Don’t go,’ whispers Delilah. The child is washed white. She holds Jannie there with her need.


He hears Gogo say, as if trying to talk herself into knowing something unknowable, ‘The mud sucked her down.’


Jannie leans towards her and says, ‘Wat sê jy, Gogo?’


‘The mud, it made Ouma heavy from the inside.’


For all Jannie’s contemplation in his garden, he is helpless in the face of this simple evocation of Ouma’s actual blood and bones death. He can see it now: the slow sucking in of mud, stink and duck feathers. He can smell the fear. Feel the shutting down of Ouma’s fine and fiery soul.


The misery of it.


And so, finally, he weeps.


Delilah puts down her bowl of water and takes Jannie’s hand. The detective and the teenage girl stream with a sweet, uninhibited grief.


Groot Samuel looks away. Normally the most benign of men, he whispers, ‘Bloody moffie,’ under his breath.


If you asked him why he said this, he would tell you it is because Jannie is a snoop. Even as a teenager Jannie saw too much and asked too many questions for his liking. It has always been in Groot Samuel’s nature to keep a lid on things.


Jannie looks up and sees the farmer watching him. Sure enough it is as if one eyeball has written on it bloody and the other moffie.


Jannie was still half a child when he first fell in love with Groot Samuel’s fine, eighteen-year-old body and the lavish dark lashes that framed his eyes. It was Jannie who fretted most when Samuel was called up for his compulsory military service in 1990.


Jannie knew a thousand acts of cruelty and oppression had followed. It would drive you to do penance for the rest of your days. To build red brick roads and beautiful braaiplekke until your binnegoed lay smeared on the objects of your labour. And if that failed to still your self-hatred you could smoke your feelings all the way down into your stomach until your blackened lungs could no longer shrink and expand with your breath.


Jannie saw all that. If you asked him in a quiet and truthful moment, he might tell you that he loves Groot Samuel still, if that’s what you call the resigned compassion we reserve for the stoical, wounded ones.


‘You’re wet,’ says Jannie softly and Groot Samuel looks down to see the water drip off the ends of his trousers and onto the carpet under his feet.


‘And you,’ says Jannie to Delilah, who is shivering more from shock than cold. Neither seems able to move, or speak, until Gogo shoos them out. ‘Go. Go get dry, both of you.’


The door bangs closed behind them. Jannie is full of sudden regret that he didn’t put his arms around Groot Samuel as he passed. He would have liked to say, I know how you loved her. He can imagine saying those words right into Groot Samuel’s ear as they hugged. It would have been the compassionate thing to do.


‘Eish, Jannie,’ says Gogo as she shakes her head, ‘let us drink tea –’ Jannie waits for the familiar words that complete the phrase – ‘and then we can shut up.’


This saying has spanned the years of their friendship. It is shorthand for Come sit with me, we can’t do anything about the madness of the world but we won’t let it crush us.


Let’s drink tea and shut up.


‘Rooibos or English?’ he asks, aware that her invitation is also a request for him to produce the calming brew.


She waves away his question and turns towards her labour.


He leaves quietly.


*

Gogo gently removes Ouma’s old brown shoes with their mismatched laces. She pulls off her sodden dress. She takes the sponge from Delilah’s bowl and begins to wipe the trails of mud off Ouma’s pale arm.


She remembers when Ouma’s skin began to lose its elasticity and the muscle loosened from the bone. But she hadn’t noticed this degree of emaciation. She had missed that. She doesn’t know how.


For fifty years it has been the two of them, Gogo and Ouma. Of course they were not grandmothers at the beginning, nor friends. Gogo was hired to work in Ouma’s kitchen and that is what she has done ever since.


In recent times, the day would begin with Gogo polishing the cracked red floor of the stoep while Ouma sat on the lawn below the house, legs stretched out in front of her, weeding. Suffering would be asleep in the sun by her side.


There was no other name for the skinny yellow bag of bones that showed up one day at Ouma’s surgery with his tail between his legs and open sores on his back. Suffering.


Groot Samuel and Gogo were both secretly envious of the intense feeling that flowed between Ouma and her canine shadow.


The old lady hadn’t taken to retirement easily. She stilled the churning that attended the loss of her role as healer-of-the-sick with hours of fractious weeding.


If she had forgotten her hat, Gogo would call across to her, ‘Where’s your hat, Ouma?’


The old woman would look up from her weeding. Her crinkled face burnt almost acorn dark, her blue eyes bright.


Gogo would click her tongue in disapproval and chide her, just as she herself did her granddaughter. ‘The sun is making you into a leather handbag, Ouma.’


Sometimes Ouma didn’t answer.


And sometimes she did, like when she hissed, ‘Sshsht now …’ Her arthritic fingers could have passed for tree roots as she yanked out the alien shoots. ‘I’m thinking.’


Gogo slathered more red polish onto her cloth and polished. The polishing rag was silent but the wad of newspaper under each of her knees swish-ssh-sha-swished as she moved, ‘Thinking what?’


‘I’m thinking that those words are mine,’ said Ouma.


‘Which words?’


‘The sun and the leather handbag story. Those are mine.’


‘Tsta!’


This was not a new issue between them.


Like all people who live alongside one another for a long time, they pilfered each other’s language without even knowing it. Gogo had the grace to accept the thievery when it was pointed out. Ouma did not. She dismissed Gogo with her hand in the air. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘You can’t own words, Ouma. Did you pay for them? Did you wrap them in newspaper like an avocado and hide them in the sack of mielie meal to ripen?’


‘I have better ones even,’ countered Ouma.


‘Haai, like what?’


Ouma said nothing.


‘Like what?’ Gogo stopped polishing. If Ouma had a better way of saying something she wanted to hear it.


Ouma pulled at her weeds with greater intent but still withheld her answer.


Gogo snorted and struggled to her feet, the wads of newspaper still attached to her knees with elastic bands, and proclaimed, ‘Eish … you white people are full of nonsense.’


Ouma looked up at her. ‘That so?’


The old black woman turned to walk away but stopped and added, ‘Nonsense. Trouble and NONSENSE.’


There was a moment of silence.


Then Ouma crowed with laughter. Gogo felt her own laughter rising up to meet it. She tried to stem her mirth but her shoulders shook so that when she opened the door to the house Ouma could see that she was laughing too.


*

Gogo wonders that so ordinary a memory could sit so long in her mind while more recent ones chafed. Maybe it is the laugh, that growling, irreverent sound that softened the truths she and Ouma told one another.


She wants to hear that laugh again.


Gogo squeezes the sponge and water flushes the algae and mud from Ouma’s wisp-thin hair. Her scalp underneath is blue and shiny as polished stone.





CHAPTER FIVE



Cheetah takes off her overalls and her doek. She fills a bucket of water and rinses the pig dirt off her face.


The quiet around her shack could easily swallow her with its emptiness if she let it. She is not immune to the longing people have when someone dies, to huddle together, gather, commune. She has seen it too much, that instinct and its cause.


She wanted to die herself when she first washed up at the pig farm. She was so thin you could see where the bones met at her elbow. The farmer said he wasn’t running a bloody hospital but she worked harder than any healthy person that first day, so he let her stay.


When Klein Samuel first brought Cheetah to Ouma’s clinic she accepted pain relief for her symptoms but told Ouma she could do nothing for her disease. At the end of each consultation Ouma would wrap her arms around the girl and whisper, ‘Stay with me.’


Cheetah would rail faintly, ‘Blerry fool old woman.’ And she would turn to face the wall. ‘Don’t you know anything?’


But Ouma held on and said it again. She did this every time Klein Samuel managed to get Cheetah to come to the surgery. Then one day, finally, Cheetah began to cry. That was when Ouma knew she had won.


Cheetah was savvy about staying healthy once she decided to go on living. While Ouma fought with the reluctant Department of Health to get her hands on some anti-retrovirals, and then the pharmaceutical companies themselves, Cheetah swallowed twenty-two pills every day at the right time and in the right order to fight the opportunistic infections that blossomed in her body like Klein Samuel’s green beans. It was not easy. She vomited when the dose was too high or when she hadn’t eaten enough.


Oh, the grind of it.


‘Shit, Ouma, what am I doing this for?’ she asked.


‘What do you mean?’


‘What’s worth saving about my poes of a life?’


It was not a question she asked in Ouma’s bustling clinic but rather when the two lay, as they did sometimes, on the soft green grass under the leaky tap of the water tank. Long ago someone had planted a sprig of fragrant buchu bos there and it had sweetened the evening air with its scent ever since.


‘You like to fall asleep in the sun, Cheetah?’ asked Ouma then.


‘On Sundays, sometimes,’ she replied, wary.


‘That’s a reason for living.’


‘That so?’


They were silent. Then Ouma asked, ‘Make a nice butternut soup?’


‘Soup is for white people.’


Ouma guffaws. ‘You laugh sometimes and that’s for everyone.’


‘Ja, I laugh.’


‘Dance to music?’


‘I do that, yes.’


‘Love someone?’


‘He’s more like a piece of wood.’


‘He is good.’


‘Wood.’


They smiled. Ouma looked at her and said, ‘Eat some more, Cheetah.’


‘I do. Two plates of pap last night …’


‘Eat more, Cheetah! I can see your bones.’


‘Okay,’ she said, sheepish.


‘You have a life to live.’


Cheetah glanced up at the old lady.


‘I am old and mine is lived,’ Ouma said quietly and she sat up to look at the orchard beyond.


Cheetah once asked Ouma what she would have done if she hadn’t been snared by her vocation so young and she said without hesitation, ‘A farmer. I would’ve grown mielies, tree ferns and red Barberton daisies.’


‘Child, go and pick the …’ said Ouma, and she hesitated a moment as she searched for the word. ‘Go before the baboons get the ripe ones.’


‘Pick what, Ouma?’


‘The green thing.’


‘What green thing?’ Cheetah asked because she was still on her back and the sky did not contain any such hue.


‘That!’


Cheetah sat up. Ouma pointed at a tree in the orchard.


‘That’s an avocado, Ouma,’ said Cheetah and before she could stop herself she said, ‘Everyone knows that.’


The silence that followed was sustained enough for them to become aware of the swish-swish-swish of the sprinklers watering the recently seeded earth beyond them.


‘Not me,’ whispered Ouma and her hollow cheeks flushed. ‘Not me, any more.’


Cheetah waited. What do you say to someone who doesn’t know that an avocado is an avocado? It was not the first lapse Cheetah had noticed, but this one made her want to shake the old lady and say, Hey, don’t forget yourself now, Ouma. You have people to save.


She watched Ouma catch the silver strands of her fly-away hair and tuck them behind her ears, as if by organising her appearance she could also contain the turmoil of her mind and she heard her mutter, ‘… getye ons nerfkaal stroop.’


Ag, ja well, thought Cheetah to herself. She minded when Ouma recited that blerrie poet, for even though she understood the words, their meaning escaped her.


‘Afsigtelikheid kom reeds in sig,’ continued Ouma and if Cheetah had looked at her just then, she would have seen that it was indeed true for Ouma. Time had stripped off the skins of her competence, leaving her naked. And without language she did, truly, find herself hideous.


‘You need to sleep more, Ouma,’ said Cheetah.


‘It is not sleep I need!’ growled the old lady, and she struggled to her feet. It struck Cheetah that Ouma looked, briefly, like a dog chasing its tail as she found her balance.


‘I’m nothing without my …’ Ouma drummed her fingertips on her forehead. ‘You see?’ And she looked at Cheetah. The younger woman looked back at her, frightened now.


‘Help me, Cheetah,’ said Ouma.


The intensity of feeling in Ouma’s words unnerved Cheetah further.


‘Help you what?’


Ouma looked down at her feet and Cheetah could feel the air around the old woman grow still.


Then she saw what Ouma meant and couldn’t say.





CHAPTER SIX



‘She slipped,’ says Gogo and then she runs her hand over her wide, iconic face.


The young investigating officer writes down the cause of death as ‘aksident’ in his book. Then he and his two colleagues prepare to put Ouma’s body in a body bag. The crisp metal-on-metal ring of the zip sounds alien here.


Gogo looks up at Jannie, bewildered. ‘What are they doing, Jannie?’


‘They must do an autopsy, Gogo,’ Jannie says gently.


‘What for?’ There is a look of such incomprehension on her face that the uniformed men pause. They are all African; it is not their custom to pass the dead into the hands of strangers. Neither do they expect a white man to understand what it is to force the hand of an old woman protecting the dead. He doesn’t know that they must honour her because if they don’t the whole shaky-card-stack of their decency will fall. A cobweb of misunderstanding wraps itself around them all, swift and silent as a wraith.


In the silence that follows Jannie can smell something coming off Gogo’s skin. It is the sweet, dense odour of fear. He doesn’t think about its origins or wonder at its cause, he just knows it’s there. He says quietly, ‘It’s routine for unexplained deaths, Gogo.’


The old woman looks down at her swollen hands while she considers Jannie’s words. ‘I know what you do … you people.’ Bitterness rises up in her voice like yeast. ‘I know what you do with the dead.’


Jannie glances at the investigating officer and, with great delicacy, the younger man leads his team out onto the stoep outside to wait.


Gogo takes a small pot of snuff out of her pocket. Jannie watches as she prises open the lid with her old fingers. He can see she is gathering her forces.


She sniffs the powder first into one nostril and then into the other. Then she closes her eyes to wait for the relief that follows. The sneeze unplugs her outrage. ‘You steal body parts.’


She knows what they do, these white people. She knows. Because how? Because when her mother died Gogo reached into the coffin to take leave of her and her mother’s body flopped forward like a cloth doll filled with sand. There were no bones. No ligaments. When she looked harder she saw her mother had been opened from top to bottom and stitched up again.


Her corneas were gone. And her shoes were full of a rolled up edition of the Sunday newspaper.


They’d sold her mother’s feet.


Gogo looks at Jannie. ‘That is why we black people stay with our dead until the end.’


Jannie looks at the old woman. He can see that he has become ‘them’, where only a few minutes ago he was ‘us’. Still, he says quietly, ‘It’s the law, Gogo.’


She turns to face him and says softly, ‘Then I will go with the body.’


‘Jesus, you can’t do that!’ snaps Jannie in surprise.


‘I can do it.’


And the old woman gets up and heads towards the door.


Jannie watches her leave, then he sits in the armchair in the corner of the room. He can hear the murmur of the policemen on the stoep as Gogo greets them in passing.


He sees the sodden clothing Gogo has removed from Ouma’s body lying in a heap on the floor and notes, idly, that she was wearing a floral dress. It has been a long time since Jannie has seen her in anything but trousers and a shirt.


Ouma’s arm has slipped off the table and hangs down into the dark space beneath. Her hand, fine-veined and long-fingered, is suspended there like a chandelier, the structure so clear, more like bits of stone than blood and bone.


The sun from the window beyond slants across the floor in a way with which Jannie is entirely intimate. He knows that it will hit the table in a matter of minutes and when it does the hand will be bathed in sunlight.


There it is. Luminous. The skin under the nails pink-hued, like the pads of a cat, so petal pale, as if it still lives. Jannie gets up out of his chair and catches the suspended hand in his. It is frigid to the touch. He reaches for her other hand without thinking and compares the two.


The subtle pink is not present under the nails of the left hand.


He is bowed over with the business of filtering what he has seen and smelt like a whale sucking plankton into its mouth and tasting the flavour of each particle. He wouldn’t be able to put it into words, but the truth is that he is beginning to shift from grieving friend to seeker. It is an awkward metamorphosis; he sends shoots across the gap between one state and the other but none seems to take hold. It leaves him in no-man’s land.


He crosses Ouma’s hands over her chest. Stops. No, she would never want to appear so pious. He can hear her say, Do not make me seem what I am not, Jannie Claassens. So he stretches her arms out alongside her body and then, reluctantly, covers her with the sheet.





CHAPTER SEVEN



Inside her small brick two-roomed house Gogo washes her body using a bucket and a cloth. She rubs Vaseline on the bottoms of her cracked feet and on her hands.


The investigating officer and his policemen wait under the shade of the acacia tree in the middle of the lawn. One of them pulls the tender centre out of a luxuriant blade of grass and chews it slowly. The other lights a cigarette and watches Jannie hover in the dust outside the old woman’s house.


Jannie wants fervently to accompany Gogo to the morgue. To lean over the shoulder of the pathologist as he works and whisper, Look under the fingernails on the right hand, but it goes against protocol to muscle in on someone else’s investigation and he senses the man would take it badly. Jannie is known for playing by the rules.


Gogo dresses with care, as if for church. The room around her is pristine; her bed, raised off the floor on bricks, is draped with a series of white, starched, hand-embroidered cloths that speak to beauty and order.


Gogo binds her brightest and best scarf in an intricate turban around her head. Then she sails out of her small house like a stately ocean liner.


Jannie watches the police van labour up the steep driveway until it disappears over the brow of the hill.


*

If Jannie’s diminutive mother sees the degree of her son’s need as she opens the farmhouse door to him, she makes no sign of it.


‘The bougainvillea by the gate is losing its leaves,’ she says as she kisses Jannie on his forehead. He learnt long ago to lower his head for this purpose. It saves mother and son from having to touch anywhere but lip to head, sufficient to say you care but not enough to overwhelm.


Jannie was obscenely young when he understood the limits of his mother’s power, yet today, just this once, he’d like her to hear him out and then keep standing in the rapids of his sorrow.
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