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         A FLY straddles another fly on the faded denim stretched over the knee. Sooner or later, the knee will have to make a move, but now it is immobilised by the two flies, the lower of which is so still that it seems dead. The fly on top is on the contrary quite agitated, jerking tremulously, then convulsively, putting out its left foreleg to whip, or maybe to stroke some sort of reaction out of the fly beneath, which, however, remains so still that it seems dead. A microscope might perhaps reveal animal ecstasy in its innumerable eyes, but only to the human mind behind the microscope, and besides, the fetching and rigging up of a microscope, if one were available, would interrupt the flies. Sooner or later some such interruption will be inevitable; there will be an itch to scratch or a nervous movement to make or even a bladder to go and empty. But now there is only immobility. The fly on top is now perfectly still also. Sooner or later some interruption will be necessary, a bowl of gruel to be eaten, for instance, or a conversation to undergo. Sooner or later a bowl of gruel will be brought, unless perhaps it has already been brought, and the time has come to go and get rid of it, in which case –

         
 

         – Would you rather have your gruel now or when I come back from Mrs. Mgulu?

         
 

         The question is inevitable, but will not necessarily occur in that precise form.

         
 

         – Two flies are making love on my knee.
 

         – Flies don’t make love. They have sexual intercourse.
 

         – On the contrary.
 

         – You mean they make love but don’t have sexual intercourse?

         
 

         – I mean it’s human beings who have sexual intercourse but don’t make love.

         
 

         – Very witty. But you are talking to yourself. This dialogue will not necessarily occur.

         
 

         The straddled fly stretches out its forelegs and rubs them together, but the fly on top is perfectly still. Soon the itch will have to be scratched.

         
 

         – Hello, is there anyone there? It’s Mrs. Tom.
 

         – Who is it? Oh, hello, Mrs. Tom, did you get my message?

         
 

         – Yes, that’s why I came, and how are you?
 

         – I was delayed this morning by Mrs. Ned’s tub, it was broken you see, so I was too late to catch Mrs. Jim. But Mr. Marburg the butler kindly offered to get in touch with you.

         
 

         The itch is scratched very gently, so as not to disturb the flies. The fly on top trembles, quivers and sags, then stretches out its left foreleg to flicker some reaction out of the straddled fly, which, however, is now quite still. Sooner or later the knee’s immobility will undergo a mutation, a muscle will twitch and the flies will be disturbed. But for the moment they are dead to the world, even to the commotion made at the door by the coming interruption, the question which sooner or later must occur, in some form or other.

         
 

         – That was Mrs. Tom.
 

         – I know, I heard her.

         
 

         – She got my message in spite of everything. You see I was late at Mrs. Mgulu’s this morning, on account of Mrs. Ned’s tub.

         
 

         – Look, two flies are making love on my knee.
 

         The squint seems bluer today, and wider. The pale eye that doesn’t move is fixed on the two flies, but the mobile eye wriggles away from them, its blue mobility calling out the blueness of the temple veins and a hint of blue in the white skin around. Then this eye too remains fixed, reproachful perhaps.

         
 

         – Mrs. Mgulu looks quite ill you know, at least, as far as one can tell, with that wonderfully black skin. Yesterday apparently the doctor changed all her medicines, so she said I could have her old ones. This is for the thyroid. And this one’s for the duodenum, look.

         
 

         – Don’t come too near, you’ll frighten them.
 

         The pale fixed eye stands guard over the flies. The other moves along the print.

         
 

         – Duodenica  is an oral antacid buffer specially prepared for easy absorption by the sick the aged and the very young its gentle action provides continuous antacid action without alkalisation  or  fluctuations reducing  gastric  acidity to  an equable level of p H 4 which is sufficient to relieve pain and discomfort with practically no interference with the secretory balance of the stomach or other normal digestive mechanisms. Duodenica  is particularly recommended in  cases of over-alcoholisation supersatiation ulceration hyperacidity dyspepsia Duodenica  is NOT a drug one capsule twice a day during or   after   meals   NOT   to   be   taken   without   a   doctor’s prescription.

         
 

         In the sudden silence the fly on top is very still, so still that it seems dead under that pale policing eye.

         
 

         – Would you rather have your gruel now or in a little while? It makes no difference to me, I have things to do.

         
 

         – Sooner or later I shall have to disturb them.
 

         The mobile eye shifts towards the knee and back, but the two flies lie quite still, as if dead to that extra light of awareness briefly upon them.

         
 

         – Where’s your fly-swatter? Ah, here.
 

         – Don’t! … frighten them.
 

         – There’s hundreds of eggs in that fly. Think of the summer. It’s the winter flies you have to kill. Well I’ll leave the thyroid  thing   with   you,   and  the  Duodenica.      There  are some suppositories too, let’s see, anti-infectious therapeutic and tonifying by means of bacteriostatic properties of four sulphonamides selected among the most active and least toxic, together with – ah no, that’s for dogs, how silly of me.

         
 

         The winter flies lie quite still, dead to the removal of that pale light of awareness briefly upon them. Sooner or later there will be a movement to make, a bladder to go and empty and a bowl of gruel to go and eat. The fly-swatter is made of bright red plastic. Through it, the high small window looks trellised in red, a darker red against the light, almost a wine-red. Through the trellis the winter sky is blue and pale, paler than the summer sky. But it is difficult to re-visualise the exact degree of blueness in the summer sky without interposing picture postcards as sold in the city streets. No sky is as blue as that, not even here in the South. It is difficult to re-imagine the exact degree of heat, and picture postcards are cold. The winter flies lie quite still, dead to their present framing in a circle of dark red plastic, dead to the removal of the red plastic frame around the light of awareness on them. Sooner or later they must be interrupted, but now there is only immobility.

         
 

         The knee lowers itself gently, an earth transferred, a mountain moved by faith. The leg stretches slowly to a horizontal position. The elbows on which the recumbent body rests have to straighten out so that the body can rise from the mattress on the floor, using the hands to lean on. In the process the knees bend up again slightly. The winter flies take off, locked in a lurching flight, at eye-level, then, together still, they sway up towards the high small window a long way from the floor, and land their conjugal bodies on the transverse bar, where they lie very quiet, so quiet they might be dead.

         
 

         Even at eye-level the flies lie quiet on the transverse bar, so quiet they might be dead.

         
 

         The kitchen door is framed by the bedroom door. At the end of the short dark passage, almost cubic in its brevity, the kitchen through the open door seems luminous, apparently framed in red. The doors however are of rough dark wood. The walls of the passage are at right angles when curving is desired.

         
 

         The circle of steaming gruel in the bowl is greyish white and pimply.

         
 

         A conversation occurs.
 

         A microscope might perhaps reveal animal ecstasy among the innumerable white globules in the circle of gruel, but only to the human mind behind the microscope. And besides, the fetching and the rigging up of a microscope, if one were available, would interrupt the globules. If, indeed, the gruel hadn’t been eaten by then, in which case a gastroscope would be more to the point. And a gastroscope at that juncture of the gruel’s journey would provoke nausea.

         
 

         – Mrs. Mgulu looks quite ill, you know, but then she will complicate life for herself. She was expecting toys for the children this morning, and it was important they shouldn’t see them arrive, so they were sent out with the nanny and Mrs. Mgulu stayed home, so that delayed her, and by the time she got to town she was late for the hairdresser and he kept her waiting, though really, she doesn’t need it, her hair looks lovely and smooth, in the middle of all those preparations, and pheasants too, and seven servants away ill. Well, she was grateful to me, I can tell you, she even gave me a bonus. So I bought a tin of pineapple fingers. You never know when it may come in useful.

         
 

         A rectangle of light ripples on the wooden table. The wrinkled wood inside the rectangle seems to be flowing into the wrinkled wood outside it, which looks darker. If the source of rippling light were not known to be an oblique ray of winter sun filtering through the top segment of the slightly swaying beads over the doorway, the wrinkled wood might be thought alive, as alive, at any rate, as the network of minute lines on the back of the wrist. But the minute lines on the back of the wrist do not flow as the wrinkled wood seems to flow. A microscope might perhaps reveal which is the more alive of the two.

         
 

         The rectangle of light is only a refracted continuation of the oblong thrown on the red stone floor between the doorway and the table. The beads ripple the light of this oblong also, turning the red stone floor into a red river. Sometimes it is sufficient to envisage a change for the change to occur. The hanging beads are still, however, and the red river is only a stone floor.

         
 

         – Take one or more tins of Frankfurt sausages allowing two per person gently split each sausage down the middle and insert one pineapple finger into each split simmer in pineapple juice for two to three minutes meanwhile open a tin of either spinach or garden peas and warm up but do not boil in thick bottomed saucepan serve the pineapple sausages piping hot on a bed of spinach or garden peas. That sounds very good. Would you like some more gruel?

         
 

         The circle of gruel in the bowl is greyish white and pimply. It steams less, and appears quite flaccid. In the rectangle of rippling light a fly moves jerkily.

         
 

         The squint is not so blue, or so wide, in the luminosity thrown by the oblong of moving light on the red stone floor and the rectangle of rippling light on the wooden table. It is good that the gruel was not brought but come to, arrived at. Sooner or later movement, which is necessary but not inevitable, will lead to attainment. Yet, frequently, the gruel is brought.

         
 

         – Mrs. Ned’s tub was broken, you see, and I helped her mend it. So naturally I arrived too late this morning to catch Mrs. Jim. Mr. Marburg the butler said she waited as long as possible, but then she had to go or she’d get the worst of the market. Because of course she knew from yesterday that I would have a message for her to give to Mrs. Tom, but she didn’t know that Mrs. Ned would delay me with her tub. So then when she got back I hadn’t been able to give her the message. Well in the end it didn’t matter because Mr. Marburg the butler was most obliging and said he would contact Mrs. Tom and himself give her the message, but he charged me for the call, pocketing the money no doubt because I can’t see that Mrs. Mgulu would know one way or the other, but he said she keeps a careful check on such things.

         
 

         Some of the gruel’s globules remain attached to the rounded white sides of the bowl, which looks like the inside of the moon. Nobody has ever photographed the inside of the moon. To see inside a bladder the instrument is called a cystoscope. The inside of a bladder is framed in pink.

         
 

         Yet frequently, the gruel is brought. It has then been sufficient merely to imagine movement for the movement to occur. Or not, as the case might be.

         
 

         The skin around the eyes, both the mobile eye and the fixed eye, is waxy. But the eyelids are the right colour. More so, at any rate, than usual, at least in the luminosity thrown by the oblong of moving light on the red stone floor.

         
 

         – Yes, I am pale, but look at my eyelids, they are the right colour, for the time of year, I mean.

         
 

         – So they are. It is a pity, of course, that the colour has gone out of fashion.

         
 

         – Very witty. But you are talking to yourself. This dialogue does not necessarily occur.

         
 

         The waxiness is due to a deficiency in the liver.
 

         In the rectangle of rippling light on the wrinkled wood of the kitchen table there is no fly.

         
 

         – Did you bring the Duodenica?  It said during or after meals, or was it before? What does it say?

         
 

         The formula printed on the bottle marked Duodenica  is Aluminium  glycinate   (dihydroxy  aluminium  aminoacetate) 850 mg. light magnesium carbonate B.P. 150 mg.

         
 

         – I think you ought to take this, not me.
 

         – Oh thank you, I was hoping you’d say that. Then you can have this heart extract, o point two grammes of heart extract, corresponding to o point eight o six grammes of fresh organs.  Or this one.  It’s for the bladder.  Hexamethylene tetramine crystallised and chemically pure both preventive and curative diuretic it constitutes an active dissolvant of uric acid especially for all infections of bilious and urinary ducts colitis angiocholitis pyelitis pyelonephritis etcetera its antiseptic powers are reinforced by a minimal addition of potassium citrate to the hexamethylene tetramine. By the way did you go to the Labour Exchange this morning?

         
 

         The waxiness could even be due to cancer.
 

         The bedroom door is framed by the kitchen door. In the short passage, almost cubic in its brevity, the lavatory door to the left is certainly another possibility. To the right of the kitchen door, facing the lavatory door, the door to the front verandah room, where the lodgers live, is not a possibility. If the waxiness were due to cancer then the eyelids would not be the right colour, but of course the colour of the eyelids might have reflected the luminosity from the rectangle of rippling light. On the other hand, the luminosity thrown by the rectangle of light would also have affected the waxiness of the skin elsewhere around the eyes. A microscope might perhaps reveal, a teinoscope might perhaps reveal, from this position between the small high window and the mattress on the floor, through the cubic passage and the angular framework of the kitchen door, that the squint is less wide and less blue, less noticeable in the luminosity thrown by the oblong of moving light on the red stone floor. A telescope might perhaps reveal a planet off course, a satellite out of orbit.

         
 

         The transverse bar of the window is dark and flaking with age. At eye-level it is empty of flies. The old wood has cracked considerably, as if the flies had caused much commotion in their wintry love-making. Flies do not make love, they have sexual intercourse. Only human beings make love. The transverse bar at eye-level is quite empty. The vertical bar is empty too, and the window-sill, and the window-panes, and the vertical wall around the window, and the other three walls, and the low cracked ceiling, all are empty of flies in their wintry occupation.

         
 

         – Occupation?
 

         – I am a builder.
 

         Behind the trellis the bland black face looks patched like wet asphalt with curved oblongs and blobs of white light.

         
 

         – A builder? But your hands. They look such sensitive hands.

         
 

         – Ah, but have you seen my eyelids, they are the right colour.

         
 

         – You know very well this dialogue cannot occur. Start again. Occupation?

         
 

         – I am a builder.
 

         – The truth is after all unimportant in a case like this.
 

         – I haven’t actually built for a long time, you see. I am as you might say a master builder, a man of ideas, which others carry out. No, well, they haven’t for a long time, it’s true.  In my country they did, before the displacement of course. I had many people under me. I built many houses, in many different styles, as for example the miniature stately home style. That used to be very fashionable you know. I lived in a miniature stately home style house I built myself. I also built office blocks. The old glass house style, you seem to like it here. I was very successful –

         
 

         – Look, since you’re inventing this dialogue you ought to give something to the other chap to say.

         
 

         – But I must get all those facts in.
 

         – He won’t let you, he exists too, you know.
 

         – I suppose so, with his beautiful bland black face patched like wet asphalt in curved oblongs and blobs of light. And the facts, anyway, are not true.

         
 

         – I know. You must be more realistic. Say for instance that you were trained at a Resettlement Camp.

         
 

         – I built the tower of Pisa and it leant.
 

         – Inside it spirals. A bronchoscope might perhaps reveal –
 

         – Oh shut up.
 

         At eye-level through the window, about three metres away, and to the left of the fig-tree which overlooks the road, there is Mrs. Ned’s bungalow. Some people would call it a shack. The windowless clapboard wall immediately opposite is dark with age and the cunonia at the corner of it is dead, its dark red spike dried up. To the right, at the front of the bungalow, the verandah looks dilapidated and at the back the straw shed over the wash-tub is crumbling down. The wash-tub has a bar of new pale wood nailed along its top edge. The shack is exactly similar to this bungalow and exactly in line with it, but too close, for it blocks the view. Some people would call the verandah a porch.

         
 

         – Well, you started it, your dialogue gets out of hand.
 

         A telemetre might perhaps reveal the distance to be three and a half metres, or even four. The view to the right, if it were visible from this position at the right of the window, would be the fig-tree. The view obliquely to the left is of the corner of the porch belonging to the shack next to Mrs. Ned’s. The view ahead, if a view were available, would consist of innumerable bungalows in small bare gardens where nothing grows very tall. Some people would call them shacks. The shacks would be low and spare with slightly sloping corrugated iron roofs that straddle the smaller roofs of the entrance verandahs. The insulating paint on most of the roofs would have flaked away leaving brown patches of rusting ripple. The gardens would be small and flat.

         
 

         – You’re incapable of preparing any episode in advance. You can’t even think.

         
 

         At least that is the view from the kitchen window over the sink, which faces the South East side of the Settlement, unblocked by Mrs. Ned’s shack. If Mrs. Ned’s shack were not in the way, all the innumerable other shacks to the South West would be visible from this window also, unless all the shacks save this one had been removed, or destroyed, in the walking interval between the kitchen window and this window. It is sometimes sufficient merely to imagine an episode for the episode to occur. A periscope might perhaps reveal a scene of pastoral non-habitation. It would be sufficient merely to move two steps to the left for the window to be filled, in an oblique way, only with the fig-tree.

         
 

         – I am a builder. I received Vocational Training at a Resettlement Camp after the displacement. Since then, however, I have only been spasmodically in labour. Since then, however, I have only been employed intermittently.

         
 

         Frequently, after all, the gruel is brought. It is sometimes sufficient merely to imagine movement, in the walking interval between the kitchen window and this window, for the movement to occur, though not necessarily in that precise form. The gardens, when visible, are too small and the shacks too close for health. Every shack, climbing over its own verandah, might be a fly straddling another fly. It is sometimes sufficient to imagine a change, but in this case the shacks, if visible, would merely be shacks. Some people like to call them bungalows.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Beyond the closed wrought-iron gates the mimosas up at the big house are in bloom, gracefully draping the top of the white pillars on either side of the gate. Single branches also droop over the white; wall that separates the property from the road. Beyond the tall wrought-iron gates and beyond the mimosa on either side the plane-trees line the drive, casting a welcome shade. One half of the tall wrought-iron gates may be ajar, might perhaps be pushed open with an effort of the will. It is sometimes sufficient.

         
 

         Here however the fig-tree’s thick grey twigs poke upwards into the sky. The branches bearing them are contorted, like the convolutions of the brain. The darker grey trunk leans along the edge of the bank at an angle of forty degrees, inside which, from a standing position, the road may be seen. One of the branches sweeps downwards out of the trunk, away from the road, forming with the trunk an arch that frames the piece of road within it. The thick and long grey twigs on this down sweeping branch grow first downward also, then curve up like large U-letters.

         
 

         In summer, from ground-level, nearer to the fig-tree, the arch formed by the leaning trunk and the down-sweeping branch frames a whole landscape of descending olive-groves beyond the road, which itself disappears behind the bank. In summer the grey framework of trunk and branch is further framed by a mass of deep green foliage.

         
 

         At the moment, from a standing position, it is only a piece of road which is framed. At the moment the fig-tree looks blasted.

         
 

         If the fig-tree here looks blasted then the mimosas up at the big house cannot be in bloom. The two events do not occur simultaneously. It is sometimes sufficient to imagine but only within nature’s possibilities.

         
 

         Beyond the closed wrought-iron gates the plane-trees line the drive, forming with their bare and upward branches a series of networks that become finer and finer as the drive recedes towards the big house, made now discernible by the leaflessness. First there are the vertical bars of the tall wrought-iron gates, flanked, behind the two white pillars and white walls, by the feathery green mimosa trees which are not in bloom. Beyond the vertical bars of the closed wrought-iron gates there is the thick network of the first plane-trees on either side of the drive. Beyond the thick network of bare branches there is a finer network, closing in a little over the drive, and beyond that a finer network still. The network of bare branches functions in depth, a corridor of cobwebs full of traps for flies, woven by a giant spider behind huge prison bars.

         
 

         It is not true that the mimosas cannot blossom while the fig-tree looks blasted. The small nodules just visible on the straight long twigs of the fig-tree may already represent the first, January round of buds, the edible ones which do not produce leaves and fruit. Therefore the mimosas could just be in bloom. Unless of course the fig-tree does not look as blasted as all that. The nodules could already be the buds that produce leaves and fruit, in which case the problem does not arise.

         
 

         – Oh anyworrourr slishy ming nang pactergoo worror worrerer-er-er-er   whinnyman   shoo.   Oh   no.   Fang   hang norryman, go many wolloshor-or-or nang – Oh, how silly of me, tharrawarrapack hang norryman.

         
 

         – Is it you or me you’re talking to? Because I haven’t heard a word.

         
 

         – I was talking to myself. I was just saying that I forgot to ask Mrs. Jim to buy me a packet of gruel when she went to the market this morning. I couldn’t go myself because Mrs. Mgulu wanted the sheets changed in three of the guest-rooms, her friends from Kenya are leaving you see and others are arriving. She didn’t say where from. And then I remembered that I had an extra packet stored away behind the tins for just such an emergency.

         
 

         It is not, however, January. Early December must be the latest possible time for flies to make love. For flies to have sexual intercourse. Unless perhaps a certain period has already elapsed since that episode, if indeed it occurred. The flies may have been a product of the fine network that functions in depth, in which case they will certainly have got caught in the cobwebs.

         
 

         The squint, very wide and very blue, hovers in the doorway, a planet off course, a satellite out of orbit. The skin around the eyes, both the mobile eye and the static eye, is waxy. There is no reproach in the mobile eye. The emotion expressed is nearer to concern. The static eye expresses only off-ness, since it is static, and it is this off-ness which emphasises whatever emotion the mobile eye is expressing.

         
 

         – Would you rather have your gruel now or later? It makes no difference to me.

         
 

         – I’ll be along in a few minutes.
 

         – I can bring it to you here if you like.
 

         Sooner or later the other question will occur also.
 

         – No, it’s all right.
 

         Most eyes are an octave, one note repeating the other. These are a ninth, sometimes an augmented ninth. The two waves of light, like the two waves of sound, are not quite parallel, and may cause the minute voltages of the neural cells to rise from five microvolts to ten for example. An oscillograph might reveal curious fluctuations. These would not, however, represent the waves of light or sound emanating from the eyes or from the augmented ninth.

         
 

         – The only snag about hiding things for emergencies is that one forgets, either that one has hidden them, or where one has put them. It was just by chance that I took down a tin of curried chicken to read the recipe – it’s a rather succulent one and I wanted to cheer myself up a bit – and there behind it I saw the extra packet of gruel.

         
 

         – I used to be an electrician, actually.
 

         – I thought so, from your delicate hands. Now let me see, there is a temporary vacancy for an oscillographer up at Government House. In the Gallup Poll Department. I take it you play all the instruments?

         
 

         – Was there anything at the Labour Exchange this morning?

         
 

         – I didn’t go.
 

         – Oh, you said you would. You haven’t been for three weeks.

         
 

         – And before that I went for eighteen months.
 

         – Well at least you got the unemployment pills. Just look at you. Well, I promised Mrs. Mgulu you would go up and see her head gardener this afternoon. It’s very kind of her to have arranged it, you know. She takes an interest.

         
 

         Beyond the tall wrought-iron gate the mimosas are in bloom, gracefully draping the top of the white pillars on either side. Single branches also droop over the white wall that separates the property from the road. Beyond the mimosas the plane-trees line the drive, casting a welcome shade. No. Beyond the mimosas the plane-trees line the drive, forming with their bare and upward branches a series of networks that become finer and finer as the drive recedes towards the big house, discernible through the leaflessness. One half of the tall wrought-iron gate is open, by remote control perhaps, unless it has been pushed open by an effort of the will.

         
 

         – You have to go round the back, past the kitchen garden, you know. There’s a black painted door in the wall, and you ring the bell, it’s a cottage really, the head gardener lives there. He’s expecting you at three.

         
 

         Sometimes the gruel is brought.
 

         Mrs. Mgulu sits graciously at her dressing-table, brushing her thick black hair into sleekness and she takes an interest. Mrs. Mgulu sits graciously at her dressing-table, having her thick long black hair brushed into sleekness and she takes an interest. She takes an interest in the crackling electricity of her hair which is being brushed into sleekness by a pert Bahuko maid, whose profile is reversed in the mirror. Mrs. Mgulu does not choose to be touched by sickly Colourless hands. In the tall gilt-frame mirror the smooth Asswati face smiles, mostly at the front of the head framed by the long black hair, with self-love in the round black eyes and in the thick half-open lips, but occasionally with graciousness at the reflection of the white woman changing the sheets on the bed behind the head framed by the long black hair. The white woman can be seen in the mirror beyond the pert profile and beyond the smooth Asswati face, whose smiling black eyes shift a little to the right, with graciousness, and then a little to the left, with self-love. A psychoscope might perhaps reveal the expression to be one of pleasure in beauty, rather than self-love. The scene might occur, for that matter, in quite a different form. The personal maid, for example, could be Colourless after all.

         
 

         – Oh, no. I mean, she’d have to assist me in my bath. Oh, no.

         
 

         – Why not? says somebody or other representing some thing dead, but there is no person in the mirror.

         
 

         – Even my husband Dr. Mgulu, who stands on an Inter nationalist Platform, would not let his white boy assist him in his bath.

         
 

         – And yet, says somebody or other, his eyelids are the right colour.

         
 

         The waxiness is due to a deficiency in the liver. The waxiness, hovering in the doorway, hides behind a curling wisp of steam. There is no reproach in the mobile eye, the emotion expressed is nearer to concern, veiled a little by the curling wisp of steam.

         
 

         – The post has come. There’s one for you, it’s the Labour Exchange. I’ve got a letter too, I can’t think who from. It gets on my nerves the way Mrs. Ivan opens tins and leaves them out on the table in there. It smells even in the corridor. I wonder how they haven’t poisoned themselves. I can’t read the postmark.

         
 

         The circle of steaming gruel in the bowl is greyish white and pimply.

         
 

         – I know this writing, I know it very well, but I just can’t – let’s see – oh I do believe – yes it’s from Joan Dkimba née Willoughby, she was at school with me. You don’t know her, she married very well, dear Lilly I’ve been meaning to write for ages but I’ve been so busy I wonder how you are, well I hope, here all is well too except that the children all had measles one after the other instead of all together according to our records you have not reported to this Exchange for three weeks a terrible bout of gastric trouble but I’m better now, poor thing I must send her some Duodenica,  Denton is doing very well he is Chief Spokesman now you must have seen his name he travels a lot too and unemployment benefit cannot be administered retrospectively. We cannot keep any person on our books who does not report daily. Your group’s reporting time is: 8 a.m. Daily from 8 a.m. a gnarled left hand lies immobile on the next human thigh at the Labour Exchange. Sooner or later a name will be called out and the thigh will slope up in a vertical position, slowly or suddenly according to this terrible wave of unemployment which I hope hasn’t reached you in any shape or form you being such  a very  active  person  well at least she remembers that about me, isn’t that nice, and er-er-er-er – ever down your way I’ll look you up though at the moment it seems unlikely. However one never knows and in the meantime do let me know how you’ve been faring yours ever Joan.

         
 

         Some of the gruel’s white globules remain attached to the rounded white sides of the bowl. Sooner or later there will be a movement to make, a raising of the haunches, a shuffling of the feet, an emptying of the bladder. Sooner or later a name will be called out, and the next human thigh will slope up into a vertical position though not necessarily in that precise form.

         
 

         – I am a gardener. I received Vocational Training at the Resettlement Camp after the displacement. Since then, however, I have only been intermittently employed.

         
 

         – I am a gardener. I specialise in tending fig-trees. I eat the first crop of buds, in January, they make me strong and virile. I tend the second crop with secret knowledge handed down by generations.

         
 

         – What does your letter say?
 

         – I must report daily from 8 a.m.
 

         – Nothing else?
 

         – It’s a printed slip. The time is handwritten.
 

         – Oh I see. Well, that’s lucky isn’t it? You could do with the benefit pills. It’s nice to hear from Joan. She always played the part of the fairy princess in the school play. And she’s done very well. You never know, she might be able to help you, indirectly I mean. Not that I’d ever ask her, but she takes an interest. Would you like some more gruel?

         
 

         The white globules – sometimes it is sufficient simply to speak, to say no thank you, or yes please, as the case might be, for the sequence not to occur.

         
 

         The black nodules on the bare branches of the fig-tree which, close up, does not look blasted, seem to represent the first crop of buds. A simple test would be to taste one, or even several. From here inside the curve of the downsweeping branch the sky is entirely filled with long grey twigs that poke into the eyebrow line topping the field of vision. In the lower part, on either side of the nose, the branches that bear the twigs are thick and grey and contorted. To the right of the nose, with the left eye closed, the thickest branch sweeps horizontally below the starting-line of the yellow grass patch, where Mrs. Ned’s shack begins. To the left of the nose, with the right eye closed, it underlines Mrs. Ned’s shack, as if Mrs. Ned’s shack were built on it. The fig-tree does not look blasted, for the rough grey bark is wrinkled in the bend of the trunk like a thigh of creased denim shot with darker thread. The rough grey bark is shot with black lines running parallel down the length of the thicker branches, in high relief but discontinuous and made up of black dots. These lines are interrupted by the thick transverse cracks where the trunk curves, or by crinkly craters where branches have been cut away. The smaller branches are like curved spines, knotty but smoother in between the bumps, and with the transverse lines more regularly marked. The dots are paler and more scattered. To the carelessly naked eye the dots of these smaller lines are not immediately visible. But a microscope would certainly reveal a system of parallel highways all along the branches in discontinuous black blobs like vehicles immobilised. Or neural cells perhaps.

         
 

         The bud tastes sweetly insipid on the tongue, but sharper on the palate. One step forward and Mrs. Ned’s shack is framed in a trapeze of black twig and branch. The branch runs below, thickly, like a censored caption, and sweeps down to the right towards the grass, where the long grey twigs it bears grow first downwards and then curve up, in large U-letters. The buds taste distinctly sharper after they have passed beyond the taste-buds. The mimosas could just be in bloom.

         
 

         Mrs. Ned’s shack grows big. A red and white blob floats in the darkness behind the verandah window, grows big and becomes presumably Mrs. Ned, though without a head. The rectangular frame of the verandah is itself still held in the rounded frame formed by the line of the eyebrow and the line of the nose, to the left of the nose with the right eye closed, to the right of the nose with the left eye closed; below, there is the invisible but assumed line of the cheek, which becomes visible only with a downward look that blurs the picture. The frame of the verandah expands beyond the rounded field of vision as Mrs. Ned grows unmistakably into Mrs Ned, who is ironing in the small front room. She bends her white face downwards, more than is perhaps necessary for ironing, and shows therefore mostly the top of her brown head, with the thin untidy hair emerging now from the dark background. She is cut across the chest by an oblong bar of light reflected in the glass. The frame of the verandah engulfs as Mrs. Ned looks up and smiles, with eyebrows raised perhaps more than is necessary for the occasion. A camera with a telescopic lens used on approach might perhaps have revealed that Mrs. Ned had in fact looked up and out of the verandah door, but only to the human mind behind the lens, and besides, the rigging up or even the mere carrying, at eye-level, of such a camera, if one had been available, would have caused Mrs. Ned to look up, thus proving nothing. The bar of oblong light reflected in the glass vanishes. Mrs. Ned is no longer cut in half but framed by the open door, whole and unmistakably Mrs. Ned, in a white apron and red cardigan. The cardigan’s collar half hides the goitre to the left of the neck.

         
 

         A conversation occurs.
 

         The ironing-board rests on the backs of two kitchen chairs. The smell is of steamed soap. A basket of unironed things lies on the floor to the right of the ironing-board. To the right of the verandah door, facing Mrs. Ned, a crisp white overall hangs on a hanger from the left hand knob on the top drawer of the tall dark chest of drawers. A shining but faded green blouse hangs from the other knob. And over the big brass double-bed in the left corner behind Mrs. Ned clothes and towels are neatly folded and regimented. Mrs. Ned’s four grown daughters, who are out in service, use the bed in turns of two and Mrs Ned sleeps in the small back room. Alternatively three of the four grown daughters who are out in service sleep in the big brass double-bed, the fourth sharing the small back room with Mrs. Ned. Or two, and two, Mrs. Ned using the big brass double-bed perhaps. The walk look like the surface of the moon. The smell is of steamed soap. The hard eyes stare but strike an octave. At most a tonic chord. The phrase what a surprise has come and gone, unless perhaps it formed part of the merely tonic chord, the expected notes, which have not in fact been played.

         
 

         – if you don’t mind, I mean.
 

         – No, I don’t mind.
 

         The tall dark chest of drawers is pocked with worms. The passage, with walls at right angles where curving is desired, is almost cubic in its brevity. The smell of soap remains behind as the nose follows Mrs. Ned, who smells of freshly chopped onions and washing-up water. Her legs are thin and very white, which, in a black man’s world, has more than adulterous appeal, the tender, incestuous appeal of love within minorities. To the left, the kitchen is not luminous, nor is it framed in red. The kitchen is spick and span but colourless and Mrs. Ned herself smells of freshly chopped onions, sweat and washing-up water. Her arms throw her voice about, it rebounds against the walls and she catches it. The kitchen is colourless and mottled. The hanging beads over the doorway are mottled and make a crackling sound.

         
 

         – So you see this top bit keeps coming off and that’s just where I beat the washing, it can’t take the strain I suppose.

         
 

         The wash-tub is a rounded hollow of zinc encased in dark sodden wood which has cracked. Along the top in front. A new but bent board of thin wood lies on the ground in front of the tub, with nails sticking out of it. Next to it lies a hammer.

         
 

         Sooner or later the bent board of thin soft wood will embrace the tub. The eyes of Mrs. Ned strike a tonic chord of expected notes. The arms no longer throw the voice about, the voice is quiet and the white arms naked to the elbow rest along the edge of the tub. The vertical upper arms, after the elbow, are wrapped in red and the fresh air absorbs the smell of washing-up water and sweat. The red cardigan partly conceals the goitre on the neck. Sooner or later a movement will have to be made. The kitchen, through the hanging beads, is dark.

         
 

         Sometimes it is sufficient merely to speak, to say perhaps or I don’t think so, as the case might be, or even, in this instance, to hammer a nail into the bent board over the dark sodden wood, for the sequence not to occur. Such as, for example,

         
 

         – Ooh! You gave me a shock, that went right through me.

         
 

         – I don’t think so.
 

         The white forearms move away from the edge of the tub, but one hand remains on it with the arm arching over.

         
 

         Up at the big house, the mimosas are in bloom. Beyond the tall wrought-iron gates they rise and gracefully drape over the white wall separating the property from the road. The mimosas –

         
 

         The conversation, during the hammering, takes the form of excited squeals and giggles.

         
 

         – Ooh! You gave me a shock.

         
 

         – Did I, my dear? And what would you say to this?
 

         Or rather, the conversation, during the hammering, takes the form of admiring murmurs and modestly expressed advice. One hand remains on the edge of the tub with the arm arching over. The right leg stands so near that it would be possible to stroke it all the way up, thin though it is. The right leg is very white and granulated with black dots.

         
 

         – The nails don’t get a grip. The wood is too sodden.
 

         – I know. I need a whole new casement really.
 

         The bent board of soft wood embraces the top of the tub. The hammer lies on the edge, then falls with a clatter into the rounded zinc tub, pushed by a careless movement. Both arms dart in to retrieve it, and the hands touch.

         
 

         Beyond the open iron gates up at the big house the plane-trees line the drive, forming with their bare and upward branches a series of networks that become finer and finer as the drive recedes towards the house, made now discernible by the leaflessness. The network of bare branches functions in depth, a corridor of cobwebs full of flies.

         
 

         – My tub seems to have broken, do you think you could come through to the back and have a look at it? If you don’t mind I mean.

         
 

         The passage is almost cubic in its brevity, with walls at right angles. To the left, the kitchen is not luminous, but muddled and mottled, nor is it framed in red. A tape-recorder might perhaps reveal this to be the phrase that came and went, through the short dark passage with walls at right angles. There is otherwise no explanation for the lack of lodgers in the front verandah-room or for the lack of the red framework, or for the colourless mottled kitchen. Beyond the colourlessness the kitchen has once been painted in cream and green. The hanging beads over the doorway are mottled and make a crackling sound.

         
 

         During the hammering, the arms no longer throw the voice about, the voice is quiet and the white forearms hang limp down the white apron, continued a little lower by the marble veined legs, thin and about one metre away.

         
 

         It is sometimes sufficient to say nothing or, in this instance, to hammer a nail into the bent board over the dark sodden wood, for the sequence not to occur, if indeed, the circumstances have been brought about at all in that precise form.

         
 

         – The nails don’t get a grip. The wood is too sodden.
 

         – Did you say something?
 

         – The wood is too sodden.
 

         – I know. Your wife helped me with it earlier but it came off. I need a whole new casement really.

         
 

         The bent board of soft wood embraces the top of the tub. The hammer lies on the edge.

         
 

         – Were you winking at me as you came up to the bungalow? You were making such peculiar faces.

         
 

         – I don’t think so.
 

         The hammer falls with a clatter into the rounded zinc tub, pushed by a careless movement.

         
 

         Beyond the closed wrought-iron gates of the big house the mimosas are just beginning to blossom. Feathery green branches droop like ferns over the white wall that separates the property from the road, scattered here and there with yellow dots. The white wall is gently rounded as the road curves and continues to curve, but almost imperceptibly. It is impossible at any one moment to see whether things are any different round the corner.

         
 

         Mrs. Mgulu, on the other hand, takes an interest.
 

         

             


         
 

         In the white wall, the glossy black door opens suddenly and a jet of icy cold water shoots out at face level.

         
 

         – Ice!
 

         Or alternatively,

         
 

         – Aaah, sprtch, grrr brrr expressing iciness and force of water on face.

         
 

         – Ha-ha! You dirty! You need washing.
 

         Or alternatively,
 

         – Oh, you poor man you. This was not intended. You look sick. Have some Duodenica.

         
 

         – No.

         
 

         – Ha-ha! You dirty! You need washing.
 

         The Bahuko face grins behind the pursuing jet of water which seems to spray out from between the two rows of white teeth, though in fact two black hands must be holding the hose, which is made of red thermoplastic, and a dark but pink-nailed index finger must be on the empty nozzle-holder to make the jet spray instead of pour.

         
 

         – Hee-hee-hee-hee.
 

         The laugh is that of a delighted child.
 

         The red thermoplastic hose lies inside the flower-bed like a snake. The brass nozzle-holder has no spray-nozzle and out of it the water pours gently around the stem of a laurel bush. The red thermoplastic hose curves out of the flower-bed and all the way up the path, then turns behind the white corner of a small house.

         
 

         – Oh, you poor man, you look wet. Is it the bladder troubling you? Have some colimycin.

         
 

         No, that’s the wrong one.
 

         The other one laughs like a delighted child and says you dirty, you need washing.

         
 

         In the white wall the glossy black door opens at last. Good afternoon, I’m the new gardener. But the reality is a negative of the previous images. Instead of the black man clothed in the pursuing jet of water, a woman stands framed in the whiteness, dressed in a black cotton overall, pale face, pale eyes that strike no note, pale hair. The waxiness is due to a deficiency in the liver. Behind the woman in the white frame the background is brown and cypress green.

         
 

         – I’ve come about the gardening job.

         
 

         – Oh, yes. My husband’s somewhere about. Come in.
 

         The path leads straight up to a small white cottage. On either side of the path runs a narrow brown flower-bed and a cypress hedge. The converging greenery engulfs the woman in the black overall, which may after all be a dress, or a black rectangle on two white pillars, moving up the path. The path is made of pink hexagonal tiles, slightly elongated like benzene rings.

         
 

         – Wait here. I’ll go and call him.
 

         The left foot in its dirty canvas shoe is wholly contained in a benzene ring, the other, a little less dirty, has its big toe on the top dividing line like a carbon atom. If there were a single carbon atom at every angle the result would be graphite, soft and black. A little further up, two steps away perhaps, the left foot steps on the dividing line like the two shared carbon atoms of naphthalene, or for that matter the two shared carbon atoms of adenine, but no, the right-hand tile would in that case be pentagonal, more or less, with complex extensions to the right. Nevertheless the left foot angles off on the line that holds the atoms of the molecules together, linking the nitrogen atom to the carbon. The right foot makes a V with it, linking the nitrogen atom to the carbon and hydrogen. The cement between the sides of the long pink hexagons is thin and grey. In this manner, with the appropriate enzyme, represented perhaps by the left heel in a ribose molecule to the South East and a whole series linked by two energy-rich phosphate bonds, the energy can be quantitatively transferred from one molecule to another so that the backward and forward reactions are thermodynamically equivalent. Under biological conditions, however, the reaction is virtually irreversible. The forward reaction is attended by a large loss of energy in the form of heat. Unless perhaps –

         
 

         – Good afternoon.
 

         The head gardener is shocking pink, almost red, under a wide-brimmed hat. He looks ill, too, not like a gardener at all. Perhaps he only ordains the gardening. Quite clearly it is not radiation, or even kidney trouble, it must be his heart. As a dark pink man he is employable.

         
 

         – I believe Mrs. Mgulu –
 

         – What? Speak up, I can’t hear you.
 

         – I believe Mrs. Mgulu –
 

         – Ah yes. She told me about it. You know Mrs. Mgulu well?

         
 

         – No. Oh no. It’s my wife, she –
 

         – Oh, I see. Well isn’t that nice. I’m all for everyone helping each other especially us. Yes. I always say to Polly, that’s my wife, forty-four years we’ve been married and we’ve seen plenty I can assure you. I always say to Polly in these difficult times we must all pull together and sink our ex-differences as Westerners, don’t you agree?

         
 

         The dialogue slowly but smoothly runs along the kindness of his blue eyes and many flowers are mentioned. The red network of veins over his face is very fine, especially on the cheeks where it forms a darker patch like a flower. The dialogue falters and comes to an end. The face turns the red network of veins away, leaving only the broad-brimmed hat and a deeply lined red neck. The voice starts up again, slow, deliberate. A monologue moves away on the other side of the moving hat and the red neck.

         
 

         – That is poinsettia on that wall over there to the right. It will be coming out shortly. Now, did you know that the red flowers, or what appear to be red flowers, are not flowers at all, but leaves? The flower, now, is a modest little yellow thing, inside the red leaves, looking like a mere pistil. These are zinnias, or rather they will be zinnias, in due course. Here the winter irises are out.

         
 

         – And the mimosas. I much admired your mimosas on the way here.

         
 

         – Oh mimosas need no real care. Just sandy soil. The soil is very sandy here. Too sandy for almost everything we want. But modern chemistry is wonderful.

         
 

         The left foot is inside another adenine molecule, the right foot having blotted out one of the energy-rich phosphate bonds East of ribose. The energy-rich bonds cannot be directly used for biological work of any kind, unless transferred to adenesine diphosphate so as to generate new triphosphate molecules. The phosphate radicals –

         
 

         – I’m afraid that once a triphosphate molecule has shed its terminal phosphate radical its life as energy-donor is at an end. In my country –

         
 

         – In your country men were lazy. That is why they lost the battle for survival. It is an article of faith.

         
 

         – This dialogue is out of place, he’s nice, he likes you.
 

         – They’re conceited, lazy, unreliable.
 

         – We don’t bother with them here, they’re a typically temperate flower, you know. Mrs. Mgulu says that chrysanthemums remind her of damp December funerals in the North. But she’s fond of begonias, as you can see, and laurels. These are the young orange-trees. They have been wrongly planted though, in round hollows, instead of on mounds of earth. The water should drain away. They should never be allowed to soak. The gardener who did that seems to have been out of his mind, or drunk perhaps. Well, he was ill, actually, of the malady, he died last week I believe. He was supposed to know. The heel of the left foot is in the ribose molecule, the toe, which is wearing out the canvas, is in the adenine, no, that’s no use, they are pentagonal, it could, however, be oestrone, obtained from stallion’s urine. The right foot is wholly in the elongated hexagon, as in a coffin, during the rainy season. Quite likely they will have been seriously harmed. You would not be replacing him, however, he has in fact already been replaced. I want you, rather, for the watering, not now, but when the dry season begins. Here is one of the hoses, it is kept stretched along the inside of this flower-bed right back to where you came in. In the other direction, however, it will also reach as far as that wall, beyond the olive grove. There are six other hoses and six taps.

         
 

         The thermoplastic hose is green after all that, and slithers along the left flower-bed. The feet move obliquely towards the phosphate energy-rich bonds East of ribose, it takes four or five hours, because of course every plant must be watered individually. Some plants like the spray, you see, and some prefer a plain jet, on the root, or even, some, around the root. These little castor-oil plants, for instance, they grow up large and massive, like those over there, but while they are so small and delicate the jet must not touch them at all, the stem would break. So it’s better not to use the spray-nozzle, but just to put your finger over the nozzle-holder whenever you need to spray. There is a spray-nozzle, however, for certain beds. You need not know much about gardening, but you will have to learn the whole drill. It must be done in the correct order, otherwise some beds get forgotten. The cactuses don’t need direct watering.

         
 

         Both toes are in one large oblong paving stone. Each heel is in a smaller stone, and the line of cement runs between them. The heart beats reach the throat suddenly.

         
 

         – I am a gardener. I received Vocational Training at the Resettlement Camp after the displacement. I –

         
 

         – Did you say something?
 

         – I am a gardener. I received Vocational Training at the Resettlement Camp after the displacement.

         
 

         – Oh. But Mrs. Mgulu gave me to understand that you had no training, and no experience. An odd job man, she said. This is an odd job you understand.

         
 

         – In my country –
 

         – Excuse my asking but was your country Ukay?
 

         – I was head gardener at the White House, I had twenty men under me.

         
 

         – The white house. Which white house? The Ukayans have long had a bad reputation as workers, you know. However, I am not one for generalisations, as I always say to Polly, one must not be hide-bound by dogma, come what may, it’s the particular that counts. I understood from Mrs. Mgulu that your wife had told her you had been a politician in – er – London, would it be?

         
 

         – That’s not true. Never. No, no, no. I was a gardener –
 

         – I see. Well, it all comes to the same thing in the end, doesn’t it. I mean I’m not one for prejudice in these matters. One of my best friends was a Uessayan of Ukay extraction. On the other hand there is no hurry about this particular job. The hot season is not yet due, and much planting remains to be done. You may wish to think about it. I’ll let you know.

         
 

         The feeling is one of heterotrophism. The left foot treads the length of a cemented line. Between the tiles, the right foot carefully selects another line of cement parallel with the edge of the path. The amount of free energy that becomes available for the performance of useful work does not correspond to the total heat change but is equivalent to about ten thousand calories per gram, molecule, the remaining two thousand being involved in the intra-molecular changes of the reaction. It is possible to walk on such parallel lines only, almost without touching the diagonals. It is possible, but difficult, and a little slow, for the molecules are closely linked and have to be either skipped or touched, democratically, each and every one, which leaves little choice. A periscope, held backwards, might perhaps reveal whether the turning away of the red network of veins and the moving off, beyond the red poinsettias, of the broad-brimmed hat over the deeply lined red neck has been totally accomplished, or whether there has been another turn, and a pause, and a watching there still. The green thermoplastic snake lies along the inside of the right-hand flower-bed, about twenty centimetres away from the cypress hedge, quite straight, and very long, leading towards the glossy black door in the white wall. The green thermoplastic snake comes to an end by a laurel-bush, pointing its brass nozzle-holder at the stem, without the spray-nozzle attachment. There is no water coming out of the hose. The glossy black door in the white wall, on this side, is painted yellow.

         
 

         The end of the green thermoplastic hose, held downwards with the right hand six centimetres away from the brass nozzle-holder, and with the left hand further away still, pours an imagined jet of water straight at the spot where the strong stem of the laurel-bush comes out of the earth. The pressure of the water in the hose is not strong. It can be made stronger by holding the hose higher, about a metre or more above the plant, so that the jet of water goes straight down into the root, making a slight hole in the dry earth around the strong stem. The earth drinks quickly. It has been baked all day by the hot sun and it is thirsty. A small puddle forms around the laurel-bush. The baby castor-oil plants are next. The hose must be held much closer, the brass nozzle-holder almost touching the earth around each plant but not touching the plant itself. Held at this height, it gives a jet which does not remove or disturb the earth but flows gently into it.

         
 

         The right hand has jerked. The right arm is a model of still control, and yet the hand that holds the hose six centimetres away from the brass nozzle has jerked sideways, so that the jet, following the movement, has fallen on the delicate reddish stem of the smallest castor-oil plant. The stem has not broken but the plant is uprooted. It is possible, however, to replant it quickly in the now softened earth.

         
 

         – Conceited, lazy, unreliable. It is an article of faith.
 

         – Ha! You dirty, you need washing. Ha!
 

         – Aaah, sprtch, grrr, brrr, stop, shshtop, prshsh.
 

         – Hee-hee-hee! The laugh is that of a delighted child. You have a heart condition. Symptoms? Verbal diarrhoea, sanguine complexion. Did you know that the dark patches on your cheeks are not flowers at all, but blood, belonging like words to the element of fire, quench it, quick, water, water, help fire. I am a doctor you see. Drench, drench.

         
 

         The white wall is gently rounded as the road curves, and continues to curve, but almost imperceptibly. It is impossible ever to see whether things are different round the corner. The bougainvillaea clusters over the top of the wall, backed by young palm trees that sway a little in the luminosity of the white winter sky, and the white wall continues to curve along the curving road. It is impossible to tell when the mimosas will come into view. Sooner or later they will flare brightly into view. The red flowers of the poinsettia, or what appear to be red flowers, which will be coming out shortly, are not flowers at all but leaves. Did you know that? Well of course, I am a gardener. Feathery green branches droop down like ferns over the white wall that separates the property from the road, clustered here and there with yellow dots. Beyond the closed wrought-iron gates the mimosas are just beginning to bloom. Sooner or later they will be a mass of yellow. Sooner or later they will be a mass of gold against the post-card blue sky. It is difficult to revisualise the exact degree of blueness in a summer sky, or to re-imagine the exact degree of heat. You may wish to think about it, I’ll let you know. The hot season is not yet with us and much planting remains to be done.

         
 

         – Yes, well, as a matter of fact I would like to think about it. I hadn’t quite visualised the exact degree of, I hadn’t quite visualised the degree of heat that would be applied. The fire of cosanguinity is excessive. The pressure of the water is low. Pulse diagnosis shows that the plant is uprooted, although the delicate stem has not been actually broken.  It would be possible to replant it quickly in the now softened earth.

         
 

         – Yes, well as a matter of fact I would like to think about it. I hadn’t quite visualised the degree of – servility implied. I am a doctor by training, and although circumstances have, through no fault of theirs, forced many of my countrymen to open the great wrought-iron gates, slowly, by remote control, the plane-trees lining the drive form with their bare and upward branches a series of networks, like a map of the nervous system, that become finer and finer as the drive recedes towards the big house, just discernible through the leaflessness. Beyond the thick network of bare branches there is a finer network, closing in a little over the drive, and beyond that a finer network still. The network of bare branches functions in depth, a corridor of cobwebs full of traps for flies. At the distant centre of the corridor of cobwebs the spider is advancing.

         
 

         The spider is advancing with sparkling teeth bared in a wide flattened grin that blares white as it catches the luminosity of the white winter sky. Nearer and nearer it smoothly advances, apparently stretching across the whole width of the drive, broadening as the drive broadens, approaching with an engulfing threat to the wrought-iron gates until suddenly the gates dwarf it with their own tall fangs that close slowly behind it as it passes through. A pale blue face floats in a blue glass globe above the wide metallic grin. Beyond it, outlined against more light, more glass and moving fronds, a cavern-blue chin-line curved like a madonna’s and pale blue teeth flashing in wide mauve lips under a wide mauve hat of falling plumes, all of it cut, swiftly, by a shaft of light reflected in the glass, and then away, only a purple blob in a moving bubble of quickly shifting blue and green. The number of the vehicle is 24.81.632. There is no numerical significance in such a number. Beyond the vertical bars of the closed wrought-iron gates there is the thick network of the first plane-trees on either side of – oh hell. The number of the vehicle is, the number of the vehicle, the number of the vehicle is gone. The number of the vehicle is insignificant.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Daily from 8 a.m., at the Labour Exchange, a gnarled left hand lies stretched like a claw on the neighbouring human thigh. A fly straddles the high blue vein that comes down from the middle finger towards the thumb. The vein must seem like a rampart to the fly, unless perhaps the fly has no conception of a rampart, any more than it has of love, and does not even know that the vein is blue. Sooner or later the thumb, or even the whole hand with a flick of the wrist, will twitch the fly away. Sooner or later a group of five names will be called out and the thigh will slope up into a vertical position, slowly or suddenly according to the age and the humour and the health, according to the degree of sanguinity or melancholia, according to the balance or imbalance of hope and despair.

         
 

         Dear Madam, your head gardener. Dear Madam, in an age of international and interracial enlightenment such as we have been privileged to witness and partake of on this continent since the displacement, it is a shock and a disappointment for me to have to report to you that your head gardener. Dear Madam, you will only know the name at the bottom of this letter through my wife who serves you, and for whom you were kind enough to arrange an interview with your head gardener. And on behalf of whom you were kind enough. And for whom you were kind enough to arrange an interview between me and your. Between your head gardener and. For whom you were kind enough to ask your head gardener to see me with regard to a job. Dear Madam – you will only know the name at the bottom of this letter through my wife, who works for you, and for whom you were kind enough to ask your head gardener to see me with regard to a job, as I understood it, a job presumably as assistant gardener. In an age of international and interracial enlightenment such as ours, the gnarled left hand lies on its side, with the fingers curling in under the stretched out thumb, as if the hand were holding a bunch of flowers or a stemmed glass. The high blue vein from the middle finger curves upwards towards the thumb.

         
 

         In an age of international and interracial enlightenment such as we have been privileged to witness on our continent since the displacement, the fly moves jerkily on the canvas shoe of the left foot, between the bump made by the big toe and the first hole of the grey shoe-lace. The shoe-lace though grey, is brand new. The blue of the canvas is faded, the shoe is well worn but not in holes. The other shoe, half hidden by the left foot which is crossed over it, may be in holes.

         
 

         The fly takes off. Perhaps the left canvas shoe has twitched slightly with the long waiting. The fly climbs up the air as if the air had steps, and at each stage it rests a little in a state of comatose suspension. From about eye-level it swoops to land on the left knee of the neighbouring human thigh whose leg has a foot that wears a blue canvas-shoe, well-worn but not, to the naked eye, in holes. The fly lands about fifteen centimetres away from the hand that holds an invisible bunch of flowers. Sooner or later a group of five names will be called out. It is a shock and a disappointment. It is with dismay that I have to report to you that your head gardener is still governed by reactionary prejudice. Ha! you dirty! Aaah, grrr.

         
 

         – Please?
 

         The neighbour’s face is as gnarled as his left hand. His eyes–the tiled floor is mottled. Up by the counter some twenty men stand in four short queues of five at each of the four grilled partitions. Further towards the door men mill about in murmuring groups of mostly Colourless faces, some detaching themselves to go out, some detaching themselves to come in. Above the door the notice says Do Not Spit. A Colourless boy pushes through the groups, looks around at the benches along the walls, hesitates then walks towards one of them along the opposite wall. The fly has left the mottled floor, frightened, perhaps, by the banging of metal cupboard doors and filing cabinets. The sound in the air, however, is mottled with human voices. It is all the more astonishing in view of the fact that your head gardener seems to be, to all appearances, himself an ex-Ukayan. The only possible explanation I can think of is all the more astonishing in view of the fact that the wall is dirty green and peeling. The portrait of the Governor on the far wall beyond the strong black heads of the employment clerks at their grilled partitions, the portrait of the Governor with his vain Asswati face, the fly sits like a wart on the corner of the Governor’s stalwart lips. The fly is reflected in the glass, like two warts. Unless perhaps it is a different fly, there being one fly inside the glass and one outside, the female fly seeking its mate on the mottled floor, the male fly on the Governor’s portrait, contemplating its image. The only possible explanation is that your head gardener is of a sanguinary complexion still uncontrollably radiating a reactionary prejudice.

         
 

         Dear Mrs. Mgulu.
 

         The neighbour’s gnarled hand that held an invisible bunch of flowers stretches out and lies flat on the left thigh. The far hand, which is also gnarled, and which may or may not have held an invisible bunch of flowers or even the stem of a glass, does the same. There is a tension in both the hands, as if the human mind in control of their movements expected at any moment to use them, perhaps for raising the body by means of pressure on the two knees. The thighs are thin and tightly trousered in faded denim. Creases starring out from the loin vanish under each wrist.

         
 

         Dear Mrs. Mgulu. I hope you will not mind my writing to you, but through my wife I feel I am already acquainted with your great kindness and generosity and understanding. No doubt you know a little about me also. It is therefore in appeal to your well-known humanity-y-y-y

         
 

         – You feel all right?
 

         – Why?
 

         – You groan much. It is long waiting.
 

         – I’m in a state of comatose suspension.
 

         – Please?
 

         – I am happy with my thoughts.
 

         – Excuse me.
 

         The fingers drum a little on the thighs. The blue denim calls out the veins on the back of the hands. The chin crumples into a crumpled neck.

         
 

         – Very witty. But unkind.
 

         – He didn’t understand. He’s a foreigner.
 

         – So are you.
 

         – The dialogue will not take place, anyway.
 

         – Sometimes it is sufficient just to be bloody rude.
 

         – Sometimes it is sufficient merely to speak, to say perhaps or I don’t think so or how very interesting, as the case might be, for the effect to be bloody rude and the sequence, therefore, not to occur. Or to hammer a nail into the bent board over the dark sodden wood.

         
 

         Dear Mrs. Mgulu.
 

         The fly lies comatose on the Governor’s stalwart lips, unless it is contemplating its image. The Governor stares fiercely out regardless. The Governor gazes benignly down regardless. His dark eyes meet all eyes that meet his, but the meeting is not compulsory.

         
 

         – Well I couldn’t help it, sir, I didn’t know. I wasn’t told.
 

         – You people are all the same. You should have known and you could have found out. Listen you lot, this is the sort of thing I’m up against with you. This fellow says he’s a builder. He was sent to mend a roof-flashing which had got torn up by the gale and what did he do? He nailed it down into the wooden beam with ungalvanised iron nails. This in the rainy season. Needless to say they rusted immediately. The damp got into the beam and is rotting it.

         
 

         The employment clerk hammers on the counter to make his voice louder and louder. The man on this side of the counter is puny, with a ginger head. Like a crooked ungalvanised nail he seems to sink into the tiled floor with every hammering of the employment clerk’s hand which is the colour of an old oak beam, startlingly braceleted with a white cuff-edge. The hall is silent. The silence of the hall is broken by coughs and shifting feet. The ginger head is raised again.

         
 

         – I didn’t have no galvanised nails with me.
 

         The bland Bahuko face shines, patched with curved oblongs and blobs of white light. The cuff-edge moves again, upholding the fly-flicking gesture of dismissal that must cause the ungalvanised nail to disappear from the floor.

         
 

         There is a murmuring in the hall. The puny man with ginger hair shuffles past the row of sitting thighs and their belonging feet. His face is oxidised copper. Oxidative metabolism is a more efficient source of adenosine triphosphate than is fermentation. The greenish colour, however, is due to over-production in the gall-bladder, and gall-stones are the tomb-stones of bacteria. This is a good topic with which to go into reverse and bring about the sequence that has not yet occurred, should the non-occurrence of the sequence prove unbearable. Or not, as the case might be.

         
 

         It is easy enough in the negative. It is more difficult to bring about than to prevent. Is this proposition true? Sometimes, anyway, the gruel is brought.

         
 

         – Poor man.
 

         – I beg your pardon? Smile to make up for tone.
 

         – That man. He look sick.
 

         – Oh, yes. He’s bilious. Over-production of the gall-bladder I should say.

         
 

         – Please?
 

         – I said, trouble in the gall-bladder.
 

         – Were you doctor then in your country?
 

         – Well, in a way.
 

         – But why you queue here? They need doctors, many many sick, of the malady.

         
 

         The fly, where is the fly? The Governor gazes benignly down regardless. Dear Mrs. Mgulu.

         
 

         – Well. It’s a bit complicated. And you?
 

         – Schoolmaster. Iranian. Useless here. Speak no good Asswati. Work on roads. Better for you, speak Ukayan, second language, and medicine better.

         
 

         – Well. Not really.
 

         – You ex-Ukayan?
 

         – Yes.

         
 

         – I see.
 

         The sequence has occurred.
 

         At home, a recipe would be read. At home there would be a remedy. It would occupy the air. Or a letter from someone possibly. According to our records you have not reported to this exchange for three weeks. Retrospectively a name will be called out daily from 8 a.m.

         
 

         – You get slip?
 

         – Er, yes.
 

         – Doctors also?
 

         – Well. Not quite. It’s a bit complicated.
 

         – I understand.
 

         – I wasn’t complaining.
 

         – No. But sad. Excuse me. You take your dole pills?
 

         – I haven’t reported for three weeks, just as it says.
 

         – I have extra some. I collect but keep for big pep booze. You wish one?

         
 

         – No, no. Thank you. Very kind.
 

         – Please.
 

         At home there would be a remedy. A remedy would be read out and it would occupy the air. It is more difficult in the negative, more difficult, that is, to stop than to bring about. Sometimes, however, a group of names is called.

         
 

         – It is not really as you think, anti-Ukay. Look at me, Iranian. And that man up there now, ex-Uessayan, every day he come. And there is ex-French. And him Portuguese.

         
 

         – Of course, all Colourless. But the head gardener up at one of the big houses is bright pink. Mauve even.

         
 

         – Pink is a colour. Yellow is a colour. Beige is a colour.
 

         – That is an article of faith.
 

         – I understand their attitude. White is the colour of the mal –

         
 

         – Waxiness is due to a deficiency in the liver. A greenish colour is –

         
 

         A group of names is called out.
 

         – Excuse me.

         
 

         The gnarled, blue-veined hands press the tightly denimed knees as the thighs change to a vertical position. There is a nod high up.

         
 

         At home there would have been a recipe. Dear Mrs. Mgulu. I hope you won’t mind, I hope you will not mind my writing to you, but in an age of international and interracial equality such as we have been privileged to witness and partake of since the great displacement, it is a shock and a disappointment for me to have to report to you that the two hands clasped together between the next human thighs are brown, dark brown like strong and tudor beams. The two index fingers point up cathedrally, touching at the tips. The two thumbs touch, pointing dihedrally towards the loin. A lodge is formed, with porch and gate, pink within, brown without. Pink is a colour. Brown is a colour. Black is a colour. It is an article of faith. There is a movement in the neighbour’s neck of one who is about to talk, to show that despite everything he is in the same boat, temporarily at least. They should know that people with kidney trouble find it difficult to use their voice, the voice gets lost and little. People with kidney trouble do not like people. It is easy enough in the negative.

         
 

         – What job are you hoping for?
 

         – Oh, anything, odd job. And you?
 

         – What were you before?
 

         – I was a schoolmaster.
 

         – Uessayan?
 

         – No, no, Iranian. And you?
 

         – How very interesting. Ah, that’s me. Goodbye. Good luck.

         
 

         The fly moves close to the white leather shoe on the mottled floor. Brown is a colour. Sooner or later, however, the correct identity, the Colourless identity that belongs, will be, is called out. The fly takes off swiftly. The left foot whose big toe is wearing out the canvas steps squarely into a mottled tile. The mottled tiles merge, move fast. Through the metal trellis the bland Bahuko face is splintered. It is not bland and not Bahuko but lean and brown and Berber, granulated like basalt rock, with hooded eyes over white slits that vanish. The Governor stares fiercely out regardless.

         
 

         – Ex-occupation?
 

         – Schoolmaster.
 

         – Speak up, I can’t hear you.
 

         – Schoolmaster.
 

         – Ex-nationality?
 

         – Iranian.
 

         The brown hoods lift.
 

         – That is two of you in five minutes. It is statistically improbable. What was your occupation?

         
 

         – I used to be a joiner.
 

         – We have you down as a philosopher.
 

         – No, no, no. That’s not true.
 

         – Well, it all comes to the same thing in the end.
 

         – Why ask then?
 

         The white cuff-edge encircles the brown wrist like a bracelet. The finger-nails along the golden pen are pink and well rounded. Whereas no amount of positive evidence can ever conclusively confirm a hypothesis, one piece of negative evidence conclusively falsifies it. Discuss fully, making detailed reference to your set texts. Dear Mrs. Mgulu.

         
 

         – We have you down as an odd job man.
 

         – Well it all comes to the same thing in the end.
 

         – Don’t be impertinent. We’re doing all we can for you people but it isn’t easy.

         
 

         Framed by the square in the middle of the metallic trellis the lean basalt face bears a wart above its well-chiselled lips. To the left of the nose, with the right eye closed, the left side of the trellis square divides the face almost exactly in half with a vertical bar. To the right of the nose, with the left eye closed, the bar moves to the left of the face.

         
 

         – Oh, now wait, someone rang through about you. I didn’t connect the name. Where are we? Yes. That’s it. From Mrs. Mgulu   of   Western  Approaches.   Apparently  there was  a misunderstanding.

         
 

         – A misunderstanding?
 

         – That’s what’s written on the pad. Misunderstanding.
 

         – Did she say that?
 

         – Well, no, it was the butler, or someone. She wants you to start work tomorrow. In the garden.

         
 

         Hee-hee-hee of a delighted child, the jet shoots out, the feet are apart, the index finger covers the brass nozzle-holder and the jet sprays out over the sliding blue globe in which against the moving palms a cavern-blue chin-line curves like a madonna’s, underlining a blob of mauve beneath a wide mauve crest of falling plumes, drowned in the water and away bearing a lucky number. Beyond the tall wrought-iron gates the mimosas are difficult, you see. We have no prejudice that’s an article of faith. But there is an irrational fear of the Colourless that lingers on, it’s understandable, in some cases, even justifiable, with the malady still about, well, it makes them unreliable. However, good luck to you. Oh, wait, here’s your unemployment pill, you’re entitled to it as you’re not working till tomorrow.

         
 

         Whereas no amount of positive evidence. Dear Mrs. Mgulu, I know you won’t mind my writing to you in this way. The peeling walls are painted green. You must understand, we do all we can. Men move aside. Above their heads the notice says Do Not Spit. This lady takes an interest, as you should know, since your wife, the floor is mottled. A young palm tree mops the luminous white sky, framed darkly by the door.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         Inside the avenue of the mind that functions in depth, Mrs. Mgulu sits back on the cushions of the vehicle as it glides towards the tall wrought-iron gates. The tumbling purple plumes of the wide hat shade off the cave-blue face, call out the wide and purple mouth.

         
 

         To the right of the driver’s cap, far ahead, a man is standing beyond the wrought-iron gates. The sun flickers through the quick plane-trees. The iron gates grow and the man moves to the left behind the driver’s head. The iron gates open towards the vehicle, forming a guard of lances. The man stands in the road, shabbily dressed. He is Colourless.

         
 

         – Who was that, Ingram, did you see?
 

         – I’m afraid I didn’t, ma’am.
 

         – I do believe it was the husband of one of my maids, she has often described him to me.

         
 

         Mrs. Mgulu turns her black madonna chin-line towards the rear window just as the vehicle slides along the rounded corner.

         
 

         – I wonder what he was doing there.
 

         Ingram is silent, his eyes fixed on the coming curve of the road.

         
 

         – I do hope the head gardener didn’t upset him, he is so very insensitive. A sanguine temperament. I really ought to get rid of him. But he is old and I am sorry for him. No, this would only be a thought. Mrs. Mgulu thinks, I do hope etc. Ingram, she says aloud, you didn’t hear anything in the servants’ quarters about the head gardener interviewing someone for a job as assistant gardener did you? I mean could anything have gone wrong?

         
 

         – No ma’am, at least, nothing specific.
 

         – What do you mean, nothing specific?
 

         Ingram looks cryptically into the driving-mirror, sees her mauve mouth and stares at the curve in the road ahead.

         
 

         – I only know that he came into the servants’ hall just before I left for the garage. He seemed rather angry.

         
 

         – Oh dear, what a nuisance.
 

         The olive-trees move slowly along, tinged by the sunset. It is difficult to tell the exact colour. The knowledge of their normal silvery green interferes with the absolute result of being tinged. And yet the road is pink. Not underfoot, where the immediate familiarity with its normal greyness makes it grey, but further ahead, receding even, the pinkness of the road recedes beyond the greyness covered. The white house on the hill is pink. The pink house higher up is flame-coloured. At eye-level, the shacks come into view. Three of them are on fire. Three of them are having a party. The glass verandah doors of three of them reflect the setting sun in dazzling orange. Some people would call them bungalows.

         
 

         It was the glass that was blue of course, making the hat look purple and the face cave-blue and the wide mouth mauve in the avenue of the mind. The hat inside the vehicle must be pink. The wide pink hat of falling plumes calls the wide and dark pink mouth out of the chin-line that is charcoal smooth. In the driving mirror Ingram glimpses the crimson mouth and stares at the wrought-iron gates that grow as the man beyond them moves to the left. The iron gates open, forming a guard of lances. The man stands in the road, blue through the glass.

         
 

         – Who was that, Ingram, did you see?
 

         – No ma’am.
 

         – I do believe it was Lilly’s husband, I have seen him before on this road. I wonder what he was doing there?

         
 

         – Oh dear, what a nuisance. I did promise Lilly. Lilly is such a very excellent woman.

         
 

         We can make our errors in a thought and reject them in another thought, leaving no trace of error in us. Comment and percolate. Sooner or later the bladder must be emptied, leaving no trace of urine in us. Explicate and connect. The grey base of the olive-tree darkens and steams a little.

         
 

         Sooner or later a bowl of gruel will be set down on the wrinkled wood inside the rectangle of light. Unless perhaps it is set down in a round pool of light.

         
 

         Mrs. Ned’s bungalow is on fire. The glass verandah doors of Mrs. Ned’s bungalow reflect the last rays of the setting sun, but the other bungalows are extinguished. The fig-tree looks blasted. Its thick black twigs poke upwards into the dusk, out of contorted branches. The dark trunk leans along the edge of the bank at an angle of forty degrees inside which, from the road, the lower section of the brown clapboard wall next to the verandah may just be seen, that is, with the help of the knowledge that it can normally be seen from this position. One of the branches sweeps downwards out of the trunk, away from the road, forming with the trunk an arch that frames the lower section of the wall within it, the frame merging into the darkness of the clapboard wall. The thick long twigs on this down-sweeping branch grow downwards first, then up, like large U-letters, almost invisible against the dark patch of grass and the dark wood of the bungalow beyond. It is the knowledge of their shape which makes them visible. Discuss and titillate.

         
 

         The glass door of the verandah reflects a green light, in which a filmy monster shifts into view, cut into three sections. The top section frames a jellyfish, the middle section a tiered hierarchy of diagonal wobbles, the lower section two thin trunks, wavering like algae. The lower section two thin trunks as still as trees; the middle section a tiered hierarchy of frozen diagonal zigzags with two arms that can lift away out of the tiered zigzag to form two angles of forty-five degrees, two angles of ninety degrees, two angles of a hundred and eighty degrees, continuing the two thin trunks up into the top section on either side of the jellyfish. Sooner or later the identity will be called out. And here is Mr. Blob in our studio tonight. Mr. Blob, you’ve been cutting yourself into three sections of different wriggling shapes for twenty years now, beating your own record year after year. Can you tell us why you do it?

         
 

         – Yes. I can no more help doing it than breathe, you see. It’s something inside me that drives me. Like climbing a mountain, one must get to the top, you see. Of course one could give up and go down again, but it’s so much more satisfying to go on, however difficult, it gives one a sense of purpose, you see.

         
 

         – But isn’t there a very real danger of complete disintegration?

         
 

         – I might of course disintegrate, but that is a risk worth taking.

         
 

         – Worth taking for whom, Mr. Blob? What can really be the point of an activity which costs one and a half million every time and keeps two hundred and ninety-seven people fully occupied all along the operation assembly line just seeing to it that you don’t disintegrate?

         
 

         – In these days of severe unemployment Mr. Hatchet, I don’t  think  that  keeping two  hundred   and   ninety-seven people occupied can possibly be called wasteful. They are all extremely loyal and believe in it tremendously, without them I would be as nothing and I must say that. It may look pointless to you but the ionization industry is backing it heavily. Each time, technical discoveries are made which help them considerably   in   their   research.   Ultimately   however   the greatest importance of my achievement – modest though it may be in scope – is that it adds to Ukayan prestige abroad and in the whole world.

         
 

         – But Mr. Blob, this record for, what is it, I quote, standing still in near disintegration, it’s your own record you keep beating. No one else has the slightest desire to compete with you.

         
 

         – It doesn’t matter whose record it is. I think you will find that in the long run any world record broken adds to Ukayan prestige abroad and in the whole –

         
 

         – Mr. Blob: thank you very much.
 

         – Eh!
 

         The picture has been quite replaced.
 

         – Oh, good evening Mrs. Ivan. Nice evening. Er, yes, I was just looking at the verandah door to see if, well, to see –

         
 

         – Yes?
 

         – To see myself, Mrs. Ivan. Not you I assure you. I apologise. I disintegrate.

         
 

         – My verandah. Okay?
 

         – Okay.
 

         – Goodnight Mrs. Ivan. Thank you, thank you Mrs. Ivan. Goodnight.

         
 

         The bead curtain crackles. The kitchen is rounded by the twilight. It is the knowledge of the shape and size of the kitchen table and chairs which make them visible. In absolute blackness, however, the knowledge of their shape and size would not make them visible, it would merely guide the sense of touch. Is this true or am I mad? Discuss and denigrate.

         
 

         The remedy lies in the sudden pool of light, set down in the wrinkled wood. Behind the hanging beads the door is shut. The stone floor between the doorway and the table is dark brown and still.

         
 

         The remedy is called Metabol. The light over the table makes a moon in the darkness beyond the window. Below the moon is the jellyfish. Closing in on the jellyfish it is possible to see deep within it, a rectangle of faint orange light, itself enclosed in the black trapeze-shape that is Monsieur Jules’s shack and melts into the darkness beyond the kitchen window. Moving the jellyfish a little it is possible to capture other black trapeze-shapes deep within it. The view from the kitchen window, when it can be seen, is of innumerable low-built bungalows. The remedy is for emotional manifestations. But then, she will complicate life for herself, sitting back in the cushions of the vehicle as it glides towards the tall wrought-iron gates. Her face is cavern-blue.

         
 

         – Who was that, Ingram, did you see?
 

         – I don’t know ma’am, a Colourless man.
 

         – Oh but his eyelids were all right. I do believe he is a doctor, I have seen him before. Stop the vehicle, Ingram, I feel so ill.

         
 

         Inside the jellyfish beyond the kitchen window, the night engulfs. The conversation, during the hammering, takes the form of admiring murmurs and modestly expressed advice. The hanging beads over the doorway are mottled and still.

         
 

         – Whatever were you doing at sunset on your verandah?
 

         – At sunset?
 

         – Well, it was just getting dark. You had your arms lifted up above your head and you were dancing about like a puppet on strings.

         
 

         The trapeze shape is enormous and quite black.
 

         – Mrs. Ned?
 

         – Anyone at home?
 

         – Hello, there?
 

         – Mrs. Ned. It’s me. I came to see if your tub is all right.
 

         – Hello? Mrs. Ned. I’ve been given a job.
 

         During the hammering the conversation is one-sided.
 

         A tape-recorder might perhaps reveal certain phrases that came and went, leaving no trace of error in us. Everything that moves increases risk.

         
 

         The first failure is the beginning of the first lesson. Learning begins with failure. The green thermoplastic hose, held downwards into the night, with the right-hand six centimetres away from the brass nozzle-holder, and with the brass nozzle-holder almost touching the night-black earth around the small castor-oil plant, would perhaps be black in the circumstances, and give a black or maybe silvery jet which does not remove or disturb the earth but flows gently into it. The dark jet must not touch the delicate stem and the right arm is a model of still control. The blackness, however, nudges.

         
 

         – Oh, hello, Mrs. Ned. I’ve been given a job.
 

         – Oh, hello. I didn’t recognise you without the chip on your shoulder. Oh, hello, I didn’t recognise you in the dark.

         
 

         The letter is on the table, folded in four, next to the remedy. The handwriting on the top quarter is upside down which draws the eye to decipherment. The remedy is called Metabol. Nervousness and agitation irritability motor unrest insomnia hostility aggressiveness phobias and hallucinations. Even though many personality problems characteristic of senility may be linked with organic changes in the brain which I … hope … hasn’t … reached you … in any … shape or … form … you … being … such a very … active ….person  This terrible malady which I hope hasn’t reached you in any shape or form you being of course their fear is irrational as it’s not catching from people it’s the radiation in the air and they merely resist better, but it’s all very soul-destroying though I must cry it out aloud that they’re being extraordinarily humane and generous about it. I must say I’m lucky to have married as I did, at least my children stand a sporting chance.

         
 

         The light over the table makes a moon in the darkness beyond the window. Below the moon is the window-ledge. The pool of light engulfs the entire table and part of the red stone floor. The wrinkled wood is quite static in the light, as static, at any rate, as the network of minute lines on the back of the wrist. A microscope might perhaps reveal which is the more static of the two. The protozoan scene under the microscope is one of continual traffic jams and innumerable collisions.

         
 

         – What was it you said?
 

         – I was saying that Mr. Marburg the butler was most obliging today –

         
 

         – No, before that.
 

         – Don’t forget to lick your spoon.
 

         – Ah, yes, I knew it was something important.
 

         The circle of steaming gruel in the bowl is greyish white and pimply. The squint seems blue tonight, and wider. The pale eye that doesn’t move is fixed on the remedy, but the mobile eye wriggles away, its blue mobility calling out the blueness of the temple veins and a hint of blue in the white skin. A microscope might perhaps reveal a striking increase in the leucocyte count, due to a myeloid hyperplasia leading to an absolute increase in the granular leucocytes. Sooner or later immature and primitive white cells appear in the peripheral blood and corresponding changes in the bone marrow. Then the mobile eye too remains fixed, reproachful perhaps.

         
 

         – Mr. Marburg just happened to mention it to me, I had no idea of course, and I would never have known if he hadn’t come up to the guest wing just at the time that I happened to be there. I’ve never seen him up there I must say, it was the purest chance, unless perhaps he came specially to tell me, which is always a possibility. But why did you do it?

         
 

         Sooner or later movement, which is necessary but not inevitable, will lead to attainment. That seems to be the general theory at any rate. Yet everything that moves increases risk. Sometimes it is sufficient merely to desire intensely.

         
 

         The knock ushers Mrs. Ivan into the kitchen to fill her two large jugs of water. Phrases come and go, with and without smies, not at all, good evening, thank you, goodnight.

         
 

         – Oh, Mrs. Ivan.
 

         – Yes?
 

         – I hope you don’t mind my mentioning it, but could you use up and throw away your opened tins more quickly? They do smell so and anyway it’s dangerous for your health. You may get food poisoning.

         
 

         – Thank you Mrs.
 

         – I mean if you don’t eat the whole contents why open so many?

         
 

         – Thank you. Thank you. Goodnight.
 

         – Goodnight. She’ll break my heart with those tins. Well anyway it was very awkward for me, I mean, I didn’t know whose fault it was and I assumed naturally that it was ours in some way. But Mrs. Mgulu couldn’t have been kinder. She really takes an interest you see and it’s become a matter of principle with her. She said – I say are you listening? That thing is for doctors, not patients. I mean you want to be careful,  listen to this,  for instance.  Care should be taken in prescribing other depressants of the central nervous system such as anaesthetics, analgesics and hypnotics since their effects may be potentiated by Metabol. Tachycardia and postural hypotension have occasionally been observed but these have rarely been sufficiently serious to warrant the discontinuation of the drug. Other side-effects reported in isolated cases are convulsions, constipation, anorexia, dyspnoea, epistaxis, insomnia and slight oedema. Well I mean it doesn’t do to read that sort of thing, it’s better to stick to posologies for patients.

         
 

         The light over the table makes a moon in the darkness beyond the window. Below the moon is the jellyfish. Mr. Blob: thank you very much. Closing in on the jellyfish it is possible to see deep within it a black trapeze-shape that melts into the blackness. It is possible to see it, that is, helped by the knowledge that it can normally be seen from this position. Moving the jellyfish a little, only blackness can be seen. Knowledge certain or indubitable is unobtainable.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         The gesture is one of benediction. The hands are pink. The earth is pale and dry. The plants are blackened by the frost.

         
 

         Or something like that, the hands being brown perhaps and the flowers a mass of pink.

         
 

         – Mrs. Mgulu says they remind her of damp December funerals in the North.

         
 

         The flowers a mass of red.
 

         The black hands out of the white cotton sleeves spread over the flaccid white belly, the third finger of one occasionally tapping the third finger of the other, flatly brown on the white flesh. No, it is the head gardener who is in question and his hands are definitely pink. The earth is brown and healthy.

         
 

         – The dry season hasn’t really begun yet, I don’t know what to do with you. That’s all I said you know. Well you could dig up those old bulbs, here, they should have come out two months ago, but the fellow who was to have done it died last week. As a matter of fact the best thing would be for you to get to know all the plants intimately before the watering begins. Every plant must be watered individually, you see. I’ll have to take you round and introduce you, one or two beds a day for the first couple of weeks, or you’ll never learn the drill. It must be done in the correct order otherwise some beds get forgotten.

         
 

         – Those little orange-trees look wrongly planted, don’t they?

         
 

         – Oh, they’re all right. Some plants like the spray and some prefer a plain jet on the root. Or even around the root. The important thing is to do them one at a time, remembering each plant’s individuality. The little orange-trees now, they don’t need watering every day, but every two or three days, and then you give them plenty, deep down into the root.

         
 

         Above the gesture are the two mauve flowers. The red network is very fine.

         
 

         Through the red plastic trellis made by the fly-swatter the winter sky in the rectangle of the shack window is white and luminous. It is difficult to remember the degree of luminosity in the summer sky. The summer sky being blue, which is in one sense almost the other end of the prism. The metal grid splinters the bland Bahuko face, which also shines with curved oblongs of white light, although the day is cool. No, this time it was a pale brown face, lean and Berber, granulated like basalt rock.

         
 

         – Oh, now wait, someone rang through about you. Where are we? Yes, that’s it. From this Mrs. Mgulu, of Western Approaches. She wants you to start work tomorrow. In the garden.

         
 

         – In the garden?
 

         – It is not however permissible. No. The job isn’t odd enough.

         
 

         The gesture is one of helplessness, palms flat and briefly facing upwards, paler, almost pink, and heavily lined. The gesture would be the same if the helplessness were faked.

         
 

         – We have you down as an odd job man. This is a gardening job. The gardeners’ union would object. What did you say you used to be?

         
 

         – A fortune-teller.
 

         – Yes well, there’s no future in that, not nowadays.
 

         The gesture is one of denial, palms up and vertical, paler, almost pink, and heavily lined. To live the gesture in immobility is to evoke it and therefore to have observed it. Or something like it, the palms being white perhaps, the head gardener’s, and the earth dark and damp, swallowing up all gestures as realised and rejected, leaving no trace of error in us.

         
 

         – You won’t need the hose yet, at least not with water running through it, but you could practice with the dry hose. It’s best to identify with each of the plants one at a time. Then you will know exactly what its needs are on any one day during the dry season.

         
 

         – Excuse me but how can I identify without the water?
 

         – That’s a very good question. I congratulate you on having avoided the trap. What did you say your occupation was?

         
 

         – Well at the moment –
 

         – No, I mean, before the displacement.
 

         – I used to be a welder.
 

         – Oh, I see. Somebody told me you were a historian of sorts.

         
 

         – That’s not true. Oh, no. Never.
 

         – Oh well, it all comes to the same thing in the end. The important thing is in the holding and the applying of the instrument.   At  least  you’ll  be  used to   aiming  correctly, whether it’s fire or water.

         
 

         – It all comes to the same thing I suppose.

         
 

         – Don’t be impertinent. We haven’t built you up yet. There will be a period of initiation. At the moment all the plants are shrivelled and blackened with the frost. But the leaf is in the seed. That is an article of faith. It is with the seed that you must identify. This will give time for the black and white image to percolate. We can add the colours later, when they crop up. The process is known as osmosis.

         
 

         – What is the catch, though?
 

         – Well, there might be an explosion. Too many to the square centimetre.

         
 

         – The flowers a mass of red.
 

         – I don’t know about red. In any case one type of explosion tends to cancel the other. The answer to the one is to fill the body’s reservoirs with minerals like potassium or carbohydrate complexes found in seaweed, so that radioactive minerals are absorbed and passed out. This of course tends to encourage the other type, the population explosion. However, it is a risk worth taking, and square centimetres can be enlarged.

         
 

         – I thought you said that it’s best to identify with the plants one by one?

         
 

         – That’s a very good question. But these are mere statistics in time. You must learn to identify with the flux.

         
 

         – It’s an article of faith, I suppose … it is difficult to tell who’s talking in this type of dialogue.

         
 

         – If you must have your schematisations the job can go to someone else. There are other candidates for initiation. But Mrs.  Mgulu made a particular point of taking a special interest.

         
 

         The number of the vehicle has no numerical significance. The gesture is of holding a conventional weapon. A flame-thrower for example, or an atomic machine-gun. Sooner or later some such interruption will be inevitable. Under the fig-tree, however, as in a brain, there is only immobility. The sky is entirely filled with long grey twigs that poke into the eyebrow line topping the field of vision. In the lower part, on either side of the nose, the branches that bear the twigs are thick and contorted. To the right of the nose, with the left eye closed, the thickest branch sweeps horizontally along the edge of the grass patch, underlining Mrs. Ned’s shack, as if the shack were built on it. To the left of the nose, with the right eye closed, it darkly cuts across Mrs. Ned’s dark shack, cancelling it almost. Close up, the fig-tree looks blasted, filling the sky with its metallic trellis.

         
 

         – The gardeners’ union, however, would not object to your working overtime only. At overtime rates I’m afraid, which is quarter-pay at the moment.

         
 

         – That’s all right. What are the overtime hours?
 

         – In the dry season twelve to three. In winter seven to ten.
 

         – But it’s dark at seven in winter.
 

         – Yes well, as a matter of fact it’s rather a nominal concession anyway, because as you know in this time of severe unemployment   overtime   is   almost   universally  disallowed. We’d have to get a special permit for you. Oh, but wait now, someone rang through about you. Mrs. Mgulu, that’s it. Oh well in that case the special permit might not be necessary.

         
 

         The pinkness of the flower is its gesture. It is essential to hold on to that. The earth is dark with mould. As humus decays it yields carbon dioxide, which, dissolved in the soil water, attacks the mineral particles and makes available the phosphate and potash they contain.

         
 

         In the white wall the glossy black door opens suddenly. The woman stands framed by the whiteness dressed in a black cotton overall. Pale eyes, pale hair, and the face is waxy. Have some Metabol. You dirty, you need washing. Behind the woman in the white frame the background is brown and cypress green.

         
 

         – Good morning.
 

         – Yes?
 

         – I’ve come about the gardening job.
 

         – Oh, yes. My husband’s somewhere about. Come in.
 

         The path leads straight up to a small white cottage. On either side of the path the converging cypress hedges engulf the woman in the black overall, which may after all be a dress, or a black rectangle on two white pillars moving up the path. The cypress hedges are trimmed flat and square at eye-level. On the other side of the left-hand hedge is the field of tomato plants protected from the heat by straw wigwams that stretch out like a vast encampment. On the other side of the right-hand hedge the tall cob-corn grows higher than the hedge.

         
 

         – Wait here, will you, I’ll go and call him.
 

         The left foot, in its dirty canvas shoe, is in an elongated hexagonal tile like a benzene ring, or, for that matter, aminobenzoic acid. Benzoic acid given to an animal reacts with amino-acid glycine and is excreted as hippuric acid. The heel is on the atoms nitrogen hydrogen two, the toe on the atoms oxygen two hydrogen, or for that matter on the atoms sulphur oxygen two nitrogen hydrogen two, the ring of sulphanilamide being very similar in shape. The process is known as competitive inhibition. The shoe of the right foot is caked with dry mud, and looks dirtier than the shoe of the left foot, which is merely dusty. The big toe of the left foot is wearing out the canvas.

         
 

         – Good morning.
 

         – Good morning. I believe Mrs. Mgulu –
 

         – Yes, she told me about it. You know Mrs. Mgulu well?
 

         – Yes, I mean no. It’s my wife. She works –
 

         – Oh, I see. Well I’m glad you’re punctual, there’s plenty to do. These old gladioli corms have to be lifted for one, and sorted for spawn which must be kept separately for saving. I suppose you know all about that. As a matter of fact they’ve been left there so long, owing to one thing and another, it may not be possible to keep the spawn this year, and it’ll soon be time to replant, from stock I mean. You’ll have to prepare the soil. I did think of just leaving them there, the winter’s been mild so far and the soil’s well drained, it would just have to be mulched with leaves. But the calochorti are going to be planted just in front of them at about the same time so it’s best to prepare the ground anyway. I suppose you know about celosia, do you? I’m trying a little experiment here.

         
 

         Above the gesture are the two mauve flowers. The red network of veins is very fine. Mrs. Mgulu watches through the fine network of bare branches, from a window in the big house, made just discernible by the leaflessness. No, Mrs. Mgulu walks in the olive grove beyond the bougainvillaea, and in among the laurel trees, through the red poinsettia. Beyond the tall wrought-iron gates the mimosas are in bloom. Clay occurs mostly in colloid form which is not chemically inert, like sand, and this makes it indispensable to soil fertility. I suppose you know all about base exchange, for instance, with a salt solution like soil water, which releases the insoluble potassium and makes it available to the plant. The feeling is one of autotrophism. Mrs. Mgulu sits graciously at her dressing-table in the sand behind the large-leafed red poinsettia, having her hair brushed into sleekness. Mrs. Mgulu takes more than an interest.

         
 

         That is how the malady begins. The onset is insidious, well advanced before diagnosis. Anaemia, progressive emaciation, fatigue, tachycardia, dyspnoea, and a striking enlargement of the abdomen due to splenomegaly and hepatomegaly. But the spleen remains smooth and firm on palpation and retains its characteristic notch. The black fingers tap the flaccid white flesh, the wrist emerging dark from the white sleeve of the doctor’s coat. The imagination increases in size progressively and usually painlessly until it fills most of the abdomen. The gesture is one of careful investigation. Enlargement of the lymphatic glands may occur in the later stages of the disease, with a general deterioration to a fatal termination. Humus has an exchange capacity roughly six times that of clay, it’s important to know these things.

         
 

         Mrs. Mgulu steps out from behind the poinsettia, wearing something diaphanous.

         
 

         – You must come at once, she says, it’s your wife, she’s very ill.

         
 

         No. Mr. Marburg the butler steps out from behind the poinsettias.

         
 

         – Mrs. Mgulu has sent for you, he says, will you kindly step this way.

         
 

         – What is it? What’s happened?
 

         – It’s your wife. I’m afraid she’s fallen ill.
 

         Mrs. Mgulu steps out from behind the bedroom screen, wearing something diaphanous.

         
 

         – I’m very sorry. My husband is doing all he can.
 

         – Of course.
 

         – I have to tell you that it’s the acute, fulminating type. Nothing can be done.

         
 

         – What, the monocytic? Or chloroma?
 

         – Oh, I wouldn’t know, you’ll have to ask my husband. Are you a doctor too, then?

         
 

         – I once studied chemistry.
 

         – Oh, I see. It’s terrible, she looks quite green. Would you like to see her?

         
 

         The gesture is one of invitation. Behind the screen the black fingers tap the flaccid white flank. The eyes and gums are bleeding. The gums are maroon or purplish.

         
 

         – Lilly. Lilly, it’s me.
 

         Lilly is deaf.
 

         – The leucocyte count is 700.000 to the square millimetre.
 

         – Doctor, how long?
 

         Dr. Mgulu is not a medical doctor but a Ph.D. (Tokyo), Economics and Demography. This fantasy is therefore ruled out of order by the Silent Speaker. The Silent Speaker’s gesture is one of benediction between the two mauve flowers above and the unborn plants below the humus which yields carbon dioxide that dissolves in soil water. It is important to fill the body’s reservoirs with minerals like potassium or carbohydrate complexes found in seaweed, so that radioactive minerals of a similar type are then absorbed and passed straight out.

         
 

         – What exactly is the cause, doctor?
 

         – The aetiology is unknown. It could be a neoplastic disease. Or due to metabolic disturbances. Or toxic factors. Chemically treated food and such. Has your wife been taking any sulphonamide derivatives? Some doctors still prescribe them.

         
 

         – You know very well that she is Colourless.
 

         At the moment, the fantasies are under control. Sooner or later, however, they will pervade the blood-stream and increase at a striking rate, paralysing the skull with tumorous growths. Sometimes it is sufficient merely to imagine an episode for the episode to occur, though not necessarily in that precise form.

         
 

         At eye-level, through the window, about four metres away, and to the right of the fig-tree which overlooks the road, there is Mrs. Ned’s shack. The windowless clapboard wall immediately opposite is dark with age and the cunonia on the corner is dead, its red spike withered away. To the right, at the front of the house, the verandah looks dilapidated and the straw shed over the wash-tub at the back is crumbling down. The wash-tub has a bar of new yellow wood nailed along its top edge.

         
 

         The view to the right, if it were visible from this position at the right of the window, would be of the fig-tree. The view obliquely to the left is of the corner of the porch belonging to Mrs. Hans, who has the shack next to Mrs. Ned’s. The view ahead, if a view were available, would consist of innumerable shacks in small bare gardens where nothing grows very tall. At least, that is the view from the kitchen window over the sink, which faces the South East side of the Settlement, unblocked by Mrs. Ned’s shack. If Mrs. Ned’s shack were not in the way all the innumerable other shacks to the South and South West would be visible from this window also, unless they had been removed, or destroyed, in the walking distance between the fig-tree and this window. A periscope might perhaps reveal a scene of pastoral non-habitation.

         
 

         In the walking distance to the kitchen window, the shacks are innumerable. A rectangle of light ripples on the wooden table. The wrinkled wood inside the rectangle of light seems to be flowing into the wrinkled wood outside it, which looks darker. The wrinkled wood might be thought alive. But the rectangle of light is only a refracted continuation of an oblong on the red stone floor, made by an oblique ray of winter sun filtering through the hanging beads over the doorway and turning the red stone floor into a river. Soon the gruel will be served.

         
 

         Mrs. Ned’s kitchen, through the hanging beads in the imagination, is dark. The hanging beads are mottled and make a crackling sound. Mrs. Ned is standing by the kitchen window, staring at the innumerable shacks to the South East of the Settlement. Her thin mouth is slightly ajar. She is wearing a crisp white cotton overall with short sleeves. There is otherwise no explanation for the lack of the red framework or for the Colourless mottled face, with the untidy hair growing low on the brow. The staring eyes are hazel and strike two notes of expectancy. A stethoscope might perhaps reveal that her heart beat faster on seeing him appear round the East corner of the house. The mouth is thin but wet and welcoming, though the overall looks clinical, half hiding the goitre on the neck which, however, seems larger. The two white forearms hang limply but move up to unbutton the white overall down the front as the need is wordlessly transmitted and mouth meets mouth and the groin races into function.

         
 

         Sexual intercourse takes place on the kitchen chair. It is satisfactory. The woman is on top, carrying out the necessary motions, smelling of sweat, chopped-up onions and washing-up water. The crisp white overall is wide open over greyish underwear. She is a gaunt lady and moves in jerky rhythm, head thrown back on its thick mushroom stem that swells where the goitre is laid bare. Human beings do not make love. They make agreements to enfold each other briefly. The disintegration has come together again and there is thus no need to talk. A conversation, however, occurs, for the sake of civilisation. It is of no consequence.

         
 

         – Mrs. Mgulu gave me a very special message for you. Both verbal and written, in case I forgot one of them. Where did I put it?

         
 

         – Oh, Lilly! Well, what was the verbal one?
 

         – You might as well have your gruel now, since you’re here. I’ll warm it up. She was sorry about the Exchange, she should have known, she said, but there is a way out, if you really do keep to odd jobs. She rang them up again, do you know she rang herself, in front of me,  and spoke to the Manager or whatever he calls himself, the top man. She said, oh,  but it’s all  a misunderstanding,  I  never intended to employ him in the garden, it is simply that my head gardener does all the interviewing for jobs outside the actual house. Building? she said, oh, no, though I do want a few potting sheds put up, he would only be trundling wheelbarrows, no, how did she put it, transporting material, ladders and such, you know, assisting here and there, cleaning out the front flight of steps, cleaning windows and such. Well, she had quite a time with them I can tell you, what with the builders’ union and the window cleaners’ union, but she was so polite and patient, and after all she is Mrs. Mgulu, they had to give way. It’s nearly ready.

         
 

         – I wonder why she bothers. I never asked her for anything. I don’t really care one way or another.

         
 

         – Now that’s not a nice thing to say. You’ve been out of work for nineteen months now and I can’t take all the burden.

         
 

         – So has everyone else.
 

         – She has strong ideas on the subject, you know. She said to me while she was waiting for the Manager on the telephone, it’s a purple telephone you know, she said, it’s not charity, it’s not philanthropy, Lilly, you must understand, it’s a basic right, she said, but when a thing gets out of hand, like this, and for reasons beyond anyone’s control it becomes impossible to give a large number of men their basic rights one can but do one’s bit to help one individual case whenever it comes one’s way. That’s what she said. Then the top man came on.

         
 

         The steaming circle of gruel in the bowl is greyish white and pimply. The squint is not so wide, or so blue, in the luminosity thrown by the oblong of moving light on the red stone floor and in the rectangle of rippling light on the wooden table.

         
 

         – I also think she’s very fond of me, that’s why. I’ve worked for her a long time, all in all. She’s a real lady, and she knows, well, she respects me as a human being. And you too. She went to the trouble of writing you a note, where is it? Oh and by the way, I got Mrs. Ivan to clear out those tins. She seemed quite upset, but I think I managed to make her understand about wastage and poisoning. After all there is constant famine about. I made signs on my tummy. She made signs with her hands like an inverted V, roof she said, and Ivan, I don’t know what she meant, unless they’re building a shack of their own somewhere and need the tin.

         
 

         By hand, across the top left corner. By hand. I am so sorry about all this mix-up, but all is well now, please come to the house tomorrow and report, with this note, to Mr. Swaminathan, my Managing Agent, who will give you all the instructions you need. D. Mgulu.

         
 

         The gesture is of crushing the note into a ball and flicking it across the kitchen towards the hanging beads. It falls into the flowing red river on the floor.

         
 

         – Damn the woman. Lilly, you’re worth all of them put together. Don’t ever despair of me, Lilly, don’t.

         
 

         The gesture is of tenderly enfolding all the refracted colours and bringing them together again in one transparent light. A teinoscope would no doubt reveal that the squint is really a straight look in the luminosity thrown by the sudden knowledge of the person inside the person, a little girl perhaps, dandled on the knee. The gesture is of capturing an electron from the nearest orbit and rearranging everything within by the emission of an X-ray. You never know when that may come in useful. There is thus no need to talk, in the best of possible worlds.
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         DAILY from 8 a.m., outside the Labour Exchange, a dark blue face the size of a bungalow lies upside down at eye-level, the thick hair spread like roots over red desert land, the eyeballs pushing their black nucleus down towards the underlining eyebrows and the street below, the teeth agape in rigid horror, or pleasure as the case might be. The dark blue breasts are high and rounded tumuli slashed by curved oblongs of gloss as if by the nearness of the spidery hand or by the invisible emanation from a black sphere of crinkly matter that hangs above like a carbonised sun within the slanted orbit of an enormous shoulder line, all this beneath a giant cactus candelabrum, SO TORRID, SO TENDER.

         
 

         The street follows the curve of the lower line of teeth agape above the upper line of teeth. It is not as curved as the chin-line or the rounded tumuli slashed with gloss, nor does it make the same orbit as the enormous and slanted shoulder line. The street swarms with much smaller people.

         
 

         Face to face, however, the man is large and coffee-coloured, dressed in pale blue. He holds out a black thermoplastic hose too close for comfort. All around, just above the crowd, conventional weapons point.

         
 

         – What about you, sir, would you like to comment on the situation?

         
 

         – Yes. It’s a mug’s game.
 

         Behind the metallic trellis the face is very black Bahuko, star-fished with light-reflecting sweat, although the day is not yet hot.

         
 

         – Unemployment benefit pills cannot be administered retrospectively I’m afraid. Now then, occupation?

         
 

         – Look, do we have to go through all that?
 

         – You know the rules. Three weeks of non-attendance, I’m sorry but you have to re-register. We can’t keep up otherwise. Here, you can fill it up for yourself if you like. I’m not fussy. I’ll see what there is. Hmm. Difficult, you odd job men.

         
 

         – But I’ve got an odd job. That’s what I came in to report. In any case I attended yesterday.

         
 

         – Now wait a minute, there’s a note here at the bottom. Someone rang through about you. A Mrs. er –

         
 

         – Mgulu.
 

         The young palm tree in the square mops the luminous white sky, framed darkly by the door. The square has one slightly rounded side which the street at this point skirts, forming an almost imperceptible segment of a non-existent circle. To the right the street continues straight on, and to the left it forks into two narrower streets, one of which continues straight on. From the Labour Exchange, the impression is one of a straight street, although experience has proved that a man standing at one end to the left cannot see the street at the other end to the right. Or vice versa, as the case might be. The Street in any case is swarming with people. On the other side, on the curved edge of the square, a large collision of them is clustered in arrested motion, overtopped by microscopes pointing. In the centre of the group the man in the pale blue suit holds the black plastic hose to the chest level of a man with high cheekbones polished like shoe-tips and a white gold smile.

         
 

         – Are you going to vote for the Asswati Governor or against?

         
 

         – Last time I was sweet, lick me now, said the salt.
 

         – What do you have against the Governor’s policies?
 

         – I never said I was against.
 

         – Well do you disapprove of particular policies, the satisfaction campaign, for instance?

         
 

         – What satisfaction?
 

         – Surely you’ve seen the slogan. We won’t demand satisfaction till we satisfy demand.

         
 

         – Yes I disapprove of that.
 

         – Why? Don’t you think it’s dynamic and imaginative, something the people have been really crying out for. Genuine satisfaction.

         
 

         – No, I don’t. I’d call it a demand campaign anyway.
 

         – So you’ll be voting against the Governor then?
 

         – I never said that.
 

         – What about you, sir, which way will you be voting tomorrow?

         
 

         – I don’t know. Haven’t made up my mind yet.
 

         – Do you approve of the demand campaign?
 

         – Yes, I think so. Yes, yes, I suppose so.
 

         – Why do you approve of it? I mean, isn’t it a little hard on the unemployed millions?

         
 

         – Well, yes, I suppose it is in a way.
 

         – Are you unemployed?
 

         – No. I’m a crane-operator.
 

         – Are you satisfied with the Government’s record?
 

         SO TORRID, SO TENDER. The face lies upside down, the eyeballs pushing their black nucleus towards the underlining eyebrows and the street below. A group of men stands under them, near the steps of the Labour Exchange. The slight curve of the street follows the curve of the lower line of teeth above the upper line. It is not as curved as the chin-line or the tumuli that come alive like ant-heaps to the nearness of the spidery hand.

         
 

         – I’m a physicist. I used to be an alchemist. Lick me now, said the salt.

         
 

         – I’m a maize-grower.
 

         – I have been all these things.
 

         The buildings to the right of the Labour Exchange are drab four-storey municipal buildings very similar to each other. To the left there is the face, covering the windows of several old houses from the top of the shop fronts to the roof two floors up. Next to the face is the Colourless child, shrivelled and smudged with sores, COME OVER INTO PATAGONIA AND HELP US. The houses continue at the same low level all the way along the street to the left until they merge on account of the slight curve, into the opposite houses on this side, which from here seem taller but may or may not be, according to the degree of perspective trick. To the right of the Labour Exchange the height of the municipal buildings is more or less maintained with offices and shops up both the narrow forking streets towards the centre of the town.

         
 

         The black mannequins in the dress shop to the right wear this year’s colours, red and orange, and dance in arrested motion, protruding their behinds.

         
 

         The faces clustered round the man in the pale blue suit vary from shining black to lightest brown and occasional pink or yellow. The cluster could be of caladium hybrids, or a speckled sea anemone, for it is mobile in a liquid way. One face opposite is as lined as a walnut and entirely surrounded with white hair. The face stands out in stark serenity.

         
 

         The black plastic hose is being proffered to the neighbouring man, a dark Madrassi Indian, who sways gently from one foot to another. The black plastic hose follows almost imperceptibly, like a dying metronome.

         
 

         – Yes. I want to say that to deny is the only true human power, rather than free will.

         
 

         – Erm. Does that mean you’re going to vote against?
 

         – That I cannot say. The reflected image of any object or notion depends on our acceptance, but we can efface it in a thought. Thus the power of negation determines the faculty of reasoning.

         
 

         – I see. Well if you’re a professor perhaps you’d like to comment on the situation?

         
 

         – Oh, no. I am in business. Import and export.
 

         Somewhere in the archives there will be evidence that this occurred, if it is kept, and for those who wish to look it up. Other episodes, however, cannot be proved in this way. Sitting alone, for example, on a kitchen chair, making love. A rectangle of light ripples on the wrinkled wood. If all the molecules that compose the solid table were gradually to move faster and faster, as fast as the molecules of liquid, the fastest would have sufficient velocity to move out of the substance. The table would then evaporate. A little pool of liquid might be left on the red stone floor, but otherwise it would be impossible to prove that the table had been there. A radio-isotope carbon 14, with a half-life of 5600 years, might perhaps trace and measure its prehistoric existence, but only for the human mind behind the carbon 14, the development of phenomena being correlative to that of consciousness. A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. Better get on with the job since a job, at last, is to hand, with or without identity.

         
 

         The facia-board in its long rectangular frame of rough wood lies on the floor of the new pavilion. It measures six metres long. The width, or rather the height, for it has to go up on the wall, is eighty centimetres. The stencilled shapes cut into the facia-board are rounded, like flattened rhomboids. There is much banging about and a Colourless boy sings When You Love Somebody above the banging. Some of the stencilled shapes are rounded trapezes, some are rounded oblongs, some are irregular ovals. There are kidney shapes, lung shapes, tongue shapes, cardiac shapes, bladder shapes, womb shapes and possibly even stomach shapes and spleen shapes. There is a small thyroid too, between the spleen and the womb. Now only the pieces of coloured perspex remain to be stuck over the cut-out shapes.

         
 

         

            

               When you love somebody
 

               Forget it
 

               When you want somebody
 

               Scrap it


            


         
 

         The perspex pieces must be a little larger, so as to stick on to the board since this is the wrong side, they need not be cut to the exact shape but may remain geometrical, providing they do not overlap each other, for they must lie flat. When the board goes up on the wall over the lights, only the rounded shapes on the other side will show, and be lit up in all the different colours. It is difficult to decide on the colours. Blue for the lung perhaps, and green for the spleen, purple for the kidney. Or pink for the lung, blue for the spleen, red for the womb, purple for the cardiac shape. No, that won’t do, two purples are next to each other. It is more important to balance the colours in relation to each other than to equate them with the significance of shapes. The designing and lay-out of the shapes has been done by someone else.

         
 

         Mr. Swaminathan stands on the steps of the gazebo and sways gently from one foot to the other.

         
 

         – Yes, well, how do I know it’s you? This piece of paper is quite creased all over.

         
 

         – My wife threw it away by mistake.
 

         – What? Speak up man.
 

         – My wife threw it away by mistake.
 

         – You might have found it in a garbage-can for all I know. There’s no name on it. If at least it said admit bearer I could rightfully take the risk. You have borne it, I can’t deny that.

         
 

         – I can tell you about the mix-up she refers to.
 

         – Yes, well, she did describe you to me as a matter of fact. The white hair. But you people look so alike you know.

         
 

         – My wife works here. She could identify me.
 

         – By hand, that means nothing. Oh well I’ll take your word for it. There’s no time to lose, really. Two builders are off ill and the big pavilion must be finished in time for the garden-party.

         
 

         – Mr. Swaminathan, excuse my asking, but how do I know you are the managing agent, and not, for instance, a professor of philosophy?

         
 

         – Don’t be impertinent.
 

         – Or in import and export? In town in the street you said you were in import and export.

         
 

         – You don’t want to believe everything you hear and see in the street. Now get on with it, the foreman will tell you what to do.

         
 

         The piece of blue perspex between the orange rectangle and the green trapeze overlaps the green. It is necessary to slip it underneath the facia-board and outline the cut-out kidney shape on to it with a pencil, so as not to saw it smaller than the shape, plus a little all round for glueing. The kidney shape has a large lower lobe. The piece of blue perspex is an uneven triangle with the narrowest angle sawn off. The longest side saws down quite easily. The piece of blue perspex is an isosceles triangle with the narrowest angle sawn off. Down on the facia-board, the space that the angle would have taken is occupied by part of a red parallelogram. The blue perspex fits very well. A flat stone holds down all four pieces of perspex while the glue dries to a good hold. The yellow piece of perspex can go next to the orange. A pair of feet, shod in buff leather to match the buff trousers, strides over the facia-board without touching it. Or tripping it, as the case might be, in brown trousers for example, saying sorry mate followed by silence. A woman’s foot, black in a pink shoe, steps on the wooden frame on one side of the facia-board. The other similar foot steps across to the wooden frame on the other side. It is possible, without looking up from the grey perspex, to see the hem of the pale orange overall which hovers for a moment within the outer orbit of the downward absorption.

         
 

         The paving-stones are large as tables. The trousers widen slightly at the bottom, most of them brown or black. Shoes match and shine. It is like being in a forest. The trees run away as the flag-stones vibrate.

         
 

         No, Mr. Swaminathan sways gently from one foot to another. The black plastic hose follows almost imperceptibly, like a dying metronome. The cluster could be of caladium hybrids, or a speckled sea-anemone.

         
 

         – You sound very professorial if I may say so, for a business man. Do you think the proposed aid to Sino-America or even to Seatoarea would help to solve the problem?

         
 

         – I’d rather not comment on that.
 

         – So you’d prefer to see a definite economic association with Chinese Europe?

         
 

         – Oh no, I’m against that.
 

         – Why?
 

         – Well, it wouldn’t be in our interest, would it?
 

         – What about you, do you have any views on the situation?

         
 

         – Yes. Compulsory blood-tests, permissive death and compulsory birth control. That’s the only way out. I mean it’s not fair to burden us with their mutations is it?

         
 

         So torrid, so tender. The face lying upside down, the eyeballs holding back their black nucleus from the attracting orbit of the street below. A group of men shuffling about beneath them, near the steps of the Labour Exchange. The black mannequins in the dress shop to the right, wearing red and orange, dance in arrested motions, protruding their behinds. To the left, on the big poster, the teeth are agape in rigid horror, or pleasure as the case might be. One brown face opposite is as lined as a walnut, with a toothless mouth that says, We had a dream. It’s a disgrace.

         
 

         – Yes sir, can you speak up a bit. What’s your occupation?

         
 

         – I’m an old man. My face is lined as a walnut and entirely surrounded with white hair.  My face stands out in stark serenity.

         
 

         – Could you speak up a bit? Straight into the mike, that’s better. It’s a noisy street, isn’t it? Now, which way are you going to vote tomorrow, dad?

         
 

         – When I was a young man we had a dream, of universal brotherhood.  We were all going to work side by side in partnership, the strong helping the weak. Nobody was going to be afraid. Nobody was going to take revenge, revenge was for primitive people, and we had rapidly become civilized. There’s always as much to be thankful for as angry. What’s happened to all that? Why aren’t we helping those who have now become weak? We only pretend to help. What are we afraid of? Why have we fallen away from the dream?

         
 

         – Well, we can’t get into a theological discussion here, I’m afraid.

         
 

         – Theology! You tolerate the gods as you pension off old men. We did the same. We always learn too late.

         
 

         – Thank you very much. What about you? What’s your occupation, sir?

         
 

         – I’m a hairdresser.
 

         – Do you approve of the satisfaction campaign?
 

         Or, alternatively,
 

         Mr. Swaminathan stands on the steps of the gazebo, swaying gently from one foot to another.

         
 

         – You might have found it in a garbage-can, for all I know.

         
 

         – Mr. Swaminathan, excuse my asking, but how do I know you are the managing agent, and not, say, in import and export?

         
 

         – If we start with conjectures that have the highest possible informative content or – which has been proved to be the same thing – the lowest possible probability, and if we test these conjectures with the greatest possible severity, those which survive the tests will acquire the patina of prestige that traditionally attaches to knowledge.

         
 

         – Yes, but does it bear any relation to the real thing?
 

         – Well, it’s only a crumpled piece of paper after all. By hand, it doesn’t mean anything.

         
 

         

            

               When you want somebody
 

               Scrap it.


            


         
 

         The thyroid will be scarlet. It is about the life-size of a pear, and a tenth the size of the spleen, which increases progressively and usually painlessly until it fills most of the abdomen. The shapes on this side of the facia-board are quite geometrical. The note requires an answer, of polite thanks merely, but an answer. By hand. It won’t mean a thing. Dear Mrs. Mgulu. Thank you very much for all the trouble you have gone to on my behalf. I am most grateful and will make every endeavour to serve you to your greatest satisfaction. To the best of my ability. The green trapeze lies side by side with the white square, its slanted line touching the blue triangle. I hope you will have every reason to be entirely satisfied. I am most grateful and will endeavour to serve you to the best of my ability, which I hope will satisfy you in every way. Which I hope will not cause you any further trouble. Yours truly.

         
 

         Mr. Swaminathan stands on the steps of the gazebo and sways slowly from one foot to another.

         
 

         – It’s only because the builder is ill and the job is urgent. There shouldn’t be any objection but I’d keep quiet about it, you know.

         
 

         – Mr. Swaminathan, why are you afraid of employing me? What is this pressure, this barely spoken discrimination against us?

         
 

         – Us? Who’s us? You’re imagining things.
 

         – Good. Make him say the obvious, it’s easier to conceive the reply. The reply must be passionate and deeply moving. On pronouns for example. You used to be Us and we used to be Them, to you, but now it’s the other way about. Why? We tried our best. Oh, we brought you syphilis and identity and dissatisfaction and other diseases of civilization. But medicine too, and canned ideas, against your own diseases. And we couldn’t bring you radiation leukaemia or chemical mutations, because we absorbed all the chemicals ourselves and must have spared you only just enough to immunise you. Or else you had an ancient strength inside, that we couldn’t corrupt. We were whited sepulchres and never came to terms with our dark interior, which you wear healthily upon your sleeves, having had so little time to lose touch with it. Now we are sick. Is that the reason? Is that why you are afraid, afraid of our white sickness?

         
 

         The rhetoric is vain, the passion pale and disengaging. Even inside the mind that pours it out in silence Mr. Swaminathan stands on the steps of the gazebo, swaying slowly from one foot to another, failing to identify himself with suffering. The process is known as alienation, and yet the passion hurts, seizes the body at the back of the neck somehow, in the medullary centres, down the glosso-pharyngeal nerve perhaps, or the pneumogastric, at any rate forward and down into the throat, which tightens as enlargement of the lymphatic glands occurs and pain spreads through the chest, aching and down into the stomach, nauseous. Sooner or later it will reach the spleen, which will increase in size until it fills most of the abdomen, remaining firm and smooth, however, on palpation. The onset is insidious and well advanced before diagnosis. Prognosis poor, continuing to a fatal termination. Splenectomy contra-indicated, treatment unsatisfactory, no therapy, but the blood-count, marrow biopsy and glandular biopsy will furnish a firm diagnosis. These organs on section appear grey or reddish grey, packed with myeloid cells, mainly polymorphonuclears and immature cells such as myeloblasts, promyelocytes, myelocytes and metamyelocytes. The psyche on section appears grey.

         
 

         From this position in the gutter, the paving stones look large as tables. The trousers widen slightly at the bottom, most of them brown or black. Shoes are dusty or caked with mud. It is like being in a forest. The trees run away as the flagstones vibrate. The thing is a long distance away. A seismograph might perhaps reveal, but the curving jaw of the street crumbles further up, swallowing the insect crowds. Some people are always left, kissing the gutter. Darling, they’re playing our tune.

         
 

         The wiggly oblong resembles nothing but a wiggly oblong, to be pencilled on to the pink piece of perspex beneath the facia-board. From this position, Mr. Swaminathan, I love you.

         
 

         

             


         
 

         It is important to believe in the bowl of steaming gruel. A microscope might perhaps reveal animal ecstasy in the innumerable white globules that compose the circle, but the gruel tastes hot and salty on the soft palate at the back of the mouth and flows hotly down the digestive track to the duodenum. Sooner or later the white globules will feed the corpuscles in the blood stream, occasioning continual traffic jams and innumerable collisions. The wrinkled wood is quite static in the pool of light, which overspreads the table and transfers itself on to the still and red stone floor. The table casts a large rectangular shadow on the red stone floor, flanked on one side by the tangential shadows of the empty chair at the end to the left. Next to these the body’s shadow makes a bulging growth on the clean line of the rectangle. It is swallowed up from time to time by the moving shadow of the occurring conversation. The door is shut behind the hanging beads and to the right of it, on the top shelf, the recipes stand side by side, on gaily coloured tins.

         
 

         – It’s best to keep them really, tempting though they may be. You never know when they may come in useful. Besides, none of them is self-contained. Each recipe requires the contents of at least two other tins, and I never seem to have the right combinations. I do now have two out of three for Beef Strogonoff, though, because cook gave me a tin of it today and I have a tin of rice. Let’s see, it says open the tin and empty contents into a copper-bottomed saucepan, stirring slowly on low heat. Add salt and paprika to taste. Meanwhile open large Gala tin of fried rice, oh dear I only have a medium tin, but this says serves six, empty contents over a dessertspoonful of ground-nut oil in a copper-bottomed saucepan and heat slowly, chop a handful of fresh parsley take a medium tin of Gala sauté carrots, you see that’s the one I don’t have.

         
 

         Some of the gruel’s globules remain attached to the rounded white sides of the bowl. The light over the table makes a moon in the darkness beyond the window. The squint seems wider tonight, and yet less blue. The pale eye that doesn’t move is fixed on the shelf of can-recipes, but the mobile eye stares towards the reflected moon in the darkness beyond the window.

         
 

         – In an emergency of course one wouldn’t bother about proper dishes. One might be glad to have just the fried rice. Or guavas.

         
 

         – What a wind there is tonight. The shack seems about to take off.

         
 

         – Yes and it’s raining too, listen. Most extraordinary weather for the time of year, we should be having Spring showers. I like it though. I hate the stillness of a sickly sky. I can identify with the wind, especially the night wind.

         
 

         – Hello, is there anyone there? It’s Mrs. Tom.
 

         – Who-ever’s that? Oh dear, why can’t they come round the back, they must know I’ve got lodgers in front. I am so sorry, Mrs. Ivan. I didn’t know – you don’t? Oh, it is kind. I’m sorry, it won’t happen again. Just a minute. Who is it? Oh hello Mrs. Tom, goodness me you look like a sea-lion under that raincoat. Could you come round the back? Mr. and Mrs. Ivan live in this room.

         
 

         – No, I just want to give you a message, anyway I’d only wet your kitchen, it really is streaming. You know you need a gutter along the roof of this porch, or do you call it a verandah, look at it, I’ve had to cross through a curtain of rain. It’s from Mrs. Mgulu. She rang through and asked me to let you know urgently that the kitchen light reflected in the darkness beyond the window remains quite still despite the wind. It is the still centre of the storm. No one has ever photographed the inside of the moon. There is of course a very real danger of disintegration, but that is a risk worth taking. Mr. Blob: thank you very much. Mr. Swaminathan, thank you.  Sometimes it is sufficient to formulate a need for the need to vanish, or proliferate rapidly as the case might be. Identity has its chemistry too. Mr. Swaminathan will be there to help, and if there are any objections that side of it can be arranged in the morning, she says, after all it’s an emergency, the gale blew it down, so would he come at once. Mrs. Mgulu emerges from the bedroom, wearing something diaphanous. My husband is speaking to the nation in half an hour, can you possibly put it up again by then? Oh don’t worry about the Labour Exchange, my dear, Mr. Swaminathan sways gently from one foot to another, smiling cryptically. Mr. Swaminathan is my arranger of all things, my right hand. Well I must rush off or they’ll be wondering where I’ve got to at home. Oh dear this rain, it’s like a bead curtain you really must get him to put a gutter up there. Goodnight. Here goes. Wow! Pshshsh. The noise must have been continuous, but leaps into hearing now to be shut off and muffled. The wrinkled wood is quite static in the pool of light, which overspreads the table on to the still and red stone floor. As static, at any rate, as the network of minute lines on the back of the wrist. A microscope might perhaps reveal which is the more alive of the two, the fear or the expectation.

         
 

         – That was Mrs. Tom.

         
 

         – I know.
 

         – She came across in all that rain, with Mrs. Mgulu’s black raincoat over her head, you know, the one I was so hoping Mrs. Mgulu’d give to me. I said to her you look like a performing seal in that raincoat. She didn’t mind, though, she’s a good sort is Mrs. Tom. Up to a point. She should have known about the lodgers, though, and they were in bed and she was peering in like anything, for all the world as if a bit of slap and tickle were going on during the very interruption. It’s true they were whispering.

         
 

         – What does Mrs. Mgulu want?
 

         – Mrs. Mgulu? Why should Mrs. Mgulu want anything? Oh, you mean Mrs. Tom. Well she had a message for me from Mrs. Jim up at the house. She’s feeling ill and wants me to come early tomorrow and do the market for her. I said I would, of course, poor dear she’s tired herself out. She’s anaemic you know, I shouldn’t be surprised if it’s pernicious, and she has gallstones. Will you have some more gruel?

         
 

         The circle in the bowl is greyish white and pimply. It steams less and appears quite flaccid. The wrinkled wood is dead in the pool of light.

         
 

         – Lilly, help me.
 

         The skin around the eyes, both the mobile eye and the static eye, is waxy. There is no reproach in the mobile eye, the emotion expressed is nearer to concern. The static eye expresses only off-ness, which emphasises whatever the mobile eye is expressing, reproach perhaps, or puzzlement as to whether the inaudible voice has or has not raised itself from its condition of chronic aphonia.

         
 

         – Lilly, how do you identify with the wind?
 

         – The wind? I just listen to it. And sway a little. In my mind I mean. It has the rhythms of strength. The night wind especially.

         
 

         – It has the rhythms of anguish.
 

         – Well that’s up to you, isn’t it?
 

         – The wind is only the wind, you know that, it carries no significances.

         
 

         The mobile eye rests on the bowl of gruel.
 

         – Start with small things. Believe in the bowl of gruel. And eat up, now, while it’s still hot.

         
 

         – How is Mrs. Mgulu?
 

         – Well, it’s funny you should ask. I think she looks quite ill, at least, as far as one can tell, she’s always beautiful in any circumstances. She wears an alexandrite in her left nostril you know. But then, she will complicate life for herself. Even this market business, for instance, it’s a sort of health fad, really, she could get everything delivered, and of course she does, but not vegetables, she doesn’t trust the tradesmen she says, and she’s probably right, so Mrs. Jim goes to the market early and chooses everything. Though they’ve a big kitchen garden now as well. No radioactive fertilisers and no chemical insecticides. Oh she did a lot of thinking on that. But it won’t start producing till the Spring. Why that’s almost now, isn’t it?

         
 

         – Do you think everything’s all right up there? In this gale I mean.

         
 

         – What, in the kitchen garden?
 

         – Well, anywhere. The roof, the aerial for instance, or the telephone wires.

         
 

         – Mrs. Jim rang up all right. And, it’s a solid house you know.

         
 

         – Didn’t Mrs. Tom say something about Mr. Swaminathan? I thought I heard his name.
 

         – No, I don’t think so. Why should she? He isn’t there anyway at this time of night. He lives in the town.

         
 

         The face lies upside down, beautiful in any circumstances, with the thick hair spread out like roots, the eyeballs pushing their black nucleus down towards the underlining eyebrows and the street below, the nostrils flat and far apart, the wide lips huge, agape in ecstasy, the dark breasts high and rounded to the hand. Mr. Swaminathan stands alone in the curved empty  street,  swaying  gently  from  one  foot  to  another, worshipping the face in a chant. The black thermoplastic hose follows imperceptibly like a dying metronome. There is no water coming out of the hose, but it could gush forth any minute.

         
 

         – Tell me Mr. Swaminathan, will you be voting for history or for progress?

         
 

         – There is no such thing as history, except in the privacy of concupiscence. That is an article of faith. Memory is a primitive organ in the left hemisphere of the brain, inscribed with sensory observations, which are reflected by the right hemisphere as the moon reflects the sun. But that’s another story.

         
 

         – So you will be voting for progress?
 

         – There is no such thing as progress. There is only the Moment of Truth.

         
 

         – Mr. Swaminathan help me. Is there a secret? A story behind the story?

         
 

         – There is a secret. But it is not a story.
 

         – Come to bed, Lilly. I want to make love.
 

         The wind, which does not have the rhythms of either Strength or anguish, rattles the shack’s corrugated iron roof. The rain shimmies down the small high window, a long way from the mattress on the floor. In the dark the four raised knees make a table mountain under the army blanket. The condition is not one of priapism. In action, it might perhaps be sufficient to imagine a face the colour of irrigated earth lying there instead, beautiful in any circumstances, the eyes white slits, the nucleus half gone into half consciousness, the nostrils flat and far apart, the wide lips mauve with pink and white between, the dark breasts high and lively to the hand. In absolute immobility however, it is enough merely to evoke the gestures of the past, which does not exist save in the privacy of concupiscence. The four raised knees beneath the army blanket are dark and presumably bare of flies, the two bodies placid under the tent, the male to the left, the female to the right. Limply the right hand of the male holds the left hand of the female. The outer hands lie quietly alongside.

         
 

         – Lilly you start. I need you so.
 

         – Do you remember when you were the hospital porter, how you used to come into the women’s ward to collect and deliver the letters? Twice a day you’d come.

         
 

         – Yes, yes, go on.
 

         – And you’d call out, any letters for posting, and the women would call back from various beds, usually the same beds every day, but sometimes there’d be a shy voice from a different bed.

         
 

         – Yes, yes. And what else did I say?
 

         – You’d walk up one side of the ward, handing out the mail, and collecting any for postage, and you’d call out, anyone want a jelly-baby? And some would call back yes, and others would be silent, some too ill to care, some unconscious maybe. And you’d walk up the other side of the ward, handing out more mail, and collecting any for postage, and you’d call out, anyone want a jelly-baby? And some would call back yes, and you’d go up to the bed and give them one out of a crumpled paper bag which had been in your trouser pocket. You held it in your left hand, with the letters still to be delivered between the index and third finger, and you took out the jelly-baby with the thumb and same two fingers of your right hand and gave it to them. The letters to be posted went into your right hand coat pocket.

         
 

         – Yes, yes. Go on.
 

         – You were very popular. The women would call out yes George I want one, and here George, I’ve got a letter, and oh thank you George I knew you’d bring me some good news.

         
 

         – And what did the sister say?
 

         – The sister said any man who comes into a women’s ward every day offering jelly-babies out of a paper bag needs medical attention.

         
 

         – Oh-ah, that’s good, that’s wonderful.
 

         – That’s how we met.
 

         – Go on.
 

         – You’re forgetting me. Tickle my memory a little too.

         
 

         – Do you remember how impressed I was when I first took you out and found you were such a good mimic? You mimicked the women in the ward at 5 a.m. over their early morning tea. Please do it again, please do it again.

         
 

         – Well. That’s a nice cup o’ tea this morning – Eh? – I said, that’s a nice cup of tea this morning. – Oh. Yes, it is nice, isn’t it? – Not like yesterday – Eh? – I said not like yesterday. Yesterday was terrible. If I’d have shut my eyes I’d’ve thought it was hot water (long silence). That wasn’t yesterday, that was the day before. Yesterday’s wasn’t too bad. – Eh? – I said, that wasn’t yesterday mornin’ the tea was like hot water, it was the day before. Yesterday’s was all right-Oh was it? Well this one’s real good tea. It’s a pleasure to drink it. – Eh? – I said this one’s real good tea anyway – Oh. Yes, it’s a lovely cup of tea. And you said –

         
 

         – I think you’re wonderful.
 

         – And I said what’s your name and you said Bill to you. And I said call me Lilly.

         
 

         – Go on.
 

         – And one day you came into the ward as usual and you went up to Granny Grumble and she said raise me Charlie I’ve slid right down and the nurses don’t know how and don’t pay no attention to me anyways. And it’s true the nurses just weren’t strong enough they had to raise us in bits and she always yelled with pain or pretended to be. And you put down your letters and your paper bag on the edge of the bed and you crooked your two hands under her armpits from the back and raised her swift and sharp and she cried oooh! how lovely in eighty-year-old ecstasy.

         
 

         – Aaaah. Go on.
 

         – No, you go on.
 

         – Do you remember that nasty nurse you disliked so much, from Trinidad she was and one day she came out in a loud voice with Everyone says the patients in Ward Fourteen are impossible.

         
 

         – And this was greeted with a stony silence and I was killing her with a look, she was near me you see so she said Oh, I don’t mean you. And I said no dear you mean the plants.

         
 

         The laugh is that of a delighted child.
 

         – Go on.
 

         – No, you titillate me now.
 

         – Do you remember how impressed I was when I took you out the second time and you knew so much about it all? We were travelling by tube and you said to me, do you know, you had to shout in my ear because of the noise, but of course nobody heard, despite the crowd, you said, do you know, out of all these people you see every day travelling on the tube twelve and a half per cent have a permanent colostomy. And I said, what did I say?

         
 

         – You said, oh you really seized the opportunity, it was such clever repartee, you pressed against me with the weight of the whole crowd on you as the train jolted round the bends, and you murmured in my ear, or shouted maybe, my beloved put his hand by the hole of the door and my bowels were moved for him.

         
 

         – And despite the noise you heard it and blushed furiously and laughed to cover it and shouted back into my ear I am black but comely which of course wasn’t true and the train screeched to a stop.
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