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Praise for


The Alphabet of Birds



‘The astonishingly diverse stories in SJ Naudé’s remarkable collection The Alphabet of Birds count as among the best in Afrikaans, built on recurring motifs and elements such as music; departure and travel; fairy tales and myths; illness, dissolution, dying and death; cities; a search for provenance and origins; forgetting and remembering; instinct and reason; that which is said or described versus that which remains unsaid or incapable of description forever; and the places and shapes of love in human relationships. For any reader who would like to keep up with what is happening at the forefront of Afrikaans literature, this collection is truly unmissable.’


André Brink


‘Naudé’s beautifully shaped and often heartbreaking stories take the idea of home and tear it apart, fling it upside down, and refashion it into a thing more mobile and less anchored. This is a world in which home increasingly exists as idea rather than place, where people trying to find their way back to a sense of belonging discover, almost too late, how transient their lives have become. At once unsettling and deeply moving, this collection announces the arrival of a writer of great humanity and style.’


Patrick Flanery







‘For the discerning reader the substantial stories in this collection provide a feast of rare originality and revelatory power. In exquisitely honed classical prose and with acute psychological insight Naudé shows how the social forces of our time bear upon the private lives of individuals. He is one of those rare South African writers who can subtly balance a relentless investigation of contemporary political conditions with an informed interest in the shape of mourning and desire in his characters.’


Marlene van Niekerk


‘Naudé writes compellingly about South Africa and its dilemmas, but he is equally at home, or perhaps not at home, in many other places, in Hanoi, Phoenix, London, Tokyo. His characters are restless, drifting between cultures and languages, the farm and the city, the difficult present and the vanished past. This is fiction attuned to the “borderless world” inhabited by the “lapsed South Africans” of the post-apartheid era.


Naudé’s debut was acclaimed in the Afrikaans literary world, marking the arrival of a questioning, cosmopolitan writer. This English translation will bring him the wider readership he deserves.’


Ivan Vladislavić
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‌Introduction


When I was growing up in white South Africa, ‘The Border’ was a phrase that everybody knew, denoting both a physical and a mythical place. Physically it meant the northernmost edge of South-West Africa (as Namibia was then known), which South Africa was desperately trying to hold on to. In a more interior, psychological sense, it was the space that separated us from the rest of the world. Out there was the Communist enemy, but also every other way of thinking that was different and threatening. ‘We’ were not them; ‘they’ were not us. Inside the border, history hung heavily.


Now that the border, psychologically at least, is no longer with us, white South Africans have had to learn that ‘they’ are not so very different after all. Nor is the outside world so very remote. These lessons are on full display in the writing of SJ Naudé, whose stories inhabit what he refers to as the ‘borderless world’. His characters – ‘lapsed South Africans’ – move as easily between London and Dubai as they do between Johannesburg and Bloemfontein. Mostly unanchored, drifting, they rub up against other drifters from far-flung places. In the same loose way, characters and images recur in different narratives; sexual identities are fluid; relationships form and dissolve like smoke; drugs are frequently imbibed.


All of this gives a cosmopolitan gloss to some of these stories. But, more powerfully, it also gives them a surreal edge, which is enhanced by the visions that come to their protagonists. One of them, for example, ‘dreams he is doing ballet with a Japanese man at the Voortrekker Monument.’ Or as another puts it: ‘isn’t it strange where ex-South Africans pop up these days and which subjects and worlds they join together?’ Yes, it is very strange.


Typically, at the heart of these stories, a man or a woman has left South Africa but, after years of absence, is drawn back by something personal. It could be a sick parent; it could be a search for some abstract truth that’s buried in the past. As one of them says, ‘Perhaps I’m grasping towards a core … an origin.’ If history is present at all, it’s in a form that is almost metaphysical. One character reminds herself ‘that she was unable to endure anything other than skimming over the surface of this country; that this was the reason for her original departure.’ South Africa is not an historical place (the word ‘apartheid’ crops up only once) so much as a condition to be escaped from – or come back to.


But then again, ‘return isn’t possible’. The past has a strong gravity, but it’s also paradoxically out of reach. There is a painful longing running through this book, made more poignant by having no object. Something is wanted, but what it is exactly, and what solutions it will provide, is unclear. Instead, the yearning for what is lost is more likely to lead only to further loss. In a disturbing sequence, a woman lives in the empty room of an abandoned garden flat, listening to other rooms being plundered around her nightly. Entropy is felt as a purification, as if cumbersome layers are being stripped away. But towards what?


Only one story is set entirely inside South Africa, with no connection to the outside world, and it’s perhaps no accident that it’s also the narrative in which all sorts of social issues crowd in. HIV/AIDS, the new racial hierarchy, the problems of poverty and government corruption: Naudé shows that he’s alert and alive to the new South Africa’s ills. But even here they take on an existential cast, like forces besetting the main character, a woman dying of cancer, in a kind of spiritual onslaught.


In this peeling away towards some essential core, language is one more veil to be shed. It’s ironic that a writer like Naudé, who uses words with elegant exactness, should find them so obstructive, but he does. ‘You’ve talked enough,’ one character is told. ‘Talking is over.’ What will replace speech, in this instance, is violence, but in other stories the implications are gentler: ‘You should learn to do without words,’ a character says. ‘There are better things.’ He means dance, which is another sort of language. Or maybe music will lead to the truth. And if that doesn’t work, even harmony can be broken down: a noise machine, which speaks with hisses and roars and bangs – maybe that will do the trick.


But how can there be an answer, if we don’t even know the question? Like their central characters, the stories seem to begin and end in mid-air. Who will finish writing them for us? The birds, Naudé tells us. A bird trapped in a house eventually flies out, leaving shit ‘on the interior walls, like crooked letters. Like Eastern calligraphy. Maybe that is an ending.’


Maybe it is. But in order to understand, you would have to speak in impossible symbols. It is this missing resolution, cryptic letters written in bird-shit, that embodies the mystery at the heart of these narratives. Cool and intelligent, unsettling and deeply felt, Naudé’s voice is something new in South African writing.


Damon Galgut
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‌The Noise Machine


The two men arrive simultaneously from opposite directions. Their taxis disappear down the street. They stand in silence in front of a steel door set in a long wall.


The drive from his hotel on the other side of the city to these streets, with their warehouses and grey industrial yards, has left Chris dizzy. He gauges the other man’s accent when he speaks into the intercom. The vowels between his American ‘r’s are flat enough to be South African (Afrikaans?). The American South African (or South African American) is impatient, his shoulders pushing against the steel before the bolt retracts electronically. Behind the door is a concrete yard and a row of trucks. In the fading light, the man walks purposefully to a second steel door. Another intercom: the shoulder wedged in again, legs like levers.


Chris is unprepared for the scene behind the second wall: a villa, 1920s or ’30s, in a large, treed garden, torches on the lawn. Light falls over them from the open windows. In the tall front door, Chris’s friend Frederike appears. Her shadow shrinks when she walks out to him, cheeks lit by torch flames, arms stretched out.


‘You’ve managed to find our estate!’ She puckers her lips in a pseudo-posh manner. ‘Here in the provincias different spatial rules apply, you know.’


Her breath is all cigarette when she kisses Chris’s cheeks. He stoops over her, pressing her close. He has missed her, this Friesian woman, once a fellow student in London. He turns around, but the American has already been pulled into a small group of guests on the lawn. She takes Chris by the arm, leading him inside.


‘Come and meet Tita,’ she says. Her neck flushes.


‘It feels as if I know her like my own sister, Fred,’ Chris says. ‘Remember the descriptions in your letters?’


Once inside, he needs to raise his voice. The vaulted ceilings of the reception rooms echo with the chatter and laughter of guests in summer outfits. There are tables with cold meats, cheeses, breads, yellow butter.


‘It is such a joy,’ Fred shouts up at him, ‘to be living with her in this place! Like contadini, like peasants, but in the heart of Milan, and in a huge villa, and to be surrounded by so many friends. Oh, here you are!’


She grips the arm of a statuesque woman, drags her away from a posse of guests. Over her shoulder Tita gestures helplessly to her conversation partners. She turns to Chris.


Fred introduces them. An incongruous couple, Chris thinks. Fred is now bent over a cigarette paper, wetting it with her tongue before rolling the tobacco, her eyes behind a dark, oily fringe. And next to her, blonde Tita: a living Giacometti, bones as thin as branches. They are both looking at him, their gazes devoid of expectation or demand. Rarely has he struck up a friendship as effortlessly as with Fred, and he recognises something of Fred’s benevolence in Tita’s eyes too, the same openness and joy.


‘Tita’s a concert pianist,’ Fred says, lifting Tita’s fingers with her cigarette-free hand. I know, he could say, you’ve been devoting paragraphs of your letters to her talent, but he only smiles and touches Tita’s fingers, which are hanging between them as if belonging to no one.


Fred raises her nose as if smelling something that is burning. She drops Tita’s hand. She takes a drag on the cigarette and exposes a mouth full of sharp little teeth before scurrying away towards the kitchen.


Tita stands closer to him. ‘Fred has told me a lot about you.’


‘Likewise,’ he says.


They smile broadly at each other. The room is glowing.


‘What a wonderful house. Remind me, when did you move in?’


‘Fred moved in about a year ago and started fixing the place up. I’ve only been here a few months. We’re very happy,’ Tita says. ‘It’s unimaginable, of course, this place: a country villa amidst the industrial grit, two penniless girls in such a rambling old pile, a structure that Mussolini would have been proud of. But here it is!’


She holds up her pianist’s hands in an improbable gesture, as if to support the entire building. ‘At night it looks more idyllic than it is – you should have a wander in the garden later, we’re on the canal – but during the day it’s a different story: shutters closed against the lorries and the factories, dust and ash settling on the garden … ’ She leans in slightly towards him, the scent of lemon rising from her skin. Her Italian cadences relax him.


Behind her, Fred passes by with a pot of soup, her head in the steam. Against the vapour and the glowing light, Chris looks at Tita’s bone structure with astonishment: angular, like something from a Futurist painting.


Fred rejoins them.


‘Tita was just telling me about the joys of your monumental house.’


‘A nest rather than a monument,’ she says. ‘A lesbian nest among the machines.’ She pouts grandly. ‘A crumbling barricade against the merciless march of production.’ The sharp little teeth shimmer as she laughs. ‘Like a warship that ran aground in the thirties, here at the edge of the canal … Oh, Chris,’ she says, taking his hand, ‘I have to introduce you to someone. There’s another South African here tonight – or, like you, a lapsed South African,’ she quickly corrects herself.


‘Tom,’ he says without hesitating. ‘It’s Tom, isn’t it?’


She is taken aback. ‘Do you know him, then?’


But he has surprised himself. He does not, in fact, know Tom.


‘Well, strange as it may sound, no, but he arrived with me, if I’m not mistaken. Don’t you remember?’


The name has come from nowhere. He has no idea how he has attached it to the man – the Afrikaans American, or American Afrikaner.


Fred is searching his face with a frown. Tita keeps smiling as if the entire universe’s contradictions are to be reconciled. Her fingers keep moving.


Fred stops trying to figure out Chris’s response, but remains anxious. She slips her fingers through Tita’s.


‘Come, you have to play for the guests,’ she says.


She leads Tita to the piano, climbs onto a side table and holds her short arms aloft. On the chair behind the shabby grand piano, Tita suddenly looks defeated. Hungry, thinks Chris; she is looking ravenously hungry. Gradually the guests quieten down.


Everyone is waiting for Tita. Her hair ends are trembling slightly. She resembles porcelain in the moment before it breaks. She has completely frozen, arms by her sides, the keys untouched. No note will flow from her fingers tonight. Chris has to suppress his urge to go to her rescue.


His eyes settle on the figure right behind Tita: a bony Northern European. He looks deeply uncomfortable. He has the kind of body, Chris thinks – his attention now divided between the man and Tita – that will never be able to give and receive unbridled love. At the edge of the silence, he notices someone else move from the corner of his eye. The figure slips out of the front door. Chris hesitates for a moment, then decides to leave the rescue action to Fred. He follows.


It is quiet in the garden. He pursues the shadow around the corner and along the side of the house. At the base, the walls widen, like the pedestal of a neoclassical monument. He keeps his left shoulder against the granite. He opens his palm against the wall, looks up. This side of the house is almost windowless, amplifying the scale. Towards the garden wall some distance to his right, plants are weighed down by weeds. The man in front walks to the edge of the lawn, where it drops abruptly to the canal. The house, Chris notices, is built right to the edge too. The rush of water is audible.


Chris keeps his distance, waiting. The glow of a lawn torch somewhere behind them illuminates the man’s back. He is standing on the lawn between the corner of the house and a birch tree growing over the canal, steadying himself against the tree with one hand and the house with the other. He leans forward and disappears.


Chris freezes. He quickly looks over his shoulder, half-expecting to see the bony Northern European in the glow of a torch behind him. But no one has followed them.


Then he rushes forward. A few metres below him is the black water. The current is stronger than he imagined. It is too dark to see very far down the canal. His eyes search along the base of the house where it rises straight up out of the water. A movement against the wall, above the base, catches his eye. It takes a while before he realises it is the man, moving along a narrow ledge, body flattened against the granite. Further along, he can make out the profile of a balcony.


Chris looks down at the water, tests the ledge with one foot. He takes off his shoes, puts them neatly together by the tree trunk and follows – toes on the ledge, fingers in a groove. Below him, water glides against stone as smoothly as oil.


By the time he has reached the balcony, where the man is now awaiting him, his fingers have cramps. He is helped over the balustrade like someone rescued from drowning.


‘That was a rather foolish exercise,’ the man says laconically, the accent unstable.


‘Ditto,’ Chris says.


The man shrugs his shoulders. ‘Second nature.’


‘What, foolishness?’


Chris has now switched to Afrikaans. He can hear his own voice carrying across the canal. On the opposite side are bright lights against steel towers. Atop the towers, the megaphones of factory sirens glint. Half-light reflects off the water.


The man smiles a sly smile against the reflections, as if saying: No, recklessness.


‘You are Tom,’ Chris says.


‘I am Tom.’ It sounds as if his tone is coupled with the raising of an eyebrow, but he has stepped back, into the deeper shadows, his face now a void.


‘Fred mentioned you.’ Chris leans forward onto the balustrade. The balcony hangs out over the water; it is made entirely of wood. Behind them, louvred shutters cover a door to the house. With Tom, he immediately senses, there is no room for the wearisome kind of questions and tales with which exiled South Africans sometimes approach each other when they meet in foreign parts. He detects no anxiousness on Tom’s side to share a history or feelings of alienation. He is nevertheless listening carefully to Tom’s dangerous voice, his abrupt utterances, to work out where they might have met before.


Tom lights a cigarette without asking whether it would bother Chris or offering him one. ‘So, what just happened in there?’


‘Hard to say. Fred told me in a letter that Tita has recently been working through many nights on her PhD thesis. Perhaps she’s tired or stressed, maybe a little rusty when it comes to performing, rather than writing about, music. Or perhaps it’s the weight’ – Chris gestures vaguely to the ramshackle house above their heads – ‘that’s forcing the air from her lungs … ’ He is not sure himself what he is trying to say.


‘What was she going to play?’


‘No idea. Perhaps nothing, perhaps what we saw was the performance. She has all kinds of ideas about the boundaries of performance.’


Tom takes his time inhaling the smoke of his cigarette, turns towards the shutters as if wanting to hear what is going on inside.


‘What’s she researching?’


‘History of music. The composer Luigi Russolo, apparently, and his influence on twentieth-century music. The title is something like From Russolo to Lachenmann, with a subtitle that I forget.’


‘Hmm,’ Tom says, and turns towards Chris, his tall body posing a challenge in the dark. He does not say anything. He seems to be taking delight in his own leanness.


‘I like Milan,’ Chris says after a while to break the silence. ‘I prefer it to the threadbare romanticism of Rome; I like the fact that the industrial decay here can’t be eclipsed by the glitz of the fashion houses. Milan symbolises the idea of modern Italy better—’


‘I don’t know either Rome,’ Tom says, ‘or Milan. This is my first visit.’ Chris feels the cold seeping into his feet. Below his soles, the wood is brittle and dry.


After a while Tom turns back to the water. ‘During the war between Ethiopia and Eritrea,’ he says, ‘I was based in Asmara. As a photographer for an American paper. That, I thought back then, is how Italy looks. All those buildings from the thirties, the ice-cream-parlour colours.’


‘Yes, that I like,’ Chris says, excited about the direction the conversation is taking. ‘The European landscape through the lens of the colonial city, the idea that the former looks like the latter rather than the other way round. I’d love to visit Asmara. Mussolini’s architects apparently built it almost overnight. The old locomotives of the Eritrean railways, I’ve read, still carry the years of their construction according to the Fascist calendar. I also like the fact that the city’s modernist lines are disrupted by the life of an African city, by dark bodies, the chaos of war …’


Tom blows slow smoke towards the water, drops the butt. The smoke drifts up, unfurls around them. For a few seconds their heads are out of focus. He is weighing me up, Chris thinks, and finding me too light.


Drily Tom remarks: ‘The city is in fact almost untouched by the war. And it is clean and functional. Poor, though – the Brits stripped it of infrastructure when they took over. Asmara doesn’t in fact feel like Africa: at dusk people wander the streets with double-breasted suits and fedoras. Odd place.’


Chris cannot get a grip on the character next to him. If it were light, he would be able to read something in the movements of his facial muscles. Nevertheless, Tom’s assuredness with his own body, the way in which he stylises even small movements, is starting to unravel a dim memory.


‘I presume you live in the US?’


Tom nods, keeps looking at the water’s muscular black currents. (Is it starting to rise?)


It takes a while before Tom speaks again. ‘I wonder whether these canals ever freeze over. Once I had to take photos for a local paper in Pennsylvania of a child who had drowned in a canal.’


Now it is Chris who is turning to Tom.


‘It was mid-winter, in a small industrial town. She had been missing for a week. Children who had gone skating that morning, the surface strong enough for the first time, discovered her. She was lying in her red snow jacket under the ice, looking up. The children and I stood there with our heads together, looking down.’


Chris turns towards the water. They are leaning forward, elbows on the balustrade, shoulders and hips touching. Tom’s face is moving into and out of the deeper shadows, unnerving Chris. Tom lifts his head and smiles an unpredictable smile against the glow, testing the wood with his foot.


‘I hope this contraption won’t collapse beneath us.’ And, as he is saying it, he inserts a hand under Chris’s shirt. With the lazy, indifferent insistence of a child stirring in its sleep, Tom’s fingers work their way up Chris’s spine to his neck.


‘Christiaan,’ Tom says, whispering heavily, ‘little Christiaan.’


In the moment before Tom says his name (his vertebrae a string of coals), Chris knows exactly who it is: Tommie. Yes, Tommie from his school days.


From his spine, his bones heat up. Above the water he is hanging from a skeleton of fire.


Early evening. Christiaan and Tommie are cycling up the hill behind their neighbourhood. They are thirteen, perhaps fourteen.


Tommie lives further down the street with his mother, in a far smaller house than Christiaan’s. His absent father, so he insists, is fighting terrorists in the war on the border. Tommie’s reckless aura has the boys in his class circling him like moths. He is smooth and brown as a chestnut in their midst, surrounded by a whiff of dusty sweat. His infamy is reaffirmed when the PE teacher punches him one morning when he refuses to change or train. He hardly moves a muscle when the fist makes contact and blood starts trickling through his lips. He balls his hands into fists, but does not hit back.


At school, Tommie hardly takes notice of Christiaan, but at night he takes him on his raids in the neighbourhood. Occasionally Tommie blows up a postbox with firecrackers; here and there he steals something from a garden. One evening he makes Christiaan wait in the street, hops over a wall and, after twenty minutes, brings back a radio, a box filled with records and a fistful of cash.


Christiaan has a shiny new Christmas bicycle; Tommie still rides his old one from primary-school days, for which his legs have become too long. They pedal up the hill. Tommie’s body is swaying, his T-shirt flapping. It is almost completely dark.


When the road starts flattening near the top, Tommie is far ahead of him. The houses fall away. There are only black wattle trees and the occasional blue gum. Christiaan is pedalling as if in sand. The skin on his back is cold. He is an open target. Years ago, he recalls, there was a serial killer who hid in the hills and managed, for months, to evade the police. The Panga Man. Every now and then he would creep up on lovers in their cars and slice them up with relish.


Christiaan pedals until his lungs start burning.


At the big reservoir, Tommie is waiting for him. He drops his own bicycle next to Tommie’s. They scramble wildly up the high wire fence. He reaches the top before Tommie, but when he rolls over the razor wire, it tears his shirt and draws a burning line across his ribs.


They clamber up an iron ladder inside a concrete tube. Tommie is in front, Christiaan below him, more wary now. The clanging of feet on iron echoes around them.


They emerge at the top and walk along the edge of the reservoir’s domed roof, arms stretched out, to where they can see the city lying beneath their feet. Tommie takes off his shirt. Christiaan hesitates, then follows suit. They lie down on their backs, feet against the low edge. The concrete is still holding the afternoon’s warmth. As always, the air is high and cloudless. The city is full of engines. Tommie lights a cigarette. He inhales the smoke. Then he brings it closer, until it almost touches Christiaan’s skin. In the glow they study the bloody ridge across his ribs. He holds his breath, waits for Tommie to trace it with a finger, but Tommie grins and turns away, shooting his cigarette in a long arc above the city lights. Before he loses his courage, he reaches out for Tommie’s temple, but Tommie jumps up. He crawls towards the middle of the dome. He gets up and stands on the highest point like a statue. Then he disappears. Christiaan waits for him to return. After a long while – the concrete having cooled against his skin – he realises Tommie has gone.


When he scales the fence, more carefully this time, only Tommie’s bicycle is there in the dust. The explanation to his parents the next day is that he has given his bicycle away. He refuses to say to whom. Neither he nor Tommie ever says a word about it again.


Another evening, a few months later. The last time, so he thinks, that he will ever see Tommie. Tommie and his mother will be moving out of the city the next day. When he asks where to, Tommie says they will be joining his father on the border, where he will help him fight terrorists. They are in Tommie’s empty bedroom, among packed boxes. Tommie is lying with his back against a box, shirtless as usual, hands behind his head. He is telling Christiaan about the weapons his father has ready for him. An entire arsenal. They will show the terrorists who’s boss. While Tommie is speaking, Christiaan reaches out without looking at him. He drags a finger through the hairs in Tommie’s armpit. Tommie is quiet for a moment, then continues. The weaponry is becoming heavier, increasingly lethal. Christiaan brings his face to where his finger has just been, breathing in Tommie’s scent. He stays like that for a moment, until Tommie gets up and pulls a wooden gun from a box. ‘My dad has an Uzi like this,’ he says, ‘but much bigger; a real one.’


‘I immediately recognised you,’ Tom says, ‘when we arrived here this evening.’


‘Our youth is a no-man’s-land,’ Chris says, and looks away. How impossible, he thinks, to return to it. All that remains is a void to be filled with the wonders of the world.


For a while neither of them says anything. Tom takes his hand off Chris’s neck. ‘Your feet must be cold now,’ Tom says. ‘There’s soup inside.’


He turns to the balcony door. It sticks when he pulls it, then yields. Dry leaves shift away like snow. Behind the shutters is a wall.


‘Bricked up,’ Chris comments. ‘Back along the ledge it is.’


When he looks back to where he left his shoes by the tree, he is convinced he can see a face peeking around the corner. The Northern European from earlier, he thinks. Yes, he is sure it is him: the man with the impeded body and the disobedient bones. He points towards the face, but Tom can’t see anything.


They have been gone longer than Chris thought. Most guests have left. After another half-hour only Tom and Chris remain. Fred observes them from where she is carrying away plates. She decides they have to stay over.


‘Too late,’ she says, ‘to order a taxi out here in the sticks.’


She lends the two men fresh trousers and shirts – Fred’s for Chris and Tita’s for Tom. Not a word is spoken about the event around the piano earlier. There is no trace of the earlier tension.


‘Come and drink coffee here in our room!’ Fred is leaning her head over the banister and calling down to the men. She is carrying a tray with a silver coffee pot.


Now Fred is sitting on the bed with her hands clasped around her shins, her face scrunched into a smile. Her neck is pulled into her shoulders and smoke is weaving slowly upwards from the joint between her fingers. A tiny coal drops onto the sheet and burns right through. The sweet smoke enters Chris’s nostrils and the hollows of his skull.


Fred’s shirt is taut over Chris’s shoulders and the top button of his trousers won’t close. Tita’s shirt, on the other hand, is loose on Tom; his trousers seem quite roomy.


Fred notices the burn on the sheet. She lifts the sheet before her, the hole over her eye.


‘What are you seeing through the ash?’ Chris wants to know.


‘The battered ones,’ she says, and sips some coffee. ‘The walking wounded left in the aftermath.’


‘The aftermath? Of what?’


She does not answer. Tom smiles raunchily at Chris. An arm appears from behind the sheet and offers the joint. Chris takes a drag, then Tom, then Tita. Fred pulls the sheet around her face so that it tightens around her features. The hole moves over her mouth again. The joint is passed to her; she takes a drag. A trickle of smoke emerges from the black hole.


Chris turns to Tita: ‘Tom wanted to know more about your research. Tell him about noise, about the hellishly noisy future.’


Tom leans towards Chris and Tita. His borrowed shirt tightens over his shoulders.


‘Yes,’ she says, ‘that’s where it starts. The Futurists expected a deafeningly noisy future, and were preparing to welcome it. They, in fact, wanted to invite it, to storm and destroy the traditional concert hall – the so-called “hospital of anaemic sound”. Russolo armed himself with an arsenal of self-manufactured instruments. His Intonarumori – acoustic noise machines. Wooden boxes with a loudspeaker and a crank or electric button. With a turn of the crank or the press of a button one could make noise, and then modulate the tone with a lever.’


‘Explain how it all worked,’ Chris says.


‘Well, inside it has – or had – a wheel that caused a string made of cat intestine to vibrate. The lever adjusted the tension. Glissandi or individual notes would then be led to a drum adjoining the loudspeaker—’


‘Remind me of all the terrible sounds.’ It is Fred, appearing from behind the sheet. Her eyes are wide. It looks as if pure noise could escape from her head.


‘Well, there are six noise families, according to Russolo. First there are the roars, which include thunderings, explosions, hissing roars, bangs and booms. Then there are the whistling sounds, such as hisses and puffs. Following those are the whispers – murmurs, mumblings, mutterings and gurgling. The screeches, then, are the creaking sounds, the rustlings, buzzing, crackling and scraping. Further categories are the voices of animals and people: shouts, screams, shrieks, wails, hoots, heaving and sobs. Finally, there are the noises of percussion on, for example, metal, wood, skin, stone or clay.’


How he likes Tita! Chris thinks. When she speaks, it is with real concentration. She is focused on her listener: rather than imparting something, she is tuning her ear to his frequency.


‘What’s the subtitle of what you’re writing?’ Tom asks Tita, but it is Chris he is looking in the eye.


She looks down, as if wanting to divert attention from herself. ‘Something like “Noise, War and Loss”, but it’s provisional. Something more subtle will present itself. But it definitely needs to involve war,’ she says. ‘For the Futurists, war was the height of artistic expression.’


‘So, what I in fact intend to do is to trace the musical history of the twentieth century,’ she says, ‘searching for the moment’ – she draws a line on the sheet and presses with her finger at random points – ‘where all the major narratives, the big plans for the future, suddenly vanished like the morning mist.’


Fred removes the sheet from her face.


‘The brave, cruel future … ’ Chris says.


‘And,’ Tita continues, ‘I then try to hear the echoes of that collapse, try to read it like tea leaves …’


‘Is it too simple to say that moment was one of the two wars?’ Chris asks.


‘All those men – the music people and the warmongers – with their manifestos and tracts, their declarations and objectives!’ Fred calls out.


‘Oh, but their bravery was precious too,’ says Tita. ‘What they could not predict was what would follow noise, the silence that comes after collapse.’


Tom aims another wild smile in Chris’s direction, as if wanting to undercut the pompousness of the conversation.


‘We’re starting to get old, aren’t we?’ Fred says unexpectedly, looking at the cold coffee on the bedside table.


She sits forward urgently, as if she has had an important thought. ‘Come and live here,’ she says, ‘both of you, here with us. There’s more room than anyone could ever need. Yes, and then we’ll make’ – she gestures excitedly to Chris, to Tom, to Tita, to herself – ‘a house full of children. Imagine the scene: cacophony from morning till the eve, summer breakfasts by the canal, soccer in the garden at dusk, chapped knees and grazed elbows … and an orchestra, yes, enough children for an entire little orchestra!’


‘I can see the orchestra before me now,’ Tom pipes up drily. ‘The four of us, on our passeggiata in the shade, happening upon them where they have petrified in the dusk: in complete silence, frozen screams on innocent faces. Arms and instruments reaching towards the heavens. A statue representing the heroic masses …’


His voice is unexpectedly dangerous. Both Tita and Fred look hurt for a moment. But then the lines of Tita’s face sharpen. ‘I have something to show you,’ she says. ‘Come!’ She jumps off the bed and beckons.


They follow. Behind her, they climb the narrow wooden stairs that lead up from the bedroom.


In the attic they have to bend their heads away from the slanted ceiling. Tita looks as if she is bent double. A naked bulb is swaying between them, their heads close together.


‘What follows now, a conversation with the dead?’ Tom wants to know.


Tita ignores him. ‘It is generally accepted,’ she says, and her bone structure is casting sharp shadows, ‘that all Russolo’s Intonarumori were destroyed during the war. But … ’ She pauses for effect, then lifts a black sheet from the shape between them. The wooden box is dust-free, the megaphone of the loudspeaker smooth and shiny.


‘Don’t!’ she says, and lays her hand on Tom’s forearm when he immediately reaches for the crank. ‘It hasn’t worked for a long time; the internal mechanisms are immensely fragile.’


‘It is one of the smaller models,’ she continues, ‘but it is not the only one in existence, either. In the 1970s there was even a chamber orchestra that met in secret here in Milan to play on the handful of surviving Intonarumori. From all over performers assembled here, and at night, in abandoned warehouses, they would—’


‘Bedtime,’ Fred says suddenly, and blinks her little bushbaby eyes.


Chris and Tom’s room is on one of the two unrestored middle floors, not on the canal side. The cast iron of the radiators is cool against Chris’s fingers. He tries to open the curtainless sash window, but it sticks. A security light shines into the room from the industrial yard. When they stand opposite each other, naked now, their penises are heavy in the stale air.


Tom pins Christiaan against the mattress. As the air is forced from his lungs, he is flooded with joy. They travel across the bed in wrestling movements, taking turns to rise and push the other down. Their bodies, so Chris imagines it, are building fabulous towers. Slowly, Chris gains the upper hand. When his back arches above Tom’s like a cat’s, he can feel his spine exposing itself to the stars.


Sleep washes over Chris in waves. He dreams of a blue sky that is divided into mosaic tiles. Then it becomes murky, as if a cataract were shifting over it. In the dream, he realises that he is looking through the eyes of the dead child in Tom’s story. In the canal, below the ice.


He wakes up after midnight. He should ask Tom for a photo of the drowned child. He tosses and turns, thinking of the nocturnal performances on Intonarumori in the seventies. He would have liked to hear more from Tita about this. He feels a kinship with these underground performers. Nostalgia is paralysing his muscles, as if he had been there too. His yearning for these people with their noise machines in unfamiliar industrial spaces causes his sex to stir like a snail against Tom’s back.


Tom wakes up. His limbs move towards Chris as if through water. Initially he resists Tom. He relaxes and they accelerate: they become two smooth, pure objects, severed from their youth, from all ties and expectations; behind them, only the black heavens.


Later they wake up again. Chris thinks he can hear something: perhaps the water level in the canal is rising, perhaps the machine in the attic has started working.


‘Who are you?’ Tom asks in the dark.


‘What do you mean?’ Chris asks.


‘Tell me.’


‘Hmm, not sure what you want to know.’ He considers an answer. One revelation would be as arbitrary as another. A man looking for his bicycle?


‘I live in London. Academic. Art history, early modernist architecture and sculpture. Not a very fashionable field.’ How cerebral, Chris thinks, even in this sleep-drenched moment.


‘More,’ Tom demands.


Chris can smell Tom, and there is something familiar and incendiary in the smell. ‘If you must know, I’m working on an article called “Boccioni, Futurism and the aesthetic of Afrikaner Nationalism”, Umberto Boccioni being a sculptor who worked early last century, of course.’ Perhaps, Chris thinks, he should not have said ‘of course’.


Tom doesn’t say anything, just becomes more fragrant.


Chris breathes deeply and says: ‘Yes, isn’t it strange where ex-South Africans pop up these days and which subjects and worlds they join together?’


He still has difficulty gauging the right topics and level when talking to Tom. His last remarks, he suspects, make him sound like someone from the past, a messenger from a world gone by. He is disappointing Tom. He tries one more time: ‘For Boccioni,’ Chris says, and turns to face Tom, ‘the rhythm of an industrial valve opening and closing was as beautiful as that of a living eyelid.’


‘All this history … ’ Tom says. ‘I’m more comfortable with what’s right in front of me.’ His tongue is unexpectedly in Tom’s left armpit. For a third time they intertwine, more tenderly this time.


Chris wakes early. Everyone is asleep. Only a slight glow betrays the coming dawn. Tom is lying with his hands behind his head, his armpits dark. Their borrowed clothes are piled up in a corner. Chris tiptoes to the bathroom across the hallway. He is unsure whether there is water here, but, when he opens the bath tap, it rushes out against the marble. It does not become warm, though. He waits until it is knee-deep and then stands in the cold water. On his legs and ribs he notices bruises. Like the stains in the marble, he thinks, as he immerses his body. His joints feel scratchy. He holds his breath, trying to slow his heartbeat.


It is hard to say how long he lies like this before the door opens. He sits up halfway, suddenly aware of his nakedness, even though the women hardly register it. His teeth are chattering.


‘The noise machine,’ Fred says, ‘the Intonarumore! Tom has taken it. He must have crept through our room and simply carried it out of here!’ She throws a hand in the air.


He is now sitting completely upright. ‘It is hard to explain,’ he says, and he is talking through lips that are numb, ‘but … Tom ultimately gives more than he takes.’


The unhappiness does not vanish from Fred’s face.


‘It takes a long time to discover what it is that is being given,’ Chris continues – and he realises that even he would take some time to figure out his meaning – ‘to discover what the gains are that are yielded by losses … perhaps one never finds out—’


Tita starts smiling slowly. Something approaching joy is breaking through.


‘It isn’t a loss – we simply have to get it back,’ Fred says vehemently.


But Chris’s attention is with Tita. What he is reading in her expression is the beginning of understanding. All routes are left open, all uncertainties are held in equilibrium. An embracing graciousness is emanating from her. Everything that is irreconcilable, may, for now, be joined together. She can wait for as long as it takes for the connections to reveal themselves.


When they pull the door shut behind them, he takes out the plug. As the water runs out, his weight sinks into the marble. The cold enters his bones. Above the taps little blue tiles stretch to the ceiling. In the marble he can sense the vibrations of lorry engines.


If he has to interpret the ache in his bones honestly, it is a longing for Tom to return, and to bring with him a vanished world. He wants to fetch Tom himself, wherever he may be. But when you are frozen, you’re unable to move; you can only wait to be found. And if it cannot be Tom, let it be the children who discover him – the little gang, huddling to gape at his open blue mouth. But there’s a far greater chance that he will be lying here until spring arrives, until the ice gently releases him, and lets him drift down to the sea.















‌Van


Sandrien is the only white woman in Bella Gardens. She is in fact the only white person in town. An establishment for the accommodation of women travellers, reads the website of Bella Gardens. The most luxurious home for females, reads the brochure in the dim entrance hall. One could mistake it for a refuge for unwed mothers.


Her hostess is Mrs Edith Nyathi, who introduces herself as a widow and retired matron of Frere Hospital. She never stops talking about her ‘second life’. She raises her eyebrows and drops her head forward when pronouncing the phrase. The guest house is her pension, she says, ‘my little egg’. The number of maids in her employ permits her to relax with a cigarette on the veranda during the day; sometimes, late in the evening, with a cigar. Mrs Nyathi does not raise her voice to any of the maids – a phalanx of demure village girls, ready to fry up sizzling English breakfasts or to polish baths and wooden floors to a high gloss. When she calls to one of her girls, it is in the same cooing voice she uses to address her guests.


The colonial veranda of the sandstone house offers a view over the village. Except for the college buildings at the top of the slope, the guest house is the grandest building in Vloedspruit. Corrugated-iron shacks hug the slope. Dotted between them are Basotho-style rondavels with thatched roofs. Lower down, where it is colder and where the watery waste collects, there are rows of government houses built of cement bricks, some with rickety lean-tos. Others have clay-plastered rondavels in the backyards. A village of pondokke, kaias and strooise, Sandrien thinks, but these are words from a different time.


In the mornings Sandrien walks up the hill to the training college of the provincial health department. She is attending a refresher course, lasting six weeks, to prepare rural nurses for ‘the major challenges in primary health care today’. Our Health Revolution is the title of their newly printed textbook; it has laughing faces of different races on the cover. The classes begin at nine. At eleven, tea and sandwiches are served; at one there is a two-hour lunch break. In between, they fit in sessions about everything from vaccinations to smears to the physiological effects of different classes of antiretrovirals.


Her jaw drops when she sees the lunch provided by the college to the students and personnel for the first time. Samp, pap, rice, three varieties of vegetables, three kinds of meat. Deep, steaming pots.


‘Is it all for us?’ Sandrien asks the younger woman next to her.


‘We have to eat, meisie,’ she answers, and prods Sandrien with her elbow. The woman’s earrings sway. ‘Lerato,’ she introduces herself, tucking an extra can of Coke under her arm. ‘I’m a nurse from the Free State.’


The first few days Sandrien sits by herself on the steps. At first, she eats her food with a spoon. Then she starts using her hands, like the others. Why not?


On the third day Lerato joins her. ‘You white girls don’t get very hungry, do you?’


Outside the fence a few half-starved children with snot on their upper lips stand gaping.


When Sandrien hands some of her food to the children through the fence, Lerato clicks her tongue: ‘Stop that!’


‘But look at them! They’re famished.’


‘Just you wait. Tomorrow the whole town’s children will be here.’ Lerato points to the fence. ‘Just behind that fence, all of them, tomorrow.’


‘But then we must feed them. We have enough. More than enough.’


‘Eish, you people.’ Lerato clicks, more loudly this time. ‘I know your type. You’re like the crowd in my hospital. Charity doctors from Scandinavia. They don’t know this place.’


Lerato gets up, her plate still half-full.


‘I’m not from Scandinavia,’ Sandrien says to Lerato’s enormous back, ‘I’m from the banks of the Gariep.’


‘I admire the fact that you are dedicating yourself here; you must have had many other opportunities,’ Sandrien says to Dr Shirley Kgope, the course leader, during morning tea, gesturing with her eyes towards the rows of shacks below the college buildings.


Shirley Kgope, although originally from the Eastern Cape, studied medicine in a drab city in the American Midwest, and is also a microbiologist.


‘Why not?’ says Dr Kgope, sounding weary of this kind of conversation. ‘It is where I am most needed.’ She takes a sip of tea. ‘It would be more interesting to know what brings you here.’


Dr Kgope’s cup tinkles in the saucer. Thick-rimmed porcelain cups, like in a teachers’ common room.


‘Why not?’ Sandrien smiles. ‘By the way, how did it happen that the training college here has such extensive facilities?’


‘It was originally designed as a teachers’ college,’ says Dr Kgope. ‘Everyone knew that all the teachers’ colleges would be closed shortly, but the place was built nevertheless. It stood empty for a few years.’


‘But why?’


Dr Kgope rubs her thumb over her forefinger like a cashier counting money.


‘Bribes?’


‘Draw your own conclusions.’
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