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LIVING WITHOUT SHADOWS

THE Madam is reaching out to press the bell next to her bed.
She doesn’t know who will answer the bell, or if it will be answered at all.

If the bell is answered she will know it is not a Thursday.
If the bell is not answered she will know it is probably Thursday.

But she won’t know what she and her family will eat that night, or whether
she will spend another week looking for a new maid.

If the bell is not answered, perhaps she has failed, again.

In that moment, that moment of anticipation as the Madam reaches out for the
bell, a cusp is formed at the junction of her present and her past.

‘Living without Shadows’ is the record of that moment.
The moment between the boy and the worker in the trench.
The knife at the throat of the brother.
The waiting at the bottom of the kitchen stairs.
The moment of the revolution.
The moment before she screams.
The moment before unconsciousness.
The moment before death.
Before the button engages.
Before the circuit is complete, the lives of The Madam, her husband, her
children and the servants are revealed. Her immigrant family passes from the
pogroms of early twentieth century Eastern Europe to Apartheid South Africa.
The intimate moments of the Madams innocent desires and hopes are laid bare
in the bathtub.

The perversions of morality, compromise and the victimization of one by the
other fester as the family endures the dilemmas and poses of personal success
and failure in the face of Fascism and Zionism, depression, misogyny and
megalomania. Each reaches to find the equation that will balance betrayal and
delusion with the quest for respite, reconciliation and acceptance.
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Chapter 1

Too Little and Too Much

SHE woke in the morning, drowsy and numb from the sleeping pills she’d
taken the previous night. The heavy curtains, still drawn, blocked the bright
sunlight that would have otherwise focused the details of the bedroom in
sharp contrast.

Her husband had already woken, shaved, dressed, eaten and left the house by
7 o’clock. Somehow she had slept through that daily ritual, as she had done
for years.

It hadn’t always been that way, but now she couldn’t remember when the
change happened.

She might have blamed her state on the sleeping pills, but then she knew she
took at least some of the pills to make his looming presence and insistent
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desire merge with her veil of semi-awareness, until lifted, it let her through to
the other side, and safety.

Often, even without his presence, there was a point at which she couldn’t bear
the speed and intensity of her thoughts, the oppression of her loneliness.
Lying in bed awake in the unbroken night, silent except for the occasional
snore from the body next to her, echoed occasionally by a siren, far off and
muffled by the heavy curtains.

For her, there was no miracle jump, no natural volition, no synthesis of events,
no conscious decision to move from one desired experience to another desired
experience. She had to endure time. She endured that in-between, the
undesired, the unknown, the unexpected, the unhappiness. As time passed, the
significant singular events or objects reflected less and less importance in the
perspective of her subservience to the whole.

Sometimes she couldn’t recognize herself anymore. She looked at her
reflection in the mirrors of the wardrobe as she passed. The reflection showed
someone else, recognizable and familiar, but someone else, damaged, worn,
overweight, spotted, transparent, scarred, scared.

Her awareness of the gradual development and eventual impermanence of her
notion of Self, often depleted, renewed only for precarious moments.

There were days when she wondered why she felt nothing had changed at all,
just a few moments, or perhaps an hour, or perhaps a day ago.

There were moments it seemed as if she were in a cave with only her echo to
talk with. It was the only satisfactory way to survive all those years, at least
until she was naked in the cold water of the bathtub, unable to extricate
herself, watching her skin wrinkle as her alternating sobs and silent screams
found neither respite nor response.

There were many details she didn’t remember, and many details she
remembered too much.
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Chapter 2

The Bell (1)

SHE sighed. The three children had gone to school. She didn’t know that for a
fact, she presumed it.

She also presumed Lilian, the head maid, had taken care of their breakfast,
washed their clothes and placed them ironed and starched in the various
drawers of their cupboards ready for the next morning.

When she got out of bed and left the bedroom, two or three hours later, she
wouldn’t confirm if the children were absent then either. Instead, the silence,
the isolation of the distant sounds of the maids going about their work would
confirm her suspicion until the children returned around 2:00 p.m. when she
did not need to speculate on their absence any longer. They were no longer
absent.
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In the darkness, she reached for the switch of the domed crystal lamp next to
her bed.

The faceted, reflected, and refracted light cast by rainbow slivers around the
room illuminated the six pills she had placed in the small pink ashtray with
the gold edge and her glass of water.

One at a time, she swallowed the pills, so familiar with them by now she
didn’t expect their effects with any inquisitiveness or anticipation, but with
the resignation which is sometimes formed by habit.

Prescriptions for these drugs were no problem for her. The local doctor wrote
prescriptions for the ladies of the neighborhood for whatever drug they had
decided was in vogue.

Each day they called each other, eight, nine, ten calls in a row. After the usual
enquiries about the children and before the arrangements to play tennis or
their next ‘Dinner and a Show’ with their husbands, they would discuss the
pills. The effects and the side effects, the durations and the palpitations, the
pitfalls and the falling-overs, the alternatives and the combinations.

Each day, they reported to each other and then made their mental notes to call
the local doctor and get the changes or additions made to their prescriptions.

The delivery of the prescriptions by the balding pharmacists, the very tall and
very large balding pharmacist, married to the woman that her husband was
attracted to, and later, replaced by the tiny and very thin, bald pharmacist.

She felt the coolness of the water flow down her throat and into her stomach,
but she ignored the uniqueness of that sensation. Instead, it was a reminder of
her primary concern, her growing hunger.

With difficulty and with a sigh, not that much different from her earlier sigh,
but edging closer towards a grunt or a groan, she moved the weight of her
body and reached over to press the electric bell on the wall next to her bed.
One ring called Lilian, two rings called the second maid, three rings brought
the garden boy.

The same series of rings contributed to the same results when she used the
bell under the carpet in the dining room, when she had guests over for dinner,
which, except for the annual family get-togethers, twice a year, on the Holy
Days, didn’t happen anymore.
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In the room known as the Breakfast Room, which hosted all the family meals
and not breakfast, the bell was not as complex as that in the dining room.

The Breakfast Room bell was a small silver handbell with a rounded and well-
worn black wooden handle that revealed the bare wood beneath parts of its
painted surface.

This bell's mechanical complexity required the dexterity of the hand to have it
ring singularly, one, two, or three times, to summon a particular servant. It
was almost impossible to have the bell ring, one, two, or three strikes, even
for someone with youthful dexterity, unlike the arthritic motions of the
Madam’s hand. The bell always echoed with multiple strikes of lesser and
lesser volume as the volition of the striker lost momentum, or until it was
muffled by contact with the tablecloth.

An alternative method of ringing might have been to ring with a burst of
fading strikes, in a series of one, two, or three bursts. One burst of strikes for
Lilian, two bursts for the second maid, and three bursts for the garden boy.

But that would have meant some exertion, and besides, it would have violated
the silence at the table.

It had been, and would often be, days, and occasionally weeks of silence.
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Chapter 3

The Silence

THIS was not the silence of one hand clapping. This was not the silence of
dignity, or of Divine Light, or of consideration, or empathy.

This was not the silence of hope or prayer, the silence of fantasy or desire, the
silence of growth, the silence of social amnesia.

This was the silence of vengeance, the silence of repose before striking.

This was the silence of fear of that moment of eruption when the Master
would rear on his hind legs, frothing at the mouth, stuttering with spittle,
demanding ownership of his piece of pie.

This was silence as a weapon, with no given opportunity for dialogue that
may reveal some opening to the soft belly, where there might be rotten and



LIVING WITHOUT SHADOWS

forgotten acquiescences to the notions of frailty or kindness or understanding
or compromise.

This was the silence of his self-ordained power, his regal frustration with his
own ability to form any view or perspective of the consequences of his actions
on others, or the reality of his enjoyment in causing the cowering of others, of
his own victimization, of the emotional baggage he bore from his father, and
his father before him, and his father's father before him, and which he
imposed on his children.

For weeks at a time, the family sat at dinner in a silence stretched taut by the
turnbuckle of repressed violence torqued to its maximum, during which the
Master would demand various food items or refuse others from behind the
evening newspaper.

This was a silence which reduced the others in the family to the kaleidoscope
of their witness, faceted and fractured reflections of their lack of
understanding and inability to accept each other from within that lens.

This was the silence of heated argument throttled by a toxic flood rising in the
throat of kindness, the silence of the unfettered recognition of the
commonality of their experience, of their ultimate defeat, and of their
survival.

This was the silence of the unacknowledged Other.
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Chapter 4

Baiting the Children

THE Madam’s children, Rebecca, the eldest, Nathan, and Shaye the youngest,
were desperate to hold up some sense of one-dimensional truth, some single
unchanging monolith of continuity, something they could identify as the
Truth, something they could grasp onto as Reality. It always evaded them. The
moving target of the Master’s narcissist and misogynist personality evaded all
capture.

Something could always coerce the Madam to go down the pathway of
intention to discover her ulterior motives. The path was sometimes a lengthy
one once identified, but even though fraught with frustration, usually the
process was quite conclusive and her intimate and layered intentions became
quite clear. Constantly critical of others, she was ultimately self-critical to the
point of self-abuse and eventually self-defeat.

16
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The Master, by contrast, possessed the unenviable quality of viciousness in
combination with a certain perverse enjoyment in the attack's process.

He invented arguments. He made statements of ‘fact’. He implied knowledge,
or experience. He faked commitment or dedication to ideals. Being the
opportunist he was, at any unexpected moment, he laid the trap. He dangled
the bait, infused the air with the acrid pungency of deceit and allure. With
calculated attention, he set the lures of politics, or jealousy, whereby he could
attract and with brutal incisiveness eliminate, belittle or dismiss the children’s
responses to his snare. He waited in the shadow of refute to pounce on some
supposed inconsistency, some supposed falsehood in the children’s reply, so
that he could lop the head off the beast, grind the notion into the dust with his
heel, piss on the corpse as he stood above it with a sardonic smile, while he
incised the concepts of those frail children trying vainly to pierce the surface
of the suffocating envelope of their imbibed sense of nihilist self-worth,
coerced, inherited, accepted and integrated into their being, to where there
was no longer any distinction between the annihilating intentions of their
father and their own debilitating self-destruction.
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Chapter 5

The Bell (2)

SOMETIMES the Madam lost patience, and in a quick gesture put the bell
down on the table, muffling the striker. She ignored the number of rings the
striker made. In between her fleeting glances at the food on the plates of the
others at the table, she would spend a large part of the subsequent meal staring
at the bell, pondering her failure.

The mist never retreated.

A single shaking of the bell, resulting in a ringing of whatever duration,
sufficed for the silver bell with the black wooden handle in the breakfast
room. This ring summoned Lilian, who, if was not needed to do a task or have
a consultation, was told to call one of the other servants or to communicate a
message to them.
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At times, the Madam pressed what was supposed to be the bell button next to
her bed, but instead of the comfortingly familiar buzz, the emergency siren
wailed forth, occasionally combining with others in the neighborhood, like the
sirens of several boats caught in fog. Only there was no fog, the howl was
insistently constant and without the lilting fading in and out as the strong wind
pushes the sound to and fro.
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Chapter 6

The Living Room

THE electric bell under the sculpted burgundy red carpet with the white fringe
in the dining room had seemed a unique and luxurious feature when they had
bought the house.

At the beginning, she had often made a detour in her visitor’s tour to point out
the bell, but the bell had become redundant, to the point of annoyance.

There were many redundant features, not all of them were annoying, some sad
monuments to various dreams, desires or demons.

The shape of one side of the mid-century rancher house was a rounded ship’s
prow, complete with concrete portholes. It overlooked the swimming pool and
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the various neighbors’ yards and the small lake with the willows down the
road.

It was a redundant feature compared to the distinctive and sophisticated
impression it had initially served when they purchased the house.

‘The Living Room’ was redundant, just like ‘The Bar’, and ‘The Rumpus
Room’. Just like ‘The Bidet’ and ‘The Changing Rooms’, ‘The Iron Gate’ and
‘The Breakfast Nook’. Just like ‘The Bell’ under the carpet in ‘The Dining
Room’.

“The Living Room’, like many other redundancies, held its secrets. Each
redundancy had features or had held purposes that one member of the family
or the other kept to themselves. They shared none of these secrets with each
other.

These secrets were very different to the secrets they did share, many years
later, like the round bedroom window at night with the palm tree shadow that
was so mysterious and foreboding, or how the Master had his young son’s piss
in the mouth of Rebecca while she slept, and he watched.

Use of the living room was used for only one occasion other than as a
moribund display. Otherwise it went untouched besides for the labors of the
maids and the garden boy.

Once a week, the garden boy polished the wooden parquet floor to a mirror
finish while the maids dusted, wiped, or polished the various pieces of
furniture, the paintings and the hand-blown glass ornaments from Venice.
Once a week the living room was alive. Lilian or the garden boy tuned the
Master’s radio to ‘Their’ radio station, and the music blared out at maximum
volume.

Their culture, over the centuries, had developed a rhythmic structure to their
music that was both hypnotic, energetic, transforming, and transporting.
Depending on the context, the music could elevate or console, pacify or
cajole.

This was Africa, where lions ate their offspring in unfettered acts of fratricide.
Where competing lionesses, who not long before competed for the attention of
the lion, would join in common defense of their offspring from him.

This was Africa, where the heat of the road burned feet so they scarred into
impervious pads of callous that allowed young boys to run in the long grass,
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over sharp stones, to climb trees without ropes, to dance for hours, first lifting
their legs until their uplifted knees struck the pad of their open palm held
across their forehead, and then bringing the foot down, pounding into the hard
earth which lifted in a puff of red dust.

Africa.
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Chapter 7

Black and White Buttons

OFTEN, a man, sometimes two men, walked down a suburban road,
sometimes hand in hand, or sometimes, one with a guitar and the other with a
small piano accordion or a squash box.

The beaten and worn guitar had no more than two or three strings, often made
of fencing wire, while the squash box often had small insets of faux mother-
of-pearl at the handles, worn away to white at all the points where the players
fingers touched the combinations of black buttons that drew the varied sounds
from the instrument.

Walking down the street, large carved wooden discs in their ear lobes almost
reaching their shoulders, the guitar player played the same two chords, over
and over, repeatedly, while the squash box player played two other chords,
over and over again, repeatedly, mile after mile, never missing a beat or
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varying the chord or the sequence of the chord to where there was no
beginning or middle or end. To where there never had been a beginning. To
where there would never be an end. To where the instrument no longer
mattered, guitar or voice, drum or accordion.

There was only that walk from one suburb to the other. There was only that
trench to dig, spade by spade, their voices in unison. There was only that load
to carry, or that gold to pick out of the wall of the mine, one-mile deep
underground. Again, and again, over and over, again and again, over and over.
Again and again, over and over, again and again, over and over, the tune
flowed, blaring out of the transistor radio, rattling the key in its lock, in sync,
in counterpoint to the guitar, the saxophone, the accordion, the drums. The
same tune, again and again, over and over, again and again, over and over.
The Manservant on his knees polishing the large floor, by hand, with a coarse
bristle brush, his swirling hands moving across the floor, replicating, weaving
with the rhythm of the music while the Maids’ swayed and dusted, swayed
and dusted, stepping in thythm from one article to another, from one ornament
to the next, from one painting to the other, across the room until the entire
room reflected the bright sunlight streaming through the transparent picture
window which threw rippled reflections from the swimming pool onto the
ceiling where fashionable concealed fluorescent lights cowered behind the
white stucco facade.

There were only rare moments when magic permeated this house, but
polishing the floors and dusting the furniture in '“The Living Room" once a
week was one of them.

Most of the family never saw or experienced this moment, which didn’t last
many years.

They aren’t home.

Or.

They have sequestered themselves in the bedroom with the curtains drawn.
And.

After some years, the Master replaced the white Bakelite tube radio with a
transistor version that required a key to power it on and off. He had purchased
the radio for his son on his thirteenth birthday, but with time, he had
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appropriated it for himself to listen to the news or to listen in privacy to Frank
Sinatra or Nat King Cole.

On one occasion, the Master returned home after work, turned on the radio
expecting to hear Frank or Nat, but the blaring rhythms of ‘Their’ music
greeted him instead. The servants had forgotten to return the dial to its
original location and volume, hiding their use of the radio that day.

The Master was furious. From that day on he took the key from the radio and
hid it in his ‘secret location’.

Thus ended the magical moments in ‘The Living Room’.

Or rather, so he thought.

Not that he wanted to end the magical moments in ‘The Living Room’. He
didn’t even know that those moments happened. He just didn’t want ‘Them’
listening to ‘Their’ music on His radio. Or He just didn’t want ‘Them’
listening to ‘Their’ music on His radio and using up His batteries!

It was a situation not unlike ‘The Disappearance of the Sugar’.
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Chapter 8

A Head Maids Secret

THE Madam always bought two types of meat when she went to the butcher.
She still bought two types of meat later when she had the meat delivered by a
family friend rather than going to the butcher and standing in line with the
sawdust on the floor and the smell of biltong in the air.

She bought regular meat for the family, and ‘Boys’ Meat’ for the servants,
both male and female.

‘Boys Meat’ was meat of unknown origin. It could be horse meat, or the off-
cuts from pigs, cows or goats. It could be the rear or the front of the animal,
but was definitely not kosher.

Lilian, in charge of cooking, substituted the ‘Boys’ Meat’ for the New York
Strip steaks or the Pot Roasts, which the Madam had bought for the family.
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Lilian, together with the other servants, enjoyed the delicacies of T-Bone and
Rump steak in the bright fuchsia laundry room blackened by the paraffin
stove, while the family chewed unknowingly on the ‘Boys’ Meat’ in the
Breakfast Room.

THE Master’s Secret: He had married the Madam for her family’s money.
Another Lilian Secret: She knew where the Master hid the key for the radio.

Rebecca’s Secret: Telling no one, she took a chocolate from the drawer next to
the Masters’ bed.

Nathan's Secret: Telling no one, he took a chocolate from the drawer next to
the Masters’ bed.

Shaye’s Secret: Telling no one, he took a chocolate from the drawer next to
the Masters’ bed.

Another Master’s Secret: He knew the children were taking his chocolate
from the drawer next to his bed.

Another Lilian Secret: The Government said it was illegal for the servants to
have liquor, so they made their own as they had done for centuries and sold it
secretly out of the backyards of the Madam’s houses, supplementing their
incomes and weaving an intricate web of connections between houses and
neighborhoods.

Lilian ran an illegal liquor outlet from the backyard of the Madams house for
many years, until the Government with a rare gesture to the equality of the
races, made alcohol legal for all races.

Lilian still took small amounts from the Master’s supply of whiskey and
brandy, replacing the missing volume with dark brewed tea. She was quite
aware of the pen hash marks the Master had drawn on the label of the bottle to
document the volume of the liquor within.
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ANOTHER Master’s Secret.

He replaced the whiskey in the Glenlivet bottle with cheap whiskey and then
reveled in the compliments he received from his guests as to the quality and
flavor of the Glenlivet whiskey.

It wasn’t clear whether the Master reveled in his ability to deceive his guests
or whether he gleaned a sense of superiority from knowing that his guests
were fooling themselves. Or perhaps both. They were fooled, and he had
fooled them.

The guests didn’t know the Masters’ secret.

Neither the Guests nor the Master knew the Maids’ secret of replacing the
whiskey with tea.

ANOTHER Master’s Secret.

The only other activity in the Living Room, besides the weekly cleaning by
the Servants, was when Rebecca’s dates arrived to pick her up.

The Master would answer the front door and invite the young man into the
Living Room.

“Have a seat.”

“Would you like a drink?”

“Would you like a cigarette?”

A positive answer to either of these questions would disqualify the young man
immediately from dating Rebecca.

But no young man ever replied in the affirmative, even though several of her
suitors smoked or drank or partook of both. Rebecca knew the Masters’ secret
and had forewarned her suitors of this examination by her father..

The young man, Barry, who became her husband, forewarned like the others,
did not need to be as he partook in neither of the two vices.

Barry’s vice was different. His vice was to accumulate money.
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Impressed by the furniture and the velvet embossed wallpaper in the Living
Room with the concealed fluorescent lighting, Barry was more impressed
with the velvet embossed wallpaper than the furniture or the lighting.

Barry was in the big city now, several hundred miles from his hometown, a
small rural community where his father made a living selling second-hand
cars.

Barry didn’t let on until years later that the imagined fortune held by this
family of his future wife didn’t exist. That however didn’t stop him from
attempting to draw as much money as he could from them in upcoming years.
The living room was unlike anything he had ever seen.

The tassels that hang from the silk curtains.

The rococo style furniture designed by the Madam's father in his furniture
factory, made in three styles that appeared in the factory catalogue. Under
each style, a disguised but brilliant use of the names of each of his three
children; The ‘Esti’, a large sofa, The Baylah, a smaller sofa, and The Lisli, a
matching chair.

The shiny chevron parquet floor with its reflection of the soft light of
concealed fluorescent bulbs.

The large Venetian blown glass ornaments of clowns, donkeys, ballet dancers,
and a seal balancing a ball on its nose.

The genuine hand painted oil paintings of scenes of foreign vegetable and
flower markets, sunsets on distant harbors, and in a corner, a portrait of a
clown with a tear in his eye.

And through the glass doors, the bump of the bell under the burgundy carpet
in the adjoining dining room.

29



SHERWIN MARK

Chapter 9

Farfi

THE Madam always had difficulty finding the bell under the carpet with her
foot without bending to the side to peer under the table, searching for the
telltale bump that would define its location.

Firstly, if she located the bump in the darkness under the table, not only could
she not coordinate her visual memory of where the bump was located with the
tactile feel for it with her foot, but her feet were too short to apply the required
pressure at the required angle without sliding halfway off her chair.

Secondly, the bell caused a disturbance.

Sometimes, while savoring her food, she would inadvertently press the bell
with her foot. Thereupon, Lilian, somewhat dismayed at the length and
insistence of the ringing bell, would enter asking, “What is it, Madam?”
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Although this sometimes served as a somewhat humorous interlude in the
meager conversation of the evening, it was embarrassing having the spotlight
of attention placed on her by her inadvertent call.

Between bunions and chilblains on her toes, flat feet and dropped arches,
cracked and dried out foot-soles from carrying her weight, and the
embarrassment in front of her guests, she abandoned the electric bell in the
Dining Room floor and replaced it with a hand-held china bell in the shape of
a little blonde girl with bright red lips wearing a white ball gown.

SHE rang the bell next to the bed once to call Lilian.

Now she had to wait for the servant’s response, hoping against hope that it
wasn’t the second or fourth Thursday of the month.

The second or the Fourth Thursday of the month were the days that Lilian had
to herself and known as the ‘Girl’s Day Off.”

The Maids were “Girls” no matter what age they were.
The Male servants were ‘Boys’ no matter what age they were.
‘Boys’ Meat’ was meat for the servants, both male and female.

“Kaffir” was the derogatory term used to refer to any black person, maid or
garden boy, female or male, child or adult.

‘Kaffir’ was drawn from Arabic roots meaning ‘irreligious person’ or ‘infidel’.
The reference ignored whether the black person referred to was Episcopalian,
Catholic, Jesuit, Baptist or one of several religious sects or practices that the
servants took part in, sometimes in combination and sometimes alternately.
Some servants believed emphatically in theories of dreams and chance as well
as the more formalized religions like Shamanism or Christianity.

IN the sphere of dreams and chance, the Chinaman was the conveyor of all
things in the matter of ‘Farfi’.
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‘Farfi’ was a system whereby servants picked numbers according to their
dreams or intuitions and then placed bets with the Chinaman. The Chinaman
paid out winning numbers, each of which had different odds. It was an
informal backyard illegal lottery with all the resulting secrecy, intrigue and
mystique.

Each week, the servants intently discussed the numbers amongst themselves,
making their bets and waiting through the day, usually a Friday, for the
results.

Any of the servants could tell you the characteristics and odds of the thirty-six
Farfi numbers without a second thought. Just as they could fluently change
their language from their home language to any of the eleven languages most
could speak; Ndebele, Xhosa, Zulu, Pedi, Sotho, Tswana, Swati, Venda,
Tsonga, English or Afrikaans.

Each number, 1 through 36, had a particular character or description:

1 King

2 Monkey

3 Sea water

4 A Dead Man or Woman

5 Tiger

6 A New Cow

7 Crime

8 A Pig

9 A Moon

10 Eggs

11 A Carriage

12 Dead Woman or a Dead Man
13 A Big Fish or a Small Fish
14 Magogo - old Woman

15 Scabarige - a rubber neck (loose woman)
16 Majuba - Birds

17 Diamond Lady

18 Small change
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26
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28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36

“Haai, | have to play twenty-nine today,” Lilian might have said to Shaye, the
youngest son, as he unlocked the back door after she rapped on his bedroom
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Small Boys’
A Cat
Elephant

A Ship

A House
Mouth

Big House
Bees

A Dog
Herring
Small Water
M’fondesi, a chicken, a fowl
A Fire

Gold Money
Little Boy
Pudding

A Big Hole
A Stick

window to wake him and let her into the house.

“I had a dream of Small Water, I have to play it, tickey, perhaps sixpence.”
There was no formalized publication of the results of the lottery, and even the
method for picking the winning numbers was a product of mythology and
rumor. No one knew the process, yet, bets were placed, the winning number
passed by word of mouth from one backyard to the next, the winning prize
money always paid out, and all the servants knew it as ‘Farfi’, and that ‘The

Chinaman’ was in charge.
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Chapter 10

Thursday?

FRIDAY? Thursday? Was it Thursday? On Thursdays, the second maid would
take on Lilian’s duties because Lilian was ‘Off”.

Thus, the second maid would answer the single ring of the bell and the double
ring of the bell that was her usual call.

If the Madam knew it was the head maids’ day off, then she knew it was either
the second or fourth Thursday of the month. She could have just rung the bell
twice and the second maid would have responded.

But she wasn’t aware if it was the second or the fourth Thursday of the month
or if it was Thursday at all. Her only sign that it was any particular day was
when the second maid responded to the single bell instead of Lilian. That
meant it was Thursday, either the second Thursday or the fourth Thursday of
the month, but a Thursday.
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Any day Lilian responded to the single bell, it wasn’t either the second
Thursday or the fourth Thursday of the month, it was some other day.

The Madam didn’t have to instruct the servants on adhering to this exchange
procedure. She wasn’t aware of how they communicated this procedure to
each other. Or how they arranged whose turn it was to be ‘off’, who knocked
on the outside window of the children’s bedroom to be let in through the back
door of the house in the early morning, and many other details that went into
the running of the household.

Sometime during the week, the Madam rang the bell next to the bed three
times to call the garden boy.

As she waited for the servant to respond, she reached for the novel and glasses
that lay next to her bed and read. Her eyes had weakened over the years, both
from poor nutrition and overexertion in dim lighting. A Doctor might have
ventured an analysis that all the pills and her diabetes contributed something
to the condition and her mother might have contributed, “Finish your carrots,
it’s good for the eyes.”

When the garden boy responded with a gentle knock at the bedroom, she
would drew the silken ribbons of her sheer pink bed jacket tightly around her
throat and conveyed her instructions to him while holding the ribbons, her
heavy hand falling and rising on her ample breasts hidden beneath her
nightgown.

THE Madam never attempted to conceal her intimate femininity in front of
the children. Occasionally, she would stand naked in front of the full-length
mirrors of her wardrobe, and dress, unembarrassed by her son’s
embarrassment at the bedroom door.

She started, or continued a conversation while pouring her body into the large
pink corset, or ‘two-way’, as she referred to it.

She pulled the corset easily to the level of her knees, but from that point, it
turned into an intricate and occasionally desperate struggle.
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SHE had gone to the hospital for the birth of her first child, totally unaware of
the process of childbirth. She endured the pain of natural childbirth with such
ample degrees of terror and wonder that it made one ponder whether her first
sexual experience as a virgin with her husband had perhaps approached the
same intensity, and had perhaps evoked the same feelings.

Her stomach, that pink ribbed fold of skin with luminescent lines reached to
her knees.

Her stomach,

... distended by three pregnancies, lay over her thighs, concealing that dark
triangle of desire that drew her husband to her so many years before.

... that unfilled pit, that drew her inexorably to the refrigerator, once, twice,
four, ten, fifteen times a day, was the center of her motivation, her foil against
realization, her pet poodle, her stamp collection, her night on the town, her
celebration of dedication.

... that eventually wore her teeth down to small yellow stubs, that turned her
tongue white and cracked, that turned a willowy young girl into an inflated
caricature of the same, that would never ignore her, that would never give her
rest.

... that her child blamed himself for creating despite her reassurances to him
years later that it was not his fault.

... that floated before her, shiny and transparent in the cold water of the
bathtub as she screamed silently and sobbed, trapped, all those years later
after her surgery for colon cancer.

... that prevented her reaching the stopper of the bathtub that would drain the
water she had been lying in for two hours while her anger swelled, her fear
and frustration rose and fell, her thoughts raced and collided as she
determined to leave her husband after 40 years, for leaving her this way,
abandoned to her stomach in the cold bath water.

... that resisted enclosure like ever expanding foam as she stuffed it inch by
inch into the corset while her young son watched the multiple images of her in
the wardrobe mirrors as the nausea crept from his stomach, up his windpipe
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and into his mouth filling it with bitterness, until eventually all the flesh
captured, enveloped in elastic and spines and she was ready to present herself
to the world with her concealed sheath of shiny armor, impervious to
protrusions that surrounded her, cocooned in a web of tension ready to
explode, yet safe within the knowledge of her perceived perfect invincibility.

THE Madam read almost constantly in-between waking in the morning and
going to sleep at night, moving occasionally from one room to another. She
started in the bedroom, then to the study, then to the breakfast room for lunch,
to the study again, to the breakfast room again for supper, and finally to the
bedroom again and sleep.

She passed through the bedroom several times during the day on her way to
her bathroom. At those times, the bedroom wasn’t recognizable to her in its
usual dark emptiness.

In some miraculous manner, as if by a button push from some remote
location, the curtains were drawn aside allowing the bright light to enter the
room. Stark light only slightly filtered by gossamer sheers detailed the large
rolled quilt cushion with a tassel on each end that now lay at the head of the
bed.

The plates, cups and glasses, the residues of her late-night visits to the
refrigerator, were removed from beside her bed, as perhaps had one more strip
of chocolate from the drawer of the bedside table on her husband’s side of the
bed.

The wardrobe doors were all closed now, multiplying the dimensions of the
room and revealing a strangely darkened and segmented but otherwise perfect
replica of the bed in its multiple mirror surfaces.

Each time she passed on her way to the bathroom she glimpsed herself as she
appeared and disappeared, appeared and disappeared, appeared and
disappeared, appeared and disappeared and then with a slight shock, would
find herself about to enter the dressing room with its Vibromatic from
America and the Beretta pistol on the top shelf of her husband’s built-in
cupboard.

37



SHERWIN MARK

“I need you to go to the library.”

“Yes, Madam”, the garden boy replied as he moved in the dim light towards
the side of the bed only to be halted mid-stride.

“But tell the Madam not the same as last time, different, OK?”

“Yes Madam”, he replied as he bent to retrieve the novels stacked under the
night table next to the Madams bed, and then exited the room.

THE night table on her husband’s side of the bed matched the Madam’s just as
it matched the deep cream wardrobe with the full-length mirrors that lined one
wall of the room. At the corners of its doors gold scrolls stood in relief,
together with similarly accented outer edges and drawers.

The quilted bedcover matched the quilted headboard covered in transparent
but yellowing and brittle plastic with a brutal gash just above the stain of
Vitalis on her husband’s side of the bed, the product of the oils and various
medications for psoriasis the Master used.

Instead of washing his hair more often or getting a prescribed medication, he
had taken to mixing a concoction suggested by the pharmacist who delivered
the medications on Fridays. This involved a mixture of liquid Vaseline or
glycerin, Detol, an antiseptic, and witch-hazel. He sprayed the mixture onto
his hair each morning before the usual application of either a gel, cream or
lotion, invariably, Vitalis or Brylcream.

Neither he nor the Madam bathed very often. Eventually the medication,
together with the various hairdressings, formed a layer of its own on the scalp.
This dry and cracked layer, floated down to their shoulders where it formed a
wide collar of white haze that both wore each day.

Neither of them thought to have the plastic fitted to the headboard. Most of
the décor in the house was the doing of the previous owners. The concealed
fluorescent lighting, the velvet wallpaper, the ship’s prow, the bidet, the bell

38



LIVING WITHOUT SHADOWS

under the carpet, these were all design touches by the previous owners who
had moved “up’ to another neighborhood.

The Madam and her husband had purchased the house with most of the
furniture, and curtains included. So it remained for the entire period of their
residence besides for a few pieces of furniture and the large head painted on
the wall by her son's artist friend that revealed itself after the fire that the
garden boy, drunk as he was, had supposedly started and that burned the entire
house down.

The house had burned only eight weeks after the Madam and her husband
sold the house and returned to the country where she was born, the country
that she ignored, that he pined for, driven to find a sense of place and
commitment, a place of appreciation and involvement, home, but unknown to
him just another stop on that miserable journey to ‘France’.

For her husband, the move to the new house had been a symbol of his success.
They had moved from one suburb to another, less than half a mile from the
first, but separated by thousands of miles in social stature, in that all-important
view that was defined by how others viewed you and your family, how the

actions of one member of the family reflected on either or both the Madam or
her husband.

REBECCA’S Secret: She took a chocolate from the drawer in the night table
next to the Masters’ bed.

Nathan’s Secret: He took a chocolate from the drawer in the night table next
to the Masters' bed.

Shaye’s Secret: He also took a chocolate from the drawer in the night table
next to the Masters’ bed.

Another Master's Secret: He knew the children were taking his chocolate from
the drawer in the night table next to his bed.
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Chapter 11

The Other (I)

HOW you are perceived by others was the most important factor that
influenced their lives.

For the Madam, this perception was a unique melange of multi-layered
concepts, premonitions, deceptions and rumors, topped by a certain anxiety
and sadness that wholly obliterated, or rather, to a large degree, obscured her
own sense of Self.

The only Self she came to know was the Other. That Other person, that
constructed Other, that Other she thought others viewed as her Self. That
Other that she could never confront. That Other that she could never confirm
nor refute. That Other that she had no desire to confirm or refute, so tenacious
was its hold on her. That Other, that in fact didn’t even remotely align with the
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view that her neighbors, her friends, her sister, her husband, her maids, and
most importantly, her Mother, held of her.

For her husband, the Master, purchasing the house with all the furniture
included meant he was not merely buying the space, the structure, the bricks
and mortar. He was absorbing the aesthetic, the symbols of status, making
them his own, as if these brocade furniture items were his choices, these
velvet wall coverings were his dreams fulfilled, his desires met, his vision of
delicate design and the accompanying accoutrements. This place supposedly
was the castle on the hill overlooking the shtetl, resplendent in its concrete
ship’s brow with fake portholes, his symbols of success to others.

The husband replaced the whiskey in the Glenlivet bottle with cheap whisky.
They were fooled, and he had fooled them.

Success on all fronts.
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Chapter 12

The Other (II)

THE Other sees Itself.

The Other sees Itself, in Itself.

The Other sees Itself, in Itself, in the Mirror.
The Mirror is Itself.

The Mirror is always not itself.

The Mirror is always itself.

The Mirror never shows itself to itself.
The mirror cannot touch itself either.
Neither does it hear or smell itself.
Then, how does it know it is there?

Is there a clue it can give itself?

Is it itself?

Is it the Other?

Is itself itself?

Perhaps it is.

There is no knowing the Other.

The Other is not sensed.

The Other implies Itself.

The Other is inferred.

The Other is Itself.
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Chapter 13

The Library

THE Librarian at the local sub-branch had a standing request from the
Madam.

Some time during the week she rang the bell next to her bed three times to call
the garden boy. She then instructed him to return the pile of books that had
accumulated beside her bed, and the chair in the study, and exchange them for
new ones.

The garden boy could not choose the books, as he barely read English. On
entering the library, he would simply place the pile of books on the librarian’s
desk and stand and wait.

The librarian, without acknowledging the garden boy verbally and with a brief
glance at him from above her half glasses, sorted through the books, retrieving
the Madam’s cards one at a time, piling up the cards on the desk until they
tottered over in a multi-colored fan. Red cards for non-fiction, yellow for
fiction, the occasional blue for reference books and green for children’s

books.

The Madam had planned a strategy to satisfy her literary hunger and
circumvent the limit of two non-fiction and two fiction books per person
imposed by the library. Other than this singular subterfuge, she was,
practically, a wholly honest person.
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The Madam achieved her literary goal by maintaining the validity of all the
family’s library cards even though no one besides the Master, the maids, the
garden boy, and Shaye lived at the address any longer.

The Master only read the newspaper at the dinner table.

The maids read only the occasional passage from the Bible.

The garden boy struggled to read his ‘Passbook’.

In this manner, by these defaults, as she wasn’t interested in non-fiction, she
had ten cards available, and she used all of them at every request.

She never requested any specific book titles. At the beginning, when she
moved into the neighborhood, she had done so, but that quickly faded. She
soon found that being a public library, they almost never had that recently
published book that was recommended by that friend on the phone just the
other day.

She had never purchased a book even though she spent every day reading at
least some part of some book. The recommended book was an elusive quest
which she eventually triumphed over as a trophy of sorts, when, at some
point, one of her friends actually lent her the book, or perhaps when, months,
or sometimes years later, by pure chance or coincidence, the librarian included
that title in the weekly selection, whereupon the Madam, in her usual subdued
manner, reveled in private joy and satisfaction.

The librarian’s standing instructions, written in that brief note some years
previously, were to fulfill quantity, not quality or specificity. The Madam had
worded the note politely yet in sufficiently vague terms as to allow multiple
interpretations of her intent. She hid often in this way.

Sometimes the Madam would provide the librarian with some clues by
subdividing returned books into two categories, the ‘liked’ and the ‘didn’t
like’ categories. She did this in the vain hope that the librarian would glean
some idea of her preferences over the weeks, months, and years of these
weekly returns.

Most times, the librarian had the right to choose which fantasies she would
absorb for the following week.

The garden boy, a man around thirty years old, had little idea of what this
weekly ritual was all about. Most often, the ‘liked’ and the ‘didn’t like’ piles
merged in the basket he hung from the handlebars of the bicycle. To him, this
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was a good excuse to take one child’s bicycle and meet some of his friends or,
with some luck, some single girl along the way.

It also served as a reason to get away from the house and stop at the liquor
store to buy a short bottle of brandy from the back door of the liquor store,
which he would consume out of a brown paper bag behind a tree or fence.

The brandy, not the books, became a daily ritual for him and what eventually
led to the rumor that it was he, in an alcoholic daze, had caused the house to
burn to the ground just one month after the Madam sold it.

It was a common practice for the servants to ‘go with the house’ when a
property was sold. In the Madam’s case, the garden boy ‘went with the
house’, while Lilian ‘went with her sister’ and the second maid just ‘went’,
‘somewhere’.

When the garden boy returned from his various alternative routes to the
library, the maids warned him of the various numbers of times that the bell
had rung, inquiring after his absence.

The Madam suspected the garden boy had deviated from her explicit
instructions, but her desperation at his lengthy absence served only to increase
the expectation of the fulfillment the books would bring. That expectation
brought her a kind of satisfaction that was often greater than the satisfaction
the books brought to her. She hid often in this way.

Inwardly she was well aware of this need, so when the garden boys’ mumbled
excuse, was given with downcast eyes and hat in hand, she readily accepted it
with no sign of anger or resentment towards him, even though she had
endured torturous moments waiting for his return, just as she would continue
to juggle desire and need in this fulcrum of injurious satisfaction, until spent
and slightly trembling, the Valium would take hold and sleep would obliterate
the memory of that conflict.

SHE had become deadly afraid of anger and so took on one of its opposites,
resentment or alternately bitterness and frustration. This was evident ever
since she had actually given vent to her full emotion, for the first time, after
fifteen years of marriage.

45



SHERWIN MARK

The event that precipitated this outburst was an argument with Nathan. On
this occasion, much to her surprise, her normally submissive demeanor
erupted in a display of physical and emotional hysteria that ended with two
very particular consequences.

The first and most immediate of the consequences was a large bump on
Nathan’s head, the result of her repeatedly banging his head against the
passage wall.

This bump was a peculiar twist of fate, a premonition, a predetermined series
of actions, for, over the years, whenever the children complained of boredom
or the lack of activities, her reply inevitably would be, “Go and bang your
head against the wall!”

These seemingly a-causal events, these points of synchronicity, occurred often
and in variety.

The Madam banged Nathan’s head against the passage wall.

Shaye banged his head against the wall often and hard, hoping his inner ear
pain would disappear.

Lilian, standing behind the Madam at the dinner table drew her finger across
her throat.

The farmer standing next to the railway tracks looked at the cattle cars and
drew his finger across his throat as the Madam’s family peered from between
the slats on their way to the concentration camp.

The children stole the chocolate from the Master’s drawer.

Lilian replaced the whiskey with tea.

THE second consequence of banging Nathan’s head against the passage wall
was more enduring than the first, and unlike the electric bell under the dining
room carpet, became an integral and often pivotal part of the household’s
communications with each other.

After banging his head against the passage wall, the Madam ran down the
passage, into and across the kitchen, reached into the cutlery drawer in the
scullery, and attempted to commit suicide by drawing a large bread knife
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across her throat in one large and sweeping gesture, followed by several sharp
sawing strokes.

Her intrusion totally surprised the servants at various tasks in the kitchen,
normally their own domain.
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LILIAN, leaning over the kitchen sink, a glove and bracelet of foam at her
wrist, her other hand immersed in the lukewarm greasy grey water of the sink,
the white plate she held barely touching the bottom.

The second maid with the silverware neatly laid out in rows before her on the
yellow Formica countertop, polishing rag in one hand, inverted can in the
other, polish dripping slightly from the saturated rag onto the shiny black-and-
white checkered floor.

The garden boy sitting on the top stair outside the kitchen door, four and a
half pairs of shoes, evenly placed on sheets of newspaper before him, one
shoe enclosing his hand like a glove while the other, mid-stroke, holds the
worn square polishing brush.

The Madam running screaming “I can’t take it anymore! I can’t take it
anymore!” through the kitchen.

THE servants were quite used to the various quarrels and arguments in the
household. These were completely unlike the family interactions ingrained in
their culture before they came to the city to find work.

In this house, usually the disturbances ended in a heavy silence. On those
occasions, the servants could go about their daily tasks undisturbed except for
taking the occasional surreptitious glance at the sullen silent faces seated at
the dinner table.

This time however, the territory around the kitchen sink was intruded upon in
a manner unlike any they had witnessed before, even in this strange world
they had willingly allowed themselves to take part in. For the first time, the
servants enacted and contributed critical parts to the forming of the family’s
anecdotal history, the mythologies of these lost persons.
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Lilian, on seeing the Madam draw the knife across her throat, had wrestled
her to the ground, had bowled the Madam over in a tackle at the shoulders.
No, the Madam had collapsed at the weight of Lilian as she grasped her hand
at the wrist.

No, the Madam had simply lost her equilibrium in the rush between the
imbalance of her thoughts and emotions and limited physical capabilities.

The reality of these moments of the event were a subject of conjecture and a
vacillating mythology unresolved.

As Lilian lay on top of the sobbing Madam on the checkered linoleum floor, a
peculiar smile grew and then blossomed on Lilian’s face until she could barely
contain or conceal her mirth and had to roll off the Madam and face the wall,
where her laughter became muffled by the bag of potatoes next to the
cupboard.

“I just want to die! I just want to die!” the Madam screamed as she entered the
kitchen.

Before she reached for the drawer.
Before she reached for the knife in the drawer.

Before she retrieved the knife from the drawer, she had turned the knife to its
blunt side before drawing its blunt side across her throat in a sawing motion.
From that moment on, Lilian had a surreptitious means of responding to the
many family crises, communicating silently with Shaye seated across the table
as she collected the soiled plates.

She stood behind the Madam at the dinner table, pointed at the Madam, drew
her finger several times across her throat, and followed the gesture with a
silent broad smile directed at Shaye, a smile of understanding, an
acknowledgement of the trust and fondness for each other they shared, the
seedbed of humor that she revealed to him, his singular joy and alternative
from the mire.

This often-repeated scenario was one of the few respites Shaye had from the
combination of the tyranny of the Masters pouting or angry silence and the
Madam’s fog of submission and depression.

The Master ate his dinner behind the evening newspaper. The Madam tracked
the path of forks traveling from the children’s dinner plates to their mouths.
She assessed the quantities of food remaining on plates, while Nathan rubbed
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his hands raw, ground his teeth and often said, of his younger brother to his
mother, “He’s disgusting, tell him to wash his hands!”” while Rebecca dreamed
of her Prince Bennie from that small town far away.

The children learned much and nothing from the wisdom of the servants.
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Chapter 14

Milked Tea

¢€¢

“COME in!”

It wasn’t the second or last Thursday of the month, so two or three minutes
after ringing the bell next to her bed, there was a gentle knock at the half-open
bedroom door.

“Yes, Madam?”

Lilian entered the semi-darkness of the bedroom to find the Madam as usual,
propped up in bed, a small pink lace trimmed pillow inserted behind her neck
and an open novel rising and falling on her chest.

In a plaintive, childlike voice, the Madam asked, “What’s for breakfast?”

This breakfast ritual was so consistent in all its details that, unknown to the
Madam, Lilian had already enacted the complete scenario as she walked down
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the passageway and at the door before she had entered the room. Lilian was
merely performing outwardly what she already knew inwardly.

Redro fish paste on Melba Toast.

Scrambled egg on Melba Toast.

Kippers and egg with a slice of Melba Toast.
Sardines and 2 slices of Melba Toast.

A request for ‘A cup of hot, wet tea’ always followed the Madam’s choice of
one of these four options, to which Lilian would always reply with a smile,
“Milked or not milked Madam?”.

Inevitably, the Madam chose the ‘milked’ tea, which settled the acid in her
early morning sour stomach. Later in the day, when she requested a cup of
“hot, wet tea”, which she requested a minimum of five or six times a day, she
would choose the “not milked” option. The lemon that came with the “not
milked” option helped to bite through the layer of chalky residue that had
built on her tongue through the day, freeing her taste buds for the onslaught of
more taste sensations.

‘Milk’ or ‘No Milk’. What was initially a dilemma had, over time, resolved in
the confluence of habit and rationale.

Her body had become a playground of yin and yang. She had to choose
between what seemed to be irreconcilable opposites, acid or alkaline, lemon
or milk.

The Madam eventually resolved the dilemma by applying the factor of time to
the equation. She already knew, if only intuitively, that one plus one equaled
three and not two. Process, in her calculation, had become the entire equation,
obscuring the individual factors to where they disappeared in the vagaries of
the past, where they became confused with fantasies, dreams, and desires.

She needed more than a process to solve the supposed conflict between milk
and lemon. She needed time.

Subliminally she was convinced she could always start the day with a cup of
‘milked’ tea and could follow it up a little later with a cup of ‘not milked’ tea.
This seemed to work well even though the second cup negated the effects of
the first, and in fact she was back where she started when she woke up, with a
sour stomach.
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A surprise benefit of the time that passed between the two cups was, as a
result, she could always convince herself that the sour stomach she now
experienced resulted from one or more of her physical ailments. With that
conclusion in mind, she could now ingest some Eno’s Fruit Salts or some Alka
Seltzer as the medicinal solution to a medical problem?

54



LIVING WITHOUT SHADOWS

Chapter 15

The Act of Transference

OVER time, tea was the primary means of initiating various types of
interactions with Lilian throughout the day. The Madam used tea to deflect
compliments from female guests who would remark on the quality and
tastiness of the Maids baking served to them at their intermittent social
gatherings or brought along in a biscuit tin to the weekly tennis game. This
deflection of a compliment led to the establishment of ‘The Act of
Transference.’

The Act of Transference begins with the Madam's reply to a guest’s
compliment, to which the Madam replies, “Well I’ll tell you, when she came
to us, she couldn’t even boil a cup of water, never mind make a cup of tea!”
Her friends respond in small titters of understanding.
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Her female friends were all affected by the Act of Transference. There was a
sense of camaraderie among them, if not a slight tinge of a sense of shared
victimization. They communicated this non-verbal understanding to each
other aside from the copious verbiage they shared daily on the telephone,
about pills, about plastic surgery, about looming menopause.

The Act of Transference meant the Madam could accept the compliments on
Lilian’s baking by default, implying that by some method she had transferred
her abilities to Lilian, a transference that was to be accepted as a matter of
cultural normalcy and not really to be examined in conversation.

For males, there was no transference. Food was formal and physical, an
unrecognized, central and formative factor in their lives. Many of them bore
the imprints of their early childhood experience when some of them almost
starved to death or when other family members actually starved to death.
When the imprint sometimes bubbled to the surface, that marker of childhood,
combined with the nostalgia for innocence or simple pining for the eloquence
of history, of times past, it collapsed under the weight of the “Other’.

THE men, in a gesture of recognition, perhaps of some kind of prenatal
resonance, some distant organic echo of female competence, attempted to
compliment their wives or the Madam on the quality of the meal.

Most of the men bore a righteous indignation towards matters in general. With
an inflated sense of virulence, they showed a benevolent despotism towards
women in general and their wives in particular. That, together with a
misguided sense of honesty, practicality and the logical order of events,
wouldn’t allow them to express themselves adequately. The ‘Act of
Transference’ was one barrier that blocked the way.

The men couldn’t direct their compliments correctly to the host without
becoming involved in the intricacies of ‘The Act of Transference.’

If they attempted to do so, they stood the possibility of making an issue out of
what at least initially seemed to be a very simple gesture of politeness. Or,
they would have to delve into a mire of details to the point of boring everyone
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at the table. Or, at worst, they might appear as a Liberal, or a Socialist, or
perhaps a Communist!

Cynicism was far more acceptable than liberalism.

Confronted by ‘The Act of Transference’, the men defaulted on gestures of
politeness and deferred to comments of sexual innuendo while continuing
their business discussions amongst themselves.

The maids cleared the remnants of the meal they had prepared without so
much as a nod of acknowledgement towards their existence from either the
Masters or the Madams leaning into the backs of their seats, stuffed and
expecting coffee.
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Chapter 16

Cereal (1)

MEALS, being the central platform for the family’s interactions,
automatically credited any maid who could cook with the elevated status of
head maid.

Any maid who could cook, clean, dust, wash, scrub, baby-sit, iron, understand
English, have a legal Pass and not steal the sugar, was at an understandable
premium.

This premium never translated into increased wages for the head maid
through the dynamism of supply and demand. It simply transformed into the
tenacity of each Madams hold on her maid by all means available.

It was only under extraordinary circumstances that a good Head Maid who
met all the criteria was available. The word spread throughout the
neighborhood rapidly of her availability.
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If the Perfect Head Maid was not immediately available through the
grapevine, the search found a substitute.

OVER several weeks, a steady stream of maids knocked on the back gate of
the house in response to a grapevine of communication that made the vacancy
known amongst the maids of the area. It was a rare occasion that both maids
were fired or left simultaneously.

The remaining maid interrupted the family's evening meal to inform the
Madam of the prospective applicant’s presence at the bottom of the stairs that
led from the back door of the kitchen into the backyard.

After dessert, forestalling her usual cup of after-dinner lemon tea, the Madam
left the table to question the potential maid at the bottom of the stairs.
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Chapter 17

Cereal (2)

LIGHT spilled from the brightly lit yellow kitchen, silhouetting the bulky
frame of the Madam at the top of the stairs. Lilian, sitting on the lopsided
stool, merged with the dark background of the yard with its dripping faucet,
the mangy mongrel dog Snippy asleep in the corner, and the tin horse lying on
its side slightly visible through the door ajar in the crawlspace to the left.

The crawl space under the house remained silent and dank. The tin rocking
horse with the broken pedals lay with its nose in the dust, its gilded bridle
scratched to bare rusted metal at points, its eyes open in anxious anticipation,
or fear, its muzzle frozen in its caricature of joy.
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“YES Nanny?”
“Good evening Madam.”

Physical proximity and attitude in this initial encounter were as just as
important as any later discussion they might later pursue about ‘days off” or
‘Christmas pansela’. The height of approximately eight feet from the kitchen
door to the concrete of the yard where Lilian stood was a prelude to the
emotional distance that was established between them, should the interview
conclude successfully. Many times, this distance would collapse and reform,
but that initial eight feet would always set the parameters.

Both the Madam and Lilian were familiar with the ritual that was about to
take place. Each had already assumed their assigned role and positioned
themselves to begin.

The Madam swallowed the encumbrances of the established order and was
eager to begin and end Lilian’s overture, unlike Lilian, who was nervous at
the possibility of unanswerable questions the Madam might have.

It was difficult for the Madam to judge Lilian’s responses or if Lilian had any,
as the maids always kept their heads lowered and eyes to the ground when
they were spoken to.

The maids never looked at her directly for any length of time, but glanced and
then looked away in deference. This was disconcerting, but she readily
accepted it as this behavior was preferable to any other that might lead to
confrontation or argument.

Her presumptions were reinforced when she confronted the illustrations on the
back of a box of cereal on the breakfast room table one day. The box of cereal
not only opened a new perception of these two traits, but additionally opened
a channel to a few other understandings about some previously presumed but
now explicit behaviors.

She finally understood the basic tenets of these people who were silent unless
addressed and always looked at the ground when addressed.

These behaviors had always seemed peculiar to her, they hadn’t intruded on
her own behaviors and, in fact, she felt as if they reinforced her status even
though she didn’t know how, when, or why.

Her status was reinforced whenever she gave the servants some Grandpa
Headache powders, or Valium, or when she gave money to Lilian to buy
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vegetables from the Indian vegetable vendor with the green open-sided truck,
or from the Portuguese refugee from Mozambique’s store.

Or, when she gave money to the garden boy to buy the plants from the old
man with the carrier on the front of the bicycle with the small seedlings
individually wrapped in wet newspapers under several layers of burlap.

Or when Lilian asked for money to pay the bread man who had just delivered
the hot bread to the back-yard gate, or for the milk-man with the eggs and
yogurt.

At any of these moments, Lilian or the garden boy kept their eyes to the
ground and put out both hands cupped together, touching at the wrists.

Then they waited, hands outstretched, until they felt the touch of whatever
was placed in their hands. At that moment they would reverse the motion of
cupping, and without examining what was placed in their hands, saying, as
they reversed, “Thank you Madam.”
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Chapter 18

The Back of the Box of Cereal

THE back of the box of cereal illustrated a simple situation dealing with milk,
something everyone supposedly understood on some subliminal level and that
the junior designer at the advertising agency felt had more than simply a
practical relationship with the cereal in the box.

A photograph showed a Madam holding a bottle of milk, with a maid waiting
to receive the bottle, hands cupped and eyes to the ground. In an italicized
word balloon above the Madam’s head, it read, “Here’s some milk for you”.
In another word balloon above the head of the maid read, “Thank you very
much”.

A bold heading next to the photograph read, ‘INTERESTING".

Underneath the heading, the copy explained;
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‘It is customary to use both hands when giving or receiving things. Often
gratitude is expressed with gestures, a slight curtsey or the clapping of hands.’
The illustration failed to explain why the Madam was giving milk to Lilian
but was an acceptable action without query.

Another illustration shows a photograph of a maid on the left and a Master on
the right.

In a word bubble above the Masters’ head, it read, “Good Morning!”

In a word bubble above the Maid’s head, it read, “Good Morning!”

A photograph next to the word bubble showed the Master with a perplexed
look, chin resting in his hand, and a word bubble above his head reading,
“Why does she look away whenever I greet her?.”

The bold title read, ‘EXPLANATION’.

Again, under the heading it explained; ‘Traditionally, the senior person greets
first. It is often a sign of respect to avoid eye contact and not raise one’s voice
when talking to one’s senior.’

To the Madam, the first illustration was very clear and she quickly passed on
to the second which perplexed her immediately.

It hadn’t been quite clear from the illustration who had addressed whom first.
In fact, it appeared as if Lilian addressed the Master first, her being on the left
and both word bubbles being of equal size.

She re-examined the illustration once again.

After some moments of contemplation and reconsideration, she concluded the
copy had been correct and that the Master had addressed Lilian first.

She drew that conclusion by noting that the designer had crossed the tails of
the word balloons so that the balloon of the Master was on the left, even
though the Master was positioned on the right.

With a single stroke of inferential logic, she then drew the obvious conclusion
that the Master’s word balloon being on the left and English being read from
the left to right gave priority to the Master.
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Chapter 19

The Pass is Good

THE point at which this maid looked at her directly wasn’t until many years
later when Lilian realized the look on the Madams face wasn’t one of
superiority or reproach, but the countenance of resignation, an attitude that
Lilian rarely experienced, if ever, but came to recognize as time passed.
Compassion was a dominant trait of Lilian’s culture, and it came easily to her.
She could be compassionate without acknowledgement or reward, unlike the
Madam who desperately sought acknowledgement as a sign that reinforced
her sense of self.

This was a curious reversal of the cultural normalcy imposed on both their
roles. By all outward impressions, Lilian should be the one to seek constant
reinforcement of herself. Her identity, her culture, her history, every point
where her personal life may have touched that of the Madam or her family,
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was, every day, every hour, completely denied, except by the other servants,
who suffered under similar fates.

The Madam, with all the cultural signs of confirmation, affirmation, and
validation, was so embroiled in her search for confirmation, affirmation, and
validation, and the endless cycle that produced was incapable of the basic
rudiments of impulsive compassion.

For the Madam, what often appeared as compassion or understanding to the
unobservant was, in fact, her old enemy, and partner, resignation.

MADAM: “Who sent you?”.

Maid: “Madam Hilda, Madam, from Letaba Road Madam.”

The Madam and Lilian faced each other to discuss Lilian’s potential
employment. Or, more accurately, the Madam looked down at Lilian, looking
at the ground, to discuss Lilian's potential employment.

Madam: “Can you cook?”’

Maid: “No Madam, but I can learn if Madam will teach me Madam.”
Madam: “Well, that’s not good. Have you got your papers, your pass?”

Maid: “Yes Madam.”

Lilian handed over a small brown pass book which she had been holding
pressed into the small of her back during the entire conversation. Shiny with
perspiration and smelling slightly of soap and camphor, the Madam opened
the dog-eared and worn book, checking for the signatures and dates of service
of Lilian’s previous employers. She paused when she came to the section that
stipulated the expiry date of the document.

Madam: “But your pass has expired!”

Maid: “Yes Madam.”

Madam: “I can’t take you if your pass has expired!”

Maid: “Yes Madam, but Madam can make an application Madam.”

Madam: “No, no. If you don’t have a pass, they will come and arrest you, you

12

know. And then what will I do? I won’t have anyone
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Maid: “Yes, but Madam, my husband ...”

Madam: “Husband, you have a husband?”

Maid: “Yes Madam, but not married Madam.”

Madam: “What do you mean you’re not married. He isn’t your husband then
is he?”

Maid: “Yes, he is Madam, but we can’t marry Madam. We are both not

allowed in town if we are married, Madam. We can’t get pass then Madam.
They will arrest us Madam.”

Madam: “Yes, but you don’t have a pass, anyway. It has expired. Anyway, I
can’t have two of you living here. That’s too many back here. Who’s going to
pay for his food?.”

Maid: “I will Madam. He won’t stay here, Madam. He works over there, lapa
side Madam, Saxonwold, Madam.”

Madam: “No, no. I need someone with a pass. This one is no good.”

Maid: “Yes, but Madam, I can have a pass, Madam can do the application.”
Madam: “But this pass is no good.”

Maid: “Pass is good Madam. Madam can apply at De Villiers Street, Madam.”
Madam: “No, no, that’s too much trouble. You can’t cook and I haven’t got
the time to go to De Villiers Street. I’'m sorry, okay? Do you understand then,
hey? Okay?”

Maid: “Yes Madam. Can Madam sign for me for this week then Madam?”
Madam: “I can’t sign for you for the entire week. I’ll sign for you tonight
then, okay?”

Maid: “Yes Madam, thank you Madam.”

After calling for a pen from the other maid who hovered indistinctly at the

periphery, the Madam signed the pass book on the page for permissions to
travel and handed back the book. T

Lilian who, after climbing a couple of steps, received the book with both
hands cupped together and eyes to the ground.

The Madam turned and left the top of the stairs for the inside of the house,
leaving Lilian halfway up the stairs.

No more was said between them. The interview was over.
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THE interview was over, but their relationship was not. In fact, it was just the
beginning of a relationship that would extend over 25 years, where it would
intrude and embroil itself in the most intimate details of the Madam’s life,
where Lilian became her most trusted companion although she was never able
to recognize their relationship as such, and which would end on a hill
overlooking the city beyond the small lake several decades later.

FOR a week a steady stream of maids came to the bottom of the stairs, but all
were unsuitable. Too old, too young, no references, no pass, no English, bad
references.

And then the first maid returned to the bottom of the steps.

The Madam was getting more and more desperate, and more and more
depressed at not having a head maid.

Her husband had become unusually silent and sullen behind the evening
newspaper at the supper table, even refraining from giving his usual
intermittent commentary on various current events he was reading while
eating.

The remaining maid had been forgetting to bring in the milk and yogurt in the
morning from outside the garage side door. In the heat of the oncoming day, it
hadn’t taken but two hours for it to turn sour.

For three days, the children had gone to school with no cereal and complaints
about the butter and jam sandwiches she had hurriedly made for their school
lunch.

Her chilblains had been aching, and her varicose veins, her cracked heels and
her ingrown toenails, and the large body massager from America was doing
nothing to reduce her weight as was promised.

The garden boy brought back an especially slim selection of books from the
library, and her memories of the Place de Pigalle and the canals of Venice
were fading rapidly.
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No consoling from her friends on the telephone could deliver the
appropriately qualified maid, despite their own experiences with the same
situation. Good maids just weren’t to be had, her friends complained in
commiseration. The Madam agreed saying, “If they aren’t using up all the
sugar, they’re cooking ‘morogo’ in the kitchen.”
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Chapter 20

A World of Shadows.

MAROGO was an indigenous and potent smelling vegetable similar to
spinach. Normally, the servants would cook ‘morogo’ in the laundry room, an
outhouse separate from the main house. Here they had set up their cooking
and eating facilities amongst the sheets, socks, soaps and bleaches, and the
large concrete washing tub.

Occasionally a new maid under the stress of having to cook the servant’s meal
of morogo, mielie meal, and a small amount of ‘Boys’ meat’ on the paraffin
fueled ‘Primus’ brand stove in the laundry room, would use the 6-plate
electric stove in the main house to cook a portion of the meal. This inevitably
resulted in a word of caution from the other maid, who was reprimanded by
the Madam for creating the pungent smell of morogo that permeated the house
for hours.

The disappearance of the white sugar was not so easily discernible. The
solution to that problem evaded the Madam right up to the point when she left
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the country and took up Hermesetas, followed by Saccharin, followed by
Sweet and Low, followed by NutraSweet, and left her friends to grapple with
the disappearance of the white sugar, supposedly to the laundry room for
some unknown purpose.

The laundry room was one of several outhouses that were built at the back of
and close to the main house and next to the two-car garage where the Master
honked for the manservant every night at precisely six-fifteen.

Adjacent was another outhouse divided into 4 sections. In that outhouse were
three rooms, approximately eight feet by eight feet, one for each of the
servants, each with the optional small window.

The window, set above eye-level, faced away from the house but towards the
garbage cans and the high wall dividing the property from the neighbor.

Attached, as the fourth partition, was the combination bathroom and toilet
facility comprising a ceramic toilet with no seat and a single cold-water
shower head. The water constantly dripped from the shower head onto the
concrete floor, leaving a conspicuous broad stain on the otherwise bare and
unremarkable concrete floor.

EACH day, year in and year out, the Maids could be seen carrying steaming
galvanized buckets of hot water through the yard from the laundry room to the
bathroom. There they meticulously bathed in the bucket, emerging from the
darkness of the bathroom into the dawn of the day, their faces, hair, arms and
legs shining from the application of Zambuk or Karoo or Nivea creams,
smelling of camphor and mint.

Having dressed, the maids re-emerged resplendent in a pastel dress with white
piping along the collar edge, the ends of the short sleeves, the edges of two
pockets, and down the front of the front to the waist, alongside four buttons.
A frilly edged apron and headscarves or starched hats matched similarly, the
uniform completed by shoes polished to a reflective mirror finish as was the
floor of each room, polished to a gleam with either red or green Cobra brand
paste wax.
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The maids, for reasons unknown to the Family, were never seen bareheaded
unless glimpsed through a window or a crack in a door while moving to or
from the bathroom in the early morning.

Neither did the family ever see a maid lying in bed, or the bed unmade, or
anything but the meticulous order of the room.

They polished the floor of each room to a gleam with either red or green
Cobra brand paste wax.

Along the rear wall, under the window, was a single bed. No matter what the
time of day, the bed was always impeccably made. Draped over the bed in
precise and balanced sequences of shape and design were various starched
and hand embroidered white cloths entirely devoid of wrinkles but
resplendent in peaks formed by ironing and starching while folding.

Single blankets rolled together with a white embroidered cloth into a bed-
width roll were placed at each end of the bed that stood with each hooped
metal foot on two empty one-gallon paint containers, such that the top of the
bed stood at waist level, far above the concrete floor where the ‘tokoloshe’
slithered around at night.

In the corner, stretched between two intersecting walls, a piece of wire with
yet another embroidered cloth, concealed the small number of articles of
clothing that hung from a wooden pole or sometimes another piece of wire
stretched across the corner.

Against another wall, between several thin wooden tomato boxes stacked to
form shelving, stood a small table with an oilcloth covering, perhaps a candle
in a metal holder, and several photographs in stand-up frames. Sometimes
one, or perhaps two, small, well-worn metal folding chairs are drawn up to the
table at each end.

Lilian lived, entertained, and hosted her own visiting children and those of the
Madam. Here she cried, and hoped, but mostly laughed and drank voluminous
quantities of ‘skokian’ with her ‘husband’ for going on twenty years. Neither
the Madam nor the Master ever entered any of the rooms of those outhouses
that stood ten feet away from their bedroom door.

In some senses, this was yet another confirmation of the ignorance that
prevailed in this society of fleeting ghosts, shadows, and spirits.
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Simultaneously the servants rejoiced in the independence of anonymity, where
the bosses never knew, nor cared, nor could intrude upon their private lives,
their beliefs, or their dreams.

The laundry room, next to a storage room and the filter for the swimming
pool, was painted a bright fuchsia, the result of a mistaken paint mixing that
couldn’t be sold at the family’s paint store.

Years of black paraffin soot from the ‘Primus’ stove that was the servant’s
only means of cooking had accumulated on the walls, but especially on the
ceiling and the undersides of the various cupboards that lined the walls.
Looking into the room from the top of the stairs at the back of the main house,
it often appeared to the Madam as if the room, with the blue glow of the
hissing ‘Primus’ stove as its center, was entirely aglow with fire and scurrying
demons with fleeting shadows, hiding.

She was unfamiliar with shadows. Her world was filled with the light of
concealed fluorescents and multiple incandescent lamps. She was familiar
with reflections and refractions. She was familiar with the endless loop
created by the multiple mirrors of her wardrobe as she pulled up her corset or
as she lay in the large bed, waiting. Not shadows.
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THE servants were quite familiar, unafraid, yet respectful of shadows.

They knew the moving flickering shadows of a candle as they entered their
immaculate rooms or walked to the bathroom to urinate in the middle of the
night, across the open courtyard where the dog scratched at fleas at the bottom
of the concrete stairs.

They knew the shadow of a single light bulb as the center of a singular
universe whose details faded to nothing at the outer reaches.

They knew the shadow of a torch shone into a window in the middle of the
night with shouting voices, “Wakker kaftir, wakker!”.

They knew the shadow of the bushes where the ‘skelems’ and ‘tsotsi’s’ waited
to steal your pass book and rip open your stomach with the slash of a knife or
crack your skull with the stroke of a knobkerrie.

They knew the shadow of the sunset as they walked from suburb to suburb,
knowing that the light would soon be gone, that soon the police trucks would
be out patrolling, that they had to reach their destination quickly or else
endure another beating, another week without pay, another entry on the
record.

They knew the shadow of the rising sun and its soft and gentle edges as they
carried the buckets of hot water to the bathroom as the new day formed in
pink and orange, just as well as they knew the harshness of the midday as the
cry went up, “Shaya!”, and the light at the edge of the storm feathered the
curtain of the oncoming rain.

They knew the shadow of the hissing Primus stove as well as the smell of sour
mieliepap mingled with the odor of paraffin, morogo and bleach, and they
longed for the glow of warmth from the fire under the pot inside their one-
roomed home, out there, many miles away, by the farms.

Their rooms, their histories, were always full of fleeting shadows, either their
own or of others. They knew the shadow of the rising sun and its soft and
gentle edges as they carried the buckets of hot water to the bathroom as the
new day formed in pink and orange, just as well as they knew the harshness of
the midday as the cry went up, “Shaya!”, and the light at the edge of the storm
feathered the curtain of the oncoming rain.

They lived in a world full of shadows.
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In winter, the Primus stove added heat to the otherwise unheated laundry
room. The heat combined with the left-over heat from the hot water used
during the day for laundry, formed a dank atmosphere where the servants ate
at the table the manservant had nailed together from the leftovers of the box
cart the youngest son had built but had given up on for the lack of wheels.

For the major part of each day the table served as an ironing board, covered
with an old green blanket with two white stripes at either end and a large hole
edged in brown in the shape of an iron, the result of the Madam ringing the
bell insistently and repeatedly one second Thursday of the month.

It wasn’t for many years that the Master installed a washing machine in the
laundry room where it shared the space with the three chairs, the table the
manservant had nailed together and the twin concrete washing tubs. Before
that, all the washing was done by hand, leaning over the tubs filled with
scalding hot water and scrubbing the fabric against the washboard like ridges
molded into the concrete of the tub.

Each day, the children returned from school to find their beds made, the
parquet floors newly polished, and their pajamas that had lain on the bedroom
floor, neatly folded under their pillows.

Unlike the rest of the family, Nathan changed clothes, sometimes two or three
times a day, just as he sometimes bathed 2 or 3 times a day, and washed his
hands constantly, particularly on Saturdays.

The other family members bathed irregularly, never wore cologne or
aftershave, wore the same clothes for 3 or 4 days at a stretch and simply left
their clothes on the floor, or on a chair, or in the bathroom when they were
done, only to find them back in the drawer, washed and ironed, the next day.
The servant's own washing was done on another day. The Madam didn’t know
which day or when during that day, but the washing occurred, evidenced
because each day the maids appeared in one of the three pastel outfits the
Madam had purchased for them, freshly washed and perfectly starched and
ironed.

The servants’ own cleaning was done on another day. The Madam didn’t
know which day, or when during that day, nor did she enquire nor set any
rules. Each day their rooms were meticulously presentable with starched
sheets, made-up beds and shiny polished floors.
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How or when all these personal activities of the servants occurred always
remained a mystery to the Madam, as did the mechanizations of Farfi.

The servants worked all day, from the morning six o’clock wake up task when
they rapped on the children’s window to have them open the back door, to the
seven o’clock quitting time when they entered to request someone lock up
after them as they closed the back door for the night. A regular thirteen-hour
workday determined not by negotiation or discussion, tradition or common
cause, but by the completion of tasks.

Sunday was a half day, while every second Sunday was a day off, to go to
church or visit friends, and every second Thursday was a day off.

For those days off, aside from the regular thirteen-hour day, the servants often
worked 18-hour days or 80-hour weeks when they were told to ‘stay in’,
sometimes twice or three times a week.

‘Staying in’ meant babysitting so the parents could go out to ‘dinner and a
show’, leaving their children ‘safe’ with the head maid. That is until ‘The
Maids Plot’ became more than just unfounded speculation and casual rumor.
Once or sometimes twice a week, the head maid babysat for the Madams
children until 10 or 11pm. She sat on a blanket placed on the kitchen floor, her
own infant child curled up silently asleep beside her, while the Madam’s
children lay asleep in their bedrooms, down the long passage, past the locked
iron gate and the locked glass door, until the Master and Madam returned and
they would be ‘let out’.

Madam: “Is everything okay?.”

Maid: “Yes Madam.”

Master: “Okay, goodnight.”

Maid: “Goodnight Master, goodnight Madam.”

Madam: “Goodnight. Don’t forget the milk in the morning!.”

Maid: “Yes, Madam.”

Madam: “And the Sammy comes tomorrow. You know that, hey? We need it
for the weekend.”

Maid: “Yes Madam, but we need little, just potatoes and some carrots.”

Madam: “Okay then, but you still have enough money from last week then,
hey?.”
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Maid: “I think so Madam, four, five rand more.”

Madam to the Master: “Have you got five rand?.”

Master: “Here, here’s ten, I don’t have any smaller.”

Madam: “Okay then, that’ll be good for a while then. If it’s not, just tell the
Sammy to put it on the account and we will fix up later than, okay?.”
Maid: “Yes Madam.”

Madam: “Goodnight then.”

Maid: “Goodnight Madam.”

THE Master closed, locked and bolted the kitchen backdoor behind the
retreating maid with the blanket bump on her back, and placed the key on the
yellow Formica countertop where it was retrieved at six o’clock the next
morning by one child who responded to the Maids knock on their bedroom
window so they could be let into the kitchen to prepare the breakfast for the
family.

Another day is done.

THE ‘boyfriend’, or ‘husband’ of Lilian, the father of her only child, spent
some nights with her in her room in the courtyard and left furtively at dawn to
return, walking, to his room at the rear of another Madam’s house some miles
away in another suburb.

They couldn’t get married. If they did so, the law required one of them to
return to the farm or the village where their parents or their grandparents now
lived after becoming too old to work in the city. Where they too would live
when they grew old.

The servants rarely married, at least formally as recognized by the law and
despite the reverence with which their culture held the sanctity of marriage,
both in their newer beliefs of Christianity and their traditional beliefs of
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centuries. To their friends and family, they were married but not in the eyes of
the pass laws.

Their nights were often nights of extremes. Laughter and tenderness, passions
and ecstasies were often interrupted by the brutal invasion of a pass raid,
when the husband would be hauled away, shirtless, humiliated and shivering
in the cold night and shoved into the police van with several other men
similarly shivering, shirtless and often bleeding from a wound on the head
from the blow of a sjambok.

Although his pass was valid, he had been found at a place ‘not of his
employment’, without the required signature from his Master, or his Madam,
or one of their children.

Usually he would be sentenced to a fine, the equivalent of a week’s wages and
would Lilian in jail until his family could gather the money either from their
meager savings, or by contributions from various friends, or from playing
Farfi, or from that extra two or three rand originally assigned for ‘the
Sammy’.

Lilian would go to the court to pay the fine, for which she was docked the
day’s pay by the Madam, or otherwise, Lilian waited until the next ‘second
Thursday’, to have him released from jail so she wouldn’t be docked the day’s
pay.

Another day is done.
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Chapter 21

Why the White Sugar Disappeared

MADAM: “Yes.”
Maid: “I came to see if Madam found someone, Madam.”
Madam: “No, not yet.”

Lilian remained silent at the bottom of the stairs, hands behind her back,
clasping the small brown book, eyes to the ground.

It took a few moments for the Madam to realize that Lilian wasn’t about to
say anything in response to her comment.

Madam: “Oh well, what was your problem then, hey?”

The Madam couldn’t separate or remember one Maid from the other. What
she perceived, what was her priority at that moment, was utility, not
personality.

80



LIVING WITHOUT SHADOWS

In an extraordinary cultural leap of inference, Lilian, understanding this,
responded to the Madam's question by simply climbing the few steps to reach
the Madam with an outstretched hand, and handed over her small brown book.
She then retreated, regaining her initial pose, eyes to the ground, at the bottom
of the steps.

The Madam slightly taken aback paged through the book, pausing
momentarily to ask:

“Who was it that sent you again?”

Maid: “Madam Hilda Madam, from Letaba Road, Madam.”

Madam: “And why did she let you go?”

Maid: “No Madam, it’s my sister Madam, she is working for Madam Hilda,
Madam.”

Madam: “Oh.”

Seeing that everything in the book was in order up to that point, the Madam's
hopes were rising. “A bit young, only eighteen. I hope she can handle the
kids”, she thought to herself as she squinted at the details of the book.

Madam: “And you’re not pregnant, are you?”

AN image had suddenly arisen in the Madam’s fertile imagination. She had
employed several Maids over the years who had gone about their daily work,
scrubbing floors, carrying loads of laundry with their newly born child
strapped to their backs enveloped in a blanket.

Or at least she presumed it was a child, she never asked and the Maids never
offered any explanation for the bump under the blanket. The Madam never
heard the baby cry nor saw the baby’s face.

It was a curious phenomenon how the children of the maids were born. At
some point, Lilian’s pregnancy would become just too obvious as she was
about to reach the term.

Having delayed as much as possible, Lilian approached her Madam to ask for
leave to have the baby. The Madams often reacted with shock, and often with
irritation, and often with anger. Paying Lilian during her absence was a
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prerogative of the Madams and depended on many factors, none based on
regulation or custom.

Their responses weren’t necessarily guided by any of the moral implications
they might have applied to similar news from their own daughter, or about
their neighbor’s or a cousin’s daughter, or a niece.

They knew the maids were not married, and they tolerated the glimpses they
caught of the various males as they entered or exited the Maids' rooms. They
were mainly concerned about the disruption of the regularity of the household
for the month-long absence of Lilian.

After meeting the Madam's requirement for her to find a replacement for the
period of her absence, Lilian returned to the village, usually where her mother
lived, to have the baby.

On the assigned day of her return, the family in the house was greeted at the
breakfast table by Lilian as if nothing had happened besides the disappearance
of her large stomach and the appearance of a large bump on her back covered
with a blanket as the family went about their breakfast as usual.

No-one asked to see the child, there were no congratulations, or if there had
been a miscarriage, no words of consolation or concern for the maids health.

THE maids ate their meals in the fuchsia laundry and worked from six am to
seven pm, seven days a week, except for every second Thursday and every
alternate Sunday to go to church.

The maids carried the steaming hot water from the laundry room to the
bathroom in the galvanized bucket.

The maids room contained the single bed set on the upturned paint cans, and
the small table with two chairs.

The Primus stove hissed and blackened the walls of the laundry room.
The child remained on Lilian’s back in the blanket.

The garden boy exchanged the books at the library.

The bell under the carpet in the dining room remained unused.

Until, one day, the bump on Lilian’s back disappeared.
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Which day exactly, or which week was a mystery unknown to the Madam and
her family, as was the bump’s name, gender and to where it had disappeared.

The only clue to any of this the Madam might have noticed, was the increase
or decrease in the disappearance of the white sugar.

Other than the sugar, there remained no indicator nor evidence of the child’s
presence, past or future.
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Chapter 22

Cholent and Gribbenes

MADAM: “But your pass has expired!”

The Madam had come upon the page she had seen several days ago.
Maid: “Yes Madam.”

Madam: “I can’t take you if your pass has expired!”

Maid: “Yes Madam, but Madam can make an application Madam.”
Madam: “No, no, I need someone with a pass. This is no good.”

Maid: “Pass is good Madam. Madam can make an application at De Villiers
Street Madam.”

Madam: “No, that’s too much trouble. Can you cook?”
Maid: “No Madam ... but ...”
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Madam: “You can’t cook either? And I don’t have the time to go to De Villiers
Street.”

Maid: “But I can learn to cook Madam. I can read English Madam. I passed
standard five Madam.”

Madam: “I don’t need reading, I need cooking.”

Maid: “Yes Madam.”

The Madam stood at the top of the stairs anticipating the retreat of Lilian.
Lilian remained standing at the bottom of the stairs, silent, eyes to the ground,
her hands clasped behind her back.

Lilian’s repeated agreement with almost every expressed conclusion of the
Madams had the effect of simply reflecting the Madam's opinions of herself,
at herself. Each ‘Yes, Madam’ reflected her frustration and her constant effort
to make practical conclusions in the face of her husband’s constant criticism.
Her head hurt and she wondered if this was the onset of another of her
blinding migraine headaches, the same pain she felt when she couldn’t find
her glasses as she strained to read her current novel in the darkness of the
bedroom.

Madam: “Okay then, come on Thursday ..., no, come on Friday, yes, Friday,
that will be better. We will see if we can fix your pass then. Okay, Nanny?”
She referred to Lilian as ‘Nanny’ because she couldn’t remember Lilian's
name.

She did remember that it was Thursday, and this was the day the other Maid
was ‘off’. She couldn’t have gone to DeVilliers Street even if she had the will
or energy. Without having one of the maids available to “look after the house
while I’'m gone, okay?”, she didn’t feel secure enough to leave the house to
fend for itself.

She had to think of what or where the family would eat out that night. She
certainly wasn’t going to cook. She demanded the servant’s cooking skills
because she herself possessed no such skills.

Not that she didn’t have the skills or the intelligence or the patience. She had
just given up, resigned, reconciled to living with potential's undirected, latent
abilities like many of her desires and needs, left at the countertop of
unattended service, but for the maids..., and her mother.
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Occasionally on a Friday evening, and always at the high holy days, the
Madam’s mother would come over and supervise the cooking of the meal.
Lilian and the Bobba would stand at the stove, pots boiling and steaming,
roasts in the oven, desserts and fish dishes congealing in the refrigerator,
cookies and cakes cooling on the countertops.

THE menus varied very little, confined to a melange of traditional and pseudo
traditional items.

Pickled herring: Herring pickled with onions and sugar, served segmented in
finger size bits and eaten on matzo crackers.

Chopped Herring:

Pickled herring ground finely and mixed with sugar, tart apple, eggs, white
bread, cider vinegar and oil.

‘Danish’ Herring:

Chopped herring with the addition of Tomato sauce.

Pizah:

A concoction of fish brawn mixed with gelatin and garlic topped with sliced
boiled eggs.

Gefilte Fish:

A cake of chopped white-fleshed freshwater fish, carp or pike. mixed with
onions and carrots, celery, parsley, eggs and matzo meal. Boiled in broth for a
while and served cold with red horseradish and garnished with a slice of
boiled carrot balanced on top.

Chopped liver:

Pate of chicken liver served on a platter topped with boiled eggs crumbled
into separate white and yellow segments. Presented on a platter in a pattern,
usually the Star of David or several segments like a dartboard, or else simply
four quadrants, all depending on the mood of Lilian that day.

Kneidlach:

Dumplings, soft and large, filling the soup bowl almost side to side, floating
in a transparent chicken soup distilled from hours of boiling a whole chicken
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together with the bones and necks and feet of at least another chicken until the
flesh falls off the bones and disintegrates into the mix of whole onions, sticks
of celery and cloves of garlic.

Latkes:

Potatoes shredded and expunged of all moisture and deep fried until crispy
brown. Served with a topping of sour cream sprinkled with white sugar.

Lokshen:
Flat Noodles added to chicken soup and kneadlach.
Perogen:

Triangles of soft dough with a beef filling added to chicken soup, kneidlach
and lokshen. Also, baked in a pastry dough with a brushing of egg and served
with the main dish.

Tzimmes:
A brisket stewed with prunes, carrots and potatoes.
Cholent:

Any mixture of meats and vegetables cooked at the lowest possible heat for
extraordinarily long periods resulting in taste-infused blobs of dark brown
artifacts and weighing twice as much as their initial or presumed weight,
defying their complete consumption at any one sitting.

‘Chinese’ chicken:

Simply a whole chicken baked in the oven with chunks of pineapple and
served over a bed of white rice.

Beef tongue:

Doused in a sweet clear sauce of yellow sultana raisins and served whole on a
platter so everyone could fight over who would get the tip.

Leg of lamb:

Roasted at first in a very hot oven and then very slowly at medium heat so that
the thin fatty skin of the leg is crispy to the bite and the flesh remains soft and
dripping juices from fork to mouth.

Gribenes:

The left-over chicken skin after being fried with chopped onions to liquefy the
fat into ‘schmaltz’, drained of the emulsified ‘schmaltz’ and served mixed in
mashed potatoes or chopped liver.
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Yellow squash or pumpkin:
Grilled with sugar and cinnamon.
Roasted potatoes:

Boiled, sometimes twice, and then baked in the oven until crispy golden
brown on the outside and fluffy white on the inside.

Carrot salad:

Grated carrots with a fresh orange juice and sugar dressing.

Kugel:

A side dish of flat egg noodles baked within a mix of sweet and sour creams
and cheeses with raisins.

Blintzes:

Squares of sweet dough filled with several sweet and sour cheeses and fried or
baked.

Hamantaschen:

The ‘Ears of Hammen’, pastries filled with honey infused poppy seeds.

THE occasion of the high holy days drew the entire family together, or, at
least it drew the Madam's family together to the same place for that one day a
year when the formal dining room was used, as was the bell under the
burgundy carpet.

The Master hadn’t spoken to his brother, Issac, for over twenty years over a
supposed cheating at a card game and both his parents had passed on, so no
one in his family was present at the table.

The Madam's brother, Lennie, and her sister, Betty, their wives and husbands
and young children, lived close by, as did her mother. They made the trip once
a year to Betty’s or Lennie’s house just as she, the Madam, made the trip to
their house for the second night, or the breaking of the fast.

Every year there were several calls between the siblings coordinating the
various suppers required of the high holy days, each call confirming the
memory of the last miserable occasion and deferring to the priority of the next
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of kin to host that years first night, or second night, or last night, depending on
the order that was established in prior years.

The Madam'’s children were much older than those of Lennie and Betty. Much
of her children’s teenage ventures into sex, the admissions of homosexuality,
drugs and independence, were translated by her yet inexperienced brother and
sister, as being the failing of the Madam both as a parent and mother, further
confirming their negative opinion of the Master as parent, father and husband.
Some years later, Lennie and Betty had their challenges with their children,
but they never acknowledged this to the Madam who would have been
uplifted by the most minimal gesture of understanding and kindness.
Penniless and almost immobile with depression, her courage at finally leaving
her husband, never pricked the consciousness of her mother, of Lennie, or of
the other ladies, except for her last childhood friend, Hilda, the proud wife of
her Communist husband with the Volvo and the sole friend to attend the
unveiling of her tombstone.
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Chapter 23

Show and a Dinner

DINNER and a show. La Fontainebleau. The Station. Prawns. Kosher.
Taiglach. Pitzah. It was 1958. It was Thursday. Her mind raced with various
options. She had to think about where the family would eat out that night.
Perhaps she could call some friends for a recommendation.

Eating out was rare because Lilian always made sure there was a prepared
dinner in the refrigerator for Thursday's, her day off.

This search for a maid was proving to be an unending and frustrating quest.

The family hadn’t eaten out in years. The few times the family had gone out
to eat together was usually on the occasion of a birthday. On those rare
occasions, they had gone to the main railway station to dine on a standard prix
fixe menu. That way they could order repeated servings of any one item and
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often several orders of the custard and peach dessert, or vanilla ice-cream and
pears.

DINNER and a show.
The family never attended a movie together.

In fact, they had attended no cultural events together besides for the African
mine dances they took several visiting dignitaries or distant relatives to view.

It wasn’t until many years later that Shaye wheeled his mother into a cinema
matinee, where they sat together at the rear of a cinema, she in the wheelchair,
looking down the twin tracks of lights embedded in the floor at the foggy
screen image of Julia Roberts through her fingerprinted and greasy
eyeglasses, and he, unable to focus through the tears, hid in the darkness from
his mother and the two other vague figures some rows ahead in the cinema
that day.

Actually, the ritual was ‘Show and Dinner’ although she and her friends
always referred to it as ‘Dinner and a Show’. Actually, most of her friends
never referenced that ritual at all anymore. They had in the past, and when
they had, they had done so with positive acknowledgement, if not genuine
enthusiasm, at the idea.

‘Dinner and a Show’ or ‘Show and Dinner’, was a Saturday night ritual, the
one night of the week assigned by all the women to maintain actual physical
contact with the friends they spoke to on the phone daily.

The two couples met at the local cinema where their children had left the
residues of their urine soaked shorts, their empty bottles of pineapple flavored
‘Hubbly Bubbly’ and the echoes of E-N-O, a mere 2 or 3 hours earlier.

The women had already decided what movie they would see, and the choice
always bore the men. These were women's movies. They were much more
taken with Cowboys and Indians, spies, or war. Their lack of exposure to
other alternatives did not halt their criticism of the women's choices. Cultural
phenomena like literature or films just never entered conversations between
them. Their conversations almost always centered on sex or business.
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That didn’t matter too much because later, after the ‘Show’, after they had
eaten ‘Dinner’, the two men would excuse themselves from the table and head
towards the men’s toilet.

“THIS one’s mine,” one man would say to the other as they stood at the
porcelain urinals.

“No, no, this one’s on me,” the other responded.

“No, no really, this one’s on me.”

“No, shit, what are you a fucking millionaire!”

“No! Are you?”

“If you’re a fucking millionaire, it’s because you’re fucking cheating and
you’re going to pay all the dinners from now on!” the other replied,
chuckling.

“Fuck you! You’re cheating, bloody ganef! You’re just fucking jealous! You
couldn’t count to a fucking million, never mind make a fucking million!
You’re just like a kaffir, heh, heh!,” the other countered, laughing.

“That reminds me, hey. Did you hear the one about the kaffir and the genie?,”
replied the other.

“Shit, man, not another genie. Did you hear about the genie who...?.”

“Wait man, listen to this one, you’ll piss yourself man.”

“I’m already pissing, man!”

“Fuck that man, listen. There’s this kaffir you see, and he’s going through the
rubbish dump, hey. So, he picks up this oil lamp. It looks pretty good, like it’s
worth something, like a shilling, dumb kaffir you know, it’s probably worth
like a pound or more, but fuck, he doesn’t know. Anyway, so he’s standing
there, fucking bats all around, shit up to his knees and he’s rubbing this
fucking thing clean. Suddenly, hey, fuck, there’s a big puff of smoke and fuck
wouldn’t you know it, but a fucking genie!”

“He was rubbing his cock! He wasn’t rubbing the lamp, he was rubbing his
fucking cock!”
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“Your cock maybe! Never mind that man. So, this genie says to the kaffir,
‘Master (funny hey!), you can make three wishes. What is your first wish?”

“No man, shut up man, listen. So, the kaffir says, ‘I want my family to have
food for all their lives!” Shit, man. Bam! Fuck! There it is. All the food you
could want. Shit, the kaffir is amazed. He didn’t believe it before, but now he
sees its real. “So now Master, what is your second wish?’ the genie asks him.”

“Fuck you! Leave my wife out of this. You only wish!!!!”

“You wish. When was the last time you had some cunt, hey! I’1l bet you
haven’t had any for a long time, except that ghatis secretary of yours. Are you
still giving her a tup? I wouldn’t mind.”

“Listen man! Listen! So, the kaffir got the hang of it now hey, so he says to
the genie, ‘I want a big house, a big house with a bathroom with gold taps,
and a swimming pool with a fountain, and a tennis court, and two Mercedes in
the garage!” Boom, there’s the explosion, and smoke, hey, and there it is,
house, swimming pool, tennis court and shit, two big black Mercedes, 250
model, hey!”

“Shit, it would be a 250 for the kaffir!”

“Okay, so the genie comes now to the kaffir and says, ‘Okay, you have one
last wish. What is it?” So, the kaffir thinks and thinks, and he thinks and he
thinks, until finally, with a big smile, he says to the genie, ‘I know what [ want
for my last wish.” “What is it?” asks the genie. So, the kaffir says, ‘I want to be

12

a white man
“No Shit!”
“No, really, he says he wants to be a white man!”
“Bullshit!”

“Boom! Flash! Man, when the smoke clears, there he is, a white man!
‘Fantastic, Gott sei dank’, he thinks. But then he looks up, he looks up and
sees that everything is gone, the food, the house, the Mercedes, all gone!”

“Datke!”

Now he has his friend’s full attention.
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“So, he says to the genie, ‘Hey, what happened? You fucked up. I’m a white
man now, but what happened to everything else, hey? What happened to the
Mercedes and everything?’ So, the genie turns to him and says, ‘No, no, I
didn’t fuck up. You’re white, you’re a white man now! Now you have to work
for it!!!!’,... Good, hey?”

“Schvantz!”
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Chapter 24

Precarious Balances

¢€¢

“DID he at least offer to pay?”

They lay in bed now. Lilian had been let out. The polyester clothes hung from
the chairs in the bedroom as if dripping wet. They both noticed the shadow of
the palm tree in the circular window unbeknown to each other.

“Yes”, the Master replied vaguely.
“Well, did you settle?” the Madam countered, pressing her inquiry.

“Yes”, the Master replied sleepily, irritated at her insistence.
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Standing at the urinal, both men stared at the glistening stream that connected
them similarly to the chrome and porcelain vessel in front of them. As they
both breathed hard through their noses, a spreading splash of dark yellow
urine pummeled the white porcelain in front of them in a downward cascade,
accompanied by a shower of airborne droplets at the point of impact.

“WE need to settle for the last time.”
“We haven’t settled yet.”

“I need to settle with you.”

“It’s time to settle.”

The ritual was a part of the alleviation of obligation just as much as it was a
vague gesture towards a by-gone cultural code of honor or honesty.

MOST of the friends of the Master saw themselves as self-made men, just as
he did. Men who had come from situations of abject poverty and now lorded
over independent business enterprises. In that quest, the men had learned
never to place themselves under any obligation to any one person at any time
or for any lengthy period. It was far more helpful to have a debt in your favor,
or, if not in your favor, then at least at even status.

This was the advantage of wealth, power and success, and they worked as
much at maintaining this status quo as they did at impressing each other,
period.

This approach had several negatives.

Outside of the secrecy of the men’s various sexual trysts with each other’s
wives, or the Syrian hardware dealers’ daughters, or their secretaries or
cashiers, the men carried this kernel of self-preservation close to the vest. The
men remained lonely and secretive to where their wives were unaware of the
major portion of their daily lives.
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Similarly, the men were unaware of the major portion of their wives’ lives,
and the wives were equally unaware of the lives of the servants. In this
secrecy, all parties were equal.

Unless the Madam was interviewing a maid for a job. Then the veil of secrecy
only parted long enough to allow the details of identity passes and cooking to
percolate through.
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Chapter 25

Capri

ON the assigned Friday, as arranged, Lilian arrived early in the morning,
waiting in the fuchsia laundry room for the Madam to exit the rear door of the
house.

The Madam came down the stairs some two hours later, bag hanging from her
wrist and keys dangling from her hand, the sound of her polyester petticoat
and dress swishing slightly against each other in the silence of the concrete
courtyard.

Lilian, in deference to her assumptions, presumed she was to follow and
silently shadowed the Madam through the door and into the garage. The
Madam and Lilian both opened the front and rear doors, respectively. They
both sat down, facing forward. In a singular motion, with a singular echo of
sound, as if in a ballet where they were in a perfectly choreographed
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synchronization of rehearsed motion, they both closed their doors. This was
going to be a good day.
The Madam looked in the rear-view mirror to reverse out of the garage.

The Madam screamed.
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Chapter 26

Proportional Combinations

THE Madam's fears had finally reached fruition. Here it was. It was
happening, here, in this most unexpected location, in her garage with the
black oil stain on the concrete floor, in her yellow Zephyr, on a Friday,
without warning.

She had imagined it being announced on the radio.

She had imagined it read by her husband from the evening paper.

She had imagined it happening in her bathroom while brushing her teeth.
She had imagined it happening while in bed.

But not here, not now.

Not now.

Why this, why here, why now?

100



LIVING WITHOUT SHADOWS

The answer never came. Alone, in the piercing silence of the faded echo of
closing car doors, she faced ‘The Maid’s Plot’.

All she could do was scream and scream. Scream just like she had at hearing
of her father’s death, just like she had done that day when she bashed her son's
head against the passage wall and then ran into the kitchen, just as she had
done that day alone in the bath.

All she could do in response to the ‘The Maids Plot’ was scream and scream
repeatedly.

This form of ‘The Maids Plot’ was ingenious. It overcame all the security
measures that were part of the norm in building codes. It overcame all the
idiosyncratic additions that each successive homeowner had added to the
security system over the years. It overcame all the paranoid defenses that
various personalities had imagined or imagined and implemented, erected in
the name of peace of mind.

When the Madam purchased the house, the metal bars on every opening of the
house seemed a romantic, decorative addition to the general décor. The
curving bars forming scrolls of faux vine tendrils covering the windows
impressed as much as the scrolls embossed into the velvet wallpaper, and the
tassels hanging from the valences in the living room, where no one sat for any
length of time.

When she moved with her husband back to the country where she was born,
three weeks after they sold the house, the house mysteriously burned down.
Everything burned, including all the furniture and ornamentation that she had
included in the sale.

The rarely used furniture in the living room, the bell under the burgundy
carpet and next to the bed, the wardrobe with the multiple mirrors, the
paintings she had bought at the Trevi fountain. Everything burned to ashes.
All that remained was the blackened brick shell of the now roofless house, a
metal sign above the front gate that read ‘Capri’, and the tendrils of the bars
blocking the now glassless windows.

Many of the neighbors, besides bars on the windows, had installed thin
strands of wire to the glass surfaces that, when broken, triggered alarms.
When infra-red alarms came to the market, they installed these too. With the
innovation of motion detection, it too was added to the overall system.
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Many years later, after the national political transition, all sophisticated
attempts at the aesthetic arrangement of security devices were abandoned.
These were replaced with the simplicity of a subscription to a QRASS, the
Quick Response Armed Security Service, and a 12-foot wall of rudimentary
brick or concrete walls topped with coils of barbed wire with access to the
private entrances by remote controlled gates only.

This was not unlike the gates and fences that, besides the individual homes'
security arrangements, several of the suburban districts surrounded entire
neighborhoods with blocked and barricaded roads and singular entrances
patrolled by armed guards.

But this was after the ‘Maids Plot’ was no longer called ‘The Maids Plot’ but
called ‘Crime’ by many. By that time the Madam had returned to Africa, to
her mother and brother.

THE Madam had another button next to her bed, aside from the one she rang
to call the servants to her bedroom. One ring, two rings, three rings.

The other button engaged a siren installed in the ceiling and unlike the
momentary closure of the bell button that called the servants, this button
remained engaged and the siren remained wailing, until the button was
engaged once more, the contact released and the siren moaned to a halt.
Often when the Madam accidentally engaged the siren button instead of
Lilian’s button, the siren remained wailing for several minutes.

There were several reasons for this. The shock and surprise of hearing the
sudden wailing banshee of the siren rather than the gentle note of Lilian’s bell
was shocking and caused momentary stupor until she finally recovered
enough to stab at the button several times, muttering to herself as she did so.
Unfortunately, as she stabbed repeatedly at the button, the siren continued. It
wasn’t until, with continued repeated stabbings at the bell, she finally, in a
combination of sheer persistent effort and luck, she hit the magical
proportional combination of off and on that silenced the beast.
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Some read the Madams’ mistaken push of the button for the siren rather than
that of the bell that called the servants as a sign of subliminal intent, or
perhaps a subconscious desire, to engage or perhaps encourage, ‘The Maids
Plot’ for some perverse, or unknown, or devious, or perhaps mistaken
intention.

The Madam often pushed the siren button instead of the bell button that called
the servants to her. When that occurred, the sound of the siren cascaded over
the neighborhood walls, down to the surface of the water of the dam at the
bottom of the road where it drowned in the water's lapping and the grunts and
sighs of lovers in the back seat of their cars.

Back in the ‘old’ days, almost every night was filled with a plethora of wailing
alarms triggered by pets, by unfaithful husbands, by drunken or drugged
teenagers or simply by technical malfunctions of the equipment.

The false alarms became so frequent that the Madam finally just did not rely
on the alarm anymore. Instead the silver foil on the glass, the thin wire and the
bars on the windows, the two dogs, the three locks on the front door, the two
locks on the back door, the locked iron gate across the passageway leading to
the bedrooms, the locked glass door across the passageway leading to the
children’s bedroom, and the three servants at the back of the house, were
sufficient deterrents.

All the men had a gun somewhere in the house as a final, close quarters resort.
Many suffered various forms of arthritis or a variety of headaches because of
sleeping on large metal lumps under their pillows. But the feeling of reaching
under the pillow, the slight chill of touching the cold metal, made it
worthwhile.
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Chapter 27

The Maid’s Plot

THE maid of each house is instructed to go to the house of the next-door
neighbor and place poison in the water.

The ‘Maid’s Plot’ initially spread among the Madam’s during their daily
morning chats on the telephone. Each time there was a ripple of abnormality
to a daily domestic ritual, or sometimes on the occasion of sporadic civil
unrest or the occasional overt riot, the ‘Maid’s Plot” would rear its head,
creating ripples of suspicion that even the continued disappearance of the
white sugar didn’t allay.

The ‘Maid’s Plot’ was based on the same arbitrary flip-flop of perception that
governed most of the Madam’s attitudes towards the servants. It presupposed
the loyalty of the maids’s to their respective Madams, Masters and their
children.
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Simultaneously, the presumption incorporated the recognition of a basic desire
for vengeance against these same persons.

The validity of either of these two notions was open to question. Given the
circumstance, each was true, either separately or combined.

Simultaneously, the presumption incorporated the recognition of a basic desire
for vengeance against these same persons. The validity of either of these two
notions was open to question. Given the appropriate circumstance, each was
true, either separately or in combination.

However, in contradiction to both of these notions, these presumptions
additionally denied the maids the ability to act on their own initiative, as it
supposed an outside force instructing the maids. That same premise was then
contradicted to some degree by crediting the Maids with the technical means
to poison the water.

Was it that ribbed and sweating water jug that Lilian placed on the table each
night that was going to be poisoned? Was it the glass of water the Madam
placed next to her bedside in order to help the ingestion of her various pills?
Was it the ice in the tray that remained in the freezer for years at a time? Was
it the water that boiled so long on the stove together with the chicken's necks
and feet?
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Chapter 28

The Dustbin Lid Plot

ON the day of the Revolution, all the dustbin lids would be missing from all
the Madam’s and Master’s houses.

THE ‘Dustbin Lid Plot’ basis was an old tradition compared to the juvenile
fifty-year heritage that formed the basis of the ‘Maid’s Plot’.

Dustbins, otherwise known as garbage cans, trash bins, trash cans or refuse
containers in other English-speaking cultures, were usually kept in a small
alley at the extreme rear of the house. In the Madam’s house, the alley was
closed off to the backyard by a high gate that was always locked and bolted.
The dustbin boys, as they were known to the Madams and Masters, could
access the bins without interfering with the household. They were entirely
invisible to almost everyone until the pansela came at Christmas.
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The Madam and her family had an inordinate subliminal fear of the dustbin
boys. Perhaps their appearance promoted their fear to the very core.

Twice a week, the dustbin boys collected trash from the neighborhoods. A
large truck lumbered along the side of the road at a constant five miles an
hour, never stopping except for the occasional stop sign, which was ignored
most often.

Running alongside the truck accompanied by shouts, whistles and horns, the
dustbin boys darted into the alleyways. Without pausing, they lifted the large
cans onto their padded shoulders and returned to the truck.

The truck, festooned with myriads of objects hanging from bits of wire and
various types of string, rope and twine, like the dustbin boys themselves.
Anything reflective.

Anything that chimed, clanged, or banged against something else.

Any doll’s head.

The dustbin boys should have been integrated readily by the Madams and
Masters. They culled everything the dustbin boys wore or carried from the
very households whose trash the Dustbin Boys emptied.

Their feet were bare, or in tattered tennis shoes, or dress shoes, or boots with
no laces, or large and heavy sandals made from discarded tires with black and
white geometric design cut out of the whitewall sections.

Apparently, it was the combination of men’s and women’s clothing, together
with the electric wire and the hanging nylon brushes, that mostly drew the
attention of the Madams and Masters.

That, and the neckties worn around sweaty necks with no shirt.

Neckties wrapped around their heads and cascading down their backs to waist
level in a multicolored waterfall.

Dinner jackets worn with no shirt or tie.

Multi-colored strips of cloth tied to the end of a battered feather duster and
held in one hand, arm raised to the sky.

Beaten whistles and plastic kazoos clenched between teeth and constantly
blown in short staccato bursts.
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On one shoulder, the wide, thick shoulder pad, held in place by two or three
studded leather straps with large brass buckles that wrapped around their
black and gleaming torsos like gladiators.

That, and the neckties worn around sweaty necks with no shirt.

These items instilled fear in the minds and hearts of the Madams and Masters.

The Madam or her family came into direct contact with the dustbin Boys only
at Christmas when the dustbin boys performed the annual ritual of pansela.
The Christmas pansela ritual began with Lilian informing the Master that the
dustbin boys were at the back gate for their pansela. The Master, gathering his
serviette from his lap and tossing it on the dinner table, left the room and
proceeded through the kitchen, down the back stairs, through the yard, past
the mangy dog, to the back gate, where he threw back the bolt, undid the latch
and pulled back the gate.

The sounds of shuffling bodies in the restricted space immediately halted. Ten
faces peered at him in the narrow confines and silence of the dustbin alley.
The Master addressed the group sternly.

“Yes?”

No-one said a word besides the first man, who, after a pause, replied, “Pansela
Baas?” in a low, quiet voice.

“Here”, the Master said as he reached into the grimy coin pocket of his pants,
grasped several coins, and distributed a single six penny coin into each of the
outstretched pairs of hands that came forward and presented themselves to
him.

“You can’t all pick up here. You’re too many. Maybe three, maybe four, this is
skelem, what do you say hey boy!” the Master complained to no-one in
particular as more and more pairs of hands presented themselves.

The dustbin boys just continued smiling and presenting themselves, some
twice and one particular dustbin boy, three times, until finally, they retreated
saying “Thank you my Baas, thank you my Baas.”

The dustbin boys gathered at the junction of the Dustbin alley and the street,
casually formed a circle and, introduced by the voice of the leader of the
group, performed a short ceremonial dance.
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It was only then, as the Master turned his back on the group to pull back the
gate, throw the latch and back in the bolt, that the muscles in his stomach
drew suddenly together in a pucker of subliminal fear as he noticed the lids
were missing from the dustbins alongside him.
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Chapter 29

The Mechanics of the Dustbin Lid Plot.

ON the day of the Revolution, all the dustbin lids would be missing from all
the Madam’s and Master’s houses.

The conclusion that was drawn was the lids were being used as shields. This,
of course, made complete sense to the Madams and Masters. Shields were the
traditional defense instrument for these great warriors of past generations.
The dustbin boys, like the maids in the ‘Maids Plot’, credited them with the
capacity to organize, in this case, a unified action of removing the garbage can
lids from tens of thousands of homes in a swift coordinated action.

This would have left hundreds of thousands of dustbins open to the elements
in the heat with all the accompanying hygienic hazards of flies, worms, and
bugs. Perhaps most offensively, the acrid and pungent smell of the Masters’
and Madams’ own garbage would permeate their homes.
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As a surreptitious signal of the upcoming revolution, this might have been a
significant and perhaps appropriate sign, but practically it was lacking.

This would have left hundreds of thousands of dustbins open to the elements
in the heat with all the accompanying hygienic hazards of flies, worms, and
bugs. Perhaps most offensively, the acrid and pungent smell of the Masters’
and Madams’ own garbage would begin to permeate the homes.

There were two other inherent premises embedded in the idea of ‘The Dustbin
Lid Plot’.

They gave the dustbin boys no credit for having the practical insight to realize
the futility of using dustbin lids as a defense against machine gun and rifle
bullets.

The plot also held the premise of dependence. Without the Madams’ and the
Masters’ dustbins, the dustbin lids would be unavailable and the Revolution
would be a dismal failure.

The fantasy of ‘The Dustbin Lid Plot’ showed the Madams’ and the Masters’
prejudice for interpreting history in entirely European terms. The shields of
the Knights of the Round Table were round and shiny, just like the dustbin lids
and entirely unlike the oval cowhide shields the dustbin boy warriors carried
in generations past.

Someone probably gleaned this prejudice from the Prince Valiant comic strip
that was a regular back page feature of the Sunday newspaper section that the
children so often fought over, without the benefit of any shields. The only
shielding this family knew in history was the prayer book the teenager held in
front of him while he stared wide-eyed at that red brick wall, waiting to be
shot.

This rationalization, together with the usual presuppositions, prejudices,
preconceptions and premonitions, kept the Madams, and the Masters terrified
at the thought of the day when all the dustbin lids would disappear and they
were defenseless without lids for the dustbins, a revolting smell throughout
the house that would more than likely make the children vomit, and a
revolution on their hands.

If “The Dustbin Lid Plot’ rumor hadn’t died quickly, only to be resurrected as
a distant memory to validate any new plot that arose out of the mire of
innuendo, the burgeoning security industry would have been sure to have
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added yet another page of countermeasures to the voluminous list of self-
protection gadgets in their catalogues.

The current Government was secretly involved in researching neutron
weapons. These weapons were perfect for riot control and insurrections or
revolutions of all sorts. Anyone within the limited radiation area is fatally
irradiated. All structures, equipment and valuables, like rings or watches,
remained intact.

Daniel Ellsberg, of Pentagon Papers fame, had revealed neutron research at a
conference in Amsterdam in 1979, but the press overlooked it. The
government was thankful for that, as well as the joint development with the
American and Israeli governments.

“I will do anything for my country, even deal with Fascists!” said the Hero,
the cousin of the Master, the concentration camp survivor.
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Chapter 30

The Revolution Arrives

MADAM: “Eeeeeceeceeeeeeeeceeeeeeeceeeeeeeee”
She hadn’t screamed like that since her father’s death.
Maid: “Hauw Madam!”

Madam: “Oh my god, you gave me such a fright!”
She had imagined it being announced on the radio.
She had imagined it read by her husband from the evening paper.
She had imagined it happening in her bathroom.

She had imagined it happening in bed.

But not here, not now.

Not now.

Why this, why here, why now, why me?

113



SHERWIN MARK

The revolution had arrived.

Maid: “I am sorry Madam.”

Madam: “What do you want, is it money?”’
Maid: “I want a job Madam.”

Madam: “Oh my God, Oh my God.”

Lilian sat forward in the back seat of the vehicle, straining to hear and
understand the Madam through the veil of her sobs and amphetamines.

“How much? I’ll give you what I’ve got. You can come later when the Master
comes home, at 6, he will have more for you then,” said the Madam in-
between gulping for breath, the heavy diamond ring on her finger chattering
against the plastic of the steering wheel.

Maid: “I need a pass Madam, you said Thursday Madam.”