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Therefore
the first and most important of God’s commandments to the Rulers is
that they must exercise their functions as Guardians with
particular care in watching the mixture of metals in the characters
of the children ... For they know that there is a prophecy that the
state will be ruined when it has Guardians of silver or bronze
(from ‘The Republic’ by Plato)

 


A Mixture of
Metals

 


 


One: They will
decide

 


Then, when the
light-skinned races of the north had exhausted their countries by
their wastefulness and greed, they turned on each other, struggling
for mastery of the depleted resources that were still under their
control. (From ‘The Authorised History of Society: the Founding
Years, YS1 – YS15’, by A Collective of the Executive Committee:
screen 56, section 3)

‘Papa’, we
asked, ‘When is mama coming home?’

When we asked
that question, I was about five and a half years of age and Kana
had just turned seven. About a week after our mother left, we
decided that we’d had enough of not knowing where she was and when
we would see her again. Normally, we wouldn’t have made a fuss. We
were used to our mother going away on business. But this time we
sensed that things were different.

On our way home
from school, crowded shoulder to shoulder in the travtube, Kana
said, ‘She didn’t take her equipment with her. She always does, but
not this time.’

Feeling panic
rising, I added, ‘And you know what? Her clothes are all there. She
took nothing. Nothing, nothing!’

Kana nudged me
and flicked his head warningly at one of our fellow students, who
was craning his neck and ears to eavesdrop. Kana growled at him,
saying menacingly, ‘Hey, you! Shove off! Your ears are so big it
looks like someone might bite them off.’ When we found a place
where we couldn’t be overheard, Kana muttered darkly, ‘This time
it’s different. Something’s happened to her.’

The speeding
sway of the travtube seemed to accelerate. I felt as if it was
rushing us away from the greatest place of certainty in my life
towards a void that was darker even than the tunnels through which,
so they said, the travtube passed when it hurtled under the New
Metropolitan Hubs. I asked in near panic, ‘What can we do?’

Kana muttered
tersely, ‘They know all about it.’

‘Who?’

‘Papa and
Alini. They know.’

‘But what can
we do?’

Kana pulled my
ear nearer to his lips and hissed, ‘Simora, don’t start blubbing or
I swear I’ll …’ He left the threat unfinished but pinched my ear so
hard that I squirmed. Still squeezing me, Kana put his chin forward
and muttered, ‘We’ll ask them. That’s what we’ll do.’

Although I knew
that Kana was right, I hesitated because I sensed that it wasn’t
going to be easy. Kana gripped my shoulder and said fiercely,
‘Simora, we stand together on this. No backing out! Agreed?’ I
nodded with more conviction than I felt when he tightened his grip
and hissed, ‘Agreed? No backing out? We stand together?’

I whispered,
‘All right, Kana. I agree.’ I tried to wriggle out of his grasp,
protesting, ‘Hey, you’re hurting me. Quit! I said that we stand
together. Let go!’

Come to think
of it, that was one of the few occasions on which Kana and I ever
agreed and acted in unity. I guess that shows how serious we were
about the matter – even if I acted as much out of fear of Kana as I
did out of conviction.

So it was that
after the evening meal, just as my father pushed his chair back
from the table, Kana and I asked in unison, ‘Papa, when is Mama
coming home?’

Alini, who was
tidying up after the meal, came forward and said brusquely, ‘Now,
boys, don’t bother your father. Can’t you ever let him relax?’ He
tried to usher us away but we weren’t put off so easily. Squirming
in Alini’s grasp, Kana said, ‘Papa, we want to know.’

My father
blinked, looked at us appraisingly, and said slowly, ‘I’m not
sure.’ Then he gathered himself and said in a subdued tone, ‘Boys,
we can talk about this later. Now is not a good time.’

Pulling against
Alini’s grasp, Kana tried another approach: ‘Papa, will she bring
us gifts when she comes?’ When he dug a thumb into my ribs and
glared at me, I got the message and blurted out, ‘Can we go to the
travtube terminal to meet her?’

Alini tightened
his grip on our shoulders and, while he manoeuvred us out of the
room, said firmly, ‘Come on now, you two, I told you not to bother
your father. That’s enough!’

We had been
shepherded as far as the door when my father suddenly said, ‘It’s
all right, Alini. They have to know some time. Now is as good as a
time as any.’ I remember the bleak look on my father’s face as he
motioned to us to sit down. He put his elbows on the table, rested
his chin on his folded hands, and looked at us closely for what
seemed a long time – so long that I began to wriggle uncomfortably
until Kana gave me a sharp-fingered nudge under the table. Finally,
Papa sighed and said starkly, ‘Your mother isn’t coming home
again.’

‘Not ever?’

‘Why not?’

Papa rubbed his
forehead and grimaced as if he was in pain; then he said heavily,
‘Your mother has been sent away to a far place.’

‘A far
place!’

‘How far, Papa?
Where is it?’

Papa blinked as
if keeping back his emotions and then continued in the same heavy
tone, ‘I can’t speak about it, but she will be safe and well there.
Please believe me when I say that. Also believe me when I say that
she doesn’t want you to worry about her.’

‘But why can’t
she come home again?’

‘She always
came home before now, Papa. Why not this time?’

Although my
father shook his head slowly, heavily, as if dark forces were
buffeting him, we insisted on an answer, crying out, ‘Not even to
visit us, Papa?’

My father
leaned forward and took our hands gently. ‘No, boys! No, it won’t
be possible for her to visit. It’s a very far place.’

‘How far,
Papa?’

He answered us
with bleak finality: ‘It’s so far that she can’t ever come back to
us. Never! We will never see her again. Please – that’s all that I
can say. Believe me, I can say no more. No more! Please! We will
never see her again! That’s final!’

Kana tore his
hands away from Papa’s grasp and began to beat his fists against
the table while I howled out my misery.

Papa stood up,
leaned over us, put his hands on our shoulders, and said in a shaky
voice, ‘Control yourself, boys. Your mother thinks very well of
you. She always did and she always will. She will never stop
thinking well of you.’ Even in the midst of my own distress, I
sensed that he was on the verge of tears himself.

Kana howled,
hammered his fists against his forehead, and shouted wildly, ‘Why?
Why? What did you do?’

Alini came
forward and restrained Kana while my father said in a leaden voice,
‘It must be like this. It’s not what she chooses and it’s not what
I choose. It’s just the way it must be. They decide, not us.’

Kana was still
howling as he struggled against Alini’s grip. He cried out, ‘No!
It’s your fault! You did something to her. You made her go away!
Make her come back!’

Papa replied in
the same leaden tone, ‘It’s the way things are. One day you’ll
understand. Believe me, you will.’ He slumped into a chair with his
arms tightly folded and his shoulders drawn inwards as if he was
trying to ward off our howls and accusations. His face was so taut
and drawn that he looked like one of the ancient infirmary patients
who sat basking in the sun in the Victory Welfare Reserve. The
sight set me wailing even louder while Kana howled as if scythes
were lacerating his intestines. He screamed, ‘Then she never cared
for us! Never!’

I was heaving
with sobs, overwhelmed with dark nothingness. I can still remember
the feeling of utter, complete desolation. Still sobbing, helpless
in our hopelessness, we allowed Alini to usher us out of the room
to prepare for bed. Later, just before I dropped off to sleep, my
father came to my bedside. He put a hand on my forehead, leaned
over me, and said gently, ‘I miss her too, Simora. I miss her very
much.’ His lips brushed my forehead and he whispered, ‘We will have
to bear this thing together.’

I asked, ‘Papa,
did you send her away?’

‘No! No, of
course not! I would never do that. Believe me, Simora, I would
never do that.’

‘Then, Papa,
why? Why, Papa?’

‘They decide,
Simora, not us.’

‘Who, Papa? Who
decides?’

‘Them! They
decide! One day you will understand. Believe me, Simora, one day
when you’re older you will understand.’

My father
pressed his hand against my forehead, held it there for a while,
and then went out, closing the door softly behind him. Then I heard
the sound of Kana’s door being opened, followed by Kana shouting,
‘No! Don’t come in here! You made her go away!’

I heard my
father say with gentle urgency, ‘Kana, sometimes life brings us
things that we can’t control.’ Then the door closed and I could
only hear muffled voices.

That night I
cried myself to sleep. As can be expected, Kana didn’t fare any
better. In fact, in the morning his eyes were so red and his face
was so swollen that it looked as if he had not slept at all.

Like all other
children in Society, as I grew up I learned that history began with
the War of Restitution. Anything before it, the Old Time as it’s
called, was just a discredited prelude. Everyone knows that. In
fact, a good citizen shouldn’t even think about the Old Time. Not
even the swiftest little glimmer of a thought about it should pass
through your mind. The Old Time should be altogether absent from
your thoughts. And yet, as I grew up, it pressed upon my
imagination. I grew up with the guilty, secret, unutterable
knowledge that I wanted to know what was unknowable. In fact, the
older I got, the more curious I became. Why was this? A lot of
people would say that it was because of my characteristic
stubbornness. Maybe so! But maybe it also had a lot to do with the
fact that my mother went away when we were so young – and that, in
so doing, she passed into the domain of the unknowable, into which
I would have followed her, if I had known how.

How do you
explain to a child that his mother has gone away, gone for ever,
not because of something that he did, not because it’s his fault,
but because of – what? Because of Them? Who were They? Where was
she? Was she well? Was she happy? Did she miss us? For a long time,
in fact all the time while I was growing up, the questions were
always in my mind, like a blurred but pervasive image at the edge
of my line of sight. I only stopped asking the questions recently,
when I found the answers, here in this place where I now am – by
which time, ironically, it was too late to do anything about the
matter.

Yes, I reckon
that there was a big connection between what happened to my mother
and my interest in the Old Time.

Later, as we
learned about the War of Restitution, and as we studied the
discredited Old Time, I began to make connections. Intuitively, I
saw that it was all one. I saw that it was the same effaced
authorities, the same nameless They and Them, the same people who
declared the Old Time to be terra incognito, who took my mother
away and surrounded her fate in secrecy.

Wanting to
know, asking questions, digging a little deeper – if it hadn’t been
for those things, right now I wouldn’t be in this place where I can
ask an eternity of questions, where I can know as much as my head
can hold, but where it’s all useless knowledge. However, at least I
have some satisfaction, if that’s what it can be called. At last I
know what happened to my mother when she went away.

 


 


Two: Don’t
rage at your brother

 


To feed their
insatiable greed, the states of the Northern Alliance grew more and
more aggressive and rapacious. In pursuit of economic growth, the
rulers ignored the worsening plight of the masses of their
populations and claimed that inequality was only a temporary
feature on the road to improved market efficiency. (From ‘The
Authorised History of Society: the Founding Years, YS1 – YS15’:
screen 61, section 5)

 


Not long ago,
Fatima and I were in bed together with our heads propped against
the pillows and with the lights turned down low, enjoying our
favourite night-cap, a tot of marula liqueur. Fatima balanced the
glass in one hand while with her other hand she completed her daily
report. Sucking at the end of the electro-stylus, she asked, ‘How
much wine did I have with dinner?’

‘Oh, I guess
about two hundred millilitres.’

‘Can’t you be
more precise than that?’

‘How about two
hundred and five point three millilitres? Will that do?’

Fatima sighed
soulfully. ‘Oh, you! Really, Simora! Can’t you be serious? You know
how often I’ve asked you to help by measuring my intake. You don’t
take my job seriously, do you?’

I said, ‘I am
being serious. In fact, I’m seriously impressed – such attention to
detail in a mere daily report! That’s seriously impressive.’

Fatima gave me
a dark look, sighed theatrically, and said, ‘Oh, you!’ She shrugged
and turned her attention back to the report.

Fatima was
looking as winsomely desirable as always, her hair hanging loose in
the way that makes me want to fold it in my hand and caress it. Not
that I would do that – it would be cruel to Fatima, to raise her
hopes without raising anything else towards a profitable
consummation. At the same time, she had a neat little specovid
strapped over her eyes, frowning over the number of millilitres of
wine and whatever else had to be entered in the Companions’ Daily
Report, seemingly oblivious of my confused tumult of desire and
suppression. Advance and retreat, feint and withdraw – so often
Fatima and I are like that, like the symbiotic dance of the
mongoose and the snake.

Fatima swept
back her hair and asked, ‘And how many millilitres of coffee?’

‘The same as
always – always the same as always.’

‘All right,
Simora, don’t be so impatient. You served it so you should know.
I’m just making sure. You know how it is with these official
reports.’

I wanted to
say, Yes, sure, I know all about the official reports. But what
about the unofficial ones – presuming they exist, which I’m sure
they do? Of course, I didn’t ask. I wouldn’t have got an answer,
anyway, except perhaps a frown and an ‘Oh, you!’ shake of her
head.

Fatima pushed
back the specovid and switched off the electro-pad, which went to
its rest with a drawn-out, receding whine, as if it was protesting
at leaving our company. But, of course, it wasn’t really idle.
Underneath the surface, it was still active, pulsing and whirring
silently, surreptitiously transmitting data whenever it was called
on to do so. I thought, If Otto is right, then it’s rather like
someone I know – someone looking winsomely attractive, with
caressable hair, sipping at her marula liqueur, often appearing to
be in repose, but never really in that condition. But, of course, I
didn’t say that either.

Fatima picked
up my hand, laid it against her cheek, and looked at me sidelong in
speculative fashion, asking, ‘When will you tell me?’

‘Tell you
what?’

‘You know what
– about your background, your home, your parents! You never want to
tell me. You always put me off.’

‘You really
want to know? Right now?’

‘Why not? Now
is as good a time as any, isn’t it?’

‘Ah! I
understand. You need the details for the daily report!’

‘Of course not!
What can you mean? Really, Simora, the things you say!’

I teased her by
stretching and saying, ‘I’m feeling lazy. Now isn’t really a good
time.’

‘It’s as good a
time as any. Anyway, it would only be fair. After all, you know
just about everything there is to know about me.’

‘Do I?’

‘Of course you
do! I told you all about me, just the other night – my parents, my
brother, my education, being recruited as a companion – everything.
Remember?’


‘Everything?’

Fatima
tightened her hold on my hand. She paused, chewed on her bottom
lip, then got a grip on herself and said decisively, ‘Yes, of
course - everything.’ She flushed and lowered her eyes as she said
it.

When I ran the
back of my hand across her belly in a slow circular motion, Fatima
shivered with pleasure. That gave me time to think. And that was
when I thought, Oh, well, what does it matter? Why shouldn’t I tell
her what she wants to know, here where we are, where it can do no
good and it can do no harm?

I said, ‘Tell
you all about myself? Well, as far as I can remember, I was born to
a woman in the normal way, no other way being approved at the time.
That woman was my mother.’

‘Simora -!’

I continued,
‘Being born at a relatively young age, I started with the
advantages of youth on my side -’

‘Please! Don’t
tease me! I really want to know.’ Fatima pushed my hand aside and
shifted away from me. There were tears in her eyes. How is it that
so often I have this effect on Fatima?

I mumbled, ‘All
right. Calm down. I’ll tell you.’

She bit her lip
and said resentfully, ‘You! Always so stubborn! Always going your
own way, no matter how it affects other people. Do you think that’s
social behaviour?’ She sniffed loudly and wiped her eyes with a
corner of the sheet.

There it was
again: stubborn! I mumbled, ‘Sorry. I’ll tell you what you want to
know.’

‘Yes. Please
do!’

I took a large
sip of the marula to fortify myself and said, ‘Well, I was born
into a privileged household. It was in the upper twenty per cent of
pairings by income.’

Fatima said,
‘Our income was always on the median. It hardly ever varied.’

I was about to
say, ‘I’m not at all surprised’, but I checked the impulse.
Instead, I continued, ‘Our home was in grounds that were almost
like a park. There was even a small lake.’

‘Was this your
own property?’

‘No, of course
not. But it just happened to be a relic of the Old Time. It was
allocated to my parents in recognition of their work. When my
father dies, it will return to the common holding as usual.’

Fatima
responded, ‘It sounds very nice. You must miss it.’ She snuggled up
to me and her lips moistened. It looked as if she really was
enjoying my reminiscing – but with Fatima you never can tell.

I said, ‘Yes.
But being here -’ Fatima nodded and slid closer to me until our
flanks were pressed together while she took my hand and laid my
palm against her stomach once again. Equanimity had been restored.
After a short pause and a few more sips at the liqueur, I began to
tell her about my childhood, about my father and Kana, and about
how my mother went away when we were young. I said, ‘When I say I
was privileged, I don’t want to be misunderstood. I’m not referring
to privilege as in the days before the War of Restitution – nothing
like that, not at all.’

Fatima said,
‘That must have been a terrible time. I don’t understand how it was
possible. Sometimes, I wonder if it ever happened.’

I said
teasingly, ‘That’s a daring thought. It might even be
disloyal.’

Fatima blushed.
‘You know I don’t mean it like that. I mean - what I was trying to
say is, it all seems so hard to imagine – like another world ...’
Her voice trailed off.

I said, ‘I know
what you mean.’ It’s true. I did know what she meant. When I said
‘privileged’, I didn’t mean that we lived at an income level ten or
fifteen times more than the income of fellow citizens, as was
common in the Old Time. Nor was I referring to a situation where
desperate masses, hardened by hopelessness, preyed on the
privileged sectors of society like hordes of rats gnawing at the
obesity of a gorged giant. That, too, happened in the Old Time --
but not any longer, not in our post-War Society.

I told Fatima,
‘What I mean by “privileged” is that we had the house and the lake.
Also, as members of the Assembly, my parents were allowed to have a
housekeeper.’

‘Both of your
parents were members of the Assembly?’

‘Yes, at
different times. My mother was appointed first and my father
later.’

‘Did the
Assembly pay for the housekeeper?’

‘Yes. Any
member with children was allowed to have a housekeeper.’

‘That was a
generous allowance.’

‘Perhaps it
was. In our case it was useful because my parents’ official duties
didn’t allow them much time for family matters. They were away from
home a lot, attending sessions of the Assembly or travelling.’

Fatima nodded
thoughtfully and said, ‘Tell me about your mother.’

‘I only
remember her vaguely. She went away when I was very young,
remember?’

She said, ‘I’m
sorry.’

I replied,
‘It’s so distant that I sometimes wonder if some of my memories are
genuine.’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘Perhaps I’ve
been influenced by other people’s memories – my father’s, or other
relatives. Perhaps they aren’t really my own memories. I no longer
know. It’s all so distant.’

It’s true. It’s
as if I’m viewing that far-off time through a hazy tunnel that
winds and expands until it gradually assumes the form of a
mist-covered delta. My mother is no more than a diffuse image that
drifts somewhere in that mist of time. However, when I really
focus, I associate her with the cool half-light of shade in
mid-afternoons during autumn, when the glare of the sun was dappled
by the lushness of the foliage, fresh from the rainy season. I
always visualise my mother as a vague form dressed in white and
shimmering with golden accessories, such as a broad belt, dress
trimmings, and chunky necklaces. However, no matter how much I
concentrate, I can hardly ever see her features clearly because in
my memory her face is either darkened or light-washed as it merges
with the shade or catches the sun through the foliage.

Fortunately, I
do have one clear image of my mother at that time. Probably because
of the light on that particular day, I can see her, bathed in
sunshine, seated in a cane chair on the terrace by the waterside.
It was my parents’ favourite place, particularly during late
afternoons and warm evenings.

Fatima
interrupts my reverie, saying, ‘It must have been lovely’

‘Huh? What did
you say?’

‘It must have
been lovely to have your own lake.’

‘It was,
especially in summer. It was a great place to get away from the
heat. You know how it is before the rains come?’ I closed my eyes,
hauling out scenes from the well of memory. A long-forgotten image
came to my mind and I said, ‘Sometimes, my father played the mbonsa
there.’

‘Really? The
mbonsa?’

‘Yes, you know.
It’s an instrument that rests on the musician’s knees while he
...’

‘Oh, I know
that, silly! I saw one once.’ Fatima laughed lightly. ‘Fancy that,
your father playing the mbonsa!’

‘In fact, he
played it a lot. He would even sing songs from the Old Time.’

‘The Old Time!
Was that allowed?’

‘He only played
the safe ones.’

‘Safe ones?
From the Old Time? I didn’t know that there were any!’

‘Look, Fatima,
I don’t know how he decided, or how anyone else decided, whether
they were safe or not! Anyway, what does it matter now?’

‘All right,
Simora, calm down! Good grief, there’s no need to get so upset! I
was only asking.’

I sighed
inwardly. Fatima is a supremo at the art of provoking irritation
while affecting surprised innocence. Good grief, Simora, don’t get
so excited! Simora, I do believe that you will have a heart attack
one of these days, if you don’t control yourself. And all said with
a taken-aback, slightly injured tone and expression. However, of
all her stratagems probably her favourite is the ‘I was only
asking’ ploy. It’s guaranteed to get a rise out of me no matter how
much I try to stay calm.

I fought down
my irritation and composed myself. If Fatima wanted to hear my
story, then so be it – she would get a good, sizeable chunk of it,
enough to keep her satisfied for the next few months, at least.
And, for all I cared, she could put all of it into her daily
report, or any other damn report for that matter, official or
unofficial – if there was still anything that they wanted to know
about me.

I said,
‘Anyway, safe or not, my father played the fables and the
children’s songs. Mostly, they were songs that he learned from his
parents.’

‘It must have
been very nice.’ Fatima’s voice wavered as if she wasn’t too sure
about the matter.

I nodded. Right
then, my mind wasn’t fully on the conversation. I was remembering
that my father never played the mbonsa after my mother went away. I
said that to Fatima and she replied, ‘Oh, that’s so sad!’ - just as
I knew she would.

Thinking of the
lake, I remembered the occasion when my brother humiliated me at
the waterside. I must have been about four years old at the time.
It was late in the dry season and the water had receded, leaving an
expanse of black mud. Kana and I were skimming rings in the shade
by the waterside. One of the rings landed in the mud just beyond
reach and I fetched a stick to retrieve it. As I leaned forward, at
the apex of my reach, I felt a quick push against my back. It was
no more than a touch but it was enough. With a squeal I toppled
forward, face down in the mud.

When I told
Fatima about the incident, she said, ‘Oh, your brother sounds like
a nasty person!’

‘Nasty? That’s
for sure.’

‘Simora! How
can you say that about your own brother?’

‘You said it
first.’

‘Yes, but your
own brother…’ Fatima’s voice trailed off and she bit her lip.

I grinned
inwardly and went on with the story. ‘I got to my feet, wiping the
muck from my eyes. I was humiliated. I raged at Kana.’

‘What did he
do?’

‘Kana? Huh! He
did just what you’d expect him to do. He stood back and laughed at
me.’

‘And then
-?’

‘I rushed at
him, spitting out mud and filthy debris. I hated him. I wanted
revenge. I wanted to beat him to a pulp.’ I stopped. I could
visualise it all so clearly. More than that, I was reliving the
emotions – the sheer force of the all-encompassing urge to get my
hands on Kana, to beat him, to pulverise him, so that never again
would I see him laughing at me with that smirking face. With a
shock, I realised that the urge was still with me – so much so that
I had to calm myself before I went on with the story.

‘And -?’

‘I never
reached him. My mother caught me from behind. That gave Kana time
to run into the house.’

‘So you never
came to blows? That’s good. It would have been unsocial.’

‘Unsocial? Yes,
it would have been. In fact, it would have been supremely unsocial,
I can assure you of that.’ Even now, after all this time, I
clenched my fists as I remembered how Kana spluttered with laughter
while he ran away, grinning back at me over his shoulder.

Fatima’s hand
wriggled under my grasp as she cried, ‘Simora, you’re hurting me!
Let my hand go!’

I hardly heard
Fatima’s words. She had to pry my fingers loose from her hand. I
was visualising how my mother held me close to her while I
struggled, writhed and shouted. I wanted to pursue Kana, seize him,
wound him, and pound at him until my rage was assuaged. I could
have killed him.

Holding me
tight from behind my shoulders, her arms across my chest, my mother
leaned over with her face close to mine and murmured soothingly,
‘Don’t rage at your brother like that. You’ll do yourself an
injury’. She restrained me, talking to me gently, until my passion
abated. Then I wept as she held me to her. I suppose that I cried
for many things: humiliation; frustration at being kept from the
object of my anger; the aftermath of passion; gratitude that
someone cared.

I told Fatima
what my mother had said and Fatima replied brightly, ‘Oh that was a
clever thing to say.’

Clever? Perhaps
it was. But it wasn’t cleverness that made my mother’s words stay
with me for so long. Perhaps it was the way the words blended with
other sensations from that small incident. Perhaps, lying there
besides Fatima, in the cosseted intimacy of the moment, I
remembered them all the more vividly. I remembered the gentle mould
of my mother’s thighs and stomach against my back as she pressed me
to her. I remembered the soft press of her breasts against the back
of my head as she leaned over me. I recalled the feel of her cheek
against mine as she spoke to me softly. In fact, these are amongst
the most vivid and most sensuous memories that I have of the woman
who was my mother.

I remarked,
‘Childhood is a transient dream.’

Fatima replied,
‘Oh, yes, isn’t that true? And it’s also so short.’

Of course, now
I have more recent impressions of my mother – much more recent.
But, surprisingly, they’re nowhere near as vivid as that one
childhood image of my mother holding me tight and talking to me
insistently.

‘Don’t rage at
your brother like that. You’ll do yourself an injury’. My mother’s
words only came home to me some hours later. Although they seemed
to carry a rich truth, the meaning was tantalisingly obscure. That
night I fell asleep while still trying to penetrate the veil.

Fatima and I
lay there quietly side by side sipping at our liqueurs. Unusually,
Fatima had the good sense not to interrupt the silence. After a
while, I told Fatima, ‘My mother was talented.’

Still holding
my hand firmly, Fatima asked, ‘What was her occupation?’

‘She was a
civil engineer.’

‘Doing
what?’

‘Her
specialisation was researching the load-bearing capacities of
construction materials.’

Fatima looked
at me shrewdly and asked, ‘Do you remember all these things?’

I said, ‘My
father told us about her.’ That’s partly true. Did I want to tell
Fatima more? But, on the other hand, what prevented me from telling
her the truth? As I’ve said before, what harm could it do, here
where we are?

Also, I must
admit that I like to shock Fatima by challenging her sense of
rectitude. I enjoy hearing her draw in her breath sharply – ‘Oh,
you, how could you?’ – and I like to see her lower her eyes and
avert her face before she glances at me shyly as if she is the
guilty party. Guilty? For sure, back in Society she would be
guilty, just for listening to the improper things that she hears
from me. We are like the mongoose and the snake, circling, darting,
withdrawing – but always wary and alert. However, unlike the
mongoose and the snake, I doubt that there will ever be a fatal
strike. As far as I can see, we will always be linked in this
unconsummated dance of approach, retreat, feint, and dart.

I said, ‘I
learned a lot about my mother from a file of her papers that I
found in my father’s library.’

Fatima sucked
in her breath – ‘Ha!’ - once again, just as I knew she would. She
asked sharply, ‘When did you find them?’

‘When I was
about nine years old.’

Fatima said,
‘Oh!’ She pursed her lips, wriggled uncomfortably, and said, ‘Yes.
Go on. I’m listening.’

I said, ‘I was
excited. It was the first time that I ever actually held anything
that belonged to my mother after she went away.’

Fatima moved
away and looked at me with a wary, sidelong glance, asking, ‘What
did you do with the file?’

‘I ran off to
my room with it. Then I studied the papers.’

‘And..?’

‘Mostly, they
were plans and designs.’

‘Is that
all?’

‘There was
more. My mother had written notes and comments on the margins of
some of the diagrams.’

Fatima gave me
the familiar, averted-eyes look and asked softly, ‘And..?’

I told her that
I learned a lot. For one thing, there was a clue to where my mother
was based. The name ‘Anjima’, and a date and time for an
appointment, were scrawled on a loose piece of paper in the file.
It didn’t convey anything at all to me at the time, but now it
means a lot. Anjima is in the southland. Fatima wouldn’t know that
designation. It’s the local name for the Southern Territory, which
was being opened up at about that time.

When I told
Fatima that I decided to copy the papers on to my personal accessor
files so that they would be mine for always, she shook her head
vigorously and cried, ‘No! I don’t believe it! Say it’s not
true!’

‘Well,
actually, in the end I didn’t copy them.’

Fatima relaxed
and sighed, ‘That’s good.’

‘I didn’t copy
the papers because they disappeared from my room.’

Fatima tensed
again. She asked, ‘Someone found them?’

‘Someone did.
Perhaps our housekeeper, or perhaps my father – I don’t know. I
looked in the cupboard downstairs where I found them. They weren’t
there. In fact, I looked everywhere that I could think of. Then I
went into my father’s storage files on the accessor and tried every
search code that I could think of to call up the documents.’

‘What! You
searched your father’s storage files? You didn’t!’

‘Yes, I
did.’

‘Don’t you have
any shame? Don’t you know that’s unsocial – completely, entirely,
absolutely unsocial?’

As usual, I
couldn’t resist an opportunity to tease Fatima, so I responded,
‘Well, perhaps now you know why I’m here.’

She gave me her
sleek-mouse-eyeing-a-mangy-cat look and said heatedly, ‘Well, that
might be why you’re here - but it’s not why I’m here.’

‘No, of course
not. Companions aren’t unsocial, are they?’

‘What are you
implying?’

I leaned over
and nuzzled my forehead against hers, murmuring, ‘Sociability is
the first quality of companions. It’s their prime virtue, isn’t it?
Without it, they wouldn’t be companions.’

Although Fatima
sniffed, I could see that she wasn’t displeased. She responded,
‘Well, I’m glad that you recognise that.’ We lay there for a while
in silence before she asked, ‘What happened next?’

‘Nothing
happened.’

‘Nothing? Just
like that – nothing?’

‘That’s right –
nothing! I heard nothing more about the matter.’

I didn’t tell
Fatima that for some time after that, I caught my father looking at
me thoughtfully. At those times, he looked very melancholy. Was it
because of what I did, or was it because he had been reminded of my
mother? I never did find out. And now I never will.

Recollections
were still flooding in. I said, ‘My mother was young when she was
elected to the Assembly - only about thirty years of age, I
guess.’

Fatima agreed,
‘That’s young, for a member of the Assembly.’

I continued,
‘She was in her fifth year in the Assembly when she went away.’

Fatima repeated
reflectively, ‘She went away.’ She gave my hand a sympathetic
squeeze.

I said, ‘That
was about three years before my father was elected to the
Assembly.’

Fatima gave me
an appraising look, pursing her lips thoughtfully before she asked,
‘Was your father still a member when – you know – when -?’

‘When I was
last in Society? No. He resigned after a few years.’

‘I didn’t know
that members are allowed to resign.’

‘Well, my
father did.’

Fatima had been
holding my hand palm-down on her stomach. When I tried to release
it from time to time, she laughed and held it all the more tightly,
saying, ‘You don’t need to talk with your hands, you know. Not with
both hands, anyway. One’s enough.’

It’s a game she
likes to play, teasing me in this way. Although I knew that she
meant it affectionately, even as I smiled, I was irritated. It was
as if part of my creativity had been reined in, as if I couldn’t
delve deeply into imagination and memory without using both of my
hands to conjure a path into the air, a path back into the past.
When I leaned over and wrestled my hand free, Fatima gasped lightly
and curved her body towards me as my weight pressed on her. I said,
‘There. Now I’m free to talk.’

She tried to
compose herself, saying, ‘That is what you’ve been doing, anyway,
isn’t it?’ I grunted. She settled back, smoothed down the covers
over her body, and said, ‘Well, go on. You’ve got my
attention.’

‘What shall I
go on about?’

‘Your
grandparents - tell me about them.’

I said, ‘I
never knew my mother’s parents. They were both killed during the
War.’

She said, ‘Mine
too. All of my grandparents, in fact.’

I asked her,
‘Do you know anyone of their generation who doesn’t have some story
to tell about suffering, violence, and death?’

She shook her
head and replied, ‘People of the old generation used to come to our
school sometimes, to speak at social awareness classes. They told
us their stories. Then, afterwards, we could ask them questions,
get them to explain things they’d said –’ She stopped, shook her
head, then continued, ‘Sometimes they’d break down and cry - just
stand there, crying, saying they couldn’t go on.’ She shook her
head again as if trying to get rid of the burden of the memory.

I said, ‘And
before they left, you recited the Social Creed - all of you, the
students, the teachers, the old people - and then your teacher
said, ‘We have much to be thankful for, all of us’, or something
like that?’

Fatima looked
at me suspiciously and asked sharply, ‘Don’t you accept it?’

‘What?’

‘That we have
much to be thankful for?’

‘Why do you
think that I don’t?’

She said even
more sharply, ‘You seem to be dismissive.’

Suddenly, I
felt that I had to be careful. As evenly as I could, I said, ‘The
War was a terrible time.’

Although Fatima
nodded in agreement, she was still looking at me quizzically. Then
she dropped her gaze and asked, ‘And your father’s parents? They
weren’t killed in the War?’

‘No. They died
when I was about - oh, I guess, about nine years old. They died
within two weeks of each other.’

‘Was there a
connection between their deaths?’

‘Yes. One
didn’t want to live without the other. That was the beginning and
the end of it.’

‘Yes. Go on.
I’m listening.’

‘My grandmother
died first. She had cancer of the bowels. Even when the district
health officer made out an order for treatment, she wouldn’t go for
it.’

‘Why not?’

‘Oh, were just
like that, completely self-sufficient.’

‘And your
grandfather?’

‘He was still
in good health at her funeral. He stood by her grave and he sang a
sort of song.’

‘A song?’

‘Well, not
really a song. It was more like a declamation, very passionate,
something from the Old Time. My father told me afterwards that it
was called praise singing. Then, when my grandfather had finished,
he went to the side of the grave and called down that he would be
following soon and that her spirit should wait for him.’

‘Her
spirit?’

‘That’s what he
said.’

Fatima frowned,
shook her head disapprovingly, and said, ‘Oh!’ Then she said,
‘Sorry - I interrupted you.’

I continued,
‘Then my grandfather turned to my father and he said that his
period of waiting had begun.’

Fatima asked,
‘You said that your grandmother was buried in a coffin? Did she
have a regular burial?’ Again, she gave me that look. Suspicious?
No, perhaps more a disbelieving look, as if she was thinking, I
can’t believe that these things happened, and, what’s more, I can’t
believe that you talk about them so freely.

‘They were both
buried in coffins. I guess they had to get special
dispensation.’

‘And how did
your grandfather die?’

‘He was just
dead in his bed one morning, fully clothed. My father said that the
night before, my grandfather told him that his time of waiting was
nearly over. And next morning he was dead.’

Fatima said, ‘I
didn’t know any of my grandparents so I don’t miss them. But what
about you?’

‘To tell the
truth, at first Kana and I were embarrassed by them.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they
kept to the old ways, of course. My father used to say they had
unreconstructed consciousnesses. When he said that, or something
similar, they just looked at him - well, I don’t know how to
describe it. They just looked at him calmly, almost amused - as if
it didn’t matter what anyone thought, not even their own family.
They just took it in their strides, as if they were going to
continue being the people they were, no matter what, no matter how
much fuss the world made about it. And that’s what they did.’

‘And no one
ever complained?’

‘Not
officially, anyway.’

‘I would have
thought –’

‘I guess one
reason was that they lived alone, out in the countryside.’

‘They were
rurals?’

‘The most rural
of rurals, believe me. I don’t think they’d been into a city for
more than a few days in their whole lives. They were really
isolated.’

‘How did they
live?’

‘Their
life-style was primitive.’

Fatima withdrew
a little, frowned at me narrowly, and asked, ‘What exactly do you
mean by primitive?’

‘For instance,
they didn’t use electricity, even though they were linked up to the
grid about ten years after the War.’

‘Then why did
they have electricity, if they didn’t use it?’

‘The Soc-Power
officials insisted on installing it. They wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an
answer. So my grandparents said, all right, go ahead, but don’t
expect us ever to use it or pay for it. And they never did.’

‘That’s
unsocial behaviour.’

‘Maybe. But
that’s not what they thought.’

‘Oh? What did
they think?’

‘It amused them
because they had the officials over a barrel. If they complained
about not being paid, then my grandparents just shrugged and said,
well, go ahead and cancel the service. That suits us fine. And of
course the officials wouldn’t do that, because that would spoil
their hundred per cent modernisation record.’ I paused, grinning,
remembering how it was. Then I said, ‘That sort of behaviour used
to embarrass us.’

‘Used to? Not
now?’

‘No. Now I find
it amusing.’

‘Amusing?’
Fatima wriggled as if she was trying to get rid of an uncomfortable
itch. Again, she gave me that look.

I replied
straight-faced, ‘Yes. That’s what I said - amusing.’

‘How can you
find it amusing?’ Her tone was sharp.

Once again, I
got the feeling that I should be careful. It annoyed me because it
wasn’t what I wanted to feel, lying there relaxing, letting the
events of the day spin out behind me. I countered by asking Fatima,
‘Can you always say why you find something amusing?’

She thought
about it and then replied, ‘No. But I wouldn’t find something like
that amusing. I know that, for sure.’ She looked at me appraisingly
for a moment and then continued, ‘It sounds to me as if you’re like
your grandparents. Maybe that’s where you got it from.’

‘Got what?’

‘Being
stubborn. Wanting to go your own way.’

‘Fatima –
please! Let’s not analyse me. I don’t feel up to it right now!’

Fatima wrinkled
her nose and said in an annoyed tone, ‘Fine! As you wish. But I’m
glad we didn’t have something like that in our family. It would be
hard to live with. It might even lead to –’

‘Yes?’

Fatima took a
breath, gathered herself, and said firmly, ‘It might lead to an
enquiry.’

‘Well, it
didn’t. Nothing like that ever happened.’

Fatima gave me
her perhaps-I-know-something-you-don’t look, just for a moment.
Then she lifted her chin and said brightly, ‘That’s good!’

I said, ‘My
parents were both members of the Assembly, for one thing.’

‘Yes. But our
parents’ achievements are not our own.’ She produced this trite
little dictum triumphantly as if she had just invented it. Then she
asked pointedly, ‘You’re sure it has nothing to do with you being
here?’

‘Damn it,
Fatima! Let’s leave it alone! Forget about it!’

She shrugged,
adjusted the pillow behind her head, settled back, and looked at
me. What are you thinking, Fatima? I think I know. But I can’t be
sure. She fluffed her hair back and asked, ‘When you said that your
grandparents were primitive, was it just the fact that they didn’t
use electricity?’

‘No, it was
much more than that. Their whole way of life was – oh, I don’t know
- just completely different. For instance, they raised goats and
pigs. They bred them, slaughtered them, everything.’

Fatima wrinkled
her nose in distaste, muttering, ‘They ate mammals? They even
killed them themselves? That’s primitive, for sure.’

‘They also
cooked outside over a fire, using a three-legged iron pot.’

‘What? You’re
not serious!’ Fatima shook her head vigorously.

I was enjoying
myself, laying it on thick for Fatima. I continued, ‘Even their
eating customs came from the Old Time. My grandmother used to serve
my grandfather first, together with any other men who were present.
Then, when everything was settled, she’d eat on her own at a small
table in the corner. Talk about embarrassing - we couldn’t ever get
used to it. But it didn’t matter what we said to her. She just
looked at us, shook her head as if she was hearing some
foolishness, and said that it was her custom. Nothing we said ever
made any difference - none at all.’

Fatima said
heatedly, ‘They were definitely unsocial. Definitely, absolutely,
unsocial! It could have been dangerous for your family.’ Fatima
frowned deeply and bit her lip. No doubt she was thinking that it
might not even be proper to speak about these things. I decided to
tease her by telling her more. I’d had enough of being careful. As
happens so often, I thought, What does it matter anyway, here where
I am? I said, ‘When they walked anywhere, my grandfather used to go
in front. But when they came to a narrow place, like a gate or a
footbridge, then they changed places, and my grandmother went in
front. Then afterwards they changed places again.’

Fatima sniffed
loudly. ‘You’re making it up. Please say it’s not true!’

‘It’s true.
Every word of it is true.’

Fatima said,
heatedly, ‘It’s no wonder that –’ She stopped and bit her lip
again.

I ignored her.
I knew what she meant to say and why she had to say it. I said,
‘Also, my grandfather used to carry a walking stick with a carved
head. He had a collection of them. Each one had a story attached to
it. For instance, the one that I liked most represented the story
of the gourd that met the water-spirit. Another one represented the
story of the man who told the future when he threw the bones.’

‘He told you
these stories?’

‘Yes. Why not?
He was a good story-teller.’

Fatima
shuddered and drew the covers up higher around her neck. She turned
her face away and said, ‘I’m not sure that I want to hear any
more.’

I grinned at
her. I was being provocative but the impulse was irresistible. I
said innocently, ‘Perhaps I should publish these
reminiscences.’

‘Publish? Is
that what you’re doing, when you say you’re scribing?’ Her voice
rose sharply.

I replied, ‘Not
exactly. I’m doing - well, something else.’

Fatima put up
her hands and snapped at me, ‘Whatever it is, please don’t scribe
about these things. Don’t even consider it.’

‘Why not?’

She pursed her
lips primly, looked at me severely, and said, ‘I’m a companion.
They evaluate us.’

‘Ah, you mean
that you might be promoted one day? You mean that there might be
better things in store for you than just being a companion to a
newcomer like me, even if I am the First Secretary?’

Fatima sighed –
the sort of exasperated sigh that implies ‘You see what I have to
put up with?’ She said, ‘Oh, you -’ Then she yawned theatrically
and mumbled, ‘I’m tired. I’m going to turn over and go to
sleep.’

I said,
‘Goodnight’, and rested my hand on the curve of her shoulder. As
she adjusted her pillow, I thought that I heard a faint click -
just that, nothing more. I thought, probably her bracelets. Fatima
mumbled something that I couldn’t hear and shifted further down
under the covers. Soon her breathing became deeper and more
regular. Perhaps she really was asleep. Perhaps what I heard was
just the click of her bracelets falling against each other. Why
didn’t I check? When I put my hand under the edge of her pillow,
her breathing remained the same. I pushed my hand a little further.
Fatima stirred restlessly. I withdrew my hand, thinking that
perhaps it really was nothing more than the sound of her bracelets.
Perhaps that’s all it was.

There was a
sequel of sorts to this when, a few days ago, I mentioned Fatima to
Otto during a conversation. Otto said, ‘Ah, yes, your companion.’
He looked at me closely and then remarked with studied casualness,
‘Companions - it’s hard for them, giving up their life in Society.
They do so voluntarily - not like us.’

I replied,
‘Perhaps they don’t really have a choice either.’

Otto replied,
‘Oh, they have a choice. I know that for certain. Nevertheless,
choice or no choice, they’re a public-spirited group.’

‘Perhaps being
public-spirited is written into their job description.’

Otto smiled
briefly and rubbed his chin. His eyes glinted as he said knowingly,
‘Whatever the case, it makes you wonder at the devotion these
companions show towards -’ He scratched his chin again and
concluded, ‘ - towards a condition that is not their own.’ Otto
turned to move off down the passageway, then looked around and
remarked, ‘We’re fortunate that they are so devoted - and so
discreet. Imagine if they weren’t.’ He shrugged and murmured, ‘They
get to know us well, these companions.’ He nodded and moved off
down the passageway.

 


Three: I miss
her too
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15.5. Only the
Keepers of the Archive and authorised members of the Committee
shall have access to the archive.
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Although my
father and Alini tried to obliterate all signs and reminders of my
mother, they couldn’t wipe the slate completely clean. They could
clear out cupboards, delete files, remove ornaments, and send
furniture away – but they couldn’t delete our memories.

For a long time
after my mother went away, Kana suffered from bouts of dark
depression that lasted for several days. At those times, Alini
would say to me, ‘Kana’s in one of his moods again. My advice to
you is to stay away from him.’

‘But he’s my
brother!’

‘Don’t be so
stubborn, Simora. Stay away from him. It’ll blow over in its own
time.’



‘But it’s
horrible when he’s like this.’

‘Well, then, if
you go near him, you’ll have to put up with the sharp edge of his
tongue. You know that just as well as I do.’

Usually,
feeling abandoned and hating the way that the whole house seemed to
be filled with foreboding during these dark periods, I would try to
make some sort of contact with Kana. Perhaps remembering my
mother’s touch, I would reach out to him, laying a hand on his arm
or trying to take him gently by his shoulder. However, he always
rejected me, snarling, ‘Don’t touch me!’ Then he would withdraw
with a dark glare, saying, ‘Don’t do that again!’

I would
protest, ‘Don’t push me away!’

‘I will if I
want to!’

‘Come on, Kana
- ‘

‘What?’

‘Let’s go
outside and play.’

‘I told you –
leave me alone.’

Usually, at
this stage push would come to shove and Alini would have to
separate us.

About one week
after our mother went away, all traces of her disappeared from the
house: her accessors and electronic apparatus, her ornaments, her
clothes, her office furniture, even her compo-discs. We came home
from school one day to find Alini supervising the removal of a pile
of boxes. Kana asked, ‘What are you doing, Alini?’

Alini looked
embarrassed and replied, ‘Oh, these are just some old things that
were lying around the house, getting in the way.’

‘Can we look at
them?’

Alini placed
himself squarely in front of the boxes and said firmly, ‘No, you
can’t. I’ve just finished packing them. I don’t want you two
rummaging about.’

I asked, ‘Where
are they going to, Alini?’

‘I’m sending
them to the Social Well-being Opportunity Store. They’ll be more
useful there than they are here.’ Alini beckoned to the men who
were standing by and they began to carry the things away. He shooed
us away, saying, ‘Don’t hang around, boys. You’ll just get in the
way. Go and get cleaned up for lunch.’

As we went
upstairs, I said, ‘They were hers.’ Kana nodded, tense-faced. I
spent a long time face-down on my bed until hunger drove me
downstairs.

Before he
became a member of the Assembly, my father was a scriber of
transound documentaries for the People’s True Information
Authority. I loved going into his office at home, where he worked
surrounded by shelves, compo-discs, accessors, and the sprawling
disorder of electronic apparatus. I can still remember my sense of
wonder at the fact that three walls of the study were almost fully
covered with apparatus and disc holders, from floor to ceiling and
from wall to wall. Could there be so many in the whole world?

After my mother
went away, although my father tried to compensate by being more
affectionate towards us, at the same time, he was somehow also
somewhat distant. Looking back on it, it seems to me that losing my
mother deadened some vital spot in my father. He couldn’t give his
affections full rein – not because he didn’t want to, but because
it was if something inside him had been anaesthetised. We sensed it
and, worse still, he knew it. Above all, there was always something
in his bearing that reminded us of how he once said despairingly,
‘I miss her too.’

Sometimes I
imagine that I could have the relationship with my father that I
never had. I imagine that we could retrace our experiences back
through all those years, to the loss of a woman who we loved in our
different ways. I imagine that we could irrigate that stunted place
with sympathy and understanding, so that it would put out fresh,
new tendrils. But if that impossible step could ever be undertaken,
I would go back with new knowledge. Could I ever tell him what I
now know about my mother?

In the
meantime, I’ve had to bear my own loss of another woman who I loved
and who loved me as men and women love. I have entered most
comprehensively into a vital part of a man’s estate. I tell myself
that my father would understand and I imagine how he would reach
out to me. However, these are fantasies and vain imaginings.
There’s no going back from this place, even although, recently,
Otto hinted at something different … well, we shall see.

After my mother
went away, Alini played a larger role in our household. He should
have left us after my father left the Assembly, but by then Alini
had almost reached retirement age. He didn’t want to go anywhere
else – in fact, after such a long time with our household, he
didn’t have anywhere to go. He said that he liked being useful and
needed in a family atmosphere and so he stayed on with us.

Alini was born
during the Old Time and grew up during the War. While we were
fascinated by every aspect of his stories about the War, perhaps
what impressed us most was the general disorderliness and
desperation that he described. Alini’s stories gave us vivid images
of a time when things were chaotic and unpredictable, when people
walked the edge between life and death, making momentous decisions
under conditions of extreme danger and ominous uncertainty. It was
in such stark contrast to the orderly routine of our daily lives
that it was like listening to ghost stories while being securely
tucked into bed.

‘This is what
we were fighting for, me and my comrades,’ Alini would say,
sweeping his arm around the house, lake, neighbouring fields,
distant housing estates, the sky, and the horizon. Especially when
I was younger, when Alini spoke and gestured in such sweeping
terms, I had a vivid image of a dashing Alini and his gallant group
of comrades battling their way across the nearby landscape. I could
see them making their way onto our grounds, fighting forward around
the edge of the lake, across the terrace, right up to the doors of
the house. However, it was unclear to me what happened after that,
no matter how hard I tried to imagine it. I suppose it was
inconceivable, even in my imagination, that this place, our
childhood home, should be a site of disorderly invasion, infected
by strange and violent intrusions. The noise, smoke, hoarse shouts
and unmentionable atrocities always stopped short of the safe haven
of our house.

Whenever Alini
spoke about the War, at some stage he would say, ‘What you’ve got
now, that’s what we were fighting for. Peace, security, a decent
life, not exploiting others, giving everyone a fair chance,
well-regulated social behaviour - that’s what it was all about,
isn’t it?’

Although we
would nod in agreement, we weren’t interested in the way things
were now. What was so interesting about the present time? It was
boring and predictable. We wanted to hear great stories about the
War and so we would ask, ‘Did you kill anyone, Alini?’

‘That’s none of
your business!’

‘Oh, come on
Alini, tell us!’

‘No, I won’t!
It’s none of your business. But I can tell you that it’s not easy
to live with – at least, that’s what I heard -- not easy at all.
Maybe if you can forget that others have feelings and lives like
your own – huh! And it’s better, much better, if you can’t see
their faces – that’s what I heard.’ Alini waved his hands
dismissively and, with a tight face, said,. ‘Now, as I was saying
–’

‘You did kill
someone, Alini, didn’t you?’

‘You boys
aren’t listening to me, are you? What’s wrong with you? Don’t you
have ears? I’m telling you what I heard, that’s all.’ After a
reflective pause, he would add, ‘I only know what they told
me.’

When it looked
as if Alini was coming to the end of a story-telling session we
would try to keep him going by asking, ‘Are you going to see
Nicholas soon, Alini?’ Nicholas was an old comrade who sometimes
visited Alini. He had only one leg, the other having been blasted
away at the knee by something called anti-personnel mine. Although
Nicholas got around on only one crutch, he impressed us by being so
agile that he could beat us in races over short distances.

‘Nicholas?’
said Alini. ‘I might be seeing him next week, depending on his
plans.’ He would look at us sternly and then growl, ‘And if he does
come to visit, don’t start pestering him with questions about the
War.’

‘But, Alini
…!’

‘Enough! The
War is long gone now – ancient history! No one is interested any
more. Who wants to dig up old stories?’

Of course, they
weren’t old stories to children like us whose imaginations were
still being formed, whose experiences did not extend beyond the
small confines of home, family, and school. We would press Alini,
asking, ‘Tell us about the time you helped Nicholas to get out of
trouble in the army, Alini.’

‘You know that
story, don’t you? You’re just leading me on to waste time. You
think I’m not wise to what you’re up to, isn’t it?’

‘Your stories
are super, Alini! Come on, Alini, there’s plenty of time. Tell us
again.’

‘Well, it won’t
do any harm, I suppose, but there’ll be no more time wasting after
that. Understood?’

This was the
story: Alini and Nicholas began army life together in the same
training camp at a time when the War was poised at a desperate
juncture. Both were under-age but, in such desperate conditions,
nobody was asking questions about age. One day, after a hard week
of training in the bush and on the parade ground, Nicholas’s
company was marched into the camp’s recreation hall for a political
education session.

Alini would
enact what happened there: ‘Now there’s this officer, see, standing
on the stage. All the men are sitting on the floor – they couldn’t
afford chairs in those days. Anyway, the floor was good enough for
ordinary rookies. The officer is waving a piece of paper.’

‘That’s
Nicholas’s letter, isn’t it, Alini?’

‘You know it
was! Why do you want to hear it again?’

‘Come on,
Alini, tell us! We like the story.’

‘Well, all
right, once more won’t do any harm. So, like I said, the officer is
waving this piece of paper. He’s saying, “The enemy is everywhere.
The enemy is cunning. You never know where you will find the enemy.
The enemy is probably right here in this camp. The enemy has spies
everywhere.”‘

‘Was that true,
Alini?’

‘What?’

‘About the
enemy being in the camp and having spies everywhere?’

‘Most probably
it was true. You never knew with the enemy. The enemy was
diabolical.’

‘What does that
mean?’

‘Diabolical?
Well, it means terrible, evil – well, something like that.’

‘Was the enemy
really like that, Alini?’

‘Of course they
were! That’s why the enemy was the enemy, isn’t it? Anyway, the
officer is waving the piece of paper around, saying, you see this
letter? We found it in a garbage drum right outside a bungalow. The
officer reads the letter. It says, “Dear Mama and Papa, we have
been on manoeuvres for four days in the bush. We only got back to
camp today.” And so on.’

‘What are
manoeuvres, Alini?’

‘Manoeuvres?
It’s when you pretend that you’re fighting. It’s when you practise
how to fight in the real war.’

‘Did you go on
manoeuvres, Alini?’

‘Of course! Do
you think I wasn’t properly trained? Huh, you boys! Anyway, like I
was saying, the officer reads from the letter. Then he says, “This
information is useful to the enemy. People might die because of it.
We know who wrote the letter. His name is Nicholas Koboli. Where is
rookie Koboli? We know you’re in the hall. Stand up and show
yourself.” That’s what the officer said. It looked pretty bad for
Nicholas. But to make matters worse, Nicholas wasn’t even in the
hall where he should have been.’

Nicholas was
absent because he had skipped the session to have a catnap in his
bungalow. The penalty for wilfully absenting oneself from duty
could be full pack drill (‘Guaranteed to drop you inside a half
hour,’ said Alini meaningfully) or even a week on half rations in
the detention cells. Understandably, when Nicholas heard that his
absence had been discovered, he started to look for a way out.

Right then,
Alini was passing by on cleaning duty. He told us what happened
next: ‘I see Nicholas pacing around, looking really worried. So I
say, What’s up, Nicholas? What’s the problem? You look like someone
who’s just been given time in the detention barracks. Nicholas
says, “Well, my friend, it might come to that, if I don’t think of
something fast.” He was biting his lip and wringing his hands so
hard that I could see that he was really desperate.’

‘What were the
detention barracks, Alini?’

‘Detention
barracks? They were horrible places, little dark rooms with iron
bars and concrete floors, where they locked you up and treated you
worse than a dog. Not to mention the food -- huh!’

‘Did they lock
you up there, Alini?’

‘Me? No, of
course not! I didn’t volunteer to waste my time sitting in a cell.
Huh! Let’s get on with the story. Nicholas explained the situation
to me and I said, “It’s simple. When they come looking for you,
tell them that you were there but that you were ashamed. Lay it on.
Tell them you didn’t want to be pointed out as the one who
endangered everyone else. Tell them you’re just a rookie who made a
mistake. Beg for forgiveness. Have tears in your eyes and have two
of your mates standing by to swear that you were there.” That’s
what I told him.’

The ploy worked
and Nicholas escaped with a warning. Nicholas and Alini became
friends and arranged to be in the same squad when they were
despatched on active service. They fought through the War together
and were only parted when Nicholas was injured. They had been
friends ever since.

This story and
others like it were always accompanied by a caveat from Alini, who
would wag his head, point an admonishing finger at us, and say,
‘But don’t think that sort of deception is all right nowadays.
Those days are past. They were desperate days. We didn’t know any
better, whereas you do. Now we’ve got what we fought for, what we
all wanted - security, equality, prosperity, good government.’

‘Yes, Alini, we
know that’

‘You boys
aren’t listening to me, are you? I don’t know why I bother.’

‘We are
listening, Alini! Of course we are!’

‘Huh! Like I
said, I don’t know why I bother. What do the old days mean to
youngsters like you? Everything is fresh and new for you, isn’t it?
Anyway, that just proves what I always say, that you don’t know how
lucky you are. You should take my advice. Use your opportunities
and appreciate what you have.’ Then would come the inevitable
conclusion: ‘I don’t know why I let you talk me into telling you
these things.’

We would nod
solemnly, and, when we retired for the night, we would mimic
Alini’s words, giggling as we did so. We loved Alini and, perhaps,
loved him all the more because his stories made us feel just how
secure we were in our comfortable house by the lake. Only the
shadow of our mother’s absence darkened our innocent happiness.

That was when I
was a child. Since then, I have known the Protected Territory over
the river from the southland. I have known Mary on the dark,
secluded bank of the river. I have known the Colony. Most
disturbing of all, I have seen far into the dark recesses Kana’s
heart. Yes, Kana - and the SSB. I have seen through all those
illusions of permanence and security, those cultivated myths of a
harmonious existence. However, through it all, the memory of my
childhood innocence is still seductive, like a lost love of one’s
youth - perhaps all the more so now.

When I was
younger, there was something that I wanted even more than finding
out about the Old Time. More than anything in the whole world, I
wanted to be better than everyone else at school. Above all, I
wanted to outdo my brother, to shame him for his taunts and his
lofty air of superiority. I wanted to pay him back for rejecting me
so often especially when I needed someone to help me suppress the
aching hollowness that sometimes nagged at me like a toothache. I
didn’t know it at the time but now, looking back, I realise that
like a lot else in my life, my determination and ambition had a lot
to do with my mother going away.

When Kana
started school a year before me, I resented being left in the
kindergarten while he moved up in the world. It didn’t help that he
tried to lord it over me. For instance, I remember that, about a
month after he started school, Kana showed us his electro-pad,
saying boastfully, ‘Look at this. Isn’t it good? You see what the
teacher copied next to it? He says I’m the best in the class.’

Alini looked at
it approvingly and remarked, ‘It’s very good, Kana. Well done.’
Then, showing it to me, he asked, ‘Don’t you think so, Simora?’

I took a
cursory look at it and replied, ‘It’s a bit wiggly but I guess it’s
all right.’

Kana snatched
the pad away from Alini, snarling, ‘How would Simora know? He’s
still a baby. He doesn’t know about school things.’

‘Yes, I
do!’

‘No, you don’t.
You don’t know anything.’ Kana clicked on the pad and showed us a
new field. ‘Look at this. We learned how to do semanto patterns.
Good, hey?’

Alini held the
pad under his nose and peered at it short-sightedly, saying, ‘Hmm –
very good, Kana. Maybe one day you’ll be a software architect.’

‘I don’t want
to be one.’

‘No? What do
you want to be?’

‘I want to be a
spaceman.’

I said
triumphantly, ‘There are no spacemen. Isn’t that right, Alini?’

‘That’s right.
They haven’t got the money for it. Also, since the space programs
of the Old Time -’ Alini shrugged diffidently. ‘Maybe one day – who
knows? But not right now.’

I rounded on
Kana, saying, ‘There you are – you can’t be a spaceman! You heard
what Alini said.’

‘I don’t care!
One day there will be spacemen. Then I’ll be one.’

Alini moved in
to cool things. He separated us and asked, ‘How are your friends,
Kana?’

‘Oh, I’ve got
plenty of friends. And you know what?’

Alini asked,
‘What?’

Kana smirked in
the way that I never could stand. He said, ‘I’m their leader. I’m
the leader of all the boys.’

I cried out,
'No, you’re not!’

‘Yes I am!
Anyway, what do you know? You just play baby things with little
kids. Huh!’

Alini could see
that push was about to come to shove, so he held us apart and told
us to go to our rooms to do our homework. Later, he took me aside
and said, ‘Simora, don’t get upset. Kana doesn’t mean everything
that he says.’

Still aflame
with resentment, I cried out, ‘Then why does he say those
things?’

‘Well, I guess
that he’s proud of the fact that he’s going to school. He wants us
to know how he feels.’

I wiped my eyes
and said fiercely, ‘I’m going to be better than Kana – you’ll
see.’

Alini patted my
shoulder, saying soothingly, ‘Don’t be impatient, Simora. Your turn
will come.’ Then he put his hands on my shoulders and said quietly,
‘Kana misses your mother. I think that’s his biggest problem.’

‘So do I,
Alini! I also miss her!’ I said it so fiercely that tears came to
my eyes.

‘Yes, Simora, I
know. Believe me, I know. The fact is that we all miss her.’
Alini’s voice thickened as he said, ‘Things haven’t been the same
since she left.’

‘Then why
should Kana -?’

Alini silenced
me by putting a finger across my lips. He sat down opposite me,
took my hands, and said confidentially, ‘I’m going to tell you
something important. Do you promise that you won’t tell Kana?’ I
nodded. Alini repeated, ‘Promise? Word of honour?’

‘Yes, I
promise.’

Alini leaned
forward and said quietly, ‘You were your mother’s favourite.’ Even
as I looked at Alini dumbly, not knowing how to respond, I felt a
flush course through my body, like a fire through winter savannah
grass. Alini asked, ‘Did you know that?’ I shook my head, still
dumb.

Alini said,
‘Well, it’s a fact. Your mother tried not to show it. But I could
see it clearly and so could your father. It was plain to see.’

‘You mean that
mama didn’t like Kana?’

‘No, I didn’t
say that! Of course she liked Kana! She cared a lot for both of
you. She was a good mother – the very best. But we could see that
she favoured you, no matter how much she tried to hide it.’

My heart began
to beat more rapidly and my skin felt as if it had suddenly become
over-heated. I asked, ‘And Kana -?’

Alini rubbed
his nose, looked at me speculatively, and then said slowly, ‘Kana
knew it. You see, Kana knew it, and he was jealous.’

‘Jealous,
Alini?’

‘Oh, yes, Kana
was very jealous. He still is.’ Alini sat back and blew his nose,
muttered, ‘Huh!’ gruffly, and said, ‘Now here’s the real problem:
your mother went away before Kana could change things.’ Seeing that
I was not following his reasoning, Alini explained, ‘It’s like this
- now that your mother has gone, Kana is left with the knowledge
that he can never change the situation. It’s as if things have
become frozen, or as if they’re standing still forever. And the
problem is that Kana’s feelings are just the same as they were on
the day that your mother went way, with no chance of ever changing
them.’

Now I
understood. I said, ‘Yes. He can’t change it.’

Alini said,
‘Sometimes it’s terrible to have to deal with things that are fixed
forever in the past.’ His face clouded as he said, ‘One day you’ll
see that things from the past can hang around our necks like a big
weight. Things that are still going on, people who are still around
and about – well, you can still deal with them, or at least you can
hope that you can. But when something is over and done with and you
have regrets – well, that’s heavy, and it’s with you forever. Do
you understand?’

I nodded. Alini
sat back and said, ‘That’s the way I see it, and that’s what I
think is bothering Kana.’ He squeezed my hands, saying, ‘Maybe it
won’t make things easier between you and Kana, but at least you’ll
understand a bit more about his behaviour.’

I could only
nod, quite overcome by what I had heard. Alini squeezed my hands
again and got up to go. Suddenly the present came flooding back to
me. I remembered Kana’s aggression towards me earlier that day. I
remembered how he shook my hand away when I touched him and how he
clicked his tongue in – what? In contempt? In disdain? In spite of
what Alini had said, my resentment flared up again. I cried out,
‘You’ll see, Alini, you’ll see! I’m going to be better than Kana.
I’m going to be better than anyone.’

Alini gave me a
startled look. Then he shook his head heavily as if a hefty object
had struck him and walked away without saying anything more.

It was petty. I
shouldn’t have said it. Later, lying in bed, I was ashamed. But
deep down, under the layer of regret, I knew that I had spoken the
truth about the way I felt. Come what may, I would be better than
Kana.

No matter how
much Alini sympathised with my frustration, he couldn’t do much to
assist me. It was between Kana and me. Sometimes Alini would find
me out on the terrace, sobbing in frustration. Sometimes he would
find me raging at Kana, accusing him of exaggerating, of being a
mediocre performer in spite of his boasting, of making up the
stories of his achievements. My fury and sense of humiliation were
exacerbated when Kana just laughed at these accusations, taunting
me: ‘Little boy! Goes to a little kid’s play-school. Plays with
little boys.’ Alini would put a hand on my shoulder to quieten me
and I would shake him off, angry that he had caught me out in my
moment of weakness and angry that I wanted him to care.

Once Alini took
me aside and said urgently, ‘If you go on like this, you’ll injure
yourself.’

I cried out,
‘She said that!’

‘Who did?’

‘My mother did!
She said that.’

Alini looked at
me knowingly and said, ‘Your mother was a clever woman. She knew
what she talking about.’ He held me tightly by my shoulders and
murmured, ‘Think about it, Simora – think about it very
seriously.’

Sometimes,
goaded by Kana’s taunts, I would launch myself at him in consuming
rage. These encounters were passionate and in real earnest. I would
have injured Kana if I had possessed the strength or the means.
Usually, in spite of Kana’s greater size, he had to exert all his
strength to he subdue me. Even when I finally had to surrender to
his superior strength, I tried by all means not to let him see me
cry. At least I usually had that satisfaction.

After an
encounter, the passion would recede. For the next few days we would
co-operate in play and in the household chores, or cheerfully
collaborate in teasing Alini. However, as inevitably as thunder
follows lightning, the tension would build up again. The truth was
that we were never reconciled on these issues. They always lay in
wait, submerged like crocodiles under the waters of our childhood,
primed to appear in short time from below the depths. Then, when
they thrashed their way to the surface, they swept us away in the
tumult of their ferocity.

I don’t say
that it was always Kana’s fault. In fact, I must admit that I also
played my part in the disagreements and contests that came between
us. Perhaps, in one sense I was more culpable. I mean that having
the least to gain, it was in my best interests to avoid these
tussles - and yet I would almost always rise to the bait whenever
it presented itself. Perhaps some people have an instinct to find
out just how near the brink they can walk. Perhaps they are driven
to challenge their fates. Was that true of me as a child? Is it
still true?

 


Four:
Stalking

 


Now the
Coalition of the South was formed. Under the leadership of Kolile,
later known as the Great Shepherd, the armed forces of the
coalition intervened in the destructive, internecine struggles
between the states of the north. So began the War of Restitution,
which aimed to end forever the exploitation of humans by fellow
humans and to allow the regeneration of the natural environment,
which had been so grievously damaged by the greed of the
northerners. (From ‘The Authorised History of Society: the Founding
Years, YS1 – YS15’: screen 67, section 9)

 


I was nine
years old when my father was appointed to the Assembly. It was only
on the evening before he had to leave home to attend the first
session that he broke the news to us. Just as we were finishing our
meal he suddenly said, out of the blue, ‘Boys, I’m leaving on a
trip tomorrow.’ My father’s work took him away from home quite
often so the news wasn’t a surprise. However, his sombre look and
the hesitation in his voice suggested that something was different
this time. Suspiciously, I asked, ‘Papa, will you be home by the
weekend?’

My father took
a long time before he replied. After exchanging glances with Alini,
he said, ‘No. This time I’ll be gone for five or six weeks.’

‘Why,
Papa?’

Kana cried out,
‘Five or six weeks, Papa – so long?’

Alini broke in,
saying, ‘Boys, your father has been appointed to the Assembly. You
should be proud of him.’

There was
silence while we digested the news. Then Kana shouted, ‘Mama was
also a member of the Assembly. Look what happened to her!’

This time,
there was an even longer silence. Alini began to remove the plates
from the table, eyes down, in sombre mood. Then my father said,
‘Kana, Simora – I will be coming home again. I’ll head for home as
soon as the Assembly completes its session.’ He tried to jolly us
along, saying, ‘I promise you, I’ll take a whole week off when I
get home. We’ll do a lot of things together. Hey, cheer up! We’ll
spend a few days in the Letibo Hills.’

Kana’s face was
swollen with apprehension as he muttered sullenly, ‘She went away
and now you’re also going away!’

Alini put his
face around the scullery door, calling out, ‘Boys, your father has
a lot on his mind. The Assembly is an important place. You
shouldn’t be worrying him with all these questions. What’s more,
you should believe him when he says that he’ll be home as soon as
he can.’

Kana said
fiercely, ‘She wasn’t your mother!’ Alini recoiled as if he had
been hit in his face and retreated.

My father said,
‘Kana! That’s enough!’ Kana was about to burst out with a reply
when my father said even more firmly, ‘I said that’s enough! Do you
hear me – enough!’

There was an
uncomfortable silence before my father said firmly, ‘Now listen to
me! Listen carefully! I don’t want any more crying and outbursts.
The fact is that I have been appointed to the Assembly. I didn’t
ask for it but I can’t refuse it. Do you understand that?’ We
nodded sullenly and he continued, ‘It’s a five-year appointment.
I’ll be away from home three times a year, each time for about five
or six weeks. I will also have to make shorter trips from time to
time. Do you understand?’ He said it in a way that brooked no
dissent and we subsided sullenly.

Later, Kana
muttered to me, ‘He’s also going to go away.’

I just nodded
in dumb agreement. I had exactly the same miserable thought.

In fact, my
father resigned from the Assembly after he had served for three
years. At that time, an air of crisis pervaded the house, making us
nervous and apprehensive. Official-looking people came and went,
set-faced and tight-lipped. There were late-night consultations in
my father’s study, with raised voices behind the closed door. It
was the only time that Alini was ever short-tempered with us. In
time, the crisis passed, outwardly at least. My father resumed his
position as a scriber with the People’s True Information Authority
and Alini returned to even-tempered affability. Life reverted to
normal. We were thankful.

After that, my
father intensified his efforts to be with us when his schedule
permitted. Most of all, he enjoyed taking us on outings to a
wilderness park that spread over the hills about fifty kilometres
from our home.

Otto liked to
hear about these expeditions because, he said, my stories reminded
him of his own childhood. He used to nod in agreement when I told
that I liked the mornings and evenings best when the hills burned
like the glow of fire as the light of the sun touched the rock
faces.

Otto’s eyes had
a far-away look while he listened to me. He said softly, ‘Burned
like the glow of fire? Yes, that’s a good description. I know it.
I’ve seen it many times.’

‘You know the
Letibo Hills?’

‘No, not those
hills, not those ones in particular. But I’ve seen it many times,
in many other places.’ He shook his head briefly, focused on me,
and said, ‘Yes, go on. Tell me about it.’

‘You really
want to hear about it?’

‘Yes, of
course.’ The corners of Otto’s mouth turned down in a wry smile as
he said, ‘It brings back memories.’ He waved a hand. ‘Take us away
from this place, Simora. Take us to somewhere else.’

I said, ‘In the
evenings, standing on a high place, as the light faded, we would
strain our eyes to pick out features of the landscape. It was if we
didn’t want to allow such a transformation to come to an end.’

Otto murmured,
‘Yes, that’s it, exactly. You’ve said it well.’

Returning from
these excursions with my father driving the hovercar, the swish of
the vehicle threw up a cloud of dust behind it, dust that
penetrated and permeated the interior with a characteristic
acridity. I can recall the lights illuminating the road, the glow
of the instrument panel on my father’s face, the slight sway and
quiver of the vehicle as it negotiated bends and responded to
uneven patches in the road. When we arrived at home, I was hardly
aware of Alini carrying me from the hovercar to my room, where he
removed my shoes and socks and put me to bed just as I was.

Otto said, ‘Ah!
Childhood memories! Do you know, when our memories start to go,
those remain the longest?’

Often I am
comfortable with Otto, almost companionable. There is no one else
in this place who can make me feel more at ease. Nevertheless, and
paradoxically, there are times when Otto can discomfort more than
anyone else can. At these times, he not only seems to be thinking
far ahead of me but also, which is more discomfiting, to know
things about me that a person in his situation should not know.

Otto looked at
me lazily, amusement flickering in the back of his eyes. He said,
‘Tell me about the paintings.’

‘The
paintings?’

‘Yes. There
were paintings, not so?’

‘How do you
know about them?’

Otto paused and
looked at me appraisingly before he replied easily, ‘You referred
to them once.’

‘Did I?’

‘Yes, you
did.’

I couldn’t
remember ever having done so. It was another one of those occasions
when I wondered just how much Otto really knew and how much I never
would know about what he knew. Nevertheless, I swallowed my
surprise and said, ‘Yes, at some of our favourite sites there were
paintings in the rock overhangs.’

‘Clear
images?’

‘Well, a lot of
them were faded but you could make them out if the light was good
and if you looked at them closely.’

Otto leaned
back, closed his eyes, and said reflectively, ‘Yes, I can visualise
them clearly - elegant figures, long of stride, full of grace and
energy, delicate but vigorous, done in fine brush-strokes.’ He
spoke the words slowly, dreamily, as if he had been transported to
the scene.

I said, ‘Yes.
That’s what they were like.’

‘Animals
too..?’

‘Yes. There
were always animals.’

‘Sometimes
slender antelopes, leaping and running?’

‘Yes, that’s
right.’

‘And sometimes
great bulking shapes, dwarfing the human figures.’

‘Yes. Great,
powerful shapes.’

‘And the
greatest of all were the eland bulls – huge shoulders, massive
chests?’

‘Yes. They were
everywhere.’

Otto was still
leaning back, eyes closed. He murmured, ‘Yes, the paintings! That’s
how they are – exactly how they are.’ Then he opened his eyes and
asked, ‘Did you see how the humans are connected to the
animals?’

‘Connected?
How?’

‘The humans are
entranced? Not so?’


‘Entranced?’

‘Yes. Didn’t
you see representations of women sitting in circles, clapping their
hands?’

‘Come to think
of it, I did.’

‘And did you
see groups of men dancing?’

‘Dancing? Yes,
that’s correct.’

Otto said, ‘You
saw how some of the men leaned on sticks or were almost doubled
over. Not so?’

‘Yes, I
did.’

‘That’s the
trance dance. Didn’t you know? The power of the trance contracted
the men’s stomach muscles, doubling them over, forcing them to
support themselves on dancing sticks, or inducing nose bleeds.’

I said, ‘Yes. I
remember. I saw those things in the paintings. But I didn’t
understand what I was seeing.’

‘You had the
experience but you missed the meaning, eh?’

‘I guess
so.’

Otto continued,
‘The animals and the other objects in the paintings represent
dreams and visions - about rain, about sickness and healing, about
success in the hunt, about conflicts and dangers – that’s what the
paintings are about.’ Otto chuckled, rubbed his nose, and then said
ironically, ‘They’re dangerous things, those paintings.’

‘Dangerous?
Why?’

‘Oh, come on,
Simora! Surely you realise that trances are highly unsocial?
Imagine the effects if fellow citizens were transported into
private worlds regularly. Imagine if they came back and reported
what they experienced in the world of the spirits.’ Otto grinned,
chuckled knowingly, and then laughed outright. I couldn’t help
laughing as well. When he subsided, grinning broadly, Otto said,
‘Why, Simora, imagine the reports that would be written about you
if you disseminated tales about dreams and visions!’ His eyes
glinted mischievously.

We sat there
grinning at each other before I asked, ‘How do you know so much
about ancient rock art?’

‘Oh, I’ve
studied the subject.’ Otto chuckled affably. ‘Come, come, Simora,
don’t look so prim! Widen your horizons! You know that here you can
find anything on the accessors. Nothing is proscribed here. Use it
to your advantage.’

It’s true that
I still have not got used to the fact that I can enquire into any
subject that takes my fancy - any subject at all. I guess it will
take time for the old habit of cautious unease to dissipate. More
than that, it will be some time before I can discuss any and all
subjects as frankly as Otto does. Of course, he has been here much
longer than I have.

During our
expeditions with our father, we never spoke about the paintings. We
shared the unspoken apprehension that it was probably improper, at
the least, to study them, and definitely illegal to try to extract
from them the meanings that those lost people expressed through
their art. We sensed that even the fact that the sites were so
isolated would not protect us from the charge of reconstructing the
Old Time.

When I said
that to Otto, he grinned at me conspiratorially and observed,
‘There are no limits to the Old Time. It reaches back further than
knowledge or imagination.’

I said, ‘So it
seems. The proscription even applies to paintings that are so old
that no one seems to know who produced them.’

‘As you found
out, I think?’

The remark took
me aback. How did Otto know about the connection between the
paintings and what happened to Kana and me during our last years at
school – presuming that he was referring to the tribunal hearing,
which he must have been? I shot a sharp look at Otto but he only
looked back at me blandly, at ease, nibbling on a biscuit.

I thought,
Perhaps I did tell him about the Young Pillar’s expedition and its
consequences. Perhaps I did. But, try as I might, I really couldn’t
remember doing so. It was another one of those cases where I
couldn’t be sure whether Otto knew more than he should, or whether
I couldn’t remember everything that I had told him.

Otto gave me
another knowing look and a half-smile, as if he could read what was
going through my mind. He said easily, ‘You were telling me about
the Letibo Hills.’

I brought
myself back to the present and replied, ‘There’s nothing much more
to tell.’

‘You liked to
explore them, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right.
My father used to take us climbing to the highest parts of the
range. He loved everything about climbing but most of all he loved
to sit on the peaks while we took in the views all around us.’

Otto said
dreamily, ‘Yes, I know the feeling. When I was young … Well, no
matter. I apologise for interrupting. Go on.’

I continued,
‘Up on top, my father used to be more light-hearted than at any
other time. His mood responded to the air and space around us. He
would congratulate us on our mountaineering skills, relive the
hazards of the climb, and point out the animals on the plains below
– zebras, wildebeest, springboks –’

‘Giraffes?’

‘Yes, giraffes
as well.’

‘They have
delicate eyes, giraffes. I don’t know of anything more delicate in
the whole of the animal kingdom. They peer at you gently, asking
you not to make fun of the rest of their shape.’ Otto leaned
forward, trying to imitate a giraffe. He stretched his neck,
flickered his eyelids, and munched imaginary vegetation with
rotating movements of his jaw. For a man of his rotund bulk – not
to mention his status - it was ludicrous. It was also touching. I
laughed, as much out of surprise as out of sheer amusement. Otto
resumed his normal posture, grinned self-consciously, and asked,
‘Don’t you think so?’

‘Yes, I suppose
so.’ I was still chuckling. I got myself under control and said,
‘I’d never thought of it like that, but – yes, I suppose so.’

Otto was
leaning back again with his eyes closed. He said, ‘Next time you
see a giraffe, take a close look at it. You might have the same
experience.’

I said, ‘But
surely not an experience like I’ve just had.’

Otto gave me a
slow grin and replied, ‘No, I would suppose not. It’s one of a
kind.’ He leaned back again and, still with his eyes closed, said,
‘Don’t mind my interruptions. Sometimes we need to escape from this
place, even if only in memory. Please go on.’

I continued
with my story: ‘Then, gradually, we would all grow silent. If it
was the last peak to be climbed, we would remain there as long as
possible, taking in the changing colours -- the ochre and flaxen
shades of the rocks and grasslands against the mauve of the hills
in the east, and in the west the suffusion of orange as the sun
declined.’

‘Yes, that’s
the way it is. You’ve put it very well, Simora, very well indeed.’
Otto got to his feet lazily and ambled over to the dresser to pour
more wine. Raising the bottle, he looked at me quizzically. I shook
my head.

When I remember
those times in the wilderness with my father, I see us as if in a
fixed image from a great distance. We are three small figures on a
remote peak, made even tinier by the immensity of the arch of the
sky, back-grounded by the great expanse of jumbled rocks and muted
colours. Now, at this distance, it’s difficult to recognise myself
as one of those figures. Yet it was me, in that vast space, in that
vanished time.

Otto sat down,
sipped at his wine, grunted in satisfaction, and asked, ‘Your
brother?’

‘Kana? What
about him?’

‘Did he enjoy
these expeditions?’

‘At first he
did. But after a while he got to be impatient with climbing and
rambling. He wanted more.’

‘Ah! And then
-?’

‘He preferred
to stalk animals instead. There were no predators in the park, so
he could do that.’

‘What do you
mean by “stalk”?’

‘Kana played
the role of a sort of predator. He tried to move in as close as
possible to animals while they grazed.’

‘Patience,
subtlety, and guile – all the skills of the hunter. Yes?’

‘Yes. Kana
became very good at it.’

‘What did you
and your father do while your brother was stalking?’

‘We stayed at a
distance, watching him.’

‘Did your
father approve of your brother’s actions?’

‘No, not
really. My father thought that crawling around near wild animals
could be dangerous. He insisted that Kana should only stalk animals
that were timid enough to flee once they sensed his presence.’

‘Was your
brother satisfied with the arrangement?’

‘No, not at
all. In fact, as he improved his technique, he wanted to try his
skill on a wider and more challenging variety of animals.’

‘Such as
-?’

‘Such as
animals that might stand at bay when they detected him – animals
like oryxes, elands, even warthogs.’ Otto whistled in surprise and
raised his eyebrows. I continued, ‘But my father wouldn’t allow
that. He said it was too dangerous. He also said that such
predatory practices were unsocial.’

Otto said
urbanely, ‘Quite so.’ I couldn’t make out whether he was being
ironic or not. He raised his glass against the light and looked at
it reflectively before he asked, ‘Did anyone else ever accompany
you on these expeditions?’

‘No.
Never.’

Otto pursed his
lips and rubbed his chin. Then he asked abruptly, ‘Did your father
remarry?’

‘No.’

Otto said, ‘Ah!
I see!’ For a moment, I thought that I heard regret in his voice.
However, I must have been mistaken because there was no reason why
Otto would be interested in the matter.

I said, ‘He was
married to my mother.’

‘True. But when
someone goes away –’

‘Yes?’

‘Well,
officially, that’s the end of the liaison. According to law, the
pairing is dissolved.’

‘That wasn’t
the way my father saw it.’

Otto rubbed his
chin and murmured, ‘Ah! I see! Public rules and private morality!’
Again, he sounded regretful. Again, I thought that I was mistaken.
After a few seconds, Otto said, ‘Pardon my asking, but did your
father ever have a relationship with a woman?’ He coughed, looking
embarrassed. ‘I mean, a special woman friend, someone – well, you
know –’ His voice trailed off and he coughed again.

Although I
couldn’t understand why Otto was interested in the matter, there
was no reason why I shouldn’t state the facts, so I told him, ‘As
far as I know, my father never had a relationship with any woman
besides my mother.’

‘None at
all?’

‘Well, I can’t
speak for what he did or didn’t do when he was away from home. That
was his private business. But I can say for certain that the only
women he brought to the house were there on business. In fact, he
went out of his way to make that absolutely clear.’ Otto raised his
eyebrows enquiringly as if he wanted to hear more. I said, ‘He
didn’t avoid women. He had both male and female friends. But
looking back on it, I have the feeling that after my mother left he
always kept a distance in his relationships with women.’

‘Distance?’

‘Well, what I
mean is – it’s hard to explain – it was if he didn’t want to allow
himself to get too close to any of the women that he knew. Perhaps
he was afraid to get too close, perhaps it was the memory of my
mother – I really don’t know.’

Otto merely
replied, ‘Ah! I see.’

When we were
rambling in the Letibo Hills, my father opened up and spoke about
our mother more frankly than he ever did at home. He talked about
how he and our mother met - ‘I thought she was the most beautiful
woman I had ever seen’, he said simply. He told us how they had
established a trial liaison and how later they had applied to be
ratified as a formal pairing. It was a relationship such as
hundreds of thousands of others, even millions of others, must have
experienced and in the great scheme of things there was nothing
special about it. It was only special to them and to us.

However, in
spite of our closeness on these occasions, my father would never
speak about why she went away. No matter how much we pressed him,
he would only say, ‘Your mother always felt deeply for you. She
didn’t leave because of anything that you did, or anything that I
did – on the contrary, in fact. She would have stayed forever, if
she could have.’ He would never say more. He always shook his head
and grimaced when we raised the matter, always reminding me of a
wounded animal trying to dislodge a painful dart.

 


Five:
reconstructing the past?

 


The educational
project of Society is based on the principle that education is a
social enterprise in which Society, through its collective efforts,
provides individuals with advantages that they cannot personally
attain.

(Extract from
the ‘Educational Mandate of Society – Appendix 5 to the Citizens’
Charter’, as amended by the Eighth Annual Gathering of the
Assembly, AS8 – 32.4)

 


By the time I
started school, I was even more resolute in my determination to
outshine Kana academically. In fact, I began to give so much time
to my schoolwork that Alini and my father would sometimes force me
to take a break.

In my third
year, I was already a regular user of the adult electronic bank
while most of my schoolmates were still only hooked up to the
junior accessor collections. I also did a lot of general reading
and accessor listening, hooking in to whatever was available,
sometimes exhausting myself in my determination to understand
subjects that should have been too difficult for someone of my age.
Not surprisingly, the results of the Junior Transit examination
showed that I had an intellectual development three years above the
average. It gave me a lot of satisfaction when I was placed in an
academic acceleration program because, for the first time, I had
got my nose ahead of Kana.

In the
acceleration program we sometimes encountered material from the Old
Time. To me, it looked as if it was fed to us sparingly, as if we
were animals in an experimental project. That’s a crude image, but,
looking back, that is the way that I think about it. It really did
look as if someone, somewhere was monitoring and testing our
reactions to the material. At one time, we would see only a short
clip. Later, we would see the same clip embedded in a larger one.
Sometimes we would see earlier material that had been re-arranged.
It was easy to infer that somebody, somewhere, had control of a
large stock of materials from the past and that the same somebody
was making decisions about what should be available, when, and to
whom.

Once, I asked
Alini, ‘Do you have any documents from the Old Time?’

Alini rocked
back as if he had walked into a hurtling rock and growled, ‘What? I
beg your pardon!’

‘Do you have
materials from the Old Time?’

Alini rubbed
his forehead and closed his eyes for a long time. Then he looked at
me narrowly and grunted, ‘There are none.’

‘Don’t you have
any?’

Alini continued
to look at me in the same way before he said severely, ‘It is not
to be spoken of. Don’t you know that?’

‘Oh, Alini,
you’re so old that you must have some.’

‘What are you
talking about?’

‘Well, maybe
some books, or letters, or pages from newspapers.’

‘Books?
Newspapers? Who told you about those things?’

‘They show us
things from the Old Time in the accelerated program. That’s where I
see them.’

‘Is that what
happens in education nowadays?’ Alini sat down, rested his chin on
his folded hands, and looked me in the eye. He said firmly, ‘Forget
about it! Forget about it completely!’

‘But, Alini
–’

‘No buts! I
said forget about it!’ He pointed a finger at me. ‘Do you seriously
think that I would keep things like that? Don’t you know the law?
Do you think I want to be accused of reconstructing the past? In
any case, law or no law, it’s my opinion that these things are over
and done with. Finished! Behind us!’ He leaned forward, let out his
breath, and snorted, ‘Documents from the past! Ha!’ He thumped the
table. ‘I don’t ever want to hear you talking about these things
again! Do you hear me? Never again!’

‘I’m sorry,
Alini. I didn’t mean to -’

‘Well, in
future you’d better think before you speak.’ Alini sighed,
collected himself, and looked at me sadly. He said, ‘It’s this
stubborn streak of yours, Simora. It will get you in trouble one
day, you mark my words.’

That was that.
After experiencing Alini’s reaction, I certainly didn’t intend to
broach the subject with my father. Nevertheless, that didn’t change
what I knew, and it didn’t change my desire to know more.

True to his
early ambition, Kana developed an interest in space travel and
extraterrestrial matters, encouraged by the fact that, after years
of frozen budgets and after decades in limbo, the space exploration
program was being revived. This was a major reversal of policy
because during the Reconstruction period space exploration was
discredited as a means of social control in the Old Time. Back
then, so the official line went, it was employed to dazzle the
inhabitants of the wealthy countries with evidence of the
superiority of their system. At the same time, it helped to keep
the poorer countries in their place by continually confronting them
with the evidence of their ignorance and inferiority. The
spacecrafts orbited above, sending back panoramic images. There was
the Earth, laid out for delectation as a colourful feast for the
eyes and as a great boost to pride. What the images didn’t show was
that hundreds of millions of people barely eked out livings on the
Earth’s surface, suffering grinding poverty and oppression. They
lived in filth, hunger, and disease, without decent shelter and
lacking even the basic amenities such as clean water, sanitation,
and electricity. The grand scale of the panorama conveniently
obscured them. That, we were told, was the worst aspect of the
space program during the Old Time – it did nothing at all to
alleviate any of the many ills that afflicted human societies. In
fact, if anything it made them worse. And that was why it was
discredited during the early days, while Society was in its
Reconstruction phase.

The first sign
of a change in policy came during the third year of our
acceleration program, when we were allowed to access recordings of
the voices of some of the space-workers of the Old Time. Although
the technology was advanced for the time, the attitudes expressed
by those early space pioneers were strangely primitive. As they
viewed the bright Earth spinning against the depths of space, they
referred quaintly to something called a god – whatever that was.
The voices on those antiquated sound systems crackled tinnily on
our accessors while we heard them say, ‘Oh god what a view’, or ‘I
feel closer than ever to god up here’. Once, searching the accessor
files, I came across a recording that I hadn’t heard before. The
crackling voice seemed to be quoting from some source, saying, ‘God
saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was
evening and there was morning –’

A voice broke
in, ‘Hey, Chuck! Mission control here. That’s the sixth day, isn’t
it?’

The first voice
said, ‘Commander to mission control – you bet! Can’t catch you out,
can I? But listen to how it continues: Thus the heavens and the
earth were completed in all their vast array.’

The second
voice replied, ‘Mission control to forerunner one commander – yeah,
that’s very good – all their vast array, eh? Yeah, that’s very
good. Hey, what a view you guys must have. What a great
experience.’ The voice faded away.

When I tried to
call up the recording a few days later, I couldn’t find it. The
empty file just hissed bleakly like air escaping from a punctured
tyre.

I wondered
about the characteristics of this mysterious ‘god’. What did those
space-workers know about someone or something that created
everything? Anyway, what could those simple creatures of the Old
Time know that we didn’t know? Even as I dismissed it as just
another primitive belief, I became more and more curious. At the
very least, I wanted to know what they believed, and why. I wanted
to know their story.

One day, I
screwed up courage and asked my father, ‘What is god?’

Papa sat back,
looking surprised. He rubbed his cheek and then asked me brusquely,
‘God, eh? Where did you hear about god?’

‘On the
recordings of old space expeditions.’

He looked at me
thoughtfully and said cautiously, ‘I don’t know much about it. But
I suppose that they believed that god was a very powerful
being.’

‘How powerful,
Papa?’

My father
grunted, spread his hands, and said, ‘Now look here, Simora, I
don’t know any more about the matter than you do. I’m just telling
you what I’ve heard from time to time.’

‘Yes, Papa, I
understand. But how powerful do you think god was?’

‘All-powerful,
I would think. But let’s not -’

‘Do you think
that this god was especially for them, Papa?’

My father
looked at me narrowly and put up his hands as if to say ‘Enough’.
Then he relented and asked, ‘Especially for whom?’

‘Especially for
the people who worked on the space exploration program and for the
people who supported them? Especially for all the rich oppressors
of the Old Time?’

My father
looked at me even more thoughtfully and replied slowly, ‘Well, I
suppose it’s possible.’

‘But, Papa,
what about all the poor and oppressed people? The world was full of
them in the Old Time.’

‘What about
them?’

‘Didn’t they
also have a god?’

My father
spread his hands again, shrugged, and said with more than a hint of
impatience, ‘I told you that I don’t know. Perhaps there was only
one god. Perhaps they all had the same god.’

‘No, Papa, I
don’t think so.’

‘Why not?’

‘If there was
only one god then there wouldn’t have been so many poor and
oppressed people. An all-powerful something wouldn’t have allowed
that – not if it was for everyone.’

My father
replied, ‘Why should that be true? After all, as we know from the
Old Time, power isn’t always associated with goodwill.’

We sat there
thoughtfully for a while before I asked, ‘in any case, Papa, why
would there be a god of the poor and the weak?’

My father
rubbed his cheek again before he responded, ‘For consolation,
perhaps.’ He got up, put a hand on my shoulder, and said, ‘That’s
enough idle speculation, Simora. We’ve got things to do. In any
case, you’d better be careful where you ask questions like this.
Don’t forget that this god-being comes from the Old Time. You know
as well as I do that we’re not allowed to talk about these things.’
Then he added, ‘But fortunately, even if we do need consoling from
time to time, we have Society, our regulations, and our fellow
citizens, so we have no need to create a god of any sort.’ He gave
me an ironic look.

‘Yes, Papa,
I’ll remember that.’

‘Yes, Simora,
you do that! Also, remember that you’re on very dangerous
ground.’

‘But, Papa
–’

My father’s
tone sharpened: ‘Simora! I’m warning you - leave these things
alone! If you don’t, you’ll get into a situation where no one, me
included, will be able to help you. Leave these things alone! Do
you understand?’

‘Yes, Papa, I
understand.’

For a long time
after that, I thought about what my father said about a god for
consolation. Most of the time, it didn’t make sense. But then,
sometimes, it almost did. Occasionally, when I felt the aching void
that had begun when my mother went away, I wished that I could also
have this consolation-god - if that was what it was.

The first space
launches took place when we were in higher elementary school. Now
we could see new images of the Earth, showing the green-blue globe
wheeling its way through space. However, clear as the images were,
the Protected Territories were blanked out just as they were on the
maps. Although I believed the official account that these
territories were uninhabited, that they were places given over to
environmental restoration and to ecological studies, I was still
curious about them and the blanking-out only increased my
curiosity.

Kana badgered
my father until he was given money to buy a small but powerful
electro-telescope with which he studied human-made objects in
space. Although it kept him busy and out of my way, he annoyed me
by assuming that others shared his interest in things that whirled
around in space. For instance, I can remember how, on a lazy
afternoon after school when we were lolling on the terrace, Kana
suddenly snapped his fingers and announced, ‘Kwambi should be down
by now.’

‘What?’

‘Citizen
Kwambi. Luzile Kwambi. I said that he should be down by now.’

I responded
irritably, ‘Down from where?’

‘He’s been
repairing that loose solar panel on RB133. You know, the one that’s
doing experimental work on energy storage.’

I decided to
test Kana by asking, ‘Does Kwambi know about god?’

‘What?’

‘Does he know
about god?’

‘What are you
talking about?’

‘Well, the
spacemen from the Old Time knew about god, so I thought maybe
Kwambi also knows about it.’

Kana’s eyes
narrowed. He put out his chin, poked a finger at me, and asked
belligerently, ‘Are you trying to annoy me?’

‘No! It’s a
serious question.’

Kana replied
fiercely, ‘Because if you are, you’d better watch out.’

Still keeping
my cool, I said, ‘I thought that people like Kwambi would know at
least as much as the Old Time space-workers.’

Kana snorted:
‘Huh! You’d better not be so free with questions and remarks about
the Old Time. People are talking about you, you know.’

‘Oh? Who’s
talking about me?’

Kana said,
‘Just people. Plenty of people, in fact! You’d better watch
yourself.’ He snorted again and walked away.

In his
pre-final year, Kana won the prestigious ‘Shooting Star’ award for
young scientists. It was a clear indication of where his career was
heading. At about the same time, I became interested in urban
sociology and joined a student club. During weekends we toured
areas of the city, looking at settlement patterns, talking to
members of residents’ associations as well as to people involved in
the city administration.

Even on these
heavily chaperoned excursions, I sometimes stumbled across
something from the Old Time that roused my curiosity. Once we came
across old brickwork while the commissar of the residents’
association was showing us around the site of a new housing
project. She stopped and said, ‘The work has got behind schedule.
The builders are having trouble with that old site over there.’

Someone asked,
‘Why?’

The commissar
said, ‘The old foundations are too deep and solid. They tell me
that it’s like trying to extract an old back tooth.’

When some of us
walked over to have a look, the commissar stayed right there with
us. The builders had excavated a trench more than two metres deep
and as we peered into it, someone asked, ‘Are those the
foundations?’

The commissar
said, ‘Yes. You can see how thick they are. They say they’ll have
to use explosives to loosen them.’

The brickwork
was about fifteen rows deep and about four bricks thick, with the
top row just below the surface.

I leaned over
to pick up a small piece of brick that had broken away from the
foundations but the commissar stopped me by putting her foot over
it. There was an embarrassed silence. As much to smooth over the
incident as for any other reason, I asked, ‘What’s holding the
bricks together?’

The commissar
said, ‘It’s cement.’

Someone
sniggered: ‘Cement! That’s primitive.’

The commissar
was getting uneasy. She said in a brusque, shepherding tone, ‘Well,
we’d better be getting on with our tour.’ My fellow students moved
off with her but I stayed behind. As I stooped down to look more
closely at the brickwork, a small irregularity caught my eye. It
was the delicate imprint of a leaf that had been caught in the
cement while it was being mixed. I thought, Was the wind blowing
when the builders mixed the cement? How did they mix it, by hand or
by machine? I could almost visualise the vanished bricklayer
bending to the task, a brick in one hand and a trowel in the other,
probably dressed in a baggy overall and wearing a stained felt hat,
just as I once saw it in a video clip from the Old Time. I could
almost hear the sharp clink-clinking as the handle of the trowel
tapped on the brick to settle it into place.

The commissar
walked over to me and asked stiffly, ‘What are you looking at,
citizen-student?’

‘I’m looking at
the imprint of the leaf.’ I pointed to the place.

‘What about
it?’

‘Oh, madam
commissar, it’s nothing special! It just looks interesting.’

The commissar
sniffed and said suspiciously ‘You seem to be interested in old
remains.’

She looked at
me so narrowly that a warning bell began to ring. I back-pedalled
from the matter and asked, ‘Are they thinking about preserving it?’
Even as I asked the question, I had the sense that I was walking
too near the edge.

‘Preserve it!
Don’t be foolish! It’s from the Old Time. It should be destroyed.’
She moved closer to me and said icily, ‘By this time tomorrow, it
will be gone. Then the builders can get on with their work.’ She
looked at me even more narrowly and said, ‘We can’t allow the Old
Time to interfere with reconstruction, can we, citizen-student?’ I
caught her glancing at me speculatively as she led me away, holding
my arm firmly. A few minutes later, in the hoverbus, I noticed that
she was talking quietly into a voicerec. She glanced at me once or
twice while she doing so and I wondered what she saying.

As we grew up,
Alini kept a watchful eye over us, making sure that we kept to
regular schedules, especially on weekdays. Bedtimes were strictly
observed, even when we were seniors at school. This didn’t worry me
because I’ve always preferred early nights and early mornings.
However, it was just the opposite for Kana because the schedule
interfered with his passion for gazing through his telescope.
Nevertheless, no matter how much Kana protested, Alini was always
adamant that bed-times would be strictly observed, and that was
that.

Soon it caused
a serious conflict between Kana and Alini. When Kana made his first
serious protest, Alini was implacable as always, saying, ‘No,
there’ll be no extension of bedtime. You know the rules as well as
I do, isn’t it?’

Kana pleaded
with him: ‘It’s a clear night, Alini. I won’t get a better
chance.’

Although there
was more of this, it ended predictably with Alini adamantly
refusing to give in and Kana sulking. During the encounter, I had
been sitting at an accessor, preparing an assignment for school.
After a few minutes of silence, Kana suddenly turned on me and said
angrily, ‘You could have supported me.’

Trying to
concentrate on my work, I just grunted, ‘Huh? Support you in
what?’

Kana snorted
and leaned over to switch off the accessor but I caught his hand
just in time. ‘Hey, quit that, man! What are you doing? I’m working
here!’

‘And I’m
talking to you!’ He glared at me but moved away. I was relieved
that it hadn’t come to a tussle. I wasn’t in the mood for it and he
was stronger than me – a lot stronger, in fact. I swivelled around
to face him and asked, ‘What’s bugging you, Kana?’

‘You are!’

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you!
Don’t look so surprised, mister goody-goody Simora! You never
support me. Never!’ He slammed a fist against the wall.

I made an
effort to be patient because I really didn’t want to get into a
quarrel with Kana. I said, ‘Look, Kana, I was just sitting here
getting on with my work when you and Alini started arguing. It was
none of my business.’

‘That’s the
trouble!’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘You don’t get
involved. You never support me.’

‘That’s not
–’

‘It’s true all
right! I’m your brother. You owe it to me.’

Still trying to
be reasonable, I responded, ‘Look, I’m sorry about how you feel. I
would have said something if I thought you wanted me to intervene.
But it wouldn’t have made a difference, in any case.’

Kana pointed
his finger and jutted his chin at me while he growled, ‘At least it
would have shown whose side you’re on.’

‘Whose side I’m
on? I guess I’m not on anyone’s side.’

‘I’m your
brother!’

‘Well, yes ...
Look, Kana, for me it’s not a matter of choosing sides. It’s you
and Alini arguing about bedtime. It’s between the two of you. It’s
not something I have to take sides on.’

‘But I
lost!’

‘Well, what do
you expect? If you’re going to -’ I checked myself and said, ‘You
know the rules. You know that Papa says no exceptions.’ Kana
snorted. We looked at each other squarely for a moment before I
said, ‘You’re not being fair on Alini.’

‘Huh? Not fair?
How come?’

‘If he bends
the rules and Papa finds out - which he will - then Alini will be
in trouble. That’s what I mean.’

‘So you’re on
their side?’

‘I told you -’
I sighed and tried a new tack: ‘I think it’s a reasonable rule. I
was reading something the other day, about getting enough sleep and
-’

‘Reasonable for
you, maybe! All you do is sit at that damn accessor day and night.’
He put his face close to mine and said shrilly, ‘You know what they
say about you?’
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