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Cuttings from the writer’s testament, April 1994



This piece should evolve like a living organism; it should almost
have a life of its own – I just need to feed it with ideas and the
necessary vocabulary. It should be like life: Sometimes it must
have order, and sometimes it must be like a raving animal trapped
inside a cage.

There won’t be much of a story
or even structure, except for a beginning and a point where
everything starts to fizzle out, and something in between, and a
place at the end in a dusty bookcase.

I will stay close to this piece
for an indefinite period of time. It is something to which I can be
connected – a living organism that depends on me to develop and to
grow.



* * * * * * * * * * *



To tell the truth, I don’t really like people. I just feel sorry
for them very easily.

 The reason why I do not like people is simple: you
always have to be more or less the way they think you are. If, for
example, someone knocks on my door right now (which rarely
happens), I’d have to open the door. But before I do that I must
first open the curtains to allow some sunlight in, open the windows
for fresh air, turn the volume down on my music and explain why the
room is so full of cigarette smoke. Because I don’t want to offend
people, or be rude to them, I do all these things.



* * * * * * * * * * *



What is the purpose of this so-called testament I am writing?

I am attempting to reduce my
reality to a level where it can more easily be controlled. The fact
is this paper cannot let me down. The paper is mute. The paper
cannot judge. The paper does not think anything I say is stupid or
absurd. The paper does not know of conventions I must observe, or
of conventions I ignore. The paper does not expect certain
behaviour or remarks from me that will necessarily elicit a
positive response.


The paper is my friend. Words and ideas form in my mind, and by the
time I am finished moving my hand back and forth across the paper –
like a magician waving his wand, the ideas and words that had only
moments before been mere electrical current in my brain, had become
symbols I can look at on paper. Then it is no longer a
one-directional monologue. The paper reacts with recognizable
symbols that correspond to the thoughts I had just conjured up! And
I can hold the paper without it expecting more from me! I can hold
the paper, and it does not try to figure out in terms of complex
relationship conventions whether or not it was acceptable
behaviour. The paper is a true friend.



* * * * * * * * * * *



“My room is part of me,” I explained to Maria one afternoon. We
were having chicken and mayonnaise rolls at our usual place. “You
see,” I continued, “my room is more than mere living space. It’s an
extension of my personality.”

I currently live in a building
that once served as living quarters for Catholic nuns. Shortly
after the building was abandoned by the church, it became a refuge
for junkies, dope heads and all sorts of creative types. According
to legend, the writer/musician André Letoit once stayed here for a
few months.

I share my room with about a
thousand ants, and at least two spiders. I listen to Juluka (loud
enough for the neighbours to enjoy it as well) while I type along
on an old typewriter I picked up in the building’s oil-stained and
dusty kitchen. The probability is always high that I am drinking
coffee at any specific moment. And morning, noon and night a small
pot of Impala mealie pap is simmering on my little hotplate
– filling the air with the aroma of breakfast, lunch or dinner, and
fairly happy childhood memories.

My first proper literary efforts
on the typewriter – not counting one or two suicide notes earlier –
provided extraordinary discoveries. One example is that I should
draw margins on the typing paper. Another discovery has to do with
sections and chapters. The reader usually decides to read to the
end of a particular section or chapter, and then do something else,
which tends to happen when the text starts failing in one of its
primary purposes – to entertain the reader.

The problem, as I must already
have mentioned, is that this is not a short story or a novel. Does
a testament have subdivisions?

A better question: am I wasting
my time? Should I immediately bring on a shocking turn of events or
a major plot change? Is it already time for a mentally unstable
character like the False Prophet? Has this already become a piece
of fiction?!

Has the inspiration for my noble
effort already started to fade?

Who undermines me but the
enemies of the sincere effort?! Who lays stones in my path but the
devious agents of the State of Short Story Writers and Novelists?!
I will disturb their order! Their ideas are dated! Their ideas are
obsolete! The world consists not only of short stories and novels!
What about official documents? What about the Xerox printed
research papers of an obscure scholar? What about cookbooks and
hymnals and dictionaries? What about last wills and testaments?
What about the words of the living who are yet to die? Is there no
mercy for a testament with an identity crisis?

 Okay
then, in its current form, this piece is still a testament – a
sincere effort to leave behind something of value; needless to add,
without any profit motive.



(Am I writing a novel under the guise of writing a last will and
testament? The possibility alone gives me the chills! A testament
is an honest attempt at immortality; to leave something to others
so that they can take what used to be part of your life and carry
it onwards in their own lives. Since I don’t have many material
possessions to pass on to my close friends and relatives, I leave
something less tangible, yet most precious to me. But a
novel?!)



Next Chapter



“What to write at the beginning of the next chapter?” The writer
stares at the paper in front of him. He frowns. “Am I developing an
obsession about this piece?” The testament doesn’t respond
immediately. “I only sleep three, four hours a night because I
dream of you. Why don’t you talk to me?”

“Last wills and testaments don’t
speak,” the paper answers.

"That’s a shameful lie!” the
writer exclaims excitedly. “What do you think a testament does with
friends and immediate family after the funeral?”

“The testament expresses the
last will of the deceased,” the paper starts explaining. “The
testament is just a medium. It’s a transcript read by someone else
– the speaker – so that the words of the person whose last will and
testament it is can be heard.” A few moments of silence follow.
“Why do I get the idea you’re feeling something you can’t quite
articulate?” the paper asks.

“Paul and Agatha aren’t speaking
to me.”

“Why? What did you do?”

“Well, Paul has been crashing in
my room for the last few weeks, and now Agatha has also started
sleeping over.”

“And?”

“I was writing … until about
four o’ clock this morning.”

“So what?”

“I bought a new light bulb. It’s
bright orange. It was on the whole time. They were tossing around
all night mumbling stuff.” The writer turns away, stares at
something outside the window.

“Aren’t they church people?” the
testament dares an opinion. “Are they not supposed to tolerate your
selfish behaviour?”

“That’s unfair,” the writer
retorts. He stares at the paper like a mother would stare at a
child. “Christians have as much a right to a decent night’s rest as
followers of any other religion, you know? Plus … no one
appreciates a friend that shines a bright light in their eyes all
night! Not that I would do …”

“Your problem is you can’t
create characters,” the testament interrupts.

“What does that have to do with
it?” the writer snaps back.

“You want to write something to
feel better, but because you can’t create characters, you sit here
and talk all sorts of nonsense with me.” The paper pauses for a
second. Then it continues. “Stop abusing me and start creating
proper characters for yourself. I am not your friend. I’m just a
mute witness.”



What are friends other than strangers you just happened to meet,
and whose compassion for you is just a normal reaction that you
develop the longer you know a person? If it weren’t you, it would
have been someone else. And is anyone genuinely interested in
someone else’s introspections?

Now that I think of it, Paul and
Agatha are rude when they stay over at my place. They never listen
to the lyrics of the Pink Floyd songs I play for them. Maybe I
should turn the music up so loud that they can’t hear each other.
Another thing, when Paul tickles Agatha she says she would do
anything if he would only stop. Then she suddenly remembers how
much she’s already doing for him. She says I’m a bad influence …
especially on Paul. She mentioned it again right after hugging me
on the street the other day. We laughed about it because, you see,
it was just a joke.



I figured out Gertrude’s plan. She wants men to wait for her. Her
favourite thing is to know a man is patiently standing at the end
of a hallway, and then she comes around the corner, or she steps
out of her room; slowly, seductively she would move closer, with
her hips moving from side to side as if she’s dancing. She relishes
the relief on the face of the waiting man when he sees she’s
approaching. The relief – and the joy to see her again.

Now, I wait no more. Three times
the sun has risen since I walked into the night.



firing squad: there, he stood / brave,
resolute / until the bullets hit.

 


 





The typewriter



How to write a story.

The writer sits back, takes a
sip of his coffee. “I’m definitely ready,” he says out loud. “I
don’t think I’ve ever felt so ready.” He stands up, walks over to
the radio, and puts a cassette in. Inxs. Welcome to wherever you
are.

This morning on the way to the
Pick & Pay he decided that he simply had to try harder to write
some fiction. He recently salvaged a typewriter from the basement
of the boarding house where he rents a room, so, shortly after
getting home from the supermarket, he put a sheet of paper in the
typewriter and typed out the first paragraphs of a story. After the
third paragraph, he stopped typing. Annoyed, he covered the
typewriter and paper with a stained rag.

The writer waits until the first
exotic notes of Inxs’ “Questions” start flowing from the speakers.
Then he walks back to the table and takes another sip of his
coffee. “Ergh … this stuff isn’t what it used to be,” he mutters.
He walks to the corner with all his kitchen stuff and empties the
mug into the sink.

For a moment, he stares at his
reflection in the A4-size mirror fixed to the cabinet above the
sink. He sees the mess on his head bordering between punk and
disaster, and the first growth of a beard and a moustache on his
pink cheeks, his chin and his upper lip. He also notices the cracks
in the mirror, the green stains, and a chip or two.

“A story … now!” he barks at
himself, and hits the wall with the palm of his hand. Then he walks
back to the table and moves in again behind the typewriter. He
throws the rag to the side then positions his fingers a centimetre
above the keys, ready for any inkling of inspiration that might
strike.

He thinks back of the very first
story he wrote – in primary school, grade three or four. The story
– actually a play of sorts – was typed on four sheets of yellow
paper, and it was about a man who wanted to steal a chicken. The
birds kicked up a fuss, and when the thief heard the farmer
approaching with his dogs, he decided to hide somewhere in the
coop.

He remembers he came up with the
story in the shower.

“Maybe I should take more
showers,” he ponders aloud and smiles. He nevertheless smells
half-heartedly in the vicinity of his armpit. Then, as if he is
suddenly afflicted with a spasm in his fingers, he begins
typing.

Ten minutes later he looks in
the direction of the alarm clock. His lower lip pulls playfully
over his upper lip. He stands up again, scratches around between
his cassettes, and finally pulls his only blues tape from the box.
He stops Inxs in the middle of “Not Enough Time,” takes the
cassette out and inserts B. B. King. Then he sits down again. Elbow
on the table, forehead resting against his thumb and forefinger, he
starts reading the freshly typed words. Midway through the first
paragraph his head nods. He slides his forehead onto his palm,
moves a little to the side, and closes his eyelids.



B. B. King finishes the last notes of “The Thrill Is Gone,” starts
with “Paying The Cost To Be The Boss” after a brief interlude. The
writer’s breathing gets heavier, as if he is sighing. Then, slowly,
the keys start moving, one after the other, rhythmically.



His number one fear became a reality yesterday. Frank sits alone at
one of the wooden tables and takes slow, unenthusiastic sips of his
black coffee. He’s a milk-and-three-teaspoons-of-sugar guy, but
this morning he decided his mind should be reflected in everything
he does.

“That’s just how I am,” he
thinks. “I communicate my feelings in … different ways. If some
people just want to see it for what it is. If only she could see
how I feel about her!”

Since he first noticed her
three months ago at the bookstore, Frank knew he had to talk to
her; he simply had to tell her what a vision she is, how no writer
could ever, in one lifetime, conjure up a character that comes even
close to looking the way she does. And her scent! How can any woman
smell like that and not be surrounded by men the moment she appears
in public?! And her smile … the way she greets a man when he enters
the store … the way she walks straight to the right shelf after you
had asked her for a book about Mongolia, or the Middle Ages, or any
other topic you could think of that sounds vaguely intriguing, that
could perhaps make you appear more attractive to her. If he only
knew how to tell her how he feels …



Meanwhile, the writer dreams, his forehead still resting in his
palm. He dreams of a monument: a large stone statue of an old
typewriter, somewhere on a square in a small town in southern
Europe, or South America. He dreams that all the pedestrians
respectfully nod their heads as they walk past. He dreams that even
the pigeons swoop down gently on the typewriter’s corners before
fluttering off moments later to poop on another statue – most
likely that of some mythological leader on a horse.

Shuffling around the typewriter
are a half dozen men and two or three women. In his dream, the
writer recognizes these people as fellow writers: all of them are
wearing old, well-worn jeans with old T-shirts or second-hand
sweaters or jackets. Those with caps remove them from their heads
and hold them with both hands close to their chests. Words – that
the writer cannot make out – are muttered in the direction of the
statue. Every now and then someone sits down after the muttering,
pulls out a damp notebook from a jacket or trouser pocket,
retrieves a pencil from a sock or behind an ear, and after a last
glance in the direction of the Great Typewriter, frantically starts
making notes.



A car horn in the street immediately followed by a heated exchange
startles the writer. For a moment, he could swear he hears someone
typing. He slowly pushes the chair away from the table, leans back,
and then stands up. “Coffee,” he announces, as if someone asked him
a question. He turns the kettle on and rinses his mug in the sink.
After drying it with a clean rag, he drops a heaped teaspoon of
light brown powder into the mug. Then he looks around for the sugar
jar.

“Oh … come on,” he wants to
swear in the direction of the jar after seeing it on the edge of
the sink, half full of water. He turns off the kettle.

“I hate bitter coffee,” he
thinks as he positions himself behind the typewriter. He reads his
story again from the beginning. When he comes to the part where the
guy is sitting at the table drinking black coffee, he stops. He
pulls his head back slightly.

“Frank?” he tries to refresh his
memory. “What woman … when … when did I type this?” he stutters,
and strokes warily over the keys. He tries to remember how it felt
to type the words. A headache starts to take shape along his
forehead.

“I have to go look for food,” he
voices a realization. “Maybe the hunger is doing things with my
mind.” He climbs into the pants he left on the floor, takes the
T-shirt of the chair’s backrest, and pulls it over his head.

Only when the writer shuts the
door behind him, the typing resumes.



It was the Monday right after Easter when he saw them in the
supermarket …

 


 





Jacob creates an illusion



I will now attempt to write a story to improve my mood
…



Jacob has now been at his sister’s apartment in Pretoria for three
weeks, waiting for something to happen so that he can go – away, to
a foreign land. (His sister is the financial manager at a local
construction company. She lives in a studio apartment – one
bedroom, living room, kitchen – in Arcadia, a neighbourhood of
apartment complexes near the business district. As the oldest,
she’s learned to be patient with her two younger siblings,
especially since they don’t seem to have a clue about what to do
with their adult lives. It’s the second time in three months she’s
had to offer her spare mattress, bedding and space on her living
room floor to one of them.)

Standing back from the whole
situation, Jacob can see it for what it is: him waiting for
something bigger in life, something that may just provide him, too,
with a place in the sun. He also knows the current situation is
simply the next chapter in his story, a continuation of a phase in
his life that began the day he wrote his last paper at university.
The time had come for him to decide what direction his life will
take, since his varsity girlfriend, Jane, convinced him to postpone
his ideal of becoming a hermit – to let his hair and beard grow,
and to only now and then open the curtains to see what season it
is. (Of course, even hermits need an income these days.)

A few months before graduation
he had decided to shift the inevitable lifelong struggle for money,
house and children into the background – until further
consideration. He would first go travelling for a few months. He
knew that would not necessarily give him a place in the sun, but as
he explained to someone over a beer one evening, the landscape of a
foreign country would hopefully give him a shot of courage for
mainstream life and perhaps some inspiration.

So, he would go to Europe, work
a few months somewhere, travel to a few countries, and then on a
bright spring afternoon return to surprise his younger sister in
Stellenbosch. He would await her at Bakoven on her way back from
school. Then he would spend the afternoon telling her of all the
things he had seen, and all the fascinating people he had met. She
would listen like one whose world would widen with every word,
right in front of her eyes.

He would come back with
shoulder-length hair and a beard, and people wouldn’t even
recognize him. He would be a pilgrim who had suddenly returned
home.



Five weeks after he had left for Europe – not long enough to make
much of a difference to the hair or the beard, he was back. To the
few people who asked, somewhat bewildered, “Already?” he replied
with the same illusion with which he tried to overcome his own
disappointment: He only returned to “get his things in order.” He
was planning to leave again “within the next month or three.”

Months of hardship and
increasingly fading hope followed.

When people asked him why he was
still in Stellenbosch, he replied with another half-truth: He had
decided to help his sister through her final high school year since
their parents were by now living in a different part of the
country.

By Christmas, he was broke. His
sister had already left for KwaZulu-Natal. He stayed behind in the
municipal flat with months of unpaid electricity bills, and rent
that was steadily heading in the same direction. To stay alive, he
sold the furniture, until he was left with only and a few blankets
and pillows, and a borrowed black-and-white TV set. The power – as
he had expected – was cut off early in January. He spent the
evenings in darkness on his bedding on the otherwise empty living
room floor.

“My life has started to
stagnate,” he thought to himself more than one night. That he had
to come up with a plan to get out of the mess he was in, was
clearly not in doubt.



A month after Christmas he packed up his personal belongings,
stored a few boxes with a friend, and offered for sale in the local
newspaper his 1967 Wolseley that had been accumulating leaves and
bird droppings for almost a year. A few days after he had sold the
car, he
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