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About the Book

The Blue Door is built around one of the oldest questions in storytelling: What if ...? What if I return home one day to find, behind a familiar door, an unfamiliar world? What if the people closest to me turn out to be strangers? What if strangers start claiming a place in my life I cannot imagine? What if the memories of the most important moments in my life can no longer be trusted? What if I am not who I think I am?

David le Roux, a teacher recently turned full time artist, returns to his studio one afternoon to find his whole familiar world turned upside down. The woman who opens the door and welcomes him as her husband is a complete stranger to him: beautiful and loving, but not the wife he assumes he has been married to for nine years. The children are overjoyed at his return, but he has never set eyes on them before. And when he goes back to the building he believes he lives in, it no longer exists. Has everything in his life been an illusion? Or is the past real and only the present a hallucination? In a country like South Africa these questions may decide a whole life. 

Instead of living with the consequences of early choices he now discovers that behind every choice made lurks the possibility of innumerable other choices not made. 

What if, indeed ...?


About the Author

André Brink is the author of several novels in English, including A Dry White Season, Imaginings of Sand, The Rights of Desire and The Other Side of Silence. He has won South Africa’s most important literary prize, the CNA Award, three times and has twice been shortlisted for the Booker Prize.
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one

THERE WAS, FIRST the dream. Which should have alerted me, except that I’m not normally into dreams. But this one I found strangely disquieting, and carried it with me, like a persistent tune in my head, through the whole of that long day. Until the shocking moment in the early dusk. The kind of moment that once turned the life of Kafka’s Gregor Samsa upside down. But this was not fiction. It happened. And to me.

Not that the dream had any direct bearing on what happened in the evening. But in some subliminal way, and with hindsight, there did seem to be a connection which I have not been able to figure out. Nor, I must confess, have I tried. I believe that dreams belong to the night in which they’re dreamt and should preferably not be allowed to spill into the day. This time it was different.

In the dream I am embarking on a long journey with my family, moving house. My wife Lydia is there, but also three children, three little girls, very blonde, with very blue eyes. This is perturbing. We do not have children, and after nine years of marriage it still hurts, although both of us have become skilled at pretending it doesn’t matter; not any more. Lydia gets into the front of the truck with the driver. The girls are already in the back, perched high up on the mountain of furniture like little monkeys. I join them and we drive off very slowly, the load swaying precariously. It is a sweltering day and the children are perspiring profusely, their blonde hair clinging to their cheeks and foreheads. They seem to have difficulty breathing.

Before we have reached the first corner, I realise that we will never make it like this. We need water for the journey for the children to survive. I start hammering with my hands on the cabin of the truck. The driver stops and peers up at me, a surly expression on his thick face which is turning an ominous purple.

‘I’ve got to get water for the kids,’ I explain. ‘I left three bottles on the kitchen sink.’

‘We don’t have time,’ growls the driver.

‘I won’t be long,’ I insist. ‘They won’t survive without water in this heat.’

He mutters a reply, mercifully inaudible, and I jump off. ‘Just drive on slowly,’ I try to placate him. ‘I’ll soon catch up with you.’

The girls begin to cry, but I give them a reassuring wave as I trot off into the simmering and searing white day.

Only when I arrive at the kitchen door do I realise that I have no keys with me. Glancing round to give another wave to the children, I hurriedly begin to run around the house to find a means of entry. It takes three exhausting rounds before I spot a half-open window. In the distance the truck is beginning to disappear in a cloud of dust.

I manage to climb into the house and collect the bottles of water. They are ice cold against my chest. But now the window through which I have entered is barred, and I lose precious time rushing this way and that through the house. Everything seems locked and bolted. I become aware of rising panic inside me.

Then at last, somehow, in the inexplicable manner of dreams, I am outside again, still clutching the water bottles to my chest. By now the truck is nowhere to be seen. Only a small cloud of dust hangs in the distance.

I start running. In the heat my legs turn to lead. But I persevere. I have to, otherwise my family will be lost: they do not know where we are heading for, I am the only one who knows the address. On and on I run.

From time to time I catch a glimpse of the diminishing truck. On on on. I have to. I just have to.

In the distance I can hear the thin voices of the children wailing, more and more faintly. Once I believe I can hear Lydia calling: ‘David! David, hurry!’

Then that, too, dies away.

In the ferocious glare of the day I redouble my efforts. But in the end I am forced to admit that it is useless. I shall never catch up with the truck. I shall never see Lydia and the children again.

That was where the dream ended.


two

THROUGHOUT THE DAY it accompanied me – the vivid remains of the dream, the sense of loss. A sad intimation of mortality. Which was uncalled for, really: I am only forty-four. I am supposed to be in the prime of my life. In the generally accepted view I have a successful career, a happy marriage, good and sustaining relationships with friends. I have taught a generation or two of schoolchildren a basic understanding of language and of history; over weekends and holidays I have been able to indulge my private passion for painting, to the extent of taking part in a few group exhibitions and of renting my own studio, a garden cottage belonging to a ramshackle old house in Green Point, far enough from our large, comfortable flat in Claremont to offer a feeling of escape and privacy.

Over the years, ever since I first ventured to take part in an exhibition, I had been toying with the idea of one day giving up teaching to paint full time; but some kind of innate caution – reinforced, no doubt, by my family’s convictions about the need for a married man to have a ‘respectable job’ – had always held me back. After another surprisingly successful exhibition in Observatory at the end of last year, several friends suggested that the time for the break had, surely, come. This time they were much more insistent than before.

‘There are no kids involved, David,’ said my friend Rudy, whom I have known since our university years at UCT. ‘You have a wife who is an architect and surely earns enough to keep you afloat. You have, as far as I know, no huge debts to settle, no financial obligations to family or friends, no plans to get involved in risky investments, you and Lydia are both disgustingly healthy, you’re in the gym three times a week, there are no threatening illnesses in the family: so why the hell don’t you take the plunge?’

Why the hell not, indeed?

Still the memory of my father? Could be. A prudent man, a toes-together kind of man, a man of considered and considerable judgement, who’d spent all his life escaping from the memory of the Great Depression that had ruined his family and landed them in the unaccommodating streets of Johannesburg. A man conditioned by counting his pennies, never to take unnecessary risks, never to stand surety for man or beast, never to borrow from anyone, never to purchase anything that could not be paid for in cash. He gave me the biggest hiding of my life when as a boy of nine I slipped out of the house one Wednesday afternoon when I was supposed to study for a maths test, to go to a funfair, where I spent twenty cents of my own pocket money on the Big Wheel. He never discouraged me in my attempts at drawing and painting – in fact, he occasionally put a couple of my pictures up in
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