e s

"

M E M O I R

A SON IN SHADOW

Remembering, in fragments, a lost parent

I know nothing about
how they meet. She is
a schoolgirl. He is at
work, probably a govern-
ment clerk in a building
near her school. At the
hour when school and of-
fice are out for lunch
their lives intersect at
sandwich counters, soft-
drink stands, traffic lights,
market squares. Their
eyes meet or their bodies
collide at one of these
food queues. He says something sug-
gestive, complimentary. She sup-
presses a smile or traps one beneath
her hands. He takes this as encour-
agement (as if any reaction of hers
would have been read as anything
else) and keeps on talking and fol-
lowing her and probably misses lunch
that day. All the while she walks and
eats and drinks and soaks up his praise,
his sweet body-talk, his erotic chatter
and sexy pitter-patter, his idle boasts
and ample toasts to his life, his dreams
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or a cut-eye look if his sug-
gestions about her body
or what he will do with it
if given half a chance ex-
ceed the decorum of the
day—which is what, in
mid-Fifties Guyana? From
my grandmother it’s,
“Don't talk to a man un-
less you think you're a big
woman. Man will bring
you trouble. Man want

about their future, the world their
oyster together.

Am | going too fast on my father’s
behalf? Should there have been an im-
mediate and cutting rebuttal from her
and several days before another meet-
ing? Does he leave work early to catch
her at the end of the school day and
follow her home just to see where she
lives and to extend the boundaries of
their courtship? Throwing it from day
to night, from school to home, from
childhood play to serious adult intent?
Georgetown’s two-lane streets with
trenches on either side mean a most-
ly single-file walk, she in front proba-
bly looking over her shoulder when
he says something worthy of a glance,

just one thing from you.
Don’t listen to he. Don’t
get ruined for he. A young lady must
cork her ears and keep her eye straight
in front of she when these men start to
flock around. The gentleman among
them will find his way to her front
door. The gentleman will make con-
tact with the parents first. Woo them
first before muttering one thing to the
young lady. Man who go directly to
young ladies only want to ruin them.
Don't want to make them into re-
spectable young women—ijust whores.
Mark my words.” My grandfather sim-
ply thinks that his little girl is not ready
for the attentions of any man, that
none of them is good enough for his lit-
tle girl, and so the man who comes to
his front door had better have a good
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pretext for disturbing his reverie. He
had better know something about mer-
chant seamen and the character of the
sea, and about silence—how to keep it
so that it signifies authority and dignity,
so when you speak you are heard and
your words, every one of them, are riv-
ets. That man would have to be a ge-
nius to get past my grandfather, a ge-
nius or a gentleman. And since my
father is neither, it's out of the question
that he'll even use the front door of
worship. His route will have to be the
yard and the street of ruination.

So he stands in full view of her
house at dusk. [t takes a few nights
before her parents realize he is there for
their daughter. Then one day her fa-
ther comes out and tells him to take
his dog behavior to someone else’s
front door, and the young man quick-
ly turns on his heel and walks away.
Another time her mother opens the
upstairs window and curses him, and
he laughs and saunters off as if her
words were a broom gently ushering
him out of her yard. But he returns

the next night and the next, and the |

daughter can’t believe his determina-
tion. She is embarrassed that her body
has been a magnet for trouble, that
she is the cause of the uproar, then
angry with him for his keen regard of
her at the expense of her dignity, not
to mention his. Neighbors tease her
about him. They take pity on the boy,
offer him drinks, some ice-cold mau-
by, a bite to eat, a dhal-pouri, all of
which he declines at first, then duti-
fully accepts. One neighbor even of-
fers him a chair, and on one night of
pestilential showers an umbrella, since
he does not budge from his spot while
all around him people dash for shelter,
abandoning a night of liming (loiter-
ing) and gaffing (talking) to the per-
sistence and chatter of the rain. Not
my father. He stands his ground with
only the back of his right hand up to
his brow to shelter his eyes zeroed in
on her house. She steals a glance at
him after days of seeming to ignore
the idea of him, though his presence
burns brightly inside her heart. She
can’t believe his vigilance is for het.
She stops to stare in the mirror and for
the first time sees her full lips, long
straight nose, shoulder-length brunette
hair, and dark green eyes with their
slight oval shape. Her high cheek-
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bones. Her ears close to her skull. She
runs her fingers lightly over these
places as if to touch is to believe. Her
lips tingle. Her hair shines. Her eyes
smile. And she knows from this young
man’s perseverance that she is beau-
tiful, desirable. She abandons herself
to chores, and suppresses a smile and
a song. She walks past windows as
much as possible to feed the young
man’s hungry eyes with a morsel of
that which he has venerated to the
point of indignity. She rewards his
eyes by doing unnecessary half-turns at
the upstairs window. A flash of clav-
icle, a hand slowly putting her hair
off her face and setting it down be-
hind her ears, and then a smile, a de-
mure glance, her head inclined a lit-
tle, her eyes raised, her eyelids batted
a few times—she performs for him
though she feels silly and self-con-
scious. What else is there for a gitl to
do? Things befitting a lady that she
picked up from the cinema. Not the
sauciness of a tramp.

Her mother pulls her by one of
those beautiful close-skulled ears from
the window and curses her as if she
were a ten-cent whore, then throws
open the window and hurtles a long
list of insults at this tall, silent, rude,
good-for-nothing streak of imperti-
nence darkening her street. The fa-
ther folds his paper and gets up, but by
the time he gets to the window the
young man is gone.

My mother cries into the basin of
dishes. She rubs a saucer so hard that
it comes apart in her hands. She is
lucky not to cut herself. She will have
to answer to her mother for that break-
age. In the past it meant at least a few
slaps and many minutes of curses for
bringing only trouble into her mother's
house. Tonight her mother is even an-
grier. Her father has tumed his fury
against her for rearing a daughter who
is a fool for men. Her mother finds her
in the kitchen holding the two pieces
of the saucer together and then apart—
as if her dread and sheer desire for repa-
ration would magically weld them
whole. Her tears fall like drops of sol-
der on that divided saucer. Her moth-
er grabs her hands and strikes her and
curses her into her face so that my
mother may as well have been stand-
ing over a steaming, spluttering pot
on the stove. She drops the two pieces

of saucer and they become six pieces.
Her mother looks down and strides
over the mess with threats about what
will happen if her feet find a splinter.
She cries but finds every piece, and to
be sure to get the splinters too she runs
her palms along the floor, this way and
that, and with her nails she prizes out
whatever her hand picks up. She cries
herself to sleep.

The next night he is back at his sta-
tion, and her mother and father, their
voices, their words, their blows sound
a little farther off, fall a little lighter.
His presence, the bare-faced courage of
it, becomes a suit of armor for her to
don against her mother’s and father's
attacks. She flies through her chores.
She manages under her mother’s
watchful eye to show both sides of her
clavicle, even a little of the definition
down the middle of her chest—that
small trench her inflated chest digs,
which catches the light and takes the
breath away, that line drawn from the
throat to the uppermost rib exuding
warmth and tension, drawing the eyes
twenty-five yards away with its radi-
ance in the half-light of dusk, promis-
ing more than it can possibly contain,
than the eye can hold, and triggering
a normal heart into palpitations, a not-
mal breath into shallowness and
rapidity.

“Miss Isiah, howdy! How come you
house so clean on the west side and
not so clean on the east? It lopsided!
Dirt have a preference in your house?
Or is that saga boy hanging around
the west side of your house a dirt re-
pellent?” The gossip must have been
rampant in the surrounding yards, yards
seemingly designed deliberately so
people could see into one another's
homes and catch anything spilling out
of them—quarrels, courtships, cook-
ing pots, music—and sometimes a
clash of houses, a reaction against the
claustrophobia of the yard, but not
enough yards, not enough room to pro-
cure a necessary privacy in order to
maintain a badly sought-after digni-
ty—=clean, well dressed, head high in
the air on Sundays—impossible if the
night before there is a fight and every-
one hears you beg not to be hit any-
more, or else such a stream of ocbscen-
ities gushes from your mouth that the
sealed red lips of Sunday morning just
don’t cut it.
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My father maintains his vigil.
Granny threatens to save the contents
of her chamber pot from the night be-
fore and empty it on his head. Could
she have thrown it from her living
room window to his shaded spot by the
street! Luckily she never tries. She may
well be telling him that he doesn't de-
serve even that amount of attention. If
there is any creature lower than a gut-
ter rat—one too low to merit even her
worst display of disdain—then he is it.
How does my father take that? As a
qualification he can do without? How
much of that kind of water is he able to
let run off his back? Poor man. He has
to be in love. He has to be wearing his
own suit of armor. Lashed to his mast
like Odysseus, he hears the most taunt-
ing, terrible things, but what saves him,
what restores him, are the ropes, the ar-
mor of his love for my mother. Others
without this charm would have with-
ered away, but my father smiles and
shrugs at the barrage of looks, insults,
gestures, silence, loneliness.

Watch his body there under that
breadfruit or sapodilla tree; the shine
of his status as sentry and his convic-
tion are twin headlights that blind her
parents. They redouble their efforts to
get rid of his particular glare, then are
divided by the sense of his inevitabil-
ity in their daughter’s life. My grand-
mother stops shouting at him while
my grandfather still raises his cane and
causes the young man to walk away
briskly. My grandmother then opens
the windows on the west side, osten-
sibly to let in the sea breeze but really
to exhibit in all those window frames
a new and friendly demeanor. My
grandfather shouts at her that he can
smell the rank intent of that black boy,
rotten as a fish market, blowing into his
living room and spoiling his thoughts.

But the windows stay open. And my
mother at them. With the love Morse
of her clavicles and her cleavage as she
grows bolder. Smiling, then waving.
And no hand in sight to box her or grip
her by the ear and draw her away from
there. Until one night she boldly leaves
the house and goes to him and they
talk for five minutes rapidly as if words

are about to run out in the
Southern Hemisphere.
My father’s parents wonder what

has become of their Gordon.

i

“The boy only intend to visit town.’

“Town swallow him up.”

“No, one woman turn he head, stick
it in a butter churn and swill it.”

“He lost to us now.”

“True.”

They say this to each other but hard-
ly speak to him except to make pro-
nouncements on the size of foreign
lands.

“Guyana small?”

“What's the boy talking about?”

“Why, England and Scotland com-
bined are the size of Guyana.”

“How much room does a man
need”

“That woman take he common
sense in a mortar and pound it with a
pestle.”

The two voices are one voice.

Opportunity is here now. The Eng-
lish are letting go of the reins, a whole
new land is about to be fashioned. And
he is planning to leave! What kind of
woman has done this to our boy? The
boy is lost. Talking to him is like har-
nessing a stubborn donkey. This isn’t
love but voodoo, obeah, juju, some
concoction in a drink, some spell
thrown in his locus. A little salt over
the shoulder, an iodine shower, a rab-
bit foot on a string, a duck’s bill or
snake head dried and deposited into
the left trouser pocket, a precious stone,
lapis lazuli, amethyst, or anything on
the middle finger, a good old reliable
crucifix around the neck, made of sil-
ver, not gold, and at least one ounce in
weight and two inches in diameter. A
psalm in papyrus folded in a shirt pock-
et next to the heart. A blessing from a
priest, a breathing of nothing but in-
cense with a towel over the head. A
bout of fasting, one night without sleep,
a dreamless night, and a dreamless,
sleepless, youngest son restored to them.
He wants to stay around the house, he

* shows them why he loves his mummy

and poppy and the bounteous land.
There is no plan to flee. There is no city
woman with his heart in her hand.
And his brain is not ablaze in his
pants. His head is not an
empty, airless room.
Taey have one cardboard suitcase
each, apart from her purse and his en-
velope tied with a string that contains

their passports and tickets, birth cer-
tificates, and, for him, a document that
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he is indeed a clerk with X amount of
experience at such-and-such a gov-
ernment office, signed “supervisor”—
a worthless piece of shit, of course, in
the eyes of any British employer. But
for the time being, these little things
are emblematic of the towering, stag-
gering optimism that propels them out
of Georgetown, Guyana, over the sea
to London, England.

So what do they do? My mother is
a shy woman. My father, in the two
photos I've seen of him, is equally re-
served. Not liable to experimentation.
The big risk has been taken—that of
leaving everything they know for all
that is alien to them. My mother
knows next to nothing about sex, ex-
cept perhaps a bit about kissing. My fa-
ther may have experimented a little, as
boys tend to do, but he, too, when
faced with the female body, confronts
unfamiliar territory. Each bums for the
other, enough to pull up roots and take
off into the unknown. Yet [ want to be-
lieve that they improvise around the
idea of her purity and respect it until
their marriage night. That they keep
intact some of the moral system they
come from even as they dismantle and
ignore every other stricture placed on
them by Guyanese society: honor your
father and mother; fear a just and lov-
ing God; pledge allegiance to the flag;
lust is the devil’s oxygen. All that cir-
cles in their veins.

Over the twelve days at sea they ex-
amine what they have left and what
they are heading toward. At sea they
are in between lives: one life is over but
the other has not yet begun. The talk-
ing they do on that ship without any
duties to perform at all! My mother
tells how her father, despite his routine
as a merchant seaman, finds time t
memorize whole poems by the Victo-
rians: Tennyson, Longfellow, Brown-
ing, Jean Ingelow, Arnold, and Hop-
kins. The sea is his workplace, yet he
makes time to do this marvelous thing.
She tells how when he comes back to
land he gathers them all in the living
room and performs “The Charge of
the Light Brigade” or “Maud” or “My
Last Duchess” or “Fra Lippo Lippi” or
“The High Tide on the Coast of Lin-
colnshire” or “Dover Beach” or “The
Kingfisher” or “The Wreck of the
Deurschland.” He recites these poems
to his creole-thinking children, who sit
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there and marvel at the English they
are hearing, not that of the policeman
or the teacher or the priest, but even
more difficult to decipher, full of twists
and impossible turns that throw you off
the bicycle of your creole reasoning
into the sand. If any of them inter-
rupts my grandfather he stops in mid-
flow, tells them off in creole, and re-
sumes his poem where he left off.
When particularly miffed by the dis-
turbance he starts the poem from the
beginning again. Does my grandfather
recite these verses before or after he
gets drunk, swears at the top of his
voice, and chases my grandmother

around the house with his

broad leather belt?
But when my parents are out at
sea, they have only the King James
Bible in their possession. What they
plan and rehearse is every aspect of
their new life.

“Children. I want children.”

“Me too. Plenty of them.”

“] can work between births.”

“Yes, both of us. Until we have
enough money for a house. Then you
can stay home with the kids.”

“A nanny. Someone to watch the
kids while we work. What kind of
house?”

“Three bedrooms. A garden at the
front, small, and back, large. A car—
a Morris Minor. With all that room
in the back for the children and real in-
dicators and a wood finish.” Neither
has a notebook or dreamed of keep-
ing one. They do not write their
thoughts, they utter them. If some-
thing is committed to memory, there
has to be a quotidian reason for it,
apart from bits of the Bible and a few
calypsos. My grandfather's labor of
love, his settling down with a copy of
Palgrave’s Golden Treasury and mem-
orizing lines that bear no practical re-
lationship to his life, must seem bizarre
to his children. Yet by doing so he
demonstrates his love of words, their
music, the sense of their sound, their
approximation to the heartbeat and
breath, their holding out of an alter-

“native world to the one surrounding

him, their confirmation of a past and
another’s life and thoughts, their lux-
ury of composition, deliberation, their
balancing and rebalancing of a skew-
ered life. I imagine my mother benefits

from this exposure in some oblique
way—that the Victorians stick to her
mental makeup whether she cares for
them or not, that a little of them comes

off on me in the wash of my

T gestation in her.
here is an old black-and-whire

photo (isn’t there always?) and frag-
ments of stories about his comings
and goings, his carryings-on, as the
West Indian speak goes, his mis-
chief. “Look pan that smooth face,
them two big, dark eye them, don't
they win trust quick-time? Is hard to
tie the man with them eye in him
head to any woman and she pickney
them. He face clean-shaven like he
never shave. He curly black hair,
dougla-look, but trim neat-neat. The
man got topside.” His hair, thick and
wavy because of the “dougla” mix of
East Indian and black, exaggerates
an already high forehead. Automati-
cally we credit such an appearance,
in the Caribbean and elsewhere,
with intelligence—“topside.” And a
European nose, not broad, with a
high bridge (good breeding, though
the nostrils flare a bit—sign of a
quick temper!). And lips that invite
kisses. “They full-full and pout like a
kiss with the sound of a kiss way be-
hind, long after that kiss come and
gone.” He is six feet tall and thin but
not skinny, that brand of thin that
women refer to as elegant, since the
result is long fingers and economic
gestures. Notice | say economic and
not cheap. A man of few words. A
watcher. “But when he relax in com-
pany he know and trust, then he the
center of wit and idle philosophizing.
He shoot back a few rums, neat no
chaser, with anyone, and hold his
own with men more inclined to gin
and tonic. He know when to mind
he Ps and Qs and when to gaff in
the most lewd Georgetown, rum-
shop talk with the boys. What
chance a sixteen-year-old closeted
lady got against such a man, I ask
you?”

But most of the puzzle is missing.
So I start to draw links from one frag-
ment to the next. He begins to be-
long—Afleetingly, at first—in my life. As
a man in poor light seen crossing a
road mercifully free of traffic, its tar-
macadam steamy with a recent down-




pour. As a tall, lank body glimpsed
ducking under the awning of a shop
front and disappearing inside and nev-
er emerging no matter how long I wait
across the street, watching the door
with its reflecting plate glass and lis-
tening for the little jingle of the bell

that announces the arrival

and departure of customers.
Or I cross Blackheath Hill en-
tranced by the urgent belief that my fa-
ther is in one of the cars speeding up
and down it. Blackheath Hill curves a
little with a steep gradient—Iless than
one in six in places. It's more of a ski
slope than a hill. Cars and trucks, mo-
torbikes and cyclists all come down
the road as if in a race for a finish line.
Going up it is no different. Vehicles
race to the top as if with the fear that
their engines might cut off and they
will slide back down. I want to be seen
by my father. | have to be close to his
car so that he does not miss me. I mea-
sure the traffic and watch myself get
halfway, then, after a pause to allow a
couple of cars to pass on their way up,
a brisk walk, if I time it right, to allow
the rest of the traffic to catch up with
me, to see the kid who seems to be in
no particular hurry to get out of their
way looking at them. | step onto the
sidewalk and cherish the breeze of the
nearest vehicle at my back—Father,
this is your son you have just missed.
Isn’t he big? Pull over and call his
name. Take him in your arms. Ad-
monish him. Remind him that cars
can kill and his little body would not
survive a hit at these high speeds. Tell
him to look for his father under less
dangerous circumstances.

[ am searching the only way | know
how, by rumination, contemplation,
conjecture, supposition. | try to fill the
gaps, try to piece together the father |
never knew. [ imagine everything
where there is little or nothing to go
on. And yet, in going back, in raking
up bits and pieces of a shattered and
erased existence, | know that I am
courting rejection from a source hith-
erto silent and beyond me. I am con-
juring up a father safely out of reach
and taking the risk that the lips | help
to move, the lungs I force to breathe,
will simply say “No.” No to everything
I ask of them, even the merest crumb
of recognition.
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“Father.” The noun rings hollowly
when I say it, my head is empty of any
meaning the word might have. [ shout
it in a dark cave but none of the ex-
pected bats come flapping out. Just
weaker and weaker divisions of my
call. “Father.” It is my incantation to
bring him back from the grave to the
responsibility of his name. But how,
when [ only know his wife, my moth-
er, and her sudden, moody silence

whenever he crops up in

conversation!
Yu ever have anyone sweet-talk
you! Fill your ears with their kind of
wax, rub that wax with their tongue all
over your body with more promises
than the promised land itself contains,
fill your head with their sweet drone,
their buzz that shuts out your parents,
friends, your own mind from its own
house? That’s your father, the bum-
blebee, paying attention to me.

My sixteenth birthday was a month
behind. He was nearly twenty. A big
man in my eyes. What did he want
with me? A smooth tongue in my ears.
Mostly, though, he watched me, my
house, my backside when he followed
me home from school. His eyes
gleamed in the early evening, the
whites of his eyes. He stood so still by
the side of the road outside my house
that he might have been a lamppost,
planted there, shining just for me.

My father cursed him, my mother
joined in, my sisters laughed at his si-
lence, his stillness. They all said he
had to be the most stupid man in
Georgetown, a dunce, a bat in need
of a perch, out in the sun too long,
sun fry his brain, cat take his tongue,
his head empty like a calabash, his
tongue cut out, he look like a beggar.
They felt sorry for him standing there
like a paling, his face a yard long, his
tongue a slab of useless plywood in his
mouth. “Look what Ingrid gone and
bring to the house, shame, dumbness,
blackness follow she here to we house
to paint shame all over it and us. Go
away, black boy, take your dumb mis-
ery somewhere else, crawl back to your
pen in the country, leave we sister
alone, she got more beauty than sense
to listen to a fool like you, to let you
follow her, to encourage you by not
cursing the day you was born and the
two people who got together to born
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you and your people and the whole
sorry village you crawl out of to come
and plant yourself here in front of we
house on William Street, a decent
street, in Kitty, in we capital.”

[ should have thanked my sisters;
instead | begged them to leave him
alone. Ignore him and he'll go away.
My father left the house to get hold of
the boy by the scruff of his neck and
boot his backside out of Kitty, but he
ran off when my father appeared in
the door frame. With the light of the
house behind him and casting a long,
dark shadow, he must have looked
twice his size and in no mood to bar-
gain. Your father sprinted away, melt-
ing into the darkness. [ watched for
his return by checking that the win-
dows I'd bolted earlier really were bolt-
ed, convincing myself that [ had over-
looked one of them, using my hands to
feel the latch as I searched the street
for him. But he was gone for the night.
My knight. Shining eyes for armor.

My mother cursed him from the liv-
ing room window, flung it open and
pointed at him and with her tongue re-
duced him to a pile of rubble and scat-
tered that rubble over a wide area then
picked her way through the strewn
wreckage to make sure her destruction
was complete: “Country boy, what you
want with my daughter? What make
you think you man enough for her?
What you got between your legs that

-give you the right to plant yourself in

front of my house? What kind of blight
you is? You fungus!”

As she cursed him and he retreated
from the house sheepishly, she
watched her husband for approval.
These were mild curses for her, duti-
ful curses, a warm-up. When she really
got going her face reddened and her
left arm carved up the air in front of
her as if it were the meat of her op-
ponent being dissected into bite-size
bits. That's how I knew she was
searching for a way to help me but
hadn't yet found it. Not as long as my
father was at home. Soon he would
be at sea, away for weeks, and things
would be different.

That is, if my onlooker, my remote
watcher, my far-off admirer wasn’t
scared off forever. And what if he was?
Then he didn't deserve me in the first
place. If he couldn’t take a few curses
he wasn’t good for anything. If I wasn't

worth taking a few curses for ... well,
I didn't want a man who didn’t think
I was worth taking a few curses for! |
loved him for coming back night after
night when all he got from me was a
glance at the window. Sometimes less
than a glance. Just me passing across
the window frame as | dashed from
chore to chore under four baleful eyes.

[t seemed like he was saving all his
breath and words for when he could be
alone with me. Then he turned on
the bumblebee of himself and I was
the hapless flower of his attentions.
He told me about my skin that it was
silk, that all the colors of the rainbow
put together still didn’t come close to
my beautiful skin. That my face, my
eyes, my mouth, my nose, the tip of my
nose, my ears, my fingertips, each was
a precious jewel, precious stone. He
likened the rest of me to things I had
read about but had never seen, had
dreamed about but had never dreamed
I would see: dandelions, apples, snow,
spring in England’s shires, the white
cliffs of Dover. In his eyes my body,
me, was everything | dreamed of
becoming.

That was your father before any of
you were a twinkle in his eye. More ac-
curately, that was my lover and then
my husband. Your father was a differ-
ent man altogether. Suddenly a
stranger occupied my bed. His tongue
now turned to wood. All the laughter
of my sisters, the half-hearted curses of
my mother, my father’s promise of blue
misery, all came true in this strange
man, this father, this latter-day hus-
band and lover.

[ saw the change in him. My hands
were full with you children. He went
out of reach. He cradled you as if he
didn’t know which side was up, which
down. He held you at arm’s length to
avoid the tar and feathers of you ba-
bies. Soon [ earned the same treat-
ment, but if you children were tar and
feathers [ was refuse. His face creased
when he came near me. What had be-
come of my silk skin? My precious fea-
tures disappeared into my face, earn-
ing neither praise nor blame—just his
silence, his wooden tongue, and that
bad-smell look of his. I kept quiet for
as long as [ could. I watched him re-
treat from all of us, hoping he'd reel
himself back in since the line between
us was strong and [ thought unbreak-
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able; but no. I had to shout to get him
to hear me. [ shouted like my mother
standing at the upstairs window to
some rude stranger in the street twen-
ty-five yards away. I sounded like my
father filling the door frame. My jeer-
ing sisters insinuated their way into
my voice. And your father simply kept
walking away.

Believe me, I pulled my hair and
beat the ground with my hands and
feet to get at him in my head and in
the ground he walked on that | wor-
shiped. Hadn’t he delivered England to
me and all the seasons of England, all
England’s shires and the fog he'd left
out of his serenades, no doubt just to
keep some surprise in store for me!
The first morning | opened the door
that autumn and shouted, “Fire!” when
I saw all chat smoke, thinking the
whole street on fire, all the streets,
London burning, and slammed the
door and ran into his arms and his
laughter, and he took me out into it in
my nightdress, he in his pajamas, and
all the time I followed him, not
ashamed to be seen outside in my thin,
flimsy nylon (if anyone could see
through that blanket) because he was
in his pajamas, the blue, striped ones,
and his voice, his sweet drone, told
me it was fine, this smoke without fire
was fine, “This is fog.”

He walked away and everything
started to be erased by that fog. That
smoke without fire crossed the ocean
into my past and obliterated Kitty,
Georgetown, the house on William
Street, everything he had touched,
every place I had known him in. I swal-
lowed that fog. It poured into my ears,
nose; eyes, mouth. He was gone. | got
a chest pain and breathlessness that
made me panic. There wasn’t just me.
There were you children. [ had to
breathe for you children. The pain in
my chest that was your father had to be
plucked out, otherwise I too would

be lost to you all, and to
myself.

Te first time [ see him is the last

time I see him. [ can’t wait to get to
the front of the queue to have him all
to myself. When I get there my eyes
travel up and down his body. From
those few gray hairs thar decorate his
temples and his forehead and his nose
to the cuffs at his ankles and sparkling

black shoes. He wears a black suit, a
double-breasted number with three brass
buttons on the cuff of each sleeve. He
lies on his back with his hands clasped
over his flat stomach. There is too much
powder on his face. Let’s get out of this
mournful place, Dad. We have a lot of
catching up to do. He has the rare
look—of holding his breath, of not
breathing, in between inhaling and ex-
haling—that exquisitely beautiful
corpses capture. For a moment after [ in-
vite him to leave with me, I expect his
chest to inflate, his lids to open, and
those clasped hands to unfold and pull
him upright into a sitting position as if
he really were just napping because he

has dressed way too early

for the ball.
Tlerc are myths about this sort of

thing. Father enslaves son. Son hates
father, bides his time, waits for the
strong father to weaken. Son pounces
one day, pounces hard and definite,
and the father is overwhelmed, bro-
ken, destroyed with hardly any resis-
tance, except that of surprise and then
resignation. Son washes his hands but
finds he is washing hands that are not
bloodstained, not marked or blemished
in any way. He is simply scrubbing
hands that no longer belong to him—
they are his father’s hands, attached
to his arms, his shoulders, his body.
He has removed a shadow all the more
to see unencumbered the father in
himself. There is the widow he has
made of his mother. He cannot love
her as his father might. While his fa-
ther lived he thought he could. The
moment his father expired he knew

his mother would remain

unloved.
I alight too soon from a number 53
bus on Blackheath Hill, disembark
while the bus is moving, and stumble,
trip from two legs onto all fours, hands
like feet, transforming, sprouting more
limbs, becoming a spider and break-
ing my fall. That same fall is now a
tumble, a dozen somersaults that end
with me standing upright and quite
still on two legs with the other limbs
dangling. Onlookers, who fully ex-
pected disaster, applaud. I walk back up
the hill to the block of council flats as
a man might, upright, on two legs. My
other limbs dangle, swing as if they

are two hands. Some days [ will be out
of breath, | will gasp and exhale, and
the cloud before me will not be my
winter's breath but the silken strands
of a web, or worse, fire. Other days |
might look at a bed of geraniums plant-
ed ‘on the council estate and turn all
their numberless petals into stone. A
diamond held between my thumb and
index finger crumbles in this mood, in
this light, like the powdery wings of a
butterfly.

[ stare out of an apartment on the
twenty-fourth floor of a tower block
overlooking the nut-brown Thames.
That wasp on the windowpane nib-
bling up and down the glass for a pore
to exit through, back into the air and
heat, tries to sting what it can feel but
cannot see. My father is the window.
I am the wasp. Sometimes a helping
hand comes along and lifts the win-
dow, and the wasp slides out. Other
times a shadow descends, there is a
displacement of air, and it is the last
thing the wasp knows. Which of those
times is this? | want to know. [ don't
want to know. I am not nibbling nor
trying to sting. | am kissing, repeatedly,
rapidly, the featureless face of my fa-
ther. It feels like summer light. It re-
flects a garden. Whose is that inter-
fering hand? Why that interrupting
shadow? My child’s hand. My child’s
shadow. My son or my father? My son
and my father. Two sons, two fathers.
Yet three people. We walk behind a fa-
ther’s name, shoulder a father's mem-
ory. Wear another’s walk, another’s
gait. Wait for what has happened to
their bodies, the same scars, maladies,
aches, to surface in ours.

[ want to shed my skin. Walk away
from my shadow. Leave my name in a
place | cannot return to. To be name-
less, bodiless. To swim to Wallace
Stevens'’s Key West, which is shoreless,
horizonless. Blackheath Hill becomes
Auden’s Bristol Street, an occasion
for wonder and lament. Blackheath
at 5:45 A.M. on a foggy winter morn-
ing becomes Peckham Rye. There are
no trees on Blackheath, but angels
hang in the air if only Blake were there
to see them. On the twenty-fourth
floor towering above the Thames, wa-
ter, not land, surrounds me. Every-
thing seems to rise out of that water.
Look up at antbling clouds and the
tower betrays its drift out tosea. =
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