I will not apologise!
MAIRE FISHER

It's gettingdark outside.My bike'sstill leaningagainstthe
garagewali where I left it this morning, readyto head off
with the boys. My homework books are jumbled on the
floor next to my desk.Mom's in the kitchen, liquidising
somethingfor Gran'ssupper,Dad'svoicemurmursthrough
the closeddoor of my bedroom.I put my earto the door,
but can only makeout a few words.'Lou the Plumber?...
urgent ... tomonow morning? ... nothing sooner?'I walk
to the window, and it throws my reflectionback at me.
Paleface,dark eyesand a messof red hair.
Tom and Seanwill be backby now. We'd beenplanning
it all week.Get up ear\. Meet at Tom's. Rideto Kalk Bay
and spendthe day there.But instead,I had to stayat home
with Gran.Mom and Dad werereallysorry.In t'?ical Dad
fashion, he'd made the arrangementagesago and forgot
to tell us.They couldn't canceltheir plans,soI had to cancel mine. I had to stayinsidefor the whole day.With her.
Gran moved in nine months ago.Mom explainedthat
her pensionwassmalland that beforehe died,Granddad's
medicalbills had usedup most of their savings.'It's not
easyfor her either,' she said,'so let's ail try to make this
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work.' And I did try. I do try. Most of the time I can tune
out her endless'youth of today' spiel,ignore the way she
criticiseseverything I do. But when she gets on Mom's
case,I can't keepquiet and I answerher back.Then Dad
and Mom talk to me, and I promiseto try hatder.Again.
Gran doesn't like Mom, and she doesn't try to hide it
either.Sheneverthanks her for anlthing. Sheiust moved
into our houseand becamethe queenbee.With her came
a whole set of rules. No friends over the weekend- we
maketoo much noise.Completesilencewhen she'staking
a nap. No loud music- ever.Shetook my room becauseit
wasclosestto the bathroom.Evenour food changed.Mom
usedto cookbrilliantly, but Gran'sdenturesand her digestion are mator culinary stumbling blocks. The menu is
now officially substandard.
A day in the housewith Gran.That'swhat I had to look
forward to as I watched Mom and Dad drive off. I made
tea,weakand milky, the way shelikesit, with two digestives to dunk. I tded doing my homework,but I couldn't
concentrate.Maybeif the wind had been howling like it
always does in Fish Hoek, I wouldn't have minded so
much. But no, today wasa perfectday.
My topic for my Englishoral on World War I wasSiegfried Sassoon.
I'd done all the research;all I neededwasto
choosequotationsfrom his poems.I sat on the floor and
openedthe book I'd taken out the library.
/... the Dragonsings
And beatsupon the dark with furiouswings ...'
Sundaymorning soundsdrifted into my room. Carscoming back from church, the drone of Mr van Heerden's
lavmmower,the kids next door shoutingin the garden....
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I wonderedwhether Tom and Seanhad caught anything. I'm not realiy into fishing. I like chilling - dangling
my legsover the hatbour wall, watching the seaand the
mountains changing colour, listening to Tom and Sean
messingaround, joking about home and parents,school
and teachers.
'... all grewblack aspitch,
While we began to struggle along the ditch;
Aird someoneflung his burden in the muck,
Mumbling: "O Christ Almighty, now I,m stuck!,,,
It wasno use.I closedthe book and went into the kitchen
to heat Gran'ssoup.In Kalk Bay,Tom and Seanwould be
talking to the fishermen,counting their moneyto buy slap
chips and Coke.And here I was, stuck indoors - leaping
into action wheneverGlan wantedsomething.
Sheshoutedfor me after lunch. ,Bo-neeta!Come here.,I
lay on my bed and staredat the ceilin& my fists clenched.
Shehas this way of saying my name as if it,s pdrt of some
wefudlanguageshedoesn'twant to leam. She,salwaysgoing
on about how things should be plain and sensible.My name
definitely doesn'tfit into that category.When Morn told her
it means'pretty' in Spanish,shejust hmffed and told her to
passthe mashedpotatoes.'Prettyis aspretty does,,shesaid.
'All a fanry name doesis put
fancy ideasinto a child,s head.
Sparethe rod, spoil the broth, I alwayssay.,Gran addsa
totally new dimension to calling a spadea shovel.
'Bo-neeta!Can you hear
me?,
I tried Mom's remedy.'Takea few deepbreaths,Bon.
Takeyour time beforeyou sayanything.,
Dad saysthat when peopleget old, you haveto give them
some leeway.'You'vegot to allow for her eccentricities,
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Bonita.Shecan't help the way she behaves,,He,salwavs
sayingthat sort of thing to smooththings over.He doesn,t
like it when peopledon,t get on. But I think Gran is oerfectty capableof behavingproperly.Shejust doesn,twant
to. I think as peopleget older they
iust becomemore of
who they have always been. And my grandmother has
alwaysbeenhonible.
I breatheddeeplyall the way down the passage.
Shewas
watching TV. Full blast. Zapping through the channels.
The r€mote contlol,s a lethal weapon in her hands. The
sitting room was stuf$/, gloomy; windows closed tight,
curtainsdrawn againstthe sun. SheclickedDr phil off in
mid-sentencewhen I walkedin.
'About time,,
she said.Sheflappedan imperioushand
towardsthe comer.,Getme my knitting.,
'Please,,
I m]uttered.Gran neverasks.Shecommands.
'r^/hat'sthat?,
'Nothing.'
I fetchedher ratty old knitting bag and brought it to her.
I prayedshewasn,tplanning on unpicking anotherbaggy
.
jersey;otherwiseId be trappedthere for hours, holding
my
handsin the air so shecould wind the ancient wool arouni
them. And then she,dknit another one,
iust as grossand
baggyasthe last.
Gran hauledout her needlesand peeredat the stitches.
'Sit down,'
shesaid.
I flopped into the armchair oppositeher. She,dcolon_
ised the couch like she alwaysdoes,spreadingher tissues
and her Vicks and her Renniesand her hand creamand
her Woman's Value and her readingglassesand her pen
for doingthe crossword.
'Thereare things
l,ve beenwanting to sayto you, Bo_
neeta.'

M A I R EF I S H I R 8 8

I dug my toesinto the pile of the hookedrug at my feet
and concentratedon sayingnothing.
/Certainmatterssimply can't be sweptinto the closet,'
Gran said.'Heavenknows,you can't rely on your mother
for this sort of thing.'
Her fingersflew, and for a while the only soundin the
room was the click-click-clickof metal needlesbetween
her white soft hands.Soft wrinkles on soft skin. Holding
her hand is like holding a frog - only frogsarenicer creatures.I try not to touch her, but sometimes,when shehas
a faint spell,I haveto help her to the bathroom.Sheonly
hasfaint spellswhen Dad is around.
'I'11get straight to the point,' she said. 'None of this
skirtingaroundthe bush.It's thoseboys.Seanand whatsisname.'I staredat the blanknessof the creamwall behind
her. If I gazedat it long enough,a magicdoor would melt
into it and open wide. Shestafed knitting again,her busy
hands flickering, the shiny spinesof her silver needles
flashing.
'You'regetting too old to be running wild with them.'
Her smell filled my nostrils:o1dlady, old clothes,musty
of her skin.
shoesand the sharppeppedness
'I've noticedyour body changing.'Gran paused.I'd like
to say delicately,but that word isn't in her vocabulary.
'And I seethat your mother is letting you usethose tampons. I don't know what's wrong with a good sanitary
towel, but no doubt sheknowsbest.'
I staredat the wall evenharder.If I lookedat her, I'd see
her cold-as-ironeyes,her pincer-lippedmouth, seepoison
words, steamingpoison gas,dsing mustard-yellowfrom
her mouth. 'I'm sureyour mother has told you what it
meansto be a young woman.'
No way wasI going to tell her abouthow my mom had
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hugged me - how we'd talked about boys and dating and
the love betweenher and Dad.
Gran stoppedknitting and spokesharply.,Look at me
and pay attention:'
I draggedmy eyesto her face.
'Boysaregoing to want to do certainthings. It,s
the way
they are.'
Gran'sdentureswete a strangestainedyellowy colour.
She'dresistedhaving anlthing done about them, but had
finally agreedto let my mom take her to the dentist. She
wasbeing fitted for new onesnext week.Insteadof looking into her eyes,I watchedthe snippy movementsof her
mouth, listenedto the wet suckingnoisesshemadeasshe
spoke.Sherummagedin her bag and pulled out a pair of
nail scissors.
Snick-snick-snick
went the smallsilverblades
and lengthsof dirty greenwool dotted her lap.
'As for you, Bo-neeta.'Gran's hands slowed
and she
glancedup at me - a sharp,quick, almost gleeful look 'WeIl,let'sjust sayI've alwaysthought there'sa lot your
of
mother in you. A bad appledoesn'tfall far from the tree.
Girls developso fast thesedays,' she said. ,I supposewe
should be $ateful you've taken longer than most., I
hunchedforward,pulling my neck into my shoulders.
'Yes,boyscan't control ... certainurges.Evenyour father,
poor man.'
'What do you mean?'
It alwayshappenedlike that. I knew, I knawI should
keepmy mouth shut.Sheprcddedand pokedand needled
and iabbeduntil shepushedthe right button, forced me
to fight back.
'You don't know?' Gran breathedin, and
the air whistled around her dentures.'Your mother obviouslyhasn,t
told you the circumstances...?'

M A I R EF I S H E R 8 6

Her wordsslippedIike razorsinto my mind, cutting my
life into pieces.
'Weil, I'm not su(prised.What shedid wasn'tsomething
any young girl would be proud of.'
'Stop,'I said.I stoodup and backedawayfrom her. 'I'm
going,beforeyou sayanlthing else.'
'I'm sorry,Bo-neeta,but it hasto be said.You'regetting
to be a woman now and it's your responsibility,'Gran
said.'To know how to behavewith boys.' Shespokefast,
her wordspouring out in a sprayof saliva.'You can't play
around with them, teasethem, lure them on. Becauseif
you do, you'll land up like your mother and some poor
boy will be tied to you for the restof his life. Dirty laundry
alwayscomeshome to roost,you know.'
'I said stopl'I yelled. 'Shut up you hideous,horrible
woman! You'reiust iealous,becauseDad iovesMom, and
he lovesme, and you can't havehim all to yourself.'
Ever)'thing paused and became all bluny, like slow
motion in a movie. Into the dead silencecame a loud
thumping sound.I lookedaroundto seewhereit wascoming from. And then I realisedit wasmy heart,pounding.
Gran'smouth gapedopen,shut, and then openedagain.
'Well I never!'shespatthe wordsat me, and with them
... she spat her dentures.They landed at my feet with a
muffled thud and sat there smirking up at me. Purpled
plastic gums and large squareyellow teeth. I grabbed
them.
'Bow-neehya,'Gran gargled.'Gi mee dhoze bah.' The
teeth sat slimy and wet in my hand. A rank smell rose
ftom them. Eaude Grandmother- fully distilled.
Therewasno magicdoor in the wall, no way to escape
ftom her. Nothing would ever make her change.All the
digs at my Mom made sensenow. And from now on,
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whenevershemade them, she'dbe sliding glancesat me
from the comer of her eye,knowing that I understood.
'Bow-neeehya!'Gran's lips had
thinned to a wrinkled
pink line, dmming the furious black hole of her mouth.
Shewasstruggling to stand and her cheeksflared red from
the effort. 'Geh meemy stchick.,
I walkedftom the room. 'Bow-neeehya!
Cermbah!, she
slurredafter me.
I went into the kitchen.
'Bow-neeehyal'
I placedthe dentureson the countet next to the sink
and washedmy hands with a green dollop of Sunlight
dishwashingliquid.
'Bow-neeehya!'
I openedthe drawerand took the meat tenderiserDad
usedto smashsteakinto red pulp. I took a deepbreathand
raisedit abovemy head. I pounded down - once, twice.
On the third blow the denturessnappedu/ith a brittle
cmck. Two teeth shearedoff and ricochetedasainst the
breadbin.
'Bow-neeehya!'
I tore four squaresof papertowel ftom the roll hanging
over the kettle.
I picked up the bits with a pair of tongs and wrapped
them in the papertowel.
'Bow-neeehya!'
Her voice faded as I walked down the passageto the
bathroom.Her supportstockingsbillowed pink and fleshy
from the shower rail. The water in the bowl soakedinto
the white waddingand her brokeniaw leeredthrcugh in a
gap-toothedgrin. I poked at it with the toilet brush and
piled toilet paperon top of it with eachflush. I flushedthe
toilet four times.
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At the end of a day like this in Kalk Bay,blue fadesfrom
the sky and the mountainsbecomeinky shadows.Fishermen call naand to each other as they climb into their
rattling cars.In our house,Dad is on the phone trying to
get hold of an all-hoursplumber.Gran hashad four faint
spellssincethey got home.Mom is goingto try and change
the dentist appointment.
And I have to stay here in my room, until I'm ready to
apologise.

