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NADINE GORDIMER

Born in the small South African mining town of Springs, near
Johannesburg, Nadine Gordimer (1923-) began writing as a child
and published her first short story when she was fifteen. She

recalls that reading the stories of the New Zealand writer Katherine
Mansfield helped her understand that “it was possible to be a writer
even if you didn‘t live in England.” Gordimer published her first
book, Face to Face, a collection of short stories, in 1949. Among her
most highly regarded novels are The Conservationist (1974), winner
of the Booker Prize; Burger’s Daughter (1979); July’s People (1981);
and A Sport of Nature (1987). Her collections of essays include
Writing and Being (1995) and Living in Hope and History: Notes
from Our Century (1999). She was awarded the 1991 Nobel! Prize in
Literature. Her books can stand as a kind of history of South Africa’s
apartheid nightmare during the latter half of the twentieth century,
with the intersection of public and private life as a recurring theme.




My Firet Two Women

~ have been trying to remember when and where I saw
. my father’s second wife for the first time. I must have

N ;’f seen her frequently, without singling her out or being
T aware of her, at many of those houses, full of friends,

where my father and I were guests in the summer of 1928. My
father had many friends, and it seems to me (I was not more
than four years old at the time) that, at weekends at least, we
were made much of at a whole roster of houses, from tiny
shacks, which young couples had “fixed up” for themselves,
to semi-mansions, where we had two guest rooms and a
bathroom all to ourselves. Whether we sat under a peach
tree on painted homemade chairs at a shack, or around the
swimming pool on cane chaises longues at a mansion, the
atmosphere of those Saturdays and Sundays was the same:
the glasses of warm beer, full of sun, into which I some-
times stuck a finger; the light and color of a Johannesburg
summer, with thousands of midges, grasshoppers, and other
weightless leaping atoms exploding softly over your face as
you lay down on the grass; the laughter and voices of the
men and women, as comforting and pleasant as the drunken
buzz of the great bluebottles that fell sated from rotting
fruit, or bees that hung a moment over your head, on their
way to and fro between elaborate flowering rockeries. She
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must have been there often—one of the women who would
help me into the spotted rubber Loch Ness monster that
kept me afloat, or bring me a lemonade with a colored straw
to drink it through—so often that I ceased to see her.

During the months of that summer, I lived at one or
another of those friends’ houses, along with the children of
the house; sometimes my father stayed there with me, and
sometimes he did not. But even if he was not actually living
in the same place with me, he was in and out every day,
and the whole period has in my mind the blurring change
and excitement of a prolonged holiday—children to play
with, a series of affectionate women who arranged treats,
settled fights, and gave me presents. The whereabouts of my
mother were vague to me and not particularly troubling.
It seems to me that I believed her not to be back yet from
her visit to my grandmother in Kenya, and yet I have the
recollection of once speaking to her on the telephone, as
if she were in Johannesburg after all. I remember saying,
“When are you coming back?” and then not waiting for her
to answer but going on, “Guess what I've got in my hand?”
(It was a frog, which had just been discovered to have com-
pleted its metamorphosis from a tadpole in a tin basin full
of stones and water.)

The previous winter, when my mother had gone to
Kenya, my father and I had lived in our house, my parents’
own house, alone. This was not unusual; I am aware that I
had been alone with him, in the care of servants, time and
again before that. In fact, any conception I have in my mind
of my mother and father and me living together as a fam-
ily includes her rather as a presence—rooms that were hers,
books and trinkets belonging to her, the mute testimony of
her grand piano—rather than a flesh-and-blood actuality.
Even if she was there she did little or nothing of an intimate
nature for me; I do not connect her with meal or bath times.
So it came about, I suppose, that I scarcely understood, that
summer, that there was a real upheaval and change over my
head. My father and I were never to go back to that house
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together. In fact, we both had left it for good; even though
I, before the decision was to be made final for me, was to
return for a few weeks, it was not to the same bouse, in any
but the brick-and-mortar sense, and my position in it and
the regrouping of its attention in relation to me were so
overwhelmingly changed that they wiped out, in a blaze of
self-importance and glory, the dim near babyhood that had
gone before.

For, suddenly, in a beautiful autumn month (it must
have been March), I found myself back in our house with my
mother. The willows around the lawn were fountains spout-
ing pale-yellow leaves on the grass that was kept green all
year round. I slept with my mother, in her bed. Surely I had
not done so before. When I said to her, “Mummy, didn’t I
used to sleep in the nursery before you went to Kenya?” she
pushed up my pajama jacket and blew in my navel and said,
“Darling, I really have no idea where your Daddy put you to
sleep while I was away.”

She had short, shiny black hair cut across her forehead

in a fringe. She took me to the barber and had my hair,
my black hair, cut in a fringe. (Daddy used to brush my
hair back, first dipping the brush in water. “Water dries out
the hair,” she said.) We would get out of her car together, at
the houses of friends, and she would walk with me slowly
up the path toward them, hand in hand. We looked exactly
alike, they all said, exactly alike; it was incredible that a small
boy could look so much the image of his mother.

My mother would put me up on the long stool beside
her while she played the piano; I had never been so close to
a piano while it was being played, and sometimes the loud
parts of the music swelled through my head frighteningly,
like the feeling once when I slipped through my Loch Ness
monster and went under in a swimming pool. Then I got
used to the sensation and found it exciting, and I would say
to her, “Play loudly, Mummy. Make it boom.” Sometimes
she would stop playing suddenly and whirl around and
hold me tight, looking out over my head at the guests who
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had been listening. I would hear the last reverberation die
away in the great rosewood shape behind us while silence
held in the room.

My mother walked up and down a room when she
talked, and she talked a great deal, to people who seemed
to have no chance to answer her, but were there to listen.
Once, in the bathroom, I threw a wet toy and it hit my
African nanny on the mouth, and when she smacked my
behind and I yelled, my mother rushed in and raged at her,
yelling as loudly as I did. My mother was beautiful when
she was angry, for she was one of those women who cry
with anger, and her eyes glistened and her natural pallor
was stained bright with rising blood.

She took me to a circus. She took me to a native mine-
workers” “war” dance. She came home from town with a
pile of educational toys and sat over me, watching, while
I hesitated, caught her long, black, urging eye, brilliant as
the eye of an animal that can see in the dark, and then, with
a kind of hypnotized instinct born of the desire to please,
fitted the right shape on the right peg.

There were still a few leaves, like droplets not yet
shaken off, on the twigs of the willows when my clothes
and toys were packed up again and my father came to fetch
me away.

This time I went to the sea, with the family of three lit-
tle boys and their mother, with whom I had stayed before.
I had a wonderful time, and when I came back, it was to a
new house that I had never seen. In it were my father and
his second wife.

I was not surprised to see this woman, and, as I have
said, she was not a stranger to me. I liked her, and, made
gregarious by the life of the past year, asked, “How much
days can Deb stay with us?”

“For always,” said my father.

“Doesn’t she ever have to go home?”

“This is her home, and yours, and Daddy’s.”

“Why?”
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“Because she is married to me now, Nick. She is my
wife, and husbands and wives love each other and live
together in the same house.”

There was a pause, and when I spoke again, what I said
must have been very different from what they expected.
They did not know that while I was on holiday at the sea I
had been taken, one rainy afternoon, along with the older
children, to the cinema. There I had seen, in all the rose
and crystalline blur of Technicolor, a man and woman
dance out beneath the chandeliers of a ballroom. When I
had asked what they were doing, I was told that this was a
wedding—the man and the woman had just been married.

“Do you mean like this?” I asked my father and my
stepmother, taking my father’s hand, bending my knees,
and shaping out my arms in a jiglike posture. I hopped
around solemnly, dragging him with me.

“Dancing?” guessed my father, mystified and affection- -

ate, appealing to his wife.

“Oh, that’s wonderful!” she cried in sudden delight.
“Bless his formal heart! A real wedding!”

There followed a confusion of hugging, all around. I
was aware only that in some way I had pleased them.

I was now nearly five years old and due to begin going
to school. My stepmother took me to town with her, and
together we bought the supplies for my birthday party, and
my school uniform, and a satchel with a fancy lock—soon to
be stained as greasy as an old fish-and-chip wrapping with
the print of successive school lunches—and the elaborate
equipment of pencil sharpeners, erasers, and rulers indis-
pensable to the child who has not yet learned to write. Deb
understood what a birthday party for a five-year-old boy
should be like. She had ideas of her own, and could sway a
wavering torment of indecision between candleholders in
the guise of soldiers or elephants, imparting to the waverer
a comforting sense of the rightness of the final choice, but
she also knew when to efface her own preferences entirely
and let me enjoy my own choice for my own unexplained
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reasons. In fact, she was so good at the calm management of
the practical details of my small life that I suppose I quickly
assumed this stability as my right, and took it altogether for
granted, as children, in their fierce unconscious instinct for
personal salvation, take all those rights which, if withheld
from them, they cannot consciously remark, but whose lack
they exhibit and revenge with equal unconscious ferocity.
Of course Deb bought neat and comfortable clothes for me,
found the books I would best like to hear her read from,
took me with her on visits that would be interesting to me,
but left me at home to play when she was going where there
would be nothing to amuse me; she always had, hadn’t she,
right from the first day?

The children at school wanted to know why I called my
mother “Deb.” When I said that she was not my mother,
they insisted that she must be. “Are you my mother now,
Deb?” I asked her.

“No,” she said. “You know that you have your own
mother.”

“They say you must be, because you live with Daddy
and me.”

“I'm your second mother,” she said, looking to see if
that would do.

“Like my godmother?”

“That’s right.” I dashed off to play; it was perfectly
satisfactory.

There came a stage when school, the preparation for
which had been so enjoyable, palled. I suppose there must
have been some incident there, some small failure which
embarrassed or shamed me. I do not remember. But I know
that, suddenly, I didn’t want to go to school. Deb was gentle
but insistent. I remember my own long, sullen silence one
day, after a wrangle of “Whys?” from me and firm explana-
tions from her. At last I said, “When I’'m at my mother’s I
stay home all the time.”

My stepmother was squatting on her heels in front of a
low cupboard, and her eyes opened up toward me like the
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eyes of those sleeping dolls which girl children alternately
lower and raise by inclining the doll’s body, but her voice
was the same as usual. “If you lived with your mother now,
you would go to school just as you do here,” she said.

I stood right in front of her. She looked up at me again,
and I said, “No I wouldn’t.” I waited. Then I said, “She
lets me do what I like.” I waited again. “I can even play her
piano. She’s got a big piano. As big as this room.”

My stepmother went on slowly putting back into the
cupboard the gramophone records she had been sorting and
cleaning. Standing over her, I could see the top of her head,
an unfamiliar aspect of a grownup. It was then, I think, that
I began to see her for the first time, not as one of the succes-
sion of pretty ladies who petted and cared for me, but as Deb,
as someone connected in wordless depths with my father
and me, as my father and I and, yes, my mother were con-
nected. Someone who had entered, irrevocably, the atavistic
tension of that cunning battle for love and supremacy that
exists between children and parents sometimes even beyond
the grave, when one protagonist is dead and mourned, and
lives on in the fierce dissatisfaction of the other’s memory.

She was a fair woman, this Deb, this woman beloved
of my father; on all faces there is some feature, some plane,
that catches the light in characteristic prominence of that
face, and on her face, at that moment and always, it was
her long golden eyebrows, shining. They were bleached
from much swimming, but her dull, curly hair, always
protected from sun and water by a cap, hung colorless and
nowhere smooth enough to shine. The face was broad and
brown across strong cheekbones, and she had a big, orange-
painted mouth, the beautiful underlip of which supported
the upper as calmly as a carved pediment. Her eyes, mov-
ing from record to cupboard, lowered under my presence,
were green or blue, depending upon what color she wore.
As she squatted, her knees, with thighs and calves showing
under the short skirt, closed back against each other like
the blades of a knife, were particularly pretty—smooth and
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pink skinned, with a close speckling of dainty freckles, like
the round tops of her arms and her long calves. She was the
sort of fair woman who would never be called a blonde.

Deb. I knew what it smelled like in that pink freckled
neck. I knew the stiff and ugly ears that she kept hidden
under that hair, and that sometimes, when she was hot and
lifted her hair off her neck a moment for coolness, were
suddenly discovered.

I shall never forget the feeling I had as I stood there over
her. If I search my adult experience as a man to approximate
it, I can only say that now it seems to me that physically it
was rather like the effect of the first drink you take after a
long wet day of some strenuous exercise—rowing or hunt-
ing. It was a feeling of power that came like an inflow of
physical strength. I was only five years old, but power is
something of which I am convinced there is no innocence
this side of the womb, and I knew what it was, all right; I
understood, without a name for it, what I had. And with
it came all the weapons—that bright, clinical set that I
didn’t need to have explained to me, as my father had had
to explain to me the uses of the set of carpenter’s tools I had
been given for my birthday. My hand would go out unfal-
teringly for these drills and probes, and the unremembered
pain of where they had been used on me would guide me to
their application.

“Deb,” I said, “why didn’t Daddy marry my mother?”

“He did,” she said. “Once he was married to her. But
they were not happy with each other. Not like Daddy and
me—and you. Not happy together like us.” She did not ask
me if I remembered this, but her voice suggested the ques-
tion, in spite of her.

Daddy. My mother. My mother was simply a word I
was using at that moment. I could not see her in my head.
She was a mouth moving, singing; for a second she sat at the
piano, smiled at me, one of her swift, startling smiles that
was like someone jumping out of concealment and saying
“Boo!” Inside me, it gave me a fright. If my dog had been
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there, I would have pulled back his ears, hard, to hear him
yelp. There was Deb, squatting in front of me. I said, “My
mother’s got a piano as big as this house. I want to go and
stay with her.”

Deb got up from the floor and rubbed down her thighs.
“Soon,” she said. “You’ll go on a visit soon, I'm sure. Let’s see
if tea’s ready.” We did not take each other’s hand, but walked
out onto the porch side by side, with a space between us.

It was after that day that I began to be conscious of the rela-
tionship between my father and Deb. This was not the way
he and those others—the pretty, helpful friends who were
the mothers of my friends—had behaved toward each other.
I watched with unbiased interest, as I would have watched
a bird bringing his mate tidbits where she balanced on our
paling fence, when my father ate an apple bite-and-bite-
about with this woman, or, passing her chair at breakfast,
after he had kissed me goodbye in the morning, paused to
press his cheek silently, and with closed eyes, against hers.
In the car, I noticed that she rested her hand on his knee as
he drove. Sometimes, in the evenings, both she and I sat on
his lap at once.

There were no images in my memory to which to
match these. They were married, Deb and my father. This
behavior was marriage. Deb herself had told me that mar-
riage once had existed between my father and my mother.
One day I came home from a visit to my mother and
remarked, conversationally, in the bedroom Deb and my
father shared, “My mother’s got a bed just like yours, Deb,
and that’s where Daddy and she used to sleep when he lived
there, didn’t you, Daddy?”

It was Sunday, and my father still lay in bed, reading
the paper, though Deb’s place was empty and she was gath-
ering her clothes together before she went off to the bath-
room. He said, “No, son. Don’t you remember? Mine was
the room with the little balcony.”



138 —— NADINE GORDIMER

“Oh, yes,” I said. “Of course, I know.” All at once I
remembered the smell of that rather dark, high room, a
smell of shirts fresh from the iron, of the two leather golf
bags in the corner, and some chemical with which the car-
pet had been cleaned. All this—the smell of my father—had
disappeared under the warmer, relaxing, and polleny scents
of the room he now shared with a woman, where peach-
colored dust from her powder settled along his hairbrushes,
and the stockings she peeled off retained the limp, collapsed
semblance of her legs, like the newly shed skin of a snake
I had come upon in the bush when I was on holiday at
the sea.

I think that there must have been something strongly
attractive to me in the ease of this feminine intimacy to
which my father and I found ourselves admitted with such
naturalness. Yet because it was unfamiliar, the very seduc-
tiveness of its comfort seemed, against the confusion of my
short life, a kind of disloyalty, to which I was party and of
which I was guilty. Disloyalty—to what? Guilty—of what?

I was too young for motives; I could only let them
bubble up, manifest in queer little words and actions. I
know that that Sunday morning I said stoutly, as if I were
explaining some special system of living, “There we each
had our own rooms. Everybody slept in their own room.”

Before the end of the first year of the marriage that
power that had come to me like a set of magical weapons,
the day when my stepmother knelt before me at the record
cupboard, became absolute. It crushed upon my little-
boy’s head the vainglory and triumph of the tyrant, crown
or thorn. I was to wear it as my own for the rest of my
childhood.

I was cuddling Deb, secure in her arms one day, when I
said, out of some gentle honey of warmth that I felt peace-
fully within me, “I'm going to call you Mummy because I
love you best.” I am sure that she knew that the statement
was not quite so stunning and meaningful as it sounds now,
out of the context of childhood. Quite often, she had heard
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me say of an animal or a new friend, “You know whom I
love. I love only Eddie.” (Or “Sam,” or “Chris.”) Sometimes
the vehement preference was expressed not out of real feel-
ing for the friend or animal in question, but out of pique
toward some other child or animal. At other times it was
merely an unreasonable welling up of well-being that had
to find an object. But I had never before said this particular
thing to her. I felt her thighs tighten suddenly beneath me;
all four fingers and the thumb of her hand seized round my
arm. She shook back her hair fumblingly and held her face
away from mine to look at me; she was awkward with joy.
I looked up into the stare of her eyes—grown-up eyes that
fell before mine—and in me, like milk soured by a flash of
lightning, the sweet secretion of affection became insipid in
the fearful, amazed thrill of victim turned victor.

That was our story, really, for many years. My father and
Deb were deeply in love and theirs was a serene marriage.
The three of us lived together in amity; it was a place of
warmth for a child to grow in. I visited my mother at regular,
if widely spaced, intervals. I went to her for short periods
at Christmas, birthdays, and during holidays. Thus, along
with her, with that elegant black head and those hard wrists
volatile with all the wonderful bracelets she had picked up
all over the world, went excitement and occasion, treats and
parties, people who exclaimed over me, and the abolishment
of that guillotine of joys, bedtime. Sometimes the tide of
" grown-up activities would pass on over my head and leave
me stranded and abandoned on a corner of somebody’s sofa,
rubbing my eyes against the glare of forgotten lights. It did
not matter; the next day, or the day after that, I was sure to
be delivered back to Deb and my father and the comfort of
my child’s pace.

Thus it was, too, that along with home and Deb and my
father went everyday life, the greater part of life, with time
for boredom, for transgressions and punishments. When I
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visited my mother for a weekend or a day I was on my best
behavior, befitting a treat or an occasion; I was never with
her long enough to need chastisement. So when, at home,
I was naughty and my father or Deb had to punish me, I
would inflame myself against them with the firm belief
that my mother would never punish me. At these times of
resentment and injury, I would see her clearly and posi-
tively, flaming in the light of a Christmas tree or the fiery
ring of candles on a birthday cake, my champion against
a world that would not bend entirely to my own will. In
the same way, for the first few days after my return from
a visit to her, everything about the way she lived and the
things about her were lit up by the occasion with which my
visit had coincided; her flat (when I was seven or eight, she
moved into a luxurious penthouse in a block overlooking
a country club) was like the glowing cardboard interior of
the king’s castle, carried away in my mind from a panto-
mime matinee. “There’s a swimming pool right on top of
the building, on the roof garden,” I would tell Deb. “I swim
there every morning. Once I swam at night. My mother lets
me. The lift doesn’t go up to the top—you have to walk the
last flight of stairs from the twelfth floor.” “My mother’s
got a car with an overhead drive. Do you know what that
is, Deb? It means you don’t have to change the gears with
your hands.” “I wish we had a swimming pool here. I don’
like this old house without even a swimming pool.”

Deb always answered me quietly and evenly. Never,
even when I was very young, did she try to point out rival
attractions at home. But in time, when I grew older and was
perhaps eleven or twelve, I struggled against something
that went more than quiet—went dead—in her during these
one-sided conversations. I felt not that she was not listen-
ing, but that she was listless, without interest in what I said.
And then I did not know at whom the resentment I sud-
denly felt was directed, whether at my mother—that glossy-
haired kingfisher flashing in and out of my life—for having
a roof-garden swimming pool and a car without gears, or

-
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at Deb, for her lack of attention and negative reaction to
my relation of these wonders. This reaction of hers was all
the more irking, and in some vague, apprehensive way dis-
maying, when one remembered the way she watched and
listened to me sometimes, with that look in her eyes that
wanted something from me, wondered, hesitated, hope-
ful—that look I had known how to conjure up ever since
the first day when I suggested I would call her my mother,
and that, in perverse, irresistible use of the same power, I
had also known how never to allow to come to articulacy,
to emotional fulfillment, between us. The business of my
calling her mother, for instance; it had come up several
times again, while I was small. But she, in the silence that
followed, had never managed anything more than, once, an
almost unintelligibly murmured “If you like.” And I, once
the impulsive, casually pronounced sentence had exploded
and left its peculiar after-silence, had dropped my avowal
as 1 left a toy, here or there, for someone else to pick up
in house or garden. I never did call her mother; in time, I
think I should have been surprised to hear that there had
ever been any question that she should be anything else but
“Deb.”

I was strongly attached to her, and when, at twelve or
thirteen, I entered adolescence and boarding school at the
same time, there was in fact a calm friendship between us
unusual between a woman, and a boy walking the knife
edge dividing small-boy scorn of the feminine from awak-
ening sex interest. I suppose if she had been truly in the
position of a mother, this relationship would not have been
possible. Her position must have been curiously like that of
the woman who, failing to secure as a lover the man with
whom she has fallen in love, is offered instead his respect
and his confidences.

I was fifteen when I asked the question that had taken a
thousand different forms—doubts, anxieties, and revenges—
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all through my life but had never formulated itself directly.
The truth was, I had never known what that question was—
only felt it, in all my blood and bones, fumbled toward it
under the kisses of people who loved me, asked it with my
seeking of my father’s hands, the warmth of Deb’s lap, the
approval of my form master’s eye, the smiles of my friends.
Now it came to me matter-of-factly, in words.

I was home from school for the weekend, and there had
been guests at lunch. They had discussed the divorce of a
common friend and the wrangle over the custody of the
children of the marriage. One of the guests was a lawyer,
and he had gone into the legal niceties in some detail. After
the guests had gone, my father went off for his nap and Deb
and I dragged our favorite canvas chairs out onto the lawn.
As I settled mine at a comfortable angle, I asked her, curi-
ously, “Deb, how was it that my mother didn’t get me? The
custody of me, I mean.”

She thought for a moment, and I thought she must be
trying how best to present some legal technicality in a way
that both she and I would understand.

“I mean, their divorce was an arranged thing, wasn’t
it—one of those things arranged to look like desertion that
Derrick spoke about? Why didn’t my mother get me?” The
lawyer had explained that where parents contested the cus-
tody, unless there was some strong factor to suggest that
the mother was unsuitable to rear a child, a young child
was usually awarded to her care.

Then quite suddenly Deb spoke. Her face was red and
she looked strange, and she spoke so fast that what she said
was almost blurted. “She gave you up.”

Her face and tone so astonished me that the impact
of what she had said missed its mark. I stared at her,
questioning.

She met my gaze stiffly, with a kind of jerky bravado,
intense, looking through me.

“How do you mean?”
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“Voluntarily. She gave you over to your father.”

The pressure in her face died slowly down; her hands
moved, as if released, on the chair arms. “I should never
have told you,” she said flatly. “I’d promised myself I never
should.”

“You mean she didn’t want me?”

“We don’t know what her reasons were, Nick. We can’t
know them.”

“Didn’t try to get me?”

There was a long silence. “We made up our minds. We
decided it was best. We decided we would try and make
your relationship with her as normal as possible. Never say
anything against her. I promised myself I wouldn’t try—
for myself. I often wanted to tell you—oh, lots of things. I
wanted to punish you for what I withheld for your sake. I
wanted to hurt you; I suppose I forgot you were a child. . ..
Well, what does it matter anyway? It’s all worked itself out,
long ago. Only I shouldn’t have told you now. It’s point-
less.” She smiled at me, as at a friend who can be counted
on to understand a confession. “It didn’t even give me any
pleasure.”

My stepmother talked about this whole situation in
which we had all lived as if it were something remembered
from the past, instead of a living situation out of the conti-
nuity of which I was then, at that moment, beginning my
life as a man. All worked itself out, long ago. Perhaps it
had. Yes, she was right. All worked itself out, without me.
Above and about me, over my head, saving me the risk and
the opportunity of my own volition.

My mother? That black-haired, handsome woman
become rather fleshy, who, I discovered while I sat, an awk-
ward visitor among her admiring friends (I had inherited
her love of music), sang off-key.

But it was not toward her that I felt anger, regret, and a
terrible, mournful anguish of loss, which brought up from
somewhere in my tall, coarse, half man’s, half child’s body
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what I was alarmed to recognize as the raking turmoil that

precedes tears.
“We’re really good friends, aren’t we?” said my step-

‘mother lovingly, with quiet conviction.
It was true: that was what we were—all we were.

I have never forgiven her for it.
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QUESTIONS

. What is the power the narrator refers to as coming “like an
inflow of physical strength” as Deb kneels before him at the
record cupboard? Why does he associate this feeling with “all
the weapons”? (136)

. Instead of questioning his father, why does the narrator ask Deb,
“Why didn’t Daddy marry my mother”? (136)

. What are the disloyalty and guilt that the narrator experiences
on finding his father and himself in the ease of Deb'’s “feminine
intimacy”? (138)

. Why does the narrator’s statement to Deb that he is going to
call her Mummy because he loves her best bring about in him a
“fearful, amazed thrill of victim turned victor”? (139)

. After telling Deb that he would call her Mummy, why does he
never do so?

. When the narrator asks Deb why his mother didnt get him
after the divorce, why does Deb tell him, “She gave you up”?
(142) What does she mean when she explains that telling him is
“pointless”? (143)

. Why has the narrator never forgiven Deb for their being “really
good friends”? (144)

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

. Why are women judged more harshly than men for giving up
their children?

. Should parents stay together for the sake of the children?

. Why is the narrator's anger directed at Deb but not at his
mother or father? Is anger toward a stepparent inevitable?



