A Company of Laughing Faces

When Kathy Hack was seventeen her mother took her to
Ingaza Beach for the Christmas Holidays. The Hacks lived in
the citrus-farming district of the Eastern Transvaal, and Kathy
was an only child; ‘Mr Hack wouldn't let me risk my life
again,’ her mother confided at once, when ladies remarked, as
they always did, that it was a lonely life when there was only
one. Mrs Hack usually added that she and her daughter were
like sisters anyway; and it was true that since Kathy had left
school a year ago she had led her mother’s life, going about
with her to the meetings and afternoon teas that occupied the
ladies of the community. The community was one of retired
businessmen and mining officials from Johannesburg who had
acquired fruit farms to give some semblance of productivity to
their leisure. They wore a lot of white linen and created a
country-club atmosphere in the village where they came to
shop. Mr Hack had the chemist’s shop there, but he too was in
semi-retirement and he spent most of his afternoons on the
golf course or in the club.

The village itself was like a holiday place, with its dazzling
white buildings and one wide street smelling of flowers; tropi-
cal trees threw shade and petals, and bougainvillaea climbed
over the hotel. It was not a rest that Mrs Hack sought at the
coast but a measure of gaiety and young company for Kathy.
Naturally, there were few people under forty-five in the village
and most of them had grown-up children who were married or
away working or studying in the cities. Mrs Hack couldn’t be
expected to part with Kathy — after all, she is the only one, she
would explain — but, of course, she felt, the child must get out
among youngsters once in a while. So she packed up and went
on the two-day journey to the coast for Kathy’s sake.
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They travelled first class and Mrs Hack had jokingly threat-
ened Mr Van Meulen, the stationmaster, with dire conse-
quences if he didn't see to it that they had a carriage to them-
selves. Yet though she had insisted that she wanted to read her
book in peace and not be bothered with talking to some
woman, the main-line train had hardly pulled out of Johan-
nesburg station before she and Kathy edged their way along
the corridors to the dining car, and over tea Mrs Hack at once
got into conversation with the woman at the next table. There
they sat for most of the afternoon; Kathy looking out of the
window through the mist of human warmth and teapot steam
in which she had drawn her name with her forefinger and
wiped a porthole with her fist, her mother talking gaily and
comfortingly behind her. ‘... yes, a wonderful place for young-
sters, they tell me. The kids really enjoy themselves there ...
Well, of course, everything they want, dancing every night.
Plenty of youngsters of their own age, that's the thing ... I
don’t mind, I mean I'm quite content to chat for half an hour
and go off to my bed...’

Kathy herself could not imagine what it would be like, this
launching into the life of people her own age that her mother
had in store for her; but her mother knew all about it and the
idea was lit up inside the girl like a room made ready, with
cverything pulled straight and waiting ... Soon - very soon
now, when they got there, when it all began to happen - life
would set up in the room. She would know she was young.
(When she was a little girl, she had often asked, But what is it
like to he grown-up? She was too grown-up now to be able to
ask, But what do you mean by ‘being young’, ‘oh, to be young’
— what is it I ought to feel?) Into the lit-up room would come
the young people her own age who would convey the secret
quality of being that age; the dancing; the fun, She had the
vaguest idea of what this fun would be; she had danced, of
course, at the monthly dances at the club, her ear on a level
with the strange breathing-noises of middle-aged partners who
were winded by whisky. And the fun, the fun? When she tried
to think of it she saw a blur, a company of laughing faces, the
faces among balloons in a Mardi Gras film, the crowd of bright-

230

A Company of Laughing Faces

skinned, bright-eyed faces like glazed fruits, reaching for a
bottle of Coca-Cola on a roadside hoarding.

The journey passed to the sound of her mother’s voice.
When she was not talking, she looked up from time to time
from her knitting, and smiled at Kathy as if to remind her. But
Kathy heeded no reminder; she thought of the seven new
dresses and the three new pairs of shorts in the trunk in the
van.

When she rattled up the dusty carriage shutters in the
morning and saw the sea, all the old wild joy of childhood
gushed in on her for a moment — the sight came to her as the
curl of the water along her ankles and the particular sensation,
through her hands, of a wooden spade lifting a wedge of wet
sand. But it was gone at once. It was the past. For the rest of
the day, she watched the sea approach and depart, approach
and depart as the train swung towards and away from the
shore through green bush and sugar cane, and she was no
more aware of it than her mother, who, without stirring, had
given the token recognition that Kathy had heard from her
year after year as a child: ‘Ah, I can smell the sea.’

The hotel was full of mothers with their daughters. The young
men, mostly students, had come in groups of two or three on
their own. The mothers kept ‘well out of the way’ as Mrs Hack
enthusiastically put it; kept, in fact, to their own comfortable
adult preserve — the veranda and the card room - and their
own adult timetable — an early, quiet breakfast before the
young people, who had been out till all hours, came in to make
the dining room restless; a walk or a chat, followed by a quick
bathe and a quick retreat from the hot beach back to the cool
of the hotel; a long sleep in the afternoon; bridge in the even-
ing. Any young person who appeared among them longer than
to snatch a kiss and fling a casual good-bye between one
activity and the next was treated with tolerant smiles and jolly
remarks that did not conceal a feeling that she really ought to
run off — she was there to enjoy herself wasn’t she? For the
first few days Kathy withstood this attitude stolidly; she knew
no one and it seemed natural that she should accompany her
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mother. But her mother made friends at once, and Kathy
became a hanger-on, something her schoolgirl ethics had
taught her to despise. She no longer followed her mother to
the veranda. ‘Well, where are you off to, darling?’ ‘Up to
change.” She and her mother paused in the foyer; her mother
was smiling, as if she caught a glimpse of the vista of the
morning’s youthful pleasures. ‘Well, don’t be too late for
lunch. All the best salads go first.” ‘No, T won't.’ Kathy went
evenly up the stairs, under her mother’s eyes.

In her room, that she shared with her mother, she undressed
slowly and put on the new bathing suit. And the new Italian
straw hat. And the new sandals. And the new bright wrap,
printed with sea horses. The disguise worked perfectly; she
saw in the mirror a young woman like all the others: she felt
the blessed thrill of belonging. This was the world for which
she had been brought up, and now, sure enough, when the time
had come, she looked the part. Yet it was a marvel to her, just
as it must be to the novice when she puts her medieval hood
over her shaved head and suddenly is a nun.

She went down to the beach and lay all morning close by,
but not part of, the groups of boys and girls who crowded it for
two hundred yards, lying in great ragged circles that were con-
stantly broken up and re-formed by chasing and yelling, and
the restless to-and-fro of those who were always getting them-
selves covered with sand in order to make going into the water
worth while, or coming back out of the sea to fling a wet head
down in someone’s warm lap. Nobody spoke to her except two
huge louts who tripped over her ankles and exclaimed a
hoarse, ‘Gee, I'm sorry’; but she was not exactly lonely — she
had the satisfaction of knowing that at least she was where she
ought to be, down there on the beach with the young people.

Every day she wore another of the new dresses or the small
tight shorts — properly, equipment rather than clothes — with
which she had been provided. The weather was sufficiently
steamy hot to be described by her mother, sitting deep in the
shade of the veranda, as glorious. When, at certain moments,
there was that pause that comes in the breathing of the sea,
music from the beach tearoom wreathed up to the hotel, and at
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night when the dance was in full swing down there the volume
of music and voices joined the volume of the sea’s sound itself,
so that, lying in bed in the dark, you could imagine yourself
under the sea, with the waters sending swaying sound-waves of
sunken bells and the cries of drowned men ringing out from
depth to depth long after they themselves have touched bottom
in silence.

She exchanged smiles with other girls, on the stairs; she
made a fourth at tennis; but these encounters left her again,
just exacily where they had taken her up — she scarcely
remembered the mumbled exchange of names, and their
owners disappeared back into the anonymous crowd of spraw-
led bare legs and sandals that filled the hotel. After three days,
a young man asked her to go dancing with him at the Coconut
Grove, a rickety bungalow on piles above the lagoon. There
was to be a party of eight or more — she didn’t know. The idea
pleased her mother; it was just the sort of evening she liked to
contemplate for Kathy. A jolly group of youngsters and no
nonsense about going off in ‘couples’.

The young man was in his father’s wholesale tea business;
‘Are you at varsity?’ he asked her, but seemed to have no
interest in her life once that query was settled. The manner of
dancing at the Coconut Grove was energetic and the thump of
feet beat a continuous talc-like dust out of the wooden boards.
It made the lights twinkle, as they do at twilight. Dutifully,
every now and then the face of Kathy’s escort, who was called
Manny and was fair, with a spongy nose and small farapart
teeth in a wide grin, would appear close to her through the
bright dust and he would dance with her. He danced with
every girl in turn, picking them out and returning them to the
pool again with obvious enjoyment and a happy absence of
discrimination. In the intervals, Kathy was asked to dance by
other boys in the party; sometimes a bold one from some other
party would came up, run his eyc over the girls and choose
one at random, just to demonstrate an easy confidence. Kathy
felt helpless. Here and there there were girls who did not
belong to the pool, boys who did not rove in predatory search
simply because it was necessary to have a girl to dance with. A
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boy and a girl sat with hands loosely linked, and got up to
dance time and again without losing this tenuous hold of each
other. They talked, too. There was a lot of guffawing and some
verbal sparring at the table where Kathy sat, but she found that
she had scarcely spoken at all, the whole evening. When she
got home and crept into bed in the dark in order not to waken
her mother, she was breathless from dancing all night, but she
felt that she had been running a long way, alone, with only the
snatches of remembered voices in her ears,

She did everything everyone else did, now, waking up each
day as if to g task. She had forgotten the anticipation of this
holiday that she had had; that belonged to another life, It was
gone, just as surely as what the sea used to be was gone. The
s€a was a shock of immersion in cold water, nothing more, in
the hot sandy morning of sticky bodies, cigarette smoke,
giggling, and ragging. Yet inside her was something distress-
ing, akin to the thickness of not being able to taste when you
have a cold. She lIonged to break through the muffle of

was expected of her.

People came and went, in the life of the hotel, and their
going was not noticed much. They were replaced by others
much like them or who became like them, as those who enter
into the performance of 2 rite inhabit a personality and a set of
actions preserved in changeless continuity by the rite itself. She
was lying on the beuch one morning in a crowd when a young
man dropped down beside her, turning his head quickly to see
if he had puffed sand into her face, but not speaking to her,
She had seen him once or twice before: he had been living at
the hotel for two or three days. He was one of those young
men of the type who ure noticed; he no sooner settled down,
lazily smoking, addressing some girl with exaggerated endear-
ments and supreme indifference, than he would suddenly get
up again and drop in on some other group. There he would be
seen in the same sort of ease and intimacy; the first group
would feel both slighted and yet admiring. He was not depen-

234

A Company of Laughing Faces

dent upon anyone; he gave or withheld his prt:sencehas ;1:
pleased, and the mood of any gathering lifted a little w enun-
was there, simply because his being there was alwl_-;l.ys .
expected. He had brought to perfection .the art, 'fﬂS 't‘::t e
among the boys that year, of leading a girl to bellev: i
had singled her out for his attention, ‘fallen f?r ; , ‘elf-
then, the second she acknowledged this, destr.oyl!"g f;]f Shad
confidence by one look or sentence that made it scem she

stupidly imagined the whole thing. ’

I?aths; wnsg not surprised that he did not speak 'tci he‘;-ersgf;
knew only too well she did not belong to that SPeClad orut by
girls and boys among whom life was.rea"Y share oq;tici-
though outwardly the whole crowd might appear to p‘was .
pate. It was going to be a very hot day; already the s]e;:k ape
deep, hard blue and the sky was taking on the gauzy Bhad on
mirage. The young man — his back half-turned to h;l‘ o
a damp pair of bathing trunks and on a level IWIth h?tre :gai’nst
she lay, she could see a map-line of salt emerging whi ot o
the blue material as the moisture dried out of it. He ]?.S o
some kind of argument and his gestures released frorfl lelief =
the smell of oil, The argument died down and then, mhf heach
a new distraction, there was a general move up toithe fotals
tearoom where the crowd went every day to dﬂ!‘:_k va:its s
coloured bubbly drinks and to dance, in their bat mEﬁ?‘1 I;YO'
the music of a gramophone. It was the usual stragg liining
cession; ‘Aren’t you fellows coming?’ — the nasal, Cmgll i
voice of a girl. ‘Just a sec, what's happened to m’y egdone!.’ 2
"All right, don’t drag me, man -’ ‘Look what you‘;l ot after
don’t want any more blisters, thank you very mlf‘; t'qking fiat
last night...” Kathy lay watching them troop off, ‘f S
time about following. Suddenly there was a spaceq;l) e
front of her, kicked up and tousled, but empty. h € resence
sun, that had been kept off her right shoulder by t :oﬁow tho
of the young man, strike her; he had got up (;g il fie Noa
others. She lay as if she had not heard whc-:‘n su gory'\ AT
standing above her and had said, shortly, CO’H‘;;3 s'lidT ezl
Her eyes moved anxiously. ‘Come for a walk, i St ’Shc .
out of his mouth the empty pipe that he was sucking. s
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up; going for a walk might have been something she had never
done before, was not sure if she could do.

‘T know you like walking.’

She remembered that when she and some others had limped
into the hotel from a hike the previous afternoon, he had been
standing at the reception desk, looking up something in a
directory. ‘All right,’ she said, subdued, and got up.

They walked quite briskly along the beach together. It was
much cooler down at the water’s edge. It was cooler away
from the crowded part of the beach, too; soon they had left it
behind. Each time she opened her mouth to speak, a mouthful
of refreshing air came in. He did not bother with small talk —
not even to the extent of an exchange of names. (Perhaps,
despite his air of sophistication, he was not really old enough
to have acquired any small talk, Kathy had a little stock, like
premature grey hairs, that she had found quite useless at
Ingaza Beach.) He was one of those people whose conversation
is an interior monologue now and then made audible to others.
There was a ship stuck like a tag out at sea, cut in half by the
horizon, and he speculated about it, its size in relation to the
distance, interrupting himself with thrown-away remarks, scep-
tical of his own speculation, that sometimes were left un-
finished. He mentioned something an anonymous ‘they’ had
done ‘in the lab’; she said, taking the opportunity to take part
in the conversation, ‘What do you do?’

‘Going to be a chemist,” he said.,

She laughed with pleasure. ‘So’s my father!’

He passed over the revelation and went on comparing the
performance of an MG sports on standard commercial petrol
with the performance of the same model on a special ex-
perimental mixture. ‘It’s a lot of tripe, anyway,” he said sud-
denly, abandoning the plaything of the subject. ‘Crazy fellows
tearing up the place. What for?’ As he walked he made a
rhythmical clicking sound with his tongue on the roof of his
mouth, in time to some tune that must have been going round
in his head. She chattered intermittently and politely, but the
only part of her consciousness that was acute was some small
marginal awareness that along this stretch of gleaming, sloppy
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sand he was walking without making any attempt to avoid
treading on the dozens of small spiral-shell creatures who
sucked themselves down into the ooze at the shadow of an
approach.

They came to the headland of rock that ended the beach,
The rocks were red and smooth, the backs of centuries-warm,
benign beasts; then a gaping black seam, all crenellated with
turban-shells as small and rough as crumbs, ran through a
rocky platform that tilted into the gnashing, hissing sea. A
small boy was fishing down there, and he turned and looked
after them for a few momen's, perhaps expecting them to
come to see what he had caught. But when they got to the
seam, Kathy’s companion stopped, noticed her; something
scemed to occur to him; there was the merest suggestion of a
pause, a reflex of a smile softened the corner of his mouth. He
picked her up in his arms, not without effort, and carried her
across. As he set her on her feet she saw his unconcerned eyes,
and they changed, in her gaze, to the patronizing, preoccupied
expression of a grown-up who has swung a child in the air.
The next time they came to a small obstacle he stopped again,
jerked his head in dry command and picked her up again,
though she could quite easily have stepped across the gap her-
self. This time they laughed, and she examined her arm when
he had put her down. ‘It's awful, to be grabbed like that, with-
out warning.” She felt suddenly at ease and wanted to linger at
the rock pools, poking about in the tepid water for seaweed
and the starfish that felt, as she ventured to tell him, exactly
like a cat’s tongue. ‘1 wouldn’t know,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘I
haven't got a cat. Let's go.” And they turned back towards the
beach. But at anything that could possibly be interpreted as an
obstacle he swung her carelessly into his arms and carried her
to safety. He did not laugh again, and so she did not either; it
seemed to be some very serious game of chivalry. When they
were down off the rocks, she ran into the water and butted into
a wave and then came flying up to him with the usual shudders
and squeals of complaint at the cold. He ran his palm down
her bare back and said with distaste, ‘Ugh. What did you do
that for.’
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