RANGI and LILLIAN

Rangi with a hard ‘G’ and harder eyes…

Lillian knows it already…

Thigh by thigh on an early train clack-clattering towards the city, stopping-starting, winter-muffled zombies shuffling; eyes closed ipod-addicted travellers: maids, kitchen hands and cleaners, raw deals and low wages; athletes and schoolboys: early marks, early markers.

Lillian has delicate hands, long thin fingers made translucent blue with cold, a life strategy of making ends meet without acknowledging emotion. Nylon jacket touched with fur at her throat – imitation pubic hair: sparse and straggly. Shapeless hat crammed down: a tea-cozy from beneath which trail wisps of henna-red; one hand casual on her companion’s knee; the other safe and content in her lap; hands that have little contact with each other.
Him: Rangi, in her life; miraculous, marvelous; much, much younger, there is something about him not to like: a gold tooth does the talking, brown eyes swim with sex and opportunity; track shoes, track pants; a shiny, black jacket zipped almost to the throat but space enough: a glimpse of gold beneath – a sense of presence unusual at this hour, an understanding too of his value to the woman with her hand on his leg.
Lillian wonders what he sees in her, feels her bones hollowing out, thinning with age, the fat falling away from already bony knees. Tight jeans accentuate receding hips; white track shoes mirror his, one foot turned in: the legacy of childhood. By tilting her chin she can pull tight skin tighter, making it difficult to breath; her belt cinched to the last notch. Thin to thinner, she remains thankful for the miracle. Every weekday for the past three weeks the glorious same: some mornings she cannot stop smiling, even after Rangi gets off at Newmarket. The motion of the train makes her hip-bones ache; so small breasts barely apparent under her jacket – regret: too little for him to hang onto; curiously concave nipples. If it displeases him, he hasn’t said.

…She swears they used to be bigger; assumes it will be part of shrinking away to nothing; the falling in of her. 

Neither of them have all their own teeth. Somehow, this legitimizes their compatibility. This mercurial visitor from another planet possesses her flesh and mind; his spoor creeps over her skin; phantom fingers between her legs coax recently mingled juices; breathtakingly corrupt excitement; imaginary odours made real by imagination. It has been a very long time since fire like this burned her. The train stops to let in cold air, Rangi winks at her captive eyes. Across the aisle a man turns away – a motion of mild dislike or disdain; buries his face in the collar of a brown jacket; a black notebook held across his knees.    

…Rangi is nervous of notebooks…

Lillian’s face speaks little of her thoughts save for the small smile. Secretly besotted in a private world; beside her, Rangi knows exactly the effect he has.
Rangi: brown, brown-eyed, sombre; a bristle-stick moustache; louche-lithe, not necessarily to be trusted. Risk prone, easily led from schooldays; knowing people who can do things – get things; a night time negotiator, he can count money in the dark; working the zipper at his throat: the ostentatious gold chain again visible. Lillian looks at this surprise from heaven – a gift from God knows where into her dusty life.

Lillian comes with strings…

…Rangi just comes… 

During the day he texts sly little messages about his cock – inconsequential obscenities that Lillian takes to her heart; returning coy, staccato one-liners she thinks befit her. She knows nothing about this man save the geography of his body; suspects fault lines which she chooses to ignore.
Last week Rangi moved in: the dreary, little house at the end of a dripping cul de sac, mould-dappled white weatherboards and fogged up windows. Bare, greying timber deck that wicks water, spider web-encrusted eaves; the tiny back garden anchored in an Auckland winter of drowned shrubs and disconsolate fruit trees; deep, wet impressions to the washing line that leans at an angle; rusting wire loose-looped; uncut grass tufts at the base. Across the fence a sagging garden trampoline pools water. Everywhere is mud, damp and derision; dog shit and cat crap. 
One minute he lived somewhere else and the next he didn’t: a blue canvas hold-all in her narrow hall, beer in the fridge. No explanation, not that she needed one, deciding at the moment she unlocked the door and saw the hold-all that this was a good thing. Already he expects her to pick up and wash for him; feed and fuck for him – a word that a month ago she had rarely heard and definitely never used now comes naturally – the power of it a delicious discovery. Alone, she will sometimes roll the word around her mouth, experimenting with accent and emphasis; drawing out the first letter, top teeth on bottom lip as air from a leaking tyre. The result always the same: a tightening in the pit of her stomach, a feeling that the word itself can propel her unaided to orgasm. 
She knows it is his word. Only he can wield it. Only Rangi can reduce her sum to its constituent parts.    
Lillian fills plastic bottles with water and leaves them on the lawn to discourage dogs. It has no effect on the crap-happy, canine residents of a sad suburb.
Her: on permanent early shift at the Ferry Building. Suspects if she were younger, prettier, it wouldn’t be like this – the pre-dawn clatter-clitter into town five days a week. Unlike the younger girls her boss didn’t rub up against her in the confined space of the ticket kiosk. Before she met Rangi she wondered what people saw in sex.  The early ferries are always half-empty. By seven-thirty the ticket hall is alive with chilly commuters – lawyers and office workers; lost luggage, lost tickets, hung-over drunks begging free fares who throw up on ferry seats. Alternately bored and frantic; later in the morning: dogs and cats in baskets; odd-shaped, ill-wrapped parcels for the Gulf Islands that threaten to burst; bewildered tourists standing back from her ticket window mouthing destinations.
At this time of year winter winds find their way through the cracks in the kiosk walls. Before Rangi, Lillian always wore two pairs of thick socks in winter. Over the last three weeks she has worn no underwear three times.  

Home-house: sad, sparse and Spartan; neither the widow’s mite nor divorcee’s lot, just that she never found anyone she trusted; photographs of family and other times. Into this musty place Rangi has inserted himself and his fat, juicy slug of a cock. He finds he rather likes the place but would never say so.

Under the rumpled-crumpled double bed: rolled rubbish, food wrappers, dirty plates with forks; a condom that Rangi refuses to wear; sloughed skin: brown and white; a corn plaster and an overflowing ashtray. Lillian tries to think what life was like before he came to her. Whatever it was – it doesn’t matter.
Lillian thinks any risk is worth it – conditional happiness sits light on her.
A hotel porter – in his words, a concierge, Rangi spends his days collecting, acquiring; rifling glove boxes of the cars he parks; picking over leftovers in the hotel kitchens. He has friends who tell him of opportunities. At work: uniformed, official, behind the marble counter set at right angles to the frosty reception in the vaulted foyer chasm. Checking airlines for lost luggage, arranging theatre tickets and whores for idiots with more money than sense. His sense is one of revenge for something that eludes him. Contributing soap and miniature shampoo bottles to the household; pens and monogrammed paper; in every room: note-pads she never uses.

At home, Rangi picks things up, turning them over as though weighing their value; mentally hefting, stealing and pawning. Lillian sees him without understanding. Everything revolves around his continuing presence though she knows he won’t stay. He knows it too. The gold tooth and his cock skew the answer for Lillian, who loves to be filled up, tumbled and cast adrift. This will happen soon enough…

His age fans and spans her past, lighting dark places inside her. Had she been less unlucky in life she could have been his mother. At night, while he gargles noisily in the tiny, mould infested bathroom with the sagging blue shower curtain, Lillian lies in bed and pinches the decaying flesh of her stomach between thumb and forefinger; wonders about her age and his and her closet where he hangs his other shirt. Her own clothes, pitiful in number yet greatly more numerous, stand apart as though sensing an intruder. Above the rail, on the shelf that spans the wardrobe: a broken fan, fade-stained blankets and shoe boxes; things from her life so far.

Met on a West Coast beach three Sundays since; her: dazed and scoured by a sand-laden wind, bowed double in walking. Him: smart-smug in white shoes and shiny jacket; wind-whipped hair; a furiously glowing cigarette clamped between his teeth. Dressed for Queen Street, not the beach; incongruous, insouciant, he had offered her a lift in a car she later found out was not his. Rangi, she had found, didn’t need to own anything. Smile-charmed and flattered she had done something she hadn’t done for years.

…but had done every day since…

In one moment, life: mundane to marvelous…
On the beach he had walked round her as a dog circles an interesting lamppost.
For several years cancer had been her companion but accompanying rather than leading; almost convinced it wasn’t a problem until she turned out the light at night. Then doubt turned quickly to desperation: whispering, red-eyed demons, cunning in corners; dark of death, mind free-wheeling in terror; neither traction nor logic - just inevitability. Balm of peace: Rangi can dispel fear, disperse demons. Now when she looks wide-eyed into the bedroom night she sees nothing; feels only his agile body beside her; joy and light – even in total darkness.
Rangi comes alone but brings family – whanau, that live always just outside the parameters of the next sentence but inside her perception of the man. Thus unspoken and unbidden they haunt her the more: brothers and cousins in Gisborne; uncles and aunts in Tauranga and Auckland. Already they have found him. Last week a cousin for a loan; a nephew for a problem; thin visitors who slide rather than walk; money changes hands and they go but not before sizing up both her and the meagre contents of her home. 
Unused to high numbers, Lillian is singular, grown older dreading the attachments of plurality. In the bathroom her underwear mocks her from the floor and the aches and pains return – the certainty of loss. But such underwear; bought hurriedly for him: more scanty then she would have thought decent only four weeks earlier. Sensible knickers cast aside – buried in a bedroom drawer, she parades for this man in her life; a stick-insect in pink, hip-bones protruding like a scraggy chicken.

Lillian is the product of a military home: numerous schools, army camps at Linton and Papakura. A long time ago, her father was felled by a cancer grenade that burst inside his gut; as stiff and formal in death as he had been in life. A mother unused to coping; unused to anything; a short decline and then she too had gone to the great parade ground in the sky. No loss really; difficult to lose what you never had. By observation of her parents’ lives, one plus one still equaled one and so as she left her mother’s funeral, Lillian folded her young arms and commenced life in the first person singular.
There are phone calls at night from men with flat, truncated vowels; short, sharp words, projectiles heavy with meaning. Businessmen who send him out into the chilly Auckland drizzle. When he goes, he leaves no clue to his intentions and so she doesn’t ask. Alone, she roams the small house – cat-twitching, smelling, touching; her tongue dry and bitter from exploring his washing. She wishes she had a cat, so much to learn from their movement and life skills. Waiting for someone was worse than having no-one to wait for.    

Sex has been a barrier for a lifetime, a hurdle too high. Now she marvels at her discovery: sex is liquid and smell, touch and taste; it bursts from her constantly, seeping from her tongue, oozing from her teeth and hair, bathing even the dusty little house in brightness and hope. Through this cruises her catalyst: a machine to her factory; her pale-tight skin stretched and tumbled beneath his brownness – impaled! 
…Lillian lives in a warm, wet sexual fug.

The train brake-squeals to another stop; cold air, sleep-sallow commuters off and on – new faces still closed like night flowers; the ticket man fumbles with his money bag, roaming the corridor for recalcitrant travellers. Outside: rain slants through still-darkness. Lillian squeezes the hand of the man she knows little about. 
Driving her home on the day they met, he told her she was pretty; choosing to believe this brown skinned stranger with the luminous face. His hand on her knee confused her as did his explanation of where the car came from. Later, he told her it was stolen but not by him. She supposed that made it alright. What was alright was what they did when he dropped her home. 

…Supposes there are such people as sex addicts; remembering an article on Hollywood actors…

A final clattering, the train jolting – swaying left and right as though on skis; her hip bones respond painfully; slowing to stop. Rangi stands to go; brief touching of arms and a final smile and he is gone – a parachutist into the lightening darkness. 

…Their last eye contact has reduced her loins to water; raising a hand to her mouth, smelling her breath – and him; intimacy fading with exhalation. 
Train noises: hisses and bangs of normality, across the aisle the man is looking at her, the notebook nowhere to be seen. The doors slide closed; already he will be well on the way to work. Lillian idly wonders what he does all day; anticipating his first text message.
Window glass: life’s reflection superimposed, first on the moving landscape, then on the long tunnel that leads into the City. Alone, Lillian can hear her small, neat bones nestling into one another; watching age slowly assassinate her face and neck. The train sways on a long curve. Lines around her eyes disappoint, marking the track of old sorrows. Tunnel lights distort and dissemble her reflection. Dimples have set in her cheeks as though in concrete, the corners of her mouth falling in ever so slowly. Lillian understands the correlation: at some point in the process of her aging, Rangi will leave her.

…Rangi with a hard ‘G’…

…But for the moment – she can’t stop smiling.…
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