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“We had to pet accustomed 1o the
wlea of Father’s bemng, out on
(he river. We had 1o but we couldn’t,
we never could.™

—<__< father was a dutiful, orderly o straighttor-

ward 1

L And according to several rcliable
peaple of whom 1 inquired, he had had these
gualitics since adolescence or even childhood.
By my own recollection, he was neither jollier
nor more melancholy than the other men we
knew. Maybe a little quieter. It was Mother, not
Father. who ruled the house. She scolded us
daily—my sister, my brother, and me. But it
happened one day that Father ordered a boat.

He was very serious about it. It was to be
made specially for him, of mimosa wood. It was
{0 be sturdy enough to last twenty or thirty
years and just large enough for one person.
Mother carried on plenty about it. Was her hus-
band going to become a fisherman all of a sud-
den? Or a hunter? Father said nothing. Our
house was less than a mile from the river, which
around there was decp. quict, and so wide you
couldn’t see across it

I can never forget the day the rowboat was
delivered. Father showed no joy or other emo-
tion. He just put on his hat as ne always did and
said good-by to us. He took along no food or
bundle of any sort, We expected Mother to rant
and rave, but she didn't. She looked very pale
and bit her lip, but all she said was 1 you go
away. stay away. Don’t ever come back!”

Joao Guimaraes Rosa

Hanshived by Wilham L. Grossman

Father made no reply. He looked gently at
me and motioned me to walk along with him. 1
feared Mother's wrath, yet eagerly obeyed. We
headed toward the river together. I felt bold and
exhilarated, so much so that I said: “"Father. will
you take me with you in your boat?”’

He just looked at me, gave me his blessing,
and by a gesture, told me to go back. I made as
if to do so but, when his back was turned, I
ducked behind some bushes to watch him. Fa-
ther got into the boat and rowed away. Its
shadow slid across the water like a crocaodile,
long and guiet.

Father did not come back. Nor did he go any-
where, really. He just rowed and floated across
and around, out there in the river. Everyone
was appalled. What had never happened, what
could not possibly happen, was happening. Our
relatives, neighbors, and friends came over to
discuss the phenomenon.

Mother was ashamed. She said little and
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conducted herself with greal composure. As a
consequence, almost everyone thought (though
no one said it) that Father had gone insane. A
few. however. suggested that Father might be
fulfilling a promise he had made to God or to a
saint, or that he might have some horrible dis-
case. maybe leprosy, and that he left for the
sake of the family, at the same time wishing to
remain fairly near them.

Travelers along the river and people living
near the bank on one side or the other reported
{hat Father never put foot on land, by day or
night. He just moved about on the river, sali-
tary, aimiess. like a derelict. Mother and our
relatives agreed that the food which he had
doubtless hidden in the boat would soon give
out and that then he would either leave the river
and travel off somewhere (which would be at
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least a little more respectable) or he would re-
pent and come home,

How far from the truth they were! her
had o sceret sonrce of pstons: me. bvery
dav I stole Tood and brought of to e The hiest
nipht alter he letr, we all bt fires on the shore
and prayved and called to e Twas deeply dis
Hessed and felt o need to do something more,

Fhe followmg day T went down to the tiver with
o loal of corn bread, a bunch ol bananas, and
some bricks of raw brown sugar. I waited im
patiently a long. long hour. Then [ saw the boat,
far off, alone, gliding almost imperceptibly on
the smoothness of the river. Father was sitting
in the botiom of the boat. He saw me but he did
not row toward me or make any gesture. [
showed him the food and then I placed it in a
hollow rock on the river bank; it was safe there
from animals, rain. and dew. I did this day af-
ter day, on and on and on. Later 1 learned
to my surprise. that Mother knew what T was
doing and left food around where 1 could casily
steal it. She had a lot of feelings she didn’t
show.

Mother sent for her brother to come and
help on the farm and in business matters. She
had the schoolteacher come and tutor us chil-
dren at home because of the time we had lost.
One day. at her request. the priest put on his
vestments, went down to the shore, and tried to
exorcise the devils that had got into my father.
He shouted that Father had a duty to cease his
unholy obstinacy. Another day she arranged to
have two soldiers come and try to frighten him.
All to no avail. My father went by in the dis-
tance, sometimes so far away he could barely be
seen. He never replied to anyone and no one
ever got close to him., When some newspaper-
men came in a launch to take his picture, Father
headed his boat 1o the other side of the river and
into the marshes, which he knew like the palm
of his hand but in which other people quickly
pol lost. There in his private maze, which ex-
tended for miles, with heavy folinge overhead

and rushes on all sides, he was sale.

We had to get accustomed to the idea of
Father's being out on the river. We had to but
we couldn’t. we never could. T think T was the
only one who understood (o some degree what
our Tather wanted and what he did not want.
The ::_.ﬁm I could not understand at all way
how he stood the hardship. Day and night. i
sun and rain, in heat and in the terrible mid-
year cold spells, with his old hat on his head
and very litte other clothing. week after week,
month alter month, year alter yvear, unheedful
ol the waste and emptliness in which s life
was slipping by. He never set foot on earth or
grass, on isle or mainland shore. No doubt he
sometimes tied up the boat at a secret place,
perhaps at the tip of some island. to get a little
sleep. He never lit a fire or even struck a match
and he had no flashlight. He took only a small
part of the food that I left in the hollow rock—
not enough, it seemed to me. for survival, What
could his state of health have been? How about
the continual drain on his energy. pulling and
pushing the oars to control the boat? And how
did he survive the annual floods, when the river
rose and swept along with it all sorts of danger-
ous objects—branches of trees, dead bodies of
animals—that might suddenly crash against his
little boat?

He never talked to a living soul. And we
never talked about him. We just thought. No,
we could never put our father out of mind. If for
a short time we seemed to, it was just a [ull from
which we would be sharply awakened by the re-
alization of his frightening situation.

My sister got married, but Mother didn’t
want a wedding party. It would have been a sad
affair, for we thought of him every time we ate
some especially tasty food. Just as we thought
of him in our cozy beds on a cold, stormy
night—out there, alone and unprotected, trying
to bail out the boat with only his hands and a
gourd. Now and then someone would say that [
was gefting to look more and more like my fa-
ther. But I knew that by then his hair and beard
must have been shaggy and his nails fong, T pic-

tured him thin and sickly, black with hair and
sunburn, and almost naked despite the articles
of clothing T occasionally left for him.

He didn’t seem to care about us at all. But |
felt affection and respect for him, and, when-
ever they praised me because T had done some-
thing good, I said: “*My father taught me to act
that way.”

It wasn’t exactly accurate but it was a truth-
ful sort of lie. As I said, Father didn’t seem to
care about us. But then why did he stay around
there? Why didn't he go up the river or down
the river, beyond the possibility of seeing us or
being seen by us? He alone knew the answer.

My sister had a baby boy. She insisted on
showing Father his grandson. One beautiful day
we all went down to the riverbank, my sister in
her white wedding dress, and she lifted the baby
high. Her husband held a parasol above them.
We shouted to Father and waited. He did not
appear. My sister cried; we all cried in each oth-
er's arms.

My sister and her husband moved far away,
My brother went to live in a city. Times
changed, with their usual imperceptible rapid-
iy, Mother finally moved too: she was old
and went (o live with her daughter. 1 re-
mained behind, a leftover. I could never think
of marrying. I just stayed there with the im-
pedimenta of my life. Father, wandering alone
and forlorn on the river, needed me. I knew
he needed me, although he never even told
me why he was doing it. When 1 put the
question to people bluntly and insistently, all
they told me was that they heard that Father
had explained it to the man who made the
boat. But now this man was dead and no-
body knew or remembered anything. There
was just some foolish talk, when the rains
<,<o3 especially severe and persistent, that my
father was wise like Noah and had the boat
built in anticipation of a new flood: I dimly
femember people saying this. In any case, I
would not condemn my father for what he
Was doing. My hair was beginning Lo turn gray.



I have only sad things to say. What bad had
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ways away and his absence always with
And the

newng il

e,

S always the tiver, perpetoadly re

[F The river, always. T was beganmyg,

o whieh hife s just oasord

s, And he? Why
sullen

why was he doing 10?7 e must have bee
ing terribly. He was so old. One day, in his Ll
ing strength, he might let the boat capsize: or he
might let the current carry it downstream, on
and on, until it plunged over the watertall to the
boiling turmoil below. It pressed upon my heart.
He was out there and 1
my peace. | am guilty of I know not what. and
my pain is an open wound inside me. Perhaps I
would know—if things were different. I began to
guess what was wrong.

Out with it! Had I gone crazy? No, in our
house that word was never spoken, never
through all the years. No one called anybody
crazy, for nobody is crazy. Or maybe ecvery-
body. All I did was go there and wave a hand-
kerchief so he would be more likely to see me.
I was in complete command of myself. I waited.
Finally he appeared in the distance, there, then
over there, a vague shape sitting in the back of
the boat. I called to him several times. And I
said what I was so eager 1o say, to state for-
mally and under oath. I said it as loud as [
could:

“Father, you have been out there long
. Come back, you
don't have to do it anymore. . . . Come back
and I'll go instead. Right now, if you want.
Any time. I'll get into the boat. I'll take your
place.”

And when 1 had said this my heart beat more
firmly.

He heard me. He stood up. He maneuvered
with his oars and headed the boat toward me.
He had accepted my offer. And suddenly I
trembled, down deep. For he had raised his arm
and waved—the first time in so many, so many

ras forever robbed of

enough. You are old.

vears. And T conldn’t [n terror. my haar on

cod. Lran, D iled madly, Tor he seemed to come

[1oum
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I experienced the dreadiul sense of cold that
comes Trom deadly Tear, and 1 became il No-
hody ever saw or heard about him again. Am |

a man. after such a failure? T am what never
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1. Before taking to the river. what kind of
man was Father?

2. (a) What assumptions did people make
about the reason for Father's behavior? (b)
Cite evidence that suggests the narrator's
mother was concerned about her husband and
wanted him to come home.

3. Read each of the following statements
made by the narrator and consider what they
tell you about him.

(a) "l think | was the only one who under-
stood to some degree what our father wanted
and what he did not want.’

(b} 'He didn't seem to care about us at all.
But | felt affecticn and respect for him .

should have been. 1 am what must be silent. |
know it 1s too late. [ must stay in the deserts
and unmarked plains of my life. and 1 fear I
[l shorten it. But when death comes I want
them to take me and put me in a little boat in
this perpetual water between the long shores:

and [, down the river, lost in the river. inside

the river . .. the river .

.. Father,
wandering alone and forlorn on the river,
needed me.”

(d) “What bad had | done; what was my
great guilt?"

(e) "Had | gone crazy? No. in our house that
word was never spoken. .

4. {a) What happens when the narrator at-
tempts to take his father's place in the boat?
(b) In your opinion, why does the narrator then
feel that he is “what never should have been 7

5. Would vou call this story realistic? fantas-
tic? both? neither? Explain.

(c} 'l remained behind, a leftover. .



