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Lusus naturae-Sport of nature. 

A plant, animal, etc., which exhibits abnormal variation or 

a departure from the parent stock or type . . . a spontaneous 

mutation; a new variety produced in this way. 

-Oxford English Dictionary 
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A SUNCRUSH FOR 

MY SWEE THEART 

Somewhere along the journey the girl shed one name and emerged under 
the other .  As she chewed gum and let sl ide by the conveyer belt of balanc
ing rocks, the wayside halts where black children waved, the grazing buck 
sloping away to the horizon in a blast of fear set in motion by the passing 
tra in ,  she threw Kim up to the rack with her school panama and took on 
Hillcla .  The brown stockings collapsed down her legs, making fine ha irs 
prickle pleasurably. She would dig sandals and a dress out of her suitcase 
and change without concern for the presence of other women in the 
compartment. She was going, each time, to her aunt, one of her mother's 
sisters , in whose home she was given every advantage. She was coming from 
the Rhodesian girls' school to wh ich , she would say when asked why she 
didn't go to school in South Africa , she was sent because her father had 
grown up in Salisbury. She was not the only ch ild whose parents were 
divorced or parted or whatever it was they were . But she was the only 
Hi1lela among Susans and Clares and Fionas. What sort of a name was that? 
Didn't know, couldn ' t  tell them. What she did tell them, without a mo
ment's hesitation , was that anyway she was always called by her second 
name, Kim. As the years passed , not even her teachers called her anyth ing 
but Kim. No-one remarked when she went with the other Kims, Susans, 
Clares and Fionas to the Anglican Church on Sundays, although in her 
school record ' religious faith ' was filled in as Jewish . 

Olga met her at the station . Later, it was at the a irport ; Olga must 
have told her father it was ridiculous to subject her to that two-day hot and 
tedious train trip. Or maybe Olga paid for the a i r-ticket ; she was generous: 
she would say, never to the ch ild herself but to company wh ile she ruffied 
the child's fringe or put an arm round her-Oh th is's the li ttle daughter 
I didn't have.-

The room was made ready with a rose in the summer holidays and in 
winter freesias or jonquils that smelled l ike Olga's embrace, towels th ick as 
sheepskin coats, and a fluted dish of her favourite Liquorice All-Sorts. 
There were some things that were hers: holiday clothes left beh ind each 
time when she went back to school , books, trinkets fallen out of favour. Her 
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absence was more permanent than her presence. There was always the sign 
of some other occupancy of the room. Olga stored out-of-season clothes in 
the cupboards; other guests who slept in the pretty bed forgot things; books 
that Olga didn 't want on d isplay downstairs but didn't want to throw away 
made a jumble-sale assortment on the bookshelf. One holiday, a photo
graph of the girl's mother in a Victorian plush-and-silver frame stood beside 
the Liquorice All-Sorts . The face was composed in a way the girl had never 
seen: hair scrolled like a parchment roll from either temple and again from 
the forehead, l ips a lovely shape shiny as liquid tar. The shape was not 
disturbed by a smile. The eyes were the only feature that matched any 
recognizable living reality; they were the eyes of a woman seeing herself in 
a mirror. 

Her mother ended at the shoulders. They were squared in a jacket with 
shoulder-tabs and revers . 

-Was she in the army?-
Olga was watching the girl the way she watched people she brought 

together in careful selection for the harmony and interest of her d inner 
parties, and she laughed as at the reward of some original remark outside 
the usual pleasantries. -Ruthie in the army! That's what we wore, in the 
Forties. The last word in fashion . You had to look glamorous in someth ing 
that suggested a uniform. That jacket was dark red-1 remember it as if  
i t  were in front of me. And see the ear-rings. She would have her ears 
pierced . We thought it was old-fash ioned or common : grandmothers had 
floppy lobes with holes in them , and young Afrikaans girls from the plaas 
wore those th in gold circles . But Ruth paid Martha to do hers . That was 
our old nannie; when we were quite grown up she still used to come to help 
with the washing. Ruth sat down to the table one lunch-time with cotton 
threads hanging through little crusts of blood on her ears. Ugh. We 
squealed and made a fuss, of course . . .  she must have been fourteen .-

They looked at the photograph politely, together. ( I t  was about this 
t ime that Olga would take her eldest son , Clive, and H illela to art exhibi
tions . )  Hi llela did not come out with anything else unexpected . 

-I t's for you to take back to school .  I sn ' t  that an enchanting frame 
I found-

It was standing there in its place on the bedside-table after the girl 
left , and was there when she came back each time for other holidays. Her 
mother was not dead. She lived in Mozambique and never visited. The 
ch ild had asked questions once or twice, when she was young enough to 
believe adults gave you answers worth hearing, and had been given an 
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oblique reply . Her father said her mother had 'made another l ife' . Olga, 
deciding when the child was 'old enough to know the truth ' ,  told her her 
father had forbidden her mother to have any contact with her. Her mother 
l ived with 'another man' .  

The man to whom he was an other, then , must be her father; yet she 
called her father 'Len' as someone might for whom he was another man. 

Len was a rep. A title of profession to her, l ike doctor or professor, 
although she found she had to explain to other girls this meant he repre
sented firms that sold hotel l ines. And what were 'l ines'? Really-was there 
anyth ing those kids did know? Lines. Different kinds of things that hotels 
and restaurants need . Bread-cutters, food-warmers, sl icers, trays, fish-fryers , 
even plastic flowers, mirrors, pictures for decoration . There had been a 
time, she must have been very small, when she had played and slept and 
eaten beside him in h is big car with al l  the boxes of samples , catalogues and 
order-books piled up in the back. He had made her a nest in there, on rugs 
stained with cold drinks and icecream she spilt . -A Suncrush for my 
sweetheart.- She sat on bar-stools in country hotels. He bought her sweet 
orange-coloured drinks. He washed her panties in the hotel basins while she 
fell asleep watching h im .  

-I remember those dorps, with Len .-
-Oh you can 't !  Really, H illy? But you were only three or four.-

Olga rearranged her social commitments in order to spend time with her 
sons and adoptive daughter during the holidays. On summer morn ings she 
oiled herself , spreading her toes to get at the interstices and twisting her 
neck, over wh ich a string of pearls bobbled, while the four youngsters 
played waterpolo in the pool . When they came out to dry off and her 
attention slid from her Vogue or Hebrew grammar, there were those 
interludes of shared physical well-being that melt the inhibitions between 
generations .  

-He used to talk to people in a language I didn't know. And there 
was the boy who carried the boxes in and out, I didn't understand what 
he was saying, either. Of course Len was speaking Afrikaans, and the native 
boy whatever h is language was . So English was ours . Len 's and mine .  I 'm  
sure I thought only we  could talk i t .  And the wife o f  one o f  the hotel owners 
once gave me an Alice band for my hair, it had M inn ie Mouse on it .-

-When was that?- Mark looked at his cousin and saw a stranger 
in their midst, now and then, sometimes with a resentful curiosity,  some
times with envy of experiences not shared. 

-Oh, when I was little.-
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Olga impressed the discipline of her smile on her second son . -I said. 
Three or four, that's all .-

-And she used to travel about with Uncle Len?-
-For a short while. It was before he went back to Rhodesia.-
Brian stretched out h is small hand and clasped Hillela's ankle, claim

ing her . H is face appealed to h is mother. She acknowledged him with a 
chummy tilt of the head. 

Jethro came across the lawn that day carrying a tray of fruit juice and 
hot scones. His waiter's flat feet and the rubber soles of h is blancoed tackies 
on the dense clipped grass gave him an endearing bouncing gait .  The girl 
broke the water, having won by the length of an outstretched hand a race 
against the boys . I t  seemed she emerged for h im.  Jethro's home was in 
Rhodesia and every time she returned from school she had the aura of an 
emissary. -They teaching you so nice to swim there.- He put down the 
tray and stood shaking his head and smiling at the dripping, heaving girL 

Through water-matted lashes she saw the face magn ified like some 
dark friendly creature bumped against in the deep. -I 'm in the first team .  
(Blew her  nose in her fingers, and Olga's forehead flickered a frown. )  We 
beat Marandellas and Gwelo last term.-

-And Bulawayo? You not going to Bulawayo?-
-No, I still haven't been to Bulawayo.-
Olga kissed a damp cheek as she handed her a glass of juice. -Why 

don't you pretend you've been to Bulawayo, darling, for heaven's sake. I t  
means so much to h im .  He  th inks of you children a s  his own .-

Olga took Hillela with her to the hairdresser as i f  she were a sister
one could hardly say that Olga , who was the one with strong family feeling, 
had sisters: Ruth in  Louren<;o Marques somewhere, Pauline someone she 
had grown away from , their interests so divergent .  At eight or nine the salon 
-as it was referred to by the man who did Olga's hair-with its chemical 
garden-sweetness and buzz of warm air from the dryers, fuzz of sheddings 
on the floor, made the ch ild drowse off as a l i ttle an imal curls up, recogn iz
ing a kind of safety. All was comfortably ritualistic, pampered, sheltered in 
the ideal of feminin ity constructed by the women entrapped there. Olga 
gave her money to go out and buy sweets; she tripped back quietly happy 
in anticipation of the sooth ing, sucking comfort to come as she lolled, 
humming or whispering to herself in the company of ladies deaf within 
their second, steel crania .  

Fashions changed; she was older. Olga's hair, pulled with a crochet 
hook through holes in a rubber cap, was being tinted in streaks while her 
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nails were steeping in tepid oil . Olga was still learning Hebrew (made fun 
of her attempt to speak it on her visits to I srael ) but instead of her grammar 
was now reading a manual about isometric exercises a friend had brought 
from New York. Every now and then her concentration and the pressure 
of her elbows against the steel tube frame of the chair she occupied, the 
empty shape of her shantung trousers as she pulled in abdominal muscles 
stiffiy as a bolt drawn, showed she was putting theory into practice. 

It was the time when beautiful girls, by definition, had hair as long 
and straight as possible. When Olga and her sisters were adolescent ,  on the 
contrary, curls had been necessary, and they had suffered the processes that 
produced them . H illela had curly hair like her father, but of course she 
would want to look like everybody else; boys instinctively are attracted to 
what they don ' t  even know is the fashionable style of beauty. Olga was 
paying for H illela 's hair to be heated and ironed straight .  

Hillela no longer falls asleep at the hairdresser's. 
A jaw with a well-turned angle on either side, a slightly prognathous 

mouth and the full /ips that cover with a tender twitch the uneven front 
tooth; it has defied an orthodontist who made conform perfectly the smiles 
of Clive and Mark. The cheekbones lift against the eyes at the outer 
corners, underlining them, aslant. All right so far. But it 's diflicult to meet 
the eyes. They are darkness; there is a film to it like the film of colours that 
swims on a puddle of dark 011 she has seen sp11!ed on the earth at  a garage. 
They react under their own regard as pup11s do under an oculist 's light; but 
doubly: the change observed is also experienced as a change of focus. 
Nothing can be more exact than an image perceived by itself 

The face is small and thin for the depth from the cup at the base of 
the collar-bones to the wide-set breasts. In the trance of women gazing at  
themselves in the mirrors they face, she is seeing herself The mirror ends 
her there. 

On Saturday afternoons when there were no sports meetings the 
songololo made its way to one of the parks in the city of Salisbury. I n  
traditional school terminology imported from Europe the process ion o f  girls 
was known as a crocodile, but the boys of their counterpart school dubbed 
them collectively by the African name for the large earthworm in i ts sh iny 
hoops of articulated mail that  is part of the infant vocabulary of every whi te 
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ch ild in Southern Africa , even if it never learns another word of an African 
language. The boys' image was based on accurate observat ion . The brown 
stockings the girls wore gave their troop the innumerable brown legs on 
which the songololo makes its undulating way round obstacles. So i t  was 
the girls flowed round people on the pavements, and over pedestrian cross
ings . I n  the park the image broke up joyfu11y ( the l i ttlest girls) ,  cautiously 
( the solemn, hand-holding ten-year-olds), slyly (the adolescents ski11ed in 
undetectable insubordination) .  The first stage on the escape route was the 
public lavatories. Miss Hurst, we have to go. The teacher who accompanied 
the songololo sat on a bench and read, looking up now and then to enjoy 
the luxury of huge shade under a mnondo tree that came down over her 
like a Victorian glass bell . She was the only one who saw the gigantesque 
beauty of the park, in one season its storm-clouds of mauve jacaranda, in 
another the violent flamboyants flashing bloodily under the sun, or the 
tulip-trees and bauh inias that in their t ime sh immered, their supporting 
skeletons of trunk and branches entirely swarmed over, become shapes 
composed of petals al ive with bees as a corpse come al ive with maggots . 
The adolescents were excited by the humus sme11s, the dripping scents of 
unfolding, spore-bearing, dying vegetation in clumps and groves of palms, 
man-h igh ferns and stifling creepers where the sun had no power of entry 
and leaves transformed themselves into the pale sticky cobra-heads of some 
sort of lily. The darkness sent the girls off giggling urgently to that other 
dankness, of \Vhites Only, Ladies, Men, housed separately from Nannies 
-for the black nursemaids sent to air white infants in the park. When the 
girls at last came out of Ladies the boys from the counterpart school were 
already emerged from Men, and pretending not to be waiting for them . 
Disappearing into the fecundity of mun icipal jungles, there the girls wore 
the boys' cheesecutters, wrestled in amorous quarrelsomeness, smoked, 
throwing the forbidden cigarette pack in forbidden po11ution into the 
gloomy, overhung ponds, swatted mosquitoes on one another as an excuse 
for fondling, and-one or two who were known to be 'experienced'
managed to find a spidery hideout to vrey. Like songololo, a Zulu word 
foreign to Engl ish-speakers, this Afrikaans one was used by every English
speaking adolescent .  To vrey was to excite each other further; sexua11y, with 
kisses and l im ited intimacies. There were indiscretions less private than 
vreying. Dares, too, provided heightened excitement. Hillela once led a 
move to tuck the school dress up into pants and wade in a green bog of 
water-plants and slime. The boys were challenged to follow. Their narrow 
grey trousers wouldn't ro11 up beyond mid-calf; somehow, one of them was 
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overcome by boys and girls as the vigorous big ants on the ground on which 
he fell would overcome a beetle or moth , and his trousers were taken off 
h im.  He was pulled sl ithering to join H illela and h is distress caused h is flesh 
to rise. The other boys, and some of the girls, almost forgot the danger of 
shrieking with laughter. They pelted uprooted l ily pads on the poor blind 
th ing H illela saw standing firm under baggy school underpants .  She came 
out of the water at once, pulled down her dress, dragged stockings over her 
dirty wet legs, and burst from the th icket, not caring if her bedraggled state 
were noticed . She did not speak to her friends for the rest of the afternoon, 
but apparently had ready, loyal to her peers, her answer to Miss Hurst 's 
question about her wet stockings. She had slipped and fallen; very well, 
then, she had permission to take off her stockings .  J ust this once. 

Just th is once. By such narrow margins the group of girls who had 
grown from juniors to sen iors together kept the status of trust that was 
traded in return for their taking over irksome small responsibilit ies from the 
teach ing staff. A cl ique of sen ior prefects had discovered how to open, 
without breaking, the glass box that held the key to the dormitories' fire 
escape; they sl ipped out regularly at n igh t to go to parties. A foolproof l ine 
of supply and use of dagga was established; brought in by and bought off 
one of the black kitchen workers, it was smoked in the lab, where there were 
stronger odours to d isguise its fragrance. The group shepherded l ittle ones 
to Sunday school in town and took turns to disappear (someone had to 
represent the sen ior presence to the bible-class instructor) and meet boy
friends at a vacant lot . They were educating themselves for their world in 
Southern Africa in  the way the school helplessly abetted, teach ing them at 
morning prayers to love thy neighbour as thyself before they sat down for 
the day in classrooms where only white ch ildren were admitted . 

Now and then one of these school-worldly girls went too far; for 
example, the one who went for a ride on a motorbike down Jameson 
Avenue during her turn to slip away from Sunday-school duty. She was seen 
by a parent as he came out of a Creek shop with cigarettes and the Sunday 
paper; seen in her school uniform with her spread thighs 'cl inging to the 
back of a boy' .  The headmistress floundered embarrassedly through all the 
moral props; feminine modesty, the honour of the school , bad example to 
the innocent Sunday-school charges, and then, in a complicity both she and 
the girl understood perfectly, let her off just th is once (with the punishment 
that would satisfy everyone: docking of half-term holiday) because the 
transgression was one accepted with in their recogn ized code of virtues and 
concomitant vices . 
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Among the privileges granted to the senior girls was permission to go 
in mufti , in groups of not less than four but unaccompan ied by a teacher, 
to a Saturday-afternoon cinema . The housemistress had to be told the title 
of the film to be seen; it was supposed to be an educational film, but there 
was not much choice in the few cinemas of Salisbury in the late Fifties. 
The housemistress had to approve Elvis Presley and James Dean. At the 
cinema the schoolgirls met a wider circle of boys than that of their counter
part school . Although H illela's hair, once out of the care of her aunt's hair
dresser, sprang elastically back to ripples aga in ,  she was as sought-after in the 
popcorn-smelling dark as anyone else . The cinemas were always full on Satur
days, right up to the back rows, wh ich blacks and coloureds were allowed to 
occupy. There was the day she was struggling back through the crowded foyer 
at intermission with five icecream cones for her friends, and the tall boy 
with the sallow face and strange blond hair asked so nicely if he could help 
her. When they reached the row where her friends were sitting, he handed 
over the cones and disappeared to wherever h is seat was. But she knew he 
had been looking at her, before, a number of times, while she had played her 
part : of not being aware of h im .  Then he began to smile at her when he 
saw her queueing for tickets, and she even waved casually back . Arriving for 
a James Dean she was to see for the second or th ird time, she said, Where're 
you sitting? preparatory to asking i f  he wouldn't l ike to sit with 'us' . 

He had promised to keep a seat for a friend; wouldn't she come along 
with them , instead? H is friend did not arrive, or did not exist . He did not 
sh ift his leg towards hers or take her hand. Now and then both had the 
same reaction to the film and instinct ively would turn to smile at one 
another in the dark. The look of h im, that had attracted her attention for 
some weeks, took on a strong bodily presence beside her. She did not expect 
th is one to touch her, was not offended that he didn't .  When the lights 
went up she was glad to sec his face. She l iked particularly his eyes, a 
greeny-grey with hair-thin spl inters of yellow sunburst in the iris, whose 
charm was that they seemed too luminous for h is sallow skin and tarnished 
curly hair-like l ights left burn ing in a room in daylight. His name was 
Don ; he was an apprentice electrician .  It was considered a catch to have 
a boy who was no longer at school; a grown-up. He spoke with an unfamiliar 
accent-Afrikaans, perhaps, but different from the Boere accent from 
South Africa that was made fun of at school . He explained that h is family 
came from the Cape; they had l ived in Sal isbury only for the last five years . 
He had passed his matric in Salisbury; they discussed the subjects he had 
taken , and those she was studying for a more jun ior exam, now. He sa id 
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he really wanted to be a lawyer; he was going to start studying by correspon
dence; but that wasn't what he wanted, he wanted to go to a real university. 

A lawyer? -One of my aunts is married to a lawyer. Not the aunt I 
stay with in the holidays-the other one.-

He nodded, looking first at her, then away from what he read there. 
-You'll go to university, then .-

She did not seem to l ike being reminded of what lay beyond school . 
-Don't know.-

-Well, maybe you'll get a job.-
-Maybe.-
-My sisters want to be models and that .  But girls l ike you . . .  you 

can be anything.-
She had the instinct to console without th inking for what .  -Oh I 'm  

not rich . My  father's a rep, and he's married again .-
-But your aunt?-
Out of her mouth came the words she had heard many times: -I 'm 

like the daughter she didn 't have.-
It was taken for granted that you brought any new conquest into the 

Saturday group.  But this one was very quiet among them; and she wanted 
to hear him talk. He had told her he played the guitar. She wanted him 
to play for her, but how could he keep a guitar at h is feet in a cinema? They 
laughed; but halfway through the film they were seeing that day, she put 
her mouth very ncar his ear and whispered-Can't  I come to your place 
and hear you play?- The girls were used to covering up for one another, 
if someone had someth ing better to do than sit in the cinema. He was 
silent ;  then he whispered, Come. They crouched out along the row. 

The walk was long; she thought it would have made more sense to take 
the bus. He talked less and less, and every now and then touched at the 
car as if her breath had burnt it . Soon she saw they were in a coloured 
township and he didn't need to say what he couldn't  bring himself to. They 
came to a small house natty with careful pa int and souvenirs-a mailbox 
in the form of a min iature windmill, a brass bell with imitation pine-cone 
strikers . There were signs on the doors along the passage: CHARLENE

'
s PAD, 

KEEP OUT SLEEPERS AT WORK. I n  a room with three neat beds Don shared 
with smaller brothers, he made solemn preparations with the guitar while 
Hillela sat on a bed and read over a framed illuminated text of that poem 
she had had to learn at primary school : ' . . .  I f  you can talk with crowds 
and keep your virtue, I Or walk with Kings-nor lose the common touch ; 
I I f  neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you; I I f  all men count with 
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you, but none too much ;  I I f  you can fill the unforgiving minute, I With 
sixty seconds' worth of distance run ,  I Yours is the Earth and everyth ing 
that's in it ,  I And-which is more-you'll be a Man , my son ! '  It hung 
where Don would be able to see it when he lay in his bed. He sat there 
with one foot on a fruit-box to support the leg on wh ich the guitar rested. 
She grew excited at the surprise of how well he played-a different kind 
of excitement from that roused by the park. -But you should be in a band! 
If I closed my eyes, I 'd swear there was a record on !- Under h is ach ieve
ment and her admiration he expanded into ease and hospitality. He fetched 
two bottles of Pepsi and the end of a banana loaf from the kitchen-My 
mom bakes on weekends, when she's home from work-and cut the piece 
share-and-share-alike. They were alone in the house. He took her into the 
family sittingroom, folded back the plastic sheet that covered the sofa so 
that she could have the best sea t, and showed her how he had taught 
h imself to accompany a Cl iff Richard recording. She couldn't  tell the 
difference between the two performers. In the patronage that is the untal
ented's surrogate ach ievement, she had the wonderful idea that he should 
get together a band and play for the end-of-term dance. Why not? He went 
solemn at the responsibility; and then someth ing in him l ifted, the light 
eyes pale-bright, the lips and teeth fresh and sweet in that twilit face. 

But she herself was no longer at the school at the end of term. She 
went only once again to the house with the windmill mailbox . A little girl 
with woolly pigtails was told-Charlene, don 't  stare.- A middle-aged 
woman with Don's eyes brought milky cups of tea and called Hillcla 'miss ' .  
-My mom's shy with people.- He sa id it as i f  she were not there; and 
the woman addressed Hillela in the third person : -Wouldn 't  the young 
lady l ike a cold drink instead?-

The following week she was sent for by the headmistress. Len was 
sitting in one of the two chairs that were always placed, sl ightly turned 
towards one another, in front of the desk at which the headmistress sat. 
So someone had died; not long before, a girl had been summoned like this 
to the presence of a parent, and learned of a death in the family. Hillela 
stared at Len . Olga? Her other aunt, Pauline? The woman-somewhere
who was her mother? A cousin? She woke up, and went over mechan ically 
and kissed him; he kept h is face stiff, as i f  he had something to confess that 
might spill . 

The headmistress began in her classroom story-tell ing voice. Hillcla 
had been seen with a coloured boy. While she was enjoying on trust the 
privilege of going to the cinema with her classmates, she had used the 



opportunity to meet a coloured boy. -A pupil at a school like this one. 
From her kind of home. The Jewish people have so much self-respect
l 've always admired them for that .  Mr Capran, if  I knew how Hillela could 
do what she has done, I could help her. But I cannot comprehend it
This was not a matter of just this once. It could not be. It was not 
someth ing that happened within the scope of peccadilloes recogn ized at a 
broadminded school for girls of a h igh moral standard . Len took Hillela 
away with h im.  All he said was (with her beside him in the car again)
I don 't understand, cither.-

She felt now the fear she had not felt in the headmistress's study. 
She hid in the image of Len 's l ittle sweetheart . -1 didn 't  know he was 
coloured.-

With a father's shyness, Len was listening for more to come. 
-We all meet boys in town.- She was about to add, even when we're 

supposed to be in Sunday school with the l i ttle kids. But the habit of loyalty 
to those who at least had been her kind, even if she couldn ' t  cla im them 
any longer, stopped her mouth. She did not know whether her father knew 
she had been to the boy's home. She didn ' t  know whether to explain about 
the banana loaf, a li ttle sister who stared, the mother who called her 'miss' . 
An opposing feeling was dist illed from her indecision . She resented the 
advances of that boy, that face, those unnatural eyes that shouldn ' t  have 
belonged to one of h is kind at all , l ike tha t  hair, the almost real blond hair .  
The thought of him was repugnant  to her .  

Hillela stayed in Salisbury for a few days that t ime with Len and his 
wife, B illie, in their flat .  He had married the restaurant hostess of an  hotel 
-inevitable, Olga remarked, as a second choice for a lonely man in h is job. 
What other type did he have the chance to meet? Len had brought Billie 
down to Johannesburg once; H illela heard talk that she was found to be 
a good-hearted creature, much more sensible than she appeared, and per
fectly all right for H illela's father. To Hillela she looked, in the tight skirt 
that held her legs close together as she hurried sm iling between tables, like 
a mermaid wriggling along on its fancy tail .  Olga smelled lovely when you 
were ncar her, but the whole flat and even the car smelled of Billie's 
perfume, as smoke impregnates all su rfaces . 

Billie was exactly the same at  home as in the hotel restaurant  where 
Len treated his daughter to a meal . It was part of her professional friendli
ness, jokiness, to be familiar without ever prying; she no more allowed 
herself to mention the reason for the girl's absence from school than she 
would have let a regular arriving to dine with h is family know that she 
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remembered seating him at a table for two with h is mistress the week 
before. But on the subject of herself she was without inhibitions .  At home 
she kept up a patter account of near-disasters between the kitchens and 
restaurant-'} almost wet myself' was her summing-up of laughter or anxi
ety-and expressed exasperation with those bloody stupid munts of waiters 
indiscriminately as she showed affection for 'my Jewboy'-kissing Len in 
passing, on ear or bald patch . Nei ther did she care for physical privacy; 
'Come in ,  luv'-while the schoolgirl made to back out of the bathroom 
door opened by mistake. A rosy body under water had the same graceful 
white circlets round the waist as round the neck, l ike the pretty markings 
on some an imal .  The poll of fine hair d ipped blonde, the same as the hair 
of her head, but growing out brown , was an adornment between the legs . 
Cold car-rings, ankle chain and rings sent schools of fingerling reflections 
wriggling up the sides of the bathtub. -1 could stay in for hours-1 don 't 
blame Cleopatra , do you , fancy bath ing yourself in  m ilk . . .  but I don 't 
care for the bubble stuff, Len buys i t  . . .  dries out your skin ,  you know, 
you shouldn ' t  use it, specially in this place . . .  my skin was so soft, at home, 
that ra iny old cl imate. My sisters and me, we used to pu t all sorts of things 
in the water, anything we read about in beauty magazines. Oh I remember 
the mess-boiled nettles, oatmeal, I don 't  know what-a proper porridge, 
it turned out. But we had a lot of fun .  That's the only th ing I miss about 
England-me sisters, two of them 's still only teenagers, you know-your 
age.  I t' s  a pity they aren ' t  ncarer-(a gift she would have offered. )  

The girl sat on  the lavatory seat, a s  one o f  them might have done. 
-What are they called?-

-Oh there's Doreen, she comes after Shirley, there's only eleven 
months between them (my pa was a l ively old devil) .  People think they' re 
twins, but they're very d ifferent personalities, very different . . . -

-Still at school?- In  the cloudy blur of the bathroom, the taboo 
subject lost its embarrassing reference as the woman's body lost any embar
rassment of exposure. 

-Doreen couldn't take it . She's doing hairdressing. Sh irley's the 
ambitious one. She's Scorpio. She'll go for an advert ising job, you need 
A-levels to get a foot in there. Or maybe a travel agency .  Oh she's always 
moaning how lucky her old sister is, l iving out here. But they're both full 
of fun. A pity you don 't have any sisters . . .  and it's a bit late for Len and 
me to make one for you !-

They laughed together; l ike the sisters .  -Oh have a baby, Billie, it 
doesn't matter; have a baby. Even i f  it 's a boy-
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-Wil1 you come and mind it for me? Change its smelly napkins? 
Oooh , I 'm  not sure I like the idea , don' t  talk me into i t- In her bedroom 
Bil1ie offered the loan of anyth ing 'you have a yen for' in her wardrobe; l ike 
the cardboard doll on which Hil1ela had tabbed paper dresses when she was 
a small child, she held up against herself successive images of Bil1ie, in her 
splendid female confidence either never naked or never dressed , advancing 
down the a isles of the restaurant. 

Len must have cancelled his usual long-distance sales trip that kept 
h im away from home up in Northern Rhodesia, Lusaka and the Copper 
Belt, from Tuesdays to Fridays . Bewilderment took the form of tact in what 
was-Hil1ela had caught the resonance of Olga's  tone in bland remarks
'a s imple soul ' ;  he seemed to have fallen back on regarding the girl 's 
presence as i f  it were that of a normal half-term break. He did a l ittle 
business round about, and kept Hil1ela with h im .  She smoked a cigarette 
from the pack in the glove-box and he made no remark. When she had put 
out the stub he turned his head away from the road, without looking at her. 
-My little sweetheart.- Both knew, not seeing each other, that both 
smiled . Balancing rocks were passing; he did not sec them , either, the routes 
he took were worn to grooves that rose over h is head and enclosed h im .  The 
moments balanced, for her, rock by rock. 

-Hillela , the best th ing']) be to go back, now, you know that.
He felt her attention all down the side of h is body. 
-Not to the school . Of course, you can't  . . .  that's over. Back to 

Johannesburg. I t 's decided that's the best th ing. Olga knows the good 
schools, somewhere you'll l ike. I 've discussed it all with Olga .-

The rocks, passing, passing, were still balanced . They leaned out far, 
they held , sometimes on a single precarious point  of contact, in tension 
against the pull of the earth that wanted to bring them crash ing down . 

-It  wouldn't be fair  to Billie . She's on her feet for long hours and 
she's very tired when she gets home-you know that . And with me out of 
town all week. The flat is small . . .  i t really would be too much for her i f  
we found a bigger place. Billie's young, and she's right . . .  she can ' t  be 
expected to take on . . .  -

He slowed to turn a corner. His face came round full upon her. -The 
two of us.-

Arthur, Olga 's husband, acknowledged her presence while taking off 
h is glasses and cleaning the inner corners of his eyes between thumb and 
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forefinger; when he replaced the glasses she was a closed subject . The elder 
cousins had the reined air of being under constraint not to question her 
about what had happened. The innocents, the servant Jethro and l ittle 
Brian , surrounded her with pleasure at her unexpected arrival. In the 
kitchen , grinning and chewing the I talian salami left on plates cleared from 
the diningroom: -Is very , very good you come to us in Jo'burg now.
Moving back and forth about his mother like a cat turning against table 
legs : -Is H illcla staying for always? In school-time, too? Is she going to 
boarding-school , is she going to be home every afternoon with Clive and 
Mark and me?-

Olga had a series of bright and authoritat ive prepared statements. 
-She's going to l ive in Johannesburg. \Ve don ' t  know yet i f  she'll board.-

The rose was in its vase and the guest sweet-dish filled . Olga came in 
and closed the door behind her. She was the one who had explained 
menstruation as natural and sexual in tercourse as beautiful, when the right 
time had come for information about these. Olga was the one who had paid 
for her teeth to be brought into conformation, bought her clothes chosen 
in good taste, and cared for her hair and skin so that she should grow up 
pleasing in the way Olga hersel f was and knew to be valued . 

Olga's l ips pressed together until the flesh whitened to a cleft on ei ther 
side of her nose and she began to cry . She became even more distressed 
when she saw the girl was afraid of this amazing evidence of disorder in 
an adult who knew how to arrange everything comfortably and safely. She 
drew Hillcla to sit down beside her on that bed with its l i ttle heart-shaped 
cushions, quilted satin coverlet and posy-prin ted muslin skirts, and gripped 
her hands. 

-1 wish I knew what I did wrong-what I didn 't do for you, darling 
Hilly. But I never understood Ruthie-1 adored her but I couldn ' t  . . .  I 
just never . . .  And now I 've let my sister down again , I know it . I t 's not 
your faul t, I don ' t  blame you for anything, please believe that, I blame 
myself, you are like my own child, but sometimes you can ' t  do the right 
thing even for your own-you see that with lots of parents. There must be 
something I should have done, someth ing I didn 't  understand. But I just 
have to face the fact that maybe we're not right for you . . .  You know your 
Aunt Pauline and I don ' t  have much to do with each other-not because 
we don ' t  love each other, we do, we do !-and anyway we both still love 
our sister whatever anyone says about her-but maybe, well, we agree 
perhaps you 'll fit in better with Paul ine's family. Paul ine doesn't like Ar
thur, or our kind of friends or this house-you must have sensed it ,  even 



in the few times the whole family has been brought together. She thinks 
(a cough of laughter among the tears)-she says what you need is 'a breath 
of a ir ' ,  the kind we don' t  breathe here. So you see how it is. Maybe you 'll 
have more to occupy your interests . Keep your mind busy. Pauline leads a 
more varied life-oh yes, I 'm  the first to admit i t .  My temperament is 
d ifferent. In that way, she and Ruthie were alike-adventurous. But of 
course with Pauline, I mean Pauline's serious-minded . . .  Anyway-it's out 
of the question you should be in the care of someone like Billic.-

Adults go on talking, all through childhood the monologue never 
stops. 

When she who people say was once H illela thinks of that t ime-and 
no-one who knew her then knows whether she ever docs-that is all she 
retains of it. The tantrum that blew up inside her so bewilderingly that 
morning has long since been transformed, as electricity goes through pylons 
from voltage to voltage astride space and in t ime, and merged as the energy 
of other passions. Only those who never grow up take childhood events 
unchanged and definitive, through their l ives. It is only in the memory of 
someone who cla ims to be her Aunt Olga that the actual tantrum exists, 
in static anecdotal repeti tion , in its form of a mysterious defence of Billie, 
Billie of all peoplc!-poor Len's tarty second wife. 



DON'T LEAN Y OUR 

SMELLY ARM OVER MY FACE 

Clumsy with emotion , wrenching her hands out of Olga's, the girl knocked 
against the bookshelf and sent down one of a pair  of charming 1 8th-century 
lmari cats Olga had thought to put in the room during the last school 
holidays because the girl was fond of cats. The l ittle porcelain animal fell 
on the long-ha ired carpeting that was soft under bare feet in a bedroom, 
but the upraised paw and one end of the gilded bow on the collar broke. 

Olga agitated defensively, as if the destruction lying there were not 
a loss but an accusat ion made by Olga against herself. -It doesn 't matter. 
Oh I didn't mean to upset you . . .  and over Bill ie . . .  Doesn 't matter. I t  
can be  put together again .  Oh darling, I 'm so sorry! Please !-

-You don ' t  have to watch out for any treasures here, anyway.
Pauline trod on silverfish that ran from the pages of stacked journals she 
moved to make room for the girl's clothes in a cupboard. 

-It 's  going to be repaired.-
But Pauline intended to start the girl off the way she should go on ; 

it didn ' t  help anybody to be protected from the facts. -Things like that 
can't be put together again .  Oh yes, you can glue them, they look the same 
as before, to you and me; but their value for people l ike Olga is gone. They 
can't take pleasure in anything that hasn ' t  got a market value. I f  they can't 
look at i t  and think:  I could get so-and-so for that if I wanted to sell i t .-

-So now Olga won' t  be able to sell it?-
-You don 't  have to worry your young head over that. Olga doesn ' t  

need to sell anyth ing; i t ' s  just that she needs to own th ings whose price i s  
set down in catalogues.-

Pauline and Joe's house was not nearly so beautiful as Olga's, and 
fewer services were provided. As i f  stil l at  boarding-school, H illela had to 
make her own bed in the room she shared with her cousin Carole; there 
was no Jethro in wh ite suit serving at table, and no cook in the kitchen . 
Bettie, the maid-of-ali-work, was helped by members of the family, the 
swimming pool was old and pasted your flesh with wet leaves . Alpheus-
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son of the weekly washerwoman-lived in  what had been the second garage 
(Pauline's old car stood in the yard)  and doubled as gardener at weekends: 
Joe was giving h im a chance as a clerk in his law office and Pauline was 
paying for h im to take correspondence courses . 

But in  the shared bedroom a kind of comfort the girl had not known 
before built up. Categories kept separate by the institutional order of 
board ing-school and the aesthetic order of the room with the fresh flower 
were casually trampled down . Clothes, schoolbooks, hairbrushes, maga
zines, face creams, cans of Coke, deodorants, posters, tampons, oranges and 
chocolate bars, music cassettes and tennis rackets-all were woven into an 
adolescents' nest nobody disturbed . Pauline respected its privacy but as
sumed participation in the adult world. Before Olga's dinner parties the 
children were given their meal in another room; Carole had been accus
tomed, since she had wandered in sucking her bottle, to dipping in and out 
of conversations among her parents' friends in gatherings that cropped up 
at meals, in the l ivingroom or on the verandah . There was noth ing to giggle 
over hotly in secret, in this house, because sexual matters were d iscussed 
openly as authority was criticised . 

Pauline and Joe had been able to avoid segregated education for their 
son Alexander by sending him to a school for all races , over the border in 
an independent neighbouring black state. But there was some reluctance, 
even at  the expense of this advantage, to part with both their children . The 
other was the younger, and a girl-they decided to keep her under the 
parental eye at home, although to spare her, at least, the education primed 
with doctrinal discrimination at South African government schools. Olga 
(even in her sister Pauline's house nobody denied the generosity of Olga 
when it came to family obl igations) must have been paying the fees for 
Hillela at the expensive private school at wh ich she had joined her cousin .  
From there one day Carole came home in tears because at the school 
refectory where black waiters served lunch to the schoolgirls, one had said 
to a black man,  Don' t  lean your smelly arm over my face. 

Pauline made Carole repeat the remark. 
Don 't lean your smelly arm over my face. 
Pauline was staring at her husband to impress upon him every syllable. 
-That's what we pay through the nose for. Serves us right .  Let's take 

them out of that place now and put them in a government school . Take 
them away at once.-

Joe's small features were made smaller and closer by the surrounding 
fat of his face. His dainty mouth always moved a moment, sensitively, 
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before he spoke. -Where to? There's nowhere to go from anyth ing that 
happens here.- He put on h is glasses and gently studied the two girls, h is  
daughter and his wife's n iece, while Pauline's voice flew about the room. 

-Exactly ! Id iots we've been . No possibility to buy your way out of 
what this country is .  So why pay? Racism is free. Send them to a govern
ment school, let them face i t  as it's written in your glorious rule of law, 
canonized by the church, a kaffir is a kaffir, God Save White South Africa 
-anything, anyth ing but the filth of ladylike, keep-your-l ittle-finger-curled 
prejudice-

I t  was the first t ime the n iece saw the full splendour of this aunt .  
Pauline's eyes rounded up attention ; her long, rough-towelled hair ,  prema
turely and naturally marked with elegant strokes of grey while Olga's blonde 
streaks required artifice, seemed to come alive, st irring and standing out as 
physical characteristics create the illusion of doing in people possessed by 
strong emotion . The maid Bettie, bringing in a parcel that had been 
delivered, changed expression as if she had put her head through a door into 
the tension of a ir  before thunder. 

Joe heard Pauline out. -No, we won ' t concede, we'll confront .  We'll 
expla in to Miss Gidding what  we expect of the school ; what we mean by 
table manners.- (He caught Hillela's eye to bring a smile from her. ) 

Again the two chairs turned to one another facing the desk in a 
headmistress's study. 

Pauline's rising inflections, the text of which her daughter and n iece 
could supply like words that go along with a tune, came through the walls 
to the anteroom where they waited, but no doubt it was the cross-examina
tion techn ique of inaudible Joe that must have convinced the headmistress 
of need for the course she took . H illela had not witnessed the incident at 
school , she had been ea ting at another table, but she was a member of the 
family and was called with Carole into the presence: parents, headmistress 
behind the desk. The headmistress wished to apologize for the offence 
given by the behaviour of one of their fellow pupils. Lack of pol iteness to 
the staff, whether black or white, was not tolerated at the school . The girl 
in question would be informed, and so would her parents .  But it was to be 
understood by Carole and Hillela that the matter was not to be spread 
about as a subject for school gossip. Humiliating a fellow pupil would be 
a repetition of the original offence. -We want to guide, not accuse.-

Joe took them all off for an icecream before he returned to his office. 
Pauline was elated and sceptical, every now and then drawing a deep breath 
through narrowed nostrils, her black eyes moving as i f  to pick out faces 



2 1 

in an invisible audience. -'The parents are such important people'
-She did not say important, she did not say that-
-All right, that's what she meant-'she is quite sure such behaviour 

wasn' t  learnt at  home' .  Well, then, must have been learnt at school, mmh? 
You heard me put that to her. How absolutely ridiculous, anyway, that 
schoolgirls shouldn' t  wait on themselves. But no, the procedures of the 
Northern Suburbs dinner table are those into which young ladies are to be 
inducted-she didn ' t  l ike it at all when I told her that, did she?- And the 
reaction of that Calder child comes from the attitudes that secretly go with 
those procedures: she said what she did innocently. In case you're ever 
tempted, girls, that's what's called gracious l iving.-

Hillela and Joe laughed but Carole's pallor as she withdrew into herself 
made her freckles stand out all over her face l ike a rash. In the car, she was 
suddenly weeping as she did when she reported: Don' t  lean your smelly arm 
over my face. 

-Good god, what is it now?- Paul ine accused Joe. 
-I t's all right for you. Now she won ' t  speak to me again .-
At Olga' s  house, arguments, confessions or chastisings never took 

place in front of others, but Pauline didn ' t  believe in confining weak 
moments and dark thoughts beh ind bedroom doors . -Now l isten, Carole. 
And you too, H illela . When you do what's right, here, you nearly always 
have to give up something. Someth ing easy and n ice. You have to accept 
that you won' t  be popular-with some people. But are they really the kind 
of people you want  as friends? And there are a great many other people with 
whom you'll be popular just because they appreciate what you 've done.-

-Where? I don ' t  know where they are. You, and daddy-your 
friends. I t 's all fine for Sasha, over there up on a n ice green hill in Swazi
land .  I t ' s  easy for him to be what you want .-

-Bettie. Alpheus . The waiters at  the school-yes, maybe they'll 
never know you're the one who did it, but they'l l appreciate the change 
when they're not treated l ike dirt by l i ttle schoolgirls any longer.

-At school they' ll all just say I got Annette Calder into trouble over 
a kitchen boy . She won 't  speak to H illela, either, now.-

Hillela did not know for whom, her cousin or Pauline, she spoke up. 
-I 'm not keen on Annette, anyway, she's the one who had the idea all the 
boys must wear suits to the end of term dance. And when we had to draw 
a self-portra i t  in the style of a famous painting, she drew herself as the 
Virgin Mary, blue veil and all .-

Joe settled the back of h is  neck, appreciatively. 
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-Hillcla 's kicked out of that Rhodesian place (Carole stopped, to 
look for her way of escape if the others were to close in on her) and at this 
place, now, people won' t  speak to her because we stick up for Africans all 
the time.-

Joe drove with drooping head, as, in  the polit ical trial in which he was 
appearing for the Defence, he listened to State evidence. -Let us drop it , 
now, Paul ine.-

-No, no. I don ' t  want Hillela to be confused in any way about this. 
What H illela did in Rhodesia wasn ' t  wrong-nothing to be guilty about ,  
nothing-but i t  didn 't mean anyth ing. She was pleasing herself, showing 
off a bit and taking a silly risk. When one's very young one gets a kick out 
of just being defiant .  But that's anti-social, that's all . I t 's quite different 
from what  we've all decided and done today. I f  the girls are made to suffer 
in some small way at school now, it 's for something, it 's principled . I don ' t  
have any t ime for rebels without a cause.-

But there was no consequence at the school . If the Calder girl and her 
parents were summoned to the headmistress's study, the girl herself was so 
well-brought-up that she had already the confidence of her kind to avoid 
any challenge of it. Nothing short of a revolution , the possibility of which 
was inconceivable to such confidence, could really harm it .  So why bother 
to defend oneself? She and her accuser, Carole, took the opportunity to 
pretend the words had never been said or heard .  Carole, as she moved up 
into sen ior positions in the school, became influential in the debating 
society and was able to introduce such subjects as 'Should there be censor
ship? '  to girls whose parents read detective stories and best-selling sex novels 
while in her home banned books about South African l i fe and laws were 
passed around and discussed . She even managed to have approved for 
debate 'Should there be different standards of education for black and 
white ch ildren?' though most of the girls had not heard that  'Bantu Educa
tion' had been introduced in the country, and there was a better attendance 
for 'Should we have sex education at school? '  A self-service canteen had 
replaced the black waiters, for reasons of economy. Carole and H illela , at 
Pauline's suggestion, arranged to have black ch ildren invited to a special 
performance of the school 's production of Peter Pan; still schoolgirls them
selves , Carole and Hillela were so advantaged (as Pauline reminded them) 
by their educational opportunities at  school and by home background that 
they were able to help coach black students who came in from the town
ships to the centre run by Pauline's supplementary education committee, 
KNOW. The two girls were kept occupied on Saturday morn ings in a 
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red-brick church that once must have been in the veld outside the black 
miners' compounds but was by then hemmed in by workshops and indus
trial yards. I ts ivy hung ragged from i ts porch and in the bushes that had 
been a garden were trampled places where, Paul ine told, homeless black 
people slept . Their rags and their excreta made it necessary to watch where 
you set your feet; but the black boys and girls who came up singing in 
harmony-now mellow, now cricket-shrill-between the broken ornamen
tal bricks of the path gave off the hopefulness of sweet soap and freshly
ironed clothes. I t  was in return for their lessons that they sang, and 
whenever they sang those whose enviable knowledge subdued the children 
into shy incomprehension in class became the uncomprehending ones: Mrs 
Pauline and her colleagues, and the two white schoolgirls, smiling, apprecia
tive. Pauline asked what the songs meant and wrote i t  down for quotation 
in the committee's letter of appeal for funds. (-Look at th is tip left under 
the plate.- She waved before her family Olga's response: a cheque for ten 
pounds . )  Hillela was heard singing the songs in the shower. Recalled-by 
this sign of musical ity he had not had the chance to develop in himself
from absorption in documents of the treason trial whose level of reality 
made all other aspects of the present become l ike a past for him, Joe bought 
her a guitar. 

-Where on earth 'd you find t ime to look for that?-
He answered Pauline gravely as i f  under oath . -In Pretoria. During 

the lunch adjournment. In a music shop .-
-And now?- Pauline's smile quizzed gestural asides ; she was the one 

who had to complete these for their in itiators. H illela and her uncle came 
together and hugged-people who have fallen in love for a moment; but 
i t  was Pauline who arranged for H illela to have lessons with the folk
guitarist son of one of Pauline's friends. H illela was soon accomplished 
enough to play and sing in a language she understood, performing Joan 
Baez songs at protest meetings to which Joe and Pauline gave their support : 
against the pass laws, apartheid in the un iversities, removals of black popu
lations under the Group Areas Act. Carole, l ike her cousin,  was under age 
to be a signatory to peti tions but could take a turn at manning tables where 
they were set out. The two adolescents were absorbed into activities in 
which a social conscience had the chance to develop naturally as would a 
dress-sense under Olga's care. 

Family likeness was to be recognized in Pauline, for one who had once 
been the daughter Olga never had. A girl younger than Hillela was brought 
to the house by Joe; but a schoolgirl with the composure of someone much 
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older. On her the drab of school uniform was not a shared identity but a 
convention worn l ike a raincoat thrown over the shoulders. She turned the 
attention of a clear smile when spoken to yet, as an adult gets out of the 
way pol ite acknowledgement of the presence of children, firmly returned 
the concentration of her grey eyes to Joe, who read through documents 
those eyes were following from famil iarity with the contents. Pauline spread 
cream cheese, strewed a pollen of paprika, shaved cucumber into transpar
ent lenses and opened a tin of olives. She sniffed at her hands and washed 
them in the sink before carrying into the livingroom the mosa ic of snacks 
worthy of her sister Olga . The girl drank fruit juice and ate steadily without 
a break in the span of the room's preoccupation, while Pauline hovered with 
small services in the graceful alertness of a cockta il party hostess . 

-D'you know who that was?- Pauline came into the bedroom where 
Carole and H illela had holed up. 

-Daddy sa id . Rose somebody. I sec she goes to Eastridge High .  
Horrible schooL-

Pauline's vivid expression waited for its import to be comprehended. 
-That's Rosa Burger. Both her parents are in prison .-

Theirs was one of the trials in which Joe was part of the legal defence 
team. The red-haired handsome woman with the strut of h igh insteps who 
had accompanied the Burger girl was also one of the accused, though out 
on ba il, l ike the old black gentleman who came to stay in Pauline and Joe's 
house for a few weeks . There were discussions about this, at table, before 
it happened; the old man had some illness or other and dreaded, Joe sa id, 
the stra in of travelling from Soweto to the court in Pretoria every day. 
Hotels did not admit black people. Sasha's room was made ready for the 
guest; then Pauline decided it was too hot, the afternoon sun beat through 
the curta ins, and Carole and Hillela were moved out of their room, for h im.  

There was a rose in a vase on the bedside table. Although Alpheus 
occupied the converted garage, no black person had ever slept in the house 
before . The old gentleman really was that-a distinguished political leader 
and also a hereditary chief who was to be addressed by h is African t itle 
specifically because the government had deposed him. The ease of the 
house tightened while he was there. Other people who came to stay were 
left to fit in with the ways of the household, but there was uncertainty about 
what would make this guest feel at home. When he was heard hawking in 
the bathroom the girls shared with h im, they looked at each other and 
suppressed laughter and any remark to members of the family. Joe put out 
whisky but the old gentleman didn 't take alcohol; Pauline got Bettie to 



squeeze orange juice; it was too acid for h im .  He drank hot water; so a flask 
was always to be ready, beside the rose. He had a magnificent head, Pauline 
expla ined; he ought to be pain ted, for posterity. She phoned her sister Olga , 
patron of the arts {let her move on from the 1 8th to the 2oth century for 
once) who could tell one of her artist friends of the opportunity for sittings 
with someone a l i ttle different from the wives of Chairmen of Boards, 
someone whose l ife would go down in h istory .  -My poor sister-her first 
reaction is always to be afraid of trouble! Would i t  be all right? Not cause 
any trouble? I think she was nervous her famous friend would land in jail 
for so much as commi tting the shape of Chief's nose to paper.-

The old man put his hand to h is nostrils as one dismayedly adjusts a 
tie before being photographed . 

-More l ikely her famous friend would be nervous of getting no more 
contracts for murals in government buildings, after such a commission .
Joe made one of h is corrections. 

It was not a painter but a sculptor who came. The old black man had 
agreed to a portrait-Oh I have been photographed I don ' t  know how 
many times-as courteously as he accepted every other necessi ty of being 
in strange hands. Pauline and Joe's open-plan house had no doors except 
those of the kitchen , bedrooms and bathrooms; everyone went to and fro, 
some considerately lowering the volume of voice or activity, past the chosen 
sunlit corner where the old man sat, one polished shoe sligh tly extended, 
the other drawn slightly back so that knee and stout Zulu thigh were at 
an angle of painfully-maintained relaxation and confidence. The sculptor 
built up th ick clay scales, mealy and dun; the old man's own great head 
shone, cast in black flesh and polished with l igh t, the broad sh ining nostrils 
wide in dign i ty, the cross-hatched texture of the big mouth held firm under 
majestic down-scrolls of moustache, the small fine ears etched aga inst the 
heavy skull . He felt the presence of the schoolgirl watching; the eyelids 
came to l ife and drooped sligh tly over black eyes ringed with milky grey, 
as if they had looked at whi te people so long they had begun to reflect their 
pallor. 

The two guests in the house-the permanent one and the temporary 
one-met face to face aga in .  She was in  her skimpy cotton pyjamas, 
running barefoot a t  dawn to the bathroom, he was coming from there, the 
big slow black man, knotted calves bare, feet pushed into unlaced shoes, 
wearing an old army surplus greatcoat over his nakedness. Against the 
indigni ty, for him, the child and the old man passed each other without 
a s ign . I t  is not possible he could have l ived long enough to have reason 



A S P 0 R T 0 F N A T U R E 

to remember; but she might have kept somewhere the impression of the 
grey l int in the khaki furze of the coat and the grey lint in the furze of the 
noble trophy, h is head. 

The trial went on so long it became part of the normal background 
to the l ife of adults, Pauline and Joe, while from month to month nothing 
is constant for adolescents, looking in the mirror to see the bridge of a nose 
rising (Carole's) , the two halves of a behind rounding (Hillela's) and chang
ing a gait ,  the very act of walking, into some kind of message for the world. 
In the newspapers were photographs of blacks burning their passes , raising 
fists and thumbs, staring elated defiance. Then there were the photographs 
that, like memory, hold a moment clear out of what goes by in such blaring, 
buffeting, earthquake anger and flooding fear that the senses lose it ,  l ike 
blood lost, in an after-shudder that empties all being. Close black dots of 
newsprint cohered into the shout as it  left an open mouth and the death
kick of bullets that flung bodies into a last gesture at l i fe .  

Newspapers are horror happening to other people. H illela was invited 
by her Aunt Olga to the special dinner connected with Passover (Olga liked 
to keep up these beautiful old Jewish traditions which the girl, named in 
honour of her Zionist great-grandfather, would certainly never be given any 
sense of in Pauline's house) ;  the talk round the unleavened bread and bitter 
herbs of deliverance was of Canada, America or England. Olga and Arthur 
thought of leaving the country. Pauline and Joe cancelled their annual 
family holiday so that they could donate a substant ial sum to funds for 
victims: maintenance for the dependants of poli tical prisoners and money 
for needs that could not be publicly earmarked, that they did not want to 
be told about by those who received it ,  or to mention in their frank 
information confided to their children on the question of priorities a t  such 
a time. Yet the children must realize-people were l iving 'Underground' ,  
which meant they were fugi tive , spending a n ight or a week here or there, 
always in fear of arrest for themselves and bringing danger of arrest to those 
who hid them . 

There was some sort of argument on the telephone between Pauline 
and Olga, also not fully expla ined, but as a result of wh ich H illela , alone, 
went on holiday after all-with Olga , Arthur and their sons. Joe annoyed 
Pauline by refusing to sec the holiday in context . -Piettenberg Bay's 
beautiful. You'll have a wonderful time. The beaches are so long you feel 
you can walk round Africa . And you'll go to the Tsitsikamma Forest-

Pauline, cutting sweet peppers for a stew and crunching slices as she 
worked, could not be silenced entirely. -Olga suddenly wakes up to the 



fact : she has 'as much right over you' as I have, I 've no right to deprive 
you of a holiday. For reasons of my own . That was her phrase exactly: ' for 
reasons of your own' .  That's all Sharpeville and sixty-n ine dead meant to 
her. She is also Ruth ie's sister, etcetera . She has you to dinner a few times 
a year . . .  but suddenly she's Ruth ie's sister, she feels responsible- Pauline 
turned her anger into a grin and popped a wheel of pepper into the girl 's 
mouth . 

Joe put a hand on H illela 's head in absolution . -Really beautiful . 
Hi llela ought to see it-

The day H illela returned from the holiday a woman was sitting with 
Pauline under the dangling swags of orange bignon ia creeper that made 
private one end of the verandah .  The old dog came up ba rking blindly 
behind his cataracts, then recognized H illela ' s  smell under new clothes and 
swung about panting joyfully while Pauline jumped up and stopped her 
where she had approached, hugging her, admiring-Olga, eh? Everyth ing 
she chooses to wear is always exquisite-her voice whipping around them 
distractedly, a lasso rising and fall ing. 

-Shall I bring out some tea when I 've dumped my th ings?-
-No, no. I won ' t  be long. As soon as I 'm  free . . .  I 'l l come and hear 

all about . . .  - Behind her, H illela saw crossed legs, the stylized secondary 
female characteristic of curved insteps in  high-heeled shoes, the red hair 
of the woman who had come that t ime with the Burger girl ,  Rosa . 

Everyone else was out; Carole must have had a friend sleeping over, 
there were short pyjamas that didn't belong under the pillow on the second 
bed. The kitchen was empty; Bettie in her yard room. Beginning to move 
again along the famil iar tracks of l i fe in this house, Hillela went into the 
dining area of the livingroom to see i f  there was any fruit in the big Swazi 
bowl kept there . The voices on the verandah just beneath the windows did 
not interest her much . Pauline's less arresting than usual ,  evading rather 
than demanding attention : -The woman who works for me sleeps in; her 
friends come and go through the yard all the time . . .  she has to have a 
private l ife of her own .  There's someone Joe's given a job to--we've con
verted the second garage for h im.  So even i f  I had some sort of out-house 
. . .  i t 's just not possible . . .  even if I got a promise from Bettie and that 
young chap not to say anyth ing . . .  how would I know that their friends 
. . .  We're right on the street, it's not a big property. There's nowhere 
anyone like that would be safe .-

-It wouldn ' t  be for long. Haven ' t  you somewhere in the house; 
anything.-
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-If it  were somebody I knew. I 'd feel the obligation, never mind the 
consequences, I assure you .  But what you tell me-it's just a name. And 
you don't  know the person, either, I mean,  through no fault of yours it 
might just be a plant . . .  a trap.-

-These 'strangers' are more than friends. There are times when 
personal feelings don ' t  come into it. Now . . .  well ,  people are expected to 
put their actions where their mouths have been .-

At supper Sasha was there but Carole had gone with a youth camp 
project to build a cl inic for blacks in the Transkei .  

-Tell us about Olga's house-is i t  lovely? Up on the h ills or  near the 
beach? Oh of course i t  must be lovely! What heaven, just to run out of bed 
straight onto the beach, and on that side of the headland, completely 
private, r ight away from the crowds. And did you eat lots of gorgeous 
crayfish-oh crayfish straight out of the sea, with lemon and butter . . .  Pure 
ozone going down. No wonder you look so well , Olga's transformed you as 
only Olga can .  Even waterskiing lessons! She just has a gift for giving 
pleasure, a special sort of generosity of her own .- Pauline herself seized 
upon a generosity and sisterly pride as if something sadly discovered to have 
been packed away in herself . Her interest in Olga's beach house, in  the 
outings and beach parties (-And they liked your guitar-playing in the 
moonlight ,  eh?-) worked up intoxicatingly in her, that glance of hers that 
always seemed to create its own public found an agita ting response invisible 
to others at table. -So you didn't only see the dolph ins, you actually swam 
among them? Those wonderful creatures. Joe, what about that record? 
Wasn 't there once a record of dolphins singing or talking? Made under the 
sea? Cousteau or somebody. It would be a n ice present for H illela to give 
Olga, to thank her, I must see i f  I can get i t- She began to eat stol idly, 
eyes down on the plate like a ch ild who has been forced to do so . The 
withdrawal of animation left a vacuum from which no-one could escape. 
Another voice came out of her, for Joe alone. -And there's your work to 
th ink of. That's what I should have said. That's the point .  I f  we-all right, 
I ,  but it 's the same thing, no-one would separate the culpability, would they 
-if we were to get involved in this kind of thing . . .  I t 'd only have to come 
out once, and your credibili ty-

He closed h is eyes momentarily and opened them again .  
-I mean professional integrity would be fin ished . For good . And what 

you can do in court is of far more importance-
He moved h is head, prompting correction . 
-No, well, I 'm  not making any excuses. We know nothing is more 



important than what people like that have done . . .  but your work's 
absolutely necessary, too, in the same context. One has to be sensible. I 
should have made that point .  She should go to others for this kind of thing. 
I should have told her. Not lawyers' houses . I should have said, i f  you were 
to be accused of being involved in any way other than professionally, you'd 
never be able to take on such cases again . . .  would you? They ought to 
understand they also need people l ike you .-

-You acted correctly. That 's the end of it .-
The boy and girl saw Paul ine's hands falter on knife and fork. She put 

them down and her hands sought each other, each stiff finger pushed 
through the interstices between those of the other hand. -'People are 
expected to put their actions where their mouths have been . '  You can 
imagine how the word will get around. She's the kind who'll see to that-

Joe dismissed this with a twist of l ip and tongue to dislodge a tomato 
pip from a tooth .  

Pauline drew her  hair back tightly held on  her crown a moment, 
exposing her nakedness, the temples that were always covered, then 
dropped the th ick hair aga in .  -Dolphins, Hillela . I love those stories about 
how they save drowning people and push sinking fish ing-boats to shore. I 
wish they were true.-

Whatever the reason , the parents must have gone out later that n ight. 
They couldn't have been there? Sasha and his cousin helped Bettie wash 
up and gossiped in the kitchen. Bettie's nails, outgrown the patches of 
magenta varn ish in the middle, flashed through the dirty water. -Did Miss 
Olga take her girl with her or her boy?-

-Jethro and Emily came. At least, they followed by train .-
-Lucky, lucky. I want to go to the sea . Sasha, why don' t  you take me 

sometimes?-
-Come on, Bettie . . .  when we go on holiday you go on your own 

holiday, you don' t  have to do the same old housework in a different 
place.-

Bettie's laughter j iggled her l ike a puppet. -1 want to swim and get 
a tan same l ike H illela .- They all laughed-she flung her arm, wet hand 
extended, round Hillela and Hillela 's head rested a moment under her 
cocked one, cradled against her mauvish-black, damp neck. 

Sasha had his mother's insistence on facing the facts. -You wouldn't 
be allowed on the beach . I sn ' t  that true, Hillela?-

-Well, Jethro's a fraid of the sea anyway, but Emily used to go down 
early in the morning, when nobody was there.-
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-They lucky, l ike I say. Miss Olga gave them a fridge for their rooms. 
Emily's pay is very h igh, very high .  I wish I could be working for Miss 
Olga !-

-Better than your pay?-
-Better than my pay, Sasha? More than n inety pounds a month.-
-My parents wouldn't take you to a place where you couldn't even 

walk on the beach .-
Bettie wiped the sink with the absent vigour of a task performed 

through a l ifetime. -I 'm not thinking about walking, I 'm  thinking about 
money, what I must pay my mother for looking after my children , what 
I must pay for schoolbooks, for uniform, for church-

-We're not rich people like Olga.-
Bcttie laughed. -Maybe you not rich, I don' t  know.-
-You know how hard my mother works to help-black people, I 

mean . And she doesn ' t  get paid.-
-Yes, she works hard. I work hard and I 'm thinking about money .  

Money is the thing that helps me. Arc you going to lock up,  lovey?
She took out of the oven a pot containing her man's supper and a jug 

with the remains of the dinner coffee and went off across the yard to her 
room . 

The two young people played the records they l iked as loudly as they 
wished . They sat on the floor in the livingroom under rocking waves of the 
rhythm to wh ich their pleasurable responses were adjusted by repeated 
surrender to it , as each generation finds a tidal rhythm for its blood in a 
different musical mode. H illela gazed at her feet, transformed by the sun 
and sea into two slick and l izard-like creatures, thin brown skin sl iding 
satiny over the tendons when she moved her toes . Her attention drew the 
boy's . 

-What was all that about?- A tip of the head towards the dining
table . 

She took a moment to make sure he was not referring to Bettie. 
-Someone was here when I came home today.-

-Someone we know?-
-Not you . You weren 't here when she came before. Quite long ago. 

Before the Chief stayed .-
-But you don't know who?- After a moment he began aga in .  

-Were you there?-
-I was unpacking my things. They were on the verandah.- She 
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bent her head and began stroking over her feet and ankles . -I heard them 
talking when I went to fetch a banana-

-And?-
-I was thinking about someth ing else .-
-A-ha,  some chap you got keen on at Plett, mmh?-
She mimicked Bettie. -Maybe, I don' t  know.-
He rolled onto h is stomach and began playing with her toes to help 

her remember. -But you understand what they were talking about, 
now.-

-Well ,  I remember some things.-
-Such as?- He scratched suddenly down the sole of her foot and 

her toes curled back over his hand in reflex . 
-Oh you know.-
-Me? How could I ?-
-You heard what Pauline said, at dinner .-
-Yes. I t 's about someone on the run from the pol ice, isn ' t  it .- He 

traced down her toes with his  forefinger. -Look how clean the sea has 
made your nails. You've got a funny-looking l i ttle toe, here .

-Paul ine told me that toe was broken when I was two years old, in 
Louren9o Marques with my mother.

-Do you remember?-
-! was too small .-
-Not your mother either? What's she l ike?-
-No. -1 suppose l ike Olga and Pauline-
He laughed. -Olga-and-Pauline, how's it possible to imagine such a 

creature!-
-She's a sister.-
-Well, yes. I don't remember her, either.-
-Sasha ,  would you say I look Portuguese?-
-How does Portuguese look? Like a market gardener?-
-My short nose and these ( touching cheekbones) , my eyes and this 

kind of hair that isn ' t  brown or black; the way it grows from my forehead 
-look.-

He took her head in his hands and jerked i t  this way and that. 
-Yes, you look Portuguese-no, more like an Eskimo, that's it ,  or a 

Shangaan or a Lapp or a-
-1 don 't  look like you, any of you, do I .-
-But why Portuguese?-
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-She had a Portuguese lover.-
-But you were already born, two years old, you ass .-
-She could've been there before .-
-Did they ever say anyth ing?-
-They only tell us what they think we ought to know.-
-And your father?-
-They wouldn't tell Len, would they?-
Sasha still had her head between his hands. -So you're not my cousin 

after all .-
-Of course we are. You dope. She's still Pauline's sister.-
He let go her head and rolled back on the floor. Slowly he began to 

play with her toes aga in .  He spoke as i f  they had not been alone together 
all evening, and now were. -Maybe I ' ll also be on the run. As soon as I 
leave school next year, I could be called up in the ballot for the army.-

-You'l l  have to go.-
He rested his cheek on her feet . She put out a hand and stroked his 

hair, practising caresses newly learned. He moved in refusal, rubbing soft 
unshaven stubble aga inst her insteps: -No.-

-Yes, you'll have to go.-
-I don' t  understand them.  They send me to school with black kids, 

and then they tell me it can ' t  be helped: the law says I 've got to go into 
the army and learn to kill blacks . That's what the army's really going to be 
for, soon . They talk all the t ime about unjust laws. He's up there in court 
defending blacks . And I ' ll have to fight them one day. You' re bloody lucky 
you're a girl, H illela .-

She drew away her feet and swivelling slowly round, lay down, her ch in 
to his forehead, h is forehead to her chin,  close. Sasha ,  Carole and Hillcla 
sometimes tussled all three together in half-aggressive, giggl ing play that 
broke up the familiar perspective from which human beings usually con
front one another. She righted hersel f, eye to eye, mouth to mouth .  The 
knowledge that they were cousins came up into their eyes, between them; 
she, h is cousin ,  kissed him first, and slowly the knowledge disappeared in 
rills of feel ing. It washed away as the l ight empty shells at the Bay were 
turned over and over by films of water and drawn away under the surf. He 
touched her breasts a l i ttle; he had noticed, living with her as a sister, that 
her breasts were deep and large under the token family modesty of flimsy 
pyjama top or bath towel tucked round under the arms. She slid the 
del icious shock of her strange sisterly hand down under his belt; her finger
tips nibbled softly at h im and, busy at her real mouth , he longed to be 
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swallowed by her-it-the pure sensation she had become to h im:  for them 
to be not cousin, brother, sister, but the mysterious state incarnate in her. 
After a while they were Sasha and Hillela again ;  or almost. Light under the 
bedroom door showed Hillela was still up, preparing her books for the new 
term, when the parents came home; locked in the bathroom, Sasha had 
buried, with pants thrust to the bottom of the linen basket, h is  sweet wet 
relief from the manhood of guns and warring. Tenderness was forgotten : 
l ike any other misdeed undetected by adults. 

Forgotten and repeated, as anyth ing that manages to escape judgment 
may be repeated when the unsought opportunity makes space for i t  again .  



GO-GO DANCER 

Olga gave her a cheque (-Now that you're grown up I don ' t  know what 
you'd really like-) and a package wrapped in Japanese rice paper with a 
real peony, under the ribbon , duplicating its peony motifs. The black 
students at the Saturday school (Pauline would have made the suggestion ) 
gave her a pink-and-gold pop-up birthday card taped to a cigarette box 
covered with t infoil . She was seventeen . I nside the Japanese paper package 
was the pair of Imari cats . I ns ide the cigarette box was an Ndebele bead 
necklace . Pauline picked up first one porcelain cat, then the other, and 
smiled, running her finger where she had found the cracks . The repairs were 
detectable as a fine line of gold. 

-Real gold?-
-Oh yes, H illela .  But they've lost their value for a collection . Just a 

souvenir .-
Carole yearned for these porcelain cats . H illela generously presented 

her with the undamaged one. Pauline was amused to sec the pair parted, 
one with a space carefully cleared for i t  on Carole's bedside table, the other 
among shells and mascots and packets of chewing gum on the window-sill 
above H illela ' s  bed . -Now you've reduced their value still further. Don ' t  
tell Olga, for god's sake. You'll never make an art collector.-

When the two girls were alone Carole made an offer. -1 don't  mind 
swapping for the mended one.-

-No. I 'd give them both to you, if I could.-
The Ndebele necklace fastened with a loop over a button , and the 

thread broke the second or th ird time Hillela wore it ;  the beads frayed off 
and in time rolled away in to cracks in a drawer. The wink of their glint  
under dust  and fluff caught her eye: she had missed many Saturdays a t  the 
classes in the old church ; without making any decision, i t  was understood 
that Carole alone would be accompanying her mother each week. H illela 
and her new friend Mandy von Herz l ied about where they were going or 
had been, even if the destination were innocent as a walk to the corner 
shop. They disappeared, even in company, into a privacy of glances, wh is
pers, gazes past adults to whom they were either talking or appeared to be 
listening; an impa tience sparked silently from them . Perhaps Mandy knew 
about Sasha; such secrets are binding as vows, affirm a buried solidarity even 
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among crowds. Without mixing much with other girls, the pair were 
immensely popular at school, admired by those who could not keep up with 
their nerve . H illela, an old lag, introduced to selected boarders the tech
nique learned in Rhodesia for getting in and out of school at night .  When 
discovered, they were too grateful for the freedom they had had, to mention 
her name. 

GO-GO DANC ERS LIVEN SATU RDAY STR EETS : a Sunday paper publishes a 
photograph of two young girls, flying legs and hair, dancing in a shop 
window. So this is what Hillela is doing with her Saturday mornings, now. 

But Pauline must have decided, with the wise counsel of Joe, to take 
it tolerantly, carefully, considering the girl 's background. -What on earth 
is go-go dancing, darling? And whose idea was the shop window?

-It's a boutique run by some friends of Mandy. They're paying us 
ten rands each .-

There would be no second t ime for the proud young wage-earners of 
the new currency just introduced; as Pauline said, how lucky they were to 
get off even once without trouble at the school ; and this issue wasn ' t  really 
one on which she could have tackled the headmistress as she had over the 
waiter. (The headmistress must have been grateful that the girls' names 
were not published; there was no summons to her study. ) Carole was the 
only member of the family who allowed herself to be openly upset by the 
incident. -You should see Hillcla and Mandy dancing! You don't know! 
They're wonderful ! You should just see them !- But one th ing Pauline and 
Joe never feared was that Carole would be influenced by her cousin;  like 
her brother Sasha, Carole was too well-adjusted for that .  

Pauline was frank with Hillela, always frank: one of the problems with 
Hillela was that she never seemed able to explain what made her do what 
she did? Having got away with dancing in a shop window in a bikini with 
a bit of fringe bobbing on her backside, one Friday she did not come home 
from school and had not appeared by eleven o'clock at night. Carole con
fided later that she hersel f had 'got hell' from her parents for not reporting 
earlier she had no idea where Hillela was. Paul ine thought Hillela , as the 
elder of the two, must be allowed the self-respect of more freedom than 
Carole. The girls had heard it many times: I don ' t  want to behave towards 
you the way Olga and Ruthie and I were treated when we were young, 
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I 'd rather take risks with you than do what our parents did to Ruthie. 
But now a kind of dread came into the house; Carole could not expla in 

what i t  was: -As if  we'd done something awful-to you, or more that you 
were telling something awful to us . . . I don't know . . .  - Pauline 
telephoned the von Herz girl 's home. Her parents had been to the police 
and hospitals, already assuming disaster. They were not surprised to hear 
that Mandy's new best friend was also missing. -1 have never l iked this 
friendship.- The mother was frank, too. 

-Anti-semitic cow. I could hear it .- A moment's distraction flared 
in Pauline. But the convention of action set by the other family provided 
an acceptable channel for the dread . The feeling i t  was something about 
which noth ing could be done was contained. Carole went along with 
Pauline and Joe to a police station . All the time Hillela's particulars were 
being given to a young Afrikaner policeman Carole was watching a white 
girl, a girl Hillela 's age, with H illela 's l ittle face, and big breasts shaking as 
she cried, a girl with blood dried dark like sap from a cut next to a swollen 
eye, being pawed helplessly, to comfort her, by restless and wary friends in 
the motorbike set. The light in that place where neither Carole nor her 
cousin had ever been was so strong that the shadows at midnight were the 
shadows of day. Boot-falls and clangings echoed from somewhere; shouts 
in languages Carole and Hillela heard spoken by the black waiters and 
cleaners at school, Bettie, Alpheus, Alpheus's mother, and did not under
stand.  -The policeman asked all sorts of mad things. Did you take drugs. 
Did you go to discos in Hillbrow. Did you have any 'previous convictions' 
-and all in  the most terrible ;apie English, just repeating what he's been 
taught to say, like a li ttle kid who can ' t  even read yet-

Two other pol icemen were swinging their legs where they sat on a 
table and a th ird fl irted in Afrikaans, over the phone. How tall was H illela 
Capran? What did she weigh? Any distinguishing marks? Pauline, her hair 
bristling with the static of anxiety, would not give Joe a chance to answer 
any questions, but had to turn to Carole for these bodily stat istics that 
obsess adolescent girls, always weighing and measuring themselves . Pauline 
had brought an identifying photograph , yes ; one of the three of them
her children and their cousin-with Carole and Sasha cut away. 

Did Hillela ever realize that no door was locked in the house that 
night? The front and back doors, the sliding glass ones that led to the 
verandah where Pauline had refused what was asked of her by the woman 
with red hair-all were open, the way a window is left wide in the hope 
of enticing back a strayed cat. 
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I n  the morning the whole house was swept full of n ight air ,  the 
leaf-smell of dawn . Carole explained how she had tried to stay awake that 
n ight but must have slept: she opened her eyes and saw the second bed still 
neat and empty. Bettie was crying, the flanges of her black nose l ined with 
rosy wet .  While drinking coffee standing up in the kitchen , Pauline and 
Joe, with Carole l istening, discussed whether or not to telephone Olga . 
-Oh my god-Olga . . .  What suggestions could she have. She didn ' t  have 
enough understanding to take her after that Rhodesian business , so how 
could she have any idea at all of how to deal with this?- Yet Pauline came 
back from the duty call somehow relieved, though scornful . -1 told you.  
D'you know what she said? First she didn ' t  know what to say . . .  then she 
came up with the bright idea Hillela might have gone to Mozambique.
Joe seemed actually to be considering the supposi tion , so Pauline exposed 
it in all its uselessness. -She hasn ' t  had a word from her mother since she 
was old enough to read, we haven't even an address any more, so the notion 
she would run away to Ruthie . . .  really. Olga reads too many romantic 
novels from her ladies' book club.-

-Olga'd like to go and look for Ruth ie, herself, maybe . . .  so it's a 
perfectly reasonable idea for her to have.-

-Well ,  I happen to love Ruthie, too, but I 'm capable of being a bit 
more intelligently objective than my sister Olga-

-She reproached you?-
-Not that . . .  unless you read her silences. She didn ' t  dare. But what 

does it matter now. Doesn 't help us.-
-Carole. D'you th ink there's any chance Hillela might have had a 

notion to go to Louren�o Marques?- Joe gestured lightness; it would not 
be such a serious matter if her cousin had. -D'you ever get the impression 
she longs for her mother, or at least for some idea of her? Or might  go for 
the adventure of it? Take the von Herz girl along?-

Well , H illela would know how Carole had to answer her father's 
weigh ing-up of circumstantial evidence. It was only surprising when Hillcla 
did ask her young cousin : -How?-

-1 said you wouldn't  go to Len or to your mother. I t  wouldn ' t  be 
anyth ing we would th ink of. So then they went on and on, whether you 
were unhappy, whether you didn 't  love us-all that stuff, I nearly passed 
out with embarrassment-

But Joe was accustomed to persisting logically towards the uncov
ering of motivation . -I f she were to be unhappy, to whom would she 
go?-



A S P O R T O F  N A T U R E  

Carole didn't tell Hillela what she had said then : -Sasha .  I think. I f  
h e  were around.-

-Sasha? Really? Not you !-
-Why Sasha !-
They still suspected Carole of covering up for her cousin .  
-She would. I don ' t  know . . .  because he ' s  older . . .  but  he's not 

here. So she couldn't have.-
They did someth ing Carole would never have thought they would do. 

Pauline telephoned Swaziland-to the school . Sasha was out on a cross
country run but he was allowed to telephone home when he returned 
half-an-hour later. Hillela? He had not heard from her. They did not write 
to each other-Pauline knew very well Hillela never wrote, even when she 
was away at Plett with Olga, she didn't write. 

Had she ever spoken to him of any friends she didn't want the family 
to know about?-it was natural for young people, part of growing up, 
beginning to be independent of their parents, to have l ittle secrets . But it 
would be necessary for h im to betray a confidence in an emergency l ike this, 
to prevent possible harm coming to his cousin . 

Pauline came from the telephone with the dread settled upon her 
again .  -No idea where she could be. He got quite cross when I said, if she 
should phone him or turn up there . . .  There's an inter-school match today, 
he'll be away playing soccer at Manzin i .-

Paul ine went to take her Saturday-morning coaching classes as usual . 
She did not know what else to do? She would not help Hillela by letting 
down black children who travelled all the way from Soweto in their eager
ness for educat ion . Carole stayed with Joe, at home, to be there for Hillela 
i f  she came.  

I n  the afternoon there was the s lam of a car door and footsteps 
running up the drive; all three in the livingroom stood up ceremoniously 
to receive Hillela restored to them-but Sasha, Sasha was in the doorway. 
Sasha walked into the familiar house empty of the presence of Hillela . An 
amazing rage broke over them. He smashed their sensible calm like a bottle 
flung against a wall, and h is words were the jagged pieces held before the 
faces of his mother, his father, Carole. -What've you done?-

He stood in the doorway apart from them, turned to Pauline. He was 
unshaven , a grown man , and his nose was runn ing, a li ttle boy's. -You 
bitch . What've you done? You think everything you do is the only thing. 
Only you know what to think, how to live. Everybody's got to be like you. 
Something's right because i t  fits in with you . I f  it doesn ' t  it 's stupid, it 's 
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shit . Not everybody's going to be exactly l ike you and dad . You understand 
what everybody needs, you never ask them. You know what blacks ought 
to have and you know what Hillela needs, you' re so sure it 's not Olga , it 's 
not her father, it 's you . . . You send me to school with blacks because that's 
normal, that's the way it ought to be here but isn ' t ,  i t  isn 't, and you don ' t  
have to go into the army afterwards and kill them, only I ,  I have to do that, 
I have to do what's wrong, not you .  You take Hillela in,  that's the right 
thing, and now, i f  she's dead . . .  (Carole wept with shock to see her brother 
weep . )  . . .  If you've killed her then she's done what's wrong, you've got 
nothing to do with it, she doesn ' t  �t in . . . And if  I get blown up or shot 
defending this bloody country where do I fit in? You despise Olga for 
wanting to run away to Canada, but you don't have to go into the army, 
I do, I do. You don' t  know what happened to Hillela , no, because you' re 
careful not to let anything happen to you-

Pauline stood still , breathing deeper and deeper, her intimacy with her 
son making certain  the sense under the ridiculous t irade would find the vital 
places , known only to him and her, to wound her. 

And because of Hillela, then , Joe did something inconceivable for 
h im:  he called h is son a bastard . The hollow house filled with anger and 
pain that would never have been let loose, things were said that should 
never, would never be said by people like them. 

Pauline tugged out one by one the crude homemade shafts that 
pierced her, shameless, as i f  exposing before her husband and almost
grown ch ildren the privacy of the body where he had begotten them 
and from which she had ejected them into the world. Her hair was a great 
wick by which she might catch alight .  -Yes cheap, stupid, shit, this 
place, and you've been sent away so's you don 't  have to dirty yourself 
with it while you ' re growing up. You haven' t  had to l isten to i t  from 
your friends at school , the way the girls have to . You haven' t  got to teach 
Alpheus to spell wh ile he dreams about being a lawyer, the way your 
father has to-you know only blacks who're your equals, getting the same 
education you're getting. You' re too h igh and mighty to make any com
promises because you don ' t  have to, you're a spoilt brat. There're all kinds 
of ways of making a spoilt brat, I see that ,  and-you're right-this is my 
way. I ' ve had my way and I 've done it . You ' re my way . We can ' t  all l ive at 
Waterford Kamhlaba School, you know. There's the world out there
There's th is place. And Joe and I have to decide every day of our lives how 
to l ive here, whites only, no choice about that, no phalanstery without 
passes and black locations, wh ite this and black that, beach houses for Olga 
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and the kids I teach living fourteen people in two rooms in Soweto!
-And Alpheus in the garage.-
-Where shall I put him? Your room? Would you like that? Do I run 

an orphanage here? -What do you know about the decisions your father 
has to make, taking cases pro deo when he could be making money as a 
divorce lawyer for whites with wives who must have enough alimony to 
have their faces l ifted. We do know what's cheap, what's stupid, what's 
shit. Yes. We've spent our l ives finding out how to live in the midst of it, 
part of it ,  and . . .  and behave as decen tly as one can . . .  until it 's changed . 
I do think I know what's right, even if I don 't always manage to do it .  And, 
my Christ, the last thing I want is for you to have to be exactly like me, 
like us. That's what I ' ve been preparing you for since you were two bricks 
and a tickey . . .  for change. But you have to think for it, work for it; and 
every day of the week do what you 're not sure of, or despise yourself for 
. . .  it 's not a clean process . . .  getting out of the shit . . .  it 's not going to 
be for you, either, don 't th ink it can be, you' re old enough to realize.-

-You don 't  have to tell me. My name's the one in the ballot. I 'm  
going t o  have to go t o  the army.

-Am I responsible for that?-
-Yes, because you don't have to go.-
-Stop talking nonsense, Sasha.-
-No, Joe, i f  that's true, then our l ife has been useless . Yours and 

mme.-
-You, you, your l ife .  Who gives a fuck for you fishing for a pat on 

the back. I 'm  not listen ing, do you hear, I 'm  not listen ing-
Pauline l ifted her long, blunt-nailed hand, to raise against her son or 

to protect herself, silver bangles from which the chasing had long worn off 
sl iding down towards her elbow: the gesture was not concluded. There was 
an intrusion . The telephone rang. Hillela was speaking from a pol ice station 
in Durban .  She was fine. Mandy von Herz was fine. They had been recog
nized by the police on the North Beach . The pol ice were being really nice, 
they allowed her to phone.  Joe spoke to the sergeant and arranged for the 
gi rls to be put on the train that even ing. 

-And him?- Hoarse Pauline presented Joe with the presence of 
Sasha, swollen-lipped, before them. Her voice was slurred as i f  she were 
stunned by drink. -Does the school know you're here?-

He did not answer. 
H is mother l ifted her big head again .  -And what are we going to do 

about that? He could be expelled. -Where do they think you are?-



-Manzini .-
-So. Joe-you decide with him how to get out of this mess . A prefect 

simply runs away when he's sent to a soccer match . What school can 
overlook that? What d'you suggest we do now? Simply walks out and 
hitches a l ift home without a word to anyone, l ike any dropout, any delin
quent-

Joe kept the professional manner he had adopted over the other 
matter, with the Durban police. -I 'll phone, I 'l l explain .-

Pauline's great head and red-scratched cheeks faced everyone, the 
inhabited helmet and mask of authority. -What'll you explain?

-He was under stress. A family matter.-

Hillela 's nose is peeling and there is a bracelet made of turban shells 
on her right wrist. When she sees her cousin Sasha, home, reading the 
Sunday paper, she puts a hand over her opened mouth . -Was it your 
half-term-

They all hear Sasha. -No. A couple of us seniors got a chance of a 
l i ft ,  so they gave us a weekend.-

The house needs to recuperate from the dread H illcla left behind her, 
and from the emotions Sasha let loose. Pauline has made a lamb curry with 
accompanying chapatis, yoghurt-and-cucumber salad, bananas with coco
nut, and peach chutney-the young people's favourite lunch .  Joe asks what 
the swimming was like. Oh wonderful, though not as good as Plett. -The 
water was so warm we all went in on Friday n ight-about two in the 
morning!-

-Who'd you meet up with?- Carole slips into innocent schoolgirl 
gossip. 

-No-one in  particular. Mandy knows some chaps from Michael
house, i t  turned out it  was their half-term, and they knew someone I met 
at Plett.-

-Who's that?-
Sasha swallows a large mouthful and turns on his s ister. -Nosey.
Hillela is smil ing at Sasha, but he doesn't look at her face. She glances 

down at her arm as if something, a touch of light has directed attention 
there. She rolls the shell bracelet off over her fist. -1 brought this for you, 
Carole. Sasha-1 would've got you something if I 'd known you'd be here-



THE SHADOW 

OF A PALM TREE 

There was a t ime and place for Hillela to give account of herself . 
Olga 's  Rover kept by Jethro sh iny as the taps in her bathroom stood 

outside the gate. Olga sat in Pauline's worn livingroom with Pauline, 
wait ing. Olga got up and hugged her; -Hillela, oh H illela .- She was 
sweaty from the day at school and did not know when i t  would be all right 
to break the sweet-smelling embrace. -You want to tidy up a bit?- Olga 
l i fted the hair at the back of the girl's head, gauging it needed an expert 
cut. 

-There's a chicken sandwich in the kitchen, darl ing. Leftovers from 
the grand lunch I gave Olga .-

-I t was a perfectly good lunch, believe me. I usually have an apple 
and a bit of cheese.-

-Yes, one can see that by the shape you keep. But I can't be both
ered . There arc too many other things to do. I 'm  hungry; I eat bread and 
peanut butter to fuel myself; I spread around the arse . . .  -

She came back barefoot, her face washed, hair pushed behind her ears. 
-Your sandwich .-
Shc turned and fetched it from the kitchen. 
Olga kept sm il ing at her, frown ing and smiling at once, as people do 

in order not to make fools of themselves in some way. Olga would leave 
it to Paul ine: Pauline accepted with the gesture of inevitability. -It's all 
been passed off just as if  you've been-1 don't  know, spending the weekend 
with a friend, as if  i t  were any other t ime you or Carole . . .  ? But the fact 
is, my dear l ittle H illela, you gave us all a terrible twenty-four hours. Not 
only us, your immediate family here where you belong, but also Olga 
. . .  Olga was running around hospitals and pol ice stations, just like us.-

Olga's smile broke. -We don't  want to reproach you, darl ing. We 
only want to know why. Why you could just go off l ike that.-

-You know how much freedom I give you and Carole and Sasha. I f  
you had an  invitation, i f  you planned to go to Durban, you could so easily 
have asked me . . .  -

Pauline told Joe, Olga told Arthur: the girl answered unnaturally 
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openly: -On Friday after tennis we were hot, and we began talking about 
the sea . So we thought, why not go?-

-Without money, without a change of clothes?-
The girl reassured Olga . They had their gym shorts, pullovers and 

swimming costumes in their attache cases; Mandy had money. They had 
no trouble getting l ifts. First a man and his wife going to their farm ncar 
Harrismith, and then they waited about half-an-hour at the roadside before 
a van driver stopped, he was on h is way back to Cato Manor because his 
boss let h im keep the van over the weekend, but he specially went  right 
into Durban, for them.  

-Isn ' t  Cato Manor a black location?-
Pauline broke in across her sister. -Prejudice is one thing, Hillela, and 

you know in this house I take full responsibil ity for bringing you up without 
any colour-feel ing, any colour-consciousness. But you must real ize that 
there are risks one doesn 't  take. Just as I often tell you children one 
shouldn 't  leave money lying around where it can be a temptat ion to 
poor people . . .  Young girls just do not take li fts from men-men of any 
colour.-

Oiga had her hand at her own throat .  -We're so afraid for you , 
H illela .-

Mandy von Herz was removed from the school by her parents, since 
she refused to remain there under a ban on associating with H illela Capran.  
Mr von Herz came to see Joe-he did not think such matters should be 
discussed with women-because he bel ieved H illcla 's family should know 
that Mandy had been afra id to take a l i ft with the black man, and the black 
man h imself had been afraid to pick up two white girls, but it was H illela 
who had flagged h im down and Hillcla who had persuaded h im .  He was 
an elderly black man, apparently, and had some respect for his position as 
well as theirs, thank Cod. 

-Sanctimon ious creep!- Pauline was only sorry she hadn ' t  been 
allowed to get at von Herz and tell h im what she thought of h im .  Of course, 
h is way of deal ing with h is daughter was to take the easy way out, and blame 
someone else's child. 

Pauline herself never explained why she brought in Olga to deal with 
H illcla that t ime. Perhaps there had been the suggestion , since Olga was 
always saying she, too, was responsible for Ruthie's child, that she m ight 
try her hand again .  Olga could take her away, to a new environment; 
Pauline had heard Arthur was thinking of emigrating to Canada . 

Maybe the girl would be happier there. 
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-Why?- Joe disl iked unqualified statements. There was noth ing to 
substantiate that the girl was unhappy, anyway. 

-Maybe even Olga would be d ifferent, there.-
But that was no reason . Pauline could offer no reason except the one 

unexpressed because he knew it well enough : H illela didn't resist, it was 
simply that she seemed not to notice all that Paul ine and Joe had to offer 
that was worthwhile. It had been a misconception to th ink she had to be 
rescued from among Olga's objets d'art, Olga's Japanese screens placed 
before the waste ground of torn plastic and human excreta, Olga's Car
peaux Reclining Nude {even if its provenance was merely 'attributed to') 
in place of surplus blacks, not fit for any labour force, sleeping under bushes. 
To resist Paul ine would at least have meant to have belonged with Olga; 
why didn't Hillela understand that was the choice? The only choice . Paul
ine was moved by her ignorance, innocence one must call i t ,  at that age. 
She could not be abandoned. Pauline said it as if a note from the school 
had just informed her of the child's undetected astigmatism or dyslexia: 
-She's a-moral . I mean,  in the sense of the morality of th is country.-

Paul ine had won the battle with her son ; she had no need to th ink 
about it .  But from the jagged glass of his attack needle-spl inters were 
travell ing unfel t through her, maiming the exercise of certa in powers in her 
as a l imb is maimed by the lodging of a m inute foreign body in the 
bloodstream,  and forcing her to use substitutes, as the body adapts another 
of i ts parts to take over the function of the nerve-damaged one. She no 
longer surged forward to provide what would keep the girl 's mind health ily 
engaged with the realit ies of the country, but apparently was trying to circle 
round what m ight occupy that mind itself, what needed to be dealt with 
and got out of the way. 

She would never come empty-handed. She did not bring fancy clothes 
and chocolates as Olga did, but the shared instinct remained, vestigial, from 
the neighbourly conventions of her discarded Jewish childhood . She wan
dered into the girls' room when her own daughter was not there. -Look 
what I found. Ruthie's things. We each had boxes like th is one, but mine 
was yellow. They were supposed to be for sewing, although we never did 
any . . .  -

When Ruthie finally went  away, her sisters came in and packed up 
her possessions as i f  she were dead . Len had wanted them given to charity. 
Pauline and Olga took some souvenirs of the l i fe Ruthie had abandoned; 
might she not come back for them some day? 
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Their sister was not dead; here was her daughter; maybe she had come 
for them. 

The box was padded and covered with water-marked taffeta that 
buzzed under the girl's drawn fingernail l ike breath over a paper-covered 
comb. There were spill-stains and a seal-red nail-varn ish dried stony. 
Paul ine sat on the bed beside H illcla, a fellow schoolgirl, while they picked 
about together in the box. Pauline explained tarnished metal wings and 
crowns from the war. -I nsignia. Our boyfriends sent them, we had pins 
attached at the back so we could wear them as brooches. We were so 
ignorant and silly. And so far from the war. No air ra ids, no blackout. No 
ration ing. No brothers. There's something about a colon ial society that 
trivialises. Often I think: the fact that civilians here m issed out the war has 
got something to do with whites feel ing they can avoid the reality of the 
other experience, too. Even though that's all round them .  Being black, 
l iving as blacks have to-it's a m isfortune that happens to somebody else 
. . .  oh what's this? Old bus tickets . . .  we used to l ive in Mountain View, 
one t ime.-

There was an autograph book with gilded edges: -'Speech is silver, 
S ilence is golden '-that was contributed by a teacher, for sure, and what 
about this one, 'When in this book you look, and on this page you frown, 
th ink of the friend who spoilt it , by writing upside-down ' .  We kids didn ' t  
think anyth ing could be wittier .-

A small box within the box held a doll 's comb and hair-rollers. -Oh 
for her Shirley Temple doll, I remember, she wouldn ' t  let me touch its 
hair-

Hillela found a photograph . 
Pauline looked from the photograph to her, from her to the photo

graph . 
-That's you ,  Hillcla , that's you .-
A little girl whose stomach pushes up her dress stands in a public 

playground before a seesaw and swings. The shadow of palm fronds l ies on 
the ground. Her long hair is rumpled into a topknot and sand shows in matt 
swathes clinging to her stumpy, baby legs . 

-Where was I ?-
-Oh at the sea .-
-Is it Louren�o Marques?- Hillela was looking for landmarks in a 
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tourist's amateur focus where towers tilt and historic features are cut off. 
Olga explained sexual intercourse when the time came for that; now 

it was Pauline's turn to find her appropriate moment. 
-Yes. Yes . It must have been Lourenc;o Marques.-
Paul ine had evidence other than the shadow of a palm tree. -My 

sister went on a holiday with you to Lourenc;o Marques when you were two, 
and it 's not quite the way they've told you . . .  if they've told you anyth ing. 
She's quite unl ike me in most ways, but I understand her. You see, she had 
been handed over from our father to Len , there were his mother and aunts 
watching her waist to see if she was going to be pregnant, as she should 
be, in the first year .  They were an orthodox Jewish family---oh it's only 
thanks to Ruth ie, whose name poor old Len never speaks, that he's been 
freed to marry his li ttle Cockney waitress ! There were the family dinners 
on Friday n ights, the cake sales for Zionist funds, and especially the same 
old parties-weddings, barmitzvahs; those tribal Jews don' t  know what it 
is to enjoy themselves spontaneously. Ruthie drank whisky and other n ice 
young Jewish wives didn't ,  Ruthie danced as if she were not married, with 
the prospective husbands of other girls. She went on holiday to Lourenc;o 
Marques and she fell in love, yes-but it was with what she suddenly 
imagined real l i fe to be. She fell in love with that wailing fado, she wanted 
passion and tragedy, not domesticity. Passion and tragedy were not where 
she would have looked for them, here-they were around her, but in the 
l ives of blacks, and she was somehow never able to be aware of anything 
outside her own skin (that's her charm , in  a way) , let alone skin of another 
colour. So she took the kitsch as real .  She fell in love with the sleazy 
dockside n ightclubs, the sexuality and humidity, the freedom of prostitutes . 
That's what she kept going back for. To wash off the Calvinism and 
koshering of this place. The way people go to a spa to case their joints. 
That's really what she went for, and then there was the young man in the 
white suit who could hardly speak English and danced with her all night. 
It all took place in half-darkness (you can't  imagine how dingy and sordid 
those places were), she never saw it clearly, she never wanted to come back 
into the daylight .  I know Ruthie. Poor thing, she was all our colonial 
bourgeois illusions rolled into one; she thought that was Europe. Lat in .  She 
thought it was European culture. And she hated South Africa-but she 
thought what was wrong with this country was that i t  didn 't have that.-

Hillela heard someone else's story through with pol ite attention . To
wards the end she picked up the photograph again ;  she had the self
absorption of someone trying to get into a garment too small for her. 
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-I loved swinging, and a seesaw with a wooden head at either end, I 
don ' t  th ink they were horses' heads, something like a buB's, they bumped 
me up and down .-

Pauline was almost delicate in  the old suggest ion : -D'you th ink you 
rea11y remember? You were not quite two. Other playgrounds, perhaps.
She shared with Olga and other adults the idea that l ife begins, for ch ildren , 
at a period set existentia11y by adults. 

-With Len , on the road. He used to stop in little dorps and take me 
into school playgrounds wherever there were swings.-

And then the girl held out the photograph of herself, which she 
seemed to have succeeded in inhabiting. -Would you l ike to have i t?-

Pauline had decided what was needed was to fiB up the vacuum of the 
past so that the young l ife could take root in the grit of the present .  She 
should have said :  Now, why don' t  you want the photograph? But a sliver 
of glass paralyzed the nerve. What took over i ts function was something 
she despised: a pretence at being pleased, moved etc. -I'd love to. Oh 
thank you .-

Hillela was looking at her with something-love?-that was natural , 
she was not like Sasha, not a ch ild who judged-something not exactly 
compassion, more open and invading than that . With knowing. Pauline 
tried to remember what .  She tried to arrange the knowing logica11y, to apply 
to the confidences about Ruthie, her s ister, the girl's mother, shared for the 
first t ime on an adult level . But she had the strange feel ing it was something 
it couldn't be, impossible-what she knew about herself : her refusal to h ide 
a man on the run .  

And then, that day, Hillela kissed her on  the cheek. 

What is to be done with these things? They can 't  be thrown away. 
J ust as it is necessary to keep the broken and repa ired porcelain cat Olga 
gave her to ask forgiveness for something-Pauline's offering cannot be 
refused, either. Autograph book, toy hair-ro11ers , tokens from boys away in  
a war-the box goes into a cupboard that can be reached only by standing 
on a chair, where old tenn is rackets and compendia of games arc stored. 
There is a writing-case of grey leather stamped with a picture of the Sphinx 
Paul ine found, as weB.  Carole likes to write letters . Emptied of j unk, it shaH 
be for her. Inside, two porcupine quills, a broken ear-ring; the case is very 
nicely made, Carole will love it, there are loops for pens and an inner 
compartment-a few papers still in there. 
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Letters. Ruthie's letters she had not wanted; she left beh ind her what 
she did not want to be (so Pauline had expla ined ) and what was not wanted 
by its owner surely does not belong to anybody? The letters are not in 
envelopes and not tied together by ribbons the way such th ings are de
scribed in the love stories lent by girls at school . As they are turned over 
the ends and beginnings of l ines, divided by folds, arc deciphered automati
cally as signposts presenting themselves in passing. 

Don 't worry if 
terribly for you 
because I'll never, never 
their idea of what 
but that 's not how I want 
tongue in your ear, in your 
Go away somewhere in the house to read.  The cat passes through the 

house sometimes l ike that; a secret in i ts mouth , avoiding all contact. The 
letters arc in Engl ish . . .  how could they be understood if they had been 
in Portuguese? They aren ' t  letters, no, but drafts, the page numbers 
changed, l ines crossed out and rewritten or restored-exactly l ike the drafts 
made for weekly school essays. I wake up in the morning and I don 't open 
my eyes because then I'll see where I am, that you 're not here, that it's him 
lying there The last phrase scratched over and a full-stop stabbed over the 
comma after 'here ' .  What's the good of living like this, always with your 
thoughts somewhere else. It 's a waste, a waste. I go about like a zombie, 
a robot (you understand what that is? A dead person walking, or a traflic 
light where you cross the street, you go when it 's green, you stop when it 's 
red}. My body somewhere else, also. I can 't tell you how I long for you. I 
put my hands where you do and pretend it 's you. 

A rippling sensation up the back makes the shoulders hunch .  The 
hand that wrote the words was l ike this one-the one that holds the paper: 
the same. 

\Vhen I got out of the bath this morning I saw myself in the mirror 
and thought of you looking at me and you won 't believe me but my nipples 
came out and got hard. I watched in the glass. 

The same, the same. As a deep breath taken fills the lungs, so the 
hands open as if  to do th ings they did not know they could, the whole body 
centres on itsel f in a magical power. I t  s ings in the head, the sense of the 
body. 

They say this or that is 'only physical' but when you see something 
ugly and horrible like L 's grandmother, can 't eat, smells, can 't see {she 
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doesn 't recognize anybody but he drags me along to show her the baby} 
you know that a body is what you arc left with when you get old, so why 
should you ignore (crossed out) take no notice of it when you are young 
and it is marvellous, marvellous. If only they knew how marvellous. A1aravil
hoso. Is that right, my darling darling, how's my progress? I 've bought a 
dictionary. I know you don 't like to hear about anything that happened to 
me before you-real Latin jealousy, I laugh to tease you, but really it's so 
sweet to me to have a man inside me who possesses a woman completely, 
nothing to do with being introduced: this is my wife. And this is my cln1d, 
this is my dog. 

Singing in the head, and the flush that comes before tears, but in 
another part of the body, and another kind of wetness. 

I look at the others-my poor sisters, the one with that circumcised 
ox Arthur who will soon be rich enough, that 's for sure, to climb on top 
of her in a bed that used to belong to the Empress Josephine or someone, 
and the other one with her musty 'professional man ' she shares the serious 
things in life with, even if the 'only physical' can 't be too great with a good 
soul like that. And she 's such a magnificent girl-! wish you 'd meet her. 
No I don 't! What I wish is she had a man like you to bring her to Me. 
What's the usc of trying to change other people 's lives if you don 't get a 
chance to live the only one you 're going to have. We didn 't ask to be born 
here. Nobody's going to give it back to you, nobody's going to thank you. 
I know, through you, I can be sure of what I feel and that's the only thing 
you can be sure of (written above: ' that matters' ) . I 've had a husband, I 've 
given birth. So what does it mean? These things were done to me. But with 
you I do things. I 'm all over my body, I 'm there wherever you touch me, 
and I'm there wherever I touch you. My tongue in your ear, in your armpit 
fur and your sweet backside. Oh my god Vasco, Vasco, my Vasco, the taste 
of you! 

The same, the same. All sensations alive in the body, breasts, l ips of 
the mouth and the vagina, thorax, thighs, charged, the antenna of every 
invisible hair stretching out. A thirst of the skin .  

When I come back here you are still in my mouth .  Like what? I read 
somewhere it 's supposed to be the taste of bitter almonds. Not true, not 
for yours, anyway. I wish I could describe it. Like strawberries, like lemon 
rind. I always did eat the rind of the slice of lemon people put in drinks. 
I 'm crazy today, don 't listen to me. lt was so sad not to know all these 
wonderful things for 24 years. My sister was talking today about fellow man. 
I don 't know what she's going on about. There 's only one other person, and 
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If you don 't lind him . . .  nothing else. It is so sad to be alone in your body. 
Do you understand what I write, my love? I can 't help writing to you, 
anyway. I never used to write letters, even during the war, my boyfriends 
used to send reams and I 'd hardly write back. Honestly. I d1dn 't know 
letters could be like this. When you read, do you understand enough? 
Enough to love me. Do I make you grow big for me. Do I 

The draft is unfinished. But there is an avowal written large and dug 
deep across the page: R UT H .  Ruth ie. Ruth ; mother. Sweating and trembling 
with Ruthie's desire; Ruthie has become mother. 

The letter is being torn into small pieces, torn again through the 
syllables when an intact word stares up. On the way to bury the fragments 
in the yard bin outside the kitchen: there stands, in the path , the girl 
Alpheus has l iving with h im in the garage. The girl's stomach lifts her dress 
as the babyish potbelly of the child did in the photograph . The girl is 
pregnant; tries to efface herself from the notice of the white people in the 
house, and so, cornered, murmurs to the white girl her own age, Good 
afternoon , madam .  The bits of paper cannot be put into the bin under 
anyone's eyes. The fragments arc taken to school and buried in the commu
nal trash there, with the banana-skins and half-eaten sandwiches of tea
break. 

I t  must have done some good . To bring the past into the open-in 
particular the past she didn ' t  have in memory, only heard obl iquely referred 
to by others-would draw the girl herself more into the open? At least, 
Paul ine thought it m ight have done. She had suggested to Joe that through 
Portuguese legal colleagues in Mozambique they might try again to make 
contact with Ruthic; middle-aged, l ike the rest of them by now, though 
who could imagine Ruthic fortyish ! 

Joe could . -A woman alone, no profess ion, drifting. I t 's downhill .
-But she's not alone.-
-A woman who had a lover years ago. D'you th ink that type of th ing 

lasts? Fourteen years hanging around n ightclubs and bars. Poor Ruth . 
What was it he was supposed to be? Disc jockey? Professional dancing 
partncr?-

But Joe had things to think of other than writing to ask colleagues to 
investigate a family matter, the whereabouts of a woman last known to have 
been cohabiting with a Portuguese citizen of no fixed employment .  I f  
Ruth ie came to mind i t  was incongruously a s  one o f  the sentimental Latin 
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the singing of pol itical prisoners caged in the Black Maria between prison 
and court . 

The adolescent children continued to live a normal l ife-if, Pauline 
objected, one could regard as normal any l ife in the context of what was 
happening. Joe did not agree wholly with Pauline, in pract ice-though of 
course he did in principle-that they were old enough to pitch the tenor 
of their young l ives entirely to the defiant cries and di rges of the time and 
place in which they were growing up. The atmosphere at home was enough 
to counteract that of the school where-yes, he knew, he knew-at prayers 
every morning Hillela and Carole had to offer thanks for the infin ite mercy 
of a God in whose name other ch ildren were given an inferior education , 
were banished with their mothers to barren reserves, and deprived of 
fathers forced to become migratory labourers in  order that the ch ildren 
m ight not starve . That was what was happening in the Transkei ,  where the 
fami ly had had such wonderful camping holidays, where they had bought 
delicious oysters for noth ing-in the new currency, the equivalent of 
twenty-five cents a dozen !-from the Mpondo women who gathered them 
off the rocks. Carole, although only ten at the time of a great bus boycott, 
had been old enough to understand the issue through the cloud of sunset 
dust in  which thousands of black people tramped at the roadside; for many 
weeks, when her mother had fetched her from school in the afternoons, 
they had not driven home to m ilk and biscui ts but taken the road to 
Alexandra Township and picked up as many of those people as the car 
would hold . Carole sat on the knees of washerwomen and office cleaners, 
to make room; there was a rotting-cheese smell of dirty socks; she had been 
afraid when the police made her mother stop, asked for the passes of the 
black people, and told her she would be fined for overloading her car. 
HilJela was not l iving with the family then . She had been taken in  later. 
The year before Sharpeville; so this epoch in Hillela's history was dated, in 
Pauline's house, by the public one, as at school human history was dated 
by the advent of Christianity, B . C .  or A . D .  By the t ime Hillela was living 
there, Paul ine used to come home from regular visits to someone in prison 
(could it have been the red-haired woman? ) and tell of the cockiness and 
courage of this person who must have been a friend-Carole knew her, 
Carole iced a cake Bettie baked for her, but the prison matron wouldn't 
allow the prisoner to receive it ;  Pauline brought it home again and the girls 
ate i t .  

Hillela, too, had driven with Pauline on an issue that could be under-
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stood through participation . Paul ine canvassed in a campa ign for a 'No' 
vote in the referendum for white people to decide whether the country 
should leave the British Commonwealth and declare itself a republic with 
a whites-only government. H illela had not been frightened when men or 
women who came to the door were rude to Pauline: and she and Pauline 
laughed and didn't care, drove on comradely to the next street. 

This seventeenth year-Hillela's-Joe was sometimes away in country 
districts defending chiefs who were deposed by the government for resist
ing laws which forced their people to reduce their herds and give up grazing 
rights, huddle out of the way of whites. When he was home she or Carole 
would be sent to carry a cup of tea into h is small study where he once looked 
up-a smile for H illela-and told her he was 'trying to find a legal needle 
in a haystack of bad laws-grounds to defend people who have no rights 
to defend, anymore' . At Olga's Friday n ight seder there was in the back
ground a radio report of the hut-burnings and murders between ch iefs who, 
Joe told in the other house, opposed the government and those who were 
bribed to support it. Arthur did not submit to Olga's objection that the 
temporal babble of the radio had no place in the timeless state of grace 
invoked at a Friday n ight ceremon ial dinner. -A bunch of savages. What 
do they understand about culling, over-grazing. What's the point of throw
ing out money trying to teach them someth ing. Let them go ahead and kill 
each other, that's all they know.-

There were no challenges over such statements in this house; Olga's 
George I V  table was a peat-coloured pool reflecting the flowers of the 
centre piece, the t iny silver nest of sugared almonds before each place, the 
agreeable controlled faces of Olga's kind of people. Olga always took the 
option of compassionate distress, never choosing sides; her fears for herself 
were the basis of her abhorrence of violence. -My cook's afraid to go home 
there. I t 's too awful .-

Paul ine and Carole were often out at protest meetings when Hillela 
came home from wherever it was she had been 'with her friends'-the 
explanation Paul ine accepted , so long as Hillela phoned to say if she wanted 
to spend the night with one of the friends, and left the telephone number 
where she could be reached; a reasonable enough rule. Hillela helped Carole 
paint banners, NO TO A RAC IST REPUBLIC; at school the headmistress an
nounced a special church service and election of a student committee to 
plan a celebration for the public holiday on which the republic was to be 
declared . Once Hillcla was going into a coffee bar when she saw a straggle 
of people com ing down the centre of the city street, white people gathering 
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flanks of accompanying black bystanders as they hampered traffic. NO TO 

A RACIST REPUBLIC:  she handed her guitar to one of her friends and watched 
the group as i f  it were a wedding procession . Suddenly she ran forward, 
waving wildly, grasped Carole's hand; smiling, half-hopped-and-skipped , 
keeping up with her cousin and aunt for a few paces. Then she fell back. 
Pauline's grand head, made out among many, was disappearing round the 
corner. 

In the coffee bar H illela was greeted : Arc you nuts? Where'd you go 
off to like that? She and her friends took turns to play the guitar and they 
sang 'House of the Rising Sun' and a new hi t  from America , 'We Shall 
Overcome' . The Greek proprietor did not m ind these gatherings in Nick's 
Cafe, renamed, to keep up with somebody's t imes, somewhere, Arrivederci 
Roma; the impromptu music attracted custom. But when the kids started 
sharing round among themselves a home-rolled cigarette he recognized the 
scent of the stuff and lost his temper, chasing them out. At the same time 
-it must have been-a street or two away the police were breaking up an 
illegal procession . Pauline and Carole (she was under age, she would have 
had to appear in camera ) were lucky not to have been among those arrested 
and chargc:d under the Riotous Assemblies Act. Of which Pauline was 
perfectly aware, Joe warned . 

Pauline's eyes were searching her invisible audience, her judges . -You 
must take some r isks .-

-Not this particular one. With a ch ild who's a minor. It isn ' t  worth 
it .-

Mandy von Herz's removal to another school and the parental ban on 
her association with her friend Hillela made no difference, for a few 
months: they continued to spend most of their t ime together. The friend
ship ended of i tself. Hillela's friend left school and took courses in beauty 
culture and modelling; she was a very pretty girl, her parents approved of 
her plann ing a future through the marketable assets of her face and body, 
so long as th is was done in good taste. She went to country club dances with 
young men in velvet butterfly ties and white d inner jackets, instead of 
roaming away from the white suburbs. Hillela had moved on with friends
of-friends out of the group Mandy von Herz abandoned; she played her 
guitar on Sunday nights in a disused warehouse taken over by young people 
in the decaying end of town and, crammed into the cars of people she 
didn't know, went to parties that came about in Fordsburg and Pageview, 
areas Pauline had never taken her to because the people who lived there 
were not white and had no vote to canvass. She brought to Pauline and Joe's 
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house one day someone introduced as Gert. Joe asked for the surname and 
Hillela turned to its owner. Prinsloo, he said. Not coloured, but an Afri
kaans boy: he seemed unable to put a sentence together-whether in h is 
own language or English-in the company of Pauline, Joe, Carole, and 
Sasha back for the holidays, but he was offered supper. Pauline and Joe 
encouraged the young people to bring home their friends; the only way 
to know with whom they were mixing. Perhaps the boy was overwhelmed 
by the fluency of this h ighly articulate and talkative family. He looked 
like any bullet-headed blue-eyed son of a railway worker from Brixton or 
miner from a Reef dorp, the half-educated wh ites who were also the mas
ter race. 

Hillela took Sasha along to the warehouse with Gert Prinsloo an 
evening soon after. 

I ndians and coloureds among the wh ite boys and girls there are no 
shock to h im;  he doesn't go to a segregated schcol as his sister and cousin 
do. But Gert Prinsloo; the black boys at school call that kind ' the Boere ': 
in a year or two he'll be a foreman yell ing at black workers or a security 
pol iceman interrogating pol i tical prisoners. 

H illela has come to look for Sasha, missing in the herd-laughter of 
young males with newly-broken uncontrolled voices . -D'you want to go 
home?- She picks up her guitar; she is going to stay, anyway. 

-What docs that chap do? He looks like a cop .-
She gestures: he's j ust one of the people who turn up here. -I th ink 

works in a shop that sells tape-recorders and things. Radios. Or repa irs 
them. But what he really does is play weird instruments-the homemade 
ones Africans play. I t ' s  fantastic, wai t  till you hear.-

She sits down on the floor beside Sasha, cross-legged, the guitar on her 
lap. She sl ips her hand over his forearm and opens her palm against his; 
their fingers interlace and close . As she has gestured : here, he and H illela 
are just people who have turned up among others, known only by first 
names, there is no famil ial identity . 

After a lot of noisy confusion, records set playing and taken off, girls 
shrilling and boys braying, this Gert Prinsloo settles himself in a space with 
two oxhide drums, a wooden xylophone and the little instrument of which 
out-of-tune reproductions are sold in every tourist shop . (Sasha has an mbira 
on the wall of his cubicle in Swaziland. )  The son of the Boere has begun 
to drum.  The girls and boys begin to clap and sway and stamp. They crowd 
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round him so that, from the sitting level, the player cannot be seen any 
more. But H illela has pressed Sasha's hand down on the boards to show he 
and she will not get up. She is smiling, with her body swaying from the waist 
( l ike a snake rising from the charmer's basket, he was to remember, or l ike 
one of those nature films shown at school , where the expansion of a flower 
from its calyx is speeded up) .  This happens to the sound of Cert Prinsloo's 
drumming that makes of the walls of that place one huge distended ear
drum, and to the flying notes, hollow and gentle, that he hammers out all 
over from the anvil of the wooden xylophone; but the rain-drop music of 
the mbira is lost in  the beat of the crowd's blood, they overwhelm it with 
their own noise. 

He comes over sniffing gutturally and making awkward genteel ges
tures to wipe the sweat off the back of h is neck. His mouth is pegged down 
in bashful happiness. 

-Where'd you learn?-
He laughs and hunches . -No, well, I just picked it up. First from 

listening, you know, watching. Then having a go myself. I 'd always playec 
guitar and that.-

-But where? Someone must have taught you the music-it's not 
written down, is it? I t's  traditional African stuff.-

He moves his hands about, begins to speak and stops; he is embar
rassed by and will only embarrass by what he has to tell . -We had a fish 
and chips shop. My mother, after my pa passed away. One of the boys that 
worked in  the kitchen, he used to play these things. I got my guitar when 
I was about fourteen , and we both used to play it . He first taught me 
guitar.-

-He sings in their languages, too. Come on Cert, one of thei r  songs . 
Come on . Please .-

I t is always difficult for anyone to refuse Hillela ; even people who don' t  
have, l ike Pauline and  Olga and  the family, a duty towards her. She butts 
the boy with her guitar. He takes it with lowered head but when he begins 
to sing, in the black man's voice and cadence, in the black man's language 
-as white people hear work-gangs sing in the street, only their song making 
them present among the whites driving by-his inarticulacy, h is fumbling 
self is broken away. That he is singing aga inst the sobbing beat of a pop 
singer does not matter; a song that is not his own sings through him.  

Hillela asks him to tell what he's singing about; producing h im for 
Sasha; she knows the sort of thing Sasha likes to know. 

At once there is difficulty, again, finding words. -Not really a song. 
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Not really. I t 's l ike, you know, it 's a native boy who's come here to town 
to work. He's s inging, saying, we come to Jo'burg because we hoping we 
get something n ice, but now we don' t  get i t .  That's all it 's about-

When the joint comes round Sasha feels her-Hillela-look to him 
before she takes a draw. But she needn't have worried, the weed has been 
smoked tradit ionally, long before white kids discovered it, by the local 
people in the country where he goes to school ; he hasn't ever brought any 
home only because he doesn ' t  want to be the one to be blamed for corrupt
ing the two girls. And Hi11e1a doesn't drink; he sees that. 

H ille1a was all right  that n ight;-a member of the family, after all , was 
keeping an eye on her. Sasha had his mother's car to take her home in .  First 
they del ivered a lot of other people to various parts of town . It was late. 
Pauline was away at the All- I n  African Conference in Maritzburg. Joe and 
Carole were so deep in  the h ibernat ion of the small hours that the house 
seemed empty; without Pauline all the watchtowers of the spirit were 
unattended , its drawbridges down. Anyth ing could be let in, noth ing would 
be recorded. Hillela fell asleep in Sasha's bed , this bed which his cousin and 
sister used to ra id, beating him with pillows . There had been a coup; he 
had usurped and was on guard in place of h is mother. He kept h imself 
awake and measured the passing of darkness by the soft sensation of the 
girl's breath spreading on h is neck and then drawing back l ike breath 
clouding and disappearing on a window pane. When he gauged he must, 
he separated her warmth from h is own, so that once again she became 
hersel f, he became himself. 

Carole did not know that her cousin was home from a party, had come 
into their bedroom and slid into her own bed. 

Sasha switched on the witness of his lamp and searched h is sheets for 
frail dark question-mark hairs that Bettie, who insisted on making h is bed 
as a holiday treat for h im,  would recognize as not h is brassy-blond shed
dings . He did not want  to be reminded-to have to remember in the 
morning. 
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Hillela could have been like anybody else. She had the opportunity. The 
same opportun ity as Carole and Sasha. Or Olga 's spoilt children-if that 
had been what she preferred . She was a white child, with choices; that was 
the irony of i t .  Young blacks had no choice, only necessity and plenty of 
ignorance about how to deal with that, in addition . Alpheus was so ambi
tious, so eager to better h imself, become a lawyer, and now he had to saddle 
himself with a girl and baby on the way. -The trouble is we' re much too 
t imid in these matters. Scared of appearing to boss them around-but, in 
the end, it 's not a kindness or a respect . When I saw the girl was l iving 
there, I should have told Alpheus straight out that he must take her to a 
birth control cl inic .  I should've taken her myself.-

Joe always listened to Pauline patiently. -Oh come on.-
-Well ,  damn it  all, I 'm  paying for h is courses, maybe I should use 

that to stop him making things impossible for h imself .  Nineteen years old . 
A baby, and next year another baby, how will he support them on a clerk's 
salary? We undertook to subsidise his studies, not a family.-

-Oh rna , it ' l l be lovely to have a little baby- Carole had pleaded 
happily, like that, for a puppy or a kitten . 

-Oh lovely. A squall ing infant while he's supposed to be studying for 
exams. I fixed up the garage so's he wouldn't have to l ive in a crowded 
location room, so's he'd have the kind of working conditions you kids 
have.-

-Bettie says, Cod has sent a child, what can you do.- Hillela quoted, 
and she and Carole laughed. 

-She knows damn well . I had her fitted with a loop years ago. 
Alpheus's poor mother, doing four washes a week-

-And breaking the washing mach ine once a month .- Joe settled 
back into h is soft ch in philosoph ically. 

-Rebecca's beaming all over, rna, she says her son is going to have 
a clever son like h imself.-

-Poor old Rebecca ! Where's he going to find to l ive?- Pauline's 
defiant eyes, quest ioning-them all : the room, the walls, and beyond. 
Philosophers l ike her husband had no answers, they knew only how to 
accept problems. Carole was a good enough l ittle girl without the originality 
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to swerve aside and seek answers to her mother's quest ion ing, which she 
followed as natural ists say a duckl ing follows the first pair of feet it sees 
when it hatches . And Hillela-when did that in tell igent girl (more intelli
gent than her own daughter, Pauline confessed confidentially to Joe; an 
intelligence more l ike Pauline's own than that Carole had inherited)  when 
did the girl receive questions, or the possibility of answers , as addressed to 
her? -A whole family pushed into a garage in the yard . We can't have 
them here living under condit ions as bad as those in a location . That wasn't 
the intention . Alpheus knows it .  Rebecca knows it .-

If Sasha had been there he might have answered Pauline. 
When Sasha was home Joe had to th ink of conversation that would 

start up their father-and-son relationship again ;  the battery went flat in the 
long partings , he h imself away where the clamorous struggle between power 
and powerlessness was reduced to a sleepy hum and rustle of courtrooms 
through whose high windows light slanted as in a church , the boy away at 
that school for the future wh ich had to be hidden in a l i ttle green African 
kingdom belonging to the 1 9th century. Joe had come out of his working 
cubbyhole on a Sunday morning. They were stretched on the grass drinking 
beer together. Joe mentioned young Alpheus had moved a girl into the 
garage and got her pregnant-Pauline felt she ought to have done some
thing about i t .  

Sasha rolled righ t over before he spoke. -Emasculate h im?-
A response li fted clean out of some five-finger-exercise l iberation theol

ogy picked up from black boys at the school . I t  was easy for a youngster 
like Joe's to see th ings that priggishly hysterical way. Joe patiently ignored, 
patiently explained .  -He's had a poor schooling and it 's a hell of a struggle 
for h im to keep up with the courses he's doing. She's absolutely right, the 
last th ing he needs is a wife and kid as well .  I f  he were a wh ite boy, we'd 
al l  be calling it hopelessly irresponsible, and that 's what it  is . Towards his 
mother, to us, as well as h imself. But what can one do.-

This question was not a question , was the summation of more than 
the small nuisance of Alpheus . Adults , who always knew what the children 
should do, at this t ime were withdrawn , in the presence of the ch ildren , 
into a state of waiting to be told or given a s ign . For themselves . In  various 
countries and eras children understand marriage as what it is for their 
parents in that place and period . Living with Paul ine and Joe, the children 
saw that the mean ing of marriage was that Pauline and Joe expected th is 
s ign from one another. The volume of the cheerful, restless house was 
turned down (as Pauline would sometimes stride into the girls' room , 
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pulling a mock-agonized face, and turn down the volume of their record
player) .  The rooms strewn with evidence of everyone's activities were under 
dustsheets of adult preoccupation . The newspapers Pauline and Joe read 
and had always let pile up beside sofa and chairs , where they served in place 
of Olga's coffee tables, gave information but no guidance. Carole l i fted her 
head like a young buck alert to something-what, i t  does not yet know
the mature animals have noticed, and HiHela went on with her translation 
of Tartarin de Tarascon while Pauline read out aloud to Joe: -' 1 don't  want 
to be equal with Europeans. I want them to call us baas . I wish I can l ive 
t iH we rule, I wiH do the same to them : I wiH send the police to demand 
passes from whites. Their wives are going to wash the clothes for our wives . 
We don't want to mix with whites, we ]eft the African National Congress 
because we saw Europeans among us. W c arc fighting for the full rights 
of Africans. We do not fight to dance and sit with Europeans . '-

-The government bans a non-racial movement l ike the ANC, it gets 
black racists as primitive as its wh ite ones. It bans aga in ;  and an even worse 
reaction wiH come. Are you surprised?-

When Pauline left the drawbridge down and the watchtowers un
guarded she had been at a conference where blacks sat with whites. Only 
as an observer-she had got in with the help of black friends-the Chief 
had been a guest in her house . The civil rights organizat ion to which she 
belonged was one of those that had decided not to take part; they said the 
All- I n  African Conference was a front, dominated by communists who had 
indoctrina ted and infiltrated the African National Congress and its all ies . 

There were chants and freedom songs one didn't need to know the 
language to respond to with an almost physical expansion of being; after 
having been shut away, so wh ite, so long. For herself, she came back home 
with 'Nelson Mandela 's words in my ears, someth ing you can ' t  stop hear
ing' . Carole and H illela saw her unblinking hunter's eyes stilled and mag
n ified with real tears when she played the tape she had run while the man 
spoke for the first t ime in  n ine years {he had just been released from bans) 
to the assembly of all colours, to the government, and to the whole country. 
He knew what he could do. He called for a national convent ion . -Expla in 
to the girls what that is, Joe.- And Joe expla ined that a national conven
tion would be that meeting to culminate all meetings, one where wh ite 
leaders from up there in the House of Parl iament in Cape Town {on holiday 
one year, Olga had pointed out to Hillela and her sons the beautiful wh ite 
building among oak trees) and black leaders emerged from prison, Under
ground and exile would decide in a proper and const itutional manner upon 
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the dismantling of apartheid. Sasha, Carole and Hillela had been taken to 
see a court in session, once. While Joe explained, they would be visualizing 
something rather like that ,  the solemnity at mahogany tables, the carafes 
of water, the security men standing round the walls to keep intruders from 
shouting .we do not fight to dance and sit with Europeans. 

Mandcla's voice said that should the government fail to summon a 
national convention before declaring a republic, all sections of the popula
tion would be called on to stage a stay-at-home, a general strike, for three 
days . This would be a protest against the establishment of that republic 
based completely on white domination over a non-white majority, and also 
a last attempt to persuade the government to heed blacks' legitimate 
claims. The last day of the strike would coincide with the day on which the 
government intended to procla im the republic. Pauline read out something 
again :  Nelson Mandela 's statement to the press that these demonstrations 
would not be anti -white, and would be peaceful .  

Round about the Easter holidays-must have been; Sasha was home 
-a heavy brown paper parcel arrived at the house. Joe saw i t  first. 
-What's th is?-

-Leave it to me.- Pauline slit the wrapping with a bread-kn ife, 
taking care not to penetrate the contents. Inside were piles of leaflets with 
the terminology that brought comfort, a confirmation of what that house 
was, as the art dealers' catalogues, giving evidence of the survival of rare 
and beautiful objects, did in Olga's  house. All freedom-loving South Afri
cans are called upon to make the next six weeks a time of active protest, 
demonstration and organization against a Verwoerd republic. Carole went 
round the neighbourhood stuffing the leaflets into people's mailboxes and 
racing embarrassedly away while their dogs barked to get at her; Pauline 
kept a pile in her car from which she stuck sheets under the windscreen
wipers of other cars all over town, wherever she happened to park . Joe could 
not make any unprofessional outward show of partisanship but even Sasha 
put up a leaflet on the door of his room . It was discussed at table that blacks 
were stock-pil ing mea lie-meal, sugar, and cheap t inned fish , in some rumour 
or premonition of being starved into submission while the police would 
hold the townsh ips under siege. 

Sasha was in a phase of anxious concern for physical fitness; he and 
Hillela played squash at a health club, that month before the stay-at-home. 
So i t  was known where H illela was passing her time. Sasha and Hillela also 
went very often to the cinema together on those Highveld autumn after
noons when there is no wind, no cloud to move across the sun, summer 
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growth has ceased but no leaf falls: the day stands still . A crime to be inside 
a dark stale cinema on such an afternoon , Pauline would have said. There 
were few other people; expanses of empty seats separated dim figures. 
Sasha's forearm stayed aligned, rigid and tight ,  aga inst H illela 's along the 
s ingle armrest between them. They saw any film, many films; neither ever 
told Carole, Pauline or Joe about these films. 

Sasha did not accompany his cousin again to her warehouse haunt; 
no-one was surprised that that sort of th ing did not have much appeal for 
h im .  He played chess with h is father, instead. One evening Joe got up in 
the middle of the game the moment Pauline came home. In Joe's pale face 
expression was buried in compl icated folds ; even urgency did not show. 

-You'd better get rid of those lcaflets.-
-1 don't th ink there are more than a dozen or so left . . .  why? What's 

happened?-
-Get rid of them now, tonight .  I t's  what might happen . There are 

ra ids all over the place. Four wh ites have been deta ined in Pretoria . Liberal 
Party people .  They're watch ing everybody .-

-Are we going to burn them?-
Paulinc didn 't answer Carole; her big head was lowered , not seeing her 

invisible audience, now. 
-Put them down the lavatory, do whatever you like. Only get rid of 

them. And Pauline, we'd better go through other papers and stuff we 
may have. If they come, there isn ' t  anything they won't manage to find 
incriminating, at the moment .  And don' t  use our dustbin .  They grub 
everywhere.-

Joe took two cartons of papers away in his car before he and Paul ine 
went to bed. But nobody noticed that Sasha had not taken the leaflet off 
his door. All freedom-loving South Africans are called upon to make the 
next six weeks a time of active protest. Only H illela .  -What about 
that?- She was passing him in the passage. 

-What about i t?-
lt was not for her to say. She was accustomed to different practices 

in the different houses where she was taken in as one of the fam ily. 
He did not l ike to l inger with Hi llela just outside his bedroom door. 

He went inside and closed it. 
On the Highveld in May the sun is still bright-always bright, up 

there, while the a i r  enters the nose with a wh iff of winter's freezing ether; 
someth ing to be remembered in tropical parts of Africa, where much of the 
time it gives great heat but no l ight, buried in soggy cloud. May was the 
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month when Olga changed her wardrobe. When Hillela used to come back 
from Rhodesia to spend the holidays with her, she would help Olga carry 
silky dresses and delicate-coloured sandals to the store-cupboards, and bring 
back from them garments of suede and angora aga inst wh ich she would pass 
her cheek. Olga still regarded it as her pleasure and her duty to fit out the 
girl at the same time as she shopped, each change of season, for new 
fash ions for herself . An arrangement had been made for H illela to come 
shopping with her, but she telephoned to postpone their date. -People 
say there's some trouble in town . \Ve'll put it off until th ings settle down 
again .-

lt was the appointed day for the beginning of the stay-at-home. As 
young freedom-loving South Africans Carole and H illela had been kept 
home from school . 

-Olga planned to take you shopping this afternoon? Today?
Pauline smiled, shook her head, shook her head, over her sister. 

-Hundreds of people are being arrested , but of course they' re black, and 
so far as they're concerned, she only knows her treasure Jethro and her 
treasure the cook and her treasure the gardener. Meetings are prohibited. 
You can be deta ined without trial. The place is swarming with police. And 
Olga's shopping trip is postponed.-

Hillela went to the city, anyway-with Carole and Pauline, to see how 
effective or not the strike was. Joe had told Alpheus not to come to the 
office but the black servants went about their work and moved as usual 
along their own backyard network, placing ten-cent bets with the Fah-Fee 
runner and borrowing a cup of sugar or an onion in the exchange of plenty 
from white kitchens. The garbage had not been collected but rot doesn't 
begin to smell in one day. All the wh ite suburbs were quiet .  

So was the city; but it was a different kind of quiet. There was only 
the static cackling gibberish from radio communication in passing police 
cars. Without its volume of blacks the city had gone mute. \Vithout its 
blacks it was a place of buildings. -Like Sunday.- Carole was right; on 
Sundays the blacks were in their ghettos, that was where they were sup
posed to be, then, but this was a Monday, and they had not come back. 
The rhythm of l ife of th is city, that had its black morn ing spate and black 
afternoon ebb, was withheld. The half-empty streets waited for a drama 
that was still to be written . For the present, there was an aspect strange 
as natural disaster, about which there is never anyone to question : the few 
blacks in straggl ing queues at the bus-stations, in the streets, looked the 
woman and two girls in the eye without a fl icker of any acknowledgement. 



Why they had come to work, whether these white people approved them 
as the good kind of black or thought them traitors to their cause-that was 
not whites' business. 

Pauline drove out in the direction of Soweto but could not risk getting 
too near, with the girls in the car. There were police patrol cars everywhere. 
From the vantage point where Pauline, Carole and Hillela stopped, the 
distant cubes of Soweto houses were m iles of tombstones in a vast grave
yard; yet all the l ife that was gone from the city was down there; if you had 
been able to get near enough . 

Alpheus and his girl were walking out of the yard gate as Pauline and 
the girls arrived home. He opened the gate for the car, and Pauline paused 
as i t  passed h im .  -The stay-at-home seems to be fairly successful .  We've 
just been into town.-

Alpheus and h is gir l  were dressed to stroll out on a public holiday. He 
had a way of standing quietly as if  waiting to be dismissed . He smiled . 
-Thank you .-

ln the yard, Pauline sat a moment with her hands on the steering
wheel . -What does he thank for? The information? He's always l ike that. 
If every black were l ike him, nothing would ever change. If Joe hadn't told 
h im to, he wouldn ' t  even have supported the strike. Maybe it 's a mistake 
to have removed him from the condition of his own people. I don 't  know, 
any more.-

Carole and Hillela also stayed at home when the school held its prayers 
and celebrations for the Republic. On the day, Pauline and Joe kept open 
house for friends as depressed and confused as themselves; when Hillela left 
to go and lunch at Olga's (a compensation offered for the postponed 
shopping trip) they were arguing over Mandela 's reasons for call ing off the 
stay-at-home on i ts second day-as for the national convention, no-one had 
ever expected for a moment the government would consider that. 

-This is the lovely young daughter I didn 't have.-
lt was too chilly to swim,  but in Olga 's pavilion beside the pool Jethro 

carried round a whole poached salmon-the stately pink corpse laid out 
with the cook's radish roses and swags of golden mayonnaise-and Hillela 
was allowed a glass of the French champagne served in honour of some 
guests, in the way of Arthur's business, from another country. The lady was 
settled in her chair  l ike a beautifully-marked butterfly-amber hair and the 
deep blue oval of a sapphire on each earlobe, pale fingers banded with gold 
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and diamonds and tipped with red nails . She made soft noises of approval 
over Hillela .  Jethro paused in his procession to beam on the girl, while 
everyone except Arthur smiled at them both. -Miss H illy, you been there 
to my country again? You staying all the time here in Jo'burg now, you 
don't  l ike go there sometime see you daddy?-

Olga charmed, speaking to him in the third person . -Next t ime 
Jethro goes home, he's going to take M iss H illy with him, isn ' t  that 
right?- And Jethro bowed his way round, laugh ing. 

-He th inks of the ch ildren in this house as his own .-
-How wonderful . You can't  get anybody loyal l ike that, not in 

Europe, not at any price.-
Olga took care not to neglect her young n iece in the presence of 

distinguished company. She turned aside from talk of the villa in I taly, 
belonging to these guests, which she and Arthur were being pressed to visit, 
and had a confidential moment with H illela . -How is Paul ine . . .  I worry 
about Pauline. What is the point of all the things she gets herself involved 
in .  That bus boycott-they had to pay in the end, surely . The Republ ic
it's been declared . . .  And she neglects herself. She used to be so striking
looking. I f  you l ive here you must abide by the law of the country.-

Olga and Arthur bel ieved you must abide by the law of the country 
but were once again making contingency plans not to go on l iving there. 

-There's a delightful place on the market, not far from ours. I think 
the posi tion's even better than ours. Why don ' t  you buy a l i ttle p ied-a-terre 
in I taly? I t'd be lovely to have you as neighbours now and then.-

-The way th ings are going, i t  m ight have to be more than that !
Olga laughed when she said it , and the butterfly lady did not pause to take 
in the inference: -Though I can understand, if I l ived in th is beautiful 
country, w i th those wonderful vineyard estates at the Cape, and those 
marvellous beaches, so clean-not like Europe-uncrowded, I wouldn't see 
much reason to go anywhere else-

Arthur broke in when he saw an advantage in doing so. -We've got 
a place at the Cape. Nice place r ight on the best beach in the country. You 
can come out and spend as long as you l ike there, any time.-

-1 still think we should take up Michael 's offer to look round for us 
in I taly.-

Arthur had a way of bl inking, refusing to acknowledge the regard of 
others , conversely, as Pauline always felt that regard, sought it. H is head 
hung forward from h is th ick shoulders while he chewed-like an ox, yes . 

H illela had her first driving lesson on the day a republ ic was declared; 



the day on which one drives for the first time is like that on which one first 
found one's balance on a bicycle-someth ing never forgotten . Her cousin 
Clive had just passed his driving test . Stopping, starting, giggl ing at herself, 
with Clive sitting beside her she went up and down Olga's long drive the 
whole afternoon, pausing only when admiring Jethro came over the lawn 
with the cream scones and tea , and finally ending her first journey only 
when Olga called out that drinks were being served, and the car must be 
'put to bed' .  Very carefully H illela drove it successfully into i ts bay beside 
Arthur's two other cars . 

Cl ive presented h is pupil, an arm across her shoulders the way he 
would walk off a sports field with a fellow player. -You should just see how 
quickly Hillela caught on . She can even declutch proper1y, already.- By 
some quirk of heredity, he had Paul ine's black, demanding eyes, and the 
red, live mouth of the handsome male. No-one took a photograph . But Olga 
kept the image of the pair, the children belonging to her sister Ruthie and 
herself, so full of their l i ttle ach ievements, so happy, so innocent in their 
burgeon ing, although she could never place the day, the year when it was 
imprinted. 

Olga drove her n iece back to Pauline's house. She embraced her and 
held her hands before letting her leave the car. She seemed saddened by 
something she could never say-all children who are sent to boarding
school know this mood in adults, who have exiled them . 

-I 'll sec you next Monday, then , Olga . And thanks for a lovely 
day.-

Oiga took comfort and forgiveness . -Oh yes, darl ing. And I know 
exactly what we're going to buy. Monday-if everyth ing's all right .  But I 'm  
sure this whole business i s  over now.-

Nelson Mandcla went Underground after the All- In  African Confer
ence Pauline had attended in Maritzburg. When he surfaced he was tried 
and imprisoned ; and when he was taken from prison and tried once aga in ,  
th is  t ime for treason, and sentenced to l i fe imprisonment, no-one was 
allowed to record the speech he made from the dock; so the schoolgir1 
H illela , present when her aunt played a tape-recording of h is speech made 
at Maritzburg, was one of the few people to hear the sound of Mandela's 
voice for many years, and perhaps to remember it .  She had the opportunity 
to do so, anyway. 

Through the h igh hum of the blood in adolescence, that d istances the 
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voices of adults, the tense d iscussions between Paul ine and Joe continued 
as if taking place somewhere else and from time to t ime breaking in with 
a name or phrase overheard . I t  was cold; the snug of a sweater round the 
neck; a fire at n ight ;  it must have been J une. Mandcla was the name. From 
that Underground where he had gone he sent portents and messages l ike 
those the Latin writers H illcla was having to construe for the winter exams 
said came from the fl ight of birds or from sibyls speaking through the 
mouths of caves . Pauline supported Mandela 's call for an international 
economic boycott of South Africa. 'Supported ' ,  when obtruding from adult 
conversation at Olga's, appl ied to whether or not a d ivorced wife received 
al imony from an ex-husband, or whether a relative was adequately provided 
for by her fam ily. (For example Len-his daughter understood from 
obl ique references-did not 'support' her . )  'Supported' ,  in Paul ine and 
Joe's d ialogue which plunged into tunnels of silence or absent attention to 
other th ings but never ceased, perhaps not even in dreams, meant that one 
or both of them thought they had found some sort of s ign . Not the sure 
and certa in instruction they had been wait ing for, but someth ing to wh ich 
one could attach onesel f, and feel the tug of h istory. Pauline supported 
economic boycott as a way out: for the thousands of blacks imprisoned and 
banned as, it seemed,  the d ismal only result of the polit ics of protest; for 
the wh ites, her friends, braver than herself, who were also banned or 
imprisoned as part of the same tactical fa ilure Mandela adm itted. And for 
herself, companion of the blacks' route, with nowhere to go now that 
marches were banned, fearful of and not free to enter (a fam ily, a husband's 
surer contribution with in legal opposit ion to consider) the un imaginable 
darkness of the Underground-for her, rescue from being stranded, from 
ending up wh ite as her sister Olga was whi te. 

There was the unaccountable doubt of Joe to set Pauline's hands 
raking up through the electric crackle of her hair . 

-But what arc you talking about? Who will suffer? People who work 
in towns and have shoes on their feet and drink bottled beer and spray their 
armpits with deodorants? Or the ones on the farms and in the 'homelands' 
who live on dry mealie-meal? How much more can they suffer than they 
do already? What will boycotts deprive them of they don 't al ready lack? 
What've we got we couldn ' t  do without if it means bringing down th is 
government-if we reall)' mean we're ready to sacrifice these wonderful 
privileges everyone's afra id we'll m iss so much-

-And what do those rural people use to buy that bit of mealie-mcal? 
Money sent home by the labourers in the mines and the factories, the 



construction workers . And if-if-what an hypothes is that is, when has 
economic boycott ever been fully imposed-and if American and European 
investment were to dry up, what would happen to those mines, factories, 
building projects? What happens to the men they employed, the men who 
sent back the money for mealie-meal?-

-You sound like a member of the Chamber of Commerce. I can ' t  
believe i t .  As if you were trying to explain economics to a five-year-old .  For 
Christ' sake ! I know the consequences as well as you do. They've made the 
calculation because there's noth ing else left to do-except kill .  Don't  you 
see? They've made the decision-one generation more to suffer, but if it 's 
going to be worse than it 's ever been , i t ' ll be for someth ing.-

-Pauline . . .  you can't even pass a starving cat in the street.-
-I 'll learn .  I ' ll learn .-
-No, my girl . Against your own good sense and reason, you actually 

imagine it quite d ifferently. You dream the American bankers will all band 
together in the name of FR EE-DOM for South African blacks and the boys 
in Pretoria will take down the Rag and tear up the statute book-

Pauline's hair fell across her cheeks, Hew back. -Hah , you ' re the one 
who doesn ' t  face facts. Everyth ing's going to come right through the 
loopholes you manage to find in d isgusting laws . The government stops up 
one mouse-hole, you find another. You work yourself to death , but what's 

changed? What will you be at our Nuremberg?- In her face was the cruel 
pleasure, already d istress ing her wh ile indulged, of turn ing her fears for Joe 
into hurt infl icted on h im .  -The one who tried to serve justice th rough 
the rule of law, or the one who betrayed justice by trying to serve it through 
the rule of unjust laws?-

Yet soon the controller of the four winds in that house was back in 
self-confl ict aga in ,  a state felt by others in the house as a change in atmo
spheric pressure, in d iet, rather than understood. The Swazi fruit bowl was 
often empty; Bettie borrowed the girls' pocket-money to buy soap Rakes on 
Rebecca 's 'day' because she had told Pauline ' two time' , without result, that 
the supply had run out .  Another sign had come from the Underground. I t  
was a spear ;  the shape o f  the object itself, its clear and famil iar associations 
( the dates of Kaffir \Vars to be memorised, the mascot sh ields and assega is 
sold along Len's roads in Rhodesia) pierced the half-attention with wh ich 
the new phase of the Pauline-Joe d ialogue was registered by the children . 
Umkhonto we Sizwe: translated for wh i tes as 'The Spear of the Nation ' ;  
the voice from nowhere and everywhcre-Mandela 's-announced i t .  

-Why should wh ites be  told they can join Umkhonto when we 
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couldn ' t  be members of the ANC? I mean, if there's been a change of 
pol icy, why doesn't it apply to ANC as well?-

Joe had a special ,  almost sorrowful tone for use in court when it was 
necessary to suggest to an evasive witness that he was in fact well aware 
of circumstances of wh ich he cla imed ignorance. -But, Pauline, isn ' t  it 
just exactly in order that no-one will be able to say there's been a change 
of policy. Controlled, symbolic violence-that's the business of Umkhonto. 
ANC doesn't change; it reta ins its principles-

-Yes, yes, non-violence, that's all the difference is . He was talking 
about i ts stand aga inst violence-

-Wait a minute. I f  it were to reta in its non-violent principles but 
yield another, it would be impossible to deny officially that it  had not 
changed at all, impossible to refute the charge that U mkhonto or the Spear 
of the Nation or whatever you l ike to call i t  is proof that the ANC has 
abandoned non-violent tactics. ANC hasn 't  changed, can ' t ,  won't  change; 
not at th is stage. ANC is what it always was, the classic non-violent, 
non-racial l iberation movement .  I ts cla im for support from the \Vest de
pends on its clean record-vict im of but not perpetrator of v iolence. Credi
bil i ty with black Africa and black Americans depends on i ts clean record 
-a revolutionary movement by blacks for blacks . These two principles are 
the moral basis . I f  you accept the need for violence, you lose credibility with 
the West from which, though god knows why, help is still expected to 
come. If you let in whites, you lose credibil ity with the blacks outside
and some inside, as we know.-

The exchange is suspended by the disruption of the end of a meal, the 
need for sleep ( the fire crumbling down; Carole and Hi llela sauntering off 
to bed) or the t ime come for a return to Joe's office. But the preoccupation 
continues, present  as the creak of floorboards in the n ight, and sounds now 
from here, now from there, in the house and from the garden where, on 
Saturdays, Alpheus earns h is lodging by the token of weeding the grass or 
burning leaves. 

If Olga had seen Pauline during that winter she would have noticed 
with concern the skin,  darkened l ike bru ised rose petals, and the minute 
cysts, gra ins of waste her body was not elim inating, under Pauline's eyes ; 
the impatient fl ick o f  the l ids with wh ich she monitored thoughts she did 
not want to have. 

-So we are invited to join in the dirty work.-
-No. On the contrary. I t 's a recogn ition that you don't  have to be 

black to have the revolutionary temperament.-



-That's fine. But blacks who don ' t  have the revolutionary tempera
ment may still say 'I support the ANC but I won 't  join a violent movement' 
-and keep their self-respect-

When friends were present, voices rose and clashed. Lying on her bed 
in the room filled with all the sentimental sexual totems of young girls who 
go to good schools, Hi llela heard the drum-roll and piercing notes of adult 
ritual, produced by a preoccupation and passion remote from the yearnings, 
wild anticipations and dreads that do not come from outside but grow l ike 
the bones and flesh, the tree of self. 

-What about '6o, that leaflet the communists put out? The police 
were picking them up from gutters everywhere . . .  The Party called upon 
communists, then , to work with the Congress Alliance. They'd found a way 
to get round the national versus socialist revolution wrangle. For whites, 
South Africa is an advanced capitalist state in the last stage of imperial ism; 
but for blacks, i t  is sti l l a colony. So a traditional national movement l ike 
the ANC has a 'progressive function' that a workers' party can support. 
Well, now they've got where they wanted to be; the government's done 
it for them . Protest polit ics has come to a dead end. The time's come when 
blacks must think about revolut ionary tactics . Whites are invited to join 
Umkhonto, and who's going to join?-the CP whites ,  those in the Con
gress of Democrats, and those Underground. ANC's become a front organi
zation , a national monument, and the white communists are entrenched 
in its avatar, Umkhonto. So they'll make sure the national black revolut ion 
is a red one.-

-Oh my god, here's another who sees a red under every bed .-
-We all made a m istake, not join ing the Congress of Democrats.-
-But why?-
-We should have got in there and kept it what it  was supposed to 

be, kept the communists out of controL-
-And what would you have made of it? Another dead end?-
-Oh Joe, I know you th ink we're all dodos-
-No, no, I know I am .  My wings are atroph ied; I don't expect 

anyth ing of myself.-
Their laughter prodded h im;  they were drinking wine as part of their 

ceremonial palaver. 
-But we do! I do!- Paul ine's fierce cry. -1 wish I 'd joined COD 

when I nearly did, after Maritzburg. Then I 'd be in it up to the neck 
now.-

-You'd be prepared to see th ings blown up?-
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-Things, yes . Buildings. Their white House blown up, there in van 
Riebeeck's garden; that would sh ift their backsides if nothing else will .

-And people?-
-Controlled violence against symbol ic targets doesn't take l i fe.-
-Oh no? Some old n ightwatchman who gets in the way? Passersby? 

There's no such th ing as completely controlled violence.-
-Oh I don' t  know . . .  Of course you're right .  I just don' t  know.-
-It's necessary to demystify, always demysti fy. Controlled violence 

is a san it ized term for kill ing. Killing anyone who gets in the way of your 
symbolic target .  I ncluding your own people, i f  a bomb blows up in their 
own hands. Yourself. Killing is killing. Violence is pain and death .-

-The police have been handing those out to blacks, year after 
year.-

-Yes. Let the blood be on the government's hands.-
Killing is killing. Violence is pain and death. Torn streamers from the 

fabric of adult l i fe, drifting across the imaginary scenes and dialogues in the 
busy consciousness of a seventeen-year-old girl match nothing there .  To kill 
or not to kill : her urgent choices are not these, could not even conceive of 
these. I ndecision is between which group of friends she should choose to 
'go with '  more steadily than the other; whether to enjoy being swayed by 
some dominating personality in the one,  or to enjoy being herself the 
boldest, the brightest, the most magnetic, in the other. She would be 
smouldering over some piece of injustice meted out to her at school and 
seeing herself-where?-anywhere she has never been , some apartment in 
a city never seen , Los Angeles or Paris, as comfortable as Olga 's house but 
of course not a t  all l ike Olga's, or Pauline's or anybody's, with good-time 
friends {but not l ike the friends she makes do with now) or just one person , 
a man older than herself who adores her and makes love to her and takes 
her all over the world. Or perhaps with a boy her age whom she has not 
yet met, but who would have a certain family l ikeness without being in any 
way connected with , not even speaking the same language as any fam ily 
she knew-a boy with whom she would play the guitar and grow vegetables, 
make love and have babies the way ordinary people {even Alpheus and his 
girl )  did. 

Violence is pain and death. That was an  after-world that might not 
exist at all, l ike heaven or hell, for her-a girl who did not have the Jewish 
faith under wh ich one school had l isted her, nor the Christian fai th in the 
promises and threats of morn ing prayers at the next school; at  most, 
something l ike old age, in which no seven teen-year-old can bel ieve for 



herself. They-the voices elsewhere in the house-had thoughts that did 
not reach her; and she had some-and some experiences relived and pon
dered not more than the th ickness of a room's wall away from, but un
known to them: inconceivable. The gi rl must have known that :  they never 
made the emotional show Olga did, but she knew she was their own child 
to them, just as their son was .  

I t  i s  unlikely that H illcla will have remembered at any t ime the 
exaggerated emotions and h ighly-coloured scroll of unrolled l i fe that ab
sorbed her totally when she was seventeen . It is the torn streamers that were 
to come back to her: ki1ling is ki1ling, violence is pain and death. 

Sasha worked in a bottle store that winter's school hol idays and h is 
cousin and her current band of friends came in one lunch-time to buy beer 
and a yellow concoction they had a craze for, called-the sort of useless 
detail that is all that remains of a period-Neptune's Nectar, made of cane 
spirit and synthetic passion-fruit flavouring. Sasha, stacking wine bottles, 
l i fted his head from behind boxes only to meet H illcla 's eyes (she gave h im 
an imitation of h imself for Carole's sisterly amusement, later) and then 
disappeared as if  he had not seen the band. For her it was the old game 
of shop, from the occas ions when all the cousins played together. The band 
surrounded h im .  It was his turn as shopkeeper; but Sasha refused to serve 
them . -You' re under age .-

Sasha changed so much each time he was away at school ; once it was 
h is  voice, now it was h is jaw which , anticipating the man's face it would 
one day support, had set out the structure of a squared ch in dented where 
the two halves of his face had joined in Pauline's womb. I t  a lways took a 
few days for Hillela to forget what he had looked like the last time he was 
home; to find him aga in .  

-Oh don't  be wet.- She balanced between irritation and wariness, 
and he knew it, knew Hillcla . By cla iming family influence over him, she 
would gain prestige if he gave in ,  but if he refused, she would on the 
contrary be associated with h is 'wetness ' .  

-Go and ask one of the others .- He indicated, eyes on his uninter
rupted activity, two men attending to customers along the a isles of bottles 
glaucous as cabochon rubies and emeralds. 

-The hell with it, let's push off.-
-There's another place right  on the corner.-
Hillela stood willing him to turn round and do her bidding. Two girls 
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and a boy began pulling bottles at random out of cases and clinking them 
onto shelves all around Sasha, push ing and laugh ing. -Let's give him a 
hand, man .- -Slow's a funeral .-

Hillcla looked at them as if she had just walked into the shop and had 
had her attention to her own errand momentarily distracted by an incident 
taking place there. The cash ier's head was turned; the pudgy ears of the 
man beh ind the counter responded with shopkeepers' alertness, specific 
to petty theft as a hunting dog's to gunshot. They were Hillela 's friends; 
Sasha could have turned, now, and cried out-Hillela . . .  ! To save his 
pocket-money job, schoolboy well-fed by Pauline and Bettie, being 
educated for higher occupat ions at a school open to all races? (There were 
things Sasha was cursed , from the beginn ing, to know beyond his years . ) 
Or to give her ' friends' the satisfaction of confirming that he didn't have 
h is share of their mindless boldness, happily, swaggeringly defying harm
less conventions of behaviour wh ile remain ing perfectly safe with in the 
terrible conventions of th is country. Hillela! He didn't cry. She didn't 
hear. 

Hillela walked out of the shop. The manager came down the a isle, his 
male breasts spread by shoulders drawn back authoritatively. -These are 
your friends? I don' t  want them here.-

-Calm down, old man.  We don 't want to be here either, old 
man.- They talked all over him agilely. Looked for Hillela , but she was 
gone; out they sauntered . 

Only when they had left did Sasha commit his kind of disloyalty to 
her, that she would never know. -1 don' t  know any of them. They walked 
in and started .-

That evening brother, sister and cousin gathered in the girls' room; 
Hillela was at home, for once. Carole was grateful and shyly expressed her 
pleasure in whatever small ways she could when Hillela stayed in; they did 
not l isten to, but she played again and again a record singing about love 
in a hoarse, laryngitic style that had become her unconfessed mating call. 
Carole was working in the l ibrary of a newspaper; Hillela was a temporary 
hand in a depot for a photographic laboratory. Like rookies in an army, 
these recruits to the world of daily bread-winning compared and gossiped 
about their holiday jobs. -I 'd rather dig ditches. Anything's better than 
sell ing people stuff for more money than you've paid for it.- The great
grandson of a Lithuanian pedlar was generations away from his progenitor's 
necessi ty; and he was also Pauline's son .  -What about writing out dockets 
for l i ttle rolls of film all day long-'\:Vhy aren 't  they ready?' ,  'This print's 
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got a scratch ' ,  'There's something wrong with the colours' .- -Well at 
least developing film is a service, it 's doing something for the money
-But H illy's not the one who does it ,  is she? She's just in between.-
-Most of the people in the big ci ties are just that. Taking money, handing 
over something they know nothing about. I 'd rather dig d itches .-

The record had come to an end and Carole glided to place the arm 
at the start again without the other two noticing. H illela addressed her male 
cousin's lowered eyes and the mouth that adults interpreted as sulky but 
was an expression of need for answers they could not give h im .  -Most 
people know noth ing about anything they do. About why they do anything. 
I t 's  just because they feel l ike it . . .  it 's fun . Doesn't mean anything. They 
j ust go ahead .-

If that m ight have signalled the surfacing of what had happened at 
the bottle store in her lunch hour, a confession or a defiance, how could 
one tell , with H illela-incidents of that magnitude in the adolescent world 
which would have caused a fam ily rumpus at Olga's ,  where pol itical pas
sions were the polit ics of family relationships, at Paul ine's could not expect 
to attract any attention . Certainly not in comparison with what was about 
to happen in her house that night. Before Sasha could respond-if he would 
have responded at all-Bettie came in (Bettie never knocked on the chil
dren 's doors, even though they were grown up, now). -There's someone 
who wants Miss Paul ine. I told him she's out but he says no, then he wants 
someone else to come.-

-Who is it? Man or woman?-
-A boy. ( Bettie's way of indicating a black man . )  I think I see him 

sometime here before . . .  He won 't say the name.- She was used to 
Pauline's sem i-clandestine black visitors; pulled a you-know-the-kind face: 
these people always got money out of Pauline, while she had to work for 
hers .  

Sasha followed her, but came back at once. -He says he knows you, 
Carole. I ' ve never seen the guy.-

He sat at the ki tchen table with his elbow resting on it and the chair 
turned away, legs stretched and spread, sm iling, a man in the self-confi
dence of his rotundity and charm . It was as if the three young people were 
arriving before him by appointment, for an interview. He leaned forward 
and held out a hand. -Carole, how's it? Your mummy not here? You 
remember me, mmh?-

Carole's voice rose to cover embarrassment at Bettie's confining a 
friend of the fam ily to the kitchen. -Oh yes! But come inside!-
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-Donsi .  Donsi Masuku. And I 've seen your sister, too. So this's the 
young man of the family-

I n  the l iv ingroom he made h imself comfortable. -When do you 
th ink she'll come, your mother? Okay, whenever it is, that's all right-l 'll 
wa it .  \\'hat's your name? Sasha .  Sa-sha. That's a Russian name, ay? Sasha, 
can you get me a beer-why don't we have a beer together? What kind 
of records have you got-1 heard some music going . . .  You got any Duke? 
How I love that man.  I used to play trumpet, I used to play drums, one 
t ime . . . I was even with a group. Did you ever hear of the Extra Strongs 
-the name comes from those pepperm int sweets, you know them, XXX 
Mints . Yes. That was our group. We took part in the Big Band shows, 
Soweto, Cape Town, Durban .  We cut a disc. Old seventy-eight. One day 
i f  I find it, I ' ll bring it to play for you,  Carole, you'll see . But nowadays I 
haven't got the wind (slapping his belly) or it 's got stuck there inside 
(making them laugh at h im) .  Haven 't got the time, maybe haven't  got the 
heart for it  . . .  Now-come on, Donsi ,  what's the matter with you, man ! 
Must never lose the heart, you know that-l 'm tell ing you, kids, never lose 
the heart, because if you lose that . . .  they've got you !-

Pauline and Joe walked in on h im dancing with Carole and H illela . 
Pauline's eyes had a moment of stillness, hesitation, when she saw who he 
was: one of those whose followers sa id th ings, now, she had read out aloud . 
I want them to call us baas. Their wil·es are going to wash the clothes for 
our wil'es. I don 't want to be equal with Europeans. \Ve left the African 
National Congress because we saw Europeans among us. But the innocent 
bodily warmth , the fa int odour of black beneficed the house, absolved 
whiteness; she came forward in irresist ible pleasure of release. Joe offered 
more beer and then excused himself; he had work to fin ish .  -You legal 
men do your best for us, we know.- Joe smiled h is creased smile. The 
compliment tossed at h im was a convent ion of guestly graciousness, total 
insincerity innocent of crit ical innuendo: the delightful man knew Joe was 
aware he was an in itiator of a move that blacks should not take bail and 
should refuse defence in the white man's courts aga inst the wh ite man's 
laws. -Lovely kids you've got . They've been giving me a good time. Really 
n ice. And she can play the guitar-th is one!-

-l'm so glad they looked after you. How a re you, Donsi? Good god, 
you come out of detention looking as if you've been on holiday-I saw your 
name l isted in the paper and I was so pleased . . .  but I didn't know where 
you'd be-somebody told me your wife and the children had gone to her 
mother somewhere in Natal.-
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-Yes, mealie-pap, mealie-pap, noth ing but mealie-pap, you put on 
weight ,  they fatten you up for the kill .-

-Well ,  you were never exactly dainty.-
-But it was muscle, you know? I 've always been keen on body-

building . . .  but in there, man!  Look-can I talk to you now?- He leaned 
in a swift sketch of urgency and confidential i ty, then looked up beaming 
dismissal at the three young people. -Bye-bye girls, and thanks, hey. Bye, 
Sasha.-

As they left the room sharing the mood of his good nature he was 
already speaking at a different pitch , h is cha ir pulled close to Paul ine. 
-Bongi and our kids are there in the car. Outside your house.-

ln the passage, Carole stopped . -All this time, in the car! Ma'll be 
furious with me. Why didn't he say . . .  - Her brother, at once i rritated 
by his s ister's subservience to their mother, left them , and her cousin 
soothed her by closing their bedroom door on the adults and making her 
giggle: -Can you just imagine Pauline sitting for an hour in a dark car 
wh ile Joe was inside dancing?-

They read in bed . Then Pauline was there, as a window fl ies open in 
a storm . -Now listen-you are not to mention th is to anyone. D'you 
understand? A nyone at all .  Give me the extra blankets out of your cup
board . You don 't need two pillows, Carole . . .  They' re going to sleep here 
for a couple of hours and then they'll be gone. I f  ever anyone mentions his 
name, you've never heard of him, all right?-

The wind of pursuit ,  of exposure, the wind snuffed by pol ice dogs 
entered the frail shelter of personal talismans, blew on the l mari cats and 
the records of love songs . I n  the n ight ,  there was the refugee wail of a baby; 
very early, the unmistakable sounds of Pauline, her pace, her pattern of 
movements producing clinks and clatters in the kitchen, accompanying 
dreams with the sound-track of consciousness. Carole probably woke as 
well, but did not speak. Before she sank back to sleep again ,  or perhaps in 
the precious shallows before it was t ime to emerge for school , H illcla heard 
with the obscure anguish of the subconscious, Donsi Masuku's laugh . 
Happy dangerous laugh , affirmation that, like the baby's cry of protest, 
could prick the ears of strain ing dogs and vibrate the antennae of police 
cars .  

Sasha had slept in the livingroom . The wife had neatly made up again 
Sasha's bed after she and her husband had occupied it .  There were still
warm places on the rug where the black children had been bedded down. 
One of them must have been a boy; a small toy car with one wheel m issing 



A S P 0 R T 0 F N A T U R E 

was left where it had rolled . Sasha did not hoard souvenirs, posters and 
photographs the way the girls did. When he was away at school , there was 
noth ing of h im in his room at home that could not as well have belonged 
to the household in common : books, chess set, squash racket. He rescued 
the little car from some other small boy's ch ildhood, and kept it  on his desk. 

The house had the air of having been suddenly quit . Joe always left 
early; Pauline was not there . The n igh t visi tors were gone; Carole went into 
the yard to feed the cat: -Their car's still here.- A horn of hair stood 
up on her brother's unbrushed head. She twirled it ,  he batted at her hand. 
-You look like a unicorn . No, a cross rh ino.- -Leave me.- But the 
girls' teasing attent ion was a kind of homage. H is cousin came to the 
breakfast table in pyjamas. Her softness rose and fell here and there against 
the pink cotton knit, th inned by many launderings, as she helped herself 
to jam or ju ice . She spoke with her mouth full, smil ing and gesturing, 
instinctively choosing her moment.  -You should have seen him yesterday, 
when a couple of us went to say hello-he stuck up his neck behind a pile 
of boxes just l ike an ostrich , you know that snooty look they have, looking 
down at you .-

While the family were ea ting the early supper Bettie had cooked, they 
heard a familiar car rattle into the yard ; Pauline's imminent presence was, 
as always, like the turn of a tide. Expressions changed . Then she was among 
them, her hair smell ing of dust, a streak of red from inner corner to pupil 
in one of her grea t eyes. No-one asked where she had been . -\Vhat has 
Bettie given you? Chicken and rice and potatoes-nice and sta rchy. Oh, 
I bought a box of avocados on the road-Carole, let's have a salad-there's 
a dear.- Sasha was suddenly smil ing at his mother in amazement, amuse
ment, in love; another benedict ion on the house. He left the table and came 
back with a glass of wine for her. -1 don't  know if it 's all right. There's 
a bottle open in the fridge.-

Someone must have come to fetch the car Masuku left beh ind. Next 
even ing Carole remarked that it was gone, to Sasha and H illela , who 
seemed to have forgotten it was ever there. 

Pauline kept the mood , like a heightened colour rising to the cheeks, 
of having allowed herself to act purely on the impulse of her nature, wh ich 
was s imply to give. Principles, pol it ical a llegiances with their attendant 
reservations were the ra tional and intellectual restraints laid upon this 
instinct; she revered them, and so the mood alternated with a kind of 
nervous shame. She had commandeered all the money in the house that 
n ight-her own, Sasha's first week's pay, even got Joe to drive to h is office 
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a t  midnight t o  fetch whatever might be i n  the petty cash kept there-to 
give to the family in flight .  The spectacle of the woman with her open
mouthed sleeping baby on her back, trooping into the kitchen, the two 
other children dressed for the journey to exile in white knee-socks, as if for 
the only occasions the young woman had to go by, roused in Pauline some 
sort of atavistic consciousness of l ike journeys she herself with her children 
could have been propelled on-the panic of pogroms, the screech of cattle 
trains leaving a last station , the crawl of the homeless along the roads of 
war .  Alone in the kitchen at five in  the morning, she cooked food for the 
family to take along; she prepared a su itcase of medicaments and clothes . 
Without comment, at her request, Joe helped Donsi Masuku siphon petrol 
from his car to fill the tank of hers. 

Bettie had found cupboards left in disorder, the kitchen raided. Pre
tending not to know, she demanded where the big plastic container was. 
And the flask to keep the breakfast coffee hot? 

To the young people, Pauline added an awkward rider to her warn ing. 
-Noth ing- to anyone .  I s  that clear? Not to any of my friends, either.-

This time Pauline had not refused succour; and the man who sought 
it was not one of those whom she 'supported' .  She had known this Donsi 
as a young black party-goer at wh ite houses . Everybody knew him, then ; 
a messenger in some editorial office who tagged along with those favoured 
invited guests, black journalists, for the free drinks, and paid for his pres
ence by his ability to enjoy himself and generate in h is hosts the pleasure 
of getting on well with blacks. He was ( to the perception of whites, anyway) 
too much of a fat and happy light-weight to be of usc in the political 
struggle, wh ich in those circles meant the African National Congress . H is 
name began to come up as a regional leader of those who left the Congress 
because they did not want to mix with whites unti l ,  they said, wh ite power 
was broken ; it was only later it was noticed he wasn ' t  at parties any longer. 
His people did not want to dance or sit with whites. But she had found 
him dancing with her daughter and niece; and she had risked arrest by 
driving him and his family to a place near the border where someone was 
waiting to smuggle them across . Donsi Masuku had learnt from a relative 
in the pol itical branch of the police ( there were family connections who 
betrayed, there were fam ily connections who saved) that he was about to 
be rearrested and charged, this time in a major trial for treason. What she 
had done was not something she could explain to friends with whom she 
supported the African National Congress, and who (no doubt) had heard 
of her fa ilure to give asylum in a context she might be expected to. Joe had 
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witnessed ; but Joe would not confront her with the paradox. Joe could not, 
because he h imself never would share her fierce faction partisanship or her 
ferocious doubts: Joe (as she taunted him) defended all who needed defence 
against a common evil . 

As one who has strayed feels a rush of strong and rel ieved attachment 
to a permanent lia ison, Paul ine wanted to be continually among these 
friends, now. She did not ask Joe to calculate the risk she had taken as 
opposed to those she had refused; but he volunteered noth ing to reassure 
her that the pol ice might not discover the number of the car that assisted 
a black man to leave the country illegally. She knew from his silence that 
the risk existed . The company of friends was something she needed to wrap 
around herself against dread . Although it was school holidays and she and 
Joe made it a rule to be at home when their son was, she accepted the 
chance to go away with friends for a weekend; Carole did not work on 
Saturdays and would come along, but the other two had the obligation of 
their jobs to fulfill . It distressed Pauline that Sasha disliked his holiday 
occupation so much ; that she had been too preoccupied to help him find 
something interesting. She confided h im to the care of adaptable Hillela .  
-Take Sasha along when you and your friends go out. Don't let him know 
I asked you .-

The house to themselves . Children with the house to themselves. 
\Vhen they were still children , what wild release that signalled; romping 
from room to room, all l ights burn ing, bed-t ime banished, the thrills of 
outlawry with in the sa fety of home: Bettie's protests to scatter them, 
shrieking, only to recommence the game of freedom, because her authority 
was no more founded than the game. 

On Friday n igh t after Pauline, Joe and Carole had left, Bettie cooked 
the meal of chops and chips (Sasha' s favourite long ago) for which Paul ine had 
left instructions .  H illela sat on the floor untidily as a rag doll propped there, 
telephoning, all an imation gathered into her chance to talk without inter
ruption from others wanting to usc the phone. She was making arrange
ments to go out; Sasha knew. He went away to some other part of the house 
so as not to listen to another's conversa tion . But she did not go out. 

Sasha? 
He heard her looking for h im.  
Sasha? Sasha? 
She was in the garden, now. He went  to his mother's room, which 
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overlooked the direction of the voice. From the silent observation of the 
room that held the humming continuum of Pauline and Joe's l ives, he saw 
her shadow sloping away from her. He waited to hear her call aga in .  

-Sasha?-
The cat came runn ing, as i t  would to anything that sounded l ike a 

summons to food or fondling. Their shadows joined where she stooped to 
chide and croon to it for being so stupid. He opened the closed window 
that marked absence and jumped . Out of the stiff cold oleander bushes 
whose dead leaves smoothed past his legs l ike blunt kn ives, his shadow 
joined hers and the eat 's .  For a while the angled, elongated mobile that was 
the three shadows jazzed, darted, and leant towards and away from the 
til ted phantom of the house, all cast over the dead lawn by the light of stars 
in a spill of cracked ice across the sky . The eat 's eyes, as she drew the pair 
into one of her zany night ecstasies, were moons, rather than the new sl iver 
l i fted too high and far in the black clarity of space. Their round phosphores
cent gold, the flash of translucence as she pranced in profile, were the 
moons of summer, the nights of the smell of burning flesh from suburban 
braaivleis. Then she was gone. 

Sasha had on his sweater but l ike most young males who J ive in a 
cl imate of long summers and never accept the brief reality of winter, he 
wore about the house, in all seasons, the same shorts and rubber-thonged 
sandals. The cold steeped his legs palpably as water; Hillela puffed out a 
breath to see it hang in air .  They went through the gate, each with arms 
crossed, hugging self, and began to walk; to walk the streets of the suburb 
as people are brought out by a summer night .  Block after block; they passed 
through the planes, bared horizontals and verticals stripped by winter; only 
among the pavement jacarandas, that do not shed their leaves till spring, 
each streetl ight swam, a luminous fish in a cave of green hollowed out of 
the night .  Although when the three young people were together, or with 
friends, the adolescent fidgety abhorrence of silence, the need to talk 
because one is alive, possessed them, the two did not talk much .  Hillela 
hummed one of her guitar tunes now and then . When they did exchange 
a remark, a phrase or a laugh shattered the clear cold like a stone thrown. 
At t imes there was the feel ing, in the rhythm of their progress, that they 
might be making for somewhere, but neither said, nor asked of the other, 
where; at others (when a corner was reached) ,  that they were looking for 
a destination . There was none; or none other. They arrived back at the gate. 
All the l ights were burning in the house, except in Pauline and Joe's 
bedroom, where a window stood open . Bettie had not locked up, knowing 
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there was no-one to reproach her neglect . The house was one of those 
legendary ships that sail on, fully rigged, without a living soul aboard. 

They stamped in, H illela putting her hands, warm from her pockets, 
over red-cold ears. Now she would go to the telephone, now she would put 
on l ipstick, fluff her hair with her fingers and leave him there . . .  Now he 
waited for her to come and call goodbye. She appeared with a pair  of h is 
soccer socks on over her jeans, threw a second pa ir for h im to catch . 
-Don' t  worry, I haven't been rummaging into any of your th ings. They 
weren' t  put in your room yet, they were among stuff Rebecca's washed.-

The house to themselves. Even the ch ildren had slipped away for ever 
in the adult silences of a n ight walk. He offered: -D'you want a fire?

-Too much fag to go out for wood .-
-1 feel like a drink.-
-Okay, I ' ll make tea . Coffee?-
-1 mean a drink. What about you?-
But without waiting for her to say, he went to take a bottle of wine 

and forgot the glasses. She brought the first th ing she saw in the kitchen, 
two cocoa mugs. -Hillela !-

-l t'll taste the same.-
He went for glasses . Smiling, she watched him open the bottle . 

-You're supposed to wipe the rim.-
-Why, it 's not dirty.-
-1 don' t  know. They always do at Olga's .  And Arthur sniffs it 

first.-
-And what's that in aid of.-
-To see if it 's corked .-
He filled the glasses. -The education you' re getting-what a great 

start in l ife .-
Hillela took h is sharpness kindly, with enjoyment. Her cheekbones, 

dusky-red with cold, l ifted under her strange sh in ing eyes, whose iris, he 
had examined and explained to her, had no grain to differentiate i t  from 
the dark pupil . -At least I 'm  learning to drive.-

-But you ought to get your learner's l icence, you know. I suppose 
you 're driving around illegally all over the place.

-In what?-
-Your friends let you , I 'm  sure.-
Hillcla was always in command of the subject ; changed it at will . 

-Teach me to play chess.-



He looked at her. -Now?
-Yes.-
He drank, drew a note sounded from the glass with thumb and 

forefinger, didn't look at her. 
-What for?-
-To play, of course . Oh you think I 'm  too stupid.-
At once his face was sullen with anxiety. -You are not stupid, 

H illela .- He moved h is head as i f  tethered somewhere; and broke loose . 
-You arc the most intelligent person in this house .-

She laughed, made an exaggerated movement pretending to spill her 
wine. -There's no-one here except you !-

-And it 's true.-
-Then only you think so.- At once she turned away quickly from 

what she had said .  -Come on . We've got all n ight-
They took the bottle and went into Joe's study, intending to fetch the 

beauti ful chess set that was kept on a filing cabinet, but instead of returning 
to the livingroom settled themselves there, with the radiator turned on and 
the wine at hand, in that single room in the house that was never for general 
use, where Bettie was not even allowed to dust because of the importance 
and confidential ity of the papers and documents filed and piled within i t .  
They l i fted the legs of the burdened desk and pulled from beneath i t  the 
sheepskin foot-rug, to sit on ; they dumped the papers from a stool to make 
of it a low table between them. Given in, Sasha was explain ing to her. 
-I t's too abstract for you . You'll learn, all right .  But you 'll only want to 
play when there's nothing else to do. And that's not what chess is. How 
shall I say-you'll always be wanting to do something clsc .-

She was setting up the men, an African ised set made of malachite in 
Rhodesia (maybe even exported by her father, who at one t ime had dealt 
in curios) .  -1 don't  want to do someth ing else .-

In the small hours, the child abandoned in the dark and cold came 
back to possess a body again for a moment .  Sasha woke to some awful 
interruption; he had the sensation of terrible discovery and disbelief he had 
had when , for a period when he was already around eight years old, he 
would find he had wet the bed . But it was a regular slamming, and not a 
physical sensation , that had wakened h im;  his bed was dry, he was not 
alone, there was the wonderful heavy warmth of breasts against h im,  and 
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the passing t ime that brought h im to consciousness was measured by the 
gentle clock of another's breath ing. H illela was there. There was nobody 
else . He got up and went,  knowing his way in the dark in this empty house, 
to that bedroom where the window had been left open and was banging 
to and fro in the wind. 

Her charges had cooked breakfast for themselves when Bettie pushed 
the kitchen door open with the armful of pots and dishes brought back from 
her man's dinner the n ight before. She was satisfied rather than pleased. 
-You old enough now not to make such a mess!- She washed up for 
them, her reproaches affectionate, a routine assertion of her field of effi
ciency. Although Hillela was like a daughter in the house, she did not have 
quite the proxy authority to give Bettie the day off. Sasha told her she 
needn't  bother, he and H illela would find their own food . -And tonight? 
For dinner?- -I t's Saturday. \Ve'B be out. Saturday n ight, Bettie.- She 
swept eggshells into the bin, laugh ing. -Him? \Vhen do you ever go out 
dancing? Hillela , she'll be having a good time, but you . . .  Sasha . . .  You 
afra id of the girls, I 'm  sure.- Not a man, to her, yet the white man in the 
house, for that weekend: -Please, Sasha , go and see what's wrong in 
Alpheus's place. There's no light, the water's not hot, nothing. She can't  
warm the food for the baby.-

-Probably a fuse blown , that's all . I think there's a box of wires in 
the broom cupboard. You know, on that small shelf . Alpheus can replace 
it himself.-

-No, no, you must go. If he messes someth ing up, who is it going 
to be in trouble? Me, that's the one.-

-You' re a terrible nag. \Vhy can ' t  you trust Alpheus?-
-Because Alpheus he'll sit there with candles and he won't  ask ! 

Won 't  say nothing! I 'm  the one, for everybody. Must speak for every
body.-

Sasha was throwing corks and broken kitchen utensils out of a drawer, 
looking for the fuse wire. 

-Oh you are good to me. Thanks, eh . Thanks, Mouser.- To be 
called by that name was to meet with blankness someone who makes the 
claim in the street: Don't  you know me? It was h imself, Mouser, one of 
the many pet names of childhood that evolve far from their origin,  in the 
manner of Cockney rhyming slang. It might have had something to do with 
big ears, with a liking for getting into small closed places , with pinching 



cheese, or the cat-like patience and curiosity of a solemn small boy. Even 
his mother, who had so many such names to express her delight in him 
then, would have forgotten, in her loss of so much that had been between 
them. That Bettie was still allowed to bring it out incongruously was more 
a mark of condescension to her than a privilege accorded . Despite her 
house-tra ining in awareness of her own dign ity, she had her lapses into the 
manner of Jethro, which perhaps needed less of an effort against the grain 
of their identical definit ion as servants. 

The absent Carole went in and out of what was now the home of 
Alpheus and his family, and often brought the baby over to the main house. 
She and Alpheus's girl made clothes for it on Pauline's sewing mach ine that 
Carole had taken to the garage. Sometimes she shared a meal there. But 
Hi llcla showed no in terest i n  the inhabitants across the yard, and Alpheus 
was some sort of issue between Sasha and his mother that nobody but the 
two of them was aware of; when he came home for holidays there was 
expectat ion that he would go to talk to Alphcus as he l iked to renew 
acquaintance each time with all that was familiar. 

-What about?- He knew she naturally assumed that the kind of 
school community he was privileged to l ive in must provide an  ease of 
communication with the young man she herself could not have. She 
wouldn't say it ,  but he wouldn't  let her off. -1 l ive with black boys all the 
time, I ' ve got noth ing particular in common with Alpheus .-

Neither he nor H illela had been in  the garage since it had become a 
family home. Frilly curta ins on a sagging wire, smell of burned cooking and 
the sweetish cloy of confined human occupation, a h i-fi installation hanging 
the festoons of luxury over napkins, bed and cooker-its existence became 
real around their presence as strangers; bringing a sense of this not only 
here, but in the house across the yard where they had moved in from n ight 
streets. 

Alpheus was a soft-voiced helper as he and Sasha dismantled a single 
electrical outlet whose plastic had melted and melded with the overload of 
plugs connected through an adaptor. -You need a separate outlet now that 
you have a hi-fi as wel l .  They'll have to get an electrician to install another 
lead from the main .- Alpheus took the advice as if it were something he 
could follow in  the practical course of things . But both knew he had bought 
what he did not want h is benefactors to know about, because he had no 
business spending money on such th ings as h i-fi equipment ,  any more than 
he should have burdened himself with a family. Alpheus's girl hanging 
about in the background acknowledged Hillela with the same gazing polite-
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ness-gone completely still , as if in the ch ildren's game where the leader 
turns suddenly to confront those moving up secretly behind him-that she 
had had when the white girl, carrying torn-up letters, had come upon her 
carrying her pregnant belly in the yard . The girl was wearing one of Carole's 
favou rite dresses H illela now realized she had not seen for some time; she 
had worn it hersel f, she and Carole often exchanged clothes. There was 
someth ing else whose d isappearance she had not noticed . In the l i ttle home 
where the functions of all rooms were reduced to fit into one, there were 
no ornaments except a few plastic toys and, on a straw mat on the hi-fi 
player, the undamaged l mari cat. 

In many ways it was more than the distance of a back yard from the 
house to Alpheus's garage. It was the only outing they took, that Saturday. 
H illela did not use the telephone. Th is was a day before them, all around 
them, untouched either at beginning or end by the week that preceded it 
or the week that would follow when on Sunday n ight, fam il iarity, a family 
would return . The luxury of its wholeness extended the ordinary course of 
a day, measured time differently, as H illela 's breath had measured it in the 
n ight .  The cat followed and stayed with them everywhere, perhaps only 
because they did not know it was accustomed to getting trimmings from 
Bettie. It kneaded Sasha's thighs and H illela kissed one by one the four 
sneakers of white fur for which it had got its name, Tackie. What they took 
for affection , weaving them into i ts caresses, was only greed . They them
selves did not touch . There were several chess lessons that ended in laugh
ter, they even quarrelled a l i ttle; it was impossible to have H illela to oneself, 
at  one's mercy, without frustration at her lack of adolescent apprehension, 
envy of her-what? Adults begin to predicate from the t ime children are 
very small . \Vhat do you want to be when you grow up? \Vhat are you going 
to do when you leave school? \Vhat career are you interested in? This 
pred ication was not an answer to anyth ing about l i fe it was needed to know. 
These questions, formulae put absently by men and women preoccupied 
by financial takeovers, property speculation, divorces, poli tical manoeuvres, 
Sasha knew were lies. From the beginn ing: -They knew you were never 
going to be an engine driver . . .  not if  they could help it. They despise 
engine drivers. They know it's not what you want to be, it's what they've 
already decided you'll settle for, so they can say they 've done all they could 
for you.-

-You should do whatever you want to do.-
-Can't  you understand?-



-You wrangle away at it too much . You'll get hungry, you'll have to 
cat ;  you'll have to work.-

-1 don't  understand you. You're the one who's had a lousy time, 
you 've been pushed around as it suited them, and you-1 don't know 
. . .  you seem to feel free. No-one's less free than you ! What's going to 
happen when you leave school next year? Are they going to pass the hat 
round to send you to university?-

-Now don't  be unfair, you know they would.-
-Or are they th inking that for you it 's a secretarial course and a useful 

job through influence at the I nstitute of Race Relations, and someone will 
pay for a degree by correspondence, on the cheap, like for Alpheus.

-Well, maybe I ' ll go to Rhodesia .-
-You've just thought of that for something to say, th is minute.-
She laughed; they were eating apples and the juice trickled down her 

chin .  
-Maybe I ' ll get a job.-
-What job?-
-Oh journalism, or maybe nursing.-
-For pete's sake ! The difference is . . .  tremendous, total .  You'd think 

it was choosing between chocolate or vanilla . When do you suppose you'll 
decide?-

-Then. I ' ll say, then. Nursing; ncwspaper.-
-Hilly, Rhodesia's a horrible place, there's going to be a war therc.-
-Len never says anyth ing.-
-When he wri tes you a birthday card, no.-
With regular bites, she was shaping a spool out of the apple core. 
-Sasha . . . Why d'you let everyth ing make you so angry. 

Sasha . . .  -
He felt a fresh surge of what she called anger. -Because you forgive 

them .-
The castaway raft that was carrying the day dropped out of rapids into 

quiet water. She played the guitar to herself, bent over cradl ing it to save 
h im from disturbance. Out of his week's pay at the l iquor store he had 
bought h imself some books, and had begun one th is weekend. The Brothers 
Karamazov was in the house in the old red hardback uniform edition of 
Dostoevsky along with all the other books under whose influence he had 
been reared without knowing i t  or having read them, but he had bought 
the paperback as if the other had not been there all his l ife, on one of the 
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shelves that narrowed every passage as well as stretched up the walls in every 
room, and made the odours he associated with home compound with the 
smell of paper and the livingroom fruit bowl . He wanted to read the book 
because he had heard one of the masters at school mention , in a debate 
on capital punishment (the school tried hard to introduce issues that 
schoolboys could not be expected to think about) ,  that the writer Dosto
evsky had stood before a firing squad and found himself suddenly reprieved 
instead of dead. The extremity of th is experience attracted Sasha, who 
sometimes was secretly drawn to the possibility of committing suicide. One 
of the reasons for the anger which Hillela had gently mocked was that he 
felt h is mother had wormed th is secret out of h im-not in words, but in 
the concentration of signs only she and he could read: the way he left a 
room, the shift in his attention when someone was speaking-he could not 
stop her adding these things up. But he was safe from that secret now. 
Hillela was there. It was not possible to th ink of nonexistence while she was 
close by, her bare foot with the one funny toe stretched towards the 
afternoon fire they had made for themselves . 

He was disappointed with the visit to the holy Zossima ( rationalism 
was one of the influences he was unaware of; rel igious mysticism bored h im) 
until Fyodor Pavlovitch Karamazov embarrassed his sons by making a 
ridiculous scene, but after that the new reader entered the novel as millions 
had done before h im, although to him it seemed its knowledge of all he 
needed to know, that  nobody would ever tell h im-even though everyth ing 
was d iscussed, talk never stopped-was part of the possession of the house 
boarded this silent weekend when it was l it-up and empty. As he read his 
absorption deepened l ike the stages of sleep; and he was aware of his 
compan ion only the way the cat, actually asleep, showed awareness of the 
comfort of human presence and the fire's warmth by now and then flexing 
thorns through the white fur of a paw. Then he fell into a passage that 
seemed to surround and isolate him . 'I am that insect, brother, and it is 
said of me specially. All we Karamazovs are such insects, and, angel as you 
are, that insect l ives in you,  too, and will stir up a tempest in your blood . 
Tempests, because sensual lust is a tempest !  Beauty is a terrible and awful 
thing! It is terrible because it has not been fathomed and never can be 
fathomed, for Cod sets us noth ing but riddles. Here the boundaries meet 
and all contrad ictions exist side by side. I am not a cultivated man, brother, 
but I 've thought a lot about this. I t 's terrible what mysteries there are ! '  

He d id not know Hillela had  stopped playing her guitar; he  had not 
been listening. She wandered out of the room, and that she was not there 



any longer he felt immediately. He thought he heard her calling. Some 
other sound, the susurrus of the shower; perhaps he imagined the voice, like 
the voices heard under a waterfall . He went to the bathroom door and 
rapped a mock drum-roll. She did call something. He rapped again .  Hillela 
opened the door, pink paths showing all over her drenched head, streams 
of water l icking her breasts, the springy stamens of her pubic hair brill iant 
with shaking drops. A hollow of pale mauve shadow went from each lean 
hip-bone down to the groin .  -1 boiled myself by the fire.- He looked at 
her. Not at her face; and she was watching him, both encouraging and 
anxious, a kind of happiness . He kissed the breasts, letting them wet his 
face. He knelt down and pressed closed eyes and mouth against that wet 
moss that poor boys at school had tried to represent in ugly drawings in the 
lavatories. She reached for a sponge and squeezed i t  over his head. The 
water ran down his hair and plastered it. She teased: -Just l ike an old 
mango pip.- They played, through the open door the house was filled 
with shouts and laughter. The shower was still plash ing. They fought and 
sli thered in the steam .  She pulled h im under the fall of water and he 
struggled out of his wet clothes and imprisoned her, cool and ungraspable. 
The water found the meeting of their bellies and poured down their thighs. 
She Ia-la-la-ed, he pushed her head under the full force of the jet. 

They dried their hair by the fire. He towelled hers vigorously, but her 
res istance was weak and laugh ing, the game was running down; the smell 
of H illela's hair was identifiable as the source of the int imations of her he 
had found, over several years now, in her jacket that hung in  the jumble 
behind a door, or on a cushion on the old sofa, in a jersey left inside-out, 
as it had been pulled off, sleeves holding the shape of her impatient push 
up to elbows . 

Hunger was also a happiness . He cooked up a rich red-and-yellow mess 
of t inned tomatoes and mushrooms, tuna fish and cheese, an expert i n  
clandestine boarding-school cuisine. They carried it to  the fire and camped 
on the floor. The cat filched bits of fish with the club of a curved paw and 
spat out each morsel several t imes to get rid of the tomato coating. Sasha 
put her through the window, H illela let her in again .  Sasha suggested he 
would take another bottle of wine but neither wanted it .  The telephone 
rang; Hi llela was sopping up sauce with a piece of bread, he put down his 
plate, she waved the crust, and he did not know whether it  was a signal that 
he should answer. She cleaned her plate with conscientious gusto, making 
figures of eight while he counted the rings, n ine, ten , eleven, and the last 
cut off in  the m iddle. With in  such content so many things seem possible, 
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even easy. -All you need is enough for a cheap one-way ticket. I f  you can 
get that together, then you can work your way round Europe. There must 
be people we know we could stay with . . .  connections.-

-Billie-she's got family in London . You know-my step-mother.-
-1 want to keep away from youth hostels. I 've had enough of living 

in dormitories. They say in France, if  you go to the South where so many 
rich people are, you can get taken on as crew for a yacht .  Girls too. There's 
someone at school , his brother went all the way to the Bahamas-fantastic. 
The trouble is, we'll fin ish school in the December of next year-

-November.-
-Same thing; it's winter in  Europe. But we could work in ski resorts 

for a bit .-
Hillela m imed a shiver. 
-No, you'll love it. The way you can dance, I 'l l bet you'll ski well .  

Good co-ordination .-
-Cold places .- A fearful intake of breath. 
-That's because it 's something you can't even imagine. The sun 

is hot, the snow is cold-it's like eating sorbet and drinking hot black 
coffee.-

She smiled praisingly. -How do you know.-
He caught her hand, patted h imself on the head with it . -1 know, 

I just know.-
-And Carole could join up with us somewhere.-
-Carole?-
He stared at her. She looked back with the face of someone practical , 

considering ways and means. 
-But she'l l sti l l be a t  school .-
-ln the holidays. I t'll be fun .  The three of us. Like here.-
Orange and blue l iquid pulsed in the coals; measured perhaps a min

ute. He picked up h is book again ,  and, as the ca t would look about fastidi
ously for a place to lie, slowly settled his head in her lap, where the plate 
had been.  She grabbed a cushion , l ifted his head, and put the cushion 
beneath it. He had been reading, on and off, all day. She looked to see how 
far along he was by now: more than two hundred pages. 

-What about the bathroom .-
Only the pilot light of h is conscious attention burned. -There's all 

day tomorrow.-
She began to read over h is head; when he got to the end of a page 

before her, her hand went down to hold him back. As she caught up with 



the sense of the narrative their pace drew even, so that they were reading 
at the same instant the same passage: 'I want you to know me. And then 
to say goodbye. I believe it's always best to get to know people just before 
leaving them. '  

Sasha closed the book and  pu t  it aside without marking h i s  place with 
the torn bus ticket he used, but the spine of the paperback, bent as far as 
he had read, l i fted the pages apart from the rest at that  point .  After a while 
her hand stirred as if about to touch his hair, but did not . She bent over, 
smiling, but his eyes were closed . 

-Sasha?-
-Sasha?-
He waited, once again ,  to hear her call softly, again .  
-Sasha?-
He opened his eyes and suddenly began to yawn, yawned till his eyes 

watered, full of tears. 
They got up. She stood a moment, waiting for h im.  
-1 would never go to Rhodesia .-
She was moving her head very slowly. Feeling him looking at her, a 

smile turned the edges of her mouth; she might have been being photo
graphed. He approached her very shyly, and kissed her. They wandered 
through the house, arms about each other's waist, following the trail of their 
inhabitation: among the papers on the study desk, a packet of chocolate 
broken into, from which she took a square, music tapes among the open 
tins in the kitchen, h is telescope that he had been tinkering with (last year's 
birthday present for a boy interested in phenomena beyond h is orbit) on 
the dining-table. 

He took the telescope into h is room and for a long time, until they 
got too cold, they drew the moon and stars near through the open window, 
just as their talk drew near ski resorts, the Bahamas, the anonymous free
dom of foreign cities . 

They were in  the deep sleep of midnight  when Pauline came quietly 
into her son 's room and saw that there were two in his bed. She turned on 
the ligh t . The room was cold and stuffy; warm in the core of it was the smell 
of a body she had known since she gave birth to him, unmistakable to her 
as the scent that leads a bi tch to her puppy, and it was mingled with the 
scents of sexuality caressed from the female nectary. The cat was a rolled 
fur glove in an angle made by Sasha's bent knees. The two in the bed 
opened their eyes; they focussed out of sleep and saw Pauline. She was 
looking at them, at their naked shoulders above the covers, and she called, 
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as if she had come upon intruders in the house-foe. She turned and 
walked out. 

They did not move. Someth ing grasped Sasha's innards and was shak
ing h im;  he trembled against H illela . Her body was calm as sunwarmed 
stone. He spoke. -It 's not Sunday.- Hillela said nothing. Her soft, clean ,  
curly ha i r  lay aga inst his neck, the last sensation he had been conscious of 
as he fell asleep. H illela was there. Now that terrified h im .  

Pauline came back with Joe, she was clutch ing h i s  upper arm, taking 
protection . She stopped him in the doorway, against some danger. Sensing 
attention, the cat began to purr. Pauline's splendid head rose l ike an archaic 
representation of the sun , aureoled with wild filaments, bl inding them and 
holding them in her gaze. -foe. foe .- Sasha's mother was imploring h is 
father to tell the intruders not to be there. The cat stretched, jutted rump 
and ta il and jumped off the bed. 

The greatest shock was the confusion . It was days before Sasha (and 
H illela , for all he knew) understood why h is parents had come home on 
Saturday n igh t. And Pauline and Joe had to grasp a total displacement of 
apprehension . They returned because of a crisis they knew how to deal 
with, in an anxiety not unexpected in the context of their l ives . Someone 
had brought that curse upon peace, a radio, to the camping ground in the 
Drakensberg. He took the th ing, the size of a cigarette pack, along with 
h im when the party of friends went on a climb, and under another kind 
of waterfall (of static) its cackle told of the arrest of Joe's partner in the 
early hours of Saturday morning. Joe and Pauline left Carole with the party 
and tramped back in the silence of shared preoccupation along the h ikers' 
trail where, a few hours before, they had noticed the minute beauties of 
every fern and flower, and the grand surveillance of eagles . What both 
feared most, on the long drive back, was that  their house had been ra ided 
while the other two members of the family were left alone there. -\Veil 
. . .  they're not children . . .  they'll know how to behave sensibly.- Pauline 
accepted the reassurance, but a mile or two farther on , wh ile she was taking 
her turn to drive, allowed herself: -How d'you behave with those bastards 
raking th rough a house? I t 's all very well . . .  but it hasn 't happened to us . 
I 'm  not sure what my reactions would be. I f  I could shut up. And 
Sasha . . .  -

-Sasha knows the drill .- They were travelling in the car in which 
Pauline had taken the Masuku family to escape over the border. Police 



investigations into such things often took a long time when they were 
preparing a case pertaining to state security and involving many people. 
Both were th inking about th is, but sa id noth ing. When Pauline was not 
driving there was no other cla im to distract her attention, and foreboding 
built within her a whole construct of consequences from a single act, made 
by her, it now seemed on impulse, that would trap the considered, continu
ing usefulness of Joe and his kind. She experienced a new guilt; through 
her, hands that should never touch , eyes that should never sec the papers 
in Joe's modest study might have been going through them. 

That was the first room in the house she went to, and there was some 
evidence of disorder-Joe's rug was not under the desk, files were on the 
floor, the chess set was not in i ts usual place . She could not wait  to verify 
if anyth ing had been taken but ran at once to be reassured that the children 
were all righ t, that Sasha was in his room. 

J oe was already on the telephone, waking up his partner's wife. 
Coming back from that room, Paul ine waited a full minute, standing 

there looking at J oe, not hearing what  he was saying, unable to understand 
anyth ing, neither what she had just seen nor the purport of h is expression 
as he asked questions and received answers . 

And in the days that followed, wh ich was one to think about, how 
could one grapple with the one, the always-to-be-expected crisis, while the 
other . . .  how was one to th ink of anything but the other? Joe had no 
choice . He was preparing applicat ions, making representations, following 
procedures and looking (always looking} for the loopholes in Acts through 
which he could reach the detained man, while at the office doing the work 
of both of them. He phoned Pauline at odd moments of day, as a busy man 
will find time to do usually only to keep contact with a m istress . A few 
murmured, ell ipt ical words, to which the response was equally laconic. 
Everyth ing all right? Anyth ing happened? 

Y cs. Noth ing. 
After Pauline had pushed past Joe that n igh t, gone over to the bed 

and hit  Sasha across the face, hit  h im for the fi rst t ime in her l ife, hit h im 
twice, jolting h i s  head first this way then that ,  what could be all right. But  
outside that room where he lay naked, smelling of  sex, with his sister
outside that house, all over the country, there were parents whose sons were 
in prison , whose sons had had to flee, like Donsi Masuku, and whom they 
would never see aga in .  

For the first t ime,  what there was could not be talked over ' frankly and 
openly' between the parents and ch ildren . There was no formula of confi-
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dence that would do. Pauline and Joe searched for one, as he searched for 
loopholes in the law. The attraction that had overcome taboo was some
thing no-one could be asked to explain .  Could one ask the fifteen-year-old 
Carole if she had noticed anything about-what? Could a father collude 
with his daughter in  the old adult euphemism for sexual relations, 'some
thing between' her siblings? The incident-how would one phrase i t  to 
Sasha, to the gi rl-was it an incident, a piece of sexual bravado (there was 
the empty wine bottle as a clue) in the defining family's absence, or was 
it something-

-Oh worse, worse.- Pauline stopped Joe. -Love, then, incest, 
going on who knows how long.-

Joe told her again and again,  she shouldn ' t  call H illela Sasha's 'sister' . 
-Not in actual terms of kinship, no, but in fact, how they've been 

brought up, how we live, they are brother and sister, they are, they know 
they are. And she is his first cousin . My sister shares my blood, doesn't she !  
Their mothers are one !-

-In some countries even marriages between cousins were not illegal .  
Until very recently. Where your grandfather was born, lots of Jews married 
cousins. Not only secular, but rel igious law allowed it.- Joe offered the 
information not to comfort his wife and h imself, but to defuse emotion that 
they might apply reason to the unspeakable. 

I n  the end, Joe closed the door in his study as was customary when 
he and Sasha wanted to be left in peace to play chess, and said to h im as 
Len once said to Hillela :  -I don ' t  understand, either.- He was concur
ring, perhaps, with the state of mind of Pauline, who never before had 
excluded herself from any discuss ion concern ing her son .  -We're prepared 
to accept that you yourself do not understand . So let us put it behind us. 
Forget it-

Such abject desolat ion burned over the boy that Joe sensed th is l ike 
a fever emanating from h im .  

-Come. Set up the men . I 've had  a hellish day in court. Let's 
play.-

Sasha would go back to school , but H illela would remain there, in the 
house. 

Carole, younger and impressionable, shared a room with her. Already 
the parents could sense a protective hostil i ty in Carole : ganging up for, 
rather than with, the old triumvirate, because Sasha was withdrawn , he 
spoke to the two girls only when others were present, in the conventional 
exchanges at table, and Hillela-no-one had confronted Hillela with any-
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th ing. One of the things Hillcla had done-Sasha and Hillela had done
was to take away from Pauline the single area where Pauline was certain 
always to know what to do, the area where she had been sure nothing could 
shock her, nothing elude understanding or al ienate love. Joe had to shut 
h imself up ,  alone, with Sasha; she could not bring herself to take on Hillela . 
When Hillela came over quietly-aston ish ingly-to kiss her goodnight as 
usual ( this was a house where affection was displayed, normal emotions had 
never been suppressed) every evening of the very week that followed what 
had happened, Pauline touched that young cheek with l ips l ike charred 
paper. Hillela went  to her holiday job, Carole to hers, and in the evenings, 
if Hi llela did not go out with those friends of hers (and god knows who they 
were, what ideas she had picked up from them and brought home) she was 
shut up with Carole in their shared room in schoolgirl int imacy-creaming 
faces, squeezing blackheads, push ing back cuticles; whatever they were 
doing or saying concealed by the music they played . Some of the n ights of 
that week Pauline wept in the dark beside Joe, after they had talked in bed 
about the things that really mattered in the world, the clandestine investi
gations Joe was making, through contacts in the pol ice, to find out whether 
his partner was going to be charged with subversion, and the progress of 
the trial of others, already in session . He patted her back, stroked her h ip; 
uncertain whether i t  would be a good th ing to go on to make love to her. 
Once, when his caress of comfort began to change, she spoke. -1 have the 
feel ing Carole knew all along . . .  -

-Oh surely not . H illela will have told her? Not possible. I can ' t  
bel ieve that- He did not  say it :  even of  Hillela . 

-Not told, nobody will have said anyth ing, but you know how she 
adores the girl .  More than any sister. Sensed it. Whatever H illela does is 
always right ,  for her. You remember the Durban business. How she lied for 
her?-

l t  was because of Carole that a decision had to be made. H illela had 
caused Pauline to strike her son ,  Hillela had used him as a man while he 
was stil l his mother's son , Hillcla, made a sister out of Pauline's love for a 
sister, had misused the status granted her, but it was because of Carole that 
the petty domestic normality of the house, the goodnight kisses and cosy 
chess games that pers isted under danger and polit ical upheaval, could not 
be allowed to return under this kind of threat .  Carole was exposed; even 
supposing what happened were to have been an isolated incident, and when 
Sasha came back from school for other hol idays it would not be necessary 
to wonder, every time one went  out for a few hours, whether one should 
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have locked grown children in their rooms . . . Carole was exposed. 
No decision could be made by Pauline and Joe alone. She did not know 

whether to write to the father, to Len . I t  was not proposed to pack the girl 
off to Rhodesia, to end up a glorified waitress, l ike the new wife. -She's  
still Ruthie's child.- For Paul ine, if love fa iled, became incomprehensible, 
there was still justice .  It was necessary to speak to Olga. It had to be done; 
hadn ' t  Olga always said she had as much right to Hillela as Pauline? Olga, 
too, bore the charge of Ruthie's child. Olga must face facts, l ike anyone 
else, once or twice in her l i fe. 

Everything Pauline found it impossible to be, at home, now, she was 
restored to the moment she found hersel f in Olga's presence, in Olga's 
room with the Carpeaux Reclining Nude and (an acquisition she noted 
with the subl iminal attention that stores such things) a gilt-turbanned 
Blackamoor holding up a lamp. -Sasha and Hillela have been sleeping 
together. Don' t  ask me the deta ils. They don' t  help at all .  It happened; we 
know; that's all there is to it-

Olga didn ' t  want  to believe what she was told so bluntly; Olga wanted 
to get out of believing. They almost quarrelled. How could Pauline say such 
a thing, and about her own child, too-as if  it were noth ing! Matter-of-fact! 
That 's all there is to it. Pauline was so hard. Paul ine grinned shockingly at 
her sister. -What do you want  me to say? Weep and wail? I 've come to 
discuss what we ought to do next, as Ruthie's sisters. These things happen, 
they happen within closed walls, l ike these, you can ' t  shut them out as you 
do so much else. They are in the family, Olga .-

-To think she grew up with Clive! And they're still together quite 
often ! He's teaching her to drive-but Clive's a very steady, sensible 
boy-

-Of course, all parents are quite positive that the way they 've brought 
up their children has produced models of virtue. I don 't  excuse Sasha, I 
don' t  exonerate him, it 's all beside the point. And he's no concern of yours. 
\Ve'rc talking about Hillela .-

Olga had a loose cashmere jacket over her shoulders, there was under
floor heating in her house and no need for the bulky winter clothing Pauline 
wore. Olga stood up giddily, taking courage in one certainty. -1 can ' t  take 
her, Paul ine.- Pauline watched her pressing her oval red nails into the 
flesh of her slim arms. 

-Even though Clive is so sensible. But Olga, no-one expects it , you 
handed her over to me the moment adolescence arrived, don ' t  you re-
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member? But now I 'm  asking you: what about her future? What do you 
suggest?-

Olga dug her nails testingly into her flesh because she was afraid of 
telling Arthur .  All the time she was talking to her sister, she was anticipat
ing the dread of tell ing Arthur .  She feared someth ing from him,  and did 
not know what it was until it came: -A l ittle tart, l ike her mother. I could 
always see it. Bad blood.-

Olga, who had tears of excitement in her eyes when she bid success
fully at an art auction , who cried at school prize-givings, did not burst into 
tears but took on the force that appalled her in Pauline. -Like me. My 
bad blood . My sister, you bastard . You talk about breeding. I had to teach 
you how to hold a knife and fork properly. This house is full of beautiful 
things I work so hard to find and you never even look at. You bring people 
here you don' t  know how to talk to. D'you know how many t imes I 'm 
ashamed of you?-

Pauline and Olga met again ,  with Joe as adviser; Arthur had business 
engagements and did not appear. Olga clung to the idea of getting Len to 
come down from Sal isbury; th is was not someth ing to be discussed over the 
telephone, and a letter would be such a shock to h im,  poor devil ,  because 
he wouldn't  be able to respond immediately, ask questions .  Pauline and Joe 
were sceptical-Olga was stall ing, as to be expected. Len would come, 
perhaps the solution already existing would be found; maybe boarding
school , once aga in ,  was the answer that would serve . Ah, and in the 
holidays? Where would she go in the holidays? 

But Hillela herself provided the solution . She was leaving school . Yes. 
She had a job, 'somewhere to stay' ; she was going to move in with other 
young people who had rented a house. 

It was Joe she told. Joe who had bought her a guitar during the court 
lunch-break in Pretoria . She knocked and came into his study as she had 
done so many times with a cup of tea, and when he murmured thanks, she 
told h im.  

-Not before matric! What can you do without matric? Your whole 
l ife, Hillela . You'll prejudice your whole l ife !  You can 't  do that !  For god's 
sake , what do you want to become of you ! I t 's only just over another year

She gave h im a schoolgirl's answer that made i t  easy for them both : 
-I ' m  sick of school .-
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The pen he held between second and third fingers seesawed, tapping 
at the desk. There was a strange sad echo between them. -You're in a 
hurry to l ive, H illela . You don' t  stop to think-

She chewed at the inside of her cheek, and looked at him boldly, 
openly, appealingly-he never decided which it had been. He was ashamed 
to see she understood that although he used the present tense, he was 
referring to what  he and she could not talk of, in the immediate past. 

\Vhat could they be expected to have done about Hillela at that t ime? 
Her father had been reached after some difficulty; he no longer l ived at the 
flat, h is second wife had left him and he was working as a mine storeman 
up in Ndola .  Len was clearly in no position or state of mind to take any 
responsibility. So there was nothing for it but to let a seventeen-year-old 
girl th ink she was the one who knew what to do. 

Paul ine believed it her duty, for Ruth ie's sake, whatever m ight have 
happened, to see the place where the girl was going to l ive. H illela took her 
obediently to an old house with peeling wallpaper, sash windows propped 
open with rolled newspapers , and in the bathroom ( Pauline asked to see the 
bathroom) a lavatory bowl stained the colour of iodine. Olga, through 
Pauline, offered a small monthly allowance, to be sure the girl would have 
a roof over her head. The girl did not refuse; it was arranged that Olga 
would open a bank account in her name. It is unlikely that she ever saw 
Olga again;  Olga could not very well invite her to Friday evening dinners 
at Arthur's house. Paul ine telephoned, for Ruth ie's sake, every week or two, 
wh ile she could reach Hillela where she worked in some mail-order business, 
but she did not last long in that job and there was no information about 
where she was to be found next. She had been told that if ever she had any 
problems, she should come to Joe-problems were Joe's profession , he 
could deal with them disinterestedly; that was the one advantage she had 
left them to offer her. I t  would have been aga inst Paul ine's principles to 
forbid any child of hers anything, but Carole was kept so busy between 
school and the communal activit ies she shared with her mother that there 
couldn't  have been much time or opportunity for her to seek out her cousin .  
And Sasha-Sasha was out of the way at school . When he  came home for 
the Christmas holidays, H illela had left her first job, moved from the old 
house, and-unless she had written to him? Hillela had never been known 
to write-it was unl ikely he could seek her out, even i f  he had 'had the 
heart to' . 

That was Joe's phrase, when they worried about the probability, and 
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Pauline was somehow offended by it .  What harm had been done Hillela? 
In that house, Pauline and Joe's, she had been treated l ike one of their own, 
as long as this was possible. Pauline could not resorb into mental balance 
the confusion of that Saturday n ight's return from the mountains-the 
eagles' air, so easily invaded by cackle of a cheap little radio, the fear of the 
State and pol ice that roused a whole resource of heightened alertness, craft 
and strategy working above da ily l ife, and then the unbelievable sight that 
stared from within the safety and familiarity of that daily l ife-a child's bed 
with the cheerful blanket crocheted by a black women's self-help group, on 
the floor the sh irt she chose for him only last week, the telescope bought 
and kept concealed as a loving surprise for a birthday; the house cat purring 
in the aghast vacuum . Paul ine did not allow hersel f to think about the last 
t ime in  her l i fe she had felt a like confusion . That was the sort of trite 
matching for Olga to go in for-Pauline had a lifetime of clear-headedness , 
passionate desire to face facts, in between, separating her from the ancient 
history when she was a young woman and their s ister Ruth forsook them 
all, everything they knew, for a dockside n ightclub in  Lourenc;:o Marques . 
Let Olga and Arthur compare the mother and daughter, if it would make 
them feel any better. Pauline loathed sanctimonious self-justification . She 
never abrogated her responsibil ity for that stage in H illela 's l i fe. Never. I t  
was not because o f  Ruthie they had failed with Ruth ie's daughter. 

The girl brought no problem to Joe, so she must have been all right .  
Whatever that meant in the way she must be living. 

I t  is not easily understood why Pauline did not think about what the 
problem might be, i f  there were to be one. Perhaps she assumed that a girl 
who could do what Hillela had done would know how to look after herself. 
And that practical conclusion, in itself, referred to all that was unthinkable, 
must be forgotten . 

I t  had to be forgotten for Sasha's sake, so that he could come back, 
always come back, without sensing the restraint of tolerance in the feel of 
home, come back to looking at the stars, chess games with his father and 
fierce political arguments with his mother. Sasha wrote letters but he never 
asked about Hillela , even in those addressed to Carole .  Forget it. He had 
always, since it began ,  forgotten ' i t '  when he was at school; put it away, 
folded very small, and in code, in the centre of h imself where no-one could 
get at it. Whether it was shameful or precious he had not needed to know 
until Pauline and Joe looked at i t .  Now he knew it had to be forgotten .  I t  
was all right at  school ; he feared the feel o f  home, the having to come back 
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to its smell of frui t  and Hillela 's hair that was home; to sensing the odour 
of that hair that wasn ' t  there anymore. 

At school there was nothing to fear, until one weekend that term a 
girl in his class hanged herself in the gym . I t  was a Sunday, those who 
wanted to go to church had been in the town, others, including h imself, 
had gone to help build a village school for the children of black peasants. 
She was a white Catholic girl and had stayed behind from church that day 
to hang herself; one of the juniors went into the gym to fetch cricket stumps 
and saw her dangling from the wall bars. She was not a particularly popular 
or pretty gi rl-people laughed behind her back at the dark hair that made 
her upper lip look dirty-but she had her l ittle group, played tennis in the 
second team,  was not left out at the Saturday n ight disco in the school hall. 
Sasha was among those brought running into the gym by the screams of 
the small boy, and her body hanging there was someth ing without explana
tion . Another girl gave it to h im:  their classmate was pregnant .  Her terror 
of her parents had been greater than her fear of death . 

Sasha wrote in his weekly letter home about the brick-laying he was 
doing, building the village school . 

Sasha had no fear of h is parents. They were enl ightened people. They 
had only looked .  H is mother had tried to hurt s imply because she was hurt. 
He had not been afraid until now; he had only now remembered, discov
ered , there was something to be afraid of. This was the time when he would 
telephone home apparently for no reason ; was there anything he wanted 
sent ,  anything he needed? They were always cheerful, pleased to hear from 
him.  He tried, whenever he had a chance, to reach Carole when they were 
out, but never succeeded. The immense shock of curiosity with which he 
had seen the body of the girl turned into an obsession that blocked his 
co-ordination in the science laboratory and at games. He was able to bury 
h imself in sleep the moment he went to bed at n ight in his sen ior boy's 
private cubicle, but he woke very early in the morning, as i f  something had 
taken him by the shoulder and shaken him.  Or slapped him this way and 
that across the face . He did not open his eyes but was wide awake beh ind 
this sham of sleep, and what he saw was not a dream but like a film he had 
never seen yet remembered, or the images accompanying the reading of a 
book. He saw the carcasses he had passed so many t imes unremarked, 
hanging from hooks in the country butcher shop ncar the school , where 
dagga could be bought from old women in the yard behind. The pigs and 
sheep dangled ; the girl dangled, the laces of one of her shoes untied. Her 
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face was the face o f  Hillela with head drooped to one side, like the plaster 
statues of Christ on the cross. How many weeks passed? How soon did girls 
know for sure what was going on in their bodies? With the knowledgeable 
girl who was h is friend he brought up the subject of their dead classmate, 
for whom prayers had been said at school assembly. -She could have had 
an abortion . I ' m  sure we'd have found someone to do it. Poor stupid th ing. 
I t's not the end of the world . . .  -

How many weeks to half-term? At last he could wander into Carole's 
room. She was putting safety-pins round the torn hem of a skirt; he watched 
for a while. -Any news.-

She kept her head down . 
-You haven't seen her?-
The head nodded, so that no-one other than he would witness, by the 

spoken word, an admission . 
-\Vhat's she doing.-
-She wanted to leave the job she had , I don ' t  know what she's found 

now.-
-You do know.-
Carole' s hair hung over her face, a l ittle long-haired dog whose muzzle 

can ' t  be seen .  
-Is she okay?-
A splotch fell on Carole's hands, and another. -She's okay, but I 'm  

not going to talk about her with you .-
There came from h im,  riled by her tears of loss : -It 's not the end 

of the world .-
Yet what sort of assurance was Carole's 'okay' . \Vho would confide 

trouble to li ttle Carole? He spent a great deal of that weekend searching: 
the old haunts he remembered, the warehouse where Hillela had played her 
guitar, and the kind of places he thought she might frequent now, Hillbrow 
discos, pizza joints, jazz clubs. He ended up, the Saturday n ight of his 
half-term break, alone in one of the cinemas where they had sat on autumn 
afternoons .  

Sasha never saw her, not then or any other weekend or in the school 
holidays . I t  was not that she was not to be found; she was there, in the city, 
all right,  but not for h im,  or surely he would have seen her somewhere, as 
he constantly encountered others he knew. How many months passed? 
Slowly, he became used to the fear .  He l ived with i t  all the time. And then 
too much time had gone by; i f  what  he feared really had been, something 
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terrible al ready would have come to pass, by now. And so th is meant she 
was safe. She would not hang from a butcher's hook with one shoelace 
un tied .  It 's not the end of the world. Forget it. 

This is not a period well-documented in anyone's memory, even, i t  
seems, H illela 's own . For others, one passes into a half-presence (al ive 
somewhere in the city, or the world) because of lack of objective evidence 
and information; for oneself, the lack of documentation is deliberate. And 
if, later, no-one is sure you are really the same person, what-that is certain 
to be relevant-is there to document? Everyone is familiar with memories 
others claim to have about oneself that  have nothing to do with oneself. 

In the l ives of the greatest, there are such lacunae-Christ and Shake
speare disappear from and then reappear in the chron icles that documenta
tion and human memory provide. It is not difficult for a girl of seventeen 
(out of s ight of the witness of family and friends) to be absent from the 
focuses of a woman's own mnemon ic attention in later l ife : to be aban
doned, to disappear. 



TIME OFF FOR 

A LOVE-LETTER 

Where was the seventeen-year-old on the Day of the Covenant, 1 6th 
December 1 96 1 ,  when bombs exploded in  a post office, the Resettlement 
Board Headquarters, and the Bantu Affairs Commissioner's offices? 

The public holiday of that date had only recently been renamed .  On 
the 1 6th December 1 8 38 ,  the Boers defeated the impis of the Zulu king, 
Dingane ( tradition m isspelt his name), in revenge for his attempt to save 
his land and independence. Some months before, Dingane, pressed into 
trading for a token of cattle a vast tract of h is kingdom, had first agreed 
and then killed the Boer, Piet Retief, and h is parleying party, routed the 
Boer settlements al ready establ ished in  the kingdom, and chased the 
other whites, the British, from what they called Port Natal . At the cost 
of three white men wounded, the Boers slaughtered three thousand 
Zulus . Dingaan's  Day curiously was then named for the vanquished 
rather than the victors . I t  was perhaps this aspect of the commemoration 
that moved the government to shift the dedication of the holiday to a 
biblical, less equivocal focus. The Covenant had been made, before the 
battle, with Cod-another piece of ca ttle-trading; in return for victory 
over the blacks, the whites would vow to hold an annual service of 
thanksgiving for the preservation of white civil ization as carried into 
Africa by the guns of the Boers. 

Whatever the holiday was dubbed, those white South Africans who 
did not gather to pray for their civilizat ion in churches, or to l isten at rallies 
to polit ical speeches on the subject, trad itionally went picnicking. So did 
many black, if they could find some place where they were allowed upon 
the grass-riversides, lakes and resorts were reserved for whites; it was only 
this year, as a consequence of the formation of the organization, Umkhonto 
we Sizwe, announced by Mandela and so troubling to Pauline, that the 
spear of Dingane's resistance had been taken up by blacks to mark the day 
as h is and theirs. 

If it hadn't  been Dingaan's Day and i f  the first bombings in Johannes
burg had not been reported to have taken place that very day, the psychia
trist's wife would not have been able to cla im with the certainty of historical 



A S P 0 R T 0 F N A T U R E 

confirmation that she actually had met and could even recognize the girl 
subsumed beneath the woman's face in newspaper photographs seen many 
years later. The picnic itself was l ike many other picnics. The psychiatrist 
was newly qualified, in jun ior partnersh ip, and not yet prosperous; the 
young couple had twin babies, lived in a small flat, and got out into the fresh 
air every Sunday. Hillela was with them on that picnic because she was now 
working as his receptionist; her third job-count can be kept at least that 
far . She had come to the consulting rooms he shared with his senior, 
peddling The \Vorld A tlas and Encyclopaedia of Modern Knowledge on 
ten per cent commission . The receptionist turned her away and she was 
taking advantage of the privacy of the corridor outside the rooms to eat a 
hamburger she had brought into the building when the psychiatrist came 
out and punched all the lift buttons in turn . His impatience had no effect, 
and while he was waiting she looked for somewhere to put down her 
hamburger, could not, and so approached him with sample Volume 1 of 
the encyclopaedia and a half-eaten bun in her hands. They both laughed . 
He refused the bargain offer of the encyclopaedia and sympathetically told 
the girl nobody really ever wanted to buy that sort of thing; in fact, he 
explained, going down in the lift with her, the fraudulent offer of encap
sula ted knowledge was a survival of post First World War aspirations, long 
before television provided popular culture among the poor in Europe, 
England particula rly, when unemployment rose and people hoped to sur
vive by 'bettering themselves ' .  -It 's pretty heavy to lug around, anyway.
That was all the young saleswoman knew. He asked i f  she wouldn ' t  prefer 
some other job? She was swallowing the last of her hamburger but-with 
a hand over her mouth-eyes that attracted attent ion with their dark 
opacity signalled eagerly. Fortunately practical Pauline had made sure all 
three children had learned to type. And of course , on those visits to Olga 
Hillcla had learned to drive a car; it wasn 't  necessa ry to add to her qualifica
tions by saying she had no l icence. The psychiatrist did not need a driver, 
but he told her to sec the receptionist about a vacancy at his rooms. She 
dumped the sample encyclopaedia on a bench at  a city bus stop. Some
where in forgotten records her name appears, written off to the percentage 
of bad debts the publish ing company expected from those who answered 
their advertisement :  'Would you like to earn up to Rsoo a week in your 
spare time?' 

Because she had first approached him with an encyclopaedia and a 
hamburger with a big bite taken out of it , the professionally-regulated 



contact of learned doctor and unskilled employee had an  element of shared 
amusement that held good through working days . He asked her if she was 
Jewish, too. -1 suppose so.- Her reply amused him, once aga in ;  he felt 
the same about h is Jewishness-at least he thought he did. But there was 
the occupational habit of asking gent1e, insistent questions . -Why do you 
'suppose'?- -My father was Portuguese .- He did not yet have the 
experienced insight  to recogn ize a fantasy instant1y. -It  doesn't necessarily 
follow. There are Portuguese Jews . What did he do?- Even if she had 
been found tra ipsing around hawking educational ' l ines' , i t  was evident in 
her style and the way she spoke that the girl was from the educated 
m iddle-class. -He was a dancer.- -Oh, that's interesting?- Not sur
prising that this-how had he described her to his wife?-'striking-looking 
kid'-should have a stra in of artistic heredity. 

-A dancing-partner in a n ightclub.-
Now he laughed; she laughed; he did not exactly believe her but 

respected what he interpreted as a surprisingly mature way of reminding 
that a humble receptionist's private l ife was her own business. He suspected 
some h istory of running away from home, some chosen displacement, here; 
she was clearly of his and his young wife's mil ieu, so he suggested out of 
kindness that she join them on a picnic one day. She brought a guitar along, 
with charm ing innocent assurance that she could contribute something to 
the enjoyment of the outing, and h is wife, seated under the willows with 
a baby tugging each breast sideways, was delighted with her. No girlish 
friendship developed, however; although h is wife asked him to many times, 
he never brought them together aga in .  He sent h is junior receptionist out 
for hamburgers, as the kind of service her posit ion was expected to fulfil, 
and then shared them with her in his consulting room while everyone else 
was out for lunch .  On the picnic, fi rst names had been adopted, though 
she understood without having to be told that he must never be addressed 
as 'Ben' before the receptionist or patients. I n  h is room they sat together 
on the couch he kept as barbers keep a painted pole-he preferred to have 
his patients upright across the desk from him in a comfortable chair of 
contemporary design . She amused h im greatly with her comments on 
patients. -They all s it in  the waitingroom trying to look as if they're not 
there.-

-That's it. They don ' t  want to be there. They're all people on the 
run from something.-

She smiled, unconvinced, her mouth ful1 aga in .  A healthy appetite. 
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-1 knew someone on the run, laugh ing and joking all the time. He 
wanted beer and music.-

-On the run from what?- He did not deal with criminal cases . 
-Security police. And he got away, safely over the border. We knew 

he had because he sent such a ridiculous letter-he asked for a pair of 
brown lace-up shoes, size twelve, and then signed the letter, your loving 
sister Violet !-

-Asked whom?-
-1 can ' t  tell you . Well, you 're used to secrets.- I t  was her job to take 

each patien t's file from the office cabinets and, preceding the patient 
silently into the doctor's room, place it before h im.  

He left off using a medicated toothpick to warn her, i n  collusion , 
smiling. -You' re not supposed to read them, you know.-

-But Ben, I 'd never believe anyone would have the thoughts they 
have!-

-You're a naughty girl . You know that?-
He insisted that she use toothpicks, too, to take care of her pretty teeth 

which were marred by only one misalignment. He often drove her, a fter 
work, to her room in the second commune she had joined. None of the 
other occupants would have recognized him, or cared, i f  they did. All 
brought men or girls home for a n ight or as long as an attraction lasted. 
After a few afternoon rides, he asked i f  he could see her room. She invited 
h im in without fuss. But she would not make love. \Vas it  because it  would 
be her first time? Ah no-sexual knowingness proclaimed itsel f in her 
laugh , from the very day she approached him with the bun and the book, 
in the unselfconscious ease with which she was at home with her body in 
a way that none of his patients, poor things, were, squeezing her soft breasts 
past the hard metal filing cabinets, swivell ing her l i ttle behind as she bent 
to pick up the pen that wouldn ' t  stay efficiently clipped to the pocket of 
her white coat . 

-You've got a boy you want  to keep yourself for.-
Her answers were always so unmistakably hers. -No, Ben, not at the 

moment-
Like a chemical change in the blood, he felt his attempt to put himself 

in his place with fatherl iness turn to jealousy. Yesterday, tomorrow, another 
man; not today. -\Vhy, Hillela?- He could not delude himself that hers 
was a moral objection , his wife etc . She spoke kindly, i t  sounded l ike a 
privilege : -1 don ' t  want to with you , Ben .-

He bought her an expensive leather sling bag, a gooseneck reading 
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lamp {had noticed there was only a central naked bulb on  a cord in her hole 
of a room ) and an anthology of poetry in wh ich one of the names of 
contributors was his nom de plume. He did not confess authorsh ip until 
he had asked for and been given her reaction to the poems. She said she 
l iked one of them very much ,  it reminded her . . .  -Of what?- Oh, 
someth ing she'd once read in a book by that Russian . . .  

So she read Dostoevsky? What a pleasure to talk with her about 
Dostoevsky, to give her some psychoanalytic insights into the irrationality 
of h is characters. 

No, not exactly-she'd looked into the book wh ile someone else was 
reading it .  

-Who?-
-A cousin of mine.-
He wrote poems to her in  wh ich she did not recognize herself. In h is 

professional experience of human van ity, her lack of it was amazing. He 
learnt something he didn 't  know; it is difficult to make oneself necessary 
to one who is free of vanity. He offered something better than hamburgers 
on the couch where nobody ever lay; they began going to lunch at Chinese 
restaurants down in Commissioner Street, the I ndians' and coloureds' end of 
town, where no colleagues would be likely to be met with. They drank wh ite 
wine and she teased h im .  He was treat ing some patients for alcoholism : 
-What about your drunks? You, breath ing at them across the desk !-

-Doesn't matter. I can control my impulses with in the pleasure 
principle, they can ' t !  You'd better worry about Mrs Rawdon-if she gets 
a wh iff of you in the office . . .  -

I n  the little shops of the restaurant  neighbourhood he bought her a 
slippery satin dressing-gown with a gold dragon embroidered down the 
back, and incense she l iked to burn in the hole of a room where she would 
take a man yesterday and tomorrow. -You're going to get more money 
from next month. Then you can move out of that place.-

-More money?-
-l'm going to raise your magn ificent salary. And in six months, I shall 

do so again .  I 'm beginning to get the kind of patients who'll stick with me 
for years.-

She shook her head as if refusing a chocolate or another glass of wine. 
-1 won't  stay much longer, Ben . They're so solemn and miserable there 
in the waitingroom . Those ladies with perfect ha irdos, those horribly skinny 
girls, those sulky kids who look as i f  they' re handcuffed between mothers 
and fathers . And there's noth ing wrong with them ! Any of them ! I t's all 
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made up, imagination? I sn ' t  it? Those kids go to n ice schools, they have 
toys and bicycles . Those girls can have as much food as they want, they' re 
not starving, they just don' t  eat .  Those men who talk to you for hours about 
sex-they never even take a glance at any woman who happens to be in 
the waitingroom . . .  just s it there looking at the same old ratty magazines 
Rawdon arranges every morn ing.-

For the moment, fascination distracted him from the shock of her 
casual farewell. -Oh my god, H illela, you are so healthy i t  appals me! I t 's 
wonderful . I don 't  know where they got you from !-

lndeed, he li terally never knew who ' they' m ight be, apart from that 
one piece of absurd information about her father. She was there, for h im, 
without a past before yesterday and a future beyond tomorrow {she had just 
announced it), unlike those bowed under the past and in such anticipatory 
dread that they were, as she rightly observed, unable to look up and eat, 
learn , fuck in the present at all . 

The psych iatrist never aga in suggested that he m ight make love to her. 
They sat at lunch in a Lebanese restaurant also unlikely to be frequented 
by the medical profession . -1 am going to divorce Elaine and we're going 
to get married. You and I are perfectly matched . It would be a terrible waste 
of my l ife and yours to leave things as they are. It would be unfair to Ela ine 
for me to go on living with her; you are the only woman I can live with . 
So you don 't have to see my patients ever again .  You don' t  have to go 
away.-

But she went ;  the darling girl with the hamburger and the book, the 
only woman, the one who was not a beauty but completely desirable to h im,  
the one who was not an intellectual but  whose intelligence was a wonderful 
mystery to h im .  She walked out the way she had walked in ,  the l i ttle tramp, 
clever cock-teaser, taker of free lunches and presents, bitch-she became 
these successively as he treated himself for the morbid obsession of his 
passion for her. And when in London, all those years later, his wife recog
nized her with I ndira Gandhi in a newspaper photograph, he could not 
admit to remembering her because she had once reduced him to the 
condition of being one of his own patients. 

Carole saw her suddenly, at the Easter industrial and agricultural fa ir . 
H illela , in red shorts, black boots and a Stetson , handing out publicity at 
a stand displaying stereo equipment .  Carole was with a boy; Pauline and 
Joe, the family, did not patronise this fair , which at that time was still 
segregated, for whi tes only. Carole squeezed the hand of the cowgirl, but 



the cowgirl hugged her. The pamphlets took flight  and Carole's beau 
gathered them up. The beat of the music was so loud that speech appeared 
as mouthing. H i llela wrote an address on the back of one of the pamphlets . 
So Carole saw another one of the places in wh ich H illela lived at that 
period . (She had visi ted her at the first commune . )  Carole arrived at an old 
flat with leaded light panes in the front door. She rang the bell for a long 
time, looking at the dead swordferns and empty milk and beer bottles in 
the corridor. The bell didn't work but when she rapped on the glass H illela 
came. Carole had in her hands the cassette player from their shared bed
room; Carole had brought it to give to Hillela because the music at the 
stereo equipment stand reminded her that Hillela had no player; just as she 
had seen Alpheus and his wife had nothing beautiful in their garage home, 
and had given them the l mari cat she treasured , her gift from H illela . 

At the Resettlement Board Headquarters it was decided from where 
and when black people-African ,  I ndian and of mixed blood-would be 
moved away from areas declared for wh ites only. At the Bantu Affairs 
Commissioner's offices it was decided for how long and in what capacity 
black people could live and work in the city. I n  the city, during the eighteen 
months Hillela was somewhere about (at least there was the evidence that 
Olga' s  stipend was drawn regularly, and under the circumstances, in all 
good conscience, there was noth ing else her mother's family could do for 
her) there were thirty-one other targets. Most were h i t  by incendiary 
bombs. It was long before the Underground organizations were to have 
l impet mines, SAM miss iles and AK 47s; these bombs were homemade, 
with petrol bought in cans from any service stat ion . Letter boxes, electrical 
installations, beerhalls owned by the white admin istration boards in the 
black townships and ra ilway carriages owned by the State monopoly
explosions attacked what represented the white man's power where blacks 
could get at i t :  in the places where blacks themselves lived . A man named 
Bruno Mtolo, a tra itor to the liberation movement who turned State 
witness at a treason trial, said that ' recruitment presented no difficulty' if 
volunteers were promised they would be allowed to undertake sabotage 
immediately. And Joe was right; it was not possible to adhere completely 
to the intention to avoid bloodshed . Timing devices or the indiscipline of 
recru its caused things to go wrong. In the becrhalls and ra ilway carriages 
black people were killed or hurt .  
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White people did not hear the blast, smell the fires; not then , not yet. 
In another part of the country, black pol icemen regarded as collaborators 
with the government were killed, and so were a few white ones, but no 
white suburbanite or farmer was harmed; not then , not yet. Somewhere 
about, H illela worked-probably not in this order-as an apprentice hair
dresser, in a car-hire firm (until it was d iscovered that when she had to 
deliver a car to a cl ient she was driving without a l icence) and in an 
advertising agency. She was the kind of girl whom people, on very short 
acquaintance, invite to parties . The advertising personnel drank white 
wine, their symbol of the good l i fe, instead of tea at the usual breaks in the 
working day; they had many parties. It was certainly at one of these that 
she must have met her Austral ian, Canadian ,  or whatever he was . Catego
ries were never relevant  to her ordering of l i fe. He stared out of beard, 
eyebrows, brown curls .  -So I suppose you're one of the great 'creative 
team' that persuades people to buy beer and dog-food.- She was not; she 
was hardly more than a messenger, she carried copy about and opened 
bottles of white wine. As soon as he realized she was working to eat, not 
out of devotion to the art of advertising campaigns, he began to assume a 
scorn ful collusion with her. 

-Oh you mustn ' t  be so hard on them . They' re very easy-going people. 
They're fun .-

-You're quite wrong. They take themselves absolutely seriously. 
They bel ieve they' re writers and artists . The muse of consumerism is the 
new Apollo. Look at that androgynous creature with his pink shoes and 
l ittle boy's braces . He epitomises the whole crowd. I don 't  mean because 
he's queer. They're all neither one thing nor the other. Not workers, not 
artists. All the exhibi tion ism they imagine is unconventional-meanwh ile 
they are the pa id jesters of the establishment, selling the condition ing of 
the masses on billboards showing girls big as whales .- His yellow eyes 
rested amiably here and there in the room while he said these th ings; he 
even waved a hand at someone in the semaphore of this set that signalled 
' I 'm making it over here ' .  -I 'd rather watch a snake swallowing a rat, a 
cat stalking a bird for a meal . I 'm for lives lived by necessity.-

This turn of ph rase came back to H illcla as the language of ch ildhood, 
from the voices in Pauline's house. Since his manner con tradicted the 
content of wha t  he was saying, she thought, that first n ight,  he might be 
drunk. Everyone at these parties was always drunk to some degree, with the 
consequent rapid changes of mood and disorien ted awareness that made 
them so l ively-they called i t  'lett ing your hair down' .  
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She smiled. -Why do you come, then.-
He turned his face away from the company, an actor going off-stage, 

and spoke as i f  he half-hoped she would not catch it: -I t's necessary for 
me to be seen in places l ike this.-

He danced with her and stood in uproariously-laugh ing groups, an arm 
around her neck as a casual sexual claim understood in this circle, while 
jokes were told about copywriters, Afrikaners and Jews, who were present 
to laugh at themselves, and about blacks, who were not. It was usual for 
people to pair off after these parties , slipping away; outside she ran with 
h im through the blows of a rain so strong it seemed to be attempting to 
strip off their clothes. I t  was so black and close around them that it was 
not until next morn ing she saw the outside of the house where they made 
love and slept the n ight together. It was the converted servants' quarters 
of a larger house whose occupants, he said, were 'all right ' .  She understood 
the inference , and also that she must not ask why it was necessary for him 
to have vetted them . (That was the advantage of having l ived with Pauline 
and Joe. ) I t  is doubtful i f  she was ever quite sure why. Everyone called h im 
Rey, Andrew Rey, but he showed her, once she had moved in with him, 
a passport in  another name with which he had entered the country . That 
was not h is real name; ' too long a story' to explain why i f  he entered the 
country under a false identity he l ived there under yet another persona. He 
worked as a free-lance journalist for several newspapers, including a black 
one, though his byline appeared only in one that was regarded as l iberal 
while at the same time being a respectable part of the economic establish
ment .  -Editorials full of fine phrases about the fight for freedom of the 
press , but when I bring in my copy on the Mineworkers' Union Congress, 
the brave editor puts the red pencil through the fact that blacks are 
seventy-five per cent of the labour force , and they weren 't  there-they can't  
be members. And why does the bastard slash my piece? Because the 
consortiums with their half-dozen company al iases who own the mines, 
who own everything here, also own the paper, and they don ' t  want  any 
ideas put into the blacks' heads. I t 's okay to 'deplore' the bombs, to be 
'horrified' at the murder of white people in their hol iday caravan by blacks 
who've turned to the Xhosa ruler of the spirits because the white man's 
Christ hangs on his cross in a segregated church . But it 's not done to be 
'horrified' and 'deplore' the fact that the only say blacks have is the choice 
between working on the wh ite man's terms or starving.-
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Under his good-t ime image in the kind of company in wh ich she had 
met h im,  his sullen watchfulness from an out-of-the-way seat at the bar 
where journalists drank and talked sport as noisily as pol i tics, his different,  
insider's watchfulness drinking in  the dens of blacks (where he would soon 
catch a particular eye and turn aside for murmured, monosyllabic privacy) 
there was a resentment l ike oil under the earth , welling constantly, flamma
ble in him. Since he could not let it blow before editors and other hypo
crites, it found another path , heating h im sexually. He would be withdrawn 
and bitter, and tell her he couldn ' t  tell her why-another one, perhaps, who 
thought her too stupid to understand. But out of this mood he would make 
love to her with the mastery of means, s ingle-mindedncss and passionate 
manipulation of human responses he could not muster in another, h is 
chosen field of endeavour. Th is one didn ' t  make love l ike a boy. He might 
not confide, but he knew how to make bodies speak. People who saw Hillela 
at that t ime might recall the nerve-al ive brightness of a young face, where 
he took her among people and dumped her for others to talk to; at each 
stage in l ife a face in repose , neglectful of composure, sets in the current 
dominant experience of the individual whose face it is-her expression was, 
in fact, amazement. She was aware, all the time, of the orchestration of her 
body conducted by h im .  The art director whose pink shoes had annoyed 
her lover compi imented her kindly: You look well-fucked, darling. And she 
laughed and at the same time burned with embarrassment-for Olga , for 
Pauline; and for Joe. 

She was, perhaps, happy; she would not remember. The happiness 
may have been partly to do with someth ing she was not conscious of: 
working in an advertising agency, living with this man, she achieved a 
balance . A balance between leaving them all, the advantages they had 
offered-released by putting them in a posit ion where they had to put her 
out-and rejoining without them what each had offered : Olga , after all, 
would approve of an artistic career in the fash ionable advertising industry; 
the lover was someone she could have taken home to Pauline's house. Not 
that the girl did; not that she wanted to . But this l ife, even though i t  was 
l ived in an out-house l ike that Alpheus occupied, was not the dropout's 
ramshackle of sleazy clubs and fairground jobs they bel ieved she had left 
them for. 

It might have been a kindness to let them know where she was and 
what she was doing. A single letter was found some years later among Len 's  
'effects'-two bottles of vodka, a pot of peanut butter and several copies 
of The S. A.  Commercial Traveller in which he appeared, as a young man, 



I I I 

in a group photograph-when he died in a home for the chron ically s ick 
in what had since become Zimbabwe. Dear Len, You probably know I 'm 
working now, I 've got a fun job in advertising?! I hope to make a career. 
It 's great to be independent and I 'm lucky not to be alone. I have a 
wonderful boyfriend, quite a bit older, he 's about thir(v and a writer. 
Nothing to do with advertising-he doesn 't approve of that! �Ve may leave 
the country; he is half Canadian, with-he says-some Red Indian blood 
from way back. But we won 't go to Canada, thank goodness, I don 't like 
the idea of cold countries. And he's never lived there. Maybe we 'll pass your 
way. I know you 're in the North now, and it 's soon going to be a separate 
country from Rhodesia, they say. But maybe you 'll come back down to 
Salisbury? 

I don 't know whether or not to say I 'm sorry about BI11ie, but I am. 
I'll send this, with love, to the old address, in the hope someone wl11 post 
it on. 

Five majuscular X kisses and the signature: Hillela 
I t  was not quite true that she was independent at that time: she still 

collected her stipend supplied by what her lover called her ' rich aunt' ,  
putt ing that aunt at  a further remove by the loss of a name. It was justified, 
though an eighteen-year-old's boastfulness, to make some cla im for h im as 
a writer. The yard cottage was padded with cuttings .  The suitcases under 
the bed were so heavy with manuscript notes they could not be shifted by 
Hillela when she wanted to clean the floor-an immense physical gratitude 
moved her, she was quite housewifely, doing for h im all the th ings
washing shirts, sewing on buttons-Olga's males had done for them by 
servants, and Pauline's males { in  the case of loose buttons and holes in 
socks) were expected to do for themselves . 

He talked about 'his book' as a companion and a leg-iron by which he 
had been shackled a long time, dragging it a round the world with h im .  I t  
depended before whom its existence was confirmed o r  denied; sometimes 
he said five years' work was already virtually completed, at others he said 
dismissingly he was going to scrap all that, events had overtaken him {in 
Marxist company, the version was H istory had done th is) ,  corrected per
spective, and at other times he would lug out a suitcase and spend a whole 
n ight rewri ting a sheaf of its contents, while she slept . Next morning the 
result would be pitched into the suitcase along with older papers flattened 
under their own weight. He never discussed 'his book' with her and she did 
not expect him to, assuming i ts pol it ical nature gave it the status of clas
sified: after an enjoyable day in the white-wine camaraderie where a sham-
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poo was being transformed by lyrical images into an el ixir of youth, or 
smoking a particular brand of cigarette was in the process of becoming a 
ritual of success and distinction, she came home to someone who was 
almost certa inly doing the kind of things most admired and seldom success
fully aspired to, in the Pauline home. There, they would have regarded 'his 
book' as something more important than himself, than his girl , than the 
lovers together; for her, i t  was present as someone he had known before her, 
before she was even grown up, with claims she must walk round on the 
quiet rubber soles of respect. 

Of course-correcting perspective-hadn ' t  she always lived in the eye 
of the storm? That eye that meteorologists say is safe, a ball of security 
rolled up in fury, that eye that was whiteness . Pauline, given away by 
wild-blown hair, put her head out into the cyclone briefly. Others went out 
and did not come back. But fixedly, the white eye was on i tself; Mandela 
came up from Underground that year with the gales of August that sandpa
pered the city with mine dust, while white children were waiting for the 
segregated swimming pools to be opened on September 1 st. He went on 
trial in October for inciting the strike of the previous year and for leaving 
the country illegally; by then Olga was already planning ahead for Decem
ber holidays at Plettenberg Bay, phon ing friends who, l ike her, had houses 
there, to make sure there would be enough young company to keep her sons 
amused. Fire-bombs continued to explode, according to the news. There 
had been that ghastly murder of whites in their caravan at Bashee Bridge; 
but the numerous well-organized caravan camps throughout the official 
recreation areas of the country were whites-only and perfectly safe. As for 
the murders of headmen in the Transkei who collaborated with govern
ment officials-who knew a headman? All that was ignored as tribal unrest 
among black peasants .  I t  was satisfactorily reassuring that the last commu
nist front organization, the Congress of Democrats, had been banned in 
September. And the Sabotage Act was passed, defined widely to include 
strikes as acts of sabotage-restoring confidence to industrialists while 
Paul ine and Carole had eggs thrown at them from a city balcony when 
taking part in the last publ ic protest march before the Act put an end to 
such demonstrations for the duration-of what? The regime was then 
already in its fifteenth year. 

That year when Hillela was living in the city with some man was the 
same year when torture began to be used by the police. Pol it ical suspects 
-mostly black-who, defended by lawyers l ike Joe, made such allegations 
when and if they could get to the courts, were dismissed from any concern 
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of most white people, put out of mind as isolated agi tators, left-overs of 
communist influence who had to be dealt with somehow; l iars by ideology, 
who either invented injury or-looking at the issue paradoxically but righ
teously--deserved i t  anyway .  And even those who were humanely and 
morally opposed, on principle, to beat ings, applications of electric shocks, 
d isorientation by extended denial of sleep, generally took their stand from 
under the centre of the white eye's hypnotic gaze. A doctor who had given 
vital testimony of torture that won the case Joe's team brought on behalf 
of a black man in a provincial town, described over a drink in the Paul ine 
house his appall ing findings on the man's body, and concluded: -By the 
way, Joe . . .  while you were appearing in  Durban,  were you ever invited 
to the Club? I was given a surprisingly good lunch there . . .  a charming 
place, lovely old colon ial style . . .  I really enjoyed it-

Pauline stared into her glass . -How did you reconcile the two?
He smiled and quizzed, not following. 
She read the dregs of wine as if  they were tea-leaves . -Your morning 

in court . Your evidence . What you'd seen . And the Club.-
He smiled aga in ,  broaden ing the understanding to encompass Joe, 

anyone. -But they had nothing to do with each other !-
Easy then , with h indsight, to  sneer at  what was only a young girl 

excited by the exhibit ionism she was too naive to distinguish from concomi
tant courage; the ex go-go dancer nested amid test imony of horror, happy 
in the midst of torture . By day she chilled the white wine, at n ight she was 
in the alternating current of the man 's frustra tion and resolve, the thrilling 
tension into wh ich, in his command of her body, he converted the dreadful 
happenings around her. He raged through a th inned line of mouth at  the 
poor press coverage of revolutionary actions. He disappeared from the yard 
cottage for days . She was to tell no-one he had gone away; if anyone phoned 
or called in ,  he was simply out for a wh ile. Th is was an important task she 
had. H is reports of what he had seen of the scale of resistance com ing from 
blacks pushed back to starve in the Bantustans, of the violence used by the 
police against rural people, of the sour and lethal misery this caused be
tween government-pa id headmen and desperate villagers-she watched 
h im tear up these reports { rejected by his editors) in a tantrum and throw 
them into the big b in that served the main house as well as the cottage. 
She had once cast certa in  papers in other people's dirt, like that .  But these 
bits of paper she helped pick out again from under eggshells and vegetable 
peel ings. They taped facts together; he sat down and wrote an article using 
the same material , but in the context of an accusation-press collusion with 
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white domination . Th is, l ike the articles he wrote on concealed evidence 
of torture, she took in her elegant souveni r  sling bag to the advertising 
agency; although the piece would be publ ished under an alias abroad, its 
author might  be traced by the identification of his typewriter with the 
typescript-it had happened to other journalists, before: envelopes ad
dressed to newspapers, or even to cover addresses, were opened at the post 
office before despatch and photocopied for the secret police. It was another 
important task for her: the sipping and banter of copywriters and models 
going on around her, she made her fa ir copy of subversive documents on 
one of the agency typewriters. -Time off for a love-letter? I don' t  blame 
you, love, they work us to ex-tinction in this loony bin ,  can ' t  call a thought 
your own .- I t  was with this {genuinely female) art director whose yellow
veined blue eyes stood out l ike an octopus's from a mound of forehead that 
the girl fell to the childish, vain temptation one day to hint that she was 
'sometimes scared' on behalf of Rey, with whom, it was generally known 
in temporary pairings-off hardly kept count of, the li ttle junior assistant had 
'got together' at  an agency lush . The woman whose loose, black-dyed hair 
was designed to make her look more like an elder sister than a mother not 
only picked up at  once the scent of pol itical danger holed up in its love-nest, 
was stirred by it and passed i t  on as a rill of risk to touch the agency with 
daring-by-association ; she was also the one who kept absolute discretion 
when the girl 's confidence was taken further. What Sasha had feared did 
come to pass, but not when he was looking for his cousin in the cinemas 
where they had spent autumn afternoons. \Vh ile electric currents were 
passing through the reproductive organs of others, H illela had an abort ion . 
I t  was arranged for her in good hands, by the kindness and understanding 
of the woman art director. Hillela was nineteen . I t  happened inside her; 
her body, her l ife: and the torture was one of the things he-Rey-had 
ways of knowing about, outside. 

On his birthday they took wine along to the house where, la tely, they 
often met the same group of black men . Rey didn't take any notice of 
birthdays, but it was somebody-or-other's birthday every few days at the 
agency, and Hillela had acquired a style of adult celebration from there. She 
wrapped both serious and jokey presents elaborately, bought wine and a 
cake. The sexy card he glanced at without comment. The witty present (a 
beard-comb stuck into the orange whiskers of a toy orang-outang) he 
unwrapped and ignored, and the real elephant-hide attache case with gilt 
fittings he looked at , lying there, as one does at someth ing one is confused 
to see anyone could think one would want .  
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The wine was drunk, anyway. That was all right .  The black men were 
not those African National Congress Youth Leaguers she had met with him 
when first she had moved into the yard cottage. He was perhaps collecting 
other material; they talked closely with him, watching him, some with 
moving, responsive eyes, others with the in-turned glaze between lids that 
sometimes dropped, with which blacks keep themselves intact from the 
invasion of white presences . He was tell ing them about h is 'quiet trips' : 
whom he saw, where he had got h imself into, in the Transkei, in Tembu
land and Pondoland. He brought messages they tested in silence. She felt 
indignation welling in her as it did permanently, from another source, in 
him: Trust  him! Trust him! But she was not expected to speak. Halfway 
through the evening a white man came in,  apparently from having been 
only in some other part of the house. H is murmured upper-class courtesies 
and round face that in i ts texture and tender colouring appeared to be 
stripped down of several outer skins, seemed to belong to an English 
climate, yet his recognition of the younger white man signalled acceptance 
to the blacks : -Of course-you interviewed me in Cape Town, at my 
house . Some Swedish or German paper . . .  ?-

The free-lancer changes journalistic alliances too often to be expected 
to remember or to answer. This one grasped the finger-hold of credentials 
to press his own questions both stoutly and humbly, in the manner of whites 
demonstrating loyal support for a black cause and aware of the superiority 
of ti1e blacks' inner circle of involvement, drawn by experience, language 
and blood . About 'Qamata' -it had been described to h im,  in these rural 
inner circles in wh ich his familiarity suggested he had been received, as a 
sort of church? 

They took their t ime. There was a spokesman from out of the lazy, 
acquired deadpan :  -It 's  their god, there. He comes from the sea .

-One of our gods, Xhosa gods . . .  our religion we had, before.-
-1 was told he was the ' ruler of the spirits ' ,  a kind of Pantokrator 

. . .  top man among the gods . . . ? 
-Yes, ruler of our other spirits . . .  them all . Those country people, 

they still bel ieve those things.-
The journalist, with a movement of legs and behind, shifted his chair 

nearer the spokesman . -Or believe in  them again? Weren't they all dosed 
with Christianity at school?-

Shrugs, and everyone waited for someone else to speak. 
-Many people were Christians, but they kept the old customs.-
-Oh I know-l 've been among the young abakwetha hidden away 
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in the circumcision camps. That's not quite the same thing. I mean, 
Qamata, as I understand, isn 't a hero who once lived, a warrior from 
precolonial or early colonial t imes. The old days . He's a different thing, 
different kind of inspiration, isn ' t  he? A spirit that makes people fearless? 
Tells them what to do? White people are saying Poqo is l ike Mau Mau
of course you know that, it 's inevitable. But is the idea that Qamata 
. . .  an African god, a Xhosa god is something that can chase away the god 
of submission , the Christian god who says 'thou shalt not kill ' ,  and make 
kill ing a sacrifice for freedom?-

-What's new with that? The Christian god's killed plenty, plenty! 
Here and in the world! He gives his blessing to the wars of white 
people.-

-You're right !  So how will he give it to blacks! That's where Qamata 
comes m . -

The spokesman's broad, relaxed chest, naked under a football jersey, 
heaved to life. He kept everyone waiting wh ile he dropped his head to one 
side, rolled it against the sofa back. -The Qamata thing . . .  i t ' s  really 
among the rural people, man, you must understand that. I t' s  not pol icy. But 
regionally . . .  the people work out a lot of things for themselves, we don' t  
interfere un less . . .  -

-But it 's useful, i t  brings people together where political concepts 
l ike constitutions and programmes don 't reach?- The lover put his fist on 
h is breast .  

-If  you want  to know about the Xhosa rel igion , man, you should 
talk to a guy l ike Prof here, I don ' t  go along too much with that kind of 
stuff.-

-1 just want to understand what I 've seen, what I 've been told. I 
don't  want to mis inform anybody-and that's for your sake . . .  You don't 
want people believing that Mau Mau story .  Then tell me-

A small man who had been listen ing with distended nostrils, an alert
ness displaced from h is ears, blew words like cigarette smoke across her face. 
-Let them believe. Kenyatta won .  He's getting the coun try. Without 
Kimath i ,  the Queen of England would still have it. Let them believe .-

Rey was laughing, rubbing his taut palms along h is thighs. -Qamat
a !- He drew himself into a knot of the white man , the man they called 
Prof, the spokesman and a very young man whose upper body danced up 
and down as he tried to interject and somet imes laughed harshly with 
frustrat ion . The white girl was accustomed to being left to occupy or 
entertain hersel f unti l ,  as she saw it ,  'his book' had garnered what was 
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wanted for i t .  The black men around her began talking in their own 
language. I t  grew long, the n ight of the uncclebrated birthday. She dozed 
off, sitting on the sofa with the cadences and exclamations of an African 
language flying round her, accumulating in layers between the layers of 
smoke, wavering away and towards her ears; the lullaby without words, for 
her, surrounding all her childhood. The platteland towns where the com
mercial traveller took h is l ittle sweetheart, the Rhodesian boarding-school, 
the rich aunt's villa at the sea, the old church path where children sang 
picking their way past excreta, the shop window where schoolgirls danced, 
the kitchen where a former trumpet player with the Extra Strongs took 
refuge. 

When they got back a t  two in the morning the cottage was in darkness 
as they had left i t ,  but the door stood open as if they were expected. He 
felt round the jamb for the light switch . Aga in ,  there was the shock of light 
on a disorder; a blinding exposure. This time, i t  was she herself who called 
out: Rey! And he was beside her, but could not make what was there fly 
back to the way it was before-clothes, paper-spewing suitcases, books, the 
stuffing from eviscerated cushions-as a film run in reverse. There was 
no-one waiting. This was confirmed at once; the cottage was small . Who
ever had ransacked it had found or not found what they wanted and gone. 
But this time, this exposure, was different .  What had been turned up in 
the m iddle of the n ight had no context of other l ives to resorb i t .  They went 
back to the house they had left and threw pebbles at the windows until the 
gentle-complexioned white man came down in a handsome towelling gown 
and took them in .  Next day they went to stay with other friends-of-friends .  
Every day, her  lover believed, must  be l ived a t  a further remove from the 
cottage. l\'"othing was ever to be restored of the l ife she l ived there. Only 
the object that he himself had thrown aside, the toy orang-outang with the 
beard-comb, had become something in  place, lying on the floor where it 
was dropped among its torn gold wrappings as if  i t  had drawn down 
everything about i t .  

He was convinced that he was going to be arrested . Whether th is was 
so or not nobody can say. Many premises arc raided; there are not always 
consequences of the kind he foresaw, building up for her and for those who 
sheltered them a case against h imself. Fear and self-esteem-his conviction 
of h is own threat to others confirmed as it could be only by the assumption 
of himself being in danger-burned his old resentments as the fuel of 
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elation . He  made love more often than ever, and each race to the finish 
might be the last . H is face presented itself as the face that must be looked 
at as a last look, at any ordinary moment of the day. She opened wh ite-wine 
bottles and no-one knew the other tipsiness that animated her, now. She 
confided in no-one; no longer, not she. Sitting a moment on someone's 
desk, swinging her legs and chattering; no-one knew that next day she 
might not be there, one day soon would s imply not be there. She and he: 
gone. 

He did not even risk going back for what might be left of 'his book' .  
A friend-of-a-friend would go to the cottage and send later whatever papers 
were there. He-and the l i ttle girl, of course-would bum a few clothes 
( friends who weren 't in danger surely owed them that much) and disappear 
as they were. The only problem was money. -1 can manage, I don' t  care. 
But with you . . .  Maybe you should follow.-

For the first t ime, there was fear to be seen in her sh ining, opaque 
black eyes . -I 'll get money .  For both .-

It must have been in J une 1 963 , exact date unknown, she left South 
Africa. Whether by air under assumed names, or by some Underground 
route overland, they were gone, she and whoever the man was. His name 
does not appear in any accounts of resistance during the period, his book 
seems never to have been published . No-one even gives h im the credit for 
having been the one who, however reluctantly, moved her on . 



I t  was to Joe Hillela went so that she wouldn't  be left behind. To his 
rooms, asking to see him and sitt ing in the wait ingroom among clients . 
These were blacks as well as wh ites, sharing the same chairs and journals, 
The Motorist and Time passed on, perhaps, from the household of one of 
Joe's new partners, the English Guardian and local l iberal reviews she 
recognized as from the stacks in Pauline's livingroom . She didn ' t  have to 
pass time with any of these. Joe appeared as soon as her name was taken 
in to h im.  Being Joe, there was no demonstration of surprise, pleasure or 
displeasure. He simply put up a hand and flagged a quiet, coaxing move
ment. He stood back to let her pass before h im through his doorway: Joe, 
the smell of the shaving cream standing like a tongue'd ice cream cone on 
the bathroom shelf, the buzzing cello voice sustained behind the h igh 
babble at family meals. He kissed her gently and held a moment the fingers 
of the hand she awkwardly took back. 

-How have you been?- Even when she and his  own daughter were 
children he had always treated them like grown-up ladies; she was under 
an old guidance, taking a chair he displaced. from where clients customarily 
faced him across his desk. He drew up another, leaving his professional 
place empty. Her face was ready to fawn in parrying smiles, culpability, 
girlish charm at the formula of insincere reproaches that did not come; 
months and months, not a word, thought you 'd forgotten us! 

-Oh fine. I 'm  working in an advert ising agency. Oh yes, and they 
haven ' t  kicked me out yet, marvel of marvels .  I 've actually been there
what-about six months or so.-

She knew h is pace . He didn ' t  pretend not to be studying her. The last 
season of good clothes Olga used to supply was lost, along with the cottage, 
but friends who had offered her 'something to wear' had not failed to notice 
she took the best garments, not the most ordinary, hanging in their modest 
cupboards. For this visit she had picked a full black skirt that sank round 
from her small waist as she made herself comfortable, and an I ndian shirt 
of thin red silk slit from a h igh collar down her brown neck to her wide-set 
breasts. Thin chains slid in and out of the opening as she gestured. 

-There were quite a few jobs before then? Turnover pretty h igh?
They laughed together, after so long, she and Joe. 

-Don't  tell me! You were right about qualifications . . .  you have to 
be prepared to take anything.

-Anything?-
-Well, just about-
After a moment, he spoke. -You didn't take 'anyth ing' .-
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There was the 'on my honour' tone of ch ildhood . -1 didn't
He confirmed with his slow turn of the head, aside. 
-We don' t  have the right to ask, anyway.- But he saw she was still 

so young that  she was afraid of references to the family's rejection of her; 
the taboo she had broken made responsibil ity towards her a taboo subject, 
as well .  Her mouth opened a moment, in unease. It seemed to him to 
contradict the new maturity, clenched hardness, of the way her cheekbones 
stood out . {She had lost weight a fter the abortion . )  The eyes, without the 
differentiation between iris and pupil that makes it possible to read eyes' 
expression , were drawn miserably half-closed and then opened aga in ,  full 
on h im.  Her concern and confusion jumped at him like the attention of 
an affectionate puppy. -Of course, of course you've got the right, of course 
you have! You'll always have, I promise you !-

He was able to turn the emotion to a gentle, shared joke that gracefully 
accepted bonds between h im and her, belonging to but surviving the past. 
-Now that's the correct way with the verb ! Future tense ! You and Carole 
used to drive us crazy by using it in the context of someth ing already 
achieved: ' I  did my homework last n ight, I promise you'-

-So you see I have learnt someth ing . . .  a l i ttle.-
-A lot, H illela, a lot. You have earned your own living and l ived your 

own l i fe, without help from any of us.- Olga's handout was not worth h is 
mention . 

Joe's silences were comfortable. At the end of them, there was always 
some sort of understanding, as if, coming from h im as the thread the spider 
issues from its body and uses to draw a connection from lea f to leaf across 
space, some private form of communication had been spun. 

-So . . .  here I am.-
-And so you should be.-
-l 'm going to ask you something. Someth ing big. I t 's  a lot to ask for. 

I won't  blame you at all i f  you won't-can't-
His old gesture: he rested an elbow on the arm of the chair and pressed 

a finger into the sag of his cheek. -Go on.-
She sm iled with calculation , innocent in knowing, showing it to be so. 

-Not the others, just you .-
-What is said in these professional rooms is naturally confidential.-

Dear Joe, teasing her a l ittle while giving another, serious assurance
whatever she was going to ask, he would grant by the default of those whom 
she could not ask. -Go on, H illcla .-

The small taut fold of skin that formed beneath each eye sank away, 
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drawn back over her cheekbones. I t  was a feature of her particular image 
she had had since ch ildhood . She looked at h im out of childhood, her 
darkness, where the natural moisture of her eyes made a shining l ine along 
the membrane of each lower l id .  

-It's money.-
Slowly as he watched, her face changed; the molecules of this girl 's 

being rearranged themselves into the exact aspect they had had when she 
lay under the sudden bright light, his gaze and Pauline's, calm in bed beside 
his son . 

Joe judged h imself, in the end, no more trustworthy than anyone else . 
He did tell Pauline. Paul ine heard of the escapade-flight, defection, or 
whatever it was supposed to be-from Olga, of all people. Olga , who herself 
had long had contingency plans, was the first to hear that her n iece had 
been out of the country for some weeks . The news came to her through 
the husband of a friend, a client of the advertising agency where, appar
ently, the girl had had the latest in a series of all kinds of jobs . The husband 
was told in confidence; the agency's di rectors did not want  to shake clients' 
confidence by allowing any suggestion that their advertising portfolios 
would be handled by polit ically suspect people. The girl in question had no 
posi tion of access to the creative process-she was described (euphemisti
cally) as hardly more than a tea-maker. But the husband remembered his 
wife talking of her friend Olga 's adoptive daughter of that unusual name; 
so he was able to supply a piece of gossip for dinner parties . H is wife came 
out with it tactlessly in the presence of Arthur .  Olga , from across the table, 
had to make a qu ick correction : -We'd never actually adopted-no-she 
has her father . . .  She already hadn't  l ived with us for some years-we've 
been completely out of touch-

Pauline burst the news to Joe: -That's a laugh ! H illcla , 'having to flee 
the country ' !  That's how my s ister puts it, I could feel her trembling in her 
boots, at the other end of the phone . . .  What could Hi llela have done, 
she didn't even have any interest in helping black schoolch ildren on Satur
day mornings !  Smoking pot in a coffee bar, that was more in that l i ttle girl's 
line.- Joe's customary considered reactions meant that Pauline did not 
notice he already knew what she had just learned. But he told her, then, 
of the girl 's visit to his rooms because he saw that jealousy was mixed, in 
d istress, with guilt, for Paul ine. He made the m istake of phras ing it :  -She 
came to me.-
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-Came to you!-
How expressive these faces of his women were, how frightening in 

their importunity: the dyes of hurt, resentment, indignation were always 
so quickly there to flood the cheeks and brow of Pauline. 

-It was what she was told to do, you know.-
-But this kind of trouble! Hillela ! She has no polit ical sense, no 

convict ions, not the faintest idea, that child ! H illela a pol itical refugee
from what ,  I 'd l ike to know! Now no-one can keep an eye on her. None 
of us can do anything, she's made sure of that .  We've let i t  happen . H illela 
a pol it ical refugee. What idiocy. What a final mess. God knows what will 
become of her.-

-She has the money. In good foreign currency.-
-And how did you get that for her?-
But what was arranged within the walls of professional confidence was 

not to be divulged further; his wife knew that he must have done what  the 
ethics of that profession did not allow, and that he had never done before 
-contravened currency restrictions in some shady way. H illela , of course, 
would not stop to think of consequences for others, then as at any other 
time. Yet suddenly anger became tears in Pauline's eyes . 

-How long will it last-
At least Joe's breach of confidence enabled her to telephone Olga and 

let her know that no-one in Paul ine's family was trembling in their boots; 
on the contrary, Joe had done the practical thing, Joe had seen to i t  that 
the girl had funds of some sort for whatever predicament, real or imaginary, 
she had got herself into. 

In July a country estate, in the area near the city where the rich l ived 
to escape suburbia , was raided by the police. The people l iving at the 
evocatively-named Lilliesleaf Farm were not enjoying their gardens and 
stables but were the High Command of liberation movements planning to 
put an end to the subjection of blacks by whites by whatever means whites 
m ight finally make necessary . Walter Sisulu, Govan Mbeki, Ahmed Ka
thrada and a whole bold houseparty of others, white and black, were 
arrested, and Nelson Mandela was brought from prison to be tried with 
them on new charges. Olga-by now afraid to talk over the telephone; the 
girl was a blood relation , a fter all, i t  couldn't  be denied if the pol ice should 
make enquiries-came to sec her sister. Was there anything to the story 
that it was known at the agency H illela had gone with a man? Only a month 
earlier? Maybe he was m ixed up in the Farm affair ,  perhaps i t  had been 
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just in time . . .  ? Pauline gave a light laugh at this-flattery; at Olga . But 
the idea provided the base for some sort of explanation that slowly came 
to serve, in the end. Attached herself to some man-that's what it  was all 
about .  He was the one who had to go. 

Pauline and Olga were only two of three sisters, after all; still . 
Attached herself to some man .  
My poor Ruthie. 



I, me. 
Time, now. They had always, they went on fitting that self into their 

conjugations, leaving out the first person singular. Except one of the cous
ins, poor boy; he didn 't. 

It 's not possible to move about in the house of their lives. A china cat 
survived two centuries and was broken. A wful. 



INTELLIGENCE 

Tamarisk Beach in  the late afternoons was the place of resurrection . Those 
who had disappeared from their countries while on bail, while on the run, 
while under house arrest; that non-criminal caste of people from all classes 
and of all colours strangely forced to the subterfuge of real criminals 
evading justice-they reappeared on foreign sand in swimming shorts and 
two-piece swimsuits. While they swam,  their towels, shoes, cigarettes were 
dumped for safety in numbers under the three etiolated tamarisks for which 
the British colon ial families had named the beach once reserved for their 
use. Now hungry, raucous local youths hung about there all day, acrobati
cally ligh t-fingered . If those of the new caste-big men, some of them, 
cultivated on distant soccer fields-looked warningly at the boys, they 
jacked themselves swiftly up palm boles and laughed, jeering from the top 
in their own language, that not even the strangers who were black as they 
were understood . Sometimes a coconut came down from there l ike a dud 
bomb, unexploded, from the countries left beh ind; the local boys fought 
over it just the way the scorpions they would set against one another in a 
sand arena fought, and the victor hawked it round for sale. 

There was no respite from heat in weeks passing, months passing. Like 
exile itself, a sameness of time without the trim and shape of home and 
work, the heat was unattached to any restra ints of changing seasons. Only 
in the late afternoons did something stir sameness: a breath blew in under 
it, every afternoon, one of those trade winds that had set h istory on course 
towards preh istory, bringing first the Chinese and then the Arabs to that 
coast . I t  brought to Tamarisk Beach the men from alley offices with unpaid 
telephone bills and l iberation posters, from the anterooms of European 
legations where they waited to ask for arms and money, and from the 
comings and goings between taken-over colonial residences and ex-gover
nors' offices where rival polit ical groups struggled to keep their credentials 
acceptable to their host country, lobbying, placing themselves in view of 
the powerful, watching who in the first independent black government 
there was on h is way up to further favour, and worth cultivating, and who 
was dangerous to be associated with because he migh t  be on h is way down. 

The exile caste came to the beach for air .  And then the original 
impulse-to breathe !-became part of a social ritual, a formation of a new 
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regularity, a necessary ordering of a place where other needs that cannot 
be done without might be met. Many had experienced this kind of forma
tion even in  jail . On Tamarisk Beach they strolled through the colonnades 
of palms, avoiding or meeting each other, eyeing across a stretch of sand 
faces separated by the distance of alliances dividing Moscow and Peking, 
East Germany and the United States, or the desert distance of solitary 
confinement and the stony alienation that succeeds screams in those who 
have known torture since last meeting. They paused to pick tar and oil-slick 
from the soles of their feet, and scratched the hair on their chests, smoked, 
shook water from their ears-just for those hours in the late afternoon could 
have been holiday-makers anywhere. There were some women among 
them, political lags, l ike the men, and defiantly feminine, keeping up with 
curled, home-tinted hair, ingenious cut of local cotton robes as sun-dresses, 
and cheap silver-wire jewellery from the market craftsmen, the h igh self
image needed to defeat the humil iations of prison . There was sensuality on 
Tamarisk Beach . It came back with the rel ief of a breeze; it came back with 
the freeing of bodies from the few clothes thrust into a suitcase for exile 
and worn in the waitingrooms and makeshift living quarters of exile. I t  
became a pattern o f  human scale made by strollers in the monumental 
arcade of palms and swimmers dabbling in the great I ndian Ocean at the 
edge of a continent. 

There were hangers-on, at Tamarisk. Not only the thieving urchins, 
but friends and acquaintances picked up by the exiles, and the appendages 
of love affairs and casual dependencies of all kinds. There were also those 
who passed as these and were suspected, found out or never discovered to 
be part-t ime informers for the governments whose enemies the exiles were. 
Most of the 'beach rats' , as they wer.e known, were themselves expatriates 
-black and white-who had been expelled from or broken with a series 
of schismatic groups in the exile community; others had become misfits, 
easy to recruit for pocket-money spying, in a survival of the old European 
tradition of black sheep . I n  imperial ist times, these whites were 'sent out' 
to the colonies; in the break-up of colon ial empires, their counterparts took 
advantage of transitional opportunities to get by, far away from the censure 
of home, in  some warm place whose different mores didn't concern them. 
I t  would have been difficult to distinguish impostors from the genuine, 
those afternoons on the beach . The tall Jew whose incipient tyre around 
the waistl ine was being prodded at by a wobbly-breasted blonde girl-what 
was there to show, in h is mock affront, that the black beard he still wore 
he had grown in order to escape across a border disguised as one of the 
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White Father m issionaries, dangling cross, breviary and all? Who could tell 
the difference between the credentials of a l ittle beauty with a Huguenot 
delicacy of face-structure, speaking Afrikaans, and the black man, her 
fellow countryman, talking trade union shop with her in the same language? 
Hadn' t  both served their apprenticesh ip as ja ilbirds, back there? Suspect 
everybody or nobody. Leaning on an elbow in the sand, talking to an 
intimate, wandering to borrow a cigarette and join th is group or that, 
resting one's back, in sudden depression, against a palm-pillar in this place 
of l i ttered sand and urine-tepid shallows-gossip and guarded tongues 
erratically mingled with the long-held breaths expelled by the ocean on a 
coral reef. Among the regulars, every a fternoon , there was a girl who looked 
as if she had slept in her clothes and hadn't combed her hair .  Probably true; 
many, through obscure quarrels of doctrine and discipline, found them
selves not provided for by any liberation movement housed up rotting stairs. 
This one (a man who was doing h is best, without funds, to drink h imself 
to death on local gin) had left h is country before receiving permission from 
his cadre to do so. That one (staring at the sea as if to blind h imself with 
its light) belonged to another organ ization and had defied its pol icy: recog
n ized the validity of the white courts by accepting pro deo ]ega] defence. 

The Afrikaner woman noticed the girl about :  she was dean,  the hair 
naturally l ike that, tangled because in  need of a cut-just l iving through 
hard times, as everyone was, more or less . She seemed a loner, but not 
lonely; at least, the men appeared to know that  she was approachable. She 
came by herself to the beach, but as soon as her presence was noted there 
was always some man, arms crossed over his chest, d igging a toe in the sand, 
chatting to her. The tamarisks cast no more than a fishnet of shade. She 
sat there beside other people's possessions the way the stray dogs came to 
settle themselves just beyond cuffs and blows. 

When the Afrikaner woman saw the big safety-pin that held together 
the waistband of the girl's jeans above a broken zipper, she had one of the 
contractions in her chest just where, whatever rational explanation there 
was, she knew there to be some organ capable of keener feeling than the 
bra in .  It was this organ ,  taking over from all the revolutionary theory she 
had studied since recruitment at seventeen in a jam factory, that had been 
responsible for her arrest along with black women protesting against the 
pass laws, and her bouts of imprisonment as an organizer of il legal strikes 
and defier of laws decreeing what race might l ive where. She asked about 
the girL The story was doing the rounds, by then: that  was the girl who 
had come with that Andrew Rey fellow, the journalist. The man who had 
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disappeared, dumped her, now. The one who was found to be pol i tically 
unrel iable {the informant was a member of the Command in exile and had 
the authority to decide such things) . As for h is girl . . .  what was anyone 
to do with her. She clearly didn 't  belong to any movement at all; h is 
camp-follower, pretty l ittle floozy. But he had misrepresented h imself, and 
she must have moved about with him in all h is  unacceptable contacts, so 
she wasn ' t  their responsibil ity, really. 

Yet the Afrikaner woman brought her a pa ir of her own jeans, con
cealed in one of the straw bags from the market so the girl wouldn't be 
embarrassed by receiving charity in front of everyone at the beach . As she 
became accepted-because Rey had betrayed her, too-as one at least by 
implication belonging to the cause Rey was suspected of double-crossing, 
the member of the Command was among the men on the beach, far from 
their wives and likely to be for many years, with whom she slept . 

Certa inly she had no place to sleep in alone. Not until the Afrikaner 
woman decided someth ing must be done about her. Christa Zeederburg, 
urged to remin isce at the end of her l ife, never forgot the safety-pin .  
-Just an ordinary safety-pin, the k ind you buy on a card, for babies' 
nappies. That's all she had, then !-

If you have l ived your young l ife with Jethro and Bettie to feed you 
and at worst always an aunt 's stipend deposited monthly, it must be difficult 
to bel ieve there is noth ing for you in the houses you pass and the banks 
in their pan-colonial classical grey stone with brass fittings. For many weeks 
she was waiting for Rey to come back; that was her status. She was living 
in their room in an old hotel from British times which now functioned only 
as a bar; h is radio was on the wicker table and h is pyjamas were still under 
the pillows . He had gone on a quick trip to Sweden about a communica
tions development project they wanted h im to start in East Africa, or 
{depending to whom he was talking) to Germany to tie up a television 
documentary based on a book he was writing. She knew she could not go 
along. Already there had been problems; when the vehicle that took them 
from Northern Rhodesia arrived at their country of refuge, it turned out 
that although she had no passport he-quite properly, a professional in 
these matters-had an I rish one. He went with his compan ions to the local 
hotel in the small frontier town; she spent the n ight in the local jail-well, 
on an old sofa in the chief warder's office, they couldn' t  put a wh ite girl 
in the sort of cells they had. I t  was qu ite fun, really, she could sleep 
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anywhere and wake up fresh . Her experience was something they joked 
about together, next day, all very exciting, like the leopard they saw crossing 
a red road at  dawn . It disappeared into the bush as they themselves were 
doing, hour after hour, mile after mile, beyond pursuit .  

He had taken only half  the money. He wouldn't  hear of taking more 
than that; he was going to come back with grants that would keep them 
for two or three years, they were going to look for a flat--or an old house, 
why not occupy one of the n ice old houses with gardens the colonists had 
fled when independence came to th is country? She was in one, once, while 
he was away. Some people from the beach took her along to a party given 
by the representative of a European press agency. The agency operated 
comfortably; there was a telex chattering in what had been a ch ildren's 
playroom, and the agency chief could refresh h imself in the leaking swim
ming pool . She would have written immediately to tell what  a good idea 
it would be to have a house like that from which the development project 
could be run ,  and the television documentary planned, but she had no 
address . She thought of looking round for such a house, in preparation . But 
the suburb along the sea was a long walk from town, and soon the taxis, 
reassuringly humble with their m issing doorhandles and rust-gnawed mud
guards, had become expensive in relation to the money she had left . 

Unl ike observers , she expected h im back any day. She passed the days 
wandering purposefully about, looking, listening, smelling, tasting. The 
ancient town was a Mardi Gras for her, everybody in fancy dress that could 
not possibly be daily familiar : the glossy black men in braided cotton robes 
and punch-embroidered skull caps, the Arab women with all their being in 
their eyes, blotted out over body, mouth and head by dark veils, the skinny, 
over-dressed I ndian ch ildren , bright and fin icky as fish ing-flies, the stumps 
of things that were beggars, and the smooth-sui ted, smooth-jowled Leba
nese merchants touched with mauve around the mouth who sat as deities 
in the dark of stifling shops . Her watch was stolen in  the hotel and she kept 
track of time by a grand public clock-face and the regular call of the 
muezzins from the mosques. There were no laws-nothing to prevent her 
going down into the black quarters of the town, here, except the rotting 
vegetables and sewer mud that had to be stepped through, and the little 
claws of beggar children that fastened on her whenever she smiled a 
greeting, not knowing that every day she had less and less to give away. She 
bought pawpaws and big, mealy plantains, more filling than ordinary ba
nanas, down there; cheaper than in the markets. She picked them from the 
small pyramid of some woman whose stock and livelihood they were, 
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arranged among the garbage, spittle, and babies scaled with glittering flies. 
She ate the fruit in place of lunch and dinner on a broken bench on the 
esplanade and did not get sick. 

Olga , Pauline, even Len-they had never given her the advantage of 
knowing what to say to someone to whom one owes money and can ' t  pay. 
The wife of the hotel proprietor stopped her as she came along the veran
dah where her room was, and broke her silence. 

-Going on for six weeks, and rates are strictly weekly, dear. You know 
that, don ' t  you? We aren ' t  running a charity. We have to pay even the yard 
boys the fancy new min imum wage this government's set down, I don ' t  
know how much longer we're gonna be prepared to carry on,  anyway.
A drop of water run down to one of the spiral ends of the girl 's hair had 
fallen on the dry sun-cancer of the woman's forearm. -\Ve have to pay 
for the water you ' re using for those lovely cold showers you take whenever 
you fancy.- From the day that fellow went off with his briefcase, never 
mind the pyjamas left under the pillows , the proprietor had not been happy 
about the situation . There'd been bad experiences before with that CCC 
lot who'd taken over Tamarisk for themselves . That's what the regular 
white residents from the old days called them: commies, coons and coolies . 
She looked at this cocky miss who played the guitar in her room as if the 
world owed her a living; looked in a way that made the girl feel she would 
be physically prevented , by the barrier of a scaly arm, from getting past her. 

-1 haven ' t  any money.-
She didn ' t  think of assuring that she was only waiting for 'her friend' 

to come back; of promising all would be set right and paid then-soon . I t  
was only when she knew, quite simply, what to say that with that truthful 
statement another became true: she was not waiting. She was now one of 
the regular coterie of Tamarisk Beach , making out .  She packed her bag and 
hung the room key on the board beh ind the unattended reception desk . 
The pyjamas she left under the pillows . 

How are things? Oh, I 'm making out. At best, the phrase used on the 
beach meant one had found somewhere ' to stay' ( ' to l ive' belonged to a kind 
of claim left beh ind in the home country) or that a relevant  liberation 
organizat ion had created a t itle, Education Officer, Publicity Secretary, 
Liaison Assistant, that provided a cha ir , i f  not a desk, in an office, and a 
stipend even more modest than that of a rich aunt .  She had neither job, 
nor stipend, nor anywhere to stay unless the beach was somewhere, until 
Christa Zeedcrburg (her name should be recorded along with that of the 



woman art director with the octopus eyes) provided a sleeping bag on the 
floor of some other people's flat. It is possible the girl actually did sleep out 
at Tamarisk a couple of n ights, taking the warmth of the sand and the th ick 
air for harmlessness, recklessly unaware of danger, as in one of those anec
dotes about small ch ildren who arc found happily unharmed, playing with 
a snake. More likely that whomever she drifted away from the beach with 
in the evening found themselves saddled with her for the n ight. And it was 
quite customary for people who had a place to stay to allow others to dump 
their suitcases and duffle bags there. One m ight l ive out of such a base, 
call ing in when one needed a change of clothes . Why did she have only 
one pair of jeans, with a broken zipper? What had happened to the clothes, 
most of them quite good, she had appropriated by right of a hunted status 
before she fled with her lover? Clothing of 'European '  cut and style was 
short in a poor country trying to save foreign exchange; probably, to buy 
hersel f pawpaws and plantains, she sold the clothes in the wrong places 
(Christa Zeedcrburg reminisces) at poor prices, fool ish girl, compared with 
what could have been obta ined on the other kind of black market . Oh if 
Paul ine, if  Olga had known how little one could make out on, in money, 
comfort, calculation , principles and respectability, and stay healthy and 
lively, with good digestion and regular menstruation ! 

But they were never to know, and no doubt she who had been their 
charge was to make sure she herself would forget . 

Poor countries provide for poverty. There was not only cheap over-ripe 
fru it that had improved her figure-Christa , of course, had found a swim
suit and sewn in the sag, so that those who had not slept with the girl 
watched with the envious desire to know more the sucking movement of 
the flat belly under wet yellow knit ,  and the deep rift of breasts into which 
sea water trickled down out of sight .  There were all kinds of vendors of 
goods and services without the surcharge of overheads. She was outside one 
of those stone-and-polished-brass banks she had no more business to enter 
than the old crippled black man who sat on the pavement with his portable 
workshop spread neatly handy. For days she had been flapping along with 
a broken thong on her only pair of sandals; for a coin the shoemaker 
repa ired the sandal while she leaned against the bank walls with a bare foot 
tucked up beneath her. The sun on Tamarisk had provided her with the 
free cosmetics of a dark, fruit-skin tan and a natural bleach of her hair. The 
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heat made her languid and patient; she was enjoying the sureness with 
wh ich hands l ike black roots snipped a l i ttle patch of leather to size, folded 
and sewed it, attached it to the broken thong and hammered flat to the 
sole the nail that was to hold it in place. I t  was just then that she ex
perienced a surge of someth ing, a fall ing into place of people passing that 
came from the unfamiliar moments of standing still wh ile all flowed, as i f  
one belonged there like the shoemaker, instead of being in passage. And 
the Africans, the Arabs, the Lebanese, and the Europeans from embassies, 
economic missions and multinational companies wearing tropical-weight 
trousers wrinkled at buttocks and knees by sweat ,  no longer were a spectacle 
but motes in a kind of suspension, a fluid in which she was sustained. 

A man among passersby noticed her in that moment; she did not 
distinguish him. But he had come into her orbit as others had done and 
were to do. A few days later Christa took her along to a friend's flat. A free 
meal was never to be by-passed; on the way, she scarcely bothered to listen 
to Christa : -German fellow, I th ink he used to be in import and export, 
now he's going to represent a trade union foundat ion that's helping to 
organize in industry here. He got friendly with Mapetla and that crowd 
from home. That's how I know him, and now he's a fter me all the time, 
you know how persistent Germans are, wants me to teach him how to 
organize among blacks! He's a very generous fellow. He keeps giving me 
books, newspaper cuttings, I don ' t  know what else. You'll sec what a lunch 
we'll have . . .  he's got a cook and cveryth ing.-

He wasn ' t  one of the beach people. Hillela had never before seen their 
host, with his deep T-shaped transverse and vertical clefts where the razor 
could not reach properly in the stubby ch in, the red underlip with dark 
patches like tea-leaves he had forgotten to wipe away, and imprisoned 
behind th ick glasses in that botched face, magn ified grey eyes with ferny 
lashes. They changed at  once when he saw her. For him there was no need 
of introduction . -You can stand l ike a flamingo on one leg. With your 
bright pink skirt .-

-Udi,  what on earth are you talking about-this is H illela, you don't  
mind me bringing her along-

-1 am de-lighted . . . also, you are very welcome to bring along anyone 
of your friends . . .  any time. I am glad her shoes are mended . But I wish 
she would be wearing her lovely pink skirt .- He held in his diaphragm with 
an almost military courtesy as he showed them into his l ivingroom . 

-1 couldn't .  I t 's Christa 's .  Don' t  you notice, she's got it on?-
-So? Oh you 're right . . .  she has . . .  So . . .  But two legs, that's not 



the same thing, that 's a bird of a different feather . . . how could I be 
expected . . .  -

There was fish cooked in green coconut milk, then the cook brought 
in a dessert called Zitronencreme he had been taught to make. Alsatian 
wine revived trade un ion anecdotes in Christa and set flowing one of those 
instant friendships of tipsy laughter. -I sn ' t  she wonderful , our Christa , 
with her funny oohs and aahs and her thick Boer accent?- -Hillcla, do 
you hear that ! From zat Cherman !- Even the mock insults were pleasing 
and approving. -Well, I 've just heard him speaking Swahili to the cook, 
and I don 't hear you saying anything but jambo, jambo after how long? 
You've been here a year?-

-And you?- The man's attention raced flatteringly between the 
woman and the girl .  -How long are you going to go on saying only 
jambo?-

-Oh well, H illela ' s  right about me . . .  but she doesn't need any 
Swahil i ,  she's on her way to Canada.-

The atmosphere was not one in wh ich kindly lies were necessary. 
-No, I 'm  not. Christa , you know I 'm not.- The man smiled sadly at the 
charming head shaking curls in  a discla imer. -Good. You stay here. Th is's 
a nice place. Hot, dull, poor, n ice. I sn ' t  i t ,  Christa . Let's keep her here.-

-Then will you give her somewhere to stay? You've got th is big flat 
. . .  how many rooms . . .  - Christa tucked her head back to her shoulder, 
a child looking up round a palace. -All this to yourself. She's sleeping 
under a kitchen table. I 'm  tell ing you ! And there are cockroaches-oooe, 
I hate those filthy things-

The other two laughed at her expression of horror, she laughed at  
herself; she who had survived interrogations and prison cells. 

-That is your Room 10 1 , Christa. Now we know.- But neither of 
the women caught the reference to Orwell .  

Finishing the wine extended lunch .  H illela was not seen on Tamarisk 
that afternoon; they went off for a drive in  his car, Christa still enterta ining 
them, he solicitous and even momentarily authoritarian: -Fasten that 
strap across you , please . Now, th is is how it opens-you try it once or twice, 
please- Hillela had not worn a seat-belt before. They were not compulsory 
back where she came from. - 1 feel l ike a kid in a pram.-

-All right .  I 'll adopt you .- I t  was said dryly, inattentively; he was 
turning out of his parking space into the street .  Bicycles shot zigzag past 
and he called after them in Swah il i ,  black-robed women congealed together 
out of the way. His l ips pursed thickly on that ch in ,  the ch in pressed on 
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the shi rt-collar; he had about h im the stubborn weariness of one who lives 
as a spectator. 

Udi Stiick demanded nothing. Christa came home-she had a job as 
a part-time receptionist to an Indian doctor as well as her t itle as some kind 
of welfare officer at Congress headquarters-not sure whether or not to be 
pleased with herself . -1 was only fool ing, that day . . .  But I bumped into 
Udi this morn ing, and you 'll never guess, he's taken me seriously-he says 
he'll give you a place to stay in the meantime. I was only fooling . . .  I feel 
a bit bad . . .  as if I pushed h im to it ,  taking advantage because he's so 
generous .-

Hillela used the schoolgirl phrase. -I s he keen on you?
Christa's burst of laughter that shook her l ike a cough : -Me? Oooe, 

I hope not! No-oo-o. That's why I like h im,  poor old Udi ,  he's not like the 
others who think once you' re on your own here, got nobody, no family 
. . .  you can ' t  get away from them . That Dr Khan-I don 't  know how much 
longer I ' ll be able to keep on that job. He's always coming in and making 
some excuse to lean over to see what I 'm  doing. He presses h is soft tummy 
against me. Oh it 's no fun being a woman.  Sometimes.- She wriggled her 
shoulders in one of her exaggerated exhibitions of revulsion . -I can ' t  get 
over Udi  taking me seriously . . .  Oh I think he feels guilty, us with nothing, 
living all over the place, and he didn't even have to leave Germany because 
of Hitler, he's not a Jew .  He's got that  lovely flat-didn't you l ike the way 
the sitt ingroom has open brick-work at the top of the wall so's the air comes 
in? And at night ,  there's always a breeze from the bay, he's so h igh up, it 
must be cool to sleep there. I only feel bad because of his wife-apparently 
h is wife died last year and he sort of doesn ' t  want to have people around, 
he wants his privacy. But you must jump at  it ! You'll have a room to 
yourself . Fish in coconut milk. That whatsis-zitron pudding-oh my god,  
I could eat  that  every day- She hugged the girl while they laughed. 

-But don ' t  you want to take the room, then?-
-No, no-ooe, I 'm  okay here with the Manakas, I couldn't  leave 

Sophie and Njabulo . They'd be terribly hurt .- Christa, the real refugee, 
one who knew prison just as did the black refugee couple with whom she 
and her protegee were staying. 

It would surely be a relief to the Manakas not to have their tiny 
ki tchen doubl ing as a bedroom any longer, but Sophie kissed the girl she 
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had given shelter and was gracious as any Olga with a private bathroom and 
a rose to offer. -A-ny time. Bring your blankets and come back to us a-ny 
time. We always find a place for you .  \Ve must help each other in these 
strange countries. I t  is  terrible, terrible to be far from home. But we must 
stick together, fight together, and we are going back!-

So it  was not for long that Hillcla as a young girl slept on the beach 
or a kitchen floor and l ived on over-ripe fruit and Soph ie Manaka's mealie
mea] with cabbage. Trust her. That was the observat ion that went around 
on Tamarisk Beach . She was still seen there most afternoons, in the yellow 
swimsuit . She was part of the company that lay like a fisherman's catch 
spread out on the sand, holding post-mortems on pol it ical strategies used 
back home, exchanging pol itical rumours and sometimes roused , as a dis
placement of the self each had accustomed to living like th is, by the arrival 
of a new member for their ranks, standing there urgently vertical to their 
horizontals, dazed, the tension of escape seem ing to throb in the throat like 
the l ife pulsating in some sea creature taken from its element and peddled 
round the beach before them in the sun . Arnold of the Command or one 
of his designates usually accompanied such people; a bodyguard not against 
any physical dangers but to ensure that the rel ief of being 'out' and bringing 
first-hand news from home would not result in loose talk. A Beach Rat was 
sure to be grooming its wh iskers in  every group. I t  must be assumed that 
everyth ing that was said on Tamarisk became what is known in the vocabu
lary of pol ice files and interrogation rooms as in telligence, and would result 
back home in more arrests; more valuable people forced out to approach 
slowly, over the sand, to join the company. 

Arnold would walk up the beach with newcomers; they sat apart, and 
the flash of his rimless glasses was enough to keep away anyone who might 
think of joining them . Their absorption was intense as can be only in those 
in whom singleness of purpose has taken hold of every faculty of intellect 
and feel ing, so that even if that purpose is to be frustrated for a l i fetime 
in prison , or to be exercised far removed from the people and places where 
its realization begins to take place, all other purposes in l i fe are set aside, 
perhaps for ever, because each in some way contradicts the single one. 
Arnold was a lawyer-like Joe-who would never practise law again ;  the 
law in his country enforced the very social order his purpose was to end. 
He had a wife-like Pauline?-with whom he would never set up home 
again in the house where only white people could l ive. H is ch ildren would 
grow up here and there-like Hillela herself-without his knowing them ; 
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there could be no family l i fe for wh ites, with blacks, at best ,  illegally given 
a place in their converted garages. Christa's brother with his farm on land 
from which blacks had been removed could not be her brother while Sophie 
and Njabulo were her family. Mothering girls without a decent pair of jeans 
to their names, she could not have married the Afrikaner doctor in Brits 
who was in love with her, and mothered children he would take to the 
segregated Dutch Reformed Church every Sunday. 

Arnold , rising from a conclave, paused on the beach as a bee holds, 
in mid-air .  At the signal of the Rower-yellow swimsuit, he waded into the 
water. There was no surf. A transparent grass-green was a huge lens placed 
from shore to reef over sand like ground crysta l .  He kept his own glasses 
on when he swam; the image of the girl's body under water swayed and 
shone, broke and reformed. His hairy toes struck h im as ugly as crabs. He 
and she began to swim around each other. He had a soft way of speaking, 
conspiratorial rather than sexually modulated . -So you've got yourself 
n icely fixed up.-

-Oh . . .  ? Yes. Somewhere to stay.-
-Clever girl . Lucky Udi .-
-1 was fine with Sophie and Njabulo but i t  was hard on them.-
-Lcft the beach-high and dry.-
She pinched her nose between thumb and forefinger and submerged 

herself, l ike a child at a swimming pool. When she came up, smil ing, he 
was still talking. 

-You'd better watch out, with h im.-
-He's a good friend of Christa's ,  really nice. I 've got a room as big 

as Sophie's whole flat !  You can see the town and the bay.
-Are you sure it 's to yourself?-
She turned like a porpoise, floated on her back, water beaded her flesh 

with l ight in the sun, in h is sight .  
-Well of course. I want Christa to come and share, but  she won ' t  

leave the Manakas.-
-He won 't  need an invi tation in  his own house.-
She turned her head; not understanding, or thinking she ought to 

pretend not to? He took off h is glasses, which she had splashed . The l i ttle 
beach girl was a lovely blur. He put them back aga in .  -You'd better keep 
the door locked. Or maybe it hasn't  got one?-

-Arnold . . .  he's an old man . . .  old as my uncle . . .  - It was in 
character with the footlooseness of this pretty girl, the ruptured kinships 
and displaced, marginal emotions of exile that ,  to his ears, made a slip of 
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the tongue where the usual comparison would have been with a father. 
-You don' t  know old men. The older we get, the younger we like 

'em.-
-Well how would you know, you're not ald .-
-Thank you for those kind words, obvious as they are. I sn ' t  there 

anyth ing you know without experiencing it for yourself?-
Both floated on their backs now, and it was not only the water-jewelled 

breasts , down to where the yellow swimsuit just covered stiff n ipples, that 
surfaced, but also the th ick index finger and fist of h is penis and test icles 
under their pouch of wet blue nylon . They saw what there was to be seen 
of each other, while feeling identical delicious coolness and heat-the 
water on submerged and the sun on exposed flesh . 

-Didn't you hear what I asked?-
-I thought you were tell ing me someth ing.- A figure of such author-

ity on Tamarisk; she had seen how the appearance of a l ine above the bridge 
of h is nose made a voice stop short in mid-sentence, and how, when he was 
asked the kind of question that was not to be asked in such circles, his 
evasion of an answer came from complete intelligence of all that happened, 
was thought, d iscussed, investigated and decided there. What could he be 
interested in that she could tell h im? The odd hours they had spent 
together (he worked very hard,  even on Tamarisk he had time to take 
pleasure only when he left the last sandy foothold of the cont inent and 
entered the neutrality of the non-human element, the water) those t imes 
--caresses, the un iversal intelligence of pleasurable sensations, a rill from 
it present in wet coolness and heat, now-were the exchange with him in 
wh ich she could take part .  -I don' t  know. Let me th ink.- Her eyes were 
closed against the sun; her smil ing l ips moved, he saw her so seriously young 
that she spelled out thoughts to herself the way ch ildren learning to read 
silently mouth words. The giant of desire woke in h im to kiss her while she 
saw noth ing but the red awn ing of her eyelids, and he slew him with the 
sling of priorities. Sexual pleasure was everyone's right; dall iance when he 
had simply taken a breather from the discussion on shore was not some
thing he himself or those who could watch from Tamarisk should tolerate. 

-No. Not really. No.- She kept her eyes closed, screwed up; the sun 
was making her see fire. -How can anyone know what hasn ' t  happened 
to them? People l ike you, who've been in prison . . .  and once or twice 
others, I 'd heard talking, back there. You can describe what it was l ike, but 
I . . .  I never, I don' t  really bel ieve it's all it's like. The same with leaving 
the country. I was always hearing about i t .  I even once saw someone on 
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his last n ight .  But it 's only now that I 've done i t  . . .  it 's different from what 
you' re told, what you imagine. You are a11 different, a11 of you . . .  from 
the speeches. Where I l ived-at home, when I was still in what was my 
home-everyth ing was read out from newspapers, everything was dis
cussed, I went to a court once and there was another kind of talk, another 
way of words dealing with things that had happened . . .  somewhere else, 
to somebody else . . .  I couldn't know. I can know what happens to 
me.-

-You'l l  burn your eyel ids. Turn over. -But what you read, what you 
learn , what people te11 you, what you observe-good god, that's what 
happens to you,  as we11 ! Not everyth ing can be understood only through 
yourself-what do you mean?-and anyway, isn ' t  your comprehension , 
your m ind, yourself? What are you saying? You don' t  trust anything but 
your own body? I t 's a n ice one, my god, certain ly-but I don ' t  believe you 
know what you're saying.-

-Thinking about what happens to myself-yes, of course, that I can 
know.-

-Someone needs to take you in hand, my girl . You are not a fu1ly 
conscious being. I wish I had the t ime. And it would be quite pleasant 
. . . I can imagine the sort of home you come from . Girls the ornaments 
who spoil their decorat ive qual it ies and betray their class as soon as they 
begin to think. How in god's name did you get here? I mean I know-but 
how' d you ever take up with that fe1low? You know he was a l iar and a 
double-dealer? He was for us and at the same time he was really working 
for PAC*?  And maybe i f  we'd not run him out of here he would be working 
for the government back there, as we11 .-

-He was collecting material for a book. That's why he went all over 
the show, he had to talk to a11 kinds of people .-

-And you bel ieved that? What did you believe? That he was rea1ly 
one of us?-

A pair of talking heads, buoys bobbing on the water, tethered to lazy 
fin-movements of h idden arms and legs . -Yes.-

l mpatiently, he gave her a chance to expla in herself . She would not 
or could not. What a th icket of roses surrounded the power-drugged inte1l i
gence of the white sleepers; even dragged out through the thorns by some 
would-be prince turned betrayer, she could not recogn ize the lesson of 
wounds. 

* Pan Africanis t  Congress 
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-Why?-
-1 ' d have to tell you too many things . . .  Well, the family where I 

used to l ive-I just naturally thought, because of them, if white people were 
mixed up in that sort of thing at all , it was on your side. When I met h is 
black friends, I didn't take much notice . . .  whether there was any differ
ence. Between them, I mean .  Whether they were yours or some others ' .  
I t  was part of his work to know them all .-

-Yes, his work !-
-And he was in danger-
-Danger!- He scoffed . 
-The police came and raided, you know that, they turned out all our 

things, took all the stuff for his book . . .  He was writing for the papers under 
different names-

-And pushed different politics-
-Really, I th ink you 've got it wrong .  He told me, he had to have 

cover, that's why. Even his name. He even had to show up at parties given 
by people where I worked-and nobody talked about pol itics. Just there for 
a good time. Nobody gave a damn .-

-Not you, either.- I t  was said in  the tone of one wanting her to be 
otherwise. 

A man was swimming out towards them, his Hailing arms black and 
defined in the heat-hazy radiance as the wings of a cormorant that skimmed 
the water. 

Their voices changed key with the approach of a th ird presence. 
-So you see . . .  well , i f  you ' re right,  what I th ink is true: I believed him 
because I believed what  he was telling me; and none of it was happening 
to me.-

The swimmer was almost upon them; he didn ' t  wave; he might not 
be making for them at all , just setting for h imself the l imit of h is own 
horizon . 

-Until the pol ice came and gave you a big fright, ay?-
Wet hair slapped her throat as she shook her head .  -Until I came 

here.-
By saying T and not 'we' he saw she had begun to promise better 

human material . The girl was no longer jetsam on Tamarisk Beach . His 
desire for human dignity was gratified, his desire for the beach girl twinged 
with apprehension of loss. There was just time, before the black man, his 
sideways regard turned regularly upon them and away as h is face was 
alternately h idden in water and l ifted for breath in the movements of strong 



A S P O R T  O F  N A T U R E  

over-arm strokes, was upon them : -Don' t  suppose I ' ll be seeing you 
again .-

Low enough , but she heard . -Why?
-Your elderly benefactor might object.-
-l've told you .-
-You'll come?-
As she slowly smiled the gestures and nod became a pol ite greeting 

for the head of the black man, now among them. To eyes accustomed to 
the radiance above water his blackness was a blow, pure hardness against 
dissolving light ,  his head a meteorite fallen between them into the sea, or 
a water-smoothed head of antiquity brought up from the depths, intact; 
basalt blackness the concentration of time, not pigment .  Even the hair
black man's kind of hair-had resisted water and remained classically in 
place as a seabird's feathers or the lie of a fish 's scales . 

The man's urgency did not acknowledge the girl . -Nwabueze's  been 
killed. A bomb in the car.-

Neither man noticed her go, the siren turning yellow tail and diving 
away from the navigators of the world's courses for whom, at that moment, 
in that ocean ,  she was no more than a d istraction totally out of place. 

A series of min i-biographies of outstanding women cites the news of 
the assass ination of an important West African leader as the turning-point 
in  her poli tical development. Why should it ever have been contradicted? 

But in that hour she was gliding and turn ing through water as perfectly 
tempered to the body as amn iotic fluid, she heard no commotion but the 
sound of water getting into her ears and air breaking free in them through 
bubbles ; the dead leader was a name. The real sign ificance of the moment 
when the news was announced within a coral reef of the I ndian Ocean was 
there, in another man, corporeal .  



They love you. They tell you they love you. Len when making the necessary 
despatch from Rhodesia because of that boy being coloured, Olga when 
handing over to Pauline, foe-dear foe-when he gave the money with 
which to escape them. When he called his son a bastard because nothing 
was said in that bed, not about love of fellow man, not about fami1y love, 
not about sisterly, brotherly love, but it was done. Loved, let love. Used 
what you have to love with, you know? It is there, you feel it, it happens 
all over and inside you and there is no difference between you and the one 
you 're doing it with, you don 't have to try to reach him, help him, teach 
him-you can 't lie, or spy or kill, so what could ever be wrong about it? 
Left behind by my mother, they say, because of it; because they told her 
it was wrong. The man they call a double-dealer, who lied about Sweden 
and Germany: the place he told the truth was in bed, with his lovely body, 
the feelings he gave me were not his fantasies or his boasts. Those others, 
on the beach; they have no home-not out of clumsiness, a tendency to 
break what is precious-but because they are brave and believe in the other 
kinds of love, justice, fellow man-and inside each other, making love, 
that 's the only place we can make, here, that 's not just a place to stay. 



TRUST HER! 

The young guest did a l i ttle typing-a task invented by her host to make 
her feel useful-and some evenings played the guitar for him and sang 
those old coffee-bar songs, 'We Shall Overcome' and 'House of the Rising 
Sun ' ,  wh ile swallows flew in and out of mud nests they had made in the 
brick latt ice of his l ivingroom. He would not come to Tamarisk to swim; 
would not accept her casual invitation to jo in her ,  any t ime, when she went 
to the Manakas ' .  Njabulo Manaka had permission from the Command in  
exile to l ive outside the camp provided for refugees, but  h i s  friends were 
those who still l ived in the camp. Some on their way to refuge had been 
captured in Northern Rhodesia and repatria ted by the Brit ish colonial 
authorities; they had had to escape from the pol ice at home, once aga in .  
Some were from the areas, at home, of hut-burnings and rural police posts 
whose methods of interrogation, the sjambok, suffocating plastic bag over 
the head, heavy boot on the spine, were less soph isticated than city facil it ies 
of electric shock. The office space up rotting stairs, the administrative t itles, 
the few chairs were not sufficient to accommodate everyone who got away, 
even at  that early stage, and neither did everyone have the educat ion to be 
of use there. Along with other rank and file, from the cit ies, these men 
waited in the camp to be sent to the countries where the Command was 
negotiating for them to receive mil itary tra in ing for their future as freedom 
fighters . A world refugee organization fed them meagrely, and although the 
host government made it a condition of refuge that they should not take 
jobs from local inhabitants, a few, l ike Njabulo himself, while wa iting 
clandestinely made usc of skills they had that most local inhabitants didn't 
have: he worked as a garage mechanic .  

The smell of mealie-meal and cabbage that never clea red from the 
Manaka flat wafted out a signal: food and privacy among friends, with a 
woman in charge. The cushions of the old sofa that had one wooden arm 
missing never recovered shape from the impress of one trio of behinds 
before another flattened them . The snorting gulp of the lavatory emptying 
was as constant a punctuation of talk as laughter, argument ,  and the 
greetings of new arrivals . In the company of Christa and Sophie there was 
no question of women being ignored; and hadn't the girl slept there, on 
the kitchen floor, l ike any one of them? Many did not frequent Tamarisk 
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Beach , feel ing out of place in that h igh-ranking, half-naked, in tellectual 
colloquy, and did not know the d ifference between the status of this white 
girl and that of Christa the revolutionary, one of themselves . 

Newspaper cuttings and smuggled reports on the Lill iesleaf trial were 
coming to the office. -It 's  a white man who betrayed everything, all of 
us ! Terrible, terr-ible. That's what  I always said, we whites in the movement 
must be ve-ery careful, i f  anything happens through one of us, what is our 
posit ion with blacks? Who's going to accept us? We going to isolate 
ourselves, we not going to be trusted ever aga in . . .  I thought when I met 
that Gotz fellow . . .  I don ' t  know . . .  He was too eager to tell you all about 
h imself, make a clean breast of i t, you know-ek is 'n ware Afrikaner, plaas 
seuntiie, maar- like some rel igious conversion he wanted you to be con
vinced of. Ag, man, I felt l ike tell ing him, I 'm an Afrikaner, too, plaas 
meisie, it's not such a big deal that you've come over to the movement .  
But some of  them, they d id th ink he was a catch for us-

-Meantime, they were on the hook- Christa's soprano d istress was 
counterpointed by the low, black bass. 

-Oh my god, they were. And the way he went for the women ! Well, 
you see what one of them let herself in for . . .  Oh he tried something with 
me, but I never liked h im,  I never trusted him, he was clever all right, he 
smelled out that I didn 't  and then he kept clear. Terr-ible. Terrible fellow. 
And look what he's done. A white's blown the whole H igh Command.-

The volubili ty of h igh spirits that was Christa had changed to hysteria .  
In the silence of the black men on the old sofa she struggled against some 
kind of responsibility that suddenly had come between them and her. 

-And in Umkhonto? There's i nfiltration there already. And Lillics
leaf, you'll see, as the State brings them into the witness box, there' re blacks 
who were mixed up with informing there, too. J ust the same, Christa. A 
th ing we don' t  know how to deal with . A pro-blem .- I n  th is company the 
euphemism took on weight with a long, round African 0. 

-But not right among the High Command. Close to them, eating 
with them, talking to them about important  things with a tape-recorder 
going under his clothes or wherever it  was, even under a pillow in bed, ugh, 
it d isgusts me. Look, Njabulo, ever since I read that this morning my hands 
have been shaking-look, Elias-

-No, man, traitors arc traitors . He's right .  But the brothers at home 
will know what to do with them, don 't  worry .-

-With the H igh Command in ja i l? \Vith l ife, i f  they don ' t  get 
hanged? Not worry?-
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-Anyway, those bastards who put them there, they won 't live to get 
old.-

-Who's going to get Gotz in a location alley, the way they'll get the 
black ones? I ' ll bet he'l l l ive a long l ife of promotion in the police or become 
a successful private detective, spying for d ivorce cases. I know the Boere. 
He can use his tape-recorder under some more pillows.-

-Is there anyth ing new from Umtata and Engcobo?-
-1 don't know, I didn ' t  see . . .  -
-Oh I asked Johnny. He showed something from the Star, just said 

the usual, ' peasant unrest' still going on among the Tembus. 'Agita tors' are 
still at work.-

-Man!  Tax was almost doubled for us there from nineteen-fi fty-five 
up to n ineteen-fifty-n ine .  You know? Ever since, how we have been suffer
ing! You remember Dal indyebo's meeting in sixty-one against the rehabili
tation scheme? That th ing that  took our land and pushed us tight together 
l ike cattle? A thousand chiefs came to that meeting. By the time I was 
grown up, I nflux Control wouldn't let us out to find jobs. My uncle was 
chief in our place, he didn 't  want us forced back into the reserves, so the 
government made another man chief in his place. They do those things! 
My uncle was the one who said, They just want us chiefs to s ign a piece 
of paper that says, destroy me, baas. He sa id, Let them destroy us without 
our signatures.-

-You know, we should have been better organized in the Western 
Cape, man . Too many Tembus who were working on contract around Cape 
Town joined Poqo instead of us.-

-Well ! What do you know about the un ions? ANC-affiliated unions 
were pretty active, I was working in one.- Christa shed her self-assumed 
burden at the turn towards a subject where the integrity of her contribution 
could not be questioned, even by herself .  

Among such talk her protegee must have felt at ease, even if she were 
an impostor in its implied status. She had l istened for years to people talking 
about these people; now they were real ,  the daily strategies of survival 
preoccupied them also, as these did her. There was much grumbling talk 
to wh ich , at least, she could contribute, of where to get ordinary comforts 
they had taken for granted under oppression at home-soap and razor 
blades, batteries and insecticide sprays, in short supply here. People from 
the Command office might not meet these men on Tamarisk, but they kept 
close to them beneath barriers of soph istication and education through that 
other place in themselves noth ing could alienate, where no bane of con-
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quest, law or exile had ever touched them-the relationsh ips codified in 
their  language, the common embrace of their own tongue. People from the 
office ran classes in political and general subjects in the camp, and often 
one or the other would come on to Njabulo and Ma Sophie's to continue 
a point  of discussion that would ravel into small-talk in English and their 
own language. Johnny Kgomani was there a few times, when the girl was; 
the one who had swum out with bad news. -We are spoiled, man, that's 
what i t  is . We all had it too soft . Wilkinson's Sword, passes in our pockets, 
first-class prisons . . .  - He watched faces waver from solemn acceptance 
or resentment to laughter. He had a way of drawing his lips to a l ine and 
giving a twitch to h is nostrils, the skull mocking h imself within the tight 
modelling of his face . Sophie translated for Christa and Hillela what the 
laughter was about. 

There were not enough tin spoons or forks to go round at the Mana
kas' . Everyone got a plate piled by Ma and a te neatly African-style with 
their fingers, ball ing stiff pap the way a dung-beetle efficiently rolls together 
its cargo with the tips of prehensile legs . It was easier to learn to do that 
than to handle chopsticks at a Commissioner Street Chinese restaurant; 
and further than a few streets away from the embroidered place-mats, 
Bavarian crystal glasses and Zitronencreme where H illela had herself n icely 
fixed up, now. There was not much chatter to join ,  round Udi 's  table. He 
sometimes went out to dinner but the impression left with her was that 
while she was staying with him they had always been alone at meals; the 
servant ,  with that air servants have {even Bettie, Jethro) of suppressing 
judgments that await  their time, passed behind the two chairs , presenting 
each dish silently to the master of the establishment before dispensing the 
interloper's share. After she had been occupying her large, cool room for 
a few days, Udi asked her not to continue making her own bed in the 
mornings. -Mohammed th inks you don't  sleep in it. It upsets h im.-

Her laughter, her guitar, the slap of her sandals, the clear-struck notes 
of her voice-each time these sounded they seemed to take a splash into 
the stillness of those rooms. -Does he think I liked sleeping on the floor 
so much I can ' t  give it up?-

-I don ' t  think he knows you slept on the floor. Though I could be 
quite wrong . . .  in the kitchens, they know everything about all of us, it 's 
all picked up in the markets .-

-So where does he think I sleep?-
The ferny, magnified lashes moved dismissingly. Udi did not quite 

smile . -That's the trouble.-
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Arnold had warned her. But if this was the to-be-expected approach, 
broached in a European way she was supposed to interpret, she could always 
appear not to understand. And it would not be Udi 's way to be obliged to 
be explicit ; al though there were many things she did not know or under
stand that he did expla in .  Why wouldn't  he get up out of his eternal chair 
and turn off his eternal Bach and Penderecki ( the latter had to be explained, 
h is music had not been among the records in  Joe's collection) and come 
along to the Manakas'? He had said Christa 's friends were his friends, any 
time. Christa had invited him again and aga in .  The Oat was only just down 
the road, in the old part of town. 

-1 am not lonely. A dear girl to worry . . .  I am alone, that's different . 
Like the difference between the pink Oamingo balanced on one leg and 
someone else wearing a pink skirt-

She told him he was a stick-in-the-mud, coaxingly. Alone must be lone
ly. -To have another meaning for 'alone' there have to be two of you.-

-One can love one's neighbours at a distance, but at  close quarters 
it 's almost impossible. D'you know who said that true thing? Said it for me. 
A man named I van to his brother Alyosha, in  a book called The Brothers 
Karamazov.-

Among all the possessions he had in that deep room with the frieze 
of l ive swallows, the African drums each with its ashtray and pipe beside 
each chair ,  the collection of Malian and Nigerian masks on the walls, the 
Fon hangings , the rugs from Khartoum with their counter-pattern of his 
pipe-burnings, the wall covered with shelves of damp books that gave the 
place its own body-smell-there must have been that same novel . Again 
that novel . He didn ' t  have to explain about that !  -I 've read it ,  long 
ago.- She wouldn ' t  be expected to remember the whole of such a long 
book, even if she had. 

-That's why, although I believe al l this ( the room was kept dim 
against heat ,  the spines on the shelves shone titles of studies of revolutions, 
of colonialism , communism , social democratic theory)-all that Christa 
goes to prison for, I sit here in this chai r  . . .  I can ' t  take part. That's why 
I 'm  worried about this trade-union foundation thing . . .  nearly as bad as 
politics .  If only what Teacher-you know that's what the people call h im, 
our President?-says could be true: ' People, not money' make develop
ment .  The trouble is, I 'm stupid enough to believe in what is being at
tempted in this place since the British got out . . .  and anyway . . .  I can ' t  
go away. And I can ' t  just  sit here and approve out of books . So there you 
are . . .  at this time in my l ife . . .  I t's funny, some people open the bible 
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to see what message a page has for them . I find my message any-old-where . 
Listen to this I 've j ust read,  here. 'He avoided all the confusion and 
absurdi ty present in the efforts of those who say they are living for others' 
-now i t  goes on-'but in fact are l iving on others--on their grat itude, 
their opin ions, their recogni tion ' .  The first part of that sentence-that used 
to be me. The second half-that's what I am now. The president invites 
me. The min ister thanks me.-

-Wc all thank you .- She pulled a prim, pert face, her aubergine
coloured, shining eyes contradicting it. He saw that he amused her; she 
would not say '/ thank you for taking me off the beach , off the kitchen floor, 
using your influence with the immigration men to let me stay on in this 
town that has no place for me, where, if I have a reason to be, i t  is not the 
kind provided for on application forms ! '  Impossible for this girl not to be 
flirtat iously elusive, even with someone as clearly out of the running as 
h imself; it came naturally from her as the sweat that ,  with the rising 
humidity of midday, pa inted on her l ip a l ittle moustache of wet that must 
taste salty to her lovers . 

Udi showed Hillela someth ing of the country. Around about that time 
-just before she started working in the curio shop,-he drove her along 
the coast for the weekend. -1 am going to take you to Bagamoyo, where 
Livingstone started out to cross Africa from east to west.- But when they 
got as far as the new hotel where he had intended they should return to 
spend the night on the near side of the h istorical destination he had in  
mind ,  she hung back irresistibly. She ran to marvel at  i t  from a l l  perspec
tives, from sand so hot she danced across it as a fakir over the white ash 
of a bed of coals, to the cool of palms, remnants of the oil plantation the 
site once had been, now rcified by a Scandinavian landscape gardener into 
h is idea of a tropical garden . Her benefactor took his first photograph of 
H illela there; the shadow of a palm tree fall ing before her. I t  could be 
measured for progress, like notches on a door-post ,  against that other 
souveni r  image under a palm .  

He didn ' t  insist on continuing the drive according to  schedule; was 
content to study, as one standing back in a museum from a canvas whose 
conception he could not share but was fascinated by, her greedy pleasure 
in the post-colon ial kitsch of the place-a Holiday I nn pervasion of piped 
music over poolside bars and buffets composed of a German-Swiss chef's 
a ttempt at  reproducing h is kind of food out of un identifiable flesh and fowl 
decked with h ibiscus flowers-all housed with in  a facs imile, as Udi in
formed her, of the 1 3 th-century palace of Sultan al-Hassam Ibn Sula iman. 
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She ate the food with appetite. She had seen there were boats for hire and 
did not want  to waste t ime accompanying the Arabian Nights-garbed black 
boy who would show them to their rooms. U nder the sun of two in the 
afternoon , that was not in the sky but was the sky, had consumed both sky 
and sea in a stare of pure and terrible light, the black boat with the thin 
black oarsman slid away into dazzling evanescence. They sat side by side 
in the stern . The only detail to cling to in this total blankness of light was 
the legs of the oarsman ,  dark and sparsely ha iry as the dried skin of a 
mummy. But when they reached the l imit of the reef, heard the ocean open 
the roar of its surf at them , and the boat turned back, he, Udi ,  saw in the 
distance the entrancing pleasure palace she had been able to see all along, 
a mirage of the coast 's past, sh immering there . 

He took his hetaira to see someth ing he could show her, even if she 
wasn ' t  in terested in Bagamoyo. They drove along narrow parallel tracks 
with grass stroking the underside of the car and th ick shrubs running 
screech ing thumbnails along the windows. \Vind-maimed trees closed over, 
and they left the car. He led the way. At first she saw only the butterfl ies, 
so many they softly pulsated the still, dense air .  Small wh ite flowers scented 
it .  She buried her face where the butterfl ies did. The competitive selection 
of nature-sh iny, th ick-tongued trees that had starved scrub from beneath 
them to make a clearing for plants and grasses; creepers and lianas closing 
off arbors where other trees had made the mistake of flourish ing too close 
together-had created what seemed a garden ; or there was the pattern of 
a human rearrangement of nature, far back, still fa in tly discernible under 
the natural aesthetic of growth , as the outline of a lost city may be traced 
from the height of an a ircraft .  Then she saw the pieces of ch ina among the 
green; who had l ived here, once, and owned beautiful th ings that got 
broken and were th rown away? But these were not broken vessels-they 
were tiles? Their azure, their unfaded brill iant designs were not designs but 
fragments of Arabic script? She had seen it ,  in her adoptive city. \Vait, wait; 
he took her hand . With his other, he pushed aside creepers, lianas and 
webs: gravestones were sunken there, lean ing; they were faced with the 
tiles, ornately embellished by their scrolling colours, like the pages of an 
i l luminated manuscript . \Vhat was written? But he did not know the 
language, he couldn't tell her. -Noth ing out of the ordinary, I 'm  sure. 
Christians have a l ine from the bible on their tombstones, these will be the 
same sort of quotation , consolation from the Koran .  The only interesting 
thing to make out would be the dates, if there arc dates. I ' ve always meant 
to come with someone who could read Arabic . . .  Th is cemetery is probably 
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s ix hundred years old . Under the I mams of Muscat in the Persian Gulf, this 
whole coast from Mogadishu to Mozambique was ruled by the Sultan of 
Zanzibar.-

The butterflies mistook the ceramic colours for those of flowers , they 
touched at the hands of the two humans as the hands touched the stones . 
She tried to read the braille of the past: -They l ived here, there was a real 
palace? A town? I t  must have been lovely !-

-For them, yes . Many palaces. Not necessarily l ived in ;  they moved 
from one to the other. They traded, in slaves principally. I t  wasn ' t  lovely 
for the blacks . And after the Arabs came the Germans, and then the 
British . No more slaves taken, but not much difference otherwise. Now 
Teacher-he's about to join this country to the island as one republ ic. God 
knows what will happen . Zanzibar is st ill Zanzibar; the people who rule 
don ' t  have the same ideas as Teacher, the Arabs there arc still the rich and 
the blacks the poor. I think the blacks arc ready to kill the r ich and try to 
take over . . .  I don ' t  know how the combined republic's going to work, if 
they don' t .  But you see how it all looks as i f  i t ' s  buried, like this, in another 
few years these elaborate tombstones of powerful people will be covered 
entirely, l ike many others , we won' t  be able to find this place if ever we 
come back here-

-Oh I 'd keep it clear, if I were the government, i t ' s  so beautiful
the most beautiful place I 've seen-

-For picn ickers , yes? For people like you and me, out for a drive? The 
only monuments preserved in Africa are those of people who conquered 
Africans; no-one wants to keep such memories. But they will only be buried 
. . .  the old patterns of power, wh ich were based on eternals like trade winds, 
that have no influence in  the technological world, they remain as some kind 
of instinct from long ago, far back. Strange, uh? So that l ittle island and 
this country wil l be called one aga in ,  under his African socialism, as they 
were by the old i nvaders , the I mams of Muscat-

She sat on a tombstone. -They could be taken away from here, put 
in  a museum, at least-

He spread his hands. -No-one wants to interfere with a site that may 
have religious significance for some people.-

-Then why don ' t  they keep i t  up?-
-It's here. So long as nobody disturbs i t .  That is what matters . I t 'll 

always be here, even when it 's completely overgrown . I t 's not only the 
religious ones. We all have th ings like that, that will always be there. So 
long as nobody touches. But you are still too young.-
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Immobile as the stone she rested on, she was hoping for a butterfly, 
hovering nearer and nearer, to land on her bare knee. 

-You've been here often, then.-
-Yes. But not recently. And this wil l be the last time.-
lf he wanted her to ask why, he swiftly changed his mind. -Come. 

We are th irsty.-
-Can I take just a small chip?- The fragment a half-stroke of script, 

in deep orange and blue. 
-No. Take noth ing.- But he laughed. -You want to make a mu

seum out of this and yet you steal i ts treasures.-
They drove away, lost the site in a wake of swaying branches and 

stripped leaves. As they reached the main road, she called out. He braked 
for her. -Oh look! They're feeding on someth ing!- There were the 
butterfl ies aga in ;  dozens of them, settled on a splatch in the road .  -I t's 
cow-sh it !  I always thought they lived on flowers .-

That was what he had brought her along for, her eager responses, her 
lack of pretension-to amuse h im.  -My poor H illela ! The most beautiful 
place she finds turns out to be a graveyard full of slave-dealers, and her 
wonderful butterflies eat dung!- But he saw that irony and disillusion 
could not tarn ish her; pess imism a pleasantry, a manner of speaking as
sociated with h im.  She was innocent :  that is all anybody has ever been able 
to draw out of h im when he has been approached by the curious as one 
who apparently knew her, once-rather well .  He says it with a sense of 
discovery, adamant and unexplained. 

Now at the hotel she was ready to go to her room and change into 
the yellow kn it rag for a swim.  The pink heels of the black boy in Arabian 
Nights dress led the way; there was one room, a large, beautiful room on 
two levels, with keyhole openings onto the sea, sofas , lamps, a bar corner, 
and one bed . Udi's bag and hers were already in place on a luggage 
rack .  

She was looking at the bed. A strange bed, wide, low, and enthroned 
on a carpeted area between the two levels. She did not turn to her compan
ion . The corners of her mouth dented a moment, then with a fl ick of the 
head, as if a fly had been encircling it ,  she went over and snapped open 
the elegant overn ight bag the rich aunt had given her for one of the holidays 
to Cape Town-it was all she had had time to snatch from the cottage. 
She took out her yellow swimsuit . 

Udi left the room . When he came back they saw one another first in 
the mirror she was standing before, tying a piece of Kanga cloth round her 



breasts over the yellow suit .  He felt h imself a voyeur thrust in to replace 
the figure in a favourite painting in one of h is damp-rippled books, Manet's 
Nana watched at her toilet by a gross man . H is face showed it ; but dismay 
was all the girl read. Hillela smiled at  him in the m irror. 

-I 've been to tell them we must have two rooms. I 'm  terribly sorry. 
I kicked up a fuss but it doesn't  help. They arc completely full ton ight, 
they've promised that i f  we stay tomorrow . . .  Anyway, I can sleep on the 
sofa, they will bring bedding. Or in this climate . . .  look at the carpet, how 
thick (now he was able to smile, and distance h imself in one of his pleasant
ries)-my turn to sleep on the floor. Everyone has h is chance, in this l ife ,  
good and bad. -I'm really sorry, Hillela, that idiot on the phone got the 
booking wrong. Believe me, I didn ' t  expect this .-

-Oh it doesn ' t  matter. Are you coming to swim? I ' ll wait  for you.
She was wiggl ing her toes in  the white sheepskin carpet; he saw one l i ttle 
crooked toe folded over a stra ight one. 

He came out of the bathroom bearing h is fam il iar unattractive head 
on an unfamiliar body; taken out of i ts wrappings, a hidden self appeared . 
I t  belonged to a younger, happier man, this well-made thick body with 
finely-turned muscular th ighs and calves, and tight  buttocks in  black trunks. 
She had not been able to coax him out of his cha ir ,  but now he emerged 
of h is own accord-or rather out of the vol ition of that h idden body-from 
the avuncular category in wh ich a young girl would regard h im .  He hired 
skin-diving equipment and they laughed and clowned with Chaplin-flip
pered feet .  He swam better than she did and led her into the green and 
purple-dark of passages undersea; be-goggled and rubber-finned, they were 
companionably identified with each other, the human species among other 
species that glowed with phosphorescence, steered past-hundreds of 
striped, ovoid discs making up one l iving streamer-or felt t im idly with 
twiddling antennae from nests of rock, the blind silently tapping their way 
across the ocean bed . At sunset they walked on the beach l ike any other 
oddly-assorted couple seeking the retreat of a place l ike this: laughing black 
government Ministers from neighbouring states with their away-from
home girls, Creeks and Lebanese with their women , the wives sourly 
carrying their h igh-heeled shoes and trailing ch ildren,  the m istresses hang
ing on the men's  arms and inclin ing their heads with animated affection , 
earn ing the trip. 

At dinner he ordered grilled fish . Again she ate with appetite the 
dubious food he avoided . -I f I keel over and die during the night, you 
aren ' t  responsible .-
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-Don't  say that .  I brought you here. I am responsible.-
His sudden moments of solemnity were something she ignored, like 

an embarrassing tic disturbing someone's face . 
A band shook and plucked at rattles and electric guitars .  She did not 

seem to expect h im to go so far as to dance with her; they drank wine, 
in tensifying sea-laved well-being and the l i ttle, delightful shudders that 
puckered their sunburned bare arms with the n ight breath off the ocean .  
When a young olive-coloured man came across and asked her to dance, Udi 
watched her enjoying herself. The young man was a good dancer, someone 
transformed from obscurity by the grace and skill-perhaps the only skill? 
-he knew he had . She did more than follow; she moved as one body with 
the man she had never seen before in her l i fe .  Watching her, Udi had the 
impression she might never stop, that she might dance away, return n ight 
after n ight to the dance, to the man because he was the dance, someth ing 
someone so young could mistake . . .  dance her life away. My poor H illela . 
An echo sounded from h im,  of another country and another time, set off 
by a body, moving th ighs, embracing arms inherited from another dancer. 
That was what was unexplained, to himself as well, when he said i t  always 
adamantly, bluntly: -She was innocent-

But she came back. This dancer was not one to make mistakes . Trust 
her!- that was what others said of her. She came back and asked for soda 
and ice, took a cube out of the drink with her fingers and passed it over 
her forehead and neck. When the young man approached again to take her 
away she shook her head, smiling as if  he knew very well why she was 
smil ing; no, no. 

They walked on the dark beach again ,  late. A fine lum inous mist made 
an element neither air nor sea ; they could barely sec each other. He did 
not speak and-a small vessel call ing out at sea-she spoke only once. 
-1 wish I had my guitar .- He knew she was happy. 

In the room with its ridiculous harem-bed he found Hillela lying 
plumb in the middle, a sheet over her shape up to the armpits .  He came 
out of the bathroom in pyjamas. She gave an exaggerated sigh at her luxury. 
Then she shi fted over to one side of the bed . He stood there with the spare 
bedding he had picked up from a cha ir .  She patted the empty side of the 
bed . 

He went over to the higher section of the room and started arranging 
the bedding on the floor. \Vhen he turned her hand was lying palm up, 
rejected, where she had patted the bed . 

He came and picked up a pi llow for h imself. But could not walk away 
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and leave her: her generosity, her honesty. He sat down on the bed and 
slowly took the sunburned empty hand. Her head was sunk deeply in the 
billows of down , her curly hair bleached the colour of bronze-brown sea
weed and sticky with damp. Against cheeks shiny, reddened and slightly 
puffy with the fever of sun her eyes were glistening convex black in whose 
expression he saw only h imself, h imself as she must be seeing h im.  

She smiled, in spite of that. -Mohammed won' t  know.-
He kissed the hand with h is sad, marked l ips and, not familiar with 

the old-fash ioned gesture, she casually pulled the hand away. On his back, 
laying himself out stra ight beside the body of the girl that was volume and 
weight and softness, the angle of each flexed and relaxed limb rounded-off 
by the soft bed as a Matisse odalisque has no angles or Picassos of a certain 
period have no joints in the cont inuous curved lines of bodies in a baccha
nal, he took the hand aga in .  The odd-assorted couple were now figures on 
a tomb; he put an end to the image in h imself by gently coming alive to 
turn and give her a child 's goodn ight kiss on the cheek. But i t  was a long 
time since one of her surrogate parents had sent her to sleep l ike that; she 
turned obediently, as a woman, so that he kissed her on the mouth, and 
was received by her mouth . She drew close to h im and although she did 
not touch h im with her hands,  her body la id i ts caress along his s ide .  For 
a long time he stroked her hair while she waited for the next well-known 
moves in love-making, and he waited to speak. 

-Hillela .- Try out the possibil i ty by pronouncing her, invoking her. 
Take aga in the hand, the empty hand he could not fill . -1 can 't ,  Hillela . 
S ince my wife died it 's finished .-

Of course he saw the girl misunderstood: so this was the famous love 
you read about in books, the eternal faithfulness, remote as the love reli
gious people know for a god you can ' t  see or touch . 

-I t's not out of some vow or conviction , some such nonsense. I t 's not 
at all even what Petra would want .  She wasn ' t  that kind, trying for promises 
'you'll never marry another woman ' .  My god no. From time to t ime, we 
both . . .  we had others, and neither of us made a fuss. It wasn't  important 
for us while we were together; i t  only concerned each of us separately, you 
know. So it 's not that .-

-Oh it doesn't  matter.- The phrase had served for the d iscovery 
there was only one bed; it served just as well for the decision that there was 
to be no obligation to make love . And in i ts banality-its innocence! yes 
-it absolved from humil iation , from loss of manhood, even from the 
pricklings of impotent desire, the shame of wan ting what  one was not able 
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to take. He did not have to repeat with this child who by some instinct 
understood the male, loved men as one is allowed to say a man 'loves 
women' ,  the panting and seesawing and desperate, hang-head feebleness 
(oh to take a kn ife and cut the useless th ing off) that the bodies of bought 
women had abetted while bored and pitying, despising. Her ordinary l ittle 
phrase brought about something else, i f  she could not-bless her-bring 
sexual relief. He could tell her. You could tell her anything; i t  suddenly 
became possible just because Hillela was there, lying beside him. -It 's  
because I killed her.-

There could be no experience available to make it possible for the girl 
to deal with such a statement .  She corrected h im mechanically from a 
source that was all she had: someth ing mentioned by Christa . -No, no, 
she died in an accident .-

-Yes . I was driving and I killed her. I t  was just before dawn and I 'd 
ins isted we drive all n ight to get home from a trip. I must've fallen asleep 
a moment, she didn't have the seat-belt on, she was asleep. She never woke 
up, she was flung out and when I looked for her everywhere, the road, the 
bushes, she was dead, there. I 'd hit a buck that must have jumped out into 
the road. Headlights blind them. She was quite dead.  And the buck was 
st ill alive. Dying, but alive. I had no gun to shoot it. I ' d  killed her but I 
couldn't kill the buck. I sat with the buck, because she was dead . . .  and 
the buck knew there was someone there with i t .  That n ight was over, light 
came, and i t  looked at me all the t ime while her eyes were closed. I t  was 
a female, too. It looked at me until I slowly saw the sight going from its 
big eyes. I can tell you, I followed it wherever i t  was going, dying out .  I 
followed all the way. And then . They were both dead and I was hours alone 
on the road with them.-

He was stroking her hair again,  comfort ing her for what he had told 
her. 

-I 've never seen a dead person .-
-1 know. I can see it in your face.-
-But you didn' t ki l l  her. That's not killing.-
-1 was driving, I ' m  alive, I killed her. Dead asleep. And the buck, 

the buck was witness. My body seems to know. So there it is .  Since then, 
my body calls me murderer.-

She made no routine protestations, offered no plati tudes of sympathy. 
They lay a while; what had now been put into words for the first time must 
find i ts level in consciousness. Then she got up and went over to the 
miniature refrigerator and bent to choose. The short spotted cotton shift 
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she wore hitched over her rump as she came back to the bed with a bottle 
whose label's lettering had run with condensation . -I think it's beer.
She took a swig and handed i t  to h im .  -You should go and live somewhere 
else. Then it will be all right again .-

He pulled h imself up aga inst the p illows to dr ink .  -The murderer 
can ' t  leave the scene of the crime.-

-Udi, i t  wasn ' t  this road?-
-No.- But she would never know; int imacy and confidence come 

and go between an odd-assorted couple l ike the moon passing in and out 
of clouds . 

She sat cross-legged on the bed, schoolgirl style. 
-I 'd go away i f  something terrible like that happened to me. Some

body of mine dead.  Noth ing really terrible's happened to me, so I suppose 
. . .  Something that d id-someth ing I did-it seemed awful at the time, 
everyone said how awful . . .  but . . .  not like dying! D'you know why I had 
to leave home? Where I l ived with one of my aunts? My cousin and I used 
to make love. He was a bit younger than I was .  For a long time, we made 
love.-

-A real cousin? First cousin?-
-Our mothers are sisters.-
-How did it come about?-
-My fault.- The moon passed behind a cloud aga in .  He respected 

that . He leaned over and put his arm round her, shared the beer turn-about .  
H illela choked because she had begun to laugh wh ile drinking. -When 
they found us.- She gasped, laughing. -It was l ike the three bears . \Vho's 
been sleeping in my bed?-



THE DIPLOMATIC BAG 

Leopard skins mounted on scanoped green felt, dead snakes converted into 
briefcases, elephants turned into ivory filigree carvings, bracelets , necklaces 
and paper knives, and table-legs with a copper rim decorating what was 
once a pachyderm foot-the AFRICAN ARTS ATRIUM did not sen 
powdered rhino horn, however; that sort of disgusting stuff was for local 
people in the magic and medicine trade down the road . H illela wore
'modened' ,  as Archie Harper, the old Africa hand of a special kind, who 
employed her, insisted-the dash ikis or galabiya-inspired dresses of African 
cloth her employer had made up by his 'connection' of I ndian piece
workers who sat at their mach ines on the earth pavements an over the old 
town . The long dresses became bizarrely slit-some from the first vertebra 
to the sman of the back, as wen as to the thigh on both sides-during the 
period of her employment, because Archie found h is assistant-cum-model 
so ' innocently inspiring' . He was not h imself attracted to women, but had 
the homosexual's shrewd and kindly understanding of how they like to 
make themselves attractive to men: this girl (a real poppet; he knew from 
the beginning she would go far) inside his one-of-a-kind creat ions was the 
best way to encourage customers to clear the racks . 

Business was torpid (-No tourists where you can ' t  buy contraceptives 
or whisky, my dear-) but this expatriate, an Englishman, couldn ' t  leave, 
either. He was quickly on girlish confiding terms with h is assistant :  he 
wouldn't  leave his two young Arab lovers, twin brothers they were, he'd 
brought them up in his own house since they were fourteen .  -You will 
never find anything ne-early like them in England. Ne-ever. Guardsmen 
with smeny feet who're only after what's in your pocket,  that's an. Re
volting.-

He had other connections, anyway, that made it possible for h im to 
keep the shop open more or less for fun .  Among them were sources of 
supply for his restaurant,  ARCHIE'S ATR I UM TOO, which was the only 
one in town where French and I talian wine was still obtainable. The 
connections with a i rl ine personnel, Lebanese, Greek and Arab traders kept 
h im, a coloured banoon-figure in one of his own extra-outsize unisex dash i
kis, moving about from rendezvous to rendezvous an day; h is assistant was 
most often alone in the shop. 
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I t  was there that Marie-Claude-but Hi llela did not th ink of her as 
that, then , of course-Madame Mezieres found her. Picked her up, as 
Madame Mezicres explained her luck to other diplomatic wives. She came 
in with a visitor from Europe who wanted gi fts to take home; a fter several 
years in this posting, Madame Mezieres was herself not interested in tourist 
kitsch , but the young girl assistant looked so charming in a cotton robe that 
she actually did buy one for hersel f, for wear around the pool-impossible 
to go to the beach now that it was full of all sorts of strange people. The 
girl sa id the thigh-sl it certa inly could be reduced as Madame Mczicres 
wished, by five inches; the visitor could not speak English and the girl 
equally accommodatingly (even bravely) spoke to her in ill-pronounced 
schoolgirl French . When Madame Mezieres came back a week later to 
fetch her altered robe, she invited the girl to have a swim at the Embassy, 
where she met the children, but not the Ambassador. 

However Olga might be regarding her n iece, of whose whereabouts 
sitting on a camel-saddle transformed into a chair Olga had no knowledge 
at that time; whether she might have felt occasional anguish at what had 
not been done for her sister's daughter, or regretted the waste of all that 
had been done for her, i t  is clear that the advantage of having been sent 
at  Olga's expense to a school where she had learnt the elements of a foreign 
language was the deciding factor in her becoming part of an embassy 
household. There were very few customers at the shop. When she had 
occupied herself for an hour a day with disentangling the silver-wi re jewel
lery webbed together by the hands of those who picked over but didn ' t  buy, 
H illela sat on the camel-saddle chair in the chrysal is of her long slit dress 
as if she would have to be carried from there by force . She had been twice 
called to the Immigration Offices and warned that she would be deported 
if she did not leave of her own accord , or produce refugee status supplied 
by an accredited organization . Udi 's few words in the right quarter appar
ently had reached the l imit  of audibil ity; they did not carry far enough . 
Arnold , no doubt, she would not have scrupled to ask to intercede for her. 
Perhaps she had asked , and been refused because Arnold could not put the 
integrity of the cause at risk for any personal reason whatever; or, more 
l ikely, she was-clever enough?-to understand this and did not approach 
him, in the sense of seeking some advantage , although there is reason to 
believe-Udi had reason-she still spent Arnold's rare leisure hour some
where with h im from time to t ime. 

So the move from the care of an Udi wil l ing but unable to advance 
her status, via the camel-saddle chair in Archie Harper's shop to an em-
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bassy, with the Ambassador arranging residence papers for her to answer 
his wife's convenience, was rescue. Arnold , with her for what he had a 
feel ing would be the last t ime, saw it d ifferently, even distantly admiring: 
-And now you've got yourself really n icely fixed up.- She was vague 
about what her capacity was to be in the ambassadorial household but 
certa in of one thing. -I 'm not going to be deported .-

Malice has i t  that she was once a nanny; but she was much more than 
that. 

Here, once more, there were flowers in her bedroom and silver on the 
dining-table. Pauline would have smiled confirming this ' refugee' hardship, 
and Olga would have been rel ieved . Madame Mezieres' lucky find helped 
the children with their homework ( they were disadvantaged at an English
medium school ) , supervised their safety while they played in the pool, 
shopped for their bothersome ch ildish needs; it seemed that through the 
con tacts of her friend and former employer she could get commodities the 
ambassadorial staff no longer had the trouble of ordering from Europe. She 
blow-dried Madame Mezieres' hair so creditably that i t  looked better than 
it ever had while Madame Mezieres had suffered the heat and din of piped 
music in Salon Roma under the hands of an I talian from Somalia . She ran 
errands on foot, not fussy about where she went in this filthy town, and 
proved much more compatible as a driver than the Embassy's black chauf
feur. -Emile, he smokes kif, or whatever they call it here, I don ' t  know; 
I smell it on h im .-

The Ambassador did not exert h imself to deny any of Marie-Claude's 
obsessive fantasies directly. -One smells drink on people's breath ,  not 
drugs . You've got H illela to drive you.- Marie-Claude could not pass on 
to her lucky find the oppressive responsibil ity that was compounded with 
the oppressive heat, in  this posting: every afternoon , she had to sit over her 
children while they whiningly completed a daily quota of schoolwork from 
the syllabus and in the language of their home country. Here, however, 
positions were reversed for an hour; instead of receiving services from the 
girl, she did her a service. Hi llela sat in on the lessons and improved her 
knowledge of the language along with the children . Now, because she 
joined in with them, the children tackled the task as if i t  were another of 
the games they played with her. -She's my big sister.- -Idiot, I 'm your 
sister. She didn ' t  come out of maman.- -Then she's our cousin, like 
Albert and Helene at home.- It was a relationship in which Hillcla had 
had plenty of experience, to explain her success . 

Not only a find; she was a blessing. -Look at me, Emile, I 'm myself 
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aga in .  I don't  have a headache all the time, that twitch in my eyel id was 
driving me crazy-it's gone .  Don' t  I look like your Marie-Claude again?-

Eating a mango, l icking her fingers, the girl was the amiable witness 
of private bonds recalled between the couple. With his usual indirection , 
the Ambassador addressed h imself to the cause rather than gave the opin
ion of the result that was expected of h im .  He was slitting the wrappers 
on European newspapers with a fruit-kn ife. -Hillela has changed the l ife 
of this house.-

l t  was in that first ambassadorial residence, behind gates where black 
guards stra it-jacketed in gabardine and braid slouched on homemade stools, 
and sometimes a visiting wife and children squatted humbly beh ind the 
h ibiscus, that she must have picked up, just as Marie-Claude had picked 
her up, much that has made her assurance so provocatively perfect .  Olga , 
looking through a magnifying glass years later a t  a newspaper cutting in 
which she is told she will be able to identify the hostess s i t t ing between 
Yasir Arafat and the Presiden t of a European country, cannot take more 
than half the credit  for having sat down that hostess, as a child, at a dinner 
table the way a dinner table should look. The duty of helping Marie-Claude 
arrange official dinners would have been what instructed Hi llcla so usefully 
in protocol , and her own usefulness as a personable dinner-table partner to 
fill a place beside a bachelor, or someone whose wife was not present, was 

what has given her the range of safe subjects and the permiss ible l im its of 
response, the appropriate lies, level of voice and laughter between guests 
at official gatherings. In true tradi tion, her youth and bount iful bodily 
confidence, not modesty, made the run-up Archie Harper cottons pass 
among the formal clothes white diplomatic wives equipped themselves with 
in Europe. They had the jewellery they wore as the badge of an occasion, 
as men wear decorations; but she was unadorned by the nervous tensions 
that redrew their faces l ike tribal markings . Hers was the real, not the fa iry 
story of Cinderella and the sisters . 

With the corporate female sense of protection , Marie-Claude imper
ceptibly intervened when she saw among her guests men reading the wrong 
signal in the sh ining cheeks and market cottons .  -Don' t  worry, you won' t  
s i t  next to Frederic aga in .  And  Henning Knudsen, too ! I was watch ing 
. . .  And he's got a daughter your age.-

Hillela laughed. -He told me he could arrange for me to finish my 
studies in Denmark.-

-\Vhat studies?-
-1 don' t  know. Don' t  you think he meant it?-
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-1 know what he meant. When we first arrived here, and Emile was 
recalled for a few weeks, he kept coming in to see if I was all right . Then 
I realized . . .  what he meant, by looking after me . . .  - And Marie-Claude 
herself gave the sexual beckon of the patchy blush she seemed able to 
summon at  will from the warmth of her breasts in low-necked dresses, 
deepening the Old Masters' pearl-pink of her skin against her Flemish gold 
hair .  

-But you 're so pretty, Madame Mezieres !-
-Pretty! I s  i t  our  fault? We women. Can we help it?-
-You put a lot of work and money into it ,  miin skatteke.- The 

Ambassador liked to tease his wife, and never simply; she did not like being 
rem inded, even by an endearment, that she was a Fleming and not French
speaking by birth . 

In  the confidence that grew between her and her find, the secret 
mother tongue became a relaxation and a bond. Hillela could understand 
her when, alone together lying at the pool , no-one about to hear, she took 
up Flemish l ike a homely garment; H illela could even answer, in a fashion , 
through her knowledge of Afrikaans .  I t  was not possible to go on being 
addressed as Madame Mczicres; as i f  she were old . When they were lying 
there, two young women in bikinis ! (She had at once replaced the yellow 
knit rag with someth ing from her own wardrobe. ) And talking about Emile 
-how they had met, variously-edited verc;ions of decisions they had made 
together about his career, etc . ,  the Ambassador quite naturally became 
referred to and addressed as 'Emile' by the girl ,  as well .  

H illela 's old benefactor, Udi ,  would have agreed with Arnold on one 
point, at least : a prediction that she would never look back. Udi probably 
meant it in both senses. She was nicely fixed up, for a penniless, deserted 
girl whose refugee status no-one would vouch for. From the kitchen floor 
through a guest bedroom to an ambassadorial residence; no need to return, 
ever, with her blankets to the hospitality of the Manaka Rat. When she met 
Christa and Sophie as she came out of the bank one morn ing (Emile 
insisted that her salary be paid into a bank account, not left lying about 
as a temptation to the black staff in the Residence) she had not seen them 
for months. Being Hillcla , she made no apologies or excuses; but she clung 
to them and kissed them in a different way from the bi rd-necked dart from 
cheek to cheek, grazing contact, she had learnt to exchange with the 
ambassadorial family. Christa looked after her affectionately: Poor Hillela !  
Sophie's cheeks concertinaed up aga inst her eyes : -Are you mad? Oh I 'm  
glad she's so  okay in this bad place.- Archie Harper was encountered a t  



British diplomatic cocktail parties that  included local personalities from the 
old regime. He would put h is arm round her and squeeze her to his 
enormous globe of a body; but nobody could in terpret this as predatory on 
his behalf or a sign of availabil ity on hers .  Only after she had gone were 
there stories that  although she dropped her polit ical refugee friends once 
she'd instaUed herself at the Embassy, she still used to spend afternoons a t  
Archie's house, when he  would dress up in  women's clothes, some elephan
tine duchess or brothel madam ( that was how people could imagine it ) ,  and 
they'd dance with h is Arab boys and drink black market champagne. The 
stories originated with Mohammed,  who knew the boys, and had made her 
bed; the details were visualized by gossip among whi te people. While she 
was still in that country, a letter came from Canada to the hotel where her 
lover had left her. The proprietress propped it up, visible, in the bar for a 
few days, then threw i t  away. The girl's other lover (h is rivals and polit ical 
enem ies among the gathering on Tamarisk said) was seen entering the 
garden of an  old house where the ambassadorial car that the girl was aUowed 
to drive was parked, even after it was weU known she had become the 
Ambassador's  m istress. 



Those who have choices have morals, he says, after love-making, smelling 
home in the flesh, the rank sweetness of polished floors and gardener
tended roses, the leather-scent of three-car fami1y garages beside backyard 
rooms with their clandestine fug of beer and cold pap. The smell of all 
things lost and repugnant, that is home, and that must be destroyed. It 
prompts him to talk of acts people are having to go through with, back there 
-the bombs and grenades whose targets are monolithic but whose shrap
nel may pierce, three centuries of murderers cry, an innocent white. \Vho 
is innocent, after more than three centuries, among more than twelve 
generations of people who have paid for labour with a bag of mealics a 
month, beaten, imprisoned, banished, starved and killed? Those who can 
choose a candidate for a parliament-they can have their morals. The 
others have no choice but to meet, after three centuries, violence done to 
them with a violence of their own. 

And all this while lying in the house that serves as a foreign news 
agency, the foreign correspondent himself out interviewing the i\1inistcr of 
Agriculture about a collective scheme for coffee farmers. 

No mention, ever, of what is planned up the rotting stairs, only what 
already has been done. Because how can there be trust? H1hat is there to 
go by? One who left that home uninstructed, ignorant, like most of her kind 
-for personal reasons which arc no reason, in the measure of what has to 
be done. lVhat credibility has she to show for herself, now, but the protec
tion of yet another man? 

\Vithout a cause is without a home; lying here. I 've learned that. 
Without a cause is without a reason to be. That's all decreed by others, as 
elsewhere everything was decreed by the absence of one sister, the decisions 
made by two more, and the long-distance authority of a putati�'e father on 
the road. Looking at him; gazed at by him. How well does he sec, how well 



does he see into the other self, this man who swims and makes love with 
his glasses on to see better-this man in whose narrow crowded face is 
concentrated the pull of a gravity that excites wh1Je it excludes. 

What choice is there? 
He could take her in hand, maybe, with help from Christa and others. 

She might be made useful. But the real life of exile isn 't giving the boys 
an eyeful on Tamarisk Beach, you know. 

Ah no, I'll tell about that, the real life of ex11e is, for your whole life, 
going home for the holidays wherever it 's been decided you 're to go. 

Ex11e is the inevitable-for whites like us, he is instructing. But the 
claim doesn 't enter, the way his body does; it falls away from her without 
purchase, the way she now slides off his body. This one won 't accept to be 
a humble apprentice to the only objective worth living for. lVho does she 
think she is? Unreliable: and this judgment tantalizes him to come back 
into the flesh again, to lind that just consolation, that peace and freedom 
that is certain, and lasts only minutes. 

The glisten of black eyes opening again 
\.Vhy don 't you go back? Let them deport you. Probably you 'd be let 

in; your lawyer uncle could maybe get you off prosecution for having come 
out J1legally: you 're still under age. You 've got a guardian or something? At  
worst you 'll get a suspended sentence and a line-your rich aunt 'll pay, 
won 't she? 

But he is nibbling, kissing, feeding on me, his face wet with me, 
exasperated. Because if she isn 't the right material, she isn 't one of that 
kind, either. God knows what will happen to her-it is not his affair-but 
she has one sound instinct to share with him, it 's expressed in her laughter 
if not in conviction, it 's dense in her flesh: she w111 never go back to the 
dying life there, never. 

What  choice? \Vhen the Ambassador and his family are posted to 
another country, of course /'11 go with them. Of course; the credentials of 
the household contingent of such people arc never disputed by immigration 
oflicials. 



At certa in times, in certain places, harmony settles over a human nucleus 
like the wings of some unseen sheltering bird .  Marie-Claude was a woman 
who had constantly to be going through the wardrobe of her blessings 
before others. Sometimes her actual wardrobe was invoked : -Emile insists 
he must give me a fur coat for leave in Europe, but I 'm  not the kind of 
woman who needs that sort of present, I 'm  not repressed in any way, not 
deprived of any kind of satisfaction , I mean, far from it- Hillela was so 
responsive; she stroked the fur against her cheek, so that Marie-Claude 
knew, could see the present was beautiful and rich in meaning; that she 
lacked for noth ing. And in th is country on the other side of Africa the 
language of the former colon ists was her children's mother tongue, and she 
was freed of the tedious afternoon hour of acting schoolteacher. She could 
sleep, sleep, for that hour after lunch ,  knowing the children were not left 
in the care of some local black or half-caste. Her breasts released from straps 
and lace, her waist free of elastic, she lay naked in the shuttered dark of 
their room-hers and her husband's .  Sometimes-now that she didn ' t  have 
to shut herself up over schoolbooks-when he came in quietly to fetch 
something on his way back to the office, she murmured, so that he would 
come over to her, and then deliciously tense but playing sleepy, she could 
put his hand on her soft, heat-dampened pubic hair, and after merely 
submitting for a moment (of course, she knew he was th inking he ought 
to be going back to h is office) he would silently and efficiently take off h is 
clothes (of course, he had to keep them uncreased to put on again immedi
ately for the office) and make love to her. It was years, and several postings, 
since they had made love like lovers, in the middle of a working day. No 
ch ild would burst in ;  they were safely with H illela . 

He came from the office-merely across a loggia in another part of the 
Embassy complex, all of their l ife was securely under one roof-and saw 
H illela, many afternoons, sitting among a tumble of ch ildren and cushions, 
the children's l imbs tangled close about her, their hands playing with her 
hair or fingers. 

-Come, papa, it's a guessing game. Come and play.-
-Papa, there's a l ion and two h ippos and they want to eat him up 

but he won' t  come into the water-Hillela's tell ing that story again because 
it's  such a n ice one . . .  -

Smiling at h im from among his children, her face as firm and clear 
as theirs; with his arrival, domestic content was perfectly rounded . 

She did not have many duties-duty being what does not come 
naturally-in that posting, where the Ambassador was temporarily relieving 



a colleague recalled . I n  a French-speaking city, Marie-Claude had found 
more friends, l iked to do her own shopping in boutiques run by French 
people who had stayed on under a black government civilisedly tempered, 
it was felt, by the fact that the President had a wh ite French wife. Some 
people said the young girl in the Ambassador's household was a 
housekeeper, others assumed she was a relative of Marie-Claude-and 
Marie-Claude did not deny, only corrected this: -No, no, no relation at 
all ! But it's true, she's l ike a young sister, a member of the family. The 
ch ildren adore her.- Certa inly she played tennis, took part in sightseeing 
and dining-out parties, as any visiting favourite from Europe experiences 
Africa in pursuits imported long before her. 

But there were times when the surrogate was alone in the house with 
only the half-awareness of the presence somewhere of servants that is like 
the sound of her own heart to any wh ite brought up in Africa . Alone as 
i f  she were an ambassador's wife in a succession of in terleading rooms, 
passing furnishings and objects with which she has no connection , inter
changeable from Residence to Residence. If the Ambassador happened to 
come in he seized her sufferingly. Under h is elegantly-hung suit his body 
swelled and prodded her; but that presence outside the beating of blood 
reminded that noth ing further was permissible, not here, not now. -Look 
what you do to me.- He was handsome, proud . She would shake that  curly 
head, not culpable. -You know just what you do, my l i ttle girl, don't  
you .-

Sultan al-Hassam Ibn Sulaiman had never been here but the town 
floated as flower and palm fragments, islands and isthmus, on lagoons 
covered with a mail of waterl i l ies; a breeze touched, as i f  i t  were the black 
rags of bats themselves, flapping the air round the streetlamps as l ights 
threaded on across bridges . She was seen in the town , where the cry of 
Edith Piaf came from the bistros, but mostly she kept to the quarter of 
embassies, vi l las and hotels . Regularly a young First Secretary from the 
Bri tish Embassy ran to meet her at an open-air bar for their six o'clock 
rendezvous . -You had better be seen with one or two young men-bel ieve 
me, my treasure, no-one will believe you haven ' t  got a man somewhere, i f 
they don' t  see h im .- A First Secretary was eminently suitable. -But you 
won ' t  sleep with h im,  will you?- She was such a sensible girl, she under
stood a man has to sleep with h is wife; that was different .  -You won 't ,  
will you, eh?- When there was a sortie to a nightclub, where the presence 
of wealthy local blacks and the strident sexual beauty of black prostitutes 
was the amusement, Marie-Claude appointed the young First Secreta ry to 
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partner her protegee. Emile danced with her dutifully once or twice, flirting 
publicly in exactly the harmless degree expected of the married males in 
homage to the irresistibility of the female sex that had, of course, delivered 
them to their wives. 

Boutique, bistro, bar, n ightclub-these were the marked routes of the 
diplomatic and expatriate community. There was a path of her own drawn 
through the grass; the grass closed it away behind her. It led across one of 
those stretches of ground that are called vacant lots in the cities of other 
continents; here it was a vacant patch in history, a place where once manioc 
had been grown and goats had wandered , now appearing on some urban 
development plan as a sports or cultural centre that would never be built .  
A tiny scratch ing of planted ma ize was h idden in the grass, l ike a memory. 
Her path crossed those made by the feet of fishermen, and servants moving 
from and to where she was going, the enormous hotel that multiplied itself, 
up and up, storey by storey, shel f by shelf of identically-jutting balconies 
and windows that eventually had nothing to reflect but sky. There was no 
other structure to give i t  scale, nothing to dissimulate its giant intrusion on 
the low horizons of islands and water, that drew the eye laterally. Even the 
great silk cotton tree and the palms left as a sign of its acculturation when 
the site was cleared were reduced to the level of undergrowth beside its 
concrete trunk. 

Inside, the scale of unrelation , of disjuncture continued; through cere
monial purpl ish corridors she walked, past buried bars outlined like burning 
eyelids with neon, reception rooms named for African poli tical heroes 
hold ing a silent assembly of stacked gilt cha irs, cra tes of empty bottles and 
abandoned mattresses, sudden encounters with restaurant stage-props
plastic palm trees and stuffed monkeys from some Tropicana Room, rolled
up carpets from the Persian Garden . At the white grand piano outside a 
locked entrance where photographs of girls whom gilt text dated the previ
ous year announced as direct from the Crazy Horse in Paris, she turned to 
a bank of elevator doors like the reredos of some cathedral . Her path was 
always the same; through the grass, th rough the carpeted tunnels of corri
dors, the soughing ascent to the same floor. She had her key to the room; 
the bed was big as the one in Sultan al-Hassam Ibn Sula iman's fake palace. 
The Ambassador came by some path of his own through this dark ziggurat ,  
pyramid, Eiffel Tower, Empire State Building ra ised to the gods of develop
ment; he could arrange everything as he arranged immigration papers. He 
shed the Ambassador. What a pleasure to be able to give so much pleasure! 
Enough to turn any young person's head. One day when he made love to 



her he smelled his ch ildren on her. I t  was a great sweetness to h im;  it  
brought the two halves of his l ife together as they had never been before . 
An annealmcnt, wholeness; a new eroticism . 

-You have s implified everything.-
-Why me?- He had not concealed, despite the risk at the beginning 

that a young girl m ight have been shocked or even jealous, and withdrawn 
herself, that he had had many love affairs . 

-I don' t  know, I don ' t  want  to know. Simplicity is the one thing that 
can ' t  be explained .  Not that you are simple, H illcla . You won ' t  get away 
with that, my l ittle girl ! But that you are clever enough to make th ings 
s imple.-

-Emile, why do you l ike other women so much?- She knew that 
was her category. 

-Oh you arc young, H illela, you are still at  the stage when you ask 
all the questions, you don ' t  propose any answers .-

-Marie-Claude is so beaut iful .-
-To have one beauti ful woman .  Once she is always there-it makes 

no difference. It doesn ' t  help, you understand? Didn't she say it herself, 
about women : ' I s  i t  our fault '-wcll it 's not their fault they are beautiful, 
so many of them, and how can I not . . .  try? As soon as I have one, or 
sometimes two at once-although they don ' t  know it-I see another and 
I have to prove to myself I can possess her .  And so it goes on . . .  gets worse 
as I get older. I ' m  forty-seven . . .  - The birthday was recognized between 
them in a d ifferent context from that of the ch ildren's  performance, ar
ranged by Hi llela , that marked it the week before. If he had ever met Udi  
Stiick, he could have curiously confirmed the possibility of telling this girl 
anything, confiding amour propre to her stranger's hands. 

He was smoking; this one smoked after love-making, the member of 
the Command in  exile had drunk water, and far back, there was the one 
who had shed sibl ing tears. The smoke seemed to be drawn down all 
through his body as it was through his nose; his toes flexed, and his hand 
bent hers .  -I need it like I need smoking.-

He turned and looked at  her. He was silenced by what he saw, by what 
she understood beneath the crude and paltry words. Her black eyes gave 
h im back his meaning in yet another question, unspoken:  is l i fe terrible as 
that? 

After the room was left empty he went away to his secretary, attaches, 
telex messages and distinguished callers, with the smooth look round the 
eyes of a man in harmony with h is body and free to be alert; any ex-



A S P O R T  O F  N A T U R E  

perienced staff recognizes the signs of a successful love affair and is thankful 
for the calm it generates. H illela d id not make her path to the Residence. 
She wandered; her body moved with the suppleness l imbered by love
making, the pretty lo11 of breasts and the rhythm of her th ighs were a 
confidence that made another kind of path through people in the streets . 
Men turned, as if at a reminder, to look at her; it was not her fault. Where 
the European city grid of right angles was overgrown and broken up by the 
purposeful tangle of African pursuits-the shortest point-to-point meander 
taken on foot between barbers and fruit-sellers, scribes and bicycle repai rers 
-to be whi te was to feel invisible; only a sensuous self-assurance, wh ile it 
lasted, could counter that .  H illcla came to the docks . Her nostrils widened 
to snuff in the spice of cargoes swinging out on cranes overhead--coffee 
and cocoa beans-and the scrubbed smell of tar, the grassy scents of wet 
rope and putrid wh iff of fish guts. The sun sank and flung colours up the 
sky. The black labourers who did not see her in their inward gaze of 
weariness, their self-image of religion and race, suddenly unro1led mats 
towards the East and bowed their heads to the ground. Their seamed heels 
were ra ised, naked, as they kneeled , their feet tense. The draped fishnets 
enlaced the sunset l ike the leads of sta ined-glass windows. A flock of prayers 
rose murmuring, vibrating, buzzing all round her, a groan of appeal and 
answer, supplication and release. 

There are many kinds of consolation . Not a11 can be orthodox, in the 
ritualistic or other, social, sense. Before the invisible bird l ifted off as 
capriciously as i t  had settled, the Ambassador sometimes came to her room 
late at n ight and slid into her bed . He was breathing fast, with fear as much 
as passion ; yet the moment he felt her small warm sol idity he was sure 
no-one would discover them . She was proof against his recklessness; at the 
same time he was sure, in contradict ion : she would go without fuss, if 
Marie-Claude found h im out .  It was a scandal, of course, among the wh ite 
community, who fo11owed the appearance of such phenomena through the 
spy-glass of their mores: a tranquil household, a whole family content ,  in 
its way, as few families ever are. 



CREDENTIALS 

The men who had shared pap and cabbage with her at Ma Sophie's went 
to Algeria and the Soviet Un ion instead of China, now. Alliances changed; 
she moved on . 

I t  may have been because she was back in  a country where she could 
speak her own language and therefore range more widely, but she is d ifficult 
to keep track of once the Ambassador's extended family moved yet again 
and settled in his next West African posting. So there is another lacuna; 
she is somewhere, of course, in momentary glances stored in those who 
must have passed her in the streets of Accra on a Saturday, colliding as she 
jostled between the mammy wagons and the street vendors' j ingl ing dinner
bells, the shouts and the splurt of tyres through overflowing drains, but 
there is l ittle to attach in a contiguous, concrete identity. Her good friends 
in Dar es Salaam had no word . The passport her Aunt Olga carried was 
not recogn ized in the African countries Olga overflew on her way to I srael 
or Europe; anyone in that blank bush down there between the clouds was 
lost .  Pauline would have written if she had known where to find her niece, 
as she would have sought out Ruthie. Carole once made the suggestion that 
enquiries might be made through the African National Congress-that 
idea surely could not have been l i ttle Carole's own; could Sasha have been 
beh ind it? But Sasha never spoke of his cousin ,  he was bored by family 
connections, and now that h is schooldays were over, l ived at home in 
Pauline's presence l ike an estranged lover, turning away from her assertion 
of their bonds as affines and spending all his t ime with friends made at  the 
university. As he had predicted, h is  name had come up in the ballot; but 
Joe arranged a deferment of mil itary service . Joe had Afrikaner nationalist 
colleagues whom, although they knew he and his big-mouthed wife d isa
greed with them pol it ically, professional buddyhood obliged to put in a 
word for his son . Carole's suggestion was out of the question ( typically 
Sasha) .  The ANC was a banned organization with which any connection 
that could be traced was treasonable; i ts leaders from the Lilliesleaf house
party had been sentenced to l i fe imprisonment, and the only man who 
might have been trusted with such an enquiry, the advocate Bram Fischer 
-whom Joe, l ike everyone who abhorred racism, loved and admired but 
would not go so far as to emulate-had been arrested, gone Underground, 
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been recaptured and sen tenced to l ife imprisonment, declaring that his 
conscience didn ' t  permit him to recognize laws enacted by a body in which 
three-quarters of the people of the country had no voice .  I n  any case, 
Paul ine was dourly, depressedly amused by the romantic notion that H illela 
was a revolutionary. More likely she had fallen on her feet in some way: 
Paul ine never saw her as Olga did, as lost-Hillcla was not the helpless 
Ruthie. After all , hadn ' t  she had the advantage of being brought up to 
independence and self-respect along with Pauline's own children? There 
was nothing vulnerable in that persistent image of the girl lying beside the 
trembling schoolboy, composed in a-distorted, wrong-manifestation of 
the self-respect she had been taught .  

H illela herself, as they knew her, disappears in the version of a mar
riage that has a line in the curriculum vitae devoted to Whaila Kgomani 
in a Who 's Who of black 20th-century polit ical figures. In 1 965 he married 
in Ghana, and had a daughter. From this acciden t of geography reports 
assume he married a Ghanaian ; a sui table alliance with a citizen of the first 
country in modern Africa to gain independence, a citizen of Nkrumah's 
capital .  With the fall ,  the following year, of the father of Pan-African ism, 
the concept upon wh ich black political exiles everywhere were dependent 
for their shelter, and the disa rray of Umkhonto We Sizwe through police 
infiltration , back at home, exiles themselves had no heart to bother about 
wh ich of them found consolation with (or even married ) which girl . That 
this one was wh ite and South African was slow to filter to those far away 
for whom such details had a gossip-column in terest not extended to the 
great and terrible events happen ing in their m idst and on the shared 
continent they overflew. 

The girl is mother to the woman, of course; she has been acknowl
edged . In fact, the woman has generally chosen to begin her existence 
there, when asked about her early l ife :  -1 was very young, working at an 
embassy in Accra when I met \Vhaila at a reception given by the late 
Kwame Nkrumah .-

Well, it's not impossible. 
Though in conversation with Madame Sadat after the assassination of 

President Sadat ,  speaking as one who has known widowhood among so 
many other experiences, i t  was recalled differently: -You always remember 
the beginning, not the end. Fortunately. I t  was in Accra , a man passed 
me in the street and then turned around-Whaila: we recognized each 
other.-

Hillela was at  least once taken to a reception at Christiansborg Castle, 



although by then Nkrumah 's party was in decl ine, even the adoring market 
women-his brides, he called them-had turned against him, and he 
seldom appeared in public . But after the break-up of the united front of 
four South African liberat ion movements, the Nkrumah regime favoured 
the Pan African ist Congress, not the African National Congress; it seems 
unlikely that Kgomani would have been a fellow guest .  The Ambassador 
and his wife took her everywhere-no party was complete without her, i t  
i s  sa id . And she did go about with zest in the gregarious uproar of Accra 
streets . On Saturdays she was regularly at one of the hotels where, about 
eleven in the morning, a h igh-l ife band began to play for the weekend; 
everyone drank beer and danced among pretty prostitutes in wigs, ch ildren 
stuffing groundnuts, black businessmen in the company of the real financial 
establishment of the city, the huge female tycoons with their brill iant robes 
of plenty, sweat-gilded faces , weaponry of gold jewellery and imposingly 
planted feet . She may have sung and played the guitar  in a n ightclub; she 
would soon have picked up the West African beat .  She does appear to have 
left the ambassadorial employ at some point before or not long after she 
began to be seen with the black South African revolutionary envoy; and she 
must have had to earn a l iving somehow. 

The same kind of worn sta irs. She went up that day wh ile about town 
on an errand for Marie-Claude. As she approached the building she had 
passed many times without interest since being told some members of the 
organ ization-which did not yet have official representa tion-had an office 
there, that day she walked in as she m ight have turned aside into a shop 
that attracted her. Whether i t  was a sudden echo of the accents of Soph ie's 
and Njabulo's flat, a fl ipping back of the pages of self, or whether i t  was 
a stir of someth ing that couldn't be sickness for a 'home' that was exile, 
she went up to be there, among the same posters and drawing-pin-stabbed 
cuttings, the framed Freedom Charter and photographs of the old Chief 
(of whom, a secret between them, she had the private picture of a stout 
black man in an army overcoat, met at  dawn ) and the younger leader whose 
voice Pauline had brought into the house on tape and who was now an even 
further-disembodied presence, looking down on second-hand filing cabinets 
from a distant prison island .  

She did not know either of the two young men sitting in the room . 
She introduced hersel f through her famil iarity with Njabulo, Sophie, 
Christa and the names of others who used to come to the flat; she had l ived 
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with them, it dearly was not a false cla im.  Yet the two were cautious, and 
not only because she was white: because she was from back home. What 
had she come for? Who was i t  she'd come to see? No-one. -Just to say 
hello.-

lt was dangerous to believe anything open , while holed up in refugee 
status where everything is ulterior. They stared past, willing her to go. Then 
someone walked in whom she did know. She began from that moment to 
have credibility of her own: he came back, the man who had appeared so 
black, so defined, so substantial from out of water running mercurial with 
light . He had come between them, a girl and man in the sea, paling them 
in the assertion of his blackness, bearing news whose weight of reality was 
the obsidian of his form . A slight acquaintance seems more than i t  was 
when two people meet again in an unexpected place. Although he had not 
acknowledged her when he rose from the sea, and she had only put in a 
word here and there in the conversations he had led at  Ma Soph ie's, he 
took her by the shoulders in greeting, shook her a l i ttle, comradely, and she 
was close enough to sec the l ines made by dealing with the white man, 
down from either side of h is mouth, and the faint nicked scars near the ears 
made by blacks in some anterior life. -How did you find out I ' d  just 
arrived?- The shaking of her head, over the sweet warm drinks from a 
cupboard, became a sign to them both; she must have known without 
knowing. He was a man who did not laugh loosely but had a slow-develop
ing strong smile when confirming someth ing he was sure of. 

He was not curious about her presence in the country; the norms of 
exile were constant  displacement and emplacement on orders not to be 
questioned, or by circumstances over which the one in refuge had no 
control , either. The fact that she did have a refuge also gave her some 
credibil ity for h im-what black man would believe a white girl would leave 
the luxuries of home without reasons valid for refuge? She wanted to 
in troduce h im to the people who had taken her in .  But he had no usc for 
diplomatic contacts with countries hostile to the organization , or which did 
not have, at  least, an enlightened group which campaigned on i ts behalf. 
-1 don ' t  know about their country . . . They've been wonderful to me.
And so, as Whaila ( the white diminutives that diminished a black man in 
another way were being discarded, an African who spoke for his people 
before the United Nations Commission on Human Rights could not be 
called Johnny) assumed her loyalty to the cause, this became assumed by 
her as the reason for her presence, and the fact that the Ambassador's 
family had taken her in both confirmed that she was an exile and that her 
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protectors had some humanistic partisanship that m ight be useful . There 
followed a period when Whaila Kgomani  was something of a prize guest . 
Emile and Marie-Claude did not usually enterta in blacks other than those 
who were unavoidable through protocol-members and officials of Nkru
mah's government, and the representatives of other black states. -What 
pleasure is there? I don' t  see the point of m ixing just because they are black. 
What can you talk about with them? They serve us up the platitudes they 
think we want to hear because that's what white people taught  them. You 
never know what they think. Never give anyth ing of themselves . . .  -

Marie-Claude had a correction for her husband, this t ime. -Except 
when they are dancing. Or drunk.- She enjoyed the occasional boldness 
of one who didn't know or chose not to know that European custom 
confines men and women to partners within their own party at a nightclub, 
and with a sm ile and flourish no-one could take offence to, sauntered her 
off into the rhythmical mob. 

But th is man from the south of the continent-her husband h imself 
was the one who sa id it-he was a man with an intellect .  -They may treat 
them badly down there in your country, Hi llela, but it  seems to sharpen 
their m inds, mmh?- (The Ambassador always a imed exactly the right tone 
of banter at her, at the family table. ) This one did not need wine to loosen 
his tongue but he knew how to drink it in a civil ised manner, not swilled 
down because it was provided, free, by a wh ite. His look, narrow eyes 
decoding the appearances of an embassy room, was not beguiled by the 
kn ick-knacks of European power-the coat-of-arms table silver, the humi
dor in which cigars were wheeled in, the royal portrait in which the face 
of the current incumbent fitted into the cut-out of medals and bra id l ike 
the faces of revellers who have themselves photographed at a fa irground. 
There was no predictable rhetoric, either. H illela 's compatriot stood before 
the portra it, turned with the battle-l ines of his mouth curving a civil smile. 
-That must be a great-great-grandson? H is ancestor was the one who cut 
off hands when the workers in the plantat ions didn't bring in enough 
rubber.-

Emile put up his own hands in mutual admission of the sins of 
the great-great-grandfathers. -Awful th ings happened on th is side of 
Africa.-

-Well , he made his country estate over here, didn't he . . .  -
-It was only for a very short t ime. Then the other European powers 

got jealous, of course.-
-Of course. They were all the same family weren 't  they? Cousins, 
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uncles and that . . .  H im,  the English queen , the German king . . .  we were 
their family property, man . But they were a cartel , really . . .  We were 
talking about multinational companies just now; what's new? Except that 
it's not aunties and uncles banded together to own us, now, it's foreign 
national economies. The extended family of the West . . .  -

Here was a black man with whom one could talk of contentious 
matters in the European mode of scepticism and irony that makes commu
n ication possible between the social i rrcconcilables of power and powerless
ness. I n  that mode, one can say anything, if one knows how to say i t .  The 
Ambassador, putting one arm round h is beautiful wife and one round the 
girl: -I don ' t  know about the other whites in your country, but this one 
-we love her-

She went to them ( ' almost as if to parents' Marie-Claude remarked 
to her husband) and said she wanted to help the organization-clerical 
work. Never said right out that she was going away, leaving him; but the 
Ambassador knew her, knew it. He at once gave his wife a lead in generos
ity. -But Hillela can continue to live here. She has her room . We don ' t  
need it . . .  there's no reason . . .  - She d id  not  stay on long. Just a s  well . 
It was not, a fter all , the right thing for the Embassy to open itself to 
complaints from her country that it was harbouring political dissidents from 
that country; wherever she went, it was not to diplomatic parties, now, and 
constantly in the company of the members of a banned organ ization . 

Njabulo Manaka, under whose kitchen table she had been accom
modated, had moved on again ;  he was on trial in the home country for 
having infiltrated after m il itary training in Algeria . She moved on . As 
customary now with her, once she was no longer even a lodger at the 
Embassy, she did not go to visit the family there. The Ambassador saw her 
as he was passing the market; her profile with the light catching the 
cheekbone, her breasts swinging forward as she bent to test the ripeness of 
some fruit ;  her old poverty diet she had told h im about in the sweet, light 
confidences of bed . He put a hand on his driver's shoulder, the car drew 
up in the swill of the gutter. -Get in .- She pa id for her mangoes, first. 

She sat angled towards h im,  knees neatly together, presenting herself, 
smiling as i f  she had been at the Embassy only yesterday. 

-Where arc you living?-
They spoke beh ind the driver's cars open to them under his braided 

cap. 
-There's a house where we all live.-
-So you ' re with h im .-
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-We're all together.-
-Tell me. Hillela? . . .  Well , if i t  hasn ' t  happened yet, it will . You're 

like me. You'll try . . .  I t 's quite a novelty, isn ' t  it .  I 've had a few of his 
kind, myself . I always was attracted . And of course where I come from, it 's 
no crime. No, to be fair, it 's still {he made a famil iar damping-down signal 
with his fine caresser's hand)-not done . . .  -

She took the hand. Her own was sticky with the juice and dirt that 
had dried on the fruit  in her lap, her cheeks were the colour and smoothness 
of the rose-brown mango skin ,  the black eyes were those that had opened 
under h im many times, hold ing for h is reassurance the depth of pleasure 
he could plumb. 

-I 'm pregnant .-
-Oh my God.-
She saw the pain that slid its blade into h im;  her face was that of a 

child confronted with the middle-aged rictus of an angina. 
Not his !  Not from him! Could not be from him. But what a regret? 

I f  it had happened when it would have been h is, he would have been 
i rritated by her, as usual with women , for not being more efficient. 

But of course she was not like other women . He knew that. Young as 
she was, she understood her field. He had even reinterpreted an aphorism 
once, for her, but she probably hadn't  known the original and couldn't 
really appreciate the point :  -The proper study of woman is man.-

-Do you want me to arrange something?- He spoke now as he 
would to a friend who had got a girl into trouble; it was only natural to st2nd 
together when these nuisances occurred . He had to grant it to her, H illela's 
attitude to sex was that of an honorary man. 

She shook her head. Then she l i fted her throat; strangely, l ike a bird 
about to sing. Happiness is always embarrassing to onlookers . He gave her 
the mimed kiss, small sharp blows on either cheek, that marked both 
farewells and felicitat ions among people of his own kind. 

Funerals and weddings arc identical occasions when it comes to dis
guising in a generally-accepted fa�ade of sorrow or celebration any previous 
state of relations between those taking part. If there was what can be called 
a wedding party at all when the black man married her {and there is no 
doubt that they were legally married, whatever the status of her other 
alliances) it was given by the Ambassador and his wife at their Residence. 
Because of the political implications represented by the bridegroom, i t  was 
not more than a small unofficial cocktail party, where the ch ildren who were 
so excited to be associated with their beloved Hillela in public kept racing 
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up to touch her dress or lean aga inst her, and the closer and less stuffy 
friends among the diplomatic corps came to make a show of wish ing her 
well, no matter how they doubted this would help. The young First Secre
tary, coincidentally in the country on leave from the post elsewhere where 
he had been useful as a suitable publ ic partner, was able to be present. He 
cut short any critical speculation among the champagne drinkers with a 
term that, in its particular Brit ish sense, was a h igh compl iment. -We had 
a lot of fun together. She's a really good sport-

And it was Marie-Claude, pull ing down the sides of her lovely mouth 
in dismissal, who had the last word when later the rumour went round that 
the man had another wife-and ch ildren-somewhere, probably back 
where he and the girl came from . -To be one wife among several, the way 
the Africans do it-that's to be a m istress , isn't it? So she fits in, in her 
way, with a black man's family. H illela 's a natural m istress , not a wife.-



Lying besirfe him, looking at pale hands, thighs, belly: seeing herself as 
unfinished, left off, somewhere. She examines his body minutely and with
out shame, and he wakes to see her at it, and smi1es without telling her why: 
she is the first not to pretend the different colours and textures of their 
being is not an awesome fascination. How can it be otherwise? The laws 

that ha ve determined the course of life for them are made of skin and hair, 
the relative thickness and thinness of lips and the relative height of the 

bridge of the nose. That is all; that is everything. The Lilliesleaf houseparty 
is in prison for life because of it. Those with whom she ate pap and cabbage 
are in Algeria and the Soviet Union learning how to man guns and make 
bombs because of it. He is outlawed and plotting because of it. Christianity 
against other gods, the indigenous against the foreign in vader, the masses 

against the ruling class-where he and she come from all these become 
interpretative meanings of the differences seen, touched and felt, of skin 
and hair. The laws made of skin and hair fill the statute books in Pretoria; 

their gaudy sa vagery paints the bodies of Afrikaner diplomats under three
piece American suits and Italian sHk ties. The stinking fetish made of 

contrasting bits of skin and hair, the scalping of mJ1Jions of lives, dangles 
on the cross in place of Christ. Skin and hair. It has mattered more than 
anything else in the world. 



-When you touched me at the beginning {she takes his black hand and 
spreads i t  on her h ip) this was a glove. Really. The blackness was a glove. 
And everywhere, all over you, the black was a cover .  Someth ing Cod gave 
you to wear. Underneath, you must be white l ike me. -Or pale brownish , 
it 's my Portuguese blood .- White like me; because that's what I was told, 
when I was being taught not to be prejudiced: underneath, they are all just 
l ike us .  Nobody said we are just l ike you.-

Thc smile deepens . -That wouldn't be true either . Then you'd have 
a skin missing.-

-lf you are wh ite, there, there's always a skin m issing. They never 
say i t .-

She says everything now. -When we arc together, when you're inside 
me, noth ing is missing.- The train leaving Rhodesia beh ind, the I mari 
cat, the expectations of benefactors , the deserted beds-everything broken 
off, unanswered, abandoned , is made whole. She never t ires of looking at 
h is hands. -Not wearing anyth ing. They're you .  And they're not black, 
they're all the flesh colours. D'you know, in shops-and in books !-'flesh 
colour' is Europeans' colour ! Not the colour of any other flesh . Nothing 
else ! Look at  your nails, they're pinkish-mauve because under them the 
skin 's pink. And {turning the palms) here the colour's like the inside of one 
of those big shells they sell on Tamarisk. And th is-the lovely, silky black 
skin I can slide up and down {his penis in her hand}, when the tip comes 
out, it 's also a sort of amber-pink. There's always a lot of sn iggering about 
the size of a black man's th ing, but no-one's ever said they weren ' t  entirely 
black.-

-And what d'you th ink of the size, now?-
-1 suppose they vary, same as whites' ones.- While he laughs, she 

is even franker. -1 still don ' t  much l ike African hair .  I couldn't say that 
there, either. Once when I was with my cousins on holiday, some hairs from 
the black cleaner's head had somehow dropped into the bath, and my Aunt 
Paul ine was furious with me because I pulled a face and wouldn ' t  bath . I 
don ' t  know why I felt l ike that . . .  all sorts of muddled feel ings-the kind 
you get down there, you know? I suppose they haven ' t  all worn off . . . I 
l ike the feel of your hair in the dark, oh I l ike it very much ,  but I don 't 
th ink African ha ir  is as beautiful to look at as wh ites' hair can be, d'you? 
Long blonde sh iny ha ir?-

-I want you to grow your hair long, very long . . .  -
-Then you also th ink European hair is nicer, on the whole? But you 

won 't dare say i t !-



-What if the baby has my ha ir?-
-1 told you, I love your hair .  I wonder what colour the baby will come 

out, Whaila?-
-What colour do you want?- Len had let her choose her cold drink 

with that gentle indulgence. 
-I love not knowing what it will be. What colour it is, already, here 

inside me. Our colour.- She buries her head on his belly. 
Our colour. She cannot see the dolour that rc1axes h is face, closes his 

eyes and leaves only his mouth drawn tight by l ines on either side. Our 
colour. A category that doesn't  exist : she would inven t it . There are Hotnots 
and half-castes, two-coffee-one-milk, touch-of-the-tar-brush , pure white, 
black is beautiful-but a creature made of love, without a label ; that's a 
freak .  



One of her protectors took his texts not from the bible but from whatever 
book he chanced on in his library. Riding in a Ghanaian taxi she saw a 
legend placed for her on the dashboard: IT CHANGES . She was too big, for 
the time being, for the h igh-l i fe on Saturdays . The dance of l i fe didn't have 
to be performed in a shop window: at that moment the jolting of the vehicle 
without shock-absorbers caused the foetus to turn turtle inside her. A queer 
feeling. It changes: exhilaration surfaced, as a wave turns over a bright 
treasure. 

James and Busewe were suspicious of her when she appeared up the 
stairs; now she was installed among them, in their makeshift office, in their 
house. But i t  was not as they had thought it would be: teach me, she said, 
not only in  words but in her whole being, that body of hers. And as she 
had picked up protocol in an ambassador's Residence she picked up the 
conventions to be observed, signs to be read, manoeuvres to be concealed 
in refugee polit ics. She cultivated friendships at the university so that she 
could borrow the standard works of revolutionary theory she could have 
taken advantage of in Joe's study, and whose t itles had shone at her in vain 
in Udi's l ivingroom. The application and shrewdness with which she stud
ied all cuttings, reports , papers, journals, manifestos brought an intimate 
aside from Whaila: -Never mind Portuguese-that's your Jewish blood. 
Studious people.-

-ls it bad for you . . .  I mean ,  that I 'm  white?-
-But you know there are whites with us, Hi llela-Arnold, Christa, 

the Hodgsons, Slovo-
-Yes but it 's agreed, ' the leaders will come from our loins ' .  I t' s  

written . I t  means black. It  must-
Comically, she put a hand on either side of her hard, h igh belly . He 

leaned over, felt the warmth and liveliness that always came to her face at 
h is approach , and stroked the belly as i f  over a child's head. -Hillela, 
H illela, I can see you 're ambitious for your children, you ' re worried in case 
you can' t  make a future prime minster in there.-

Her mouth bunched in derision of herself . -No, no, I only wonder 
about you . You're one of those who decided that .  'From our loins . '  You've 
told me you were only eighteen when you joined the Youth League. And 
you're stil 1 an Africanist, you've always been one, haven't you?-

He was accustomed to a woman becoming placid while carrying a 
child ; there were t imes when he did not know what to say to this one, in 
whom sexual energy was not quieted but instead fired a physical and mental 



zest that kept her working all day, racing about through the crowds in the 
stunning heat, and question ing him at n ight .  He wanted to say: what have 
I done to you? What am I to you,  that you transform yourself? 

-If  you look for contradictions in individuals you'll always find them . 
I 'm  not any different .  There's never been anything laid down about marry
ing a wh ite. I t 's of no importance.-

-What about the people in the camps .  The th ings that are being said 
by some of them about the way the leaders are living.-

He smiled to catch her out. -So it 's a luxury and a privilege to have 
a wh ite woman?-

Her black eyes shamed him . -Like whisky and nice houses and big 
cars-the things white men have at  home. People can ' t  help judging by the 
way i t  was for them at home.-

-Well l haven' t  got any whisky or big house and posh car, I 've only 
got you . There are plenty of real problems to worry about. I don 't  know 
what we'll find when we go to Morogoro next week . . .  The trouble is, the 
l i fe in the camps is so monotonous, and we can ' t  send many people back 
down South to infiltrate yet. We're not ready. The men want  to get out 
and get on with it. That's the real dissatisfaction . I t 's not whether the 
leaders eat meat while they get food they don ' t like . And Tanzan ia's own 
people are poor, you can't expect them to give ours more than they have 
for themselves . . .  I t ' s  the isolation. There's noth ing to do every day when 
the training's over. You' re miles from anywhere. Think of being in a remote 
hole like Bagamoyo.-

-1 was almost there. It was beautiful .- She smiled at  an old l i fe 
where one caught butterfl ies . 

Arnold was the first to meet, hatched from the cocoon of the l ittle 
tramp on Tamarisk Beach, Mrs Whaila Kgomani .  There she was in the 
office, sitting on the edge of the head-of-m ission 's table, arguing over the 
telephone with the owner of the building about responsibility for unblock
ing a dra in .  Huge, her belly and those wonderful breasts like elaborate 
vestments serving to emphasize the alert composure of that bright head, 
and those black eyes that absorbed all gazes, as they did his. Pregnancy did 
not blunt but made more powerful the physical presence that had once 
drawn him after her into the sea . On the bare boards of this no-place, 
no-time, she was an assertion of here and now in the provisionality of exile, 
whose inhabitants are strung between the rejected past and a future fash
ioned l ike a paper aeroplane out of manifestos and declarations. She got up 
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and she and the dign itary from the Command kissed, not in the style of 
a foreign embassy, but as comrades in the cause, smiling. 

-\Vhaila has taken you in hand.-
Once up the old splintered staircase, Whaila became again the ob

sidian of single purpose aga inst which any personal attachment glanced off. 
He and Arnold were at one. She was not between them . There is no way 
of tell ing, ever, whether Whaila knew about the attachments of the girl on 
Tamarisk, because that kind of knowledge had no place in the purpose. The 
form of Hillela's presence was Praetorian-the only way an outsider could 
describe it. Not only did she keep people at bay (her eyes flicking a warning 
when she handed over to Whaila a suspect telephone caller) , she could be 
felt (some emanation of her, from the concentration of human destiny 
going on inside her, the creature turning from fish to biped) will ing the 
direction of a discussion , seeing, moves ahead, what would put Whaila at 
a disadvantage. Her presence paced the borders of his sense of self .  She was 
there, with an intense fixing of her black eyes upon him, sometimes with 
an ins ign ificant gesture-breath taken , hand filling a glass with water-a 
fidget over which his concentration tripped a moment and was rega ined 
with a new awareness. The alarm that closed her face when Arnold made 
a point Whaila might have made, amused Arnold : how slyly and expertly 
she turned h im away, too-from his amusement and advantage, this t ime 
-by a relaxing of her l ips and a resting of her gaze upon him that belonged 
to the borrowed room in a foreign news agency. She was not present at the 
most important discussions, of course; not yet, but she was there, outside 
the door, so to speak. \Vhen Arnold was back from his tour of Cairo, 
Algiers, Accra and Lusaka , Christa asked-How did you find H illela?
A smile, confirming a private prediction . -Ambitious.- She laughed . 

-\Vhat do you mean, 'ambitious' !- -\Veil, she'd like to see Whaila 
where Tambo is.- -That's not too likely . . .  yes . But Whaila's a splen
did fellow. He'll go far. She's right about that-

There was a space round Whaila in the office even when the company 
were not his peers; James and Busewe were beguiled by Hillcla, the three 
drank beer together while, entranced, her face tilted up at them from 
folded arms, she l istened to the stories of their youth and childhood-the 
childhood of the children left at home by Bettie and Jethro when they came 
to work in wh ite people's houses. But they were conscious that a task 
requested by Whaila and scamped by them, a half-hour when they kept 
him waiting, a hesi tation in carrying out anything he expected of them, 



came under her scrutiny. Feet put up unth inkingly on his table were 
withdrawn . Cigarettes stubbed in the ashtray, there, would stop her as she 
walked by. With her Busewe and James were familiar; whatever the balance 
had been before she came, there was no familiarity with Whaila, after. Yet 
they have said of her: She was okay, man. It didn 't matter. The denial is 
taken to refer to her being white. But it is more l ikely to have been an 
acceptance of her exigence; that it was the cause there was insistence on 
being served meticulously through Whaila: their cause, whatever her mo
tive or impetus was. 

Whaila liked to make statements that were really propositions to set 
off the others . He had the will to make everyone around him ' think th ings 
through' that ran beneath the perfectly orthodox version of pol icy and 
events he presented in public. He wanted to keep an h istorical perspective. 
-Tambo said the Defiance Campaign was 'aggressive pressure'-it wasn 't  
just lying around waiting to be arrested, you know.-

Busewe pocked the dirty wood of his  cha ir-arm with the point  of a 
penci l .  -But what did you really do, man? Going into locations with
out a permit, walking around after curfew, sitting on Blankes Aileen 
benches, trying to get served at the white counter in the post office. Je-suss ! 
The only good result was the chance to use the courtrooms to make 
speeches.-

-Four months of keeping the police occupied, keeping a h igh profile 
for resistance? That amounts to nothing?- James was old enough to have 
boarded a Whites Only coach on a train when he was hardly more than 
a boy. 

-I 'm not saying nothing. Where did i t  get us? When everybody with 
the strength to carry on was in jail , that was the end. I t  was feeble, man! 
When the government made the sentences too heavy, people didn ' t  want 
to keep on any longer. If you start defying you can ' t  give up. You can ' t  say, 
go ahead, arrest me, and then say-but only i f  I don' t  go to jail for too long. 
It was too much the idea of the I ndians, that campaign . . .  with the English 
in I ndia, the whole thing had rules, man, the Indians would go so far, the 
English would give in so far. They knew they were getting out of I ndia in 
the end. The Boere don ' t  accept any idea of giving over power, ever. Never. 
We know that, from the start. Why should we use campaigns that were 
worked out for a different kind of place?-

The ideas of others worked in H illela 's blood l ike alcohol ; when she 
was stirred or puzzled by or disagreed with what was being said she would 
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breathe faster and faster until at last she broke in .  -I f the blacks won't  
fight, i t ' s  the government that makes them fight-

-That's i t  exactly.- Whaila acknowledged with a chairman's impar
t iality; the interjection might just as well have come from James or Busewe. 
-That's the stage we reached after the Defiance Campaign. The real iza
t ion that we are forced to fight .  But i t  doesn 't  make the campa ign a failure. 
The campaign simply proved that there is no way but to fight,  because the 
government doesn' t  know how to respond to anyth ing else. It was a phase 
we had to complete, to convince ourselves, hey? Over fifty years passed 
before Umkhonto! Hell-maybe we needed too long for convincing! They 
were too slow, the old ones . . .  More than fifty years ! We might not even 
l ive that long!-

Busewe had punched a cross that was turning into a tree. -If they'd 
changed strategy earlier it would have meant Congress would've been 
banned earlier. And then? . . .  But maybe before the Nats took over in 
forty-eight we'd have had a better chance of remain ing above ground.-

Whaila had an unconscious habit of abruptly changing position in h is 
chair  when he had to correct an error of judgment .  -D'you imagine Smuts 
would have been less tough with us than Verwoerd ! Look at  h istory, man. 
The English made an Engl ish gentleman out of a Boer general; but you 
know what the great Engl ishman Rhodes said: 'I prefer land to niggers ' .  
No. The problem of tactics and results is very much a question of timing. 
Timing. It worries me. We need to think a lot about the timing in any 
situation where we launch new tactics .-

-'People in a privileged position never voluntarily give up that posi
tion ' .- Hillela took opportunit ies to test the platitudes of her reading. She 
tu rned to the stranger, Whaila . -So there'll never be a right time for that? 
D'you think there'll be a right time for tactics to make them give up?-

-There'll be many times along the way to that one . . .  Many years, 
perhaps. That's the side of strategy I 'm talking about. Tactics must always 
be first matched against the situation . Taking too long before making a 
decision can be a disaster. You can miss out . . .  But it 's no good getting 
frantic because nothing much is happening at  home just now. What fits 
the present situation is to concentrate on getting support outside-foreign 
powers and international organizat ions are absolutely crucial to us, more 
important than activity down there. The whole movement will die without 
support . Collapse. So we have to run about . . .  The front l ine is this encl.-

-Man, I sti l l think they have to keep up the sabotage down there 
somehow. Even if i t ' s  with wire-cutters and choppers .-



-What I think-symbolic targets are the idea-all right .  But sabo
tage is correct tactically for another reason. What is sabotage?- James 
was quoting a formulation, too. -Sabotage is violence to property. And 
whites arc the ones with property-it's someth ing blacks don' t  have. So 
sabotage is dead right in the situation . The results can be calculated, 
hey, Whaila; you're talking to whites in a language they' re going to un
derstand.-

-Well yes. But it 's a tactic that's not going to have much chance to 
succeed from the point of view of timing. We just don' t  have the man
power to do the job. Too many in prison, or here, outside. Our people are 
getting arrested and rearrested all the time. You 've got a hundred-and
eighty days' detent ion , now, not just ninety. And the sentences-they're 
getting five or ten years for nothing. We don ' t  have the soph isticated 
weapons to be effective. Have to keep running about . . .  we need new 
sources of supply. The government has all the weapons, all the spies to make 
the sabotage campaign fa il, as things stand now . . .  I don ' t  know . . .  and 
maybe we haven't thought enough about the way the enemy will react. We 
know the reaction to mass action, okay, since Sharpeville-but the type of 
action the government will take aga inst a sabotage campaign, not only 
against our Underground but also the people . . .  the people !  How much 
more repression can the townships take without  expecting more positive 
results from us? There's also the question of tra in ing.- He stopped him
self . -How much training our men have had and how good it was. In real 
mil ita ry battles experts decide which weapons are right for which purpose, 
their striking power and so on. I t 's something I want to go into . . .  When 
it comes to guerrilla operations in the bush , the throw-outs from other 
coun tries' hardware aren' t  going to do.- They knew this must be what 
they had heard as a blur of voices when he and Arnold were beh ind a closed 
door. -And then there's t iming again . . .  Th ings'll be easier next year 
when Basutoland and Bechuanaland become independent .  I f  we can get 
in there, we'll be just over the fence from our people . . .  -

-Only Smith to worry about, then; our men will be able to come with 
ZAPU * down from Zambia right to Gaborone. You can just about wave 
over to the folks from there !-

-Not yet, Bra James, not quite yet .-
Hillela took the freedom,  under turns of talk, to follow any aspect of 

i t  of the kind for wh ich ,  as her cousin had compla ined in childish confi-

*Zimbabwe African People's Union 
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dences long ago, all the advantages she had shared with him never gave an 
explanation . She would surface suddenly with her preoccupation, laying i t  
before them.- There arc people who have given up being white.-

Busewe pretended to be jolted from h is chair .  All three men laughed 
at  her. 

-You know exactly what I mean .  What i t  means, there. Bram 
Fischer, the Weinbergs, Slovos, Christa, Arnold. And there are others 
. . .  another kind. I knew them, I was in a family . . .  they wanted to but 
they didn't seem to know how?-



-It solves noth ing.- Pauline served her family at table. Carole had her 
boyfriend to lunch . Sasha was there but he did not bring girls home. 
-Back here his kind still carry a pass . Feel ing free to sleep with a black 
man doesn ' t  set him free.-

Carole 's boyfriend knew one mustn ' t  expect small-talk at that table. 
And the merciless intimacy with which each member of the family knew 
the context of subjects raised meant that he could not expect to follow 
anything more specific than the emotions roused . Carole squeezed h is th igh 
comfortingly under the table. Her mother l i fted her head, two streaks of 
grey, now, at the hair-line, l ike Mosaic horns, to challenge; but no-one was 
drawn . Carole had told Bettie the news in the kitchen. -Hillela? A black 
man? What, is that girl mad? Black men are no good for husbands. He'll 
run away, you'll see. Ah, poor Hilly. We must bring her back home to 
us.-

Sasha in h is room tore some sheets out of an exam pad and began to 
write: She's jealous. Saturday classes for kids. Reformers arc {take pride in 
being) totally rational, but the dynamic of real change is always utopian. 
The original impetus may get modified-even messed up-in the result, 
but it has to be there no matter how far from utopia that result may be. 

Utopia is unattainable; without aiming for it-taking a chancel-you 
can never hope even to fall far short of it. 

Instinct is utopian. Emotion is utopian. But reformers can 't imagine 
any other way. They want to adapt what is. You move around, don 't you, 
bumping up against-brought up short every time!-by the same old walls. 
If you reform the laws, the economy defeats the reforms. {That's what my 
father tells you, so you must admit it 's true.} If you reform the economy, 
the laws defeat the reforms {out of your own mouth, to him, a hundred 
times, when you 're on that war-path of yours with a neat hedge Alpheus 
clips on either side). Don 't you see? It's all got to come down, mother. 
Without utopia-the idea of utopia-there 's a faHure of the imagination 
-and that's a failure to know how to go on living. It will take another kind 
of being to stay on, here. A new white person. Not us. The chance is a w11d 
chance-like falling in love. 

Sasha did not know what it was he had written: a letter? He did not 
keep a diary, having too frequently a revulsion against his own thoughts to 
want to be able to turn back to them. He would not tear up the pages. He 
would put them away yet at the same time leave them around somewhere 
easily come upon . She might read them. She was always so eager, secretly, 
to understand what she couldn't , ever; so nosey. 



A PERFECT 

CIRCLE OF SAND 

Hillela was conscious throughout .  But the hard work going on in her body, 
which usually performed its functions without bothering her, engaged her 
completely during the birth . As if in a train crossing at full speed a land
scape in the dark, she saw and heard nothing outside that body until the 
sudden cessation , the light moment after part of her body slipped free of 
her. There was a great uproar of shouting and rejoicing. The yelling sway 
of voices chanting, singing, at different distances. I t  was all for her; she put 
the heel of her hand on her trembling empty belly and tried to sit up, 
smiling. She had come all alone to the hospital and now everyone was 
celebrating her, everyone. 

Whaila was away in their home country, his and hers ,  when his baby 
was born . Nkrumah was in Peking, and the celebration in the streets was 
a real one: the crowds rejoicing an army coup, and his fall .  

She knew where \Vhaila was but no-one else did, not even Busewe and 
James-or if they did, acknowledgement was not made. They were sup
posed to accept that he was somewhere in Europe at  a meeting of the 
alliance he had helped form,  a few years earl ier, with liberation groups from 
the Portuguese-colonised countries, FRELIMO from Mozambique, 
MPLA from Angola, PAIGC from Guinea .  The fa ther of Ruthie's grand
child moved in the streets of South African cit ies within passing distance 
of Olga (in Cape Town at the ta il-end of her summer holiday), Pauline and 
Joe (on their way to a lecture at the I nstitute of Race Relations in Johannes
burg) and Sasha ( leaving the city's reference library and taking a detour into 
the black end of town to buy an African jazz record for a girl-friend's 
birthday) . Whaila was just as close, at  one time or another, to his ch ildren 
by his divorced wife, and to his mother's house, 8965 Block D, in a black 
location . But he was also just as far, because he could make no attempt to 
see them; he carried a forged passbook with a false name, and that persona 
was under orders to sec what could be done to revive the internal structure 
of the movement and accelerate recru itment of men for mil itary training 
outside . 

H illela seems to have had no real ization he m ight never come back. 



That he m ight be discovered or betrayed, and arrested, as Njabulo was 
when he infiltrated . Busewe had come to visit her bringing the standard 
African gift for a hospital patient, a bottle of orange squash . She rather 
mischievously wheedled to see if she could get out of h im where she might 
send a letter that would reach Whaila ' in Europe' . She wanted, above all 
considerations of l i fe and death, to tell Whaila how the baby had come out: 
like him, like h im .  The white American nurse had been embarrassed when 
she was asked, amid the cheers in the streets pressing against the hospital 
windows, whether the baby would grow black?-of course i t  was pinkish
yellow, newly-hatched . The black nurse giggled and gave expert opin ion . 
-I t never be white ( jutting her scarred ch in ) . When they born that colour, 
noth ing you can do to make it white. She gain '  to be a black girl.- -Oh 
you think so? I t  is always like that? Are you sure?-

The American turned away in further embarrassment at the patient's 
confusing joy, wh ich was surely vulgar if not, in some peculiar way, racist? 

Whaila came back, and saw that Hillela had never feared for h im .  She 
might be wh ite, but she was the right wife for a revolutionary, who, ideally, 
shouldn ' t  have such ties at all. She greeted h im with desi re, not questions. 
Her eyes were on h im impatiently when other people were around, drawing 
him to their bed . The baby had slept with her until he returned but she 
turned i t  out to a cot to yield him his place. She wanted him to 'give her' 
-that was how she put it-another baby at  once. He said it was too soon 
and added what he thought would be the last word for any woman he had 
known: -Anyway, I don ' t  want to sec you swollen up all the time, I l ike 
you slim .- No, no she must have more children .  There were distracting 
caresses for a wh ile. -You don't  really want a whole lot of kids to cart 
around with us from country to country. God knows where we'll have to 
go next.- Her open gaze contracted and dilated, holding h im steadily. 
-An African wife isn ' t  a wife if she doesn' t  produce children .- -Oh 
my god, Hillela, is that what's on your mind!- He kissed her for the fool
ishness. -I 've got enough ch ildren , already, that I never see. I ' m  satisfied 
to have just this one here with us.-

She was not offended by the reminder that another woman had 
supplied him with sons .  Had it really been impossible somehow to meet 
them, down there? - I ' m  sure I would have found a way.- He took the 
opportun ity to teach her someth ing she would have to learn, once and for 
all . -There are always ways. To do what  you have to do, you have to forget 
about those ways .-

Nkrumah would never come back. When she went to show Marie-
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Claude the baby, the talk round the Ambassador's lunch table was of relief. 
Condemnation rose as the drawn corks squeaked out of bottles of wine. The 
Ambassador and his colleagues discussed the disasters of Nkrumah's eco
nomic policy, the grandiloquent development projects that could be paid 
for only by borrowing at  exorbitant rates of interest from overseas creditors, 
the catastrophic rise of Chana's external debt since 1 963 , the pretensions 
of the state buildings he put up to his glory . -This National Liberation 
Council can ' t  be worse; at least the mil itary aren' t  a bunch of romantic 
African Marxists l ike h im .- The Ambassador did not look once at  the 
baby, only at Hillela , as i f  its existence had no sign ificance other than to 
wound h im .  He went on talking while looking at her, with his old skill at 
communicating in two different modes at once, the voice that belonged 
with the distinguished exterior shaped by the tailoring of his three-piece 
grey suit , and the other, speechless message from the body beneath it .  
-There was no choice between an army coup and complete anarchy. 
When the ordinary black can ' t  afford to buy food because of inflation, 
that's good riddance to your Nkrumahs. But it 's not the end of the phenom
enon . Ah , not at all, not at  all . He has left beh ind the particular form 
megalomania is going to continue taking, in blacks, all over Africa . You'll 
see. Inventing isms, quasi-religions with neo-colonialism as hellfire and a 
succession of Osagycfos as saviours leading the continent to starvation
but in unity, my friends, of course, in the name of African unity, and h is 
famous way of l i fe that ensures security, abundance, prosperity (a ladder 
climbed by a fluttering hand)-all through brotherly love!-

I n  the office up the splintering stairs the despotic decl ine of the man 
had been discussed in troubled private. Whaila , Busewe and James did not 
know what the attitude of the new rulers would be to their own movement. 
They had reason to expect that it migh t now come into full recogn ition and 
favour; some reason to celebrate. Yet they were quieted, retreated into 
themselves in a way they could not discuss even with one another, by a 
defeat for something that was there, inside them . To them, the un ity of 
Africa was not another ism; it was the dign i ty in brotherhood they had 
found, at last, in a world that had always denied them any other. However 
i ts prophet had destroyed himself, whatever he had denied their own 
organization, however quarrelsome the brotherhood, they mourned h im for 
what he had given Africa, and what they could never denigrate, however 
many times or by whom it was to be betrayed . Whaila did not talk about 
this with his young wife, either; and she did what she had learned to do 
all her l ife-assumed instinctively from observance of those with whom she 



l ived the appropriate attitude. The celebration outside the hospital win
dows was not acceptable. The only cause for rejoicing had been, as she in 
her dazed state had mistaken i t  for, her having given birth to Whaila's 
daughter. 

Nkrumah had not been seen in the streets when he was still Osagyefo 
and President, since she had been in Ghana . That single evening alone had 
he been an embodied personage, appearing for five minutes among the 
guests at Christiansborg Castle. He had not fallen , for her, as he had within 
themselves for the three men with whom she l ived. It was when she was 
wheeling the baby about town for the first time and came upon a publ ic 
square that he fell .  A statue lay smashed upon the ground. People had 
brought him down . His people. She felt a strange dissolution; she suddenly 
understood fear, fear of the plans, orders, missions, the suppressed conflicts, 
the ambitions (her own )  in the huge upheaval which she had placed herself 
astride as when a child she had revelled in the wild bucking of a play
ground's mythological bull . Another had risen , out of the sea, Zeus dis
guised to capture Europa, coming between her and her sometime lover, 
Arnold, and carried her off, cl inging to its legendary black back. Power, 
people said . Paul ine said Olga (half-remembered; the ch ildren half-listened 
when Pauline talked of these things) was afraid of it. Olga was not afra id 
of the power within which she l ived, but of the other one, that would heave 
under i t  and bring it down. But power could not be contained for that 
purpose alone-the just purpose of the plans, orders, m issions; it shook and 
toppled those who wielded it ,  too. Hillela steered the pram away through 
the crowds in whose close streams of gregariousness she had roamed so a t  
ease when she  had  been alone in African towns; h i s  people. 

The pram was a present from Marie-Claude, specially imported from 
Europe. The baby went about like the offspring of diplomats, in a shiny 
navy-blue carriage with white-walled tyres , the infantine equivalen t of an 
ambassadorial Mercedes-Benz. Whaila approved; this kind of comfort and 
safety was far preferable to H illela's first notion, that she would carry the 
baby tied on her back as he must have been carried as a child. She had 
begged to be allowed to choose the name. Since this was a girl, and, for 
her, the first child, he was amused to indulge her. So the baby was named 
after Nelson Mandcla's wife, Nomzamo. 

As Hillela passed through stalls where she paused to buy vegetables 
and fruit, market women to whom she was a familiar customer touched and 
admired the pram, the tasselled braid round the hood and the brown baby 
with the tiny, ivory-edged nostrils lying there. They teased her about 
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motherly pride, compared the ch ild's progress with that of their own babies, 
exchanged complaints about childbirth, and asked what the child was 
called . They did not know who Mrs Mandela was; they knew about seasonal 
produce, prices, making money, and pregnancy, birth, death-the female 
Free Masonry or other tribalism that drew her into their warm shelter . She 
laughed, teased back, and folded the pram's hood to show off the namesake 
to them. 

The office car was old and shared between those who now officially 
staffed the mission . Busewe and James used it at n ight when they went off 
after girls; on Sundays ,  now that Whaila was a family man, i t  was under
stood that its use would be reserved to h im-the old South African custom 
for black and wh ite, whether on foot or by car, of the Sunday family outing, 
somehow finding its way into exile through trails of uprooted habit .  H illela 
l iked to go to the beach . She formed a routine of scooping out of the sand 
a l ittle bed for the baby. From that Whaila got the idea of digging a bowl 
big enough to shelter all three of them.  The sand was cool and damp under 
its desert surface. An umbrella held off a sun that would put out their eyes . 
They lay there together, joined wherever they touched by the moisture of 
the sea evaporating on their flesh , the baby stirring the air with its toes and 
fingers l ike the small sea creatures themselves feel ing at  the curren ts of 
water. These Sundays at the beach were intensely private as the afternoons 
at Tamarisk had been public . In the house-it was the organization 's  house, 
no-one's home-the three were never without the contingent presence of 
Busewe and James, and transients who came and went ;  on the beach they 
were complete, H illcla and her man and their baby; in the hot shade, 
contained within their bowl of sand whose circle had no ingress for anyone 
or anything else and no egress by which onesel f could be cast out. And each 
Sunday fitted over the last in an unbroken and indistinguishable circle. 

One Sunday that was not to run together with the others, they drove 
to a beach she had once swum at with the Ambassador's family. \Vhen she 
and \Vhaila got out of the car they saw it was deserted except for stick
figures, far enough off to be taken for dri ftwood until they bent to gather 
something when the surf drew back. The burning blue sea running its 
curling tongues over brown sugar sand was as she remembered, but there 
was a sign staked against the lovely sight she ran towards: CHOLERA AREA. 

NO BATH ING.  This was also the period when, l ike many young women with 
a first child, H illcla was obsessed with the idea of infections threaten ing this 
creature she had made. She raced back and would not touch the baby until 
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\Vhaila had driven to a service station where she could wash her feet. She 
kept shuddering, beside h im.  

I n  place of the beach , they went to Tema. Without formulating th is 
for himself or her, Whaila wanted them to see someth ing that had been 
almost realized, a monument not fallen . They drove on an unfinished 
landscape model, a planners' maquette. Splendid wide roads looped and 
bent round buildings and features that were not there. The cardboard trees, 
toy cars and plastic people of the planners' board were missing; the roads 
debouched into weeds. Near the walls of an aluminium smelter there was 
l i fe, the old famil iar teem ; a shanty town made of crates that had held the 
machinery imported for the plant .  -An American company runs it, and 
the bauxite's imported from Jamaica and Austral ia .  We used to be only the 
suppliers of the world's raw materials, and the buyers of the same stuff we'd 
dug for, as the finished product-if we could afford the price. Now even 
the raw material from other countries is brought to us to be partly processed 
by our cheap labour; we still have to buy back the fin ished product from 
someone else .- But the deep-water harbour was achieved, there under 
their feet. They were walking along great stone platforms that held half
circled the power of the sea . The waters til ted massively at them . The baby 
in her canvas carrier swung from Whaila's hand over groundnuts spilled 
from a cargo; fangs of cranes were bared to the sky, their dragon necks 
crossed . The docks were deserted of workers on a Sunday, but the cargo 
ships in harbour from all over the world were tethered to someth ing Afri
cans had conceived and real ized. The harbour dominated the sea as only 
foreigners' fortresses-Christiansborg, the forts of Luanda and Mombasa 
-had done for centuries. Whaila stood before the sea as no black man 
could before the harbour was built .  The salt-laden humidity in late sunlight 
was a golden dust on h im,  risen from the victory over those years. H is closed 
l ips were drawn back in the th in l ine that was the price of such victories, 
as well as fa ilures. What Hillela saw at those times was how awesomely aged 
by experience he was, and at once how passionately attractive to her, how 
grandly handsome ( i t  was the Hollywood word for male beauty she knew) 
he had been made, without knowing by what destiny. With him she went 
back to Christiansborg. They took the baby for an a iring, walking around 
outside the walls. I t  was nobody's castle, now, neither the Danes' nor the 
Osagyefo's; some kind of administrative block? He found the grave of Du 
Bois, that American black whose bones at least, as he bel ieved they would, 
had witnessed an Africa rid of wh i te masters . Whaila's thin, strong black 
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hands tugged out last year's dry grasses that swagged across the tombstone. 
-D'you know a poem he wrote, long before he left America to come home 
to his forefathers in Africa? I 've forgotten the beginning . . .  i t  ends 'I felt 
the blazing glory of the sun; I heard the song of ch ildren crying "Free !" ;  
I saw the face of freedom . . .  and I died . '-



The namesake grew up very black . This has been an advantage for Nom
zamo although she does not live in Africa, s ince the vogue for black models, 
wh ich had begun esoterically in Paris when Ruthie, Olga and Pauline were 
playing with golden-haired Shirley Temple dolls in Johannesburg, spread 
to the United States and Britain during African dccolon isation and coin
cided with the period in which she took up modelling at sixteen. She also 
grew as beautiful as the woman she was named for. Her mother has never 
been one to make mistakes when following her instincts. Trust her, as her 
enemies would remark. The girl, described in an  agency's portfolio as 
exotic, is known as all the most successful models are simply by a single 
name-hers is Noma-easily pronounceable by French , I tal ian, German, 
American and English couturiers and readers of fashion journals . An inter
national model does not hamper her image with national pol itics; to the 
rich people who buy the clothes she displays or the luxur ies her face and 
body promote, she is a symbol of Africa , anyway; one preferable to those 
ch ildren in the advertisements of aid organizations begging money to keep 
them from starving. She has not made usc of the origin of her d iminutive 
except, during a certa in period, on occasions when she was hired by a 
committee giving a fash ion show benefit for a cause such as aid for South 
African pol itical prisoners-then she had a byline in the sponsored pro
gramme: 'Appropriately, top model Noma is named for the black leader, 
Mrs Nomzamo Winnie Mandela, wife of Nelson Mandcla ' .  

The baby became perfectly black. A year old , she would try to  climb 
out of the perfect circle, the bowl her father dug out of sand with fingers 
strong as the t ines of a gardener's tool. Then she would tumble back, again 
and again, and fall asleep across the l imbs of her parents. Hillela put the 
t iny cushion of a black hand, l ike someth ing she had come upon, into her 
own pale palm; with her own pale foot dusted the sand off the l i ttle black 
wadge of a foot not yet shaped by the muscles used in walking. Satisfaction 
sank deep as the cool moisture that existed under the parched sand: not 
to have reproduced herself, not to have produced a th ird generation of the 
mother who danced away into the dark of a n ightclub, the child before 
whom certain advan tages lay l ike the shadow of a palm tree, the aunts who 
offered what they had to offer. 

It was the reversal of parental feeling as i t  is supposed to be. Naturally! 
Trust H illela !  I ncommunicable to the one who had fathered the child 
because no matter where in the world he was removed physically and no 
matter how his way of l i fe diverged, he was in h is l ine-the house-servant  
mother, the butcher's 'boy' Sunday preacher father, the n ight-class alumni 
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-teachers and nurses and welfare workers-who were his brothers and 
sisters, the Second Class taxi drivers, watchmen and farm labourers who 
were his uncles and cousins; all the people without advantages for whom 
he had become what he was. From the first words a parent speaks down 
to the new-born whose sensory responses are still attuned only to the sound 
of the mother's heartbeat and gut noises, Whaila spoke to the baby in his 
language-theirs. Hi llela picked up a l i ttle from them, as the child learned 
to speak; but the ch ild always, from her first words, spoke to her mother 
in English . When he was away, the child never spoke their African lan
guage, even in the games she played with herself; later she lost it  altogether 
at a nursery-school in Eastern Europe. It would not be much of an advan
tage, anyway, now when she flies out to spend a week with her mother at 
State House, because the African language spoken there is a different one. 

Where Hi llela appears next, of course, is where her husband was sent .  
For a time they were based in London . It  was not more than that; Whaila 
came and went across borders, barriers of a kind that divided Europe 
insurmountably in the m inds of most Britons and Europeans. 

Her aun t-the rich one-had had every in tention of taking H illcla to 
London. She certainly would have given the girl the chance to go abroad 
at least once. She would have seen the West End shows and the special 
art exh ibitions at the Royal Academy and she would have stayed at the 
Royal Garden Hotel, where Olga herself always did. Whaila came and 
went, leaving H illcla in the kind of basement flat buried under a terrace 
of identical Victorian houses, contiguous as the street run along in a dream, 
that has been the traditional habitation for pol it ical exiles since the 1 9th 
century .  Heirs to kingdoms and the revolutionaries who plotted their down
fall-they have climbed the area steps to put out the dustbin,  and have 
gone to the British Museum to read , out of the cold . She walked with a 
bundle of wool on two stubby legs that was her ch ild, among other people 
whose features showed from what countries they were exiled . But-with 
her knack for such things-she did not stay among them long. Although 
the British government, like that of the Americans, would not give to the 
movement the backing in money and arms it needed, so that Whaila was 
constantly absent seeking th is in the Soviet Union and other countries not 
so easy to guess, there were charming English people who supported the 
cause personally and socially. Some were even influen tial in the press, 
Labour or Liberal Party, useful friends of Whaila. To them, Hillcla as a 
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white South African was part of the scatter of white revolutionaries from 
that country they invited to parties, although , in fact, for these exiles the 
girl was a nobody. As a wh ite South African actually married to a black 
South African ,  she remained for her hosts at these same gatherings an 
embodiment of their  polit ical and ethical credo, non-racial unity aga inst the 
oppression of one race. Whenever they came across a white South African 
a black had taken as mate, there was to be seen in the union assurance that 
they, too, could be given absolution for their coun try's colonial past. Hillela 
became the favourite of that alternative court, the shabby-affiuent l iberal 
l ivingroom, filled with books and generous with wine and food . She was 
also, of course, very pretty-vivacious, the women called it, sexy, the men 
agreed, amused at their concurrence. Once aga in ,  no party was complete 
without her. She was not slow to make use of these contacts; someone got 
her child in to a private day-care centre and paid the fees ; she and the child 
were rescued from the basement flat and moved into the guest room of a 
Holland Park house, with the run of i t .  I t  was the least one could do, the 
television producer told his lawyer wife, and repeated in the bedroom 
quarrels ( i t  was the only place where their guest or her child would not walk 
in on them ) when the wife wanted to know if they were never to have their 
home to themselves aga in ,  without someone constantly chattering on the 
telephone and baby food boil ing over on the Aga . Whether or not Hi llcla 
was aware of the tensions she caused, she gave no sign of understanding 
what, in their English way, presuming upon the coded communication of 
their own kind, had been an offer only of temporary hospitality. Some 
people cla im to remember that particular young woman with her black 
baby (an updated chocolate-box image for people proud of being without 
colour revulsion ) as one who made a play for the men . But in those years 
there were so many young women, white and black, from Poland and 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary as well as from Africa, who fluttered in to the 
livingrooms for a while like escaped birds in whose faces there were to be 
read the descriptive plaques of their distant ,  caged origins, and found their 
quickest welcome in the eyes of appreciative men present .  I t  is easy-when 
it seems one of these girls can be matched with another image, and so 
comes up out of the obscurity into which all have moved on-to confuse 
Hil lcla with someone else. 

Thick-skinned. And even the husband, defending her against the 
accusation , shaming his wife for making it , is mistaken : -Think of the 
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danger and suffering that poor girl has been through under that bloody 
government. No wonder she can't  be sensitive like you, no wonder she 
doesn ' t  understand that people l ike us could be selfish enough to begrudge 
her a corner of our soft lives.-

Tensions behind closed doors; nothing new to breathe, coming from 
there. Sometimes Olga and Arthur are quarrelling, sometimes it's Pauline 

and foe analysing, even once Len and Billie, and, maybe, when they were 

left behind, the sibling cousins-all discussing what is to be done about the 
one they took in. As For the men; is it the fault of women that they are, 
or seem, beautiful? That the African cottons over breasts that no longer are 
hot, tingling, and hea vy with milk, but still keep the shape and Fullness of 
it, draw more attention than Liberty silks? That one who has been a beach 
girl never loses what she Found durable in herself while making out? And 
it was a mentor, not lover, who once remarked that every movement, look, 
turn of phrase, was flirtatious whether or not innocently so. 

No-one else knows-maybe not even the disguised god From the sea 
himself, who is wise enough {or too preoccupied with matters greater than 
themselves} not to suspect his wife-that although this in vitation of the 
body is written in eyes and mouth and stance, it keeps no rendezvous in 
London with any man but him. 

Only-something new has been learned, on the side, in the context 
of making out. One can offer, without giving. It 's a form of power. 



CASUALTIES 

I f  Pauline and Joe had known it, the daughter of feckless Ruthie had what 
they couldn' t  find: a sign in her marriage, a sure and certain instruction ·to 
which one could attach oneself and feel the tug of h istory .  Pauline, for one, 
would have doubted Hillela was capable of appreciating this, while the 
irony of it was that her own children-Sasha and Carole-what direction 
had been given them, each with the highly-developed social conscience 
they had? Carole was jeered at by her brother for joining an all-white 
progressive youth group; Sasha himself, in h is maddening changes of mood, 
had not allowed his father to arrange a further deferment for him to 
continue h is study of law, but had gone into the army after graduating with 
a useless Bachelor of Arts degree. On weekend leaves he sat beside his  
mother at the family table in the murderous silence of a prisoner with his 
jailer. The love between them was a crude weapon each wanted to wrest 
from the other. 

Early in 1 967 the men in the camps in Tanzania were transferred to 
a camp in Zambia. Whaila was sent to Lusaka . It was the end of waiting 
about in the anterooms of Europe and Africa, for him. -No more running 
around. We'll be in Lusaka a long time.- Hillela took it as her instruction 
to find something other than temporary hospitality. The headquarters were 
not up any rotting staircase, this t ime, but a row of prefabricated huts in 
what had been a builder's supply yard, with a h igh fence of hammered 
oildrums and access only from a lane. Whaila told her dryly; South Africa 
was too near for safety. He and h is family moved into a cement-grey flat 
in Britannia Court; streets had been renamed since independence but the 
buildings where white people had gathered to l ive apart bore still the claim 
of their nostalgia. Families of black minor officials in the Zambian govern
ment and civil service were Hillela 's neighbours. The ivy of Africa , noisy
coloured bougainvillea, overran what had been a garden kept clipped by a 
Scottish caretaker's 'boy' for a residents' association; what associated the 
residents now was the cheerful tolerance of baby stro11ers, plastic tricycles 
and crates blocking the corridors, the day-long banging of the blistered glass 
front doors that led straight into the kitchens, the tramping up and down 
stairs of relatives from the country who had to be taken in, and the 
makeshi ft accommodation for these rigged up on egg-box balconies. The 
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first nostalgia of her l i fe began for Hillela with the smell of pap and 
cabbage; she was back in Njabulo and Soph ie's flat in Dar. 

Nostalgia implies the possibility of a home-coming. She had that ,  too, 
for the first time; a black husband in her bed, like anybody else behind the 
thin walls of Britann ia Court, her baby exchanging snot and red earth with 
the other small children in the trampled garden; black, the same as they 
were. She tricked \Vhaila and soon was pregnant again ,  l ike any other 
young woman among her neighbours. She would not tell \Vhaila-there 
was still that expression round his mouth that set him apart from her, and 
that she did not want to provoke-until the right moment came, the 
moment when she had him beguiled . After all, he had said they would be 
in Lusaka for a long t ime. Christa had news of her and told Udi .  -She's 
settled down .- He smiled , as i f  H illcla were there and he were appraising 
her to herself. -Settled down.  Mutter Courage, at  home in war.-

Christa took i t  as a compliment for the protegee who had held survival 
together with noth ing but a large safety-p in .  

Afterwards, it seemed perfect, but it was not . I t  was happiness , it was 
l i fe .  There were people who noticed them crit icise each other in those 
marital half-jests that surface in company. There were closer contacts with 
home, here, for Wha ila-individuals who had emigrated rather than fled 
from there and were settled as doctors , teachers and clerks, and Zambians 
who in the colon ial period had gone South to Fort Hare in the Cape to 
study, at a time when there were no un ivers ities in British-ruled territories. 
He spent evenings in male company, in the bars of what were still black 
working-class quarters of the town . She was d isappointed at being left 
beh ind. He came home sl ightly drunk, sometimes-vulnerable, that expres
sion of h is gone from h is mouth. They made love then in splendid tender
ness. She pleased him so greatly that she was ch ildishly proud of herself; 
and he delighted in this . They quarrelled when she told him she was 
expecting another child-then her childishness in tricking h im annoyed 
h im,  she was 'a spoilt little wh ite girl without proper responsibility to the 
discipl ine of the struggle' -at which she looked as if she were going to cry 
but the tears spurted into a splutter of laughter at the pomposity so al ien 
to his nature. -The struggle in bed?- -No, seriously, seriously, Hillela, 
this isn ' t  the time to go ahead with your big ideas of an African fam ily
that's what I mean.- But it was done, another one was on the way, so they 
might as well-what? 
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-What is it now, H illela?- She buried her head in his neck, her hair 
settled l ike a soft hand hush ing his mouth . -Might as well make love, 
because we don' t  have to bother about my getting pregnant-

Nevertheless the novelty of the first ch ild gave way to inattent iveness, 
sometimes. She would leave her (everyone here knew the l ittle girl was 
dedicated by name to the cause) with one of the other women-that was 
the easy African fashion , ch ildren sharing each other's mothers. She went 
about with Whaila in the aura of closeness within wh ich lovers move 
among rooms full of people, the personal pronoun of her conversation 'we' 
and never ' I ' ,  their appearance together consciously striking: the spare, 
obsidian d igni ty of the man and the miniature voluptuousness of a young 
girl whose pregnancy by h im does not yet show in any other way. There 
are always women who resent such happiness, which they have never had, 
or have lost; i t  was remarked among white women : -Of course, she was 
there-displaying her black husband, full of herself .-

Whaila had for her, beyond sensuality, a concentration with in  himself 
that kept her steadily magnetized . The presence of a power. It was related 
to, but not, in effect, the awareness she had had before the fallen statue. 
It did not bring fear .  The concentration was like that a woman must feel 
when a general comes to her on the n ights before a great offensive begins. 
A long culmination of tension was not only in h is  face, his lowered l ids, but 
particularly in  the l ines of h is back when she looked up and saw him 
standing dead sti11 with urgency. So she shared, in the h igh emotion of some 
extraordinary purchase being taken on events, what he did not tell her: 
there was a decision to join mil itary forces with Joshua Nkomo's guerri11as 
fighting Smith's army in Rhodesia .  What Bra James had foreseen was about 
to be attempted. Umkhonto men would pass down Rhodesia gu ided by the 
guerri1las through the game park of the Western border, and hope to 
infiltrate South Africa by way of Botswana without encoun tering the 
Rhodesian army. It was the ultimate journey for which there had been years 
of others; for wh ich the gatherings on Tamarisk, the discussions up rotting 
stairs and in the Manaka flat, the long wait in strangers' lands, the missions 
to the cold hemisphere had been the victuall ing. Knowledge of i t  was 
growing in Whaila while he lay beside her at n ight, as the foetus was 
growing in her. After caresses were over she would clasp his hand t ightly 
in friendship .  

The trees in the streets wore puttees of wh itewash , the day-piped 
calves of the Governor's guard ,  petrified, left behind. Splashes of blood in 
garden green were the poinsettias the songololo wound past in Salisbury. 
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But Len was dead and h is l i ttle sweetheart did not know that he was buried, 
would stay for ever, in this country to the North where she, too, had been 
assured she was going to be for a long time. The moment of falling into 
place that had come to her while a street shoemaker mended her only pair 
of sandals had been an assurance rather than a premonition of how she 
moved among the people in this town . The skill of the watchmaker, at his 
fru it-crate table in the push and Aow of the pavement, whose concentration 
on the ordering of a confetti of wheels and screws was fine as the minute 
tools that handled them , made her marvel as skills that put a man to walk 
in space did not. She would pause to see h im drop each t iny component 
of h is whole exactly where i t  must go, and he and she had a greeting for 
each other; he gave the child the present of an old pocket watch as a 
playth ing. Although she never had her shoes sh ined, she was acquainted 
with the man whose violent-coloured home-concocted polishes were ranged 
at the kerb in old medicine bottles . The opportunity taken by taxi drivers 
to wash their cars with water from a broken main was the kind of making 
out, stepping across the streams, she understood . When the l ittle girl lagged 
against her mother's hand, whining to play in the mud, the men reproached 
her. -You want to make your n ice dress dirty? Why you want to make 
work for your mother? She so n ice to you .- So, in laughter, H illela became 
their acqua intance, too. A sign pa in ter whose workshop was the hulk of an 
old truck parked on the route she walked from Britannia Court past San
dringham Mansions and Avonlea Place to town, was closer to her sense of 
real ity than the dispensat ion of white wine at an advertising agency. She 
jostled and pushed along with the ga iety of the women who lined up in a 
soft-breasted , loud-mouthed army when a supermarket received supplies of 
cooking oil, and she was at ease in the caper with wh ich they at once set 
up their own economy of distribution , getting their ch ildren to pour the 
oil from cans into small bottles for resale at the profit of a coin ,  and leaving 
the mess-broken bottles, spilt oil-of their defiance of the supermarket's 
distribution on its doorstep. A young man made furtive by poverty and the 
unfam iliarity of a town tried to sell her a 'st ick'-a single cigarette from 
the packet wh ich was his capi tal and stock-in-trade. -1 don ' t  smoke.
Whcn the wh ite girl smiled and spoke instead of seeming not to see him, 
as he quickly had understood wh ite women usually did, he begged for work . 
-1 don' t  have people working for me.- -1 can be good for kitchen , 
garden boy. Please madam.- She did not know if he had enough English 
to understand, but she was moved by some overflow, pride or plenty, to tell 
h im .  -I 'm not a madam.  We are refugees from down South . My hus-



band's l ike you . . .  - Not quite true, of course; but i f  Wha ila , the son of 
a Bettie or a Jethro, had not had a spirit resistant  and bra in bright as 
obsidian ,  i t  might have been. 

The fullness overflowed into her friendsh ips with women. She fell in 
love-the young mother's equivalent of the schoolgirl pash-with this one 
or that, spent her days in the bosom company of the favourite and their 
pooled children , wh ile Whaila was behind the tin security fence in  town 
or out at the camp conferring with Nkomo's men. Sela is the only one who 
has ever heard from her aga in .  At one time, H illcla left Whaila's bed only 
to walk down to Sela's  house. The children played in the garden , looked 
after by Sela 's relatives, and the two women settled in the cosy dark cool 
of the l ivingroom. Sela had her own car but her lively friend scarcely ever 
could get her to go out ;  she sat in calm and stillness , strangely like an object 
of contemplation rather than in contemplation . Before it, everyth ing could 
spill over, spill out. There must have been many th ings about Hillcla wh ich 
she alone could tell; she has never offered them to anybody. 

Sel ina Montgomery and H illela Kgomani-personages in some race 
joke: there was this black woman married to a whi te man ,  and th is white 
woman married to a black man . . .  The quartet would have made a neat 
quadrila teral relationship if not a perfect circle, had Whaila had time for 
social l i fe that did not in some way further the cause, and if Russell 
Montgomery had been materially present . Among the crocheted doil ies of 
missionary art isansh ip and hammered copper pla tes representing ideal ized 
tribal ma idens or trumpeting elephants that were African bourgeois taste, 
there hung in the dimness Edward Lear watercolours of I taly and Stubbs 
sporting prints swollen with humidity and spotted as bligh ted leaves . Rus
sell St .  John Montgomery was an engineer whose family made a colon ial 
fortune two generations earlier in those raw materials tha t were exported 
and sold back, transformed , to those who could afford them. He h imself 
was transformed; he came back to Africa as the member of the family who 
married a black girl instead of paying her forebears a few Bri tish pence a 
day to labour in field, plantation or m ine. She was older than Hillela and 
had been married twelve years; his engineering projects, begun before 
independence to help build her new Africa , were more and more delegated 
to other hands and he spent more and more of his time attending to 
inherited interests in England and Scotland. 

The ch ildren with whom Nomzamo played , decorating mud pies with 
the torn bloody strips of poinsettias and serving them on the spl i t  giant  pods 
of the mahogany tree, were not really Sela 's but those of her relatives-she 
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had no servants but many collateral retainers who lived in the back yard 
and the empty rooms of the house, and brought in at eleven and four 
o'clock cucumber sandwiches or soda-tast ing scones on the tea-tray. A 
photograph of two coloured boys in kilts stood on the piano. (They had not 
come out beautifully black as the namesake. ) A schoolgirl in a pork-pie hat 
smiling obediently to a photographer's command over the crinkly pla it 
fallen across her shoulder, looked down at her mother from the wall . Sela 's 
ch ildren were in England at the schools Russell and h is s isters had attended. 
-He entered them when they were born .- She had a way of stopping to 
reflect after a short statement; and then saying someth ing that, perhaps, 
was not what she might have said. -It's very hard to get into those schools, 
apparently.-

-I wish I 'd known you when we were in England!  A house in London 
and one in Scotland ! But you weren't there, Sela , were you-why aren 't  you 
ever there?-

Sela 's  heavy and beautiful  head was coiffured in sculptural wedges that 
seemed carved not combed into place, like those of the wooden figures 
vendors from Za'ire hawked in Cairo Road. She wore the gold, garnet and 
d iamond Victorian ear-rings of Russell 's family jewels dangl ing to her neck, 
and from there down the matronly dresses and, no matter how great the 
heat, the t ight varn ish of stockings and the h igh-heeled shoes of a colon ial 
generation of white women who had been her teachers. -\Vhen I was 
studying for my thes is, I stayed there. When I was young. The ch ildren 
were small. But Russell will invite you to h is house. Russell has a lot of 
visitors, h is friends. \Vhen you go back, you 'll see h im.-

-Oh no, we' re here for good . Well ,  quite a long time. However long 
it takes, Whaila says .-

Sela had great delicacy .  Her manner stopped any indiscretion that 
might be coming from Hillela about what it  was rumoured was being 
planned beh ind the tin security fence; whatever indiscreet fantasy of im
minent triumph and freedom, down South , the young girl was about to 
flaunt .  

-But don' t  you l ike London , Sela? I had such a good time. To have 
a house in London , of your own ! I 've never been to Scotland, but I suppose 
that must be someth ing, too. Why don ' t  you spend part of the year there? 
Isn't it lonely for Russell? I was so often alone in London when Whaila had 
to go away-1 couldn't stand it, I moved in with friends.-

-There's this house to sec to. My family. Always a lot of problems 
with our famil ies, such big famil ies . . .  now my father is dead and my 
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mother has to deal with the uncles. The children come out for the holidays 
-in their summer, over there. And there's the gardcn .-

If Hillcla did not find her friend in the dark house within its cave of 
towering trees, she was in her garden, the tightly-stockinged legs kneeling 
on a sack and the other family's jewels looping forward over her flesh-ringed 
soft neck. Sela talked of her gardening as she might have been expected 
to talk of her profession as a physicist-with the ach ievement and concomi
tant  responsibil ity of a vocation. She was the first woman in her country 
to graduate with a Master's degree in  science, one of the first to have a 
university education at all, let alone at an Ivy League American institution . 
She was not teach ing at the local un iversity 'at present ' ,  she sa id, in the 
tone of an official communique, and had not for a length of time she did 
not mention . On one of the few occasions when she appeared at a gather
ing, Hi 11ela heard her respond to the reproachful bonhomie of one of the 
deans of the university . -It  wouldn't  be fa ir for me to take a teaching post, 
I am away so much, you sec, in England.- Her l ittle wh ite friend came 
up to her and embraced her, and Sela did not know why; well, she was an 
impulsively affectionate girl and the atmosphere at parties went to her 
head . 

An odd couple. The women friends, not the Montgomerys or the 
Kgomanis .  But while Hi llcla chattered and Sela , silent, attentive, overcast 
the seams of tiny dresses Hi11ela was sewing for her daughter, they comple
mented each other in a way nobody saw. H i11ela, who had been like a 
daughter, had no longer a comparative status; was at the centre of a l i fe 
in  her marriage to a black man .  Sela, in her marriage to a white man, for 
all her dowager dignity assumed at th irty-six was only making out; and 
Hi llela had been a prodigy at that. 

Yes, she knew them all . Except Mandela and the others with h im.  
Mandela remained the voice on tape heard when she was a schoolgirl. 
Mandela was in prison down South , off the very last pen insula of Africa, 
pushed out to an island in the Atlantic by wh ite men who frightened 
themselves with rhetoric that h is kind would cast them back into the sea 
by wh ich they came. Her old friendship with Tambo dates from those days 
when she used to serve h im tea at Britannia Court and somehow produce 
enough food to go round whomever Whaila brought home. There hasn ' t  
been anything she hasn't profited by, at one period or  another; the cuisine 
at the Manaka flat stood her in good stead, in its day. Oliver Tambo, even 
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then, had the eyes of sleepless n ights behind his thick glasses, and the 
opaci ty of flesh that, as it did in Whaila, marks the faces behind which 
decisions must be made: loosed boulders whose thundering echoes a passage 
out of sigh t, into consequences that cannot fully be foreseen . Tennyson 
Makiwane was one of those who carne to Britannia Court, too-another 
namesake; inheritor of Victoriana-who was there in a Xhosa family who 
admired Tennyson? Tennyson Makiwane gave Nomzamo a stray kitten he  
had  taken in-Makiwane who outcast h imself, years later, from the cause 
for which, like the other frequenters of Britann ia Court, he l ived then ; a 
man whose shame was obli terated for h im by a traitor's death . 

Whaila knew at least an edited version of his young wife's l i fe; she had 
told him how she had got to Tamarisk Beach via Rey, and when she had 
expressed wonder that anyone (Rey) who seemed so committed to the cause 
had abandoned it  (she had this wider interpretation , now) , Whaila gave one 
of h is held-back sighs that became a grunt. -We'll have them, too. Casual
ties. And not only operational ones . . .  There'll always be some who won't 
go the whole way.-

On the 8th of August 1 967, he told her. The l ittle girl had climbed 
into bed with them, early in the morning. She sat astride her father's chest 
and he spoke i t  straight at her, who couldn ' t  understand and couldn't  
betray. -Umkhonto is crossing the Zambezi today.-

Hillela turned her head to him, he saw her eyes, that were never bleary 
in the morning but opened from sleep directly into acceptance of the world 
as i t  is. -I t's begun?-

-It's  begun .  Two parties. Noth ing big in numbcrs.-
-How many?-
But even in the tell ing there was some instinct to hold back. 

-Enough .- The l ittle girl rode him as her mother had loved to ride the 
playground's myth ical bull. -There'd be no hope of getting through with 
a whole company. I only hope the ZAPU crowd really know what they're 
doing. Ours have to depend on them to find their way hundreds of miles 
through the bush . I t 's  all the way sticking to Wankie.-

-What about animals? Can you just walk about among lions and 
elephants?-

-That's not the problem . Lions don ' t  come looking for men and if 
you sight a herd of elephants you can turn and head the other way for a 
bit . The danger is running into the Rhodesian army patrols; Wankie's the 
only route you've got a chance against that-

The child bounced her laughter into gurgles, thumping h im.  He l ifted 



her gently under the arms, to regain his breath , gently put her down again . 
H illela sat up with one of her surges of energy, her sunburned breasts 

juggled between tightened arms. She took h is hand, hard .  Then she was 
out of bed and moving about the room as on the morning of some festival .  
She rushed back to kiss him, holding his head, her possession , between open 
palms. She rolled on the floor in play with the child and trod by mistake 
on the ki tten . Amid laughter and miaowing he watched from the bed the 
excitement she felt, for h im .  

While he shaved she lay in the  bath trickl ing water from a sponge onto 
her navel. Her belly was coming up; the creature in there was beginning 
to show its presence. She did not ask him, th is t ime, what colour he thought 
it would be; they would be a rainbow, their children, their many children . 

-What will happen when they get to South Africa?-
The sound of the razor scraping. -They'll spl i t  into smaller groups 

and operate in different areas . They'll join up with people inside. There are 
specified targets to go for .-

-ln the towns or in the country? Where they cross the border it 'll 
be farmland, won 't  it? Are they going to attack white farms? Or is i t  going 
to be pylons and th ings l ike that, in the c ities?-

-Military installations, power stations-hard targets .-
-There won' t  be bombs in cafes and office buildings , or in the street? 

I can ' t  imagine what that would be like-
He dried his  hands, ridding them of someth ing more than shaving 

foam.  He was aware of her waiting for him to tell her what she should be 
feel ing about the unimaginable. -If  the government goes on doing what 
i t  does, torturing and kil l ing in  the townsh ips, in t ime . . .  well ,  we'l l have 
to turn to soft targets as well .-

-Soft targets. You mean ordinary people .  People in the streets .
Pressing her fingers into her belly, testing for a response from the l ife in 
there. She thought she fel t  a faint  return of pressure and he mistook, with 
a flicker of displeasure, the beginnings of a smile relaxing her l ips as lack 
of understanding of what she really had said .  

-Ordinary people? What ord inary people? Our ordinary people have 
always been the soft targets. Our bodies, hey? Our minds. The pol ice use 
violence on us every day and white people th ink they keep out of it ,  
although the beatings-up and the killings are done on their behalf, they've 
let i t  happen for so many years. One day the blacks will have to carry the 
struggle into wh ite areas. I t's  inevi table. The violence came from there . Vio
lence will hit back there. I t  must be, we know it. But not yet. Not now.-
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-Innocent people?-
The answer echoed from another bed, another time. -Are there 

really any innocent people in our country?-
She was communicating in nudges with the th ird person present, 

inside her. -And me?-
Down on him came all the sorrow of pa in and destruction that h is 

people had endured, were suffering, and would endure no longer, and all 
the suffering they might have to inflict in consequence, in the knowing 
horror of victim turned perpetrator. Of course she brought it upon him; 
he had brought it upon himself by making such a marriage. Sometimes her 
lack of any identification with her own people dismayed him, he who lived 
for everything that touched upon the lives of his ; there was someth ing 
missing in her at such times, l ike a l imb or an organ .-This secretly felt, 
paradoxically, in spite of the fact that he saw their own closeness as a sign; 
the human cause, the human identity that should be possible, once the race 
and class struggle were won . With her, it was already one world; what could 
be. And yet he looked at her lying pearly under water, the body prettily 
shaded and marbled as white flesh in its uncerta in pigment and pecul iarly 
naked nakedness is, and had to say what there was to say. -Yes, you too. 
I f  you happened to be there. You were born in sin , my love, the sins of your 
white peop]c .-

But saved . She knows how to look after hersdf. She cl imbed out of 
the bath and he wrapped her in a towel tenderly, as if she had just been 
baptised . 

Through the still heat before the ra ins men moved as the wild animals 
moved in the bush where tourists used to follow game rangers' advice about 
the best areas to find and photograph them . There was silence. Whaila was 
silent about the silence. The occasional news that came back to the offices 
behind the tin security fence was confused in a way that did not allow an 
in terpretation that was anyth ing but bad . The maps had turned out to be 
inaccurate in a terri tory where the only true maps are the migratory paths 
of wild creatures drawn by the imperatives of the propagation of l ife, not 
the campa igns of war. The two parties lost their way, and the journey took 
much longer than provided for; they ran out of food. Moving like wild 
creatures in the bush, they were spotted l ike wild creatures by game rangers. 
On August 1 4th fighting with the Rhodesian army began .  It was easier to 
hear the Rhodesian version of the combat over the radio than to keep up 
with how Umkhonto actually was faring. The Rhodesians, who lied so 
consistently in their own favour about every campaign in their civil war, 



2 0 9  

claimed 'overwhelming victories' against the ZAPU and  U mkhonto guerril
las. When news did come through from the freedom fighters, they cla imed 
victories, too; and after two weeks they were still fighting. 

H illela searched Whaila ' s  face for news each time he entered the flat: 
still fighting! If certain people had thought her ' full of herself' before, what 
could they have sa id of her now! She went about with the beginnings of 
her big African family-the one by the hand, the other swelling her like 
a bellying sail-in animated confidence that she was escorting the first 
generation that would go home in freedom . She would deliver what she had 
heard discussed there at suburban tables, what had been aborted by hesita
tions and doubts, the shilly-shallying of what was more effective between 
th is commitment or that, th is second-hand protest or that. Her blood was 
up, the colour of her skin warmed her eyes, darker with what she saw in 
the inner eye. -Pregnancy suits you, you' re lucky.- Her friend Sela 
envied her energy, mistaking its source. Mutter Courage, as her older friend 
Udi knew, survived on war as well as survived i t .  

No-one reached home down South . By mid-September there was 
defeat; most of the guerrillas were either killed or captured by the Rhode
sian army, and the few who had managed to get as far as Botswana were 
imprisoned for i llegal entry. But one of the parties had been successful in 
mobilizing black Rhodesian villages as support bases for future attempts; 
planning must already have begun for a new incursion. The huge weight 
of Joshua Nkomo was lowered once or twice onto the cheap furn iture a t  
Britannia Court, the l i ttle namesake weicomed to  s i t  on  whatever space 
there was between h is enormous stomach and knees-he, too, could have 
been regarded as an old friend, later; but H illela has never lost her instinct 
for avoiding losers . Christmas had a significance other than the traditional 
when the time came; Scla invited the Kgomani family to the tradit ional 
kind of dinner Russell Montgomery would have expected had he been 
there, with a tinselled tree, presents and plum pudding, but over the wine 
Hi llela grasped Whaila's hand in covenant with another occasion-at the 
end of December brothers from the camp were going into Rhodesia once 
aga in .  

Whaila was with Tambo and h is other colleagues eighteen hours a day; 
she saw him, usually, only when she opened her eyes as he came into the 
bedroom late at n ight. She did not ask questions but behaved with her 
friend Sela as if  she knew everyth ing and was saying nothing. Th is empty 
boast became real when Whaila, in some inexplicable urge to honour the 
clasp of the hand in the way that h is possession of her body could never 
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do, in some certainty of trust that would transform both h im and her and 
their relationsh ip, told her the plans in detai l .  Th is time U mkhonto men 
were a much larger force, and under their own command. -We've learned 
our lesson. We've gone over the logistics again and again ,  this time. Noth
ing left to chance. One of the main objectives is going to be to help ZAPU 
prepare rural people for an uprising. I t's  all one struggle. Their war's 
ours .-

The handclasp held . She had more concealed inside her than a baby; 
weeks went by and the men in the bush moved about undetected, hidden 
by the local people down there . The nature of time changed . With each 
day, each week, i t  was something gained, not passed . Each morning, when 
she and the man beside her woke together, their first thought was the same. 
The intimacy was an entry into one of the locked rooms of existence. 
No-one could ever surprise them there; no-one could ever appear in that 
doorway and look upon them , judge them . He was lover and brother to her 
in the great family of a cause. 

And all around, the marvel of daily l i fe went on weaving continuity 
as the birds in the rampant bougainvillea threaded shreds of bright cloth , 
human hair combings, twigs and leaves into their nests. On the twenty
sixth morning in January Hillela smelt the scent of the frangipani  as the 
breath of her own body, the thick pollen in the h ibiscus trumpets as her 
own secretion, as she stretched, the baby inside lifting with her, to hang 
wash ing in the old garden of Britannia Court . Whaila came down from the 
building on his way to the office-that banal summing-up of an ordinary 
man's day that had so l i ttle to do with the row of prefabricated huts beh ind 
the tin security fence. He strolled over to say goodbye and they laughed 
because her belly (her Nkomo, they called it) got in the way of an embrace, 
and instead he turned her about and crossed his arms over her breasts from 
the back, bending round her neck to kiss her cheek. H is bare a rms in a 
short-sleeved sh irt were, for an instant ,  the black sh ining arms that had 
flailed the sea, coming towards her from the shore. She recognized now, 
in the heady oxygen of a morn ing after rain,  that she had even then noticed 
that watch he still wore, flash ing on the swimmer's left arm . 

Ten past eight when he left for ' the office' . She went to the market 
in the afternoon . Scla was persuaded to come with her; -But leave Nom
zamo at the house, Hillela .  You know you'll say you'll only be half-an-hour 
there, and then you expect that l ittle kid to trail around for two or three.
Sela was right ;  the smells and colours and sounds of the market were 
the adornments Hillcla wore as brightness and bells of an extended self, and 
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she could not pass any stall or squatting vendor without stopping to finger, 
admire, question and talk. What she was supposed to have come to buy she 
forgot, once in among the cloth-hung alleys , the yards with their pyramids 
of rape, cabbages, oranges, okra , bananas, groundnuts; she could not be 
kept to any purpose or time l imit .  They went through the sheds where dried 
split fish and grasshoppers were laid out neat and stiff as i f  lacquered . Sela 
had to ask, for her, the names of roots big as torn-off heads or fanged like 
drawn teeth . H illela had dozens of lengths of Kanga cloth hooked down 
from the stallholders' rails and draped them, one after another, over Sela 's 
crepe two-piece. Wonderful , wonderful : a Nubian queen ! As i f  Sela could 
be persuaded to wear such things; but she was stirred by some old familiar
ity that afternoon . The questions she was urged to ask on behalf of her 
friend, in the language she shared with the market people, developed into 
conversations, laughter, and even an insider's scepticism about prices . 
-No, no. That's far too much; don ' t  give it to h im .- Sela was bargaining, 
with all the pauses of feigned loss of interest, the African organ-note hums 
required. Sela's white shoes were splashed with the mud and scales from 
around the fish-vendors' tables and the spurt underfoot of rott ing vegeta
bles studded with flies; a young madman naked except for a sack he held 
over h imself did not beg but rootled in the mess: yet Hi llela that day saw 
only wholeness. -Everything's here. Everyth ing in  the world that you 
really need. Come and see.- There was furn iture that delighted her with 
its parody, in cane and grass, of suburban coffee tables, and its brave 
approximation of white middle-class ugliness in sofas and chairs covered 
with acrylic-coloured plastic and hammered together, out of the memory 
of something seen in a white man's house, in the cubist angles of the 
Thirties. She l iked best the tinsmiths' section set out under trees with 
exposed club-foot roots . -Come and see !- She followed every process of 
the ancient craft adapted to the waste materials a modern industrial society 
throws away. Here a man was cleaning the pa int off tin containers and 
drums; there another was hammering them out into sheets . Others were 
cutting shapes from the sheets as she cut out dresses for her child . Sauce
pans, pots, funnels, buckets, ladles, braziers for the charcoal most blacks 
used for cooking were set out for sale . -Those pots burn the food if you 
put them on electric stoves, Hi llela, I 'm  telling you .- -Oh come and see 
these funny l ittle things !- Hillela did make one purchase, in spite of Sela 's 
good sense. She held up a tiny object formed as an inverted , hollow pyra
m id, with a handle l ike that of a cup soldered to it. -What's this?
-You must have seen the women sell ing ground nuts in Cairo Road. 
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They' re measures-for a handful, when you buy. What will you do with 
it ,  H illela? Don' t  give it to Nomzamo to play with-these th ings are not 
well fin ished, they've got sharp edges .-

The ch ildren belonging to Sela 's relatives made a doll out of the 
namesake and never wanted to part with her. This was one of the many 
evenings when they wandered back with H illela to Britannia Court. H illela 
taught them songs the songololo had sung, as they walked home with her 
past Sandringham Mansions and Avonlea Place; a sunset first stamped out 
every coarse leaf of the flamboyant trees aga inst translucent lakes of sky and 
then clotted the black metallic cut-outs into a cage of earthly dark. The 
l ittle straggle of woman and children made their cheerful chorus far be
neath , and stumped up the stairs to the flat. When Whaila carne home, 
the streetlight that could be seen from the kitchen window was on, bats 
circl ing i t  l ike the rings round a planet. He held his l ittle daughter up to 
look, but she wriggled away to the other children . There was the static of 
frying beh ind loud play; H illela , barefoot in her broad stance of pregnancy, 
was cooking chips for their supper. The eldest girl had made herself at home 
with the radio playing monotonous African music; on one of those sudden 
impulses ch ildren have, all scrambled out of the room to some game in the 
bathroom but the music wound on. The level of noise was ra ised by a 
tumble of runn ing water. Neither Hillcla nor Whaila was sure, for a mo
ment, whether or not the doorbell was ringing. He said someth ing she 
didn 't catch , where she bent at the open refrigerator to fetch a carton of 
milk, but she was aware that he had passed behind her to go to the door 
and she took off the shelves a couple of cans of beer as well-it was the 
time in the evening when one or another of the men from the office or 
camp would call in .  The door was swollen by summer damp and she seemed 
to hear all at  once the prelude of i ts scrape along the l inoleum,  a pause in 

wh ich she had no t ime to grasp that there were no greetings exchanged , 
and then a crack that spl intered the th ick homely hubbub against the th in 
walls of the flat . Someth ing fell .  As she turned there was another crack and 
a bolt of force hit the refrigerator door she stood behind .  Someone-<me, 
more than one-ran clattering down the corridor of Britannia Court; the 
doorway was open and empty: and \Vhaila? Whaila? As she came out from 
behind the sh ield of the refrigerator, he was there, on the floor. Whaila was 
flung before her, red flowing from the side of h is head, his neck, under the 
shirt pocket where his pen still was hooked . H is open eyes faced the wall 
and h is l ips stretched finely in that expression drawn by his l i fe .  
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His ] ife running away in red ] ike the muddy fi]th in the gutters of the 
market. 

There was a wrenching upheava] inside her as the foetus convulsed 
and turned . The buHet that was 1odged in the refrigerator door penetrated 
her consciousness in the bullets' disorientation of sequence; she felt she was 
shot. She backed away from death , from death ebbing away Whaila. 
Backed away, backed away. Her shoulder hit the jamb of the doorway 
1cading to the interna] passage of the flat . She opened her mouth to wai] 
but terror b]ocked her throat and instead of her cry there was the voice of 
a radio commercial enthusing over a brand of beer. She burst into the 
bathroom in the path of a p]astic duck one chi]d had thrown at another; 
the chi1dren saw in her terrib]e face grown-up anger at their game. She 
grasped the thirteen-year-o]d girl in charge. She dragged her to the kitchen, 
but when they reached the doorway, she herself turned to the waH and 
pressed her bent arms tight against her head , screaming. 

It was the chi1d who went in ,  and began to heave small, hard breasts 
in deep breaths that became sobs, and s]ow]y went up to the dead man who 
had been Whai1a, and touched h im.  

There have been others since then . They received parcds of  death in  
mai l  from their home country. I t  seems that in the case of Whai]a 
Kgomani ,  one of the first , the agen ts emp]oyed by the South African 
government might have bung1ed their mission . It was said in Lusaka that 
they were meant to kiU 01iver Tambo, but came to the wrong address . 
Seeing a man through the b]istered g]ass door, they did not wait to verify 
any identity; there is no margin for hesitation in such tasks. Others said the 
government's instructions were carried out: Whai]a was a key man in the 
p]anning of armed infi]tration . In South Africa itse1f, of course, the death 
was reported as the resu1t of rivalry and a power strugg]e within the move
ment; as any statements from the organization itsdf were banned and could 
not be pub1 ished, that version became the accepted one for most wh ite 
peop]e, i f  they were aware of the assassination at all . 

It was not surprising that news of HiUela 's whereabouts at that time 
shou1d have come to the fami] ies of her aunts by way of vio]ence. Trouble. 
She was a]ways troub1e . 01ga hoped nobody wou]d tell Arthur, recovering 
from a coronary on a ]ow-fat diet with instructions that he shou]d not be 
subjected to stress or annoyance. Anyway, there was no unp]easant pub1ic-



A S P O R T  O F  N A T U R E  

i ty, fortunately, because no-one made the connection between Hillela and 
Ruthie's sisters-it was merely mentioned that the ANC man had a white 
wife. Carole was about to be married,  herself, to a young journalist. A 
simple wedding in the garden, no big Jewish show for Paul ine's daughter. 
He could have written a Sunday paper scoop that would have given him 
a byline, and Paul ine certa inly didn't give a damn whether or not Arthur 
was upset by the family's pol itical connections, but Carole asked her boy 
not to. He would soon be her husband; she tried to imagine how it would 
be to have him killed, taken away from her. She could not have borne to 
have had her l i fe with him taken away, as well, exposed in a newspaper. 
Perhaps a s ign , already, nobody read: she was not the wife for a newspaper
man. 

Pauline knew Hillela was not little Carole. -Whatever else Hillela has 
lacked, it 's never been guts .  She won't  shut herself away somewhere.

-What'll she do? She's got a small ch ild. So the paper said-he had 
a wife and daughter. But maybe that 's from a previous marriage-his 
child?-

Carole's father reassured her. -People will look after Hillela and her 
child, the organ ization will take care of that .  There are resources.- And 
of course Joe, through h is legal cases, was in touch with the circumstances 
of pol it ical exiles-some of h is clients became them. 

-1 want to write to Hillela, Daddy.-
Sasha, silent among them, was suddenly present . -What about? Your 

bridesma ids' dresses?-
Carole was still emotional on the subject of H illela . -Don't you care 

about anybody anymore? What's the matter with you? Maybe she'll come 
home, now, maybe she can come home.-

The future husband had never seen Carole, of all people, shrill and 
angry. There were sti l l  so many currents in th is family he couldn't follow. 

Her bastard of a brother looked as if she had slapped him across both 
sides of h is face. -Don't you understand anything about anything? What 
are you the product of ,  for Christ' sake?-

And now the mother l ifted her head and narrowed one eye, as if in 
pam.  

There have been others. There were to be others. To begin with-
0, what was grief, could anyone ha ve guessed, explained, prepared for this 
-anyone, a quiet, wise lawyer-uncle, the father of the little sweetheart, for 
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only a man can comfort for the loss of a man, only a man 's arms, the smell 
of a man 's shaven skin can make it possible to believe that a man actually 
came to an end, that it happens in a kitchen, on an evening like any other 
ordinary evening, and that there wi11 never be another ordinary evening like 
that one again. If there had been a mother, if she had turned up the lights 
in the nightclub and seen the cockroaches and the dirty neck of the ageing 
fado singer, would she have been able to provide the advantage: to prepare 
the daughter against the lights going up on her romance of defiance and 
danger? Who knew about this? 'Who could bear to know about th is? So that 
if it happened to someone, that one feared to tell what it was, and everyone 
feared to ask. 

A nd what about the other survivor who had done the killing himself, 
driving his wife home on the road to Bagamoyo? His body rejected life, 
afterwards, could not accept what had happened. The baby rejected life, 
wrenching itself from the body it was anchored in. It loosed with it the waters 
of grief: the longing of the body the man would never enter again, the 
untouched breasts, empty vagina, empty clothes in the cupboard, rooms 
without a voice: desertion. \Vhat am I without him? A nd if, without 
h im, I am nothing, what was I? The loving gone, the African family of 
rainbow-coloured children gone, the innocent boast of the striking couple 
gone-

\Vhat was left behind was the handclasp. Because the handclasp be
longs to tragedy, not grief. Udi explained it, once, not knowing the explana
tion would ever come to be understood. -No, the fact that I killed my wife 
is not a tragedy. I must not call it that. A tragedy, Hillela, is when a human 
being is destroyed engaging himself with events greater t!wn personal rela
tionships. Tragedy is an idea from the ancient Greeks; from the gods. A 
tragic death results from the struggle between good and evil. A nd it has 
results that outlast grief. Grief is a rot, it belongs with the dead, but tragedy 
is a sign that that struggle must go on. If I had experienced tragedy, I 'd be 
all right . . .  but it has nothing to do with someone like me.-

'Whaila is dead. There have been others. There will be others. 

When the police had gone away Scla brought an old relative to scrub 
Whaila 's blood from the l inoleum. The man rolled up h is trousers and 
carefully took off his laceless shoes so that they might not be spoiled, but 
he worked reverently, intoning some kind of lament to himself, or perhaps 
it was a hymn he was breathing. Hillcla and her child were taken into the 
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empty rooms of Sela's house, dark as if they had been waiting for the 
occasion of such occupancy. 

The obsidian god from the waves, the comrade was buried in the gold, 
green and black flag he died for . Tambo spoke of him, at an oblong hole 
in red earth that had been dug. Woza, woza, rose the responses to the 
verses of the national anthem that came from home and belongs to all 
Africa . H illela's bare feet in shabby sandals carried away red earth on the 
toes. Sela was correctly dressed in a black tailored skirt and jacket and she 
led from among the women in her band of relatives the traditional ulula
tion . The h igh , unearthly, ancient sound is produced to release sorrow or 
hail triumph; i t  is both grief and tragedy. 

H illela stood, huge, at the graveside, like Joshua Nkomo, who had 
been the subject of a private joke. Her pregnancy appeared to have risen 
to her flushed and swollen face . But nobody seems to know what happened 
to that child. She was close to her term, then . It might have been born 
dead, or i t  died shortly after birth . The namesake who looks out from 
magazine covers, unsmiling with charming haughtiness, nostrils dilated, is 
her only child, her daughter. 
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Saved by a refrigerator door. I n  the undeclared wars that maim and kill 
without battlefields or boundaries, in the streets, ca fes and houses of foreign 
towns, on tourist planes and cruise ships, it was a campa ign ribbon from 
a front that is anywhere and everywhere . In her confusion , she had felt 
herself h it; and, indeed, the story went round that the baby had been killed 
by a bullet inside i ts mother's belly at  the same time as its father was shot. 
She kept to herself the true story, tell ing only Sela : -It died because I 
cheated Whaila into making it .  So it went with h im.- Sela calmed these 
fantasies of shock; she knew her friend was young and healthy and would 
regain  an equilibrium.  

And it was also true that the persistent rumour that she had seen not 
only her husband but his child, as well, sacrificed to the cause, provided her 
with credentials of the h ighest order. There are lacunae aga in ,  mainly 
because she was deployed in Eastern Europe and Western hysteria over 
such contacts made it necessary for her to ignore, in one period, the 
existence of another. But it is certain that the organizat ion accepted full 
responsibil i ty for Whaila's wife and daughter. She went first back to Lon
don, where she worked in its office. Personality clashes with other white 
women employed there, some of them the veterans of polit ical imprison
ment and exile who remembered her from Tamarisk Beach, cut short that 
posting. 

They did not understand that even i f  she had not been hit ,  the little 
beach girl was buried. 

The fiery surf of veld fires was the last Mrs Hillcla Kgomani saw of 
Africa , leaving it ,  and the first she saw of it ,  coming home to Africa . Whaila 
Kgomani's widow flew back to be present at  a memorial-day ceremony held 
for h im and others a year after his death . Twenty-five years old, very thin 
except for her breasts, the cheekbones prominent beneath black eyes, she 
wore African dress and headcloth and made a speech on behalf of wives 
and mothers who had given husbands and sons to the cause of liberation . 
I t  was clear from her delivery that th is was not the first t ime she had spoken 
in publ ic, and the emotion she conveyed was not only private but also 
skilfully drawn from that generated by the crowd. A day or two after the 
ceremony, she changed into the duffie coat and boots of a European winter 
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and flew away aga in to the other hemisphere, to an ancient Eastern Euro
pean city whose gothic and baroque and art nouveau buildings, so beautiful 
and strange to her, were poxed with the acne of gunfire from generations 
of wars and revolutions. Muffled in clothing that gave a new dimension to 
her body (-It's l ike driving a bus when you've been used to a racing 
bicycle .- Her observations of th ings they took for granted amused local 
citizens) she came out of the steamy fug of an apartment into a seizure of 
cold every morning. She took her child to a nursery-school, and then walked 
to her place of work. It was along gangrene corridors whose colour had 
nothing to do with forgotten summers of trees and grass, and-when the 
dented lift did not work-up flights of cold stai rs .  The room itself was like 
the others above rott ing stairs in hot climates thousands of kilometres away: 
the old typewriters, the posters and banners, framed declarations and news
paper collages, with the addition of photographs of the host country's 
heroes displayed l ike a shopkeeper's l icence to trade. She typed letters and 
was brought into negotiations as a translator when there were people who 
could speak French , wh ich was not their language any more than i t  was 
hers, but which served as a means of communication i f  they had no English . 
She apologized briskly for her poor ability: -1 was nursemaid to French
speaking kids, once, in Ghana, that's all .-

Sela was right, Mrs Kgomani had gained an equilibrium that discarded 
girl ish fantasies. She was also discovered to have an abil i ty to talk to 
women's worker-groups, herself through a translator. She crossed borders 
to the North, was useful in still colder places, Stockholm, Oslo, Moscow 
-everywhere that Whaila had gone, on journeys for which she now needed 
no proxy . Most of these were taken with Citagele Koza, head of mission , 
who had been Whaila's close friend, but several t imes she was deputed to 
accompany Arnold, who came back and forth between Africa and Europe. 
She kept notes for h im.  Perhaps he had asked specifically to have her 
assistance; the decision would have to be Citagele's. Alone together in dusty 
hotels l ike the museums of the Europe before the war and revolutions, 
afternoons in the colon ial house rapped out in memory by a press agency's 
telex were never resumed .  Arnold grieved for the loss of the beach girl .  I n  
her place was a young woman who had experienced tragedy and who did 
not have the same appeal for h im .  She was no longer a distraction to catch 
the eye . She was part of the preoccupation she once had disrupted so 
naturally. They were concentrated together in a struggle with in the strug
gle, bargaining or begging ( there was only the collateral of an uncerta in 
future to offer) for arms and money. He did not need to take her in hand, 
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although he had the opportunity to do so, now. The education Whaila had 
begun ,  she completed alone. She taught herself not the old theories of ends, 
but the diplomacy and technical it ies of means, that were immediate. She 
mastered specifications of guns and missiles and their relative suitability for 
the conditions under which they would have to be used . The men who had 
crossed the Zambezi again before Whaila was killed in h is ambush had 
lasted out three months in the bush , lugging these weapons towards home, 
towards the army, the police, power l ines and government buildings- Soft 
targets. No. Not yet. But the other side, they were not waiting, they had 
no distinction between steel-and-concrete and human bodies. Whaila's 
warm black flesh dissolved red .  

She toured factories where women with kerchiefs on their heads made 
parts for guns as neat as the components the street watchmaker put to
gether in perfect functional harmony. On flights between one city and the 
next, liquid shudders in glasses and, watch ing it ,  thoughts surface. -If  
Whaila had had a gun he m ight have got them before they got h im.  We 
should all be armed with Parabellums.-

Arnold has told people, over the years: -If th ings had turned out 
differently, she was the type to have become a terrorist, a hi jacker. A Leila 
Khaled . She had it in her, a t  one time. I don ' t  th ink we'd have been able 
to contain her. It wasn 't that she was undisciplined; no discipl ine was 
demanding enough for her-you know the sort of th ing.- When he 
himself spoke out of his  drowsiness in a plane, he asked a question . -What 
happened to the yellow swimsuit?- She did not seem to find the reference 
odd or suggestive. -In th is climate?-

Other men had no beach girl to regret, of course . A man she was 
known to be associated with, eventually, had-like everybody else in that 
city-experienced tragedy and survived grief. Among such people she was 
not changed; they knew no other state of being. She was sent to a meeting 
for cultural solidarity of the Eastern bloc with the Third World, one day 
-contacts at all levels had to be kept up-and the chairman had a big, 
Balkan head with thick, grey-black hair rising from a peak like a dart set 
in a broad low forehead, a short, humorously-obstinate nose, and a brush 
moustache to show off well-worn lips and teeth . The details remain because 
the head was all that was visible of him above the rostrum; the head of 
handsome maturity to which years cannot be accurately attributed . When 
the meeting was over she saw that he was heavy and had the sideways gait 
of ageing. She went up dutifully to present her credentials and he asked 
her to stay on and allow h is committee to take the opportunity to discuss 
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African l i terature in Engl ish with her over a glass of wine. She knew much 
less about the subject than he, but when his committee members had all 
left and he and she were still talking, he took her to dinner at a restaurant 
she would not have known still existed in that city. They crossed the river 
and walked a long way in the cold. His left leg swayed him and he was short 
of breath, never stopped talking. Until then, all the city had run together 
for her in the overlapping stone statements, destruction , reconstruction, of 
its past ; such density impenetrable, not only by reason of the ignorance 
of the historical significance of architecture in which the advantage of a 
colonial education had left her, but because she was accustomed to a th in 
layer of human settlement in countries where cities are a recent form of 
social focus. Underneath the skyscrapers of Johannesburg were only the 
buried gin-bottles of a min ing camp where her great-grandfa ther Hillel had 
hawked second-hand cloth ing to blacks who came in their blankets to earn 
hut-tax. And she was not even aware that he had had this role in history . 
Under Britannia Court were the migratory trails by which Whaila's and the 
namesake's ancestors had explored their continent, begetting living monu
ments in their descendants rather than marking their generations in stone. 
The European read off to her as they walked the history of his city that 
he knew by heart, in  marble stumps of Roman ruins, the i ron rings embed
ded in medieval walls, the church with the bombed tower, the scaffolding 
round the restoration of a 1 7th-century palace, the piles stroked by the flow 
of water where a bridge was blown up, the withering forbidden wreaths 
placed at an empty lot where victims of the last uprising were shot down. 

-They'll never bui ld anything on that  spot. They know i f  we can ' t  
have a monument there, there must  be nothing else .- A rough bronchial 
laugh . -So they just let the weeds grow. I t 's a way of dealing with realities 
you can ' t  handle: neglect . Not such a bad way. It works with other things, 
too.- He pointed at a red star which hung crookedly from the pinnacle 
of a public building and was lit up only on three neon points. 

-You were mixed up in it? That uprising? Nobody else mentions 
i t .-

-No. Because it 's not ,  how do you say, my dear, healthy . . .  i f  you 
were in it ,  it 's better to keep quiet. And if you were not, well, some people 
have a reason to be ashamed because of that. I t  did bring some benefits, 
you see. Apparent lost causes always do . . .  Mixed up! Yes, I was in prison 
for thirteen months. But I have friends . . .  The Pres ident and I were at 
the gymnasium together-young boys, we joined the youth group of the 
Party while it was still an Underground movement. . . .  One night, they 
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come for me, in my cell . ( I t  wasn ' t  so bad, that time, I was allowed books , 
I worked on my translations of Neruda . ) I thought ,  they've changed their 
minds, they're going to shoot me. I 'm  on the journey to the river, where 
they threw the others . But they push me into a car and the next thing, I 'm  
in the State chambers. He's there in h i s  windowless study-it's like the last 
of the Chinese boxes, nothing can get at h im once he's inside there. A big 
fire burning, and a chair with a glass of brandy beside i t .  For me. He reads 
me a lecture, and then he comes over and gives me a push in the chest, 
like th is, the way we used to start to wrestle when we were boys . Then he 
said to me, he pleaded with me, 'You know I can ' t  do what you people 
asked. You know that. "Freedom"-we used that kind of talk when we 
were waving banners at sixteen . We give them our coal at their price, and 
they close their eyes to our trade union independence. We never criticise 
them in our newspapers, and they ignore the books we publish here by 
writers they ban . That's freedom. We didn ' t  know it  would be like that, 
when we were young. But you, Karel, you know, now. '  So they let me out. 
Aga in .  Each time I 've been rescued by someone different; the Russians let 
me out when the Germans imprisoned me as a communist, our first com
munist government let me out after the Russians imprisoned me as a 
nationalist. Oh , and our fascists had to let me out, of course, when the war 
came, and I was sent to the army.-

He took her gloveless hand and tucked it under his arm between the 
th icknesses of his enormous coat ,  laughing. How old could he be? Old 
enough to be her father, her grandfather, in terms of the wars, invasions, 
mil itary occupations, uprisings, imprisonments he had l ived . The restaurant 
was warm, warm . A conservatory. It had palms under its glass dome and 
the waiters were crook-backed and wispy-haired. So was the viol in ist who 
played from table to table. Her host ordered little packets made of stuffed 
vegetable leaves, fish soup, a duck dish and a veal dish ,  and 'a wine that 
isn' t  exactly champagne, but i t  will make you happy tomorrow' . He touched 
his big head; no headache. He tasted from her plate and encouraged her 
to taste from h is .  The wan viol in ist, bent in  one curve with his instrument, 
came over and played passionately to her, and her new friend was delighted 
to see that she was not embarrassed, as so many women would think it 
necessary to be, but l istened as if receiving what was her due as a rather 
beautiful young woman-whether i t  was the cold they had tramped 
through , or some private mood, she gave the impression of a coursing of 
new blood through the vessels of her being, a brilliance of colouring and 
brightness of gaze, a flow of words. -I 've been rescued, too. A few times. 
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A bullet went into a door instead of me. But nothing like you . . .  More 
l ike a beetle that's flicked out of a swimming pool . I used to lie on my 
stomach and do that, as a kid. There'd be rose beetles that had fallen into 
my aunt's pool, and I 'd flip out one, and let the others drown . Why that 
one?-

-Someone may j ust be passing by-that's the only chance. Two boys 
teased the girls together in the school yard; then he happened to be 
President ,  and I was in ja il . So I got flicked out .  What are you looking round 
for? I s  there a man you don ' t  want to see you with another man? But look 
at my grey hair .-

-No . . .  I s  i t  all r ight to talk about anything, here?-
He laughed. -Oh I know what's worrying you, there have been times 

when we couldn ' t  talk, either . . .  but it 's all right-everybody talks, 
everybody says what they think, it doesn't change anyth ing, now . . .  -

-What do you believe?-
-Ah, that's the kind of talk my friend the President says we used to 

have at sixteen ! But you' re not much more than that yourself-no, no, I 'm  
insulting you when I th ink I 'm paying you a compliment. You are a woman .  
Noth ing less .- He had asked about a husband, children , and she had told 
him, walking across the bridge. 

-You were against the old regime, you were a socialist when you were 
young.-

He signalled with a full mouth; he enjoyed his food . -Like everyone. 
Like you ,  yes?-

-No. No. I didn't know what it meant .  Everybody told me, explained 
-but  I was wh ite, you see .-

-What has that to do with it? There arc white, black and yellow 
socialists, millions of them . . .  -

-White made it impossible to understand. For me, anyway. Every
body talked and argued, and I thought about other things. And whenever 
I heard them again ,  they were still talking and argu ing, l iving the same way 
in the same place . Liberalism, social ism, communism.-

-What other things? I don't  know what l i fe must be like, down 
there .-

She sat back against her chair, smiling for herself; the movement drew 
him to lean towards her across the table in the familiar invitation and 
approach between a woman and a man. 

-Someone to love. A man . Somewhere to go.-
-Where there would be-what?-



-What the others didn ' t  know about.-
-And did you know what that was?-
-No. But I knew it wasn ' t  to be found in their talk, they would never 

find i t .  Oh it sounds such rubbish-but I 've never tried to tell anyone 
before . Oh and now I 'm getting l ike them, all the people I behaved so badly 
to, I 'm talking, talking.-

-You weren ' t  asking me about God, were you? For god's sake, my 
dear ! Here religion has been allowed again to offer its soporific until you 
wake up in the next world, as even we can ' t  seem to get this one right. But 
I stick to my cigarettes and wine.-

-Not that .  Can I ask you something-you were in  that uprising, and 
this is a communist regime; does that mean you're no longer a communist? 
If that's so, how could you be running that meeting this afternoon? For 
the Ministry of Culture?-

He put up a large, long-fingered hand with a thin seal-ring on the third 
finger. He made to comb down the moustache but stopped h imself fastidi
ously as i f  a gesture might trivialise seriousness or honesty. -It 's  right that 
you should ask me. Don't  be a fra id .  If we are going to be friends, in your 
posit ion you must know about me, my dear .-

-My position?-
-Your somewhere to go is right  at the centre of this century. I n  my 

country you've come to ask for backing from the regime, and you've got 
to get that backing. That must be your one and only objective. You must 
be careful not to give any impression that you have fraternising connections 
with dissatisfied, critical elements in our population .-

-So you' re no longer a communist .-
-1 have been a Marxist s ince I was sixteen and I ' ll die one. That's 

what I 've spent years of my life in prison for, whether it  was the fascists 
or capitalists who put me there, or whether it was the comrades who called 
me a revisionist . I don 't want th is to come back.- He made a conductor's 
gesture, taking in the palms, the chipped gilding, the weary servility of the 
old waiters. -1 don' t  want my grandfather's estate with i ts illi terate peas
ants dying of tuberculosis .  People l ike me are run down, I can ' t  afford to 
buy foreign books anymore, I have to bum them--excuse me, I learnt that 
from the British , during the war-through boring myself st iff in cultural 
organizations, I can travel to Rome to see my beloved Piranesi wall only 
by getting myself invited to conferenccs-(short of breath or caught by 
laughter)-bourgeois hardsh ips! But l i fe is better for people who were 
wretchedly poor before. I wanted that. I still want it. That's freedom, too. 
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You see, it 's turned out that freedom is divis ible. My schoo1 friend is right .  
And I st i l l  prefer the way it ' s  divided here to the way it 's divided in the 
great riches of the West-

A moment later he filled her glass and put a hand on her wrist. -But 
don't  go asking your kind of question among people here.-

-Oh I should keep my mouth shut! But-again-you see, being in 
this kind of country's not l ike talking about it. Reading about it .  I read quite 
a lot, in Chana-the university l ibrary . . .  because \Vhaila-he hadn't been 
brought up in a house with books, the way I was, but he'd managed 
somehow to know so much; so much you need to know. For me, everyth ing 
happens for the first time, for him everything grew out of what had al ready 
happened. I just think about how to manage; the way people do it, wherever 
you find yourself.-

-It's all r ight with me. \Vith me you don't have to worry.-
-No, but I shouldn't have. I shouldn' t  have started asking. I don' t  

even know you .-
-There arc some people who have never been strangers.-
No need to explain why some subjects were invaded out of sequence 

by others; talk between them wove back and forth dosely a pattern of its 
own; their pattern . While he was examining the bill , spectades balanced 
on his nose but not hooked beh ind the ears, she set out firmly before herself 
l ike a hand at cards to be read: -You have an empty place where they were 
shot, we . . . Some are buried in the veld, nobody knows where, maybe 
hyenas have dug them up. He d ied on the ki tchen floor. Another family 
eats there, now, there's a housing shortage.-

He was querying an item, kindly, with the wraith-faced waiter, and 
counted out notes in their language, but he knew what she was saying to 
him.  -Yes, we arc lucky. Yours is the hardest kind of struggle, in its worst 
phase-a battle going on in exile, with no place that belongs even to the 
dead. That is the greatest d ispossession there is. Even to be in prison in  
your own country is to  have a place there. I know.- As a cat sees the 
movement of a mouse while apparently not looking its way, he noticed the 
bottom of her glass was still coloured, and drank off the mouthful of wine 
left. A drop shone on the brush of moustache. She thought she felt it, 
al though that was ridiculous, i t  must have been the frost of the streets, the 
wind across the river, when he kissed her goodnight under the statue 
without a nose above her apartment building's entrance. It was a kiss on 
either cheek, but not the butterfly flit of the Ambassador's household. I t  
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was of the order of the handclasp; to which she belonged, held by the hand 
of the dead. 

A warn ing was not necessary for a good worker l ike 1-i illela . She had 
-she made-all the right connections. Citagele has always admitted he 
never anywhere had anyone more energetic (even i f  she wa� a woman ,  even 
if she was white) . And watchful; as if l ife depended on never forgetting for 
a moment what they were there for. She entered various circles, or drew 
from these a certain circle around her-it is not possible that one did not 
attract people, whether she had the heart to or not. From among them she 
cultivated the most useful-nothing new in that, for her, but the focus was 
different, and calculated, as it  had not been . So she d isappears . She disap
pears into what is known about the mission , in that country at that t ime. 
No h istory of her really can be personal h istory, then; its ends were all 
apparently outside herself .  There was someone named Pavel-he was not 
a native of that country but an envoy or expert sent from outside; Karel 
had told her there used to be many of them, 'experts' watch ing even 
members of the government, but now they were fewer-{)nly their army 
units remained stationed in certain parts of the country. 

Pavel was young and did not l imp. Surely more to her taste, but how 
can anyone know? He had the wild face associated with ballet dancers who 
defect to the West, and that face was the centre of a group of State officials 
and press functionaries who met often in the same cafe or at the apartment 
of a painter. -From Africa. You are strange to us l ike a giraffe.- She had 
the answer for th is first remark addressed to her. The namesake was with 
her: -Today I went to the hairdresser, and the girl who was cutting my 
hair spoke a few words of English . She gave Nomzamo chocolate and 
pointed at her-'Where did you get that?'-

-Maybe she th inks at hard currency shop, l ike any other luxury she 
knows foreigners can buy.-

The cafe was for repartee, the painter's apartment for discussion 
where attitudes outside the insulation of book-and-canvas stacked walls, 
between other, official walls, could be gauged, and the movements up and 
down the ladder of influence and favour traced, even advanced or retarded. 
They made conclaves there, in their own language, but broke into English 
in the company of English-speakers. She heard Karel referred to as ' the hero 
of the revolution ' .  Why was he called that? -Because that's what he is, 
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we have One Hundred Heroes of The Revolution, old boys who fought the 
Germans and were honoured by our first communist government after the 
war. The trouble is, some of them think that 's a free pass to grab everything 
that's going, for the rest of their l ives.- -Well, the Minister knows all 
about the Hero, so there's no danger he'll get the Embassy appointment 
in London .- -Oh but he's got a friend h igher up than that.- -Maybe. 
But there are jobs younger men need to do, it 's not nineteen-fifty, you 
know. Attitudes have changed . Our representatives in the West shouldn't  
be people who are remembering instead of thinking-that's a l l  forgotten 
now, it ' s  nuclear warheads not the Nazis we' re talking about with Western 
Europe and America . There is a new style of diplomacy entirely-

-Time to get rid of these old men. Y au have even more of them, 
Pavel .-

The other foreigner swallowed, the Adam's apple bobbing almost 
humorously above his sweater. -His translations of Neruda are excellent. 
We'll invite him to a conference with Latin American scholars at our 
institute. Nice old man. Let him stay happy with his Neruda and his 
chasing girls .  That is heroic too for h im.-

There was laughter. 
-Well, he must be kept out of the West. He has the wrong friends 

in the West, he is here and there with the enemies of this country. You'll 
invite him to a conference? What for? He'll expect to see reactionaries l ike 
Borges there! Our hero . . .  that house of his ,  how is he allowed to have 
such a house for two old people?-

Mrs Kgomani said nothing to defend her friend or correct mis informa
tion . She continued to take the bus to the old suburb where most houses, 
withdrawn up green drives l ike the houses in the white suburbs where she 
had lived as a daughter, had been converted into institutions. Her friend 
l ived in the house that had been vacated in a hurry by a general of occupy
ing forces, and he had no wife alive but two very old aunts and several sons 
and daughters with their wives and husbands living with him. There were 
neat beds beh ind rigged-up curta ins in passages, and a warped grand piano 
in an entrance hall where four carved din ing chairs that had somehow 
survived being chopped up for firewood during bad times were oddly
assorted round a plush-clothed table in anticipation of a van ished occasion . 
The aunts sat there and did not speak, even in their own language. Karel 
had a room at the top of the house with french windows and a balcony. 
-But don ' t  step out, it's unsafe.-

Grass up there, growing from blown seeds between cracks in the 
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cement. I nside, so much was safe. The room was perhaps meant for a 
reception room or studio, in the days when people like h im had separate 
rooms for each function of living, and his grandfather's peasants were 
crowded into huts l ike the ones where Whaila's people l ived now. Karel 
worked, slept and ate there, in the middle of an entire, assembled l ife . I t  
was abundance o f  a kind she had not known existed, a fullness beyond 
money, al though here and there was a fragment of something costly but 
damaged, l ike the lmari cat .  She wandered about this l i fe of his. A photo
graph when young; handsome as she had never seen a man to be, with the 
wing of black hair pointing back from the brow, and a cigarette holder 
between beautiful l ips. Plaster maquettes of vanished structures; a p iece of 
th ick embroidery detached from its ceremonial occasion , hanging on a 
cord, dictionaries in five languages, sol id as furniture, step-pyramids of 
journals shedding press cuttings, a plate of smooth stones, the painting of 
a man in braid and medals, dated 1 848 ,  who looked l ike Karel in fancy dress, 
framed letters in foreign languages signed 'Lukacs Gyorgy' and 'Thomas 
Mann' ,  scrap-paper drawings and sheets of music manuscript with dedica
tions, old lamps that had scorched their shades, long fixing with an amber 
eye among books one left open at a poem or an engraving, a child's clumsy 
posy of dried flowers, a draped flag worn th in as an old dress, theatre 
programmes, abstract pa intings of the modest size presented by artists 
themselves, even a tin canister-What's th is?-

Hc looked at her hand for a moment as if i t  held one of the grenades 
whose features and performances she was studying. He came over to her. 
-Don't you see? The label is still there. Like a can of beans. I t 's Zyklon B, 
the gas the Nazis used in their death chambers. I t  was issued with-what 
d 'you call i t-rations to the camp commandants.- He translated from the 
German: -'For the control of vermin'  -and there arc instructions to be 
careful not to contaminate yourself when using it .-

He took the canister slowly from her and replaced it on a scroll-ended 
bibelot shel f sta ined with circles made by wine glasses at long-past parties. 
He adjusted the posit ion so that the label would not be obscured. -1 was 
with the Russians who went in when Berl in fel l .  Most of Hitler's men had 
fled but we opened doors and found some. One had this can on h is 
desk.- His head seemed too heavy for h im and under ra ised eyebrows his 
face sagged before her. -A sample. Someth ing to (he ran h is fingers 
round some invisible gadget) play with , wh ile talking on the phone. I put the 
can in my pocket. That was the looting I did .  And I keep it here where I 
can see it every day among the books , and the photographs of the women 
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and children and friends because that's where it belongs, that's how it was 
used, as some ord inary . . .  commodity-

An urge came upon her crudely as an urge to vomit or void her bowels. 
She began to tremble and to flush . Her eyes were huge with burning liquid 
she could not hold back. She wept in his arms, blotted against the solid body 
thick with l i fe in which the constricted breath ing of age was l ike a great 
eat's purr. He knew she was not weeping for the man he had shot dead at 
his desk, or even for the innocents for whom death was opened l ike a can 
of beans. The kitchen floor; it was the kitchen floor. 

She came from so far away, down there in a remote country, belonging 
to a privileged class at home, and far, far from the bombardments, the 
ch ildhood existence on frozen potatoes, the firing squads for partisans set 
to dig their own graves, and the gas chambers for famil ies. The necessity 
to deal in death, no way out of it, meeting death with death, not flowers 
and memorials, was just coming to the people among whom she had 
grown up. 

\Vhere the city of the intermediate thousand years had been bombed 
to rubble in the war, excavations for a new subway line had unearthed 
Roman baths belonging to a garrison from the first foreign occupation of 
the country. \Vith enough t ime, foreign occupations become part of a 
treasured h istory wh ich is threatened by the latest foreign power: asserting 
national heritage in stone restored everywhere, the local authorities raised 
the marble columns in a park laid out above the subway. Beh ind, at the 
distance of a crowd from a spectacle, was the solid horizon of workers' 
housing blocks . The nursery-school teacher who l ived there took Nom
zamo's mother home for coffee to what she called 'The Great Wall ' .  In a 
kilometre of ten-storey buildings with windows set l ike close type she 
pointed at one she alone could distinguish from all others . -That's where 
we are.-

The myth ical wooden beasts of a ch ildren's playground were furred 
with snow, here. The women and their small children moved at once into 
the hot, echoing concrete walks beyond double doors . -Everybody in this 
block has not less than three ch ildren. That's the way housing is allotted . 
I n  the school holidays you can ' t  th ink, you can ' t  hear yourself speak 
. . .  your own children are among them, and they make a hell .- The 
teacher was studying to improve her qual ifications and become an official 
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translator for a State publ ish ing house. -I 'm lucky, my two eldest can look 
after themselves and my mother takes the l ittle one, so I can go and work 
at n ight in a library.- Here, too, were neat beds disguised as l ivingroom 
furni ture; the preoccupations of different members of the household staked 
out in corners and shelves of territory: musical instruments and reference 
books ( the husband taught in a college of music) , ch ildren 's sports banners 
and bicycles, models on box-lids, an ironing board before a television set. 
-D'you want to go away?-

She was a soft-voiced blonde with all her tension and emotion in her 
neck. -Only to a better apartment. That's all . To have another room ! I 
know very well why we can' t  have it ,  it'll take another generation to make 
up what was destroyed and provide for all the people who have come to 
the towns. But I want it. If I had money, I know I ' d  try and buy the way 
. . .  although I th ink it's wrong.-

-Can people do that?-
-Always, everywhere, people do that. I t  can ' t  be stopped, alto-

gether .-
-We've got something . . .  a charter. Something l ike this ' . . .  the 

people shall have the right to l ive where they choose, to be decently 
housed' .-

The coffee cups were special ones, the teacher's laugh rang from the 
cupboard where she sought them . -Oh yes, that's what the leaders say, 
but when they are in power, they have to do i t  . . .  that's the trouble . But 
it 's a rich country down there? You didn' t  have wars .  Maybe you can.-

There was no African family here in which the namesake was common 
responsibility. Mrs Kgomani  could not go out at n ight unless she could find 
a baby-sitter. Pavel took up the instruction begun long ago by a naughty 
boy and girl in Joe's study among documentary evidence of the kind of 
activity she was engaged in  now. Pavel came to the apartment and taught 
her chess. Snow did not keep him away; looking out the window at the 
expected hour she saw him in h is fur boots and elegant coat, moving 
through the wh ite like one of those antlered creatures in his own latitude 
who graze in cold wastes, d igging for nourishment only they know is there. 

-The longer the revolution takes to come in your country, more 
danger there is to be a bourgeois revolution . That is what  people l ike your 
lady friend-she wants to have here. She will tell you she is glad the big 
estates are gone. State has taken over banks and capitalist industry. She is 
glad for that, because she was not big land-owner, not factory owner. So 
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she is glad those people have not got what she did not never have.
-'Never had' .- -Yes, never have. But she wants, wants to get house 
to leave to her children, and then it's a shop, and so it must go on . . .  
She's dreaming of unearned income-no good for the old regime, but good 
for her . . .  Do you know that those apartments are heated, free? Maybe 
that's noth ing for her, she was always living in a heated house. But genera
tions of peasants, and those who became proletariat with industrialization 
in nineteenth century, they never knew what it is to have heat, electric 
light! Danger is, for your country, with industrialization maybe there is 
coming a class-blacks-like here. They want the l i ttle house, the l i ttle 
shop, the l i ttle farm, for their children. Even some who come here . . .  
Bourgeois in the heart. What does Citagcle care for landless peasants? He 
doesn't need land, he wants a fine office. Kotane, J. B .  Marks, Tambo, Nzo, 
Makatin i-they care for the people. But him . . .  Y au must not forget what 
kind of a life, what kind of an education does a l i ttle black kid get on your 
farms, and in your ghettos, before you tell us in Eastern Europe we haven 't  
solved the housing problem for the masses .-

She needed no reminder. -I 've got a l i ttle black one of my own , you 
know.-

-Yes, and I love her. She is just l ike her mother, only n icer
Laughter at the double-edged compliment. -Only darker.
-Why you don 't  let me fin ish? Nicer to me.-
The change of subject stopped the laughter. 
-What have you to compla in of, Pavci .-
-When you are t ired with your work, it 's t ime for me for an hour. 

And even that time-you are working, maybe.-
-For Christ '  sake, what do you th ink I am-a spy? An agent of the 

South African government?- The laughter came back. 
-No. But you arc working too much . And I don 't  know . . .  if you 

are right for what you are doing.-
-I know what I 'm working for, Pavei .-
-AII right .  I bel ieve it .  You are good material, yes. But I 'm  not sure 

you should be typist and transla tor-th ings like that. Sitting in an office. 
Oh yes, don 't be offended , yes I know you make a speech to women 
sometimes . . .  But i t ' s  not for you . . .  A functionary. I feel it. Y au try to 
be, what is it in English-not 'n ice' -careful, no, ' tactful' that is it, but you 
can be someth ing different .  Y au got your own talent.-

-What are you talking about? I get on very well with the others. 
With Citagcle. With Arnold . So what are you talking about?-



-How to live. We've got some people like you . I n  the end, valuable 
if they are, you can ' t  do much with them in bureaucracy, and even freedom 
movement, it has bureaucracy . You can say : dangerous individualism; you 
shut them away. Because if they know something, it 's not what other 
people can know. So what is use? But you are too clever for anything to 
happen to you, H illela .-



\.11inter is burial. The days are shorter and shorter intervals between 
longer and longer nights. Everything that had opened, everything that 
was full to overflowing has contracted. The snow falls like the clods of 
red earth, on the living. Layer by layer, month by month, frozen then 
sodden then frozen, buried deeper. How to emerge from it, from the 
yellow cel1ing-bulb that is daylight and the suffocation of human and 
cooking smells that is the warmth of their sun. There is no rainbow
coloured fam1ly. Only the one who came out black; there remains, black
to-white, the little foot that feels for the comfort of the white thigh, 
under covers, wh1le steam in the pipes hisses; the small, open-mouthed face 
that is all there is on the other pHlow. No rainbow-coloured faml1y; that 
kind of lm'e can 't be got away with, it 's cornered, it 's easily done away with 
in two shots from a 9-mm Parabellum pistol. Happiness dancing in a shop 
window behind glass, whl1e outside there are hungry crowds in the street, 
looking on. Not for long. The glass explodes; their arms reach up to drag, 
to claim. The only love thai counts is owed to them. Waves of resentment 
towards him, for not firing first, for not saving himself for the rainbow
coloured family, the only love made flesh, man gloved inside woman, ch1ld 
emerging to suck the breast the man caressed: the perfect circle, cycle. But 
he never belonged to it, the beloved-the bastard!-he belonged to the 
crowd outside and he died for them. The other wife, whom he left behind 
in Krugersdorp location, would not be lying in bed alone reproaching him. 
She was one of the crowd, she knew what belonged to them. The balancing 
rocks seen through a rep 's car window; embraces fall at  the soundwaves of 
the next word spoken, the first crack of a bullet discharged. 

The dear old one says, White people who settled in other countries 
have no past, so you 're not surrounded, like me . . .  but you tried to live 



-there 's something von Kleist wrote-'in a time that hasn 't yet come'! 
Ridiculous, crazy, but I like it. 

And the other one: You 're too clever for anything to happen to you. 
Repeats it, another night, adding, Oh I know, I smell it on your skin. 

What you smell is the black market perfume you bought for me. 
The handclasp is the only love made flesh. Learn that. Read the 

handclasp, learning the kind of love in the calibre and striking power of 
hardware. 



The slums along the river destroyed by bombardment had made way for 
a park and as the snow melted it was there: violets in the grass and the 
namesake running after a ball . Pale sun unrolled slanting rugs. Water 
trickled under remnants of ice like cracked wine glasses . An age of winter 
remained shut up in apartments, offices, and on the other side of restaurant 
doors . Perhaps i t  would never leave, it would store next winter there as it 
did the one before. Pavel took Mrs Kgomani and her child to the woods 
to eat wild strawberries. He made boats out of sticks and leaves and the 
three of them raced these vessels on a stream.  He lay on wet ground with 
his pure-pale wild face and delicate eyel ids up to the weak sun as if it were 
blinding; this was the ' they' many people in that country resented and 
feared, this young man to whom the season of emergence from snow was 
a worshipful ceremonial .  Karel, following the same impulse to share plea
sure that the young woman brought out in people, drove her and the child 
to the town where the country's first king had had his palace, in the 1 3 th 
century. The ruins of European feudalism were the namesake's playground, 
that day; she rode worn heraldic lions and griffins. Near the town was a 
garrison with the red star over the barbed wire at the sentry gates . -Poor 
devils , the men are kept shut up for the whole time they're posted here, 
only the officers are allowed to m ix in the town .- -Pavel Grushko says 
they help people with the harvests.- Karel turned to look at her with 
sleepy-eyed compassion for the soldiers, for the youth of all men . -Once 
a year, in autumn? Never to see a girl for the rest of the year? Mr Grushko 
doesn't deprive h imself of anyth ing, does he.-

They must have missed her when she emerged from her winter as the 
park did, as the woods did, as the streams did .  The old man for quite a long 
time, whether as a lover (no-one knows) or more likely--once again, for her 
-as i f  she had been a daughter. Pavel not for long, because he was young 
and very attractive to women. Karel did not live to hear of the times that 
have come, for her. Grushko-his position merits that he be referred to by 
surname alone-has surprised nobody by making a career for himself, first 
as a diplomat in English-speaking and Arab countries, then as h is country's 
representative at Uni ted Nations, where, at a reception recently, he recog
nized her instantly. He remembers her, in their youth, with an English 
phrase he docs not know is long out of date: a good sort. 

Why she left the Eastern European mission is a matter for specula
tion . It happened very abruptly: one week she was in the thick of the 
midday clique at the cafe, already gathered at outside tables for the touch 
of the spring sun. The next week people were asking where she was. 
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Suppos it ions were carried by particular turns of phrase in their language 
that had gathered i ron ies from dour discretion under many foreign occupa
tions. -Pavel has flown her off for a weekend at his dacha.- But wh ile 
they were laugh ing (and what was there to laugh at? He was to have h is 
dacha before long, and h is chauffeur-driven l imousine) he arrived with h is 
quick, wide stride and flying scarf and joined the table. Where was H illela 
Kgomani? Nobody could tell h im.  

When Citagele was approached in the office, his ra ised brows l i fted 
his bald pate, through which he felt, he had complained to h is efficient 
assistant ,  the cold reached right  into his brain in winter. (She had found 
for h im-maybe knitted i t  herself?-a cap l ike those black workmen wear 
down to the eyebrows in all weathers, at home, and it comforted him when 
they were alone in the office and there was no-onc to sec . )  -Her time was 
up. She'd been here what-two years?-

-You should know, of course . But not two ycars .-
-Okay, about . . .  well , nearly.-
-Why did she not say? She never told mc.-
Citagele clasped his hands and looked at Grushko to sec what he 

might know. Then he spoke within the four walls, as he would wear the 
kn itted cap. -It wasn't what I wanted. But there you are. You'll hear about 
i t  eventually, I suppose. There has been some discussion, we' re making 
some changes .-

A quirk dented one corner of the European-ta ilored mouth, so differ
ent from the soft African one that was looking for words that would say 
noth ing. 

-Personnel being shifted around in accordance with needs .-
-She has gone where?-
-To the Uni ted States. Eventually. Oh she might be in London 

now.-
-America ! You get nothing from them !-(the laugh that has made 

him popular in Western diplomatic circles}- Where are your friends 
there ! You've got rid of her!-

-l've told you . Transferred .  Maybe somewhere else . I don 't  make 
these decisions alone.-

One version of her departure was that she had left in a fit of tempera
ment because she had quarrelled with a Russian lover she expected to marry 
her. This seems gossip's inversion of the other, polit ical theory, that the 
Africanists in the organization wanted to oust the influence of wh ite com
munists, and, somehow, because she was whi te and was too close to the 
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Russians l iving in the country that was hosting her, she had got swept up. 
Not in a purge, exactly; the worst that happened to Arnold-<me of the 
important figures-for example, was that he temporarily lost h is place on 
the Revolutionary Council .  

Some gossip found the second story unlikely: for heaven's sake, 
Whaila leaned towards the Africanist wing, why should his widow suddenly 
have become a communist? But there was the rumour that she had joined 
the South African Commun ist Party in London , on wh ich of her stays there 
rumour could not specify: never mind 'Whaila Kgomani's widow',  she had 
her l i fe in her own hands, apparently she had done well in Eastern Europe, 
even learned someth ing of the cursedly difficult language. I f  that wasn ' t  
devotion to the cause! Oh, maybe it was some other k ind of  devotion-the 
young widow had int imate friendships, it was said; she would never lack 
admirers, or the means of communicating with them . 

These general ities have gathered the velvet of the years, befitting the 
past of someone who has ach ieved a certain posit ion . Her Russian lover 
kept a house for her in a Black Sea resort where she would join him from 
all over the world, under an assumed name and false passport; or, if you 
prefer, the government of the host country had told Citagele's mission she 
must leave because she had become the mistress of one of the dissident 
intellectuals intent on overthrowing the regime. 

\Vho knows . 
She has always been loyal, whatever (as Pauline m ight say) her lack 

of other qualit ies . A child in a Salisbury park, she quit the company of her 
buddies but did not betray the secrets of the shrubbery to the schoolmis
tress under the mnondo tree. She has never given a reason (even one that 
would reflect well on her ! )  for her sl!dden departure from the Eastern 
European mission . Maybe she left as she had hitched a l ift to Durban one 
afternoon after school . That is a judgment that has to be considered . A 
harsh one. 



SPECIAL INTERESTS 

Everyth ing is known about her movements. Americans arc such industrious 
documentcrs: the proof of her presence among them, l ike that of their own 
existence, is ensured by reports of symposia and conferences, prospectuses 
of institutes and foundations, curricula vitae, group photographs, videos, 
tapes, transcripts of television in terviews . She and her child came to the 
Un ited States under the auspices ( that 's the vocabulary) of a pol it ical 
scientist who roved Africa as a new kind of wh ite hunter. Dr Leon ie 
Adlestrop's troph ies were causes, exiles, aid programmes and black pol it ical 
in trigues . In her sixties, in  socks and sandals, floral dresses scoop-necked for 
the cl imate showing the weathered h ide of her bosom as two worn leather 
cushions crumpled together, she bore her troph ies from Nigeria, Chana, 
Angola, Mozambique, from Tanzania and Kenya , from little Swaziland and 
Lesotho, back to America . The un iversity where she had tenure as a Distin
guished Professor was merely a base. On first-name terms with the Presi
dents of African states already independent and the leaders of black 
liberation movements who would one day be presidents, she was also able 
to make herself accepted , motherly yet sexless (perhaps in the precedence 
of those post-menopausal women who are given a special, almost male, 
status in certain tribal rituals ) , into the confidence of all kinds of ordinary 
groups-religious, political, educational .  These attributes brought her, first, 
lecture tours round African studies departments, then fellowsh ips from 
foundation-funded institutes for social and polit ical research , co-option to 
para-governmental commissions on international affairs, and finally a status 
where her name l isted among trustees , executive members, advisers meant 
she was a consultant to a succession of Assistant Secretaries of State for 
African Affairs, and an influence on lobbyists in Congress . 

There was not much American popular interest in Africa in the late 
Sixties. Preoccupation with the war in Vietnam, the nco-Goth ic thrills of 
\Vcathermcn terrorism and even with the great black civil rights pilgrim
ages to Wash ington did not distract Ma Leonie; she took up Africa long 
before the students and black Americans did, and maybe without her it 
would have taken even longer for America to do so. Her government did 
not recogn ize the liberation movements for whose exiles she obtained entry 
visas and totally unorthodox admission to her own and other universit ies . 
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Those who were academically qualified had teaching n iches made for them; 
others were given scholarships she could expect on demand from a roster 
of sources her secretary did not even have to call up on the computer
Or Adlestrop had them all, under the first names of their directors, at hand 
in her head.  

A beach girl would have been too marginal to have met Dr Adlestrop 
in Dar es Salaam .  But Dr Adlestrop-Leonie, she asked at once that you 
call her Leonie-passing through Accra to add the officers of Ghana 's  new 
National Liberation Council to her rotary card file, of course had called 
Whaila, and met his new wife .  Leonie and \Vhaila made the easy ell iptical 
exchanges of old acquaintances. She had just seen Jul ius in Dar, spent an 
hour at the a irport with K .K .  when he arrived from a state visit to Yugo
slavia, unfortunately missed Oliver-and, landing in Accra , was quite over
come with grief to realize Kwame was no more . . . Whaila was 
anti-American as a matter of policy, since the United States government 
supported the South African government and gave neither overt recogni
tion nor covert encouragement to the African National Congress . But 
apparently Leon ie was different ;  Leonie was with h im .  She was supplying 
funds in a small way through some of her numerous private organizations, 
open ing cracks tha t might widen into future access . -I 'm keeping at  it, 
\Vhaila, I ' ll go on beavering away.- Like most Americans h ighly critical 
of their government, she was at the same time patriotic and anti-commu
nist .  -You know that I 've never been able to stand the idea that you 're 
going to have to be grateful to the Eastern bloc.-

He teased her; she loved i t .  -But look at all those Marxists you 
smuggle into the USA.-

-He's a great flirt , your man. \Ve're always like this together.- She 
bridled happily to the new wife. -Don 't  you know, \Vhaila, it 's because 
I 'm  really intending to have the FBI brainwash them?-

The documentation begins only with arrival in the Uni ted States. 
\Vhether Hi llela remembered Dr Adlestrop and got in touch with her from 
London, or if  it was Leonie who made the approach, is not known . \Vhich
ever it was, H i llela 's instinct for calcula tion or Dr Adlestrop's nose for a 
trophy, another form of power-the power of Leonie Adlestrop's kindness 
--could be counted on . \Vithout adequate papers, with a history of resi
dence in an Eastern European country, Hillela Kgomani and child slipped 
in easily under the armpit of the Statue. 

I f  she had no passport, no money, few marketable qualifications, in a 
country more concerned with shoring-up repressive regimes than providing 
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so much as working space for those whose professional skills were to oppose 
them, she had the qualification of tragedy. There is no-one so safe, so 
secure, so frivolous or hard-headed as to be able to be unaware of that. 
Leonie knew Americans would be impressed, even int im idated by her 
presentation: a white widow and her fatherless black child, the black hus
band assassinated before the wife's eyes by a racist regime. The namesake's 
small black hand in her mother's white one: the shame of the slave yard , 
of the years of the Klan, the centuries-long march before Washington had 
been reached, the bullet that lodged in the dream of Luther King-this 
simple sight brought it  all to them . For them, Hillela came straight from 
the kitchen where Whaila d ied on the Aoor. It was all of her they needed 
to know. She began there. I t  was the signature of her life; what she had 
been, what she was, and would be. 

Dr Adlestrop commandeered the frame house of a professor on sabbat
ical and a place in the primary school for faculty members' children . These 
facts arc recorded in the yearly newsletter, released at Commencement, 
Leon ie had distributed by her Department to colleagues on the campus, 
to alumnae, and pandemically to friends and contacts. 'Ms H illela Kgomani 
and her del ightful small daughter, Nomzamo (named for Ms Nomzamo 
Winnie Mandela , wife of Nelson Mandela) ,  joined us ea rly this spring 
semester. I had the privilege of knowing, for some years ,  Ms Kgomani 's late 
husband, Whaila Kgomani ,  who was tragically killed in Lusaka . Ms 
Kgomani  has been seconded to the Robert and Els ie McCray Program for 
African-American Social Research . REMASOR will make her available to 
special interest organizations-African studies, women's studies, in terna
t ional relations and refugee studies-throughout the state. Her personal 
experience in having l ived close to the needs of the people in a number of 
African countries will be invaluable to us. She and Nomzamo are presently 
occupying Professor Herbert Kleinschmidt's house on College \Valk, and 
Nomzamo has settled happily at our excellent school . We welcome mother 
and daughter most heartily . '  

Noma, when interviewed about her increasingly successful modell ing 
career, sometimes varies replies to questions about her background by 
adding that she was, in fact, partly educated in America . H illela stood at  
the double-glazed window in Professor Kleinschmidt's study and watched 
the l ittle girl chase squirrels with the stooping gallop of Groucho Marx. She 
couldn't get the window open but she knew before she saw the parade that 
the child, forgetting the squirrels and turn ing her face in curious amaze
ment ,  had heard something pleasing . Then through the glass i t  came, the 
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singing and the wavering blare of music, as it had rejoiced the birth of the 
one who had come out just like h im-him, lying on the kitchen floor. The 
alumnae parade advanced from under lettuce-green of spring elm trees and 
the l ittle black face kept glancing back to her mother in  bliss to confirm 
proudly what small ch ildren feel about all phenomena passing before them 
for the first time-that it was for her, for her delectation , the college band 
and the bannered ranks, class of ' 40 grey-haired and smiling on false teeth , 
' 5 2 wearing well through sensible d iet and exercise, '6os, some pregnant, 
some got up in a kind of retrogression to college days, some lovely with the 
flying-haired zest of having been qualified adult for a whole year. 

The alumnae were the first group H illela addressed in America . Her 
audience was mostly the classes of the '4os and ' 5os; the younger ones, her 
own age, were with thei r husbands and ch ildren on the lawns or drinking 
beer with their boyfriends. What should she talk about? -Oh, my dear, 
you have so much to tell them!  The role of women in the new Africa , a 
few personal touches to l ighten things up . . .  but you know, lordy, you 
know- The win ter-pink or cruise-tanned faces, the perfect coiffures and 
gold costume jewellery quickly made the lecturer change, as she went along, 
the talk that had been prepared for factory workers in peasant kerch iefs . 
Dr Adlestrop, mistress of the broadcasting medium of discretion, had 
ensured in undertone asides that everyone knew about th is young woman; 
she stood there on the podium touched by eyes that wanted to search out 
the mark-suffering's grace or Cain's slash-that set her apart, as the eyes 
of larger crowds still did with the widow of their assassina ted presiden t. The 
college had acquired its own house-version widow: was endowed with her, 
this year, along with a poet-in-residence and a Japanese garden establ ished 
. . 

m prev10us ones. 
Americans take in each other's children the way Africans do. The 

namesake had many temporary brothers and sisters, was made free of all 
the bunk-beds and m ilk-and-cookie sustenance she could possibly need . As 
H illela had adapted her subject to the kind of expectations she sensed 
ava ilable in the alumnae, so she moved on to more exacting forums around 
the Eastern Seaboard , the M iddle West and even Californ ia . The exaction 
was not only exercised upon her; it soon was exercised by her upon those 
who brought her among them. She had to go back to l ibraries ( Leonie's 
houseful of abstract Africa in words and statist ics that shared the shelves 
with displaced ritual carvings and vessels, ceremonial headwork and arti
sans' tools) to find the supplement she had always said she could not trust: 
what she had not experienced for herself .  It was necessary, for the practice 



of exaction . She had moved not merely on , but up; over academic elms to 
the Foundations and Committees with money to spend. People running 
development projects in Chana were surprised to receive under her name, 
with the title of co-ordinating assistant or deputy director of this or that 
programme, letters offering and outl in ing the conditions of grants . (Good 
god, H illela. Well ! -Trust her. ) Some working in Tanzania corresponded 
on these matters without making the connection between the colleague of 
Democratic congressmen and senators and the girl in the yellow swimsuit 
on Tamarisk Beach . It might  have taken even old friends, old intimates, 
a moment or two to recognize her, i f  they could have come upon her at 
a conference table or head-down over an open briefcase on a shuttle flight .  
Christa , Sophie, Marie-Claude, Busewe-would they have found H illela in 
th is cropped-headed girl who had adopted Leonie's practical socks and 
sandals, walked official corridors instead of dancing h igh-life, and carried 
reports, agendas and minutes instead of a guitar? Even Emile. He might 
have been tricked by the absence of obvious beauty women can ' t  help 
having. Only Udi would have known her instantly, for the signals th is 
particular one could not help giving. And Sasha. Sasha would have known 
her anywhere, at any stage or age in any l i fe. 

It was at this stage that he wrote the first letter. Seven years since you 
left this country. Not that  I saw you for the year or so before that, but at 
least you were here. We could always still have bumped into each other 
somewhere. 

I can imagine-or I think I can-something of what your life is like, 
extrapolate from what I pick up in newspapers and books and even in the 
ollice about the kind of situation{s?} you must be living in. (I work with 
foe, articled-/ didn 't go back to university after the army.} I imagine it 
quite well but there's a sort of cut-out shape in the middle-/ can 't quite 
put you in. But I suppose you 've changed enough, outwardly anyway, to 
Fit. 

They heard you 'd got married-the family. You 'll be able to read off 
the predictable reactions like a hand of cards. The queen declared: It solves 
nothing. The king isn 't played; he always loved you for yourself, as the 
saying goes, didn 't want anything else of you. Loved you more than he does 
our namby-pamby sister but could not show it. I knew, though. 

I know your husband was kt1led. Ht1/ela 's husband. I was angry with 
the others because I was the one who should have Felt the most for you and 
I couldn 't feel anything. It was because I couldn 't believe in his wife. If 
you really haven 't changed, you 'll laugh at that, at me. I don 't know what's 
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the matter with me, Hillela, that 's the fact of it. I 'm sorry Whaila Kgomani 
was killed. That's lame but what other way is there to approach what 
happened to you, one can 't walk right up to it. Pauline pronounced you'd 
be all right. And of course what Pauline says is definitive. On the other 
hand, you 're the only one of us who didn 't let it be. So I don 't know. But 
my mother's no fool, and you made her respect you. No matter what she 
did. No, 'made' is not true; you never entered into the wrestling game she 
and I have, to the last gasp-she or me. You never recognized its existence, 
so you didn 't have to. I continue to wound her savagely. I 've told her: she 
sneers at her sister Olga, the Jewish mother, and certainly she herself is no 
Jewish mother, she 's the Medusa. I live with a girl but I keep going back 
to the house. Pauline is not the explanation for this. 

What would you want to know? I went with my girl to England, 
France and Italy last year but I don 't suppose you were there. Or we might 
ha�·e bumped into one another. I have part of a house with her on the old 
Crown Mines property-you might remember Crown ftyfines, no longer 
being worked, although I 'm not sure the former staH houses were for rent 
when you were still around. Seven of us share, two more-nice queers
live in what were the servants '  quarters. No prejudice invoA,ed, just that 
they wanted to fix up their own place in housewifely style, everything just 
so. The seventh tenant has an unoflicial eighth, a black girl who works for 
some church organization-so we have our token or totem or whatever you 
want to call it. Big whoopee, as we used to say to bring each other down 
a peg or two, when we were kids. Alpheus had three more ch1ldren and had 
to leave the garage. He never completed his articles with foe, but him I 
did bump into recently, and he's making a good living as a furniture 
salesman. I won 't complete my articles, either. You probably won 't read 
this {I haven 't any address for you} so you won 't be able to tell anyone, even 
supposing there were to be someone around who might be remotely inter
ested. I 'm a champion at writing letters that never get sent. 

What else? Well, I still read a lot. The other day I read a story, a 
translation from the Hungarian writer, Dezso Kosztolinyi, where the girl 
dies and the man longs for her for years, wants to see her again for only 
half-an-hour. His concentration is so fervent that he actually brings her 
back from the dead. There she is, just as she was, in his room, and they 
ha �·e nothing to say to each other. All they can think about is how much 
of the half-hour is still to pass. Eventually, she leaves after twenty minutes. 

Why can 't I end oH? I never know how to end oH. I did my year in 
the army, you know. A good thing. Good thing to learn how easy it is to 



2 4 3 

be one of them. To you, one of those who k11led him; I can come up very 
close to that fact. My god, that story about the dead was tactless; I didn 't 
think. Another thing I won 't do-l won 't go to the army camps I 'm 
supposed to spend a month in each year. So Ear I 've managed by lying, aided 
and abetted by my girl, by Pauline and foe, who approve finding ways of 
getting round things. When the call-up telegram comes my girl replies I 'm 
no longer at this address, and when another comes to Pauline's, she does 
the same. I disappear for a while, and the army calls up a substitute, putting 
my name down for the next camp. So far, military police came round only 
once, and my girl put on the innocent act and dealt with them. So that 's 
where I am: between call-ups. The alternative is to be like the Seventh Day 
Adventists and go to jail for conscientious objection on holy-roller grounds. 
But we kids were brought up without all that mumbo-jumbo, weren 't we, 
to cope with this world, not the next. I 'm doing useful work helping prepare 
defence material for foe's cases, when I'm not hiding away. He has had a 
coronary but still slaves in that study night after night. He has pale moon
rings round his pupils although he 's only about sixty. 

I remember when we read it: 'I want to know you, and then to say 
goodbye'. 

Sash a 

They say you did have a baby. I can 't remember whether you liked children. 



There were no scandals. Memoranda carefully prepared, files of cuttings 
up-to-date. No-one could catch her out in inaccurate statistics; she could 
always support her strongest and most challenged assertions, breaking down 
in a way new to her any resistance she encountered. At finger-suppers she 
convinced minority-report dissenters. Before a Senate committee she 
placed the long-term consequences, for United States interests, of backing 
repressive regimes in Angola, South Africa , Namibia, when these countries 
inevitably would become independent black states before the end of the 
century-and to whom would they supply their oil, gold,  platinum,  ura
nium, titan ium, then? Those who had recognized them in their struggle for 
human rights ( ' freedom struggle' was not in the preferred vocabulary for 
the West) or those who had 'actively ignored' them? She showed a quick 
aptitude for the invention of euphemisms so like that the State Department 
could have taken them for their own ; this one was to be understood to mean 
that although it m ight have to be accepted that no 'm ilitary hardware' 
would be forthcoming, no 'humanitarian aid' was being given , either. 

A senator, seated beside her drawing righ t-angled shapes while she 
talked, flourished a circle round them . -Mr Chairman, experience has 
shown that there is no way of controll ing how so-called humanitarian aid 
is used . If it 's given in the form of money, i t  goes to buy arms, not medicine. 
We are meddling in destabilization . If it's given in kind-look what hap
pened to the famous Congo chickens :  I ' m  told it 's a fact that the 'starving' 
Congolese sold the cans to specialty stores down in Rhodesia .-

But the circle was not closed . Hillela took something out of the wallet 
in her attache case. -Mr Chairman, may I have permission to pass this 
round?-

They had already received from her several information sheets; the 
bush schools run by FRELIMO in the area of Mozambique where it was 
in control ; cl inics run for the refugees in Tanzania; figures for the number 
of villagers harassed out of their homes by the South African army in 
Namibia . But th is was a photograph of the family kind those present 
themselves had in their wallets. The spokesman for the Assistant Secretary 
of State for African Affairs twitched h is small moustache like a scenting 
rabbit; the namesake, her ecstatic black face under a stocking cap, looked 
out at h im from snow. She went pol itely from hand to hand. What on earth 
was the purpose? The company was able to glance over human features as 
i f  over statist ics, as accustomed to concealing embarrassment as to conceal
ing lack of interest . The speaker's dark and brill iant eyes let her colleagues 
off noth ing. She looked at them all with an acceptance of what  they were 
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thinking; with a confidence aga inst which there was no defence. -That 
black child is plump and cared-for in the United States. She was born a 
refugee who has never seen her father's and mother's country. She's mine, 
so she's lucky. If she were one of those in Africa , her l i fe would depend 
on a handout of soup powder, the installation of a well to give her clean 
water, and a cl inic to immunise her against disease .-

Leonie embraced her after such triumphs. Though it was not at all 
certain  whether i t  was this emotional retrogression-intentional or not
or the hard work that went into the rational case presented, that succeeded . 
Funds were voted . Hank (as the Assistant Secretary of State's African 
Affa irs man was known to his friends) was quoted at cocktail parties: -Lust 
is the best aid raiser .-

Not the breath of a scandal, nevertheless . Hank never had the good 
fortune to pursue further the possibilit ies he was sensitive to in Mrs 
Kgomani .  Professor Kleinschmidt, a divorced man, returned from his sab
batical and would have l iked to let the young woman stay on in the house 
but could not tolerate the noise of the child . The ch ild was over-indulged 
by everybody, precocious and spoiled . The brat already knew how to exploit 
being black. So he had to make the choice. People invited him as H illela's 
dinner partner from time to time but i t  was apparent that those who 
schemed to match them failed . Herbert Kleinschmidt was lonely, yes; but 
who could think of H illela Kgomani as lonely? She was Leonie's promotion , 
Leon ie's working partner; and Leonie's friendsh ips were thickly gathered 
in ,  Leonie's emotions ran grandly as cables under the oceans back and forth 
between the developed and underdeveloped worlds .  Leonie and Hillela had 
no nuclear fam ily but their distant ties, obligations, dependants, held them 
fast .  

Of course H illela had the body. The old, l ike Leon ie, have no body 
except in its necessi ties for food, drink and shelter, and i ts creakings of pain .  
The body quickly knows-is the first to know-it has  not  been shot . I t  is 
still alive, al ive in the Eastern European snow as in the tropical sand-bed . 
But i t  also knows when it is being ignored . Neglect of the body doesn 't  
mean not washing or cutting toe-nails . I t's a turning away from its  powers. 
I t 's  using it like a briefcase, to carry oneself around, instead of living 
through it .  

H illela Kgomani  travelled ; even to Africa sometimes with Dr Adles
trop, those years; the interests of their commissions coincided or Leonie 
contrived that they should. With the pride of a teacher leading a school 
outing Leonie arranged for unmarked planes, boarded on hidden a irstrips 
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shaved out of the bush, to take them behind the guerrilla l ines in several 
countries. They ate with bearded commanders who were old {scholarsh ip) 
students of Leonie, but had had to finish the kind of education they needed 
in the Soviet Union, Cuba or China, depending on the alliances of their 
movements. Some had known Whaila; the grip of the hand, when Leonie 
introduced the young woman ,  tightened; she had been taken out of the 
ranks of useful onlookers and silently accepted among the commanders in 
their garb composed of distinguishing styles of many liberations, from the 
Risorgimento to the Thousand Days, from Liebknecht to Castro. She 
watched men-like those who had shared the hospitality of the Manaka 
flat, drinking beer and grumbling because they couldn ' t  buy the brand of 
razor blade they had used in Soweto-drilling in a mismatch of captured 
fatigue dress , and sitting about tending their weapons, talkative and expert 
as the tinsmiths in Lusaka market fashion ing their buckets and braziers. 
There were women among them . Enclosed in third-hand battledress, the 
generous breasts ( l ike her own)  characteristic of black girls seemed to have 
atrophied to meet condit ions; their chests were the hard sh ields of males ' .  
Only their feet escaped, bare. H illela pushed off her sandals and socks while 
she sat in the hot, paper-bag glow of a tent, writing notes for a report. All 
became typed paper . The voices that brightly skimmed the surface above 
sleep in the early morn ing were at first puzzling, then-again ,  as a lways
the most familiar assurance; words that meant nothing (a language not 
understood) ,  and everything; the rep's 'boy' talking in a dorp street outside 
the car, Jethro heard while face-down beside the pool, and the spill of 
harassed chatter flying through the service doors as the waiters served the 
schoolgirls . It was a home. An audile, sensory home like that sound-men 
provide for the sequences of film where there is no human speech, holding 
up their microphones in an empty room where the quality of silence 
contains vanished voices, vanished heartbeats. 

Single-file paths beh ind the training camp had been made by bare 
soles and the brush of heads aga inst twigs . They were so tentative they 
disappeared into the bush here and there or came to a stop at the obstacle 
of a red earth funnel h igher than a man, built by ants . There was no concept 
of 'place' in this wilderness, fiercely undefined in reconquest by its original 
inhabitants of territory defined on maps of colon ial possessions .  She and 
Leonie found their way not to a place but a presence of several hundred 
people there in the bush like companies of storks or cranes come upon when 
insects surface in one area or another. They had no more possessions than 
scavengers . They waited; or at  least the only aspect they had was that of 
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waiting; as H illcla saw human beings do when they have lost everyth ing of 
the past, have no hold upon the present, no sign that there is a future. They 
appear to be waiting because there is no state appropriate to their existence. 
Leonie picked a baby l ike a phoenix from ashes of a small fire; its whole 
small being was fascinated by the gingerish hairs, flash ing with sweat, at 
either corner of her sm iling l ips .  Fam ily love casts out squeamishness. She 
touched scabby heads and called out cheerfully. -Scurvy. And look at the 
bclly-oh you potbelly ,  you-kwashiorkor as wcll .-

Hillcla returned with the freedom fighters who brought maize por
ridge or beans by way of the paths, once a day. When the ch ildren had 
eaten, they roused from the dust and began to play; they slowly began to 
chase and laugh, make weapons out of sticks. When she smiled at them, 
they pointed the sticks and stuttered machine-gun fire. And then the fuel 
of food was burnt up; they lay about on their mothers aga in ,  and the women 
searched for l ice in the ir hair, whether there were lice or not. The ri tual 
was all that was left of providing for their ch ildren 's needs. A feeble old 
man fought the children for the roll of peppermints H illela found in her 
pocket. She grabbed the stick he was wielding-but whom was she to 
defend? He was so thin that pulses beat visibly at his temples and jumped 
beneath the skin on h is hands. 

Leonie knew better . -First your peppermints ,  then your clothes, then 
your malaria prophylactics-and what use will you be to anybody, then? 
What they need is what we're going to go back and get sent out here, 
h igh-protein foods and basic medicines. What they need is for the U .S .  
to  stop giving covert a id  to  keep those gangsters down in  the capital in  
power.-

One of the freedom fighters who perhaps understood a l ittle English 
watched the old woman with someth ing of the incredulity with wh ich the 
filthy ch ildren had surrounded the d istributor of small d iscs sweet and strong, 
the taste of a whole other existence. His gaze fingered Dr Adlestrop's 
assurance as i f  she were a magic crone from a l ife he used to know
someone who brushed with others in city streets, who saw clothes in shop 
windows, travelled in taxis, drew pay once a week and walked into the 
fanfare of talk and music in the rich fermented scent of bars. 

' I n  addition to the large number of fighting personnel, which includes 
women as well as men (no figures available because these would provide 
useful information to the government forces) ,  there is the added logistical 
burden of feeding and providing min imal care for hundreds of refugee 
famil ies. These have been victim ised by the government forces for a iding 
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freedom fighters, or in some cases were simply caught up in areas where 
fighting was intense and no normal l i fe-planting of crops etc.-was possi
ble . '  I n  hotels and planes all was transformed into reports, studies and 
working papers. The phras ing of a banality could make the difference 
between approval or rejection in a committee room thousands of miles away 
from the bush, the dry seams of riverbeds, the deserted sands and green
massed forests passing under the plane's belly. The inclusion of an observa
tion better left out could give the high-minded (Lord save us! Those arc 
the dangerous ones, worse than the open reactionaries, my dear Hillela) the 
chance to carry a ' no' vote . 

The self-same sight of people in  a place that was no place, waiting: 
these were over the border where they had fled to another country, saying 
they had been beaten and robbed of their cattle when they would not help 
the freedom fighters. That sight would not be transformed into typescript 
and serve as self-righteousness for people who experience nothing for them
selves and have not the courage to d istinguish between ends, only to 
condemn the ugly necessities to wh ich means arc driven . Lines crossed out, 
the sight crossed out with a finger tapping on the upper case X. If she could 
have found the ones who ran away down the corridor of Britannia Court, 
would she not have shot them with her souvenir Makarov? 

Leon ie Adlestrop's special posi tion in Africa made it possible for her 
to move with ease back and forth from conservative to radical regimes, in 
fact, everywhere except to South Africa and Namibia, where she had been 
declared a proh ibited immigrant-and so proudly joined the status of 
political refugees from that country. -We can't get in, but we can kick 
up a heck of a lot of dust outside, can't we, H illcla?- They were in Dar 
es Salaam for a day or two, and H illela , keeper of the papers and briefcases, 
was part of Dr Adlestrop's gatherings of useful contacts in the bar of the 
Agip Hotel . Neither Udi nor Christa encountered her, she was not available 
-in meetings, when Christa phoned-and Udi she called from the a irport 
only just before she left; a voice he could attach only to the flamingo-girl 
in the pink skirt. 

-How do you look now?- It was his way of asking many th ings. 
-1 don' t  know.- The line drew a long hum of pass ing time between 

them . -1 really don 't know. I 'm  so busy .-
-1 didn't know where to reach you-well, I could easily have found 

out from the office here. But I just wanted to tell you you'd be all right .  
That t ime. And it might have been the last th ing you could bear to 
hear.-
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-Udi, I ' ve got to go now.-
-Yes of course. But i f  you suddenly phone when you know the flight 

is going to be called, i t  means you want to say something, Hillela .
-Udi? No . . .  just to say hello. I 'm  too t ired to think of anyth ing 

-and there are meetings to prepare for the moment we arrive back in the 
U .S .  So much I haven't written up.-

-You, a bureaucrat. I didn' t  think that was the way you'd be all right . 
Well .-

-What other way is there. If you' re not carrying a gun in  the bush 
you have to do it with documents and committees. I 'm  not a bureaucrat, 
I have to use bureaucracy.-

-You must be formidable. You sound it. But I can ' t  imagine . . .  
H illela , your voice is just the same, you know.-

-You have to dig up bad consciences and good intentions and put 
them both on the line. Give them no out. Confront them with the way 
you 've calculated they can give you what you want while they're using th is 
in their own interests. That may be to build up one of their 'caring images' 
before some election or get them promoted to responsibility for a funded 
project. You have no idea what it 's like, Udi .-

-I hope not .  You didn't ever use those kinds of words . . .  And your 
child, the l ittle boy-

-Nomzamo. For Nelson's wife. Oh she's got the Americans wound 
round her fat finger, all of five years old now . . .  -

-She must be j ust l ike you .-
-The time I wasted. I should have learned the th ings I need now. 

I 've had to teach myself how to prepare budgets and estimates
-What are you going to do, H illela?-
-What d'you mean?-
-You know what I mean . Is it going to be for the rest of your l i fe 

. . .  oh Hillela .-
-Do what I 'm  doing. Looking for ways to free Whaila .-
That was why she had not been able to go away without reach ing him:  

he was the one who would understand what  she had just sa id. That was h is  
place. He was ashamed to th ink she could hear the weakness of emotion 
that changed his voice . -That drudgery . . .  for you . . .  and what can that 
sort of thing achieve. It will be the big powers who'll decide what happens 
to blacks. And the power of other black heads of state influencing the big 
powers. A waste, yes . . .  it's this that's a waste of your l ife- The line cut 
off. He waited, but she did not ring again .  She must be walking to the plane 
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with that  old ghoul who grinned as if from a bridal group in newspaper 
photographs of people who would kill or be killed when she had gone. 

I f  H illela Kgomani had not a spare moment to see old friends, she 
found t ime to meet people from the African National Congress. Not in  
their office (which was why she missed running into Christa) but at a 
private house. This suggests that i f  it were true she had been expelled from 
the movement wh ile in Eastern Europe, she was back in favour. Maybe had 
earned her way by turning some of the paper-rustling drudgery to the 
organizat ion 's advantage in the unpromising condit ions of the United 
States . I t  is also possible she was never expelled at all, but that this was a 
planned pretext to get her into the States in the status of d isaffection (as 
the euphemism for defection goes) so that she could work secretly on the 
prospects of getting a mission opened there. Certainly in the early Seventies 
offices were opened in New York, for the first t ime. Probably she was 
working for the organ ization all along, under the spread breast-feathers of 
mother hen Leonie and her aid and research projects in many African 
countries. Bradley Burns, who is given to quiet analysis of the time when 
he was the man in a position to know, says she confused h im .  Del iberately. 
At times it was clear that for her only sexual love-and oddly this included 
her feeling for the li ttle girl-was to be trusted . All the rest (his phrase) 
was sh i t  and lies. And he did not know whether she was thinking of the 
killing of her husband, or some other kind of treachery that happened to 
her while she was in exile politics in Eastern Europe. Then at  other t imes 
she could also say love 'can ' t  be got away with ' ;  or it wasn ' t  'enough ' .  What 
she seemed to mean by this last was that in spite of all evidence against 
it ,  another kind of love had to be risked . 

Acronyms the language of love. United States Institute for African
American Cooperation, USIFACO; Third M'orld Committee for Africa, 
TWOCA; Operation Africa Education, OPAD; Co-ordinating Commit
tee for Africa, COCA; Commission for Research into Underdevelopment, 
COR UD; Foundation for Free People, FOFREP. The ch1Jd plays with 
alphabetical blocks on the Boor, bw1ds houses with them. A career can be 
bw1t out of acronyms; everyone here must have a career, you fulfil yourself 
with a career, there are books that specify what a career is by listing what 
is available. Pauline would be happy, she was more than willing to supply 
the advantage of a career, whatever Sasha said. Leonie couldn 't have done 
more if it had been for her own daughter; Leonie will go on with her 



promotion, beavering away. Leonie knew h:'m. Leonie is the only person 
in the board rooms, at the working breakfasts in motels, at  the Thanksgiv
ing dinner, who knew him-the one who came out just like him does not 
remember. Not even a trauma to know him by; she was carried away with 
a towel across her eyes so that she would not see what  was on the kitchen 
floor. 

Twenty, forty years after they have received the advantages of a career 
they st11l form their version of a songololo, singing their songs as they stride 
along under the same elm trees in the same avenue. Everyth ing remains in 
place, for them. 1J1e storm windows will be put up, as theirs are, every late 
autumn and removed to let the smell of spring in. The namesake will grow 
up as a little black A merican with civil rights and equal opportunity to 
protect her, like everybody else, and the distinction of her African names to 
assert that individuality everyone here says is so important in making a career. 
She won 't have to have engraved on her bracelet, I a m  me; she 'll say, I 'm 
Nomzamo Kgomani, and that will impress. 

No need ever to run out of acronyms. There is a career of continued 
useful service ahead; there is the example of Leonie, loverless lover of all 
those she is entitled to call by their first names, fulfilment (as they sum up, 
here) shining out of every group photograph in which she appears. But no 
need to emulate en tirely. The documentation will be read in bed beside a 
young man advancing well in his own career, ready to help with the dishes 
and to perform-woman, man, and the little black daughter he regards as 
his own-the safe and pleasant rituals of a family, here; parent-teacher 
co-operation, playing games, going to the lake shack and Cape Cod house. 

The real family, how they smell. The real rainbow family. The real 
rainbow family stinks. The dried liquid of dysentery streaks the legs of babies 
and old men and the women smell of their monthly blood. They smell of 
lack of water. They smell of lack of food. They smell of bodies blown up 
by the expanding gases of their corpses ' innards, lying in the bush in the sun. 
Find the acronym for her real family. 



HOUSEWARMING 

Bradley was her own age, like the men the young alumnae had. He was an 
economist with a promising position in a multinational company. His 
grandfather had been one of the editors of The New Republic, an associate 
of Edmund Wilson, and a victim of the McCarthy hearings. The leftist 
tradition was a family heirloom sufficient in  itself; a cla im to a way of l ife 
that no longer actually need be practised, just as the painting of an ec
clesiast ancestor in  ermine on the wall is prestige enough for descendants 
who never go to church . It was adequate for the family image to be brushed 
up from generation to generation during the youthful period when the 
social conscience, along with spontaneous erections, naturally evinces itself. 
Brad had done h is stint-in opposition to the Vietnam war, and a year with 
an aid agency in I ndia .  Now he could settle down with the complete set 
of The New Republic published during h is grandfather's years, on display 
in h is study-handed down to him as a housewarming present when he 
found his own brownstone. 

Of course people with h is parents' background would not show any 
reaction to the appearance of a black child with their son 's new friend.  And 
when the explanation came, bringing into the big livingroom with its grand 
piano (Brad and his mother played) ,  New England samplers and bowls of 
tul ips, distant horrors the Burnses were accustomed to being able to shrink 
with the Hick of a switch to blank on the face of the television, this provided 
proof by association that they were still on the right side, just as, conversely, 
guilt by association provided danger for those other parents, Pauline and 
Joe. The parents' house was a generous thoroughfare where the adult 
ch ildren made their long-d istance telephone calls, cooked, borrowed cars 
and electrical equipment, used the basement laundry, slept over with 
friends or lovers; snatches of their independent l ives were enacted there
before H illela, or even drawing her in-whose contexts were elsewhere. 
Brad's 'find' ,  brought home (good for h im ! ) ,  was just such a snatch of his 
l ife .  The brothers and sisters chattered with her, regaled themselves with 
laughter when they encouraged her cute li ttle black girl to be sassy, and 
were lavish with invitations for brother to bring her along to jazz clubs, 
sa iling trips, cinemas and parties . 

Only Brad was quiet. He watched and listened to the girl and her child 
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he had contributed, getting on so well with his siblings. The pair repre
sented him in the way he could not represent himself, now that these 
brothers and sisters were no longer children . 

He was quiet when he made love the first t ime. Noth ing in the room, 
in the world, would distract him from the act of worship now approached, 
and his trance produced blind exci tement in wh ich only the body knew its 
way. When she was seeing with her eyes again she smiled appreciat ively, 
cheekbones lifting a l ittle fold under her dark, lazy gaze. And he spoke. 

-Was it the first thing you saw.-
-Yes . I thought of a puppy, the kind with a velvety patch over one 

eye.- She withdrew her lax hand from between h is arm and side and 
stroked the dark birth-blot that all h is l i fe others pretended was not there. 

Th is man talked after love-making. Not the mumblings of dreams and 
names in a Slav language, but a wide-awake fluency, entered by way of her 
body. He told again and aga in :  -Hillela I don' t  care how many lovers 
you've had, no-one can have loved you as I do.-

She did not ask how he knew she had had many lovers; it was simply 
one of h is qualities that he knew th ings about her without troubling her 
with quest ions, sensitive to the repetit ion of certain names in her conversa
tion and able to read changes in her expression when certa in subjects arose. 
She did not answer; sometimes smiled at h im as she did at her child, but 
never in disparagement or disbelief. The fact that she believed h im,  when 
all that he could find to express so great a conviction was something like 
the l ine from a stupid song-this tortured h im.  He had to try and follow 
her reason ing; there must be a reason ing, and the reasoning would establish 
the state of the emotions between them. 

-I'm not saying anything about him . . .  And not just because he's 
dead.  (A gesture, acknowledging that unchallengeable rivalry. ) I ' ll never pry 
into your feelings for each other. Whatever they were. I 'm  talking about 
the nature of mine .  That's what  I mean .- But then he saw to what he 
might  be leading. -No, no, it 's not because of what you th ink, H illela . The 
puppy isn't l icking your hand.-

And again ,  in her apartment, with the door sl ightly ajar because the 
small girl in the next room insisted i t  be so: -Hillcla, I really cannot live 
without you aga in .  Not what you think, no. I t 's because there's someth ing 
a bit frightening in you; it's that I can 't do without-

This time she laughed. 
-How can I say that to you. You'll tell me one can l ive without any

one. You know. Lying here in bed with me, you' re the proof, aren ' t  you-
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She was propped on one elbow, l isten ing to h im .  She fell upon h im 
and he rolled over with her. 

Without explanat ion , there were t imes when she took up something 
he had approached in some other room, some other night .  

-\Vhaila had another wife. Nomzamo's got brothers and sisters she 
hasn't seen yet .-

-A divorced wife.-
-I don't  know if they were divorced, really.-
-What i f  he'd l ived, and one day gone back to her and the other 

children? That's the kind of l iving without I mean.-
-We had our t ime together. She must have had hers . . .  I f  we had 

been able to go back!- She stopped and slowly her hands made fists, came 
to rest on her naked thighs; the unselfconsciousness with wh ich she ac
cepted her nudity in moods and situations now removed from sex reminded 
h im strangely of the women in Pascin and Lautrec brothel drawings seen 
in art galleries. -I f he had lived to go back--oh, that would have been 
another time, that would have been . . .  that would have been . . .  -

-More than love.-
-Oh why this measuring, how can you measure?-
-Yes. Something I ' ll never know: exaltation . And awfulness. The way 

you have. Yes, you are a bit frightening. But I 'll get used to you . No-I 
don't  want to get used to you, I never shall .-

He had a long face with a slender nose the everted curve of whose 
nostrils was exactly repeated in the upward and downward curves of his 
upper l ip .  The skin of his throat below the shaving line was tender and fine 
down to the breastbone and i ts cup where a few glossy curls of chest hair 
began .  The pulse in the throat was always visible and the network of nerves 
round the mouth and nose seemed like those of some sensitive plant--every 
face has them, but they are sluggish or hampered by a layer of fat or a 
thickened h ide, while h is changed h is expression with every nuance of 
atmosphere generated by the people around h im.  

So he was beautiful--except for that, i t  had always been said with 
suitable regret. Among the commissioned pastel portra its of each of the 
Burns sons and daughters as children , his was in profile-the 'good' side. 
His mother, when he was small, had made a habit of kissing him goodnight 
on the birthmark, so that the imprint of the kiss became for h im the 
disfigurement; later, a vague forgiveness for what he did not know he had 
done-forgiveness for the 'bad' side. Now the two sides had come together 
by the unimaginable means of a ra ther tactless and ch ildish remark. I 
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thought of a puppy, the kind with a velvety patch over one eye. I t  had 
happened as a Zen sage flings enl ightenment at disciples in the form of an 
outrageous and fl ippant half-sentence. 

He sat in the audience listening to her speak on public platforms, 
sometimes with the namesake on h is lap. The young woman up there was 
scarcely to be distinguished from the other men and women on the panels 
of the committed, wearing with them the much-washed cloth ing, varied 
only by slogans printed across backs or breasts, with which they showed 
their identification with the causes of the poor and oppressed by assuming 
their characteristic markings, as a certa in kind of moth disguises the fact 
that it is alive and free by keeping perfectly still and exhibiting the l inea
ments of a skull on its wingspread. The blunt-cut nails of her clenched 
hands, as she opened them to emphasize a fact, were short as those of 
women she had walked with as they scratched for roots to cat, and her curly 
hair was cropped without consideration for looks but as it was done as a 
mass precaution for hygiene in refugee camps, among the l ice-ridden . Now 
she was talking not of refugee camps but of three pol itical trials that had 
taken place in South Africa in a year. -All real opposition is on trial as 
terrorist and communist .  Four people were sentenced to five years' impris
onment for smuggl ing anti-apartheid pamphlets and records into the coun
try; only four, because the fifth accused, a schoolteacher, thirty years old, 
Ahmed Timol, d ied by fall ing from the tenth floor of police headquarters 
while the police were interrogating h im .  In the Mzimela trial, a young man 
was sentenced to fifteen years in prison . What had he done? He left the 
country secretly and fought with the Rhodesian freedom fighters against 
Smith 's  illegal white regime, he attended the Morogoro l iberation confer
ence, and he re-entered his home country to organize support for the 
banned African National Congress. Are these people, risking thei r  l ives to 
be free of racial oppression, criminals? I knew Mzimela in Tanzania .  Yes, 
he was l ike many others; he went to the Soviet Un ion and to East Germany 
for m il itary tra in ing because the West, which created South Africa m il itar
ily and economically, does nothing to influence the South African govern
ment to free people l ike h im,  neither will it help them to free themselves . 
Did any of these people on trial kill anyone in South Africa? There was one 
act of violence involved-and one only: when Timol's l i fe ,  in the care of 
the South African police, smashed on concrete-

The namesake sang softly in his car; she d id not like attention to be 
on her mother instead of herself. Her breathy buzzing was warm on his skin ; 
it roused him alarmingly, it was the warmth and humidity of H illela, who 
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-difficult to believe-existed with in the specifications of an impersonal 
function, up there, the s implified, l ine-drawn figure from a banner or 
poster, among the ritualistic paraphernalia of water carafes and glasses, 
m icrophone and tape-recorders, scratchpads and pencils stamped with the 
acronym appropriate to the occasion . 

She continued with the work although it kept them apart too often ; 
it had more, even, than the connota tions of a career, and commanded more 
respect from h im and others. He had frequently to explain she couldn ' t  
accompany h im because she was out o f  town or  even out  of the country . 
When there was mumps or measles in the namesake's usual surrogate 
homes, he took her into h is calm bachelor brownstone during her mother's 
absence, and called in one of his willing sisters to help take care of her. 
H illcla often brought Leonie's trophies into h is company, along with Leo
n ie .  He met all kinds of in teresting people he never would have met, 
without H illela; more than he had known since I ndia . They carried with 
them demands that stretched muscles of response which atrophy where a 
common background provides always foreseeable demands and appropriate 
ways of meeting them. There was the supercilious black journalist from 
South Africa, a Nieman fellow, who tried to provoke h im into academic 
quarrels over economic theory when sober, but with whom he got rather 
happily drunk whenever the fellow came over from Cambridge for a week
end. There was the black woman with purplish hollows under her eyes
combined with the bewilderment in her face, these appeared to be the 
marks of unseen blows-who flung herself in tears to embrace Hillela . That 
woman drank only Coke. I t  was another kind of in toxication that compelled 
her to expla in to everyone: -She was just a kid, when we slept at her 
people's place that n ight we left the country .  I ' ll never forget those people, 
they d id everyth ing for us. And look-how she's grown up just as good as 
her mother! How can I forget how her mother drove us to the border in 
her own car? Packed up food for the children . I always say it to Donsi .-

-We danced with him, that n ight, my cousin and I . It wasn ' t  my 
mother, it was my aunt who drove you .-

Bradley followed attentively the stumbling, laugh ing excursion into 
H illela 's adolescence, which he had tried to explore for h imself-wrongly, 
he knew-in terms of his own .  

-Look at her! Even though polit ically we're not on the same side
Leonie put an arm round the woman . -Bongi clear, we don ' t  recog

nize any spl it  in the l iberation movement, PAC or ANC, in my house. 
We're a bit premature, we know, but here we have African un ity!-
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-Just l ike her mother, not like other whites at home, she's in  the 
struggle, l ike a real black girl .-

-Where's your real black girl, Hillela?- Leonie gleefully stage
managed her party. -Somebody go get Nomzamo to meet her mother's 
old friend Bongi .-

Samora Machel came to the brownstone with Leonie and H illela, 
though it was kept out of the papers that he was in the l f .S . ;  Leonie was 
on such close terms with FRELIMO that she was now a prohibited immi
grant in Mozambique as well as South Africa . SW APO Ovambos from 
Namibia bent their heads, huge with great beards meeting their thick hair ,  
in  comradely embrace of Whaila Kgomani 's widow. Patrice M'ba , slender, 
neatly-shod and elegant as the French masters who had a price on his head 
in h is own country, talked with another Hillela, one who spoke the language 
with softness, as if i t  had been learnt in some intimacy whose cadence it 
kept . With others, there was no nuance for Bradley to pick up-Marc Nzo
kou, the Cameroonian who had been in prison in four countries, having 
each time sought refuge just before coups that changed Pan-African al
l iances; disaffected Ghanaians; a Somali novelist for whom Leon ie had 
found a publ isher; another exile, Reuel (surname unpronounceable) , who 
always sat aloofly in a room as if there only for someone influential he'd 
been promised and who wasn't present. These were the material or rather 
the subjects of the Work; merely associated in her future husband's mind 
with the purposeful young woman's dedication to their cause. 

It was taken for granted by everyone that that was what he was going 
to be-Leonie's fine young woman's new husband.  H is father thought she 
was very lucky to have caught his son . He said so to the boy's mother
fine young woman without much of a background, from all appearances, 
and saddled with a small ch ild; Brad was so young. The mother was the 
one who played Schubert with Brad. -Appearances. He isn ' t  concerned 
with appearances . If he had been , his l ife would have been spoiled, wouldn't 
it? Have you forgotten that? Brad is used to difficulties, he's not shallow 
like some of our other children . He wouldn't be satisfied with one of the 
girls he went to college with . He's l ike my father.-

Hillela moved again in the spring of the th ird year in the United 
States; but not on. Merely a practical domestic move, just down the road 
from the apartment where the namesake would never allow a door to be 
shut, to the brownstone whose mortgage was being regularly paid off. It was 
foolish to waste a monthly sum for housing in two places . That was how 
he broached it. She was delighted. He saw she was del ighted . She was 
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shelling peas; she took h im by the shoulders, at arms' length , and her eyes 
held h im in that gaze of hers. -Brad, you're so good to us. I t ' l l be so much 
more convenient, when I have to be away. Nomo loves the yard . Will you 
put up a swing for her?- And then the kisses, tasting green of the 
vegetable she ate while she shelled . She was so good, so generous with 
herself, as i f  the bountiful pleasures welled up in her, the more she gave 
-here, here, Brad-the more she had to give. Nomzamo, possessive about 
her new room, reversed her edict about doors : all had to be closed . And all 
was open , to h im,  the pale mushroom flesh d iscovered under sunburned 
breasts , the l i ttle twirled butter-curl of the navel, the cleft of buttocks, the 
hollow beside the poor crooked toe, the satin-walled cave of the mouth, the 
triumphal way between thighs. Usual enough to become erect, alone in an 
office thinking back on the n ight or ea rly morn ing; but he found h imself 
actually trembling. 

The brownstone investment conta ined the imbalance of luxury and 
austerity common in the household of a bachelor in the intellectual profes
sions. The floors had been sanded and the bookshelves put up from floor 
to ceil ing when he moved in ,  but some rooms were empty of anyth ing else, 
and others had pieces of inherited furn iture for which no definitive location 
had yet been found. There was a bed of the size that can be bought only 
in America, hemmed in by h i-fi installations and towers of books and 
newspapers . There was a large empty freezer but few pots, a microwave 
oven and lattice wine-rack, but no cupboard for basic suppl ies . Some of the 
empty rooms quickly filled up with the ch ild's possessions-bicycle and 
doll's house in the livingroom, construct ion sets fragmented all over what 
was supposed to be the study; in the bathroom, drawings of happy houses 
with smoking chimneys, moons and suns, and a male, female and ch ild, 
figures whose faces sometimes were all crayoned black, and sometimes pink. 
The bachelor and the child; there was still no provision for the median 
mode of l iving. -\Ve've got to decide how we want it all to be. \Vhat suits 
us. \Ve must sit together and make a l ist , room by room-

Hillela took his hand. -\Vhat's wrong with the way it is? I like your 
house .-

-Yes, but it 's our house. There're things we need that I didn't .  \Vhat 
kind of furn iture did you like-where you lived . . .  What are the sort of 
things you miss?-

She was at once, in the new familiarity of the kitchen , in her n ight
gown , a stranger to h im,  smil ing. -From where? My one aunt had antiques 
-rather like your parents', but more elaborate. She collected . In the 
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Embassy where I worked, everything was a diplomatic issue-gilt this and 
that-standard, nobody chose it .-

-1 mean,  when I think . . .  I have had my paternal grandfather's desk 
since I was fourteen .-

-1 had a pair of Japanese china cats. I gave one away, I don 't  know 
where the other is .-

-I ' ll get you a real cat .  Much n icer. We ought to have a cat sitting 
here on the window-sill .-

-In Lusaka the flat was furn ished .-
-1 see .-
-And in Europe.-
-Well, now we're going to find out the kind of thing you really like. 

We can mix contemporary styles with my stuff, or we can hunt around for 
the same Early American period . Whatever you want .-

On Saturdays they went to antique fairs and bric-a-brac shops crowded 
with the continu ity of his past-the cigar-store I ndians as well as the 
samplers-and to the clin ical , glassy spaces where contemporary Japanese
and I talian-designed furn iture looked ready to accommodate extraterres
trials only. They bought a child's 1 9th-century naively-painted bed and 
modern Czech lamps, absolutely functional. She chose an old patchwork 
bedcover whose price he concealed from her ( she might be thinking how 
many antibiotics for wounded freedom fighters in Machcl 's ,  Mugabe's or 
Reuel 's country those dollars would buy) . They found a New England 
farmhouse table to go with the six chairs he had inherited from Big Uncle 
Robert (not to be con fused, he explained dryly, making fun of the hierar
chy, with Boston Uncle Robert, the offshoot of another Burns branch) .  
Laugh ing and staggering, with the namesake running wild around them,  
they lugged heavy pots of decorative plants to the windows . They were 
always within touch and happiness came simply, l ike sweat from activi ty; 
he looked across at her wh ile they paused to drink coffee, and saw the faint 
l i ft  of the flesh at the corners of the eyes; for h im .  She was, as Leonie 
remarked, 'blooming' . 

The house had turned out rather l ike the paren ts' house. The objects 
from the past gave it the soft patina of somewhere long l ived in and the 
products of h igh technology brought it al ive in the current phase of the 
Burns chronology. Mrs Burns told Brad's future wife secretly that she was 
going to give him the piano; it was not only for h im,  the l i ttle Nomzamo 
was old enough to begin taking lessons. Every Burns child started at the 
age of six or seven .  She never forgot how the girl, Hil lela, embraced her, 
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moving-a stranger's-curly head against her shoulder, as if  she could not 
find words. There was no doubt that the emotion was genuine, no doubt 
at all. That girl understood, all right, that with the piano Brad was being 
given into her hands; as a secret between two women who loved him.  

There was certainty, waking up in the morning. I t  flowed in with the 
light  every day. Depend on it. The beautiful young man sleeping beside her; 
a pale body l ike her own , the body familiar as that of a brother. He would 
get up soon and go to his office-a real office, glass rearing up to the open 
sky confidently without need of protection-and come back safely every 
evening when the glass became a giant painting of the sunset. The huge 
bed into which they slid as an envelope of warmth and comfort was not 
on loan;  nobody else's clothes would hang in the cupboard . No need to 
watch out about how to manage-make out, the way people do it; not here . 
No caution necessary about whom you are seen with, because their factions 
are all announced out loud with brass bands and rosettes. No need to watch 
for what can be traded-search ing pockets for attributes : martyr's wife, 
expressive Latin eyes and large breasts, the probably unacceptable currency 
of avowal to a revolutionary cause-in exchange for a stamp on a piece of 
paper. Once married to a bona fide citizen of a country already existing and 
not sti l l to be won back, there is full ci tizensh ip of the present .  

She lay following the flaxen and gold threads shaded horizontally in 
the hand-woven curtains they'd chosen . -Like a field of grass.

-Yes, they' re a real success. What do we still need?-
-Nothing. Nothing.-
-There's always something you discover you still need.-
-Stop it. Stop measuring.-
His slender hand moved over her head as over a piece of sculpture. 

He received her fastidiously through all the senses. 
-1 want you to grow your hair .-
Softly stroking, now and then stiffen ing his fingers to press the plates 

of the skull . 
She said noth ing, perhaps took the request merely as a murmured 

endearment, along with the caress . 
-No.- Her eyes moved rapidly under the th in skin of closed l ids. 

-No, it 's not practicaL-
She jumped out of bed and then stood stock-stili as i f  she had suddenly 

d iscovered where she was; then busied herself, drawing the curta ins, pick
ing up discarded cloth ing. 

He closed his eyes for the pleasure of hearing her moving about near 



him.  He put out a hand where he thought she was passing, but it caught 
at a ir .  

The wedding of M rs Hillcla Kgomani and Bradley Burns was delayed 
several times-not through her, one would never have suspected anything 
capricious about her. For family reasons. The death of Mr Burns's brother; 
the absence of two of the sisters at summer school in Florence. She was 
always understanding about such th ings, not selfish the way most young 
women would have been . And his mother knew why. -She's lived . She's 
been through a lot in her young l ife.- The future husband accepted the 
family claims because H illela did-Hillela had never known what it was to 
be at  the centre of a family ( future wife of the eldest son ) ;  the comfort and 
protection of its place in a homogeneous society. Anyway she was h is wife 
already, they had made a home together in the brownstone that would 
never have been one wi thout her. H is only unease-not a fear, half
developed-was again that he might be changing her by the cherishing; 
whereas he wanted to be transformed by her. And so the one time the 
marriage was delayed for her reasons th is was an opportun ity for self-testing. 
She was going with Leonie to the country from which one of Leonie's 
trophies, Reuel , was exiled, where the civil war had produced a terrible 
exodus of Southerners to refuge in the North . He knew it  was dangerous 
although Leon ie's vocabulary turned bullets to water and blunted spears
they would 'l iaise' with the U .N. H igh Commissioner for Refugees, the 
'logistics' provided for mil itary escorts and 'safe conducts' . The cholera 
areas would be no go. The prophylactics were standard prescription . 
-We'll most likely meet a lot of great people and have an inspirational 
t ime, Brad, the horror stories you keep hearing arc months old, it's always 
like that. I 'd have spent my life on my front porch and never been any use 
to anyone if I 'd l istened to people's d isin formation .-

He delivered Hi llela to the a i rport an hour after making love at five 
in the morn ing. He had sa id noth ing, but the fear and anguish in the 
transparent control of his face had made her suddenly notice, and come 
back to the bed from folding something into her suitcase, smil ing to blot 
out his wretchedness. He let her go .  Greater than the reassurance in his 
body was the reassurance that he could pass the test . He would r isk her, 
to keep her as she was .  

She drank the water and ate the forbidden fru i t .  Of course she re
turned safely. These trips to misery under the sun grotesquely produced the 
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sunburn ished forehead and wind-scoured hair others brought back from 
Florida or the Bahamas. It was difficult to believe where she had been, what 
she had seen .  Frighten ing; he embraced i t  all in her. It seemed the hair was 
a little longer, she had not cut it again ,  but he didn't make any remark for 
fear of spoiling a slow surprise that was being prepared for h im.  She was 
working very hard at her reports and papers , consulting people here, hop
ping on local planes there (back to him by evening) . In their bed, or 
drinking wine in deck-cha irs under their yard elm ,  he shared it all. Every
thing was recounted . Over the forest the burned villages seen from a 
helicopter l ike black holes in a green blanket, and as the craft swooped low, 
the pink palms upturned from black arms, beckoning for help- -And 
what could you do, for Christ '  sake?- -Oh the surveyor with us pin
pointed each place on a special map, supplies were dropped to them within 
the next few days.- -Some would die before then . Some of the hands 
wouldn't be there to take the food .- -Yes, some would die.- Those 
steady black eyes held; turned away from noth ing. 

-It couldn't  s imply have been a matter of what you grab first from 
all that must be left beh ind; not the th ings I saw. A woman with a mincer, 
one of those old-fashioned ones with a handle to turn ,  you know? She had 
nothing else-in rags; she must have abandoned or bartered for food 
everyth ing else she'd managed to salvage. Those people had walked two 
hundred miles from their village. Another one had a heart-shaped mirror 
with a l i ttle wire stand at the back. And her baby. I saw her looking at 
herself. I saw a man almost kill another because tha t one wanted to kill the 
rabbit-no, must have been a hare, there aren 't  any wild rabbits in Africa 
-he'd carried god knows how far in a cage made of twigs . They were both 
sta rving. There' re things people can' t  l ive without-

He stared and half-smiled. 
But she had forgotten . Only he would measure the stature of his cla im, 

d iminished to noth ing beside the kind of needs she knew. 
There were women who had been raped by sold iers and schoolchildren 

abducted for military training. -By which side?- She wasn 't always clear .  
-And some l ied.- She opened up under their feet the pit of wretchedness 
where what was true and what was not hardly had any meaning. How could 
she stand such ugly confusion? -But if they had been raped and mutil
ated?- -Yes, but some were being fed and looked after by other soldiers. 
They gave them their own ra tions. We saw that, too.- -It's sickening. 
And what kind of decent regime can come out of people like that, even 
if they do win .  From what you say, half the time they behave like the crowd 



they' re trying to get rid of.- -Just as both sides have always done in every 
war. That crowd has to be fought with its own tactics-what else is war? 
You're a vict im, or you fight and make victims. There's no other way. 
European countries are tra ining that crowd, giving them planes and arms. 
The others can fight  back only if the rural people support them-even if  
they have to force them sometimes.-

Frighten ing. She took sides in the general horror, she condoned means 
for ends; but at the same time she wasn't  looking on, no-one could say that 
of her, she was at home with polluted water and mined roads as well as in 
their brownstone. When he swelled with desire for her,  he swelled also with 
admiration for her. Where is the line between lust and esteem? Hillela 
confused h im,  for ever. 

She told h im with true kindness, the impulse with which her guerrillas 
cared for some of the homeless and starving in their war. -Brad, I don ' t  
think you should marry me .  I 've been with Reuel, on and off,  when I was 
in Africa. I don ' t  th ink you'd be able to-well, to manage with that.-

He did not know where in the brownstone to go to get away from what 
he had heard, and he knew would never be unsaid, withdrawn by her .  He 
blundered into the bathroom because there was a bolt on that door. Fixed 
to the tiles with plastic putty were the drawings of the stick-l imbed, smiling 
symbols of Hi llela, h imself and the child, the happy family outside the 
house whose boldly smoking chimney sign ifies the security of the fireside. 
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Rcucl was the General-the General who had led an army coup in his 
country, returned i t  to civilian rule under h is presidency, and then escaped 
when the former colon ial power sent in paratroopers to restore the regime 
it favoured . Escaped with his l i fe-the phrase goes; how manifest this was, 
in h im .  I f  he were in reach of a swimming pool, a river, the sea , he swam in 
all weathers in all countries, he could stil l run a mile ( in  his fifties, perhaps 
-he was discreet as an actress about his age) , l ike all men who lead crowds 
and must be constantly visible, he needed only three or four hours' sleep a 
night, and he ate and drankgreedilyorcould manage as well without sustenance 
for days . H is wide and fleshy chest under barathea or blue lounge suit 
moved grandly with deep breaths, as i f  always fresh from some exh ilaration . 

The General did not tell her he could not live without her. I t  was in 
his face, and hers-they recognized it in each other without ever having 
i t  stated : each could live as long as individual l i fe lasted, independent of 
anyone, in the momentum of moving on. 

He did not take much notice of her ,  nor she of h im , in the brownstone. 
Leon ie was useful but he was too large in every way to be anyone's trophy. 
At finger-suppers and colloquies, boredom dulled h is male responses and 
the effiorcsccnce of his strong ability to attract . It was far away from that, 
on an evening in Nairobi when he and Hillela were having a drink after 
Leonie had retired to write up her journal, that the recognition was there. 
-The only old women I like around me arc my mother and my grand
mother. They made me, eh, H illcla? D'you know what  name my mother 
gave me, my African name-it means 'God has done very well' .- Hillcla 
laughed at his own estimate of h imself, and he with her, confidently. 
-Isn't it a good th ing to have a name to l ive up to? \Ve Africans always 
give names that mean someth ing, not your Marys and Johns-what 
docs it  mean to be a Mary, that you 'll give birth without a man? I s  that 
someth ing you 'd want for a daughter?-

-Good god, no. That's why I called her after Mandela 's wife.-
-So you want to influence her to be an African l iberationist, you want 

her to be a heroine?-



-God may have done very well with you . . .  but it doesn't  always 
work out the way the parents intended . I 'm  named for a Zionist great
grandfather.-

-We'll give you an  African name-oh I know you have one, I mean 
the first name. What can we call you?-

-Well, what do you suggest?-
-1'  d have to know you better to find out. Y au know that the name 

has to do with many th ings, the circumstances when it is given .  Whether 
there's been a drought, or a war.-

-What has already happened .-
-No, more important ,  what is going to happen . What the name will 

make happen .- The atmosphere between them took these swallow dips 
into seriousness, instantly skimming away. -D'you think I 'd still be alive 
if God hadn 't done so well !- The commanding sh ine that was always on 
his full face and majestic jowl used the dim theatrical l ighting of the bar 
as a star performer attracts the following beam of a spotl ight. A big hand 
with a th ick ring embedded in the little finger covered hers a moment in 
the pleasure of laughter. -We' re going to celebrate something-1 don't  
know what.- He ordered champagne; she read the label-South African. 
But they didn't send the bottle back. They drank-to Mandela , to free
dom . -Amandla !- The language was different from that of his people, 
but the meaning was the same: power. Their talk burrowed deeper and 
deeper into the n ight ,  safe from interruption. This was not West Africa , 
where a woman could be picked from any table as a dancing partner. 
-This kind of place isn't African ised-you sec that? Dull . I t' s  still the 
European style, i t  belongs to the new white compound, businessmen, safari 
tourists, journalists instead of settlers ,  that's all-and the local bureaucrats 
-what does Leonie call them?-fat cats-for them it 's just an extension 
of business lunches with foreigners at the Norfolk, i t ' s  got nothing to do 
with having a good time our way. West Africans haven' t  let the Muslims 
or the Christians tie them up inside themselves as they did on th is side 
. . .  That 's why I like them . You know how it  is in West Africa , if some 
fellows spread a mat and pray five times a day, there's still h igh-l i fe in 
Ghana; if  the nuns teach little black girls their catechism, there' re still girls 
in Brazzaville who know how a woman should show herself off to a man 
-and the places where you can dance and drink! The blacks have taken 
over the European n ightclub and made an African party out of it, eh . 
But here. I t' s  the Arab religion more than the Christians . Can't drink, 
h ide the women behind that ugly black cloth . It wasn't our way in Afri-
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ca , we've always known how to enjoy l i fe . . .  even when they took us to 
sell as slaves, we sang and danced and the Arabs and the Christians only 
watched.-

-But you l ike the whites' champagne.-
-Why not. Even what the Boers make.- He emptied his glass. 
-But you don't like the Arabs . That must be a difficulty.-
-Of course, we' re all ies-and at the U .N . ,  as you know, without 

them . . .  they' re the ones who count with the European countries, East 
and \Vest, and the Americans. What could we hope to do, on our own . 
But I ' ll tell you . . .  their style doesn ' t  appeal to me . . .  not polit ically, either. 
Religious fatalism becomes fanaticism in politics. We Africans, we don't  
go in for j ihads and suicide missions. We'll fight our enemies and die i f  we 
have to, but we'd rather kill and get away with it ,  eh , stay alive !- He 
laughed and filled their glasses with froth . -1 don 't  mix politics and 
religion. They didn't get me and I 'm  going back to fight for my people, 
no gods. Cod changes sides too often , for me. The people can worship 
whatever they like-sacred crocodiles, Mohammed-we are all men and 
women, ch . \Ve don ' t  know why we are in this  world; we have rel igions 
to tell us why. So I 'm  a Catholic.-

-You're a Catholic?- Her face kept changing with enjoyment, 
curiosity, flashes of disagreement or fellow-feel ing. 

-Of course I 'm  a Catholic . Brought up in it .  I was going to train for 
the priesthood, at one time. That's a fact !  But once in this world, you have 
to decide what you are doing here . I became an African national ist; but it 
wasn't the church , it was Marx who told me why that was. So I 'm a Marxist. 
My own kind. A Catholic Nationalist Marxist-African-made-

-Like the nightclubs in \Vest Africa .-
-No, don 't laugh-it's part of the same thing. Whether I 'm inside, 

in  our bush headquarters, or outside, making deals with our brothers (oh 
of course, Arab brothers ,  too) or in bed with a woman ,  it 's all part of my 
African-made-work, love-making, rel igion , polit ics, economics. We've 
taken all the things the world keeps in compartments, boxes , and brought 
them together . A new combination, that's us. That's why the world doesn't 
understand. \Ve don 't please the \Vest and we don't please the East . We 
never will .  \Ve don't  keep th ings separate. Isn't that what orthodoxy is
separation? \Ve make our own mess of th ings .  They interfere; we ask them 
to in terfere-what else am I doing? What else were you doing in Europe? 
I don 't  know what you're doing in the United Sta tes-



She turned her face towards her palm,  covering her mouth in a gesture 
as if  to grant whatever he thought. He passed his ringed hand absently, 
without intimacy, down her check. 

-\Ve ask them to interfere because power-the question of power 
-always divides again the combination that it brought together, looks for 
strength outside the unity, breaking it. Then the old gang-they come in 
aga in .  The world powers . \Ve fight their battles for them with our own . 
Everyone knows that. They send us guns and soup powder, eh . Some get 
the guns. That 's the important thing, to be the side that gets the guns. You 
will never come to power on soup powder.-

-So I 'm wasting my time.- A swig of evidence, she swallowed the 
champagne. 

-If  it 's really only on soup powder . . .  That's all right for Leonie, 
people are suffering. But it won' t  stop the wars, and the wars make the 
refugees-

-Leon ie knows that.-
-\Vhen I get back to the capi tal in my country, this t ime I ' ll 

have not only the arms to take power again ,  I ' ll have the money for de
velopment the other side can ' t  get . You have to be in power to be able to 
feed your own people. You get there with guns and you stay there with 
money.-

A crowded bar has no attentive faces, no ballpoin ts moving over 
scratchpads ready to record . Someone with fibre coarse enough to grasp at 
the h igh-tension cable of power wil l  not be distressed by what would fuse 
the gentle lamplight by which evenings pass in a brownstone. -\Vhat 1 
thought I was doing . . .  I wanted to get rid of the people who came to 
the flat and shot \Vhaila . I knew who they were, by then . From h im,  and 
even before that, in Dar . . .  although I didn ' t  realize. The farmers and 
businessmen and doctors and lawyers in parliament, sitting in that lovely 
old building at the Cape Town Gardens under the Mount Nelson Hotel , 
where I had such a good time as a kid, staying there with my aunt .  The 
teachers in the girls' school I wen t to, the people I worked for in Johannes
burg, the doctor, the advert ising agency ones. Even the others. My other 
aunt and her husband-Joe, he was so wonderful to me-who tried to show 
me I ought to resist what was going to kill \Vhaila . Although it was no good . 
Not only because I treated them badly-but because all of them, they let 
it happen. I never understood my l i fe until there he was .  In the ki tchen . 
I t  happened in the ki tchen .-
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He was listen ing without embarrassment or the simulated horror that 
invariably h id embarrassment when the subject came up; without the 
fatherly shelter of a Karel, the distraction of a Pavel , without even the 
perfect tender acceptance of the young man she was going to marry .  He 
was looking at her, and he offered the cautery of desire for her: in her raw 
sorrow, far away, buried under the snow and the brownstone, she had felt 
that only a man could comfort for the loss of a man, only the smell of a 
man could make it impossible to disbelieve that a man actually came to an 
end on the kitchen floor. 

When he spoke it was back on the level of conventional indiscretions 
that could be ignored in the light of day; he and she knew that when the 
bar closes and the music stops there are cockroaches and the sweat of 
cleaners. -And now? When did you marry the American fellow?-

-We're not married.-

-He seems--okay. Nice house. Leonie and her crowd. Good 
people.-

They smiled-at h is dismissal or approval .  
-I t's been postponed a couple of t imes .  Now until September.-
-\Vhat'd you actually mean by 'get rid'?-
-The same as you mean-when you talk about power. But now it's 

soup powder I 've been doling out. Most of the time. Since Europe. \Vhen 
you see everything reduced to hunger, nothing, nothing but the terrible way 
eyes look at you, men, women, children , cattle, dogs-the eyes become the 
same-you can't  remember anything else . You only want to find something 
to stuff in those mouths. You lose al l sense of what you wanted to do. And 
the same thing with pain .  You just want to stop it ,  for them, for the hour 
you're there with them . There's no other purpose you can even think 
about-

His nostrils widened and his big mouth creased down in emotional 
rebuttal .  -It's not for you .  I t's not for you to spend your young life with 
those poor devils-and I can call them that because they' re my people, I 've 
been one of them , I 'm  tell ing you , I 've been without food or a place to go 
. . .  That's not getting rid. I 'm going to tell you someth ing- But he glanced 
up away from her rapidly as if at some sudden presence invisible to her, and 
returned with a change of mind and tone. -Come along with me to 
Mombasa tomorrow, you need a day off. All that misery, it gets on a 
person's  nerves .-

-Oh I can ' t ,  we're seeing Mzee in the morn ing.-



-Leonie will see the Old Man. She'll do all the talking, anyway, you 
won't  get a word in .  You're not really necessary .-

-Of course not !- She laughed at the a i ry offence. -But she expects 
me, and it might be useful for me to know him.-

-He'd see you any time, as soon as he recognized your name. Come 
for the ride.-

-l 've never been to Mombasa .-
-Beautiful . I ' ll drop you at the beach or the hotel-don 't you want 

to swim? Bring your things . . .  I ' ll be busy, you can do what you like. But 
we leave early, eh-five-thirty in the morn ing, can you get up?-

-1 '11 be up!-
-Of course you 'll be up !-
-When would we get back?-
-Late tomorrow night .  I f  it gets too late, we can find somewhere to 

sleep on the road. I have to be here by lunch-time, whichever way.
-To see Mombasa ! Why not?-
-But you better put on another dress . . .  -
She amusedly presented herself, stretching her back upright against 

her chair, palms open . He gave her a quick, up-and-down military inspec
tion . -Haven' t  you got something else? I t ' s  a five star, the hotel where 
we'll have lunch.-

The General saw in her, that first evening, someone who could keep 
abreast of h im;  moving on . 

Shoved, the sliding doors of the wardrobe in her hotel room rolled 
back, lighting the in terior . There hung the few garments of those who wear 
the sackcloth rejection of the West's plenty or the battledress of identifica
tion with an eternal guerrilla struggle of humans against the evil in them
selves . She put on the garments every day, replacing dirty with clean .  There 
was noth ing that would please an exiled Third World general preparing his 
liberation army for reinvasion . She felt a sudden impatience with these 
jeans worn white at the knees and these baggy shifts. If the shops had been 
open-she had the impulse to buy that splashy African cotton and wrap 
herself in the fancy-dress 'confections' the beach girl had displayed on the 
camel-saddle chair at Archie's Atrium. She put out a sh ift and found some 
sort of token adornment in a necklace made of red seeds and porcupine 
quills-a tourist th ing she had in her suitcase to take back as a gift for one 
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of the Burns sisters who was looking after the ch ild . The traveller's alarm 
clock beside her bed was set for five o'clock. This time, before she went  
off on a jaunt to the sea, she left a note . I t  was pushed under Leon ie's door 
at dawn . 

A navy-blue blazer with gold buttons swayed on a hook provided 
between the front and back windows of the h ired car. The General wore 
pale beige tropical trousers with a crease ruled exactly down each monu
mental th igh , hand-stitched I tal ian brogues on h igh-arched feet, and a 
batiste shirt whose placket and buttons strained to contain the rise of a 
punchbag-hard belly and the spread of pectoral muscles . His big head 
almost grazed the roof; h is presence filled the car, giving off the pleasant 
scent of good soap and after-shave cologne. \:Vhcn he got out and went into 
the bush to have a pee, his passenger felt the weight of that presence 
emphasized by its absence. The moments scarcely interrupted their talk; 
within the landscape they were cleaving-villages, cycl ists, roaming chil
dren , distorted crones with loads of wood or produce supported by a thong 
across the forehead-they were in the familiar territory of exile, that knows 
no hemispheres; a globe of blank spaces between those areas where one has 
been allowed in, whose cl imates arc characterised not by rain fall and tem
perature but by whether one is tolerated only in inactivity or may seek 
all iances, support, and bases . There was no need to censor . Each knew the 
social and personal codes and moral ity of that territory, which those who 
had never been there could not, need not, know. -How can you ever 
explain?- He knew she was talking of the finger-supper questions, silences 
(of judgment) , assumptions of understanding that understood noth ing. 
-I don 't  answer about Europe because no-one who hasn ' t  worked that 
way there can follow. I t 's l ike when my little girl asks me where babies come 
from. I tell her. They grow in the mother's tummy. That's as far as she can 
go. Her innocence makes it unthinkable she could grasp how they get there 
-and more important ,  why. She doesn't know enough to want to ask. The 
questions aren't even ever the right questions-you know what I mean? I n  
each society there's a different way o f  putting th ings, a different way of 
in terpreting what happens or what's been said . \:Vhat seems a lie to some
one at Leon ie's wouldn't be one somewhere where relations between people 
take place in completely different circumstances-pol itically, socially, oh , 
every way there is. Every way they can ' t  imagine.-

-That's what makes the easy l i fe tough in the States.- A glance, to 



see her laugh . -I t's happened to me, too. But what about the other way 
round? The other side of the world? Got to wear a different hat there 
eh .-

-People seem--older.-
-Not so much innocence and icecream.-
-The trouble there's more l ikely to be they're on to everything you 

haven 't  said, when you ask or answer . . .  But your hat 's always the one with 
gold braid, everywhere.-

-The best place is here and now, on this road in Africa , with no hat 
on at all . Bare head, bare-foot. The chance doesn't  come too often .  ( His 
passenger had taken off her sandals and was lying back with her feet up on 
the dashboard . )  D'you want to drive for a bit? The road will be passing 
through the Tsavo reserve soon and we can't  change over among the 
lions.-

ln command of a h i red car, alone in the front with a casual acquain
tance asleep on the rear scat ( -1 need to be fresh for what I have to do 
when we arrive-) there was in this trivial and marginal circumstance a 
sense of being that really belonged with permanence, not a day-trip. He 
rumbled a little, an inact ive but not extinct volcano, back there. She snuffed 
at the old hot smells of grass d igested and excreted, of wet grass growing, 
blowing with the wind-How of her speed, that flushed away the scent of 
after-shave. The road was empty; the rump of a buck or two whom the 
approach of the car startled long before she was close enough to see more. 
At a detour she scarcely slowed down on the loop of sand road. The car 
sang a d ifferent tune, shuddering softly over corrugations beneath a fluffy 
surface. Then the wheel was wrenched away under her hands-she 
clutched at it, shocked, almost laughing, on a roller-coaster-and the space 
that enclosed her and the sleeping man went wild, displaced fiercely this 
way and that, back and forth across the road. She had her foot down on 
the brake as if on the stirrup of a bucking monster, the wheel twirled 
uselessly, the enclosed space ti lted sideways, righted, t ilted completely, she 
was upside-down, struck on the head, feeling at  the same instant a huge 
thud at her back. 

The car landed on its four wheels and careered away through grass and 
trees, h itting noth ing and coming to a stop where its own momentum 
ended. She had been thrown into the empty scat beside her. She saw him 
struggling up from the floor beh ind with the grouchy clumsiness of some
one inconsiderately woken by a shake on the arm. He must have unfastened 
the buckle of h is elegant  belt for ease before he took a nap, and his first 
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instinct was to close it dign ifiedly. She began to laugh . He saw her laughing 
at him with eyes shaking and gl ittering with tears . The tears splashed onto 
her mouth : he laughed at her. -My Cod, what did you do? \Vhat did you 
do?-

She could not stop laughing. -Woke you up. Sorry I woke you up.
-My Cod, what did you do?-
Their amazement at being unhurt turned to euphoria .  The doors were 

not jammed; they got out of the car and examined each other, knees, arms, 
heads . -Arc you sure you' re all right? You can 't be all right?- -But I 
am !  Maybe a bump'll come up here on my head.- He took her head 
ent irely between h is hands and felt it all over. -Does it hurt here? 
Here?- -No. No. Just a little there, where I told you .- -No sign of 
a cut . You should let your hair grow, it 's a protection .- -Idiot, idiot I 
am,  I braked . Everyone's taught never to brake in a skid. I knew it ,  but I 
didn't  do it-

He got into the car and it started at the turn of the ign ition key. Their 
faces exchanged triumph as he looked up at her through the window. 
-I 've never before believed in miracles .- -But I 'm  a Cathol ic, so I 
do.-

Slowly rolling back to the road; she gave a little shudder and put her 
hand, as i f  to steady herself, on his broad knee as he drove. It was the touch 
with which they had examined each other for hurt . Quiet and emptiness 
of the landscape closed over the startling rupture as if  it had never hap
pened . A few hundred yards from where they had broken into the environ
ment with their steel capsule gone amuck, he stopped the car, took up her 
hand and pointed it into the trees. Five or six elephants were browsing there 
at various distances, to be made out, patiently, one by one, by the fan of 
ears l ike giant leaves among dark foliage or the stir of a tree-trunk become 
a huge foot; had been there in their vast and dreamy existence, outside the 
short violent incident taking place in human time. I f  the skid had happened 
a few hundred yards farther along the road, the car would have burst down 
upon the beasts with an alien present .  The car and its occupants could have 
been crumpled like a chocolate wrapper under their rage. The travellers sat 
in silence watching l ife on th is grand scale of size and time. -I t's not so 
easy to kill me. I t's been tried three times.- He was looking out turned 
half-towards her with his elbow leaning on the open window and his hand 
hanging on the steering wheel : a face composed always to be observed, 
ambivalent nuance erased, features boldly and definitively simplified for 
emphasis. A face for a postage stamp. 
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-Shall I tell you something?- From the moving car the forest scrub 
they were passing through again appeared uninhabited. They were alone 
as human beings are alone only among animals. -What I 'm  going to do 
when we get there? Certain people I 'm  going to meet? Nobody else in the 
world knows this, it 's going to happen in Mombasa because in Nairobi 
everyone's got big ears. I 'm  going to meet people who are willing to kidnap 
my son.-

Willing? But she asked nothing, her attention fixed hovering on the 
h ieroglyph of a profile. The small nose, whose nostrils rested low and broad 
seen full-face, was curved, pol ished along an arch of bone like a weapon 
lodged in the flesh . 

-My son, that I tra ined in my own army, he was one of those who 
threw over my government .  Yes, he was will ing to have me killed .  Now he's 
going to have h is chance: they'll bring him to our bush headquarters and 
there, in the North , where we're in control aga in ,  I ' ll give him the choice 
-to defect to us.-

He was waiting to see if there was any need to expla in what could not 
be said , whether the experience of this wh ite girl with whom nothing had 
needed an explanation so far, went so far as to ' follow him'  as she would 
put i t .  

She did not ask the question .  Without moving h is head he s l id h is 
glance. Her head was cocked back as if she had taken a deep breath , but 
the full lovely breasts were stirred only regula rly, calmly, shallowly. She 
asked a different question ; and that was his answer. -Your only son?-

-No. The eldest-by the second wife. The first has daughters . My 
eldest-and the best of them.  Right from the day he began to walk.-

Alone on an East African beach again ,  among strangers. The General 
dropped her where there was no tamarisk but the same cloisters of palms 
to stroll along, and a swim was a gentle engulfment through ghost-pale 
shallows until the body was taken, like the streak of another substance into 
the watery layers of an agate, into the still , clear sea . Lusaka was landlocked, 
Eastern Europe and the brownstone locked each year in snow, in West 
Africa the open surf flung h igh and h issing upon sand ta inted with cholera . 
She went back into the I ndian Ocean through groups of tourists talking 
German,  English children squealing, and a few black rocks, stepped round, 
that were African bodies. She floated and recalled without pain the yellow 
swimsuit and the emergence of the obsidian arms, head and torso from the 
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sea . The water itsel f washed pa in away; there was only the sensuality with 
which it did. She floated, and had noth ing in the world but a pair of jeans 
held together with a sa fety-pin . 

The General did not arrive for lunch at the five-star hotel . She waited 
at the terrace ba r, as arranged, and lazily refused the approaches of a 
handsome young German who had noticed her on the beach and now 
offered a Pimm's Cup. As the bar emptied towards two o'clock, he did not 
believe she was really expecting any particula r man (a girl like her would 
not be wa iting for a woman ) and came up to her again ,  h is flat pink ears 
gristly clean and his blond hair marked round the hairl ine with dried salt. 
She shook her head, but with a smile that softened offence. -Anozzer 
time, maybe?- She ate a sandwich in place of the five-star lunch and gave 
the barman a note, describing to whom it was to be handed: -A large man 
in a blue blazer and beige pants . African .-

ln  the hotel ' s  glossy gallery of  shops she amused herself. There were 
the carved tusks and cotton galabiyas she had once sold but there was also 
a jeweller's with amber from the Persian Gulf and a boutique displaying 
silk tun ics and suede jackets : she went in and suddenly was trying on the 
kind of clothes she had not worn s ince Olga had taken her shopping each 
change of season . The adjustable mirrors showed a triptych of anxious 
concentration , making decisions between garments she was not going to 
buy anyway. \Vith th is or tha t one, she met-stopped dead by, as it were 
-herself, remarkably elegant; a poss ibility never considered . A whole hour 
in the booth smell ing of other women's perfume! Agitated , she fished her 
sh ift and spiky necklace from behind the layers of fancy dress, but as she 
was about to leave the shop, came back and did buy something, a French 
bikini swimsuit she had seen in the window before she first entered . She 
had brought a traveller's cheque along with her because the jaunt was in 
the company of someone she hardly knew, and l\hs \Vhaila Kgomani was 
no longer a beach girl .  

The General came onto the terrace a moment after she was back 
there. He was carrying the blazer looped by one finger over his shoulder 
and his tie was loosened, but whatever experience he was fresh from left 
him unmarked in contrast with the attack of lust whose evidence was beside 
her in a black-and-gold plastic bag and the tendrils of hair stuck in sweat 
on her forehead. He was unperturbed at having missed lunch ,  or having 
been kept waiting by her when he did arrive: -1 went to freshen up.- At 
ease with the rituals of five-star hotels , he looked a moment at his nails, 
twisting into place the ring that had been turned by a towel . The long time 



they had known each other-all that had passed since five-th irty that 
morning-made apologies understood, as between partners preoccupied in 
a joint enterprise not to be trivialised. 

-Is everyth ing all right?- Her words were almost those they had 
used to assure no bones were broken . 

-That depends on h im .- His eyes moved rapidly in confirmat ion 
of orders gone over . -Whether he resists-really.- The eyes fixed on her. 
-I 've told them to be careful.-

She did not arrive back in Nairobi that n ight .  Leon ie was not worried; 
she had found the note, H illcla was safe with Reuel , splendid fellow, Leon ie 
herself would be confident to go to the end of the world with h im .  If only 
she could convince the State Department to be as confident that he was 
the man to support. 

They came to a country hotel. The wooden building stood on stilts 
among fever trees whose slender trunks gleamed phosphorescent green in 
a dark roaring with insect song. An old n ightwatchman gave them a key 
attached to a slab of wood marked Room 8. They stood on a rickety gallery 
that was supposed to allow tourists to watch h ippos come out of the river 
down below, but nothing moved in the frantically vibrating humidity. I n  
Room 8 there was a fan that turned its face, clicking and  creaking, this way 
and that over them as they lay naked . They had a lready touched and felt 
one another, that morning, and that kind of famil iarity was natural to turn 
into the other between a sexually-experienced man and woman . Yet she was 
a surprise to the General as his big body blotted hers from the face of the 
fan and the chilled layer of his skin and hers melted in h is  heat. She bore 
h is weight vigorously and gave h im great joy. And he could see in the dark 
the river-sh ine of eyes and the white of teeth-she kept her eyes open and 
was smiling-and when he had done with her he had the best feel ing of 
all , that all he had felt was only the possibility of what she could make him 
feel . 

She was not sentimental in the morn ing, either. Each lay, before the 
other was aware, wakened by the farting grunts of h ippos . -1 thought it 
was you, snoring.- She leapt up, breasts jumping, wrapped the giraffe
printed bedcover round herself and went out to see the animals. He lay in 
the smell of her body, already specifically identifiable to h im,  and thought 
about the man who was h is son . 



Leonie had to admit :  if the State Department wouldn 't ,  Hi llela had the 
nous to take up with the General when he was on the up-and-up again .  She 
must have had a pretty good inkling he was sure of getting back into power. 
Perhaps she even knew someth ing conventionally well- informed circles on 
African affairs didn't? The love affair with Reuel went on for several 
months, after it apparently had started-that time when they went  to 
Mombasa together-before she broke off with Brad. She was back in Africa 
on two or three working trips during the period; though nobody but she 
and Brad themselves knew for sure when the break actually came? Brad's 
mother-who couldn't believe anyone could do such a thing-said it 
seemed she had stayed on in the brownstone {presumably platonically?) 
quite a while after she told Brad . And he never said a word to anyone. 
Probably ashamed to. 

It was said she wanted to marry Brad to qual ify automatically for 
American ci tizenship. That theory fell away as malicious gossip-she didn't 
marry him, that was the point !  Leon ie defended her spiritedly, romanti
cally; among the proteges two had ' found each other ' ,  there was a new 
career open ing i f  the one in the brownstone had been abandoned . But the 
young white widow and her African ch ild, ikon of l iberation and reconcilia
tion between the Third World and the Western World, taken on by a local 
Joseph who found room for her in a house with storm windows like their 
own , had no options, for others. In Committee, the ikon could only be 
turned to the wall. She ended there, for them . She had not even given the 
opportun ity for an embarrassed farewell presentation . 

At a bookshop in London Pauline met a friend who passed on news 
of Hillcla she was not aware was already out of date. The friend had been 
to a seminar in Boston while on a visit to her daughter, married to a 
professor of I n ternational Relations, and actually heard Hillela speak. The 
name 'Kgomani '  had meant she expected a black, and then she realized who 
this white girl must be. Pauline's n iece spoke very well, very knowledgeably, 
it turned out she was quite a figure in circles concerned with African 
problems, now. Somebody said her husband had been assassinated by the 
South African secret service, in Zambia? Yes, Pauline could confirm some
thing l ike that had happened; the South Africans had denied it, of course, 
put the blame on rivalry among his own exiled comrades-sickening. 

Paul ine herself-Pauline and Joe-had left all that, left South Africa . 
She was defiantly miserable in London , with its civil ised pleasures of parks 
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and ponds, art galleries and theatres, pubs where house painters , advertising 
men and middle-class women up for a day's shopping reached over each 
other's shoulders for draught beer-democratic pleasures she had so en
joyed on the few visits as a tourist she, unlike her rich sister, had been able 
to afford . It was Pauline who had persuaded Joe they should leave. H is 
offices had been broken into and some evidence stolen-who but the 
security police could have done that? The evidence was vital in a case he 
was defending; being Joe, he went doggedly through the proper channels, 
seeking an indictment aga inst the pol ice, working himself to death as a 
detective rather than a lawyer to find the individual culprits. And being 
successful, of course; exposing the false alibis, the cover-ups by one depart
ment of the police hierarchy for another, in cross-examination. For what? 
The men he was defending were members of the Black Consciousness 
movement, who rejected wh ite participation in the l iberation of the coun
try. She burst out laughing every time she reminded him of this; she did 
so before friends as well as when they were alone. Her Saturday classes in 
the church had closed down.  The South African Students' Organ ization 
didn 't  want black children to take white charity education , and what SASO 
said dwindled attendance as the students' authority grew. The children 
sang freedom songs instead of the songs of grati tude they used to offer to 
Pauline and her helpers. One of the parents came to her to ask whether 
madam couldn't  make the children come back to her Sa turday mornings? 
But there was nothing madam or the Sowcto woman could do; that was 
exactly what the students, even quite small ch ildren , were saying: they had 
done noth ing, they could do nothing, together. The other non-racial groups 
to which Paul ine belonged had gone white. It was the only advice to be 
got out of Black Consciousness. Work to change your own people, not us. 
Joe kept suggesting there was sti11 plenty to be done that was worthwhile 
at the Black Sash advice bureaux, where some women with views just as 
polit ically advanced as Pauline's helped blacks resist by asserting to the 
l imit such rights as they had. But Pauline could not take the place assigned 
to her, among whites. The revolutionary temperament that had been un
successful in driving her Underground more than ten years before became 
vanity that would accept black rejection only as some sch ism within the 
central movement towards l iberation , not as the exclusion of whites like 
herself who were ready to opt out of their colour and class . -I f it's not 
s imply a revival of the old split between the ANC and PAC, then what is 
it? I f  it's not a revival that favours the others, because the ANC's at a ]ow 
ebb in influence with in the country, at the moment?-
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Joe had to remind her that when she drove a certain friend of hers 
and his family to the border one n ight years ago, the friend was one of those 
who, at that time, merely put it another way: 'd id not want to dance with 
whites ' .  Her theatrical laugh spluttered upon him again .  -\Vhat are you 
saying? And we found him dancing with our daughters !-

So they sold the house and he took Pauline away to London. She 
was convinced they could stay only as collaborators with the whites, now, 
whatever they did, however many legalistic triumphs he had. All conver
sations or arguments with her ended in reiteration of this. Their divorced 
daughter Carole and her small boy left the country with them, the elder 
boy had been given into the custody of his father. Joe found a position 
with a firm of solicitors who employed him mainly on l itigation over 
football-team disputes. He worked as conscientiously as he had done 
against charges of treason , the documentation of wh ich he had taken 
with him to Frognal Green , where it occupied one whole wall of book
shelves in the livingroom ( the flat was too small to provide him with a 
study} and was ava ilable to the Anti-Apartheid Movement, the African 
National Congress , the Defence and Aid Fund, the In ternational Com
mission of Jurists, the National Council for Civil Liberties-Pauline went 
out as soon as someone from any of these arrived, or shut hersel f in the 
kitchen and cooked . Carole-at this stage in her l ife, after having two 
children and emigrating-had decided she wanted to study law, after all , 
and was articled to her father's firm; he helped her with the degree course 
at London University she studied at n ight. On the other hand, Sasha, of 
course, had given up law; he was the only member of Hi llela's adoptive 
family who had stayed behind. Unless she would have counted (who 
knew, with her} Olga and the other cousins. 

The one who had contingency plans had not left . Olga had had both 
breasts amputated and was no longer afraid of blacks . She went coura
geously to the knife and would do so again if the cancer were to recur 
elsewhere in her well-cared-for body; she had had fitted artificial breasts 
that couldn't be told from her old shapely ones, even in a swimsuit, and 
she lived on in the house with her antiques-that selection from the past 
only of what is beautiful, l i fted cleanly from the context of its bloody 
revolutions-her ctagere, gueridon , George IV dining table and gilded 
Blackamoor. She lay beside her pool ; only Jethro was gone; one of Jethro's 
sons, a cook in a resort hotel in the Vumba Mountains in Rhodesia, was 
imprisoned for provision ing and hiding freedom fighters, and Jethro went 
home. Her own sons had all been commissioned during their military 
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service i n  another kind o f  army. There was n o  correspondence between the 
two sisters after Pauline left and i t  is unlikely Olga received hearsay about 

the platform career of the girl she would have brought up to a different l ife 
as her own daughter. 

Sasha heard because Pauline passed on the news to h im.  They could 
not leave one another be, Sasha and h is mother. Pauline phoned once a 
month and he spoke to her. Before she went into the bedroom and shut 
the door and dialled the long-d istance call , she washed her hands and 
combed her thick-streaked grey hair at the bathroom mirror: sti l l not too 
much the old hag. The haughty eyes in the mirror saw Sasha-many 
Sashas, after even a few months had passed, the last sight of him became 
a reconstruction out of many, many, like the changing face produced by 
riffling the pages of one of those booklets of 'moving pictures'-the expres
sion on the same face drawn on each page different from that of the 
previous page-that are supposed to have led to the invention of cinema
tography. There was never much to say to each other. Not 'What are you 
doing? ' ;  god knows what he was doing with himself. At least i t  was some
th ing to relate: -I bumped into a woman I know who heard Hillela speak, 
in Boston recently. Apparently she's working with some institute concerned 
with refugees in Africa . It was a seminar at M . I .T. Th is woman said she 
was good-knowledgeable. I 'd hardly think it was Hillela 's field .- Sasha 
didn't respond;  what could one find to talk about that would rouse his 
interest . That old ch ildish fuss over Hillela was forgotten long ago, other
wise Pauline herself couldn't  have brought up her name, to h im,  so easily. 
But maybe i t  was j ust as well he was crossing her voice with h is own ,  asking 
whether an acquaintance of his could look up Joe for advice, in London. 
If she had annoyed h im by a j udgment in her remark (didn ' t  she know they 
annoyed each other always, unavoidably, inevitably, making judgments) 
and he had pressed her over the implication of what she did think was 
H illela's field, then she would only have made things worse by coming out 
with it: Hillela 's field was, surely, men. 



LIBERATED TERRITORY 

What has been, what was, what wi11 be: nobody else can decide. 
That was understood, lying tenderly apart in the biggest bed in 

America. His choice, to lie apart; he could have been comforted, why 
not, he knew he was still loved the way he had been loved. It was 
never any different. Staying would not have made this house safe for 
him. 

But that is what is always said by the one who is going. 
No need to leave yet-nobody knew, and nobody could know there 

was happiness in that house, yes, sti1l there, during those months. Like 
brother and sister lying there, tempting-but he thought it was wrong. Not 
for us. Sometimes he panted in his sleep, from his wound. But nothing to 
be done; tenderness only salts. There would have been many more wounds, 
because that love would never be any different. 

That's what is always said. 
He was thinking about the other one all the time-nearly all the time; 

sometimes both forgot, in the little American famHy of three, playing in 
pyjamas in the tropical warmth of the brownstone's insulation. What's he 
like? What 's he like? You were thinking of nothing else but never said it. 
You sweated it. The child sensed something; tugged uneasJ1y at those frizzy 
plaits. You tweaked her ear or nose- What' you staring at, Nomikins, 
what 's the matter. 

Nothing like. With all the in telligence and willingness and under
standing shining the golden-brown lantern so steadily from the dark side 
of your gaze, you would not be able to follow. Because of that, he could 
never have told you what he told me. And because he could tell me, and 
I could follow-no, you 'll never follow, it can 't be done in this old house 
full of heirlooms, the things handed by fathers to sons. A desk, a complete 
set of The New Republic, and soon a piano; that 's heritage, here. Possible 
only to stroke your hair, if you'll allow it, and let them say what they like; 
you will never explain to anyone why we stayed on a while, your first little 
family (you 'll play the piano, one of the tall, hunch-shouldered American 
girls will give you more brothers and sisters for your first Nomikins}, and 
although you 'll never follow what he's like, what she's like, the one who is 



going, you did know, oh you did know-no-one can draw a proxy signature 
beneath a life. 

The other will not die. Not even a herd of elephant wi11 trample him 
out. He is not beautiful, he carries his Parabellum, he knows how to deal 
with sons, in him the handclasp compresses the pan-pipe bones of the hand 
with which it makes convenant; it is, on recognition, irresistible. 



The General did not marry her for some time-or Hillela did not marry 
him.  They moved about Africa , warp and weft of purpose, trading decisions 
and carrying out ,  separately and together, the actions these required. He 
made the decision over the namesake: -Send her to a decent school in 
England. An eight-year-old child can ' t  be dragged around the place, she 
needs a settled l ife, and that school ing is still the best in the world. I have 
two kids there. Give her the advantage. I ' l l pay.- He meant it, but it was 
not necessary; Hillela had her connections to revive on behalf of Whaila 
Kgomani 's daughter. If Nomo doesn't know her father's tongue, she hasn' t  
grown up speaking the colon ial-accented English of  her  mother; she was 
educated at Bedales. 

It became evident afterwards that Hillela went on several missions for 
the General, to countries where he could not go, and to which , on her 
decision , he could not trust anyone else to go. At the beginn ing she had 
the unique advantage: no-one in Africa yet connected her with him. If he 
had been seen to spend the n ight in an hotel with a young white woman 
-well ,  he had never been known to be able to resist a pretty gir l ,  particu
larly a wh ite one. Such girls have no names. People who came across H illela 
in various African states knew her as one of the aid functionaries whose 
criss-crossing of closed frontiers was tolerated by all sides for reason of what 
they could hope to get . She looked up old friends without their realizing 
she was no longer dol ing out soup powder; and i f  they did, as perhaps on 
the night she dined with Tambo, Arnold and Busewe (upgraded ) in Algiers, 
maybe it was the mission itself, on that occasion , to do so. I t  has never been 
clear what her position with the African National Congress was, beyond 
that of Whaila Kgomani 's widow, at that period. And the uncertainty of 
future polit ical alliances between countries makes it  always wiser for refer
ences other than 'she played her role in active support of her husband's 
determination to restore peace, prosperity and justice to his country' to be 
excluded from data ava ilable at the General 's Ministry of I n formation and 
Public Relations. 

Anyway, he took her with him to Mozambique in 1 975  when he 
attended the independence ceremonies and saw another of the community 
of exiles return to h is own country as President .  The official invitation was 
in itself a polit ical statement; h is old friend Machel showed by it h is 
country's non-recognition of the regime that had ousted the General from 
his .  I f  the General brought along a consort who was not h is wife-she was 
the widow of a martyr to the cause of African l iberation, and Machel had 
known her personally as one of Leonie's American lobby. And if once she 



drove in some official car past the old Penguin Nightclub where her mother 
had danced n ight after n ight, she did not know that that was the place, 
that it  had ever existed : closed up, along with all the other n ightclubs, and 
the prostitutes whose kind of freedom had excited poor Ruthie were being 
re-educated for occupations more useful to a country than the sexual relief 
of white South African tourists. She could not search for any face among 
the crowds . It belonged to the recollection of the ch ild beneath the palm 
tree, and that was overlaid by so many shadows . 

I n  Africa the General wore a black beret bound with leather in place 
of the gold-braided cap . He grew a beard . It was not only to the great 
occasions of flag-ra isings she accompanied him, sitting there with the grow
ing feeling-binding them together more than if their flesh had been in 
contact-that next time, or the year after that ,  he would be the one making 
the victory speech . Her experience in Africa made it possible to take her 
even to h is bush capital in the expanding area h is army was able to declare 
liberated territory. She was as accustomed to drinking contaminated water 
and eating off the land as she was to making dinner-table conversat ion with 
a Minister. He took her everywhere; a characteristic of the qualities devel
oped by a mistress that she should be, unlike a wife, someone who can be 
taken everywhere. The language of their intimacy was as much the terse 
anguish when supply l ines of ammunit ion broke down or a go-between 
dealer failed to deliver the Stalin  organs, Kalashn ikovs, I sraeli UZI subma
chine guns, Belgian F AL assault rifles dearly paid for in trade-offs and 
money, as it was love-talk . Her sexuality, evident to every man watching 
her pass as he sat in the bush oil ing h is gun, or stood at  attention for review 
before the General, was part of the General 's Command. For him it 
seemed to grow, to be revealed with the success of h is push towards the 
real capita l .  Her small, generous, urging, inventive body was the deserts of 
success; some bodies are made only for consolation , their sweetness touches 
with decay. But he had known from the first t ime he made love with her 
that that was only an experience of her possibil ities-without realizing 
exactly what these would turn out to be. 

Everyone has some cache of trust, while everyth ing else-family love, 
love of fellow man-takes on suspect interpretations. I n  her, it seemed to 
be sexuality. However devious she m ight have to be (he realized he did not 
know why she should have wanted to be chosen by him) and however she 
had to accept deviousness in others, in himself-she drew upon the surety 
of her sexuality as the bread of her being. 

You cannot run a country, in exile you cannot equip and train an 
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insurgent army, augment it with villagers, local recru its, establish safe 
houses both within and without your country, without having an instinct 
for finding the right people to whom responsibility may boldly be delegated. 
Right at  the start of their relationsh ip he offered this bedfellow a m ission 
for which she was an unl ikely candidate-by anyone else's judgment. But 
he did not solicit any. It was H illela , on one of those working trips to Africa 
while she and the namesake were still l iving with Brad, who went to the 
safe house in a country to wh ich the General 's eldest son had been taken 
when he was successfully kidnapped. It was an Arab country that had 
agreed to this hospital ity. He had to d isappear; a strategy to confuse the 
General's enemies, with whom his son had all ied himself, by not transport
ing him directly to the bush capital . H illela was sent because she would be 
so unexpected an envoy that the hit  men who had had to be employed for 
the job would be uncerta in what interests beyond the General 's her pres
ence m ight represent, and therefore would be more l ikely (the General 
repeated the phrase without elaboration) to be careful with the young man 
they had abducted . 

Her arrival also threw the defiance, anger and fear of the young man 
into confusion . All he had prepared for the confrontation with his father 
was become a set of cumbersome armour of wh ich this feminine apparition 
was not worthy; for wh ich h is posture was useless. Whatever explanations 
she gave, he was sure he did not really know who she was and why she was 
there. She could not be from the CIA, because the CIA had helped oust 
his father. Was she from the KGB? Or from Castro? 

She said his father had sent her to see i f  he was 'all right' . They were 
figured-over, the two of them and his guards, l ike patterned cloth, by 
lozenges of orange and purple light that came through closed velvet cur
tains in a suburban villa . He would not speak to her. She told him that what 
he had been hearing in  the capital for the past six months was the regime's 
propaganda: the General was not routed and in retreat, the whole of the 
Northern region was liberated territory, he was now receiving massive 
material and other support from outside, village after village was welcoming 
h is men . Within the year he would be in the capital . -Whatever happens 
to the government people, he can't  leave you to be among them . He wants 
you to know that is why you a re here. I know you don't  believe it , yet, but 
he doesn't want you to come to any harm .-

A servant in terrupted with coffee and sweetmeats glazed with honey. 
The General 's son ate. He had the air of unreal ity of one taking the last 



meal before execution, unable to imagine the actuality of what he dreaded . 
She could not open her mouth to reassure h im .  

Back in her hotel room between visits to  the villa, she lay following 
the screen of the television with the sound switched off; she did not know, 
so far removed now from the General ' s  presence, whether there was any 
reassurance to be given . How long had she known the General? Beh ind the 
shared territory of exile, the shared beds in safe houses and I ntercontinen tal 
Hotels, there was a whole l i fetime of which not even the testimony of 
souvenirs, as in a beautiful room in Eastern Europe, was open to her. 

She bought jeans and T-shirts and took them to the villa . The heat 
hammered at  the walls . I t  was a prison-the General ' s  prison-with mar
ble-topped tables, thick hot carpets, and pictures, to be made out in the 
mated stuffiness, someone must have chosen . Furniture can be anonymous 
but someone has always chosen the pictures. The General 's son did not 
speak to her during those days but they experienced together a drowsy gaze, 
over and over, on the Swiss alpine view and the Belle Epoque woman in 
a carriage at the Place de l 'Opera; the room buzzed with prayers being sa id 
in the adjoining one by the off-duty guards, who were not allowed to leave 
the house for the mosque. After a few days he still did not speak but 
appeared in the clean clothes looking l ike one of the black students, eager 
to demonstrate to free somebody, who came to hear her speak on American 
campuses. He was sl im,  with a bunched mouth and delicate pointed jaw; 
no resemblance to his father, his fingers were long and tentative in their 
movements . The favourite must have been a fragile child. Even though she 
had a ch ild of her own , the abstract relations of her own childhood-Len 
the Other Man, Ruthie dancing, dancing in a n ightclub-meant  she had 
no understanding, was free of the patricidal and infanticidal loves between 
parents and ch ildren . It was another advantage her aunts had not intended . 

I n  her hotel room, piped music instead of prayer came through the 
back of the bedhead from the room next door while she telephoned Reuel . 
There was no direct dialling to the safe house he was in ,  in another country. 
A chocolate had been placed on a paper doily inscribed : The Management 
Wishes You Goodnight. She was eating i t  by the t ime the connection was 
establ ished ,  and he heard that her mouth was full , a signal of calm audacity 
that reassured and at the same time delighted h im .  

-Not a mark on h im.  But  i t ' s  an awful place.-
-How's that? I a rranged for a house, a n ice house!-
-lt's hot and ugly, and the curtains are kept closed all the time.-
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He was laugh ing thunder down in his deep chest. -If he's got 
any sense, he'll never be in a worse place, my God, if you call that 
awful . . .  ! You've been a lucky girl .-

She told his father he wouldn't speak to her. But the day she was to 
leave and explained he would be following, separately, to h is father's bush 
headquarters, he stood up-for a moment she thought he was going to 
clutch at her physically, not wanting to be left. -Who are you?-

He knew her name; she had given it to h im the first t ime she saw him, 
and seen disbelief in h is face . 

-I 'm your father's lover. My husband was assassinated seven years 
ago.-

He looked at her; appeared to be looking at her dark eyes, all shin ing 
pupil, her tight-skinned cheeks, mouth with the beginnings of the l ines of 
her most habitual expression-generous, wary confidence-<>verprinting 
the relaxation at the corners of her l ips, but he was following someth ing 
else. Every fea ture of her-the breasts slung from the angle of bare collar
bones, the dent of her navel visible under the th in cotton of her skirt, the 
ringless brown hands and dabs of red paint on her toenails-all these, of 
face and body, were markers and footholds showing the way. He had 
enough of his father in him to recognize this one not only knew the need 
to move on, but also what she would not reveal to his father: what it was 

necessary to do, to bring th is about. 
I see, he sa id .  

He saw. 
By the time the General was ready to eliminate the government's 

border outposts and push his forces, at last sufficiently large, properly 
clothed and well-equipped, to attack the second largest town in his country, 
his son had a black beret and a beard that broadened his face. H is breast 
was crossed from shoulder to waist, on either side, by a sash like an Order 
made of the pointed steel teeth of machine-gun bullets . It is true that 
Hillela worked beside h im for four weeks, that dry season of the General 's 
advance . They were with the General in an abandoned farmhouse that had 
once belonged to a wh ite settler before the first war there, the old war of 
independence. I t  was the supply depot closest to the figh ting; the farther
most point of a road able to carry heavy transport vehicles. The General's 
men unloaded their cargo and stored the boxes in the house. The son was 
the best of them, yes; he worked until dawn. Hillela had a kitchen table 



at which she sat typing the serial number of each gun before distribution 
so that the General would know exactly what weapons were being deployed 
where. The specifications were not unfamiliar to her; her trips with Arnold 
stood her in good stead, as the Manaka cuisine once had done in other 
circumstances. 

The house with its curtainless windows was a creature who has wit
nessed so much that its eyes can never close . But everyone slept there 
during the day. I t  was stacked with grenades. I f  one were to have been 
faulty all would have gone off as a bundle of deadly firecrackers, blowing 
up the whole place. At midday the sun stripped the walls bare, ransacking 
yet aga in :  bare boards, shelves of dead insects. At the same hour every day 
a bar of l ight rested on the eyelids of the Genera l .  He woke, and often made 
love to her and then would stroll with her in what must have been the 
settler's farmhouse garden .  Among the mud huts, l ike burned broken 
pottery, of the peasants who had moved in when there was redistribution 
of land and then, in turn , fled from the new war, there was still the remains 
of a swimming pool . In it were skeletons of frogs and a dead snake lying 
like a lost leather belt, stranded from the last rainy season . The General 
wished there were some way of filling the pool; he would have l iked to do 
his twenty lengths a day. 

The small a irport was taken with the town . When the General sent 
her out during the mopping-up operat ions (which included the looting of 
bars and brothels by some of h is long-deprived troops ) it was from his stance 
on this strategic bit of l iberated territory that he saw her off in one of h is 
Libyan planes. The son ,  now with the rank of colonel, was alongside h is 
father. Not customary, among these people, to kiss when not making love, 
and so she did not offer any dab on either cheek to the young man, but 
they clasped hands and the corner of h is bearded mouth went up in a smile, 
slowly exchanged. It was as if , at last, they had turned to acknowledge 
together the view of the Swiss Alps and the lady in the carriage on the Place 
de l 'Opera . 



Agostinho Neto was another friend of the General who had become Presi
dent of his country. Hillela waited safely in Angola while the General and 
his son advanced, captured airstrip by a irstrip, village by village and town 
by town , towards the capital she had never seen . She must have l ived for 
seven or eight months in that hotel in Neto's capital, with one trip to 
England to see the namesake . She took Noma to visit the Holland Park 
couple with whom they had stayed when she was small-at ten, what long 
th in black legs she had! The wife babbled on about her surely going to be 
a dancer or a model , she kept talking, afraid Hillela would take advantage 
of any gap to ask if she and her child could occupy the guest room again .  
But Hillela was in no need of being taken in ;  she had been provided with 
a flat by some organization or other, she didn't name it ,  and, as the husband 
remarked, it was idiotic to be nervous, so obvious Hillela was not short of 
money, the chi ld was at Bedales , and how well H illela looked, prettier than 
ever. She was vague when asked what she was doing in Africa-Luanda , 
of all places. She had worked with various refugee organizat ions but now 
was not sure what would come next. From the way she got into the taxi 
he found for her when she left , from the way she settled herself and quickly 
remembered to smile through the window, her mind already discarding the 
visit l ike a used ticket, he knew-he couldn 't  say why-what had come next 
was a new lover, and whatever role that meant .  Once she had gone, the 
wife agreed : there was nobody quite like her; awful and rather marvellous. 

The General came to Luanda expectedly unexpectedly, every few 
weeks. I t  was not only to fill with the scent of h is after-shave, the grunts 
as he did his twenty morn ing push-ups on the carpet, the glowing weight 
of h is body in bed, a room registered in  the name of Mrs Hillela Kgomani ,  
but also to consult with Neto and others in the Organization of African 
Unity. Alliances must be negotiated with foresight .  Self-assured of winning 
his war, he was already looking towards h is stature in peace. She always 
knew if he had arrived and entered the room while she was absent; his 
presence expanded it before she noticed his bag or the newspapers spilled 
on the bed . She was alone in that presence-he had been in town since 
the previous n ight and was out at a meeting-on a day when the telephone 
rang and i t  was not he ready to say where to join him for lunch . There was 
someone to see her, downstai rs .  Who? -A woman asking for her. 

\Vhat woman? -The lady won't give her name.-
A strange hackle of fear rose from somewhere long quieted. She stood 

for an instant once aga in beh ind the refrigerator door and felt the thud of 
her own death. 



-1 don't  see people who won't say who they are.-
The telephone rang again and i t  was the General .  The young man 

behind the reception desk came running out on h is two-inch-heeled shoes, 
bum-tight black pants waggling, to open the lobby doors as she passed . 
Colon ists never leave; they leave their blood and style behind. He wore a 
pendant on a glossy chain dipping down into his  open-necked shirt, l ike any 
Portuguese dandy, and in his watered-down African face his eyes were the 
polished aubergine-coloured ones-like her own . -That 'oman,  she speak 
Portuguese to me.- But he saw madam was not interested, she had the 
face of someone who has j ust come from her bath and her mirror and is 
ready to be received by company that commands the best table in the 
restaurant. 

The next afternoon the persistent caller was there aga in .  -1 tell her, 
without she says the name (a shrug in the voice)-she say, Mrs Nunes.-

A General 's consort meets many people and docs not always remem
ber doing so, particularly if they are wives, who appear only in marginal 
social contexts and usually don't have much to say. It might be that this 
was one of those whose offers of invita tions to visit she had accepted 
without any intention of pursuing. 

H illela came down into the lobby, thirty-three next birthday, not 
grown tall , grown to be a young woman with deep breasts and a curly head 
well-balanced on a stra ight neck, shiny cheeks without make-up,  a black, 
brightly-suffused gaze. 

A woman was sitting on the plastic-covered bench where only the 
n ightwatchman ever sat. Her skirt was arranged round her knees and her 
feet were neatly together, pushed up by h igh-heeled sandals .  She pressed 
the heel of her palms on the bench and got up .  She came slowly nearer; 
stopped . 

-I 'm Ruth .-
The young woman tilted her head a moment; but the other was right, 

there was no need to make any other cla im .  
-The housekeeper here's a friend of  mine, she often talks about the 

people who come to stay, it's only natural . She said there was someone with 
an unusual, pretty name-'Hillela ' .  She'd never heard of anyone called that 
before-1 didn ' t  say anyth ing but I thought ,  what  a great coincidence. So 
I asked what you were like, about how old . . .  -

-Won 't you have some tea or something cool to drink.-
As if th is were one of the wives to whom politeness was due. That's 

what came out. That's all . She heard the sl ither and clip of h igh heels 
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beh ind her. They sat down between potted palms. No-one appeared to 
serve them. A long, long silence, twenty-nine years of silence uncoiled 
around the two women, it stretched and stretched to its own horizon, like 
the horizon drawn by a landscape of cloud rimmed by space, seen from a 
plane thousands of feet removed from the earth , from reality. Silence was 
another dimension : 'mother' , 'daughter' . 

-You don't  mind my coming.-
The remark did not break the silence, i t  was nothing, swallowed up 

by it .  She shook her head. 
She got up and pressed a bell on the wall .  
-Really-l 'm not thi rsty. Don't  bother.-
But she was pressing the bell again and aga in ,  it could be heard 

shrilling from beh ind the louvres of the patio bar. 
Even for one so used to adapting to others, so skilled and quick to 

adjust, how does one talk when one doesn't know to whom one is talking 
-acquaintance, secret friend, someone standing in  a relationship never 
tried out? There was at least something in the silence, something to say: 
-You l ive in Mozambique.-

-I did, in Lourenc;o Marques-used to be, Maputo now . . .  We 
moved here in the late Sixties, my husband thought there was more oppor
tunity. With the oil , you know.-

Vasco. The name torn in pieces and stuffed into a bin with the crusts 
of school sandwiches. To have inside me a man who has nothing to do with 
being introduced: th is is my wife, th is is my ch ild, my dog. The woman had 
the creamy opaque skin of the generation that used face powder, the skin 
of Olga . The high brow of Pauline was still smooth and the neck unlined 
but its fullness quilted. The beautiful pa inted mouth, shiny as tar in the 
photograph beside the silver dish of Liquorice All-Sorts, opened on false 
teeth . -How is Pauline? Is she still married to old Joe? And Olga? I don' t  
suppose I 'd  recogn ize them, now-or them me (acknowledging good
humouredly the hair dyed red) .  Olga must be sixty!-she's the eldest, and 
I 'm fifty-three, I was twenty-one when you were born .  Sixty! But I 'm sure 
she won't look it , she was always afraid of using herself up-you know? 
Precautions. 'Don't cry ,  i t  makes your eyes red . '  Even when we were 
children, she used to cream her elbows and knees when she got out of the 
bath . She was so pretty and so afraid-at fourteen ,  of wrinkles ! I threw her 
into terrible confusion when we were young girls and I read somewhere that 
if you shaved your legs you lost your sex appeal-she was always perfectly 



depilated. Wen, anyway, an she got was Arthur . . .  I suppose he's still 
around-

That circumcised ox, and he did become rich enough for her to buy 
a pair  of Imari cats and an 1 8th-century Blackamoor holding up a globe, 
and Jethro carrying cream scones to her swimming pool . 

-My darling Paul ine . . .  has she stuck with Joe? I 've often wondered 
. . .  though I didn 't write often . . .  No, wen, that's not true, I didn 't write 
at an after about a year. I 'm not going to l ie to you . I can ' t  p icture Pauline 
living a whole l ifetime with that n ice deadpan stuffed with legal documents, 
he was like a suit of old clothes fined with paper to keep birds away. I always 
knew, I hoped she'd sti11 have some other l i fe, she could have done anyth ing 
- She wasn ' t  like Olga or me. And an she had was Joe and her drunken 
black friends sponging on her. How is Pauline?-

But she knew no more than this woman, about the sisters, the aunts. 
She had been gone since she was nineteen . 

-And you don 't write?-
-No.- Gone, like Ruthie. 
A black man in  a waiter's suit that gaped between the buttons on 

jacket and fly stood by with a t in tray. An icecream was ordered-Wen, 
an right, rn have something!-and a soda . 

-Did you live with Olga or with Pauline? I n  the cnd?-
Now it was two schoolgirls meeting years later; the icecream was being 

smoothed, tiny cardboard spoonful by spoonful, between sentences. 
-With both . At different times. I went to boarding-school in 

Rhodesia and I used to spend the holidays with Olga .-
-She had only the three boys? She always envied me, getting a 

girl .-
-Clive, Mark and Brian .-
-And Pauline?- Ruthie had never written and now this woman 

wanted to register a preference for Pauline to have been the surrogate. 
-Oh,  I used to be invited a lot to Pauline's . And then when I left 

Rhodesia, I went to l ive with her and Joe.-
A smile. -Len . It was he who didn ' t  want me to write, you know. 

You were too sman to read, anyway.-
But not later. I 've had a husband, I 've given birth, these things were 

done to me, but with you I do things, I'm all over my body, I'm there 
wherever you touch me, my tongue in your ear, your armpit fur and your 
sweet backside. 



A S P 0 R T 0 F N A T U R E 

-Pauline had only the two, didn' t  she, Alexander-Sasha-and the 
little girl , j ust a baby, when I went away.-

-Carolc, we went to school together.-
-Sasha was a darl ing l ittle boy. Did you get on well? You and Paul-

ine's children?-
-Yes, it was fine.-
-No jealousy? We sisters never quarrelled, we were very, very 

close.-
-1 know. They were always talking about you .-
Sideways on the i ron cafe-chair, the legs were arranged exposed from 

the knees as they had been on the lobby bench ; elegant  legs narrow at knee 
and ankle, displayed as all that was left to display by a woman whose fine 
breasts (breasts of H illela ) now met, where a waist l ike H illela 's had been, 
a solid bolster that was diaphragm, belly and h ips in  one. -You wonder 
why I came. Why I 've bothered you. Hillela .-

She was smiling without admission or reproach . -No I don't .  Curios
i ty . I t 's natural.-

Offended, all the same; and the momentary twitching expression of 
one who is used to enduring the carelessness of others. -I t's a bit different 
from my friend who happens to work here, I th ink. Not just 'curiosity ' ;  
couldn't be,  could it? I f  you'd known I was here, would you have looked 
for me?-

-1 don' t  know, really. I wouldn't have known whom to look for.
A lie . Resemblances, sisterly and filial, can ' t  be avoided. But the General's 
consort did not look where she thought they were to be found, in Mozam
bique. 

The red mouth opened a l i ttle, the hands with the puffiness round the 
nails that results from some sort of manual work drew ringed fingers slowly 
down the powdered cheeks in preparation: -So you don' t  remember me 
at all .-

-1 th ink I was only-how old?-about two. There's a photograph in 
Lourem;o Marques. I was there with you but I don 't remember-not where 
i t  was taken , not the palm tree, not being there with you .  Olga framed a 
photograph-of you-one taken during the war.-

-Noth ing later?- Laughter. -That's Len . He must have torn 
them up. You had no other idea of me?-

-None.- No pictures , but letters . All sensations al ive in the body, 
breasts, l ips of the mouth and the vagina, thorax, th ighs. Vasco. A thi rst 
of the skin .  
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-\Vhat'd they tell you? Len?-
-That you'd made another l ife.-
-\Vas that all? What could that mean to a child? How ridiculous. 

Len 's phrase .-
-It didn ' t  really matter what he said, he was talking about someone 

I didn ' t  know, bringing up a subject that didn't exist, you see. I travelled 
about with h im when I was l ittle, in the car.-

And now remorse. -Oh my God.-
-It was wonderful !  I remember it a l l ,  sleeping on a teddy-bear cloth 

blanket in the back, between the sample boxes . We stayed together at 
hotels in l i ttle dorps; slept in the same room with him.-

-'Another l i fe ' .  Sounds as i f  I 'd gone into a convent .  Len just never 
could face facts. Wouldn't let me write, you know. And my sisters? When 
you were bigger?-

-Pauline expla ined .-
-That I ' d  gone away with a man.-
Oh more than that. To another l ife-Len 's  phrase wasn ' t  a euphe

mism. To look for passion and tragedy . The wrong place; when it really 
happens it happens on the kitchen floor. 

But a daughter cannot instruct a mother. -Yes, that you hadn' t  been 
-right-for Len,  and you'd fallen in love with someone else .-

-So you were old enough to understand, by then .-
-Oh yes . Some of my friends' parents were divorced .-
Vasco, my Vasco, the taste of you! You are sti11 in my mouth. I read 

somewhere it 's supposed to be the taste of bitter almonds. Not true, not 
For yours, anyway. Like strawberries, like lemon rind, I always did eat the 
rind of the slice of lemon people put in drinks. 

The silence came back. The woman braved it .  -He left me two years 
after we moved here.-

-You're not with Vasco anymore?-
Ruth ie, ch ildish , self-absorbed Ruth ie, never able to be aware of any

thing outside her own skin ,  that's her charm in a way-doesn't  notice that 
if nothing else is remembered, the man's name is known . 

-Oh, a long time. Th ings didn't work out, here. We had nothing left. 
Neither of us had a job, so he went to Europe to look for something. He 
was going to send for me in Lisbon, but it 's never happened .-

Mrs Nunes. -You' re married to someone else, now.-
The woman shook her head slowly, smoothing into silence the remote

ness of that poss ibility. -Not married. When I was still young . . .  younger 
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. I was fooled again a few times . I didn't understand what men 
were.- A l i ttle late to begin explaining the facts of l ife .  No doubt someone 
did that; so far as Pauline and Olga could be said to know them. Or poor 
Len . 

But the young woman was smiling at Ruthie as if she were the one 
capable of giving instruction . 

-And I hear you 've got a daughter, too. I 'm  a grandmother!-
-Yes, ten years old, she's called Nomzamo and she's at school in 

England.-
-My friend saw the photograph in your room. I s  she from this 

husband you ' re with here?-
-She's a black child. But not from the man your friend's described .
They laughed together for the first time. -Oh I 've l ived among them 

so long, it 's noth ing to me, although I ' ve never really had anyth ing to do 
with them . And now, of course, they've taken over everything-1 believe 
it's the same in Mozambique-not like it was when I was there, there's 
nothing in the shops, no water, even, half the time, in the old Polana. I t  
was such a beautiful hotel . People used to say better than anything on  the 
French Riviera-of course, you stayed there once with me! You did! When 
you were tiny! That's where the photograph must have been . . .  There were 
all the outdoor cafes, the nightclubs . . .  and now nothing left. Just the same 
here; look at th is dump of a hotel . They took over everything, but without 
the experience . . .  that's what happens. I often think, Pauline ought to be 
here, and see what it 's l ike-1 was always supposed to be the impractical 
one, I l ived in dreams, but what about Pauline . . .  ! I work for them . Yes, 
I do.- The mouth moved half-humorously, half-emotionally. -I 'm a 
housekeeper, too. At the Hotel Continental . They want wh ite or at least 
half-caste people for the job because the other poor things always fall to 
the temptation to steal towels and sheets. Of course-these things are such 
luxuries to them !  What will Olga say when she hears her sister's a glorified 
maid in a hotel !- But Olga will never know; neither mother nor daughter 
has any contact with her. -Are you a professional? Did my sisters send you 
to a universi ty? There was no shortage of money, my father must have left 
a pile, and Arthur's a money-making machine. The more I ask, the less I 
find I know about you .-

-No. They would have-Olga would have paid-but I left when I 'd 
fin ished school . Left where I 'd been living-at Pauline and Joe's . I 've done 
all sorts of th ings, doctor's reception ist, sung in discos, served in a shop, 



2 9 5 

been a kind of governess in Ghana, once; and then pol it ical work in Europe, 
and jobs with aid organ izations-in Africa , in America .-

Ruthie followed as if she had planned it a l l  herself . Now she could put 
a hand out and place i t  over Hi llela 's , a parental blessing bestowed upon 
a bowed head.  -Hillela, I 'm  so glad you've really l ived. I knew you'd be 
well taken care of by my family but at the same t ime I felt ashamed that 
it would mean you'd grow up like them, and never know anyth ing different .  
Every t ime I remembered you I thought that .  I t  would come upon me 
suddenly in  the most unl ikely moments, moments when it seemed that the 
things I was doing, the things that were happen ing to me-they made it 
impossible that what I left beh ind in Johannesburg had ever existed, that 
I had ever been Olga and Pauline's sister and Grandpa Hillel 's favourite 
granddaughter and married someone under a canopy.-

The first touch in twenty-n ine years . Her hand was trapped under the 
stranger's palm and neither turned to let the palms meet nor slid away. 

-I know i t  couldn ' t  have been all honey. But I can see-you wouldn't  
expect it to be .  I don ' t  know you-don't think I 'm pretending to know you,  
I can ' t-but I am your mother. The blood's the same.  You have a child 
of your own .  And this man, I hear he's some kind of polit ician ,  someone 
important-does he love you? Do th ings go well between you?-

If you never have had a mother you never have been asked such 
questions. She was smiling, conceding a right  that didn ' t  exist . -Th ings 
go very well . We'll soon be living in his own country .-

-You've turned out so good-looking, Hillela . And clever, I can tell . 
You remind me of Pauline when she was young-a certa in look around the 
eyes .-

The eyes: that  was the moment to ask the question . But d id i t  matter, 
any longer, whether she was Len's daughter or the child of Vasco; aban
doned or abandoner, both were gone .  No need to invent a reason for her 
particular kind of existence, taken in among antiques or bedding down with 
a cousin ( the blood the same), when for her, too, all that had happened to 
her made it impossible that what was left behind, there, had ever existed? 

-Will you show me the photograph of the l ittle girl? I need proof 
to bel ieve I 'm  a grandmother!-

-Of course. I 'll fetch i t  for you .-
She ignored the elevator, raced up the sta irs and the room was staring 

at her as she burst in and took the leather frame from the dressing-table. 
I t  was a double frame that balanced ajar l ike a book; on the side facing the 
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namesake, laughter-dents in her cheeks and her arms raised joyfully, was a 
photograph of H illela and Whaila with the baby in the crook of his arm. 
It had not been looked at for a long t ime, although it was there on the 
dressing- or bedside-table in every hotel room and in the duffle bag that lay 
among the guns and grenades in the farmhouse. \Vhaila, thirty-eight years 
old for ever in the garden of Britannia Court, the light catching his strong 
slender forearm with the watch there, distinctly, and the l ines of pain in 
h is smile that struck deep and never faded from the print .  She slipped the 
photograph out from beneath the plastic window and clumsily, tremblingly, 
put it  in a drawer. The veins of her neck swelled and for a moment the 
room lurched in tears. 

The woman had the good family manners to know she had stayed long 
enough; she had left the patio and was waiting in the lobby. She studied 
the namesake, considering fondly; maybe considering what to say, it was 
hard to find resemblances not blotted out by blackness . -She's an adorable 
little girL-

They stood seeing together the daughter's daughter, smil ing pol itely. 
Hillela took back the photograph only for a moment .  -Here, Ruthie, 

you have it .-

The General sa id of course she must come and l ive with them . -Your 
mother is our mother. She will have her own quarters in our house, or her 
own house, same as my mother.-

-She's Ruthie. I don ' t  know her, I 've never l ived with her. I might 
as well take in anyone.-

This had no sign ificance for the General .  Among his people most 
children were brought up by grandmothers or other kin as well as or in place 
of their mothers-anyone who performed the function shared the title: the 
mother remained the mother. -Hillela , you're not adopted?-

-Well, I was-but not by Ruthie.-
-Then she's your mother, even i f  you don' t  know her face. I don ' t  

care. \Ve look after our elders .
-But even if we had a house-
-You will have a house soon , a house you can ' t  imagine, a house with 

I forget how many-fifteen , sixteen rooms- And the thought of rega ining 
his  official res idence roused him, so that he pressed the breath out of her 
and kissed her with his hands encompassing her head, as he had held i t  at 
the beginning, to examine it for hurt .  
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-If we really want to do something . . .  -
-Of course. You must look after your mother.-
-D'you th ink we could get a cheap ticket to Europe? I don ' t  bel ieve 

she's ever been. Even if it were only to Portugal-she speaks Portuguese, 
apparently.-

-That's easy, i f  that's what you want .  Airlines must make sure all 
eventualities are covered .- He was laughing, zestfully packing h is bag to 
go back to his bush capital. -TAP wants to keep its landing rights if a 
change of regime is coming.-

Hillela had no address; i t  had not been pressed upon her, must have 
been clear in her face or manner that she would not know how to find any 
reason for another meeting. She went to the housekeeper to ask where Mrs 
Nunes l ived . -You can h'ask for 'er at the Continental, madam, that's 
where she works.- -No, her address at home. Do you know when her 
day off is?- -Like me, she's off work Thursdays-tomorrow, you see, I 'm  
not ' ere.- The housekeeper wrote a few l ines on  the torn-off border of a 
newspaper. -Is it far?- -There's a bus, madam-but you take a taxi .-

The General had left by the time the crows were squabbling on the 
balcony ledge in the early morning. It always was a day or so before she 
took possession of the deserted room again . The hearth-fire of the bed had 
gone out, cold. H illela dressed, approached the couple of taxis that leaned 
n ight and day against the kerb outside the hotel ; and then went on walking. 
The heat of the day had not yet risen ; there was a sh immer of humidity 
and the smell of salty wet stone and oil from the docks; the concrete of 
Tema rose from the waves, underfoot again, and sank away. She meant to 
walk in the direction of the fort, which she vaguely knew was that of the 
quarter indicated on the slip of newspaper in her bag, and pick up a taxi 
after she had had a breath of air, but she kept walking while the cross-wind 
on the causeway road that connected the town with the restinga, where the 
beaches were, blew about her its scarves and veils . The road to the fort hung 
as a slack, snaked rope from the walls. The Portuguese built their fortresses 
as indestructibly as the Danes and they have survived to be put to use 
everywhere on the coasts of Africa by successive powers, housing governors
general or colonial militia, and, at last, black heads of state or their army 
headquarters: the stony armour fits everyone, imperialist and revolutionary, 
capitalist and Marxist. She saw the fort up ahead with its great incongru
ously voluptuous bouquet of bouga invillea at the portal , then passed be
neath it, and looked back once at it h igh behind her. She had not been up 
there, although she moved in official circles; Neto did not l ive in h is palace 
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as Nkrumah had done in Christiansborg, outside whose walls grass covered 
a grave: I saw the face of freedom . . .  and I died. Military veh icles were 
tilting down the steep road and showering her with dust: th is was army 
headquarters . 

At the other end of the causeway road she stopped someone riding a 
bicycle and showed him the sl ip of newspaper . He gabbled direct ions in 
Portuguese, but her vivid incomprehension and feminine friendliness 
roused him to make further efforts and he drew her a map in the dust . She 
turned left, and then left again, passing rows of tiny pink, bright blue, 
acid-green and yellow fa<;ades like children 's iced birthday-cake houses . 
Pastel picket fences enclosed minute spaces of sand. The streets seemed 
deserted; row after row, pink, blue, green, yellow. Pleasure houses; places 
to store surfboards and waterskis and barbecue grills for prawns, doll 's 
houses where one could keep a girl, even, and vis it her during the week 
when famil ies were back in town . 

Ruthie l ived in one of these. The address was correct . The chalk-blue 
door was opened by a small girl with black eyes and th in gold rings in her 
baby ears-Hillela herself, if she had not been left beh ind twenty-n ine years 
ago. Perhaps Ruthie owned or rented the house, perhaps she h i red a room 
there; perhaps it was Vasco's pleasure house in which Ruthie had been left 
behind, and she hired it out to share with others? The child ran away to 
the kitchen, wh ich could be smelled (green peppers and coffee, the odours 
released when Pauline was preparing a treat lunch ) , and there were voices 
talk ing across each other in Portuguese. 

Ruthie must have just washed her hair .  She wore a towel turban that 
pulled firm the skin of her temples and cheeks; the lost beauty her sisters 
talked of almost emerged-useless beauty thrown away so cheap on the first 
man to take it up in a nightclub . It was her turn to lead the way, chattering 
and apologizing for her dress ing-gown . They went into what must have 
been the communal room: paper flowers before a plaster Virgin Mary, piles 
of gri tty records, a photograph of a frock-coated man and a woman in a high 
collar under oval convex glass. They sa t on a sofa protected by crocheted 
headrests and arm-mats. The curtains were closed against the sun and aga in 
what was said was said in patterned dimness, twenty-nine years submerging 
their faces under the dissolving play of depths. 

Ruthie's chatter stopped instantly. -Europe. But what would I do 
there .  I mean, I don ' t  know anybody.-

-\Ve've got friends who would look after you.-
-Oh no. Thank you, it 's very generous, tell your husband, I don ' t  
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know what to say . . .  No, I 'd better stay. I 'm  used to it , now. I speak the 
language pretty well, you know. After such a long time. Some of the whites 
who went away when it was all finished for them, they've come back, they 
can ' t  settle down there, after here--even though everything's changed so 
much .  And would I get my job back . . .  Europe. I 'd better stay where I 'm  
used to.-



Five weeks after a certain telephone call from his mother Sasha followed 
the impulse, and wrote to the Department of Polit ical Science at M . I .T. 
asking whether the Department would be good enough to supply him with 
the address of Mrs H illela Kgomani,  who had taken part in a seminar on 
Africa {he apologized for not being able to be more precise) the previous 
spring. It was necessary for him to contact Mrs Kgomani for reasons of 
research . He requested that if it appeared that his letter was directed to the 
wrong department, i t  might be passed on to the appropriate one .  He 
received a courteous reply, and the address of the brownstone. But although 
H illela wrote several t imes to Brad over the next year, she never gave any 
address other than that wh ich would place her in  a city at the moment of 
writing: 'Algiers ' ,  ' Luanda ' .  If there is nowhere to reply to, of course, the 
one to whom a letter is addressed cannot fall to the temptation to write 
back, and cannot deliver any sl ight through not doing so. Trust her to 
protect herself . . .  She would not know the joy and pain her handwriting 
caused . 

Brad wrote across the envelope from South Africa :  return to sender. 
Unwanted, unopened, dead letters come back slowly, by sea mail .  

Sasha opened h is and could not stop himself from beginning to read: 
. . . my "field" (as my mother says, as if we were sheep she 'd like to keep 
corralled chewing on this bit of grass or that) turns out to be not so different 
from yours, after all. I suppose that 's why I 'm writing. I chucked up law 
{again, the first time was for the army) and I 'm working with a black trade 
union in Durban, the place you once ran away to with your friend, I 've 
forgotten her name, and left the whole house in a state of shock . . .  I 'm 
relieved to be away from JHB, I 'm no longer with that girl, either. And the 
house is gone, they sold it before they left. But I hate the climate. I 've never 
liked lying about on beaches, which is what everyone finds the compensa
tion for breathing warm soup instead of air, night and day, in summer. I 
haven 't had a winter here, yet. What I do: I'm helping to organize workers. 
It 's as simple as that but of course it 's not simple at  all here. You would 
have gone off tc take a shower or gossip on the phone if I 'd talked about 
such things, but now I suppose you 'II know something of them. Maybe 
more than I do. Pauline said you lecture. African problems-she didn 't 
know the deta�1s, she thought it was refugees, but anyway, refugees are 
ex-employees, potentia/ labour, an unemployment problem among other 
things, so you 're certain to have picked up a lot from them. As you must 
know, blacks ' unions here at home sti11 aren 't allowed to participate in the 
ol5cial industrial conciliation process, but this won 't be able to go on for 
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much longer, whatever the government would like. As blacks have become 
the main work force, not only traditionally in mining, but in the engineer
ing, construction and other secondary industries, being able to negotiate 
directly only with whites has left the bosses a fraction of the labour force 
to parley with. The recognized trade unions are a farce, and these pragmatic 
capitalists have to deal with reality. So it's certain that in a year or two black 
unions wi11 have to be recognized. And there's the question of mixed ones 
-but I won 't go into all that. The only thing that was alive for me in law 
was labour legislation, and now at least I'm doing something practical with 
all that stuff I mugged up. Black workers have little or no experience of the 
kind of organizing sk1lls they're going to need, or the kind of structures, 
right from the shop floor, they have to set up. Not that there's always a shop 
floor-I'm mostly concerned with dockworkers, at  present. All I ever knew 
about them when I started was that they invented {should I say 'choreo
graphed') the gumboot dance, you know, the calf-slapping-and-stamping 
performance, tin whistles shrieking between their teeth-teams of them 
used to be brought to put on for Pauline's indigenous art shows. It 's not 
much of a career; I only mind for foe-but believe it or not, Carole has 
taken up where I dropped out, she 's articled to the &rm he joined in 
London! So that 's good, for him. He didn 't want  to leave but my mother 
decided he was useless here. And that was that. 

I don 't know what you wan t  to know. If anything. But I imagine that 
you are back in a faml1y now; you have your own fam1ly, a professor 
husband, a ch1ld {I know that 's not his, that 's from another marriage}. I 've 
never been to Uncle Sam 's great U.S. but I can choose and furnish your 
house from the movies . . . how else? And you in it. No movie to supply 
that one. 

I suppose that house and you in it is a good idea. So that with it you 
may want to know the sort of things people want to know when they have 
family houses. The other cousins: maybe you 'd like to hear about them. 
They all three have careers. Mark 's a urologist, a neighbor of yours, more 
or less, in PhJJadelphia. Brian 's in banking. Clive-l'm not sure what he's 
doing, can 't remember for the moment, but whatever it is he 's very success
ful-l met him once, on a plane going to Cape Town. He gave me a card 
which I lost. Maybe you have a card now: Professor and Ms Hillela-what? 
Pauline didn 't say; you keep your other name when you lecture. 

It 's wonderful to be with blacks. Working with blacks. Already there 
are some who are senior to me, one or two who have been, for training, 
to England and West Germany. I take my orders from them. So I suppose 
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I'm like Pauline, really. \-Vhere I get my thrills. It 's wonderful and some
times it 's a terrible let-down. Alpheus 's garage was luxury compared with 
the Rat near the Point I 'm liv1·ng in, but I 'm st1ll cut off from the vigorous 
ugliness of the life they live, different from my ugliness; what they find to 
talk about in their endless dialectic-no, synthesis-of laughter, anger and 
mimicry, their Sunday booze-ups, the childhood loyalties they never seem 
to give up-it's not in a manner of speaking that they call each other 

brother. 
But what am I saying. You were married to a black. It must have been 

different, for you. Perhaps I should marry a black girl-if that were possible. 
(By the way, the law against that is going to go, too, one of these days. 
They're looking for ways they can trim off the straggly edges without 
harming white power.) But I have to tell you I 'm not attracted to black girls. 
Not so far. As if they could care. 

The kind of job I do-it's neither legal nor illegal. It 's not really new, 
either. I 'm making no great break-through for progress. It was done before 
we were born or when we were little kids by people whose names I've 
learned, Afrikaners like the Cornelius sisters and Bettie du Toit, and Jews 
like me, Solly Sachs and Eli \'Feinberg. Before the laws put a stop to it. 
Some of them landed in jail and exile, and others ga �·e in and settled for 
working in �"hite unions. So now it has to be begun over again, but this 
time there 'll be no stopping it. The gumboot dance won 't be hustled off 
the arena when the whites have had enough for their amusement. Our 
offices ha ve been raided a few times; the police seem bewildered by what 
they find, might as well be reading upside-down. I 've been questioned, 
along with another white involved. But they don 't seem to know what to 
do about us, yet. 

I t  was not prying, to read the letter meant for Hillela . As he read he 
saw that when he was writing to her, he was writing to h imself. He tore 
up his  letter and dropped it into the office waste basket among memoranda, 
spoilt photocopies, and the Coke cans his colleagues a imed there. 



The signals from the General 's free radio stations became stronger and 
stronger. His pilots, tra in ing in Bulgaria to fly MIGs, qualified and came 
back to the bush to operate from the captured provincial towns with their 
a irports or a irstrips. The government troops were fighting from besieged 
towns. The General rocket-attacked and bombed mil itary bases but 
gave strict instructions that the oil refinery and the country's two ports were 
not to be touched ,  nor were there to be any but unavoidable civilian 
targets. -I 'm not going to walk into a ruined city and take on a wrecked 
economy.- But in the end there was fighting in the streets in  wh ich his 
former comrades, his neighbours when he was a young officer, his friends 
and perhaps even some members of his own fam ily would be killed . Only 
the best of them was safe by h is side, and no-one dared to recall that the 
Colonel had once belonged with the enemies h is father had overcome. 
The General did not have to explain to Hillcla h is fedings about th is; she 
had seen the homeless wanderers between army and army, war and war, 
sitting in the bush, she had brought the soup powder that comes after 
shrapnel . 

Some time before the army headquarters, police headquarters, broad
casting station and telecommunications centre in the real capital were 
taken by the General 's troops, and he entered the capital in a procession 
of armoured cars and tanks whose engine power was quickly superseded by 
the lava of crowds that carried them forward in battered, ecstatic eruption , 
the marriage took place in some H ilton or I ntercontinental hotel where he 
Rew to join H illela for twenty-four hours. I t  was then that the General gave 
her her African name. She had forgotten the promise, taken as one of the 
kind offered her meaninglessly so often in the playfulness of sexual ad
vances. -You'll be there on the register: Chiemeka H illela .- Now she 
remembered . -What does it mean?- He took a smil ing breath that 
expanded the muscles of his neck as well as h is big chest . -It 's not a name 
in my language, it comes from another coun try, but i t  means the same as 
my real name does . 'God has done very well ' .-

His bell of laughter broke and reverberated, back and forth . She 
embraced h im,  the accolade of victorious commanders, her arms hardly 
able to reach around his shoulders . 

She had drawn back. The shine of her one cheekbone was impressed 
with the ridges of the insignia he bore, her eyes were inescapable; he found 
the challenge very attractive. -Why in another language? Because I 'm a 
stranger?-

-Now, now. Wait a m inute. I t 's an lgbo name, from Nigeria . I had 
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a good friend there, I stayed with him and his mother, she treated me l ike 
her son . I t's in her honour I call you . She fed me, she clothed me the first 
t ime I was in exile, as a youngster. And her name was the same as mine, 
a female version ; a name that was fated . . .  -

The name that was ready for her has been hers for official purposes 
ever since, but between the couple she remained Hi llela, as he remained 
for her Reuel ,  his colonial baptismal name at the Catholic font. So that 
' H illela ' has become the name of intimacy, withdrawn from the currency 
of general use and thereby confusing her identity and whereabouts, for 
others, further than these already had been . I t  was only by her face that 
Olga recognized the President's wife in the newspaper photograph , that 
time, sitting there right next to Yasir Arafat .  



STATE HOUSES 

A leopard stands in the entrance of State House. When Nomo has a week 
to spare between seasonal haute couture presentations in Paris, Rome, New 
York and London, and flies out to Africa, the moment of arrival for her 
is when she passes an elongated hand over the creature's head in recogn i
tion of the way the namesake cl imbed on its back the first t ime she was 
brought to visit, as an eleven-year-old child . She has a leopard-skin coat at 
home in her Trastevere apartment or London mews flat (depending where 
she passes the winter ) .  I t  was designed for her by one of the Japanese 
couturiers who have superseded the French since Chand and Dior died. 

This other, a taxidermist's , version of the leopard gives it flanks hard 
and hollow to the touch as cardboard under the bright-patterned tight s ilky 
fur, and a tongue like congealed scaling-wax in its snarling mouth . There 
are a small rock and clumps of dried grasses glued to the pl inth with which 
it was supplied; the whole tableau a gift of homage to the State given by 
the oil concess ionaires when the country became independent and the 
General was President for the first time, before the civil war. The entrance 
is an atrium , with wings of the house led to by open , wh ite-pillared passages 
on either side. State House was originally Government House, and built 
to the standard design of one of the sovereignties of hot climates in the 
imperial era which, of course, flourished and decl ined before that of a i rcon
dition ing. The President has wanted to brick up walls and extend to the 
whole place the a irconditioning system he long ago installed in the public 
and private rooms, but H illela's early exposure to the stylistic graces and 
charms of the past, spending school holidays with a collector aunt, left 
laten t in her an appreciation that has emerged in the mistress of the 
Presidential residence . She has insisted that State House appropriate Gov
ernment House, not destroy i ts architectural character. She has been in 
charge of all extensions and structural alterations. A style of living commen
surate with the dignity of the State, she persuaded the President, is not 
expressed in the id iom of the H ilton and Intercontinental (with which both 
have a strong emotional tie as the places where h is return into his own was 
barga ined for and planned) .  As for luxury-a measure of which every Head 
of State, even one as determined to l ive as close to h is people as Nyercre 
was, must have in order to symbolize some estate now attainable to the 
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people, since every head of a black state was once one of its oppressed 
people-real luxury is expressed in gardens and the indulgence of individual 
notions of comfort, idiosyncratic possessions. Behind the leopard of black 
independence, the atrium opens across the reception area from which 
official visitors wait ing to be received by the President can watch , in the 
park, peacocks from the last governor's tenancy trail ing worn tails. Hillela 
would not touch, either, the collection of votary objects that surrounds the 
coat-of-arms that has replaced an imperial one: plaques beaten out of the 
country's copper, the carvings by local artists of heroic agrarian couples, 
fai thfully but subconsciously reproducing as an aesthetic mode the oversize 
head and spindly legs of undernourishment, and the toadying gifts of white 
visiting artists or the multinational firms who commission them-heroic 
an imals, more leopards, elephants, lions-paintings as subconsciously re
producing the white man's yearning for Africa to be a picture-book bestiary 
instead of the continent of black humans ruling themselves . She knows the 
strings of cheap pearls and pressed-tin m iniature human l imbs that encrust 
walls round the ikon in Eastern Europe called the Black Virgin-whether 
1 4th-century anticipation of Black Theology or time and the grime of 
worsh ippers' breath had made her so, the admirer who took Hillela on a 
weekend expedition to the shrine could not say. 

The President's passage of heroes is also intact. Strangely, even his 
usurper did not remove them during the period of the counter-coup. When 
one of the aides with the thick squeaky shoes of policemen leads an official 
visitor to the President's study, they pass under the photographed eyes of 
Lenin ,  Makarios, Gandhi ,  Chou En-la i ,  Mao Tse-tung, Patrice Lumumba, 
Nkrumah and Kennedy. 

The first few years could not have been all honey-to appropriate 
Ruth ie's phrase. Power is like freedom, i t  has to be fought for anew every 
day. The ousted president found refuge with Mobutu Sese Seko in Zaire. 
He was far enough off not to be able to gather supporters in any number 
around him-and Mobuto knew he couldn't  get away with allowing that; 
it was by a secret accommodation , arrived at between the OAU and the 
General, that Zaire had become an agreed place of exile for that gangster. 
But the now rebel forces-government forces when the General's had been 
the rebel army-regrouped under the command of three ambitious officers 
who had escaped imprisonment by the General. They established them
selves in the South-West of the country and for a time the civil war burned 
on. The General-now President-could contain it but not put it out. Not 
militarily. Now he had the advantages of the solid bases and heavy equip-



ment of a conventional army (h is former rebel one, enlarged by a sullen 
' reconciliation' with and absorption of large numbers of surrendered troops) 
and the rebels had the disadvantages of makesh ift command posts in the 
bush; but in the pursuance of guerrilla war the unconventional fighting 
conditions-as the President as General had so victoriously proved-often 
favour the apparently disadvantaged . The President th ickened in the seden
tary obligations of State House; in every way, he was not as quick on his 
feet as he was when he slept among grenades in the farmhouse. He had 
to begin to go abroad a lot, again ;  not as an exile, but as Head of State with 
an entourage in  h is private jet aircraft, he had still to seek friends, to 
importune, and to trade in the currencies of power. His white wife was no 
ordinary wife who would go along just to take advantage of a European 
shopping trip. She had the experience that fitted her for conclave; long ago, 
when she was very young, she had developed, along with the love-ch ild 
inside her, a feminine skill of guardiansh ip, an ability to see, moves ahead, 
what the opposi tion tactics were revealing themselves to be, and to inter
vene warning with the signal of a gesture or a look. Later, empty of love, 
taking notes of negotiations in cold countries, she had learnt to read more 
in the ell ipses than the dictation . The President's trusted advisers knew that 
the most trusted, the only one indispensable so far as the President was 
concerned, was one not of their number. 

She did perhaps find the odd hour to shop, as well. Quite soon after 
their alliance began the President had made it clear that h is compan ion 
could not go about with him in cotton shifts, jeans, and sandals made by 
street cobblers. Fortunately, she knew fine fabric and good cut; as a child 
performed the equinoctial ri tes of storage, carrying silk and suede garments 
against her cheek. 

The collapse of the rebel forces which finally ended the war was 
brought about not by the President's mil itary victory but by the victories 
in conclave. The French were persuaded into embarrassment over the arms 
that were being supplied to the rebels through Chad; the Americans 
debated in Congress a cut-off of their ambiguous aid to the rebels, aid 
which at first the Under Secretary of State defended as a policy of bringing 
peace to the region .  The cut-off was implemented and after the shortest 
decent interval the President successfully negotiated a $3 billion loan from 
the United States for the rehabilitation of war-devastated areas in his 
country . It was all as he had said: he had to win his war with arms from 
the East, and to win his peace with money from the West. The world press 
was amazed to report that only a rainy season after h is troops still had been 
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monitoring the physical surrender of arms in the South-West, his Ministry 
of Agriculture held an  agricultural show in  the region and the President was 
rapturously received when he addressed rallies there. His p ithy style of 
comment on the event made a good quote: -My popularity comes from 
the full stomachs of my people.- He was accompan ied by a military brass 
band from the capital, but not by H illela . Absent i n  exile and occupied by 
war, he had not visited the people in the South-West for a long time, and 
it would not have been wise to rein force any sense of his having alienated 
h imsel f by bringing to them a white wife. 

He did not, however, take along one of the other two wives , the black 
ones, either. Hillela's place, for h im,  cannot be filled by anyone else. The 
first wife resented her but scarcely had any opportunity to demonstrate that 
resentment .  She was already fi fty when the President brought Hillela to his 
capital , and more because of her venerable position as his first wife than 
her age, regarded as i n  retirement. She had her house and retainers in the 
village where she had spent her childhood. The President took Hillela to 
be presented to her; his escort keeping its distance, they drove alone as they 
had when they encountered the elephants but his monumental profile with 
the curved ch ip of nose was heavily sad: he would have wished to be taking 
her to h is mother, but she had died while he was winning his war in the 
bush , and he had not even been able to be at her funeral . He repeated, as 
people do for themselves rather than the one to whom the observation has 
been addressed again and again :  -The eldest is the best of them. All my 
ch ildren. And this one gave birth only to girls. She was very annoyed 
. . .  blamed me! And then I had five sons with the other. That was worse, 
because since then she hasn't  been able to blame anyone but herself . Poor 
woman, she's all right with her house and her farm , plenty of relations to 
work it for her. But I th ink she drinks. When our women drink, their faces 
get dead-dark and the red from inside their mouths begins to grow out to 
their l ips. She was never a pretty girl, but lively.-

She lived among altar-like pieces of 1 9th-century furn iture which must 
have come down to her not only from her father-a chief-but from some 
European missionary family before h im .  The room was dark and the si
lences long as Sela's ;  the first wife was put out rather than disarmed by the 
ease with which the wh ite woman made herself at home where she should 
have been ill at ease in strange surroundings, feel ing the reserve of a way 
of l ife that doesn't belong to white people. In the kitchen with the relatives, 
she got talking as if she were back somewhere she knew well , and tasted 
the wild spinach being cooked to go with the maize porridge as i f  it were 



a treat .  When asked whether she had any ch ildren : oh yes, a daughter. 
-A black child.- The old wife took the President's smiling remark as 
a boast: this one was young enough to bear him black children . 

But the old wife did not live to see whether this would happen . The 
news came to State House that she had died; as customary with Africans, 
the President said, there were a half-dozen versions of the apparent cause. 
He gave her a funeral in keeping with her status. There arc many sides to 
the President no-one would suspect but that Hillela seems to know through 
some match ing in herself, although outwardly they have always appeared 
an incongruous pai r-it is not the matching of beauty in the couple of the 
Britannia Court photograph . Sadness, l ike every other emotion , is diffused 
powerfully by the Presiden t's physical presence: after the funeral it was 
again in the lament of the rhythm of h is breathing, the lie of h is hands and 
the look of the nape of his neck, so broad that the delicate, tiny ears appear 
stamped back into i t .  He was ashamed because he could not manage to 
weep at the funeral . (Hillela was listening, if he wanted to talk. ) I t  was his 
first woman he was burying, the mother of h is daughters; the young man 
who had been her husband was going down into the grave, too. Yet he had 
no tears . 

H illela lay in bed and patted the place beside her. He padded over the 
cool marble floor of what had been the governor's bedroom, reluctantly; but 
took her n ightgown off over her head and gazed at what he had revealed 
to himself. He moved in beside her; moved on . 

The mother of the Colonel, the second wife, has treated Hillela with 
respect that H illela has sometimes been able to cajole into some kind of 
affection-but the second wife cannot make a sister out of a white woman.  
The respect-for her usurper, a foreigner, i t ' s  not as i f  the President had 
done the normal thing and s imply taken a th ird wife from among h is own 
people-probably comes about because the second wife knows Hillela went 
to protect the eldest son in some far country, after he had done a wicked 
thing and joined the people who wanted to kill h is father. The Colonel 
h imself must have told his mother; and told her never to talk about it , 
because i t  has never been mentioned between H illela and her. She does not 
l ive in State House but has a large house of her own , in town, and maybe 
the President still visits her occasionally; she was married at fifteen and is 
not much older than Hillela . Visitors entertained at State House in the last 
few years have come upon charming young children chasing the peacocks 
and tame guinea-fowl from their roosting places in the flamboyant trees, 
and riding bicycles over the lawns. The visitors presume these are the 
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ch ildren of the President by his present wife (although they look quite black 
-it is sa id those genes preva il in mixed progen iture) . But no-one knows 
for sure whether Hillela has had any ch ildren as the President's wife; 
whether she ever had any child other than the namesake. It seems unl ikely; 
the President has seen her in a l ight other than that of perpetuator of a 
blood-l ine. Any woman could be that . I n  fact, no man wanted Hillela to 
be like any other woman, would allow her to be even if it had been possible 
for her, herself. Not even the one who supplied a brownstone. The charm
ing ch ildren, who have the composure and good manners of black and the 
precocity of white upper-class ch ildren , dressed by H illela and educated at 
schools chosen by her, probably have been born to the President since h is 
th ird marriage, by the second wife .  Anyway, that one will never lose her 
position as mother of the best of them. That is someth ing between the 
President and her no other woman will ever have. It would not trouble 
Hillela . What others perceive as character is often what  has been practised 
long as necessity; the President's h ighly intell igent intuition, that has made 
h im so successful in his allocation of portfol ios in his government, recog
nized the day she hopped into the hired car and set off for Mombasa with 
him that H illela is a past m istress of adaptation . But H illela has not been 
taken in by th is African family; she has disposed it around her. Hers is the 
non-matril ineal centre that no-one resents because no-one has known it  
could exist. She has invented it .  This is not the rainbow family. 



The President and his wife were hosts to experts from Bulgaria, Czecho
slovakia, Rumania, Hungary, East Germany and the Soviet Union attend
ing a workshop on h is country's trade and economic l inks with Eastern 
European countries {Hillela entertained some old friends at State House) .  
The President succeeded in obta ining a loan from the World Bank to form 
h is Rural Development Corporation for the up-grading of provincial towns. 
Abdu Diouf of Senegal (an old friend of the President, this one), then 
Chairman of the OAU,  paid the President's country a state visi t .  It was also 
the year Paul ine was back in Africa . 

The monthly telephone calls to her son had tailed off several years 
earlier. But at least he made the effort to reply to her letters irregularly, and 
she wrote regularly although the letters were about people he did not know 
and a l ife far removed from what mother and son had experienced together. 
That was childhood and adolescence; their battleground, to be avoided . 

There were no letters from him and when she tried to telephone, she 
heard the pla intive s iren of disconnection. It was a voice that was no voice; 
an alarm. Joe got in touch with h is old colleagues in Johannesburg and they 
investigated. It was as Pauline had known, as she had told Joe, she knew 
from that mindless voice-Sasha was in detention . I t  was logical for Joe to 
be the one to fly back, since he was the man to deal with the law, legal 
representation, prisoners' rights-

-What law? What rights? They're holding h im under Section 29 . 
What lawyer among your friends has been able to get permission to see 
him? They can keep h im in solitary confinement indefinitely. The only 
ways of getting to h im,  helping h im,  must be other ways, and I 'm  the one 
to find them.-

Her face surrounded by stiff grey hair was incandescent with the 
manic excitation of anxiety he had seen sometimes in clients whose mental 
balance was threatened; Joe understood that i f  he tried to make Pauline 
wait in London,  take a bus every day at ten o'clock to her pleasant job at 
a Kensington Church Street book shop, she would s imply go mad. Not just 
in a manner of speaking. 

They flew together to Johannesburg, awake all n ight on the plane, 
silent together, as they had once hurried back along the footpaths in the 
Drakensberg. But that time they had not found an arrest , what they had 
found that time was nothing, noth ing, ch ild's play, th is time was the real 
horror that hung over your l ife, all your l i fe, if you belonged in that country, 
no matter where you ran to. 

Joe did what lawyers can do; and that was a lot, despi te Pauline's 
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dismissals. Applications for the parents who had come from abroad to see 
the detainee were finally approved after Joe reached, l ink by link of connec
tions-members of parliament, judges, influential friends-of-friends-the 
Minister h imself .  

The meeting was terrible . Pauline's blazing red face, steamy with 
tears ,  relived it for hours in the Rosebank flat friends had lent them. I t  was 
Sasha' s fault, it was Joe's and hers: there he stood behind the cage and faced 
them as if he expected them to be facing h im as a criminal, prisons are for 
criminals, a ren 't  they?-and that wasn't the way they had come at all, that 
long distance to find him,  endured that sycophantic struggle to get to see 
h im!  

He was a l l  right .  What was 'all right'? He was not i l l  or apparently 
depressed . No th inner if paler than they remembered him on h is last visit 
to London. No more difficult to talk to, taking into consideration that the 
awkward platitudes exchanged, which were one part of the customary mode 
of communication between them, couldn't  have been anyth ing more, any
way, in present circumstances, with a warder on either side of him l isten ing 
in ,  and the other part of their family communication, the clashes between 
mother and son , were too preciously in timate for a non-contact vis it .  What 
was 'a l l  right' about h is being led away by two louts back to solitary 
confinement ,  a bible and a sanitary bucket? 'All right' was the report given 
by white l iberal members of parliament when they received parliamentary 
privilege to visit such prisoners: it meant that prisoners were still alive, in 
possession of their senses and with no immediately apparent evidence of 
the wounds, bruises and burns of torture. One was supposed to be grateful 
to the prison authorities, the Minister of Justice, the government, for that? 
As an aside, there was also the routine Opposition condemnation of the 
principle of preventive detention . That was 'all right ' ,  too. That was all the 
conventions of justice, of humanitarian concern meant in this country 
Paul ine had rejected but where she had left a hostage. Joe went back to 
London because-she let him know-these were his conventions, in all 
good faith they represented all he could do; she stayed to do what she had 
failed to after the Maritzburg All- I n  African Conference more than twenty 
years before; to find what else there was for her, beyond them .  

She went t o  the house o f  another couple whose child-a daughter, this 
one, a student and not a trade unionist-was in detention. Being Pauline 
she had neither sought an introduction through anybody nor telephoned 
first; just was there, with her great quick eyes ready to stare down t imidity, 
scepticism or distrust, on the doorstep and then in the livingroom . The 



professor of chemistry and his wife found she had burst in not to commiser
ate in misfortune but to share action against it. Out of th is intrusion on 
meek despair  she became one of the founders of a committee of detainees' 
parents; the professor and his wife became numbered among those who did 
not beg for mercy for their sons and daughters but demanded justice, and 
by justice meant nothing less than the abolition of laws, opposition to which 
had sent their young and thousands of others to prison-laws that in those 
years removed whole populations of black people from their homes and 
dumped them elsewhere at the wil l of wh ites; divided blacks' own country 
into enclaves under dummy flags from beneath which blacks could not 
move about freely; kept education segregated in favour of white privilege ; 
tried for treason leaders of non-violent  opposition , turning it to violence; 
attacked black trade un ion action with mass dismissals, police int imidation , 
banning and imprisonment of officials; and created the last institution and 
edifice of white domination, the Parl iament with three Houses provided by 
the State, one for I ndians, one for people of mixed blood, one for whites 
-and none for the mass of the people, the blacks. 

The Committee members, too, respected no conventions of how 
things were being done in the official best interests of the country. They 
would not be turned away from State doorsteps; they unearthed facts and 
figures-how many people were detained each month, each week, each day, 
and who they were-that were not revealed by the police or the Minister 
of Law and Order. They learnt to use Underground-or rather under
prison-wall-means by which they were able to inform the newspapers of 
a hunger strike among detainees anywhere in the country, wh ile the police 
denied such a strike was taking place. They followed word-of-mouth to find 
the evidence of parents of black schoolchildren who were scooped into 
pol ice vans and detained, in that long period of boycotts; they produced 
at publ ic meetings in church halls { the only assembly places where there 
was some chance of proceeding without a ministerial ban ) children of n ine 
and ten whose precocity, here, was a terrible fluency to describe their 
exper ience of the cell ,  the solitude, the plate of pap pushed across the floor, 
the sanitary bucket and the beatings. 

Black parents' committees set up in the segregated townships, but 
they did not keep themselves apart from whites and the whites did not 
confine their concern to the smaller number of their own in detention but 
were active on behalf of the thousands of black sons and daughters; with 
her son shut away, Pauline received back the acceptance she had been 
deprived of when the Saturday morning children ceased to come singing 
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up the brick-l ined path in the garden laid waste with broken bottles and 
human shit .  

The acceptance was happening at the same time as petrol bombs and 
l impet mines began to explode in streets where wh ites went by. Countless 
black ch i ldren (even Pauline's colleagues could not keep tally in the burn ing 
townsh ips) had been killed; now the first wh ite children were. Th is was the 
kind of bond between white and black the whites had not foreseen and were 
never to recognize. 

Sash a also found ways and means. It was from Maximum Security that 
he wrote the last letter to his sibling cousin .  

I am incommunicado, so might as well try to reach you. That's not 
so much more hopeless than trying for anyone else now. Little Hendrik who 
comes on duty at night has smuggled in this paper for me. He had it under 
the plastic lining of his warder's cap; just now, when he took oH the cap, 
there it was. He's about nineteen and has a double crown, the hair stood 
up all bright yellow and sticky-shiny. He always wants to get out of my cell 
quickly because he 's agitated-he likes me, and is afraid of that. He likes 
me because I don 't curse him-gaan kak, Boer-the way the brave ones 
do. These maledictions are scratched into the walls where I'm kept. 

I suppose there are prisons like this where you arc, too. That 's a 
ridiculous thing to say-l'm not quite crazy, don 't decide that-of course 
there are prisons, but I mean ones where politicals arc held. There surely 
have to be those. Every power has to put away what threatens it-that 's 
where the just and unjust causes meet. Okay, I know that, I accept it. Not 
cynically. I still believe. But I hope you don 't think about these places. 
Because it's no good, you can 't imagine what it 's like. I had read so much 
-the Count of Monte Cristo to Dostoevsky to Gramsci!-and I thought 
I had a maximum security Baedeker in my head, I knew my way around 
every 7-by-7 cell, along every caged catwalk, saw the bit of sky through bars 
and had ready-paced-out the exercise yard, had my ingenuity kit to keep 
track of days with bits of unpickcd thread. And the mouse or cockroach 
that would become a friend. {Sources: from Ruth First to Jeremy Cronin 
and Breytenbach.} 

Even the business of the thread is wrong. I know every day when I 
wake up what day it is and whatever else has gone out of my head in seven 
months the calendar beside the phone in Point road is there, with the volk's 
holidays figured in red, Day of the Vow that if Dingane killed Piet Retief 



it would be only whites killing blacks from then on, Family Day when the 
whites picnic and the dockworkers and miners get drunk alone in their 
single-sex hostels. Today is the 2 14th day I 've been incommunicado. 

Oh my mother has seen me, and foe was here, there were two visits 
with him before he went back to London. But what is there to say. The 
reasons I 'm here are not negotiable (as foe would put it}. I 'm where I have 
to be. Yes, foe, I want to overthrow the State, I can 't lind a way to live 
in it and see others suffer in it, the way it is or the way it revises its names 
and its institutions-it's stJ11 the same eVIl genie changing shapes, you have 
to smash the bottle from which it rises. Rhetoric. That's the fancy language 
of my speechifying to unions that the Major reads back to me in interroga
tion. But I am my fancy language. I used to read a lot of poetry-as you 
know. \-Veil, that 's my poetry. That's the meaning of my Me. 

Oh I tell him: it 's fancy to you because even now when you can see 
it 's all up with white-man-baas, you see the real end as a 'fancy' you 'll knock 
out of the heads of a horde of ignorant  blacks incited by romantic white 
radicals. The Major snorts with laughter {every mannerism these interroga
tors have that one wouldn 't notice in anyone else becomes piggish} when 
I say there is unbeatable purpose expressed in the horrible mishmash of 
Marxism, Castroism, Gandhism, Fanonism, Hyde Park tub-thumping {co
lonial heritage}, Gawd-on-our-sideism (missionary heritage}, Black Con
sciousness jargon, Sandinistism, Christian liberation theology with which 
we formulate. He thinks he 's getting somewhere with me. He thinks I 'm 
beginning to have doubts, and they'll soon be able to produce me as a State 
witness at somebody's trial. He 's not getting anywhere. I have no doubts; 
I only sec better than he does that 11 the means are confused, the end is 
not. 

Gaan kak, Boer. I 've always died a thousand deaths. You remember 

how when we went to the dentist as kids, I couldn 't cat breakfast, my knees 
and elbows were pressed together, I wanted my steps to take me backwards 
when the nurse called me to the chair. And the big fuss about the army. 
I was always scared stiff I wouldn 't be able to stand things. But that was 
dread, which is fear of something that hasn 't yet happened. There are times 
when I 'd do anything to get out. I 'm craven. But never when I 'm with the 
Major or his team. All the things you 've read about have happened to me; 
even if my feet are swollen from standing and I have a thirst for sleep that 's 
the strongest desire I 've ever known-HI1lela, forget about sex--even then 
when they lead me back here I always have the feeling I 've won. 

There's nothing more to dread. Is there? If they put me on trial and 
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the skills of all foe 's colleagues can 't get me oH, I 've stood it for seven 
months in prison, if I go in for years, I won 't have to die that death again. 

I 'm going to tell you that at first Pauline actually had the idea you 
might be able to 'do something' about me! Olga recognized you in a 
newspaper photograph, Hillela is Madame Ia Presidente. How you got 
there, that 's confusing, too. When I wrote some years ago you were sup
posed to be married to an American professor, but the letter came back. 
Pauline was in one of her hyped-up states when she arrived here: you would 
get your President to pull strings. What strings? Through the OA U; she 
had rushed oH to one of her old chums still teaching African Politics at 
Wits and checked your husband's standing, which proved high. foe had to 
point out that the OA U was not exactly influential with the South African 
security police. It was only a lapse; my mother's really always been cleverer 
than foe, we know. She's still here. I realize she 'll never go back while I 'm 
inside. She 's tremendously active with a group that supports us-detainees, 
and politicals on trial. It's possible she might land up inside, too. She looks 
wonderful. I 'll tell you: happy. She 's the only person I see except the 
Major's team, and Hendrik and his mates in umform. The visits are in the 
presence of warders, you can 't say much, but all Pauline and I have to say 
to each other is political and we've come to some strange kind of intuition 
between us, a private language by which we 're able to convey information 
back and forth in a form Hendrik and co. can 't follow. Family sayings, 
childhood expressions-we have access through them. 

Then why do I say I 'm incommunicado. 
You couldn 't experience it, of course, being more or less a lucky 

orphan, but hearing from outside exclusively in the voice of your mother, 
it 's like being thrust up back again into the womb. 

I can never guess whether you'll be interested or not. Because I can 't 
imagine what your life is. If I think of you in the morning, for instance, 
I can 't imagine where you get up out of bed as you used to in your short 
pyjamas, that kind of baby dress with bikini pants, you having breakfast
what sort of room, not a kitchen!-you going oH to do what? \¥hat do you 
do all day in a President 's house? State House-Groote Schuur's the only 
one I 've ever seen, and I'll bet yours 1'sn 't Cape Dutch-gabled. I 'm lodged 
with the State, myself, so we've both landed up in the same boat, but you 're 
at the Captain 's table, and I 'm pulling the oars down in the galley. That's 
supposed to be funny, in case you think I 'm dramatizing myself. I was going 
to say-/ don 't know 1f you 're interested in how I got here. I don 't think 
it will be any surpn'se to you that I am. I was on my way while we were 



sti11 kids, although I made a kind of nilu1istic show of kicking against it. 
Pauline 's Great Search for Meaning. It was a pain in the arse. You went 
oH and plink-planked on your guitar. I sneered at her. My school-the one 
she chose for me, did foe ever decide anything for us?-its Swazi name 
meant 'the world', one of those great African omnibus concepts {I love 
them}, the nearest synonym in our language is a microcosm, I suppose. 
Nobody at home knew how happy I was there-certainly not you. Carole 
may have suspected. It was the world {and the world's South Africa for us} 
the way we wanted it to be, the way Pauline longed for it to be, and into 
which she projected me. But it had no reality in the world we had to grow 
up into, less and less, now none at all. It was all back-to-front. lVhen I went 
to school, I went home -to that 'world'; when I came to the house in 
Johannesburg, I was cast out. Good god, even you were more at home in 
that house than I was. Alpheus in the garage, Pauline and foe's pals 
bemoaning the latest oppressive law on the terrace under that creeper with 
the orange trumpet Rowers. At  Kamhlaba blacks were just other boys in the 
same class, in the dormitory beds, you could light with them or confide in 
them, masturbate with them, they were friends or schoolboy enemies. At  
the house, my mother's blacks were like A unt Olga 's whatnots, they were 
handled with such care not to say or do anything that might chip the 
friendship they allowed her to claim-and she had some awful layabouts 
and spivs among them. I smelt them out, because where I was at 'home', 
that sort of relationship, carrying its own death, didn 't have to exist. Poor 
Pauline. I hated South Africa so much. 

When I was older-by the time you left the house-/ hated them all, 
or I thought I did. Maybe even foe. I expected them to have solutions but 
they only had questions. Do you realize I was the only answer Pauline ever 
had? She knew what to do about me: sent me to Kamhlaba, 'the world'. 
But I had to come back. foe half-believed his answer: the kind of work he 
was doing, but you know how she was the one who took away half the 
certainty. And she was right, in her way, you can 't find justice in a country 
with our kind of laws. I feel as Bram Fischer did, that if I come to trial 
it 's going to be before a court whose authority I don 't recognize, under laws 
made by a minority government of whites. I 'd like to reject that white 
privi1ege, too, but how can I take away from foe the half he believes in? 
It 's all my father has. And of course if I can get oH and live to light another 
day, so to speak, I want that. No sense in a white being a martyr. There's 
not enough popular appeal involved. 

I 've no way of knowing how much you know. I mean, you certainly 
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know the facts of what has happened in this country since you left. After 
all, you were married to a revolutionary. You probably knew more about 
it, from a politico-analytical point of view, than I did, at least during the 
years you were with him-and that 's why I can 't imagine you, HJ1/ela, that 's 
it, I can 't imagine you living your Me in the tremendous preoccupation that 
is liberation politics. Yet it seems this has been your solution, in your own 
way-and I never thought of you as in need of a solution at all, I still don 't, 
I never shall. You know, in these places one suffers from something called 
sensory deprivation {Pauline's crowd apparently have published an e:den
sive study of this which has horrified even people who think those like me 
ought to be kept locked up: they've revised their punitive premise, they 
think we deserve all we get, but nobody deserves quite that}. I have it, too, 
'sensory deprivation ', I won 't go into the symptoms but the incoherent 
jumps in this letter are well known to be one. As I said, I'm not really crazy, 
and they won 't get me that way. Thoughts are wonderfully free when you 're 
in this state of sensory deprivation. Some hallucinate but it 's not that with 
me. It makes me know things I didn 't know. About you, HI1lcla. You were 
always in the opposite state. You received everything through your skin, 
understood everything that way. I suppose you sti11 do. One can 't judge 
change in others by change in oneself 

They said you went because of the journalist chap. A solution. D'you 
know he was almost certainly working for the security police? The whole 
business of raiding the cottage where you lived with him was a put-up job, 
to keep his credibility and make him appear to have to flee the country so 
he could carry on his slimy trade in Dar es Salaam? Apparently the ANC 
blew his cover there. I heard the whole story only recently. Well, at least 
nothing happened to you. What do you look like, H1Jlela. I didn 't see the 
newspaper photograph with you sitting next to Yasir Arafat  {imagine Olga 's 
face}. 

I got lost somewhere a few pages back. Even now-specially now
you must know just about everything, in terms of events, and the reactions 
of white power to events, here; and the precipitation of events by that 
power. But you can 't know what it has been to live here. I hated everyone 
in the house for not having a solution, because I was like Pauline, I was 
looking for one myself Pretending not to be. Not arriving at one, through 
my skin. I 've always been afraid to feel too much, the only time I did it 
was all so painful, such a mess. But in the Seventies everything changed. 
Pauline and her crowd were told they could not look for a solution-it was 
not for them: something like a state of grace, they couldn 't attain it. You 



knew that, before then. Long before. Well, whatever your view of the Black 
Consciousness movement {you may be politically sympathetic or not, for 
all I know, it 'll be a matter of alliances, now, although you were a loyal kid 
in your own way and surely your ANC ties prevai1, whichever way your 
President/husband inclines}-whatever you think, Black Consciousness, 
black withdrawal freed us whites as much as it reduced us to despair. 
Despair for my mother; she packed up foe and Carole and went to London. 
Me-it freed me. There was nothing a white could do in '76 when the black 
students had the brilliant idea of beginning the revolution at the beginning 
of blacks ' lives: in school. Don 't believe anybody who claims to know who 
exactly should take the credit. SASO has a good share, underground ANC 
has some, but there were so many little groups with long titles that became 
proper nouns in the acronymic language we communicate in now. It was 
spontaneity that created its own structures, but the form action took was 
old as revolt itself, as oppression itself. The demands arose first from the 
apparently narrow orbit of chi1dren 's lives-the third-rate education, the 
prohibition of students ' councils, the objection to Afrikaans as a medium 
of instruction. But this was another Kamhlaba-'a world' of a different kind 
from Pauline's failed solution for me, a real microcosm of real social condi
tions under which blacks live. These childish demands could be met only 
by adult answers. \Vhat the young really were doing was beginning to put 
their small or half-formed bodies under the centuries ' Tm1lstone. And they 
have lifted it as no adult was able to do, by the process of growing under 
the weight, something so elemental that it can no more be stopped than 
time can be turned back. They have lifted it by the measure of more than 
ten years of continuous revolt-pausing to take breath in one part of the 
country, heaving with a surge of energy in another-and by showing their 
parents how it can be done, making room through the '8os for new adult 
liberation organizations-you 've heard about the UDF*-for militancy in 
the trade unions and churches. 

That's where I come in-came in. If you couldn 't wait, I suppose 
you had to go: Pauline went. There was nothing for whites to do but 
wait to see what blacks might want them to do. There was a lot of shit to 
take from them-blacks. Why should I be called whitey? I didn 't ever say 
'kaRir' in my life. Not being needed at all is the biggest shit of the lot. But 
everything was changing-no, the main th1i1g was changing. Not the laws, 
the whites were only tinselling them up for travel brochures. {You could 

* U nited Democratic Front 
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marry your black husband here, now, but you couldn 't buy our old house 
and move in. Though you could live illegally in a Hillbrow Rat and get away 
with it; apartheid is breaking down strangely where everyone said it never 
would-among the less amuent whose jobs are at risk from black competi
tion . .  . )  The main other thing was changing, the thing far more important 
than the laws, in the end. Blacks of all kinds and ages were deciding what 
had to be done and how to do it. Even the white communists, people like 
Fischer and Lionel Burger, hadn 't recognized quite that degree of initiative 
in blacks, before, they'd always at least told blacks how they thought it 
could be done; and even the ANC in its mass campaigns had responded 
to what whites had done rather than forced whites into situations where 
they were the ones who had to respond to blacks. Now it didn 't matter 
whether it was one of the black bourgeoisie the radicals said were being 
co-opted by the white system, a businessman like Sam Motsuenyane getting 
British banks to make their South African operation acceptable by putting 
up capital for a black bank and training blacks to run it, or whether it was 
kids wi1ling to be shot rather than educated for exploitation, or whether, 
from '

79, it was the bosses forced to admit they couldn 't run industry 
without a majority of unionised labour with which to negotiate. It wasn 't 
any longer a question of justice, it was a question of power the whites were 
confronted with. justice is high-minded and relative, hey. You can give 
people justice or withhold it, but power they lind out how to take for 
themselves. There are precedents for them to go by-and whites on the 
black side had tried to establish these-but no rules except those that arise 
pragmatically from the circumstance of people 's lives. That's why text-book 
revolutions fail, and this one won 't. Castro made a revolution with fifteen 
followers. Marcos was driven out to exile by F11ipinos who simply swarmed 
around his m1litary vehicles like ants carrying away dead vermin-they'd 
judged by then he couldn 't w1Jl his soldiers to lire into crowds. I know it 's 
said that Reagan saw the game was up for Marcos and that 's why the troops 
didn 't shoot-but that 's not the whole story. The slave knows best how to 
test his chains, the prisoner knows best his jailer. (How did I persuade 
Hendrik to bring me this paper!) The way we've lived here hasn 't been 
quite like anything anywhere else in the world. The blacks came to under
stand that to overthrow that South African way of life they'd have to lind 
methods not quite like anything that 's succeeded anywhere else in the 
world. 

What a lucid patch I've struck. But where I came in: I wrote you about 
that, in the letter that was returned. I saw no point in becoming foe 
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(though I sti11 admire my father} but the legal studies I 'd been dragging 
myself through were a good background for what did come up. Something 
blacks did turn out to want  was whites to work for them in the formation 
of unions, people with a knowledge of industria/ legislation. They gave me 
a job. When the United Democratic Front was launched, and the unions 
I was working for affiliated, I got drawn in along with them; by then, blacks 
had sufficient confidence to invite whites to join the liberatiCin struggle with 
them, again. They have no fear it 'll ever be on the old terms. Those've gone 
for good. So you 're not the only one who 's spoken on public platforms. I 
was up there, too. There 's not much corporate unionism among blacks
you know what that means? Unions that stick to negotiating wage agree
ments, safety, canteen facJ1ities and so on. Our unions don 't see their 
responsibility for the worker ending when he leaves the factory gates every 
day. Their demands aren 't only for the baas, they're addressed to the 
government, black worker power confronting white economic power, and 
they're for an end to the South African way of life. 

There 've been a great many funerals. The law can stop the public 
meetings but not always the rallies at  funerals of riot dead-although the 
law tries. Sometimes the police Casspirs and the army follow people back 
to the washing of the hands at the family's house, and the crowd gathered 
there is angry at  the intrusion on this custom and throws stones, and the 
army or police lire. Then there is another funeral. This has become a 
country where the dead breed more dead. But you 've seen these scenes of 
home on your television in State House. There were plenty of television 
crews to record them before the law banned coverage. And clandestine 
filming sti11 goes on. I can imagine that, H11lela-you sitting watching us 
-but of course you look about eighteen years old, and now-good god, you 
must be forty. You also see the madness that this long-drawn-out struggle 
has bred. Your traitor was lucky, he was white and he flitted long ago. The 
blacks who inform have roused madness in ordinary people. Necklaces of 
burning tyres placed over 1iiformers ' heads, collaborators ' heads, and packs 
turning on a suspect among themselves and kicking him to death. 'Her', 
too; I was at  a funeral of a unionist, shot by the police, and some youngsters 
followed the cry that a girl had been recognized as an informer and each 
brought down upon her blows that combined to kill her. You know how 
people come up to a grave one by one and throw their Rower in, as a tribute? 
Well, each gave their blow. Mistakes are made sometimes; that is sure. I 
don 't know if that girl was what the crowd thought she was, or if she just 
happened to resemble a culprit. And the manner of dealing with culprits. 
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What happened to the smiling grateful kids who used to come to free 
classes at the old church on Saturdays--even you gave them a Saturday or 
two, didn 't you, before you found there were better things to pass the time. 
They boycotted the Bantu Education that made it necessary for them to 
receive white charity coaching, they got shot at and tear-gassed after you 'd 
gone, there've been funerals for many of them. Does bravery, awesome 
contempt for your own death take away all feeling? {lVhite kids don 't even 
know what death is, we were kept away from funerals for fear of upsetting 
us psychologically.) Can you kill others as you may be kJ1/ed-and do even 
worse? And is this death really worse than death by police torture? Whites 
don 't call their fellow whites savages for what goes on in this bw1ding. 

No-one is on record for feeling any remorse. Neither the police and 
soldiers who shoot blacks every day, nor the blacks who kill-no, not their 
own people, which is what whites are saying-but those who are not their 
own, any more: who have lost all identity but that of enemy. There's 
colour-blindness for you, at last . . .  

lVhat excuse is there for that? The madness. How do you feel about 
that? The whites want the madness to be the last, the final, triumphant 
vindication of all they themselves have done to blacks for hundreds of years. 

There 's no excuse. 
There 's only the evidence: if m'er hundreds of years you distort law 

and order as repression, you get frenzy. If you won 't attempt to do justice, 
you cut morality, human feeling, pity-you cut the heart out. 

\Vhite kids are being kJ1/ed in landmine explosions and supermarket 
bombings, on Sunday rides and shopping trips with their loving parents. 
The mines and petrol bombs are planted by blacks, but it 's the whites who 
have kJ1/ed their own children. The loving parents and grandparents and 
great-grandparents. The rvhite family tree. 

How is it possible to live like that; well, how was it possible to have 
lived like that. They can go away from what 's happening now, but they can 
never go away from the way we lived for so many generations. On little 
floating islands, it ex1sts still, that life like patches of blue water hyacinths 
that used to choke the rivers, broken from their moorings now and being 
carried out by heavy seas. {Sentence sounds odd because, in fact, it 's the 
beginning of a poem I tried to write; break up the lines and you 'll see it 's 
not so bad.} I hired a cottage-only eighteen months ago-along the North 
Coast. It was on wooden stilts and built of corrugated iron with a wooden 
stoep and a water-tank. \-Vhite miners used to save up and retire on pension 
in little pondokkies like that, but they've nearly all been pulled down for 
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time-sharing condominiums for richer whites. This one was in an area the 
Indians have got declared for them since they've had a House in Parlia
ment, and their development scheme hasn 't started yet-so an Indian 
friend found it for me. {You see, there 's priv1lege even among revolution
aries.} Between the stnkes and the funerals I was going there regularly 
whenever I could. It was my Safe House. The Gandhi settlement nearby 
was burned down and Buthelezi's government-approved private army was 
fighting our United Democratic Front people in a black township just over 
the hills. In my cottage there was perfect peace. The wasps buzzed their 
mantras. I ate the shad I caught and drank my Lion lager like every South 
African male. At  night I sat out in what the darkness reverted to the miner's 
garden. I couldn 't see the weeds and broken chairs and rusted pots, and the 
frangipani trees, that had survived neglect and the black women 's search 
for firewood, were a constellation of scented stars just at my head. The frogs 
throbbing on and the sea hissing. I 'd walk down to the beach. Nothing. 
Nothing but gentleness, you know how the Indian Ocean seems to evapo
rate into the sky at night. In the middle of my witness of the horror of this 
country, I experienced the white man 's peace. I did. I woke up at night and 
heard the heavy sea, the other sea, pounding on the land. But that was only 
a line for the ending of the poem; although I was being carried out on it, 
it was bringing me here. 

There has been madness since the beginning, in the whites. Our 
great-grandfather Hillel was in it from the moment he came up from the 
steerage deck in Cape Town harbour with his cardboard suitcase, landing 
anywhere to get away from the Little Father 's quotas and the cossacks ' 
pogroms. It's in the blood you and I share. Since the beginning. \Vhites 
couldn 't ha�·e done what they've done, otherwise. Madness has appeared 
among blacks in the final stage of repression. It is, in fact, the unrecognized 
last act of repress ion , transferred to them to enact upon themselves . It is 
the horrible end of all whites have done. 

The Major is triumphant. \Vel/, how do you feel about your blacks 
now? What about your savages hacking each other to death? \Vhat about 
the end of capitalist exploitation and the great dawn of freedom and peace? 

But my position is sane. I 'm without doubts about that. 
This cell, at this moment, seems full to me, brimming, this empty cell 

is fuller than the other rooms I 've had. 1\1y room in the house always looked 
as if Bettie had just cleared someone 's stuff away. I never hung it with sports 
pennants and school photographs and pop stars the way you girls did yours. 
I didn 't keep things, didn 't want to remember. \Vhat have I got of my life? 
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Only what is here. D'you remember the toy car? It belonged to that kid. 
I kept that. 

Hendrik/Mercury/Icarus, don 't fall into the sea with this. From j'a11, 
from here I'm free to say everything. I love you. 

Sash a 



WHAILA'S COUNTRY 

The letter was produced at Sasha's trial . 
He must have bribed the young son of a farmer ruined by the '8os 

drought in the Koster district who had said there were opportunities for 
advancement in the prison services . But what could the prisoner have had 
to offer? It is the wretched th ieves and prosti tutes, not the politicals, who 
traffic in  the prison economy of drugs. Maybe he had even tried to convert 
the boy to the cause; it is known to prison officers that those tra ined by the 
Left are taught to subvert the Christian values inculcated by the Dutch 
Reformed Church . 

Hendrik Cerhardus Munnik had never written a letter in his l ife, 
except as a school exercise. The letter he smuggled out of prison ( it was 
'under the plastic' in his warder's cap, he told the court) was very thick, 
he didn ' t  know what was inside. He kept it for three days before handing 
it over to the Commandant .  And why did he decide to surrender it to prison 
authorities? 

Because he was afra id of what h is father would say if he lost his job. 
Did the prisoner promise h im any reward or remuneration for smug-

gling the letter? 
No. 
Why did he agree to take i t? 
Because he thought it was a love-letter. 
Sasha was accused with three others , Burtwell Nyaka, Makekene 

Conca, Thabo Poswao, on five counts, which the Defence conducted by 
Joe's most distinguished colleagues succeeded in getting reduced to the two 
principal ones: conspiring to overthrow the State and furthering the a ims 
of the African National Congress. The ' love-letter' , the Prosecution sub
mitted, contained a clear sta tement of the accused 's intention to commit 
h igh treason.  The passage was read out and the exhibit, numbered 1 4, 
passed to the judge: 'Yes . . .  I want  to overthrow the State . . .  that is the 
meaning of my l i fe' . The whole tenor of the letter, the Prosecution con
tinued, made clear that for the accused the 'solution ' to South Africa's 
problems was revolution . In th is context, he lauded violent uprisings, law
lessness in the black townships, strikes and boycotts, as the blacks' under-
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standing of means to 'overthrow that ( the) South African way of l i fe' . He 
blamed wh ites for the murder of white ch ildren . These sentiments he had 
already expressed on publ ic platforms, in the trade union and other journals 
to wh ich he contributed, in the pamphlets i t  would be alleged he had 
conspired to distribute by pamphlet bombs, in fact in h is record of revolu
tionary activit ies that could be proved as far back as 1 979. And his convic
tions were so strong that he would even risk sending subversive material out 
of prison by clandestine means-some love-letter! 

The Defence submitted that the letter was, in fact , 'a moving credo' 
from a man whose sense of justice and human ity had found no structures 
within wh ich to redress the m isery he was aware of in South Africa .  He had 
been brought up in  a family where a social conscience was the foundat ion 
of personal moral ity, h is father had been for many years what would be 
known in Western countries as a civil rights lawyer, his mother had been 
an active l iberal ; their son had seen them leave their country in despai r  at 
the fruitlessness of their efforts to assist meaningful constitutional changes . 
I t  was, indeed, out of love-love for fellow human beings, for the poorest 
and most disadvantaged, the majority of the South African population , that 
the son had given up the promise of a lucrative career in law and a h igh 
social and economic position among whites in order to put his l i fe at the 
service of black workers. 

Exhibit 1 4 included two envelopes . \Vith in the first there was another: 
State House, the name of the capital, the country, this surely should have 
been an adequate address to have reached the one for whom it was in
tended. Exhibit 1 4 did not even reach the cover address on the outer 
envelope; but although Hendrik had failed to deliver it  there, it had led the 
pol ice to the friend Sasha had hoped would get it  taken to England and 
forwarded . The friend was arrested and deta ined as another possible co
conspirator, but released after a week of interrogation . 

There was a stir of comment in the publ ic gallery the day Hendrik gave 
his reason for accepting the letter; typically soppy, probably thinking of h is 
Koster meisie back on the farm. These backveld boys, plaas;apies! His 
brother-in-law, a cartage contractor from Pretoria and not to be patron ised, 
who had accompan ied Hendrik's mother to court, turned angrily on the 
faces beh ind h im .  No, a boereseun was no match for a Jewboy communist .  
The mother grasped his hand in a vice to quiet him; never looked up from 
under her hat . 

The Defence d isputed the Prosecution's in terpretat ion of the letter. 



The person to whom it was addressed was like a sister to the accused. She 
was a relative who had been brought up by the accused's parents as one 
of their own children .  He had been deeply attached to her, she was appar
ently his confidante through childhood and adolescence. It was not surpris
ing that under conditions of sensory deprivation in solitary confinement, 
where time loses i ts normal dimension and partings of many years may seem 
the same as partings that took place a few weeks or months previously, he 
should have turned to her, in imagination, to review h is l ife and set out h is 
commitment to serve others . I n  no way could the intimate confidences of 
this letter be regarded as constituting a revolutionary document. And 
whom could i t  have been planned to incite? The intended recipient had 
l ived abroad for a long time. Defence requested that the letter be read out 
in its entirety, not quoted from selectively. 

The other mother was beside her husband and they heard it all. There 
were Hashes in Pauline's face. Joe made no move to touch her. There was 
the sense around them, in them, that the matings ,  the birth of children, 
the quarrels, the convictions that didn't l ie together, the unsaid, the spoken 
that should never have been said, the right questions, the wrong answers, 
the trust and distrust, the blame and the forgiveness were casting them in 
the bronze of a single fused figure. For them, there was nobody else in the 
court; the mass of their feel ing occupied it ,  i t  would not have been surpris
ing i f  everyone on the adjoining benches had edged away or silently trooped 
out with a bow to the judge. 

Olga was very support ive . Whether Arthur l iked it or not, she insisted 
that Pauline and Joe move out of that pokey Oat and into her house, where 
they would be properly fed and looked after during their ordeal . After all, 
the two sisters had only each other-they had lost Ruthie, she might be 
dead, for all they knew. But Olga did not attend the trial . Pauline would 
not expect that of her. She had never been in court in her l ife; police vans 
from which hands clung through the diamond-mesh guard, men in shackles 
led to the dock, a red-robed protector with the authority-thank God
to lock away burglars, rapists, embezzlers, car thieves, murderers where they 
couldn ' t  threaten decent people any longer-all that belonged to the crimi
nals and the poor . Poor devils, the latter; a matter of environment. Cer
ta inly not the environment to which the sisters belonged, and in which 
even Pauline's children had been brought up. Poor Pauline, she hadn 't 
deserved Sasha.  Olga's Clive, hardly a year older, was consultant to export
ers and importers in the wine industry, an authority on vintages, with a 
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' nose' equal to that of. some of the great experts in France; sad for Pauline: 
when Clive's name appeared in  the newspapers it was not as an accused 
in a trial for treason but as author of his syndicated column for wine lovers. 
But Olga was loyal to her sisters, never would have heard a bad word said 
about the other one, and would not tolerate any condemnatory remarks 
about Pauline's son . Once or twice she invited carefully-selected friends to 
dinner-her sister and brother-in-law surely needed some distraction, sit
ting day after day in what she imagined a court must be like. Olga deliber
ately did not avoid the subject that was in the guests' minds, l ike a death 
in the family. Sasha was not disgraced; he was wronged. He had somehow 
fallen through one of the man-holes of l ife into an environment that wasn't 
his; there had been criminal carelessness somewhere, on somebody's part, 
maintenance was a scandal, what did one pay taxes for i f  no-one was secure 
any longer. Her own nephew had been locked away by these Afrikaners, 
put on trial by them, and he was a young man of good family, intelligent, 
cultivated. I f  Arthur wanted to (he didn ' t  look as if he wanted to, he was 
spitting out fish-bones without even putting his hand over his mouth ) he 
could tell some tales about the real crim inals, the swindling and finagling 
that went on high up in the financial world in connivance with members 
of the government . Whom had her nephew swindled? Whom had he 
cheated or hurt? -He's done noth ing! The government is mad!-

There was an abrupt change of atmospheric pressure which all felt 
without for a moment knowing why. 

Pauline put down her knife and fork, stood up and flattened her hands 
on Olga's Georgian table so that the wine jumped in the glasses. Then she 
l ifted the hands and dug the spread fingers up through that wild head of 
hair that needed the attention of a good stylist. Her eyes held their audience 
as they had always sought to. -Olga, Sasha did not do nothing. Under
stand that. He did everyth ing he could to bring down this government, and 
the power of white people who made it, and all their wh ite governments 
before it .  They recognize the danger he represents to their evil; don ' t  you 
sit here and minimize that .  This trial is a sign of his effectiveness . He did 
someth ing.- And she sat down to her plate while others did not know how 
to take up again the normal flow of the evening; for a few moments only 
she and Arthur were eating-he never l istened when Pauline spoke, and 
had not been interrupted . 

Since Olga did not come to court she did not hear the letter read out. 
There was merely a mention of i ts existence as evidence, no extract of its 
contents or mention of the name of the individual to whom it  was written , 
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in the day's newspaper reports of the trial . When Joe's colleagues, the team 
defending Sasha and h is co-accused, came to confer with Joe and Pauline, 
Olga sent in Jethro's successor with tea and cream scones (Olga's servants 
stayed with her faithfully until pensioned; the old cook had been retired 
to KwaZulu-the recipe remained) but she ensured there would be abso
lute privacy for the discussion going on in her l i ttle sittingroom, where some 
of her favourite pieces were gathered, including the Blackamoor lamp that 
used to stand in the main lounge. When she walked past the door she rose 
on tiptoe. 

Pauline did not talk of the letter to Olga . And Joe did not need to be 
told not to. So Olga was not caused pain by any unearth ing of what else 
had been out of place in the environment of the family. Anyway, it was 
none of her business, never had been , she had not taken any responsibili ty 
for Ruthie's ch ild beyond buying her a new outfit every six months. 

Pa in was caused to the girl with whom Sasha l ived for several years 
up to a short while before he was deta ined. They were parted by then,  but 
although he never mentioned her in the letter, she had been with him in 
the tin cottage with the water-tank and the frangipan i .  She had married 
someone else wh ile he was in detention ; the husband was a friend of Sasha 
and the couple came up from Durban ,  in sol idarity with those on trial, at 
least once to attend part of the proceedings. When the letter was read out 
she realized that for i ts writer she never had been in the cottage, that 
was what was wrong that she hadn't understood, all the time they were 
together. There was no need to laugh at Hcndrik, the boereseun, the 
plaas;apie. 

The letter was merely one exhibit in a dossier of incriminating evi
dence that took months to be led . Burtwell Nyaka and Makekene Conca 
received varying sentences. Sasha was found guilty on both counts of the 
indictment and given a lengthy sentence, along with Thabo Poswao, al
though the period of punishment on each count  was to run concurrently. 
Joe's colleagues decided against an appeal to a h igher court, for Sasha.  
There was the danger that instead of the result being a reduction of 
sentence the State might cross-appeal for a heavier one. There were some 
aspects of the case where the Defence, all th ings considered, had been 
lucky. The matter of the letter was an example: because of H illela 's new 
names and somewhat unlikely and exotic status, perhaps, the Prosecution 
never made use of her strong association with the African National Con
gress , the fact that  she was the same woman who had been the wife of the 
assassinated Whaila Kgomani ,  and who after his death had worked for the 
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Congress in Eastern Europe as well as Africa . I f  the Prosecution had chosen 
to exploit these l inks, it wouldn 't have been too credible to attempt to 
establish Exhibit 1 4 as any kind of love-letter. 

When sentence was passed, Sasha suddenly did not belong to them 
-Pauline and Joe and Carole (who had flown out to be with her parents 
for the verdict ) .  The blacks in the gallery began to sing and stamp over calls 
for order and as the police hustled them out they went stamping, waving 
fists at the four men being led down to the well of the court whose fists 
were raised to them, and already there were new verses for the refrain of 
their song: wo.::a Luthuli, wo.::a Mandela, wo.::a Tambo, wo.::a Sisulu, wo.::a 
Mbeki, wo.::a Slovo, wo.za Kgomani- to those names they added the names 
of the four men, the three blacks and their wh ite brother, descending to 
prison . For the first t ime in h is l ife Sasha resembled Pauline-turning, 
pausing before he was pushed down to the well-his face publ ic, blazing, 
exalted , open to the chanting crowd dragging and tramping their feet 
heavily along the boards as they left the gallery. Then he was gone. 

Outside in the street h is fam ily was passed from arms to arms in the 
huge embrace that is the reverse of the hosti l ity a mob can generate. The 
mother of Thabo was cl inging to Joe, weeping with pride and sorrow, and 
he held her head to h im,  like a lover. Viva! ,  coming by way of Cuba, 
Mozambique and Nicaragua,  had joined the old litany of freedom cries. 
They flew back and forth,  excit ing the pol ice dogs and bringing the whi te 
shop assistants to the doors of the chainstore and Greek-owned supermar
ket in the maize-belt town . Pol itical trials were no longer held in the cities, 
in  order to avoid mass gatherings of blacks, but trade union ists had come 
by the busload and they were joined by local black delivery men wheel ing 
their bicycles , farm workers with their small purchases of soap and sugar, 
unemployed youths-all those people from a nearby 'homeland' who gravi
tated towards the streets of the town where they were forbidden to l ive . 
Petrified among them was the equestrian statue that stands in every Trans
vaal dorp, the Boer \Var general with the trunk of a stone tree growing up 
into his horse's belly to solve the sculptor's problem of supporting his work. 
Press cars and several chauffeur-driven ones with diplomatic number plates 
( these cases attracted foreign observers at a high level) made through the 
crowd a passage which flowed closed aga in .  Pauline was swept away but Joe 
heard her: -Those sentences don ' t  mean anything! They're not going 
to be all those years inside! The end to all this will come long before 
then !-



Trust Hillela ; she chose well . The Presiden t was able to achieve in his 
one-party state what the handbooks on and surveys of Africa concede as 
' impressive development' during the years when oi l  prices were h igh, and 
by the time oil resources were no longer such a profitable source of revenue 
had succeeded in d iversi fying the economy so that, in comparison with 
most neighbouring countries, his people are reasonably well off and there 
has been no serious 'crisis of expectation ' to threaten the stabil ity of the 
regime. The oil fields, min ing industry and banks are nationalized, land has 
been redistributed and there are co-opera tive farms, but agriculture, learn
ing from the d isasters elsewhere, has not been collectivized . The General 
with in the President has never forgotten the subversive power of hunger. 
The petty shopkeepers have not been touched . The Lebanese still consti
tute what is best referred to as an informal banking structure; so long as 
the back-of-the-shop deals in foreign currency stay within reason, it is best 
to ignore them . The country rarely has any entry under the l ist of violations 
of human rights published by Amnesty I n ternational; imprisoned cabinet 
ministers and officials of the previous regime were amnestied one by one 
in the yearly celebrations of the President's reaccession to power which take 
place in State House, country-wide sports stadia and schools. Of course 
there is a prison where individuals designated Enemies of The People are 
held . As a prisoner in another country once wrote, there surely have to be 
such places? The rendezvous just and unjust keep, in turn. Every power has 
to put away what threatens it? Habeas corpus is entrenched in the const i tu
tion , and the occasional expulsion of a miscreant foreign journalist intent 
on finding a story discreditable to African regimes in grievances of the sort 
malcontents and anti-social clements have in all societies, scarcely is to be 
regarded as suppression of freedom of the press . The Presiden t's son ,  the 
Colonel , is Director of National Security. But no-one can accuse the Presi
dent of nepotism in th is case; the Colonel is immensely capable, a man with 
a particular silence suited to conscientious discharge of his duty. I t  is a 
silence that came to h im in the room of an Arab house, developing with 
the pattern of light and dark that played over h im there, as a photographic 
negative fixes a phenomenon of place, t ime and experience. He is grea tly 
feared and known by the designated Enemies of The People as the Presi
dent's hit man. There is no amnesty from h is surveillance. He is married 
to a young woman from the Ministry of \Vorks and has provided the 
President with the eldest son of an eldest son-in his less formal photo-
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graphs the President in an open-neck sh irt is often shown with his good
looking white wife (or is she hal f-caste , she has an African name) , and th is 

favourite grandson on h is knee or restra ined by the hand-he's an exuber
ant ch ild. 

The President has some unwelcome guests in his country. It is not only 
in Africa , of course, that there are deposed tyrants nobody, not even their 
former friends, wishes to harbour. And even the just men among the 
Amins, Bokassas, Shahs, Baby Docs and Marcoses can be an embarrass
ment in terms of in ternat ional relations. When the President has had no 
choice but to grant asylum, those whose statues have been brought down 
in their former capitals are confined to residence in one of his provincial 
towns and know they are under the surveillance of the Colonel. It's not an 
ideal l i fe, but one can manage, as both the President and the President's 
wife know, having experienced i t  in previous existences. S ince the begin
ning-that is to say, the beginning of the Presiden t's second access to 
power, with his new wife (he likes to joke and call it the Second Empire) 
-there have been some taking refuge, however, who seem to be in a special 
ca tegory . H is country is too far removed, geographically, to have been any 
usc as a base for incursion to South Africa ; not even the government there 
in its wildest accusations against him could have suggested that. But sa fe 
houses were provided and the experienced lobbying abil i ty and growing 
prestige of the Pres ident were brought into play in the world to obtain 
increasing support for those who temporarily occupied the safe houses. The 
Presiden t's wife-never has been like other presidents' wives among mem
bers of the OAU,  even the other wh ite ones, such as old President Sen
ghor's-was always present at these negotiations, whether they were with 
the American Assistant  Secretary of State for African Affairs, the director 
for Africa from the French Foreign Office, the East German Ambassador 
or the heads of African states: a small but quite voluptuous, bold-eyed 
woman, one mustn ' t  be m isled, by her perfect grooming and elegant 
clothes, into dismissing her as the ornament of the President's sexual tastes 
and prowess . She offers hospital i ty to many old friends at State House. She 
understands well the exhaustion of exiles, flying from country to country 
with the responsibil i ty of arguments, stra tegies , methods of presentation 
and persuas ion to be ca rried from offices up rickety sta irs to State ante
rooms, from bush camps to I ntercontinental Hotels. There arc many who 
have found a day's revival-a moment recovered from responses put aside 
-in the swimming pool at State House which she has had made private 
even from the peacocks and guinea-fowl by a surrounding trellis covered 
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with the orange-flowered bignon ia that grows at all lati tudes in Africa . 
Tambo came but did not swim;  neither did Thabo Mbeki . Arnold was there 
at State House sometimes, between planes, and Busewe, and young people 
who were not at the Lusaka headquarters before the assassination took 
place. The President's wife and Arnold were in the water together, again ,  
he saw the shape of her body, her legs and arms wavering under water like 
coloured flags and streamers, then rolled up into flesh and a bright swimsuit 
as she surfaced, pushing back from her face her long, wet curly hair. Only 
i t  was dark bronze now-something fashionable, no doubt . The year he was 
the Nobel Laureate, B ishop Tutu and his wife Leah were guests and walked 
in the gardens with her. The Bishop's laugh sounded from out of the 
animated chatter, a trumpet from home; he would not have known anyone 
there the President's wife remembered, it was too long ago, but he and his 
wife had about them the kind of bloom of a particular a i r  and place that 
is unmistakable and that those in exile had lost. 

To be with such people is l ike open ing a cupboard and burying a nose 
in the folds of a forgotten garment .  

Despite-or more likely because of?-the sometimes unseemly promi
nence of the woman the President brought with him when he came back 
to power, theirs appears to be what is called a happy marriage. Which, in 
the curiously mysterious while too public sense of the relationship between 
symbolic figures, surely means a good combination of accommodation . She 
is sa id, by the small faction in the South of the country who still support 
their leader exiled to Zaire, to have unnatural powers over the President 
and-a foreigner-too much say in the ruling of a country which is not her 
country and a people who are not her people. More sophisticated circles 
remark that she sees herself as a Madame de Pompadour if not an Evita 
Peron ; but no-one who really knows anything about the President bel ieves 
he would allow anyone, or needs anyone, to be more than h is peer ; his 
choice wisely has been a woman who can keep up with him in the reality 
of the position his power, l ike that of every country in Africa , straddles
between Africa and the world, nei ther of which can do without the other. 

After a few years, the President was known to have a passing fancy. 
Another foreigner, far more foreign . The Scots wife of the Swed ish Ambas
sador. Noma, when she was out on a visit , dubbed her The Albino or The 
Bloodhound-she was unrelievedly blonde, with blue eyes that showed a 
wet pink rim at  the lower lids and a skin so fair i t  shone in the dark gardens 
of State House in the even ing, when receptions spilled outdoors . Noma 
could not understand why her mother laughed so much at the names. I n  
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due course, the Swedish Ambassador's tour of duty was up, and a successor 
took his place, a bachelor. 

The President has never deserted his wife's bed, even during the 
pursuit of passing fancies; and she has never ceased to please and, still, 
surprise h im-for h im,  there is no one like her. She must have had several 
affairs of her own-some people would even give names-but the skill of 
discretion , like any other, comes with the experience of adaptation to 
circumstance. She travels alone to visit her daughter in Rome, London and 
Paris, she is invited as an honoured guest to gatherings of socialist women's 
organizations in Eastern Europe and feminist congresses in Africa and the 
West; the Colonel knows better than to keep her under surveillance. And 
if, a fter all, the President has some idea that a woman he continues to find 
so attractive may attract and not resist another man, from time to time
well , Chiemeka is not l ike other women, she is a match for h im in this way 
as in all others . 



Burtwell Nyaka, Makekene Conca, Thabo Poswao and Sasha served their 
full sentences. The end to i t  all did not come before then . 

During the years Sasha was in prison Joe died one summer night in 
London while preparing a case for Manchester United . Pauline was in their 
small garden , restlessly pacing it out; she was due to leave for South Africa 
next day for a contact visit with Sasha .  She came inside under the clematis 
tapping on the open glass doors and saw the figure dropped sideways in the 
desk chair . She called h im :-/oe- exactly as she had called at Sasha's 
bedroom door, her voice as a young woman was back in  her throat . 

Olga died .  Arthur remarried. He became richer than ever, during 
those years, as a subcontractor to Armscor, the South African government's 
a rmament corporation . H is new companies made parts for the four-bar
relled 7 .62-mm cannon, one of the variants of the CA 1 Servo-Controlled 
aircraft weapons system, and the CB cluster bomb system which could fire 

40 six-kilogram bombs l ike ping-pong balls from its apertures . He was 
invited to Chile to exhibit home-grown skills South Africa had developed 
in response to arms embargoes . He did not care for these tropical countries 
full of half-Redskin, half-Latin coloureds, but to be an honoured industrial
ist in Chile or Paraguay, almost an official emissary for South Africa, was 
not like being there as any ordinary tourist. 

Neither the four barrels of the cannon nor the deadly juggler was any 
protection . When the time came, he realized i t  and went with h is wife not 
to the villa h is cultured wife Olga had wanted in I taly ( the new woman was 
a s imple person who agreed that as in America there were no servants i t  

was best to put up for auction at Sotheby's al l  those fancy th ings that 
needed dusting daily) , nor, Cod forbid, to one of those dirty, run-down 
republics where he had displayed his achievements, but to Californ ia, 
where one of his sons, the eminent urologist, had moved . 

Sasha came out of prison , was banned from resuming his trade-union 
activities, and worked clandestinely with the l iberation front, going Under
ground every time there were new waves of arrests and reappearing when
ever one might be able to count on a respite; he, too, became experienced 
in adaptation to h is circumstances, although nothing in the advantages of 
h is youth had prepared him for them . The death of h is father was part of 
the deaths all around h im .  A country where the dead breed more dead
that was wri tten in the letter that had become only a document, addressed 
to nobody, a testament, an exhibit among pamphlets. And death was still 
breeding. The whites wouldn't sec that their structures were bursting at the 
joints with the pressure of massed bodies, alive and dead: a country court-
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room (this one in a town smaller than the one where Sasha had stood trial ) 
was bui1t to hold only thirty people, and three thousand came to the trial 
of a few rebellious schoolch ildren . The fences fell, the municipal gardens 
were trampled, the walls shook with the press of the living, the edifice of 
white justice, big enough only for a m inority, could not hold. The police 
shot into the three thousand as they had shot before, year after year, as they 
were shooting day after day, hopelessly killing, unable to keep back the 
living who kept coming on and on , endlessly replacing the dead. The petrol 
bombs that burned the wives and children of traitors, the stones that h i t  
tourist buses, the l impet mines that blew up pol ice stations and the AK 47s 
that bred with the dead-the homemade and the smuggled instruments of 
death could not be kept out, even by a Servo-Controlled weapons system 
and the cluster bomb. Against her own wishes, Pauline stayed in London 
after Joe's death. She understood that her presence in the last days of the 
old South Africa would place a stra in on Sasha that would be at the cost 
of the work he had to do; for which he had gone to prison, and for which 
he had now emerged . One day he telephoned Pauline from Amsterdam .  
Sasha had  no  passport, she knew he  must have come out  the way she had 
helped a black family escape when he was a schoolboy-not by the same 
route, for a long time there had been no safe houses in Botswana that the 
South African army hadn ' t  destroyed-but with the help of someone like 
hersel f. She had seen on television the bombed walls of police headquarters 
in two cit ies. A l impet mine had been placed in the women's lavatory, in 
one, and in the men's lavatory in the other. Pauline thought how obvious 
it was that the first must have been placed by a woman, and the other by 
a man; an error on the part of the saboteurs to give away this clue. Then 
she read that a young woman had, indeed, been arrested, a white woman .  
When her son called from Amsterdam she believed she knew the identity 
of the man. 



This year, the President is Chairman of the OAU.  I t  is an honour at which 
some say he {and h is ambitious wife) set his bra ided cap and his black, 
leather-bound beret from the beginn ing of his second regime. The fact is 
that he was an almost unanimous choice of a body known for i ts dissension : 
thrice-over victor in the anti-colonialist struggle, first aga inst the colonial 
occupation, then in h is coup aga inst the government that colluded with the 
former colon ial power, and finally against Europe's and America's covert 
backing of h is usurpers; a professed socialist with a mixed economy in his 
own country, a man of high intelligence whose emotional style makes h im 
popular in Africa and the Eastern bloc, and whose humour and soph istica
tion do the same for h im with the West. 

One of his fi rst official duties is to attend the proclamation of the new 
African state that used to be South Africa. I t  is fitting that this should have 
come about during his year of office, because he was part of the negotiations 
that continued outside the country concurrently with undeclared civil war 
there even when the black leaders were finally released from prison and 
brought back from exile, the l iberation movements unbanned, and apart
heid legislation abol ished (a formality, the country had become ungovern
able under it), but a section of whites, led by the white mil i tary command 
and a portion of the army, tried to reta in a power base-they called i t  the 
white homeland-in the Orange Free State and part of the Transvaal .  The 
role of the Frontline States in the independence of Namibia some years 
before was revived to facilitate the establishment of black l iberation in the 
last and most important of the southern African countries ruled by white 
power, and the composition of the Frontline States was enlarged accord
ingly by greater representation of the black power of the continent. The 
white corporations who owned the m ineral wealth of the country have been 
eager, ever since they saw that the whites were going to lose political power, 
to ensure that they will have some future-say, 49% ?-under black rule. 
The present incumbent of the OAU chairmanship has been an extremely 
useful adviser to the black l iberation leaders in their determination to make 
use of the executive and managerial skills of the corporations in order to 
maintain the economy while nationalizing the mining industry: h is experi
ence in driving such hard bargains has been invaluable. So, in many ways, 
he can be regarded as a brother who has been part of the South African 
l iberation struggle in accordance with the old Pan-African ideal that some
times seems forgotten . 

There will be many ceremonies to mark the birth of an African 
republ ic where there have been a number of kinds of colonial occupation 
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disguised as republics : the Boer republics of the Orange Free State and 
Transvaal, the Republ ic of South Africa . There are many h istoric sites 
sacred to the black people that were trampled over by whi te interests and 
now will be restored to honour by the celebrations to be held on this 
ground. These si tes are everywhere; in the Cape, in Natal, in the Orange 
Free State, in the Transvaal-and it is all one country now, there are no 
homelands but only a homeland. {Some observers speculate i t  may be 
difficult to keep it that way; there are former 'national state' and ' indepen
dent state' leaders whose addiction to sectional power won ' t  be easily cured 
or accommodated. ) But the actual ceremony of declaration can take place, 
i t  has been decided, only where white power sat immoveably and appar
ently unassa ilable for so long: in Cape Town . The House of Parliament is 
too small; i t  never was enlarged to take in representatives of the whole 
population, merely provided with Outhouses to accommodate the failed 
experiment of annexing the I ndian and 'Coloured' people to save apartheid. 
The Gardens adjoining parliament could have provided the site to become 
the most sacred of all, the one on which the ancestral country itself will 
be returned to i ts people; van Riebeeck's gardens where the first fence was 
put up, centuries ago, to keep out the indigenous people. But that would 
have meant destroying the old trees and flowering groves-as in Harare, 
that was once Salisbury, the public gardens are a relic of the colonial style 
worth keeping. 

A stadium has been built, or rather an existing one has been greatly 
enlarged and completely refurbished. I t  has been surrounded, since early 
last evening, from the foreshore to its six gates of access, as i f  the ocean 
itself has flooded up from Table Bay, as if the flanks of Table Mountain 
i tself have crumbled down in a moving mass to the city, by hundreds of 
thousands of people wanting to get in to occupy the stands open to the 
public . A cordon of police and the liberation army keeps out the huge crowd 
for whom there is not room within ;  the stadium was filled as soon as the 
gates were opened at ten in the morning for the ceremony that is to take 
place at noon . There is a sense that the liberation army is protecting the 
police from the crowd; for many years these black policemen took part in 
the raids upon these people's homes and on migrant workers' hostels, broke 
down squatters' shacks, sjambokked schoolch ildren and manhandled strik
ers: every now and then they cannot avoid meeting a certa in gaze from eyes 
in the crowd that once burned with tear gas .  

The enormous faces of those who have not lived to see this day sway, 
honoured on lofty placards. Special contingents overflow the stands packed 
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with those of the liberation organizations and the trade unions. There are 
student, church and women's groups, all with their uniforms, T-sh irts and 
banners, there are choirs, musicians with traditional instruments and danc
ers in the national dress of the amaXhosa , amaZulu, Bapedi, Basotho, 
VhaVenda, amaPondo, Batswana. Cold, green and black bunting swathes 
every stand, dais, barrier and pole. The flags of many countries clap at the 
air in the force of the south-easter blowing. The blue, wh ite and orange flag 
of the white Republ ic of South Africa was on the flag-pole in the middle 
of the arena ready, according to the instructions of some stickler for proce
dure, to be ceremonially lowered for ever, but during the n ight someone 
has got into the stadium despite the heavy guard maintained, and hauled 
it down. It l ies, ripped by a knife, wrapped by the wind round the base of 
its pole. The television crews from all over the world are filming this image 
with the same idea in mind:  it will provide a striking open ing shot for their 
coverage. 

For hours the great swell of singing and chanting has been carried back 
and forth between the mountain and the sea by the south-easter . When 
the band in gold, green and black leads in the mil itary escort and motorcade 
with the first black President and Prime Minister of the country, h is wife 
and h is cabinet-all people whose faces were for years not even permitted 
to be published in newspapers, whose words were banned, and who were 
ban ished to exile or prison-the swell rises to a roar that strikes the moun
tain ,  and jets above it to the domain of eagles, ululating shrills of ecstasy. 
The mounta in may crack like a great dark glass shattered by a giant's note 
never sung before . The instruments of the band, continuing to play as 
dignitaries and foreign guests are seated on the dais covered with velvet 
in l iberation colours, are obli terated by the human voice; no trumpet or 
flute can blow aga inst that  resonance from half a million breasts, and the 
Western-style mil ita ry drums are shallow, beaten out by the tremendous 
blows of African drums. 

Diplomats, wh ite and black, wh ite churchmen and individuals or 
representatives of organizations who actively supported the l iberat ion strug
gle sit among black dignitaries; there are one or two white industrial ists 
representing the mining corporations. The Chairman of the OAU and his 
wife are in a place of honour. She is a wh ite woman,  but she is wearing 
African dress today, the striped, hand-woven robes and h igh-swathed head
cloth that is the national dress of the women of the President's country. 
Those who know about such things would recogn ize that the gold ear-rings 
suspended from the tip of each lobe that just shows, beneath the headdress, 
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are not of the workmanship of that country, but probably of Chana. She 
is a beautiful woman-at least, the splendid outfit makes her appear so; 
there are not many wh ites who could carry i t  off. She has imposing stature 
despite her lack of height-in the forties, one would say, and rounder than 
she must have been when she was a girl . Her very large, brill iant black eyes 
are made-up but unlined-the crease that appears as she smiles and greets 
people to whom she is being presented, at her husband's side, is to do with 
the structure of her face, her h igh, tight-fleshed cheekbones, which look 
scrubbed, without artifice. Not poss ible to sec what the colour of her hair 
may be, now, because of the headcloth .  She is embraced by and embraces 
the wife of the first black President of the country, whom she has never 
before met; a real beauty, that one once was, and the distinction is still to 
be discerned despite and perhaps because of the suffering that has aged her 
to fulfil a d ifferent title. 

Sasha has not yet come back home. His Dutch wife has twins and she 
is nervous of going to an unfam iliar country with small ch ildren too soon 
after the long struggle down there has ended . She has been accustomed to 
the kind of health and welfare facil ities taken for granted in Amsterdam .  
There i s  also the unsolved problem of  Paul ine. No longer comrades o f  war, 
she and her son have been unable not to resume their own congen ital war, 
but she is certain to want to follow him i f  he returns. Olga's sons, Clive 
and Brian ,  are the only members of the sisters ' family left in the country . 
Clive already has been approached by the new Ministry of Agriculture to 
serve in a consultative capacity on the adaptation of the wine industry to 
the new social order. He sees no reason to leave. There is no black man 
with his special ised knowledge in this field, not anywhere. Brian, as the 
Foreign Exchange economist of one of the largest banks, has been ap
pointed on a commission to review the activit ies of the Reserve Bank in 
consideration of the broaden ing of trade alliances with the world from 
which the old white regime was excluded, in particular the Afro-Asian and 
Eastern blocs . So he sees no reason-at present-to leave. Neither brother 
is in the crowd at the stadium, although there are thousands of whites 
among the blacks, some wearing the T-shirts that bear the face of the new 
President .  {Clive, with a loan from the Afrikaner bank and in partnersh ip 
with an Indian cloth ing manufacturer, was en terprising enough even as a 
very young man to have had a side-l ine in the production of such shirts for 
the liberation movements. ) The brothers have always kept away from all 
that sort of thing, they wouldn ' t  get mixed up in any mob. The struggle 
was not their struggle. The celebration is not their celebration . 
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Now the surface of the living mass has changed, instead of heads it 
has become fists waving l ike spores . The wife of the Chairman of the OAU 
has slowly risen alongside her husband, beside the first black President and 
Prime Min ister, h is wife and the other leaders of a new nation , and the 
Presidents, Prime Ministers, party and union leaders of many others, in  
practised observance of her tra in ing in attendance at great and solemn 
occasions. She takes a breath , perhaps to ease her shoulders in the robe, and 
her hands hang a t  her sides a moment and then are l ightly enlaced in front 
of her thighs in the correct position . Her face is the public face assumed, 
along with appropriate dress , for exposure. 

If i t  is true that the voice of a l i fe is always addressing someone-for 
the rel igiously devout it is a god ,  for the pol itically devout it is the human 
mass-there is a stage in middle l i fe ,  if that l i fe is fully engaged with the 
world and the present, when there is no space or need for reflection. The 
past is not a haunting, but was a preparation , put into use. 

It also may be true that a l i fe is always moving-without being aware 
of this or what the moment may be and by a compass not available to others 
-towards a moment. 

Cannons ejaculate from the Castle. 
It is noon . 
H illela is watching a flag slowly climb, still in  i ts pupa folds, a crumpled 

wing emerging, and-now!-it writhes one last t ime and flares wide in the 
wind, is smoothed taut by the fist of the wind, the flag of Whaila's country. 
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